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a b s t r a c t

Recent event-related brain potential (ERP) study disentangled an early automatic component and a late
top-down controlled component of neural activities to perceived pain of others. This study assessed the
hypothesis that perspective taking modulates the top-down controlled component but not the automatic
component of empathy for pain by recording ERPs from 24 subjects who performed pain judgments of pic-
tures of hands in painful or non-painful situations from either self-perspective or other-perspective. We
found that, relative to non-painful stimuli, painful stimuli induced positive shifts of ERPs at frontal–central
electrodes as early as 160 ms after sensory stimulation and this effect lasted until 700 ms. The amplitudes
of ERPs at 230–250 ms elicited by painful stimuli negatively correlated with both subjective ratings of
others’ pain and self-unpleasantness in both self-perspective and other-perspective conditions. Neural
response to perceived pain over the central–parietal area was significantly reduced at 370–420 ms when
performing the pain judgment task from other-perspective compared to self-perspective. The results
suggest that shifting between self-perspectives and other-perspectives modulates the late controlled
component but not the early automatic component of neural responses to perceived pain.

© 2009 Elsevier Ireland Ltd. All rights reserved.

Empathy – the capacity to understand and share others’ feelings
and thoughts – plays a crucial role in human social communication
and interactions [6] and has been proposed to mediate devel-
opment and acquisition of appropriate social behaviors such as
helping and cooperation [8]. Recent brain imaging research has
examined neural processes involved in empathy by scanning sub-
jects during perception of visual displays that depict body parts
in painful and non-painful situations [4,10,12–14]. Perception of
painful stimuli applied to others induced increased activations in
brain areas involved in the processing of both affective (e.g., the
insula and anterior cingulate cortex (ACC)) [10,13,14,16,19,20] and
sensory (e.g., the primary somatosensory cortex and parietal oper-
culum) [1,3] aspects of the first-person pain experience.

Recent work further investigated temporal dynamics of neu-
ral responses to perceived pain by recording event-related brain
potentials (ERPs) in association with perception of painful and
non-painful stimuli applied to others [9,11]. Frontal ERP compo-
nents differentiated between painful and neutral stimuli as early
as 140 ms after sensory stimulation. Moreover, ERPs differentiat-
ing painful and non-painful stimuli were disentangled into two
stages since the modulation of ERP amplitudes at 140–380 ms by
perceived pain was independent of top-down attention to painful
cues in stimuli and the amplitudes correlated with subjective rat-
ings of perceived pain and self-unpleasantness. The modulation
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of ERP components after 380 ms by perceived pain, however, was
weakened when top-down attention was withdrawn from painful
cues. It appears that an early automatic component and a late top-
down controlled component are involved in neural responses to
perceived pain.

This study further assessed this model by examining whether
the early and late neural responses to perceived pain are modu-
lated by shifting between self-perspectives and other-perspectives
in a pain judgment task. Human beings are able to take a position
regarding another person’s mental life. This top-down controlled
process, i.e., perspective taking, is critical for empathy as one has
to adopt others’ psychological view in order to understand and
simulate others’ emotional states [6,7]. A prior functional mag-
netic resonance imaging (fMRI) study found that judgment of
perceived pain from self-perspective resulted in higher subjective
ratings of perceived pain and enhanced activity in the secondary
somatosensory cortex, posterior part of the ACC, and insula rel-
ative to judgment of perceived pain from other-perspective [13].
Similar modulations of neural responses to perceived pain in mid
ACC and insula by perspective taking were observed when judging
perceived painful facial expression [16]. Given the low tempo-
ral resolution of fMRI signals, the time course of the influence of
perspective taking on neural responses to perceived pain remains
unclear. Because perspective taking reflects a top-down controlled
process to shift between perspectives of self and others, per-
spective taking may affect the top-down controlled processes of
perceived pain. We tested this hypothesis by recording ERPs to pic-
tures showing hands in painful or non-painful situations and asked
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Fig. 1. Illustration of painful and non-painful stimuli used in this study.

participants to perform a pain judgment task from self-perspective
or other-perspective. Neural responses to perceived pain were
identified by examining the pain effect (i.e., ERPs differentiating
painful and non-painful stimuli) and the influence of perspective
taking on neural responses to perceived pain was assessed by com-
paring the pain effect when subjects imagined that hands in stimuli
were their own or unfamiliar others’.

Twenty-four healthy adults (12 males and 12 females, mean
age = 23.21 ± 2.65) participated in the study. All were right-handed
(assessed using Edinburgh Inventory), had normal or corrected-
to-normal vision, and were not color blind. Informed consent was
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Table 2
Mean FPS-R scores (standard deviation) in each perspective condition.

Self-perspective Other-perspective

Painful stimuli
Pain 5.95(2.04) 5.46(2.04)
Unpleasantness 5.94(1.89) 5.54(1.90)

Non-painful stimuli
Pain 0.17(0.29) 0.14(0.36)
Unpleasantness 0.85(0.88) 0.44(0.56)

stimuli in other-perspective condition (t(23) = 2.153, p < 0.05), but
did not differ between painful and non-painful stimuli in self-
perspective condition (t(23) = 0.358, p > 0.05).

ANOVAs of rating scores of pain intensity showed significant
main effects of Pain (F(1,23) = 186.85, p < 0.001) and perspec-
tive (F(1,23) = 4.529, p < 0.05, Table 2). Although the interaction
of pain × perspective did not reach significance (F(1,23) = 3.566,
p > 0.05), separate analysis suggested that the scores of pain
intensity were significantly higher in the self-perspective than
other-perspective conditions (t(23) = 2.077, p < 0.05), whereas
there was no significant difference in the scores of self-
unpleasantness between the conditions (t(23) = 1.506, p > 0.05).
The scores of pain intensity positively correlated with those of
self-unpleasantness in both the self- (r = 0.846, p < 0.001) and other-
perspective conditions (r = 0.792, p < 0.001).

Fig. 2 illustrates grand-averaged ERPs to painful and non-painful
stimuli and the voltage topographies of specific ERP components.
Stimuli in all conditions evoked a negative component between

80 and 120 ms (N110) over the frontal area, which was followed
by a positive deflection at 140–180 ms (P160) and a negative
wave peaking at 220–270 ms (N240) over the frontal/central areas.
There was a long-latency negativity at 310–350 ms (N320) over the
frontal–central area and a positivity at 340–740 ms (P3) with the
maximum amplitude over the central area.

ANOVAs of the mean ERP amplitudes showed a signifi-
cant main effect of pain at 160–180 ms (parietal electrodes:
F(1,23) = 9.128, p < 0.01), 230–250 ms (frontal electrodes:
F(1,23) = 14.024, p < 0.01; central electrodes: F(1,23) = 7.547,
p < 0.05), 290–360 ms (frontal electrodes: F(1,23) = 7.902, p < 0.01),
370–420 ms (frontal electrodes: F(1,23) = 13.699, p < 0.01; cen-
tral electrodes: F(1,23) = 13.308, p < 0.01; parietal electrodes:
F(1,23) = 9.045, p < 0.01), 420–500 ms (frontal electrodes:
F(1,23) = 13.709, p < 0.01; central electrodes: F(1,23) = 19.182,
p < 0.001; parietal electrodes: F(1,23) = 15.154, p < 0.001), 500–580
(frontal electrodes: F(1,23) = 10.55, p < 0.01; central electrodes:
F(1,23) = 22.794, p < 0.001; parietal electrodes: F(1,23) = 20.252,
p < 0.001), 630–700 ms (frontal electrodes: F(1,23) = 4.518, p < 0.05;
central electrodes: F(1,23) = 9.619, p < 0.01; parietal electrodes:
F(1,23) = 9.296, p < 0.01). Painful stimuli induced positive shift
of the ERP components in these time windows relative to
non-painful stimuli. The main effect of perspective was not
significant (ps > 0.05). Interestingly, ANOVAs of the mean ERP
amplitudes showed significant interactions of pain × perspective
at 370–420 ms at electrodes over the central–parietal area
(central electrodes: F(1,23) = 5.485, p < 0.05; parietal electrodes:
F(1,23) = 5.985, p < 0.05), suggesting that the pain effect in this time
window was modulated by shift of perspectives between self and

Fig. 2. Illustration of ERPs results in different stimulus conditions. ERPs recorded at FC3, FC4, CP3, and CP4 were plotted respectively to painful and non-painful stimuli in
the self- and other-perspective conditions. Voltage topographies illustrate the locus of maximum amplitudes of N110, N240, and P3. The bar chart illustrated that the pain
effect at 370–420 ms was greatly reduced in the other-perspective than self-perspective conditions.
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Fig. 3. (a) Correlation between the ERP amplitudes at 230–250 ms and FPS scores of the degree of perceived pain in the self- and other-perspective conditions. (b) Correlation
between the ERP amplitudes at 230–250 ms and FPS scores of the degree of self-unpleasantness in self- and other-perspective conditions.

others. Further analysis confirmed that painful stimuli induced
positive shift of the ERP amplitude in this time window compared
to non-painful stimuli in the self-perspective condition (central
electrodes: t = −3.851, p < 0.01; parietal electrodes: t = −3.888,
p < 0.01) but not in the other-perspective condition (central
electrodes: t = −0.768, p > 0.05; parietal electrodes: t = −.785,
p > 0.05).

We calculated the correlation between the FPS-R scores and the
mean amplitudes of ERPs elicited by painful stimuli in each time
window. We found that the mean ERP amplitudes at 230–250 ms
related to painful stimuli negatively correlated with both the rat-
ing scores of perceived pain (self-perspective: r = −0.425, p = 0.038;
other-perspective: r = −0.415, p = 0.044, Fig. 3a) and the rat-
ing scores of self-unpleasantness (self-perspective: r = −0.458,
p = 0.024; other-perspective: r = −0.441, p = 0.031, Fig. 3b).

Our study investigated the temporal dynamics of neural mech-
anisms underlying modulations of empathic response to perceived
pain by perspective taking. Specifically, we tested the hypothesis
that perspective taking modulates the top-down controlled com-
ponent but not the automatic component of empathy for pain.
We showed evidence for modulations of behavioral and neural
responses to perceived pain by shift of perspectives between self
and other. Subjects responded more quickly to painful than non-
painful stimuli when taking self-perspective but not when taking
other-perspective. Moreover, subjects rated higher the intensity
of perceived pain when taking self-perspective compared to tak-
ing other-perspective. These are consistent with the observation
of previous research [13] and suggest that taking self-perspective
increased subjective feeling of perceived pain and induced faster
reactions to perceived pain, possibly because more extensively
cognitive-related brain areas engaged in the other-perspective con-
dition whereas enhanced responses in the emotion-related regions
were involved in the self-perspective condition [13].

We found that painful stimuli elicited a positive shift of the
ERP waves relative to non-painful stimuli from 160 to 700 ms,
showing evidence for modulations of neural activity by perceived
pain in others that covered both the early automatic and late top-
down controlled components of neural responses to perceived pain
identified in our previous work [9,11]. The modulation of ERPs by
perceived pain is different from that associated with first-person
pain experience and negative emotion. For example, painful elec-
trical stimuli elicited larger N150 (more negative) and enlarged
P260 (more positive) than non-painful stimuli [15]. Relative to
perception of neural expressions, perception of fearful expression
enhanced the N2 component (more negative) when stimuli were
below the threshold for conscious detection but enlarged the P3
(more positive) when stimuli were above the threshold for con-
scious detection [17]. Apparently, these ERP effects are different
from the modulation of ERPs by perceived pain observed in our
study that was characterized by sustained positive shift of ERPs to
visual painful than non-painful stimuli.

Given the different patterns of ERPs to perceived pain and
painful electrical stimuli and the fact that the amplitude of ERPs
related to painful stimuli negatively correlated with both the rat-
ing scores of perceived pain and self-unpleasantness in the same
time window (230–250 ms), we suggested that the pain effect on
ERPs reflected neural activity in association with empathy for pain
rather than the process of general negative emotions. Moreover,
the correlation results were observed regardless of whether sub-
jects took self-perspective or other-perspective during the pain
judgment task. The results are in favor of the idea that the early
automatic neural responses underlie the emotional components of
empathizing [9] and occur independently of the perspective taken
by observers. The ERP results are consistent with fMRI findings
that perception of others in pain increased neural activity in the
brain areas (e.g., ACC and anterior insula) associated with affective
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processing of empathy when subjects took both self-perspective
and other-perspective during the task of pain rating [7].

Most important, we showed that the ERP amplitudes at
370–420 ms to painful stimuli were significantly modulated by per-
spective taking. Specifically, relative to non-painful stimuli, painful
stimuli induced positive shift of the ERPs in this time window when
subjects took self-perspective during the pain judgment task. This
pain effect, however, was eliminated during the pain judgment
task when taking other-perspective. The modulation of the neural
responses to perceived pain took place in the time window of top-
down controlled process of empathy identified in the previous ERP
studies [9,11]. Our ERP results compliment previous fMRI findings
[13] by showing the time course of modulation of neural responses
to perceived pain by perspective taking. As perspective taking is a
top-down controlled process, it is then reasonable to expect that
perspective taking interacts with the top-down controlled process
of perceived pain. However, while the fMRI research identified
modulation of neural responses to perceived pain by perspective
taking in the brain areas such as the secondary somatosensory cor-
tex, the ACC, and the insula [13], it is difficult to identify the source
of the modulation of neural responses to perceived pain by per-
spective taking in the current work because of the ambiguity of the
number of sources and the low spatial resolution of ERPs.

As previous fMRI studies have shown that taking self-
perspective or other-perspective modulates activities in the ACC
and insula in association with the judgment of perceived pain
[13,16] and our current work suggests modulation of the top-down
controlled process of empathy by shift of perspectives, one may ask
whether the brain regions such as the ACC and insula are involved
in top-down controlled processes even though these brain areas
mediate the affective component of empathy [19]. Our recent fMRI
study [8] that examined how top-down attention to painful cues
in visual displays modulated empathic neural responses showed
that increased activations in the ACC and insula linked to perceived
painful compared to non-painful stimuli applied to hands were
observed when subjects performed the pain judgment tasks but
not when they counted the number of hands in the stimuli. These
findings indicate that even the brain areas engaged in affective
processing during empathy are possibly involved in the top-down
process related to attention to the emotional cues in the stimuli.
Thus the prior fMRI studies [13,16] implied that the ACC and insula
may contribute to the controlled process of shifting between self-
perspectives and other-perspectives during empathy.

Taken together, our ERP results suggest that neural mechanisms
underlying empathy for pain are modulated by perspectives taking
during judgments of perceived pain, although people are funda-
mentally egocentric and have difficulty in getting beyond their own
perspective when understanding others’ mind [18]. The brain imag-
ing results support that adopting subjective perspective of others
helps to understand and share their emotional states [6,7]. More-
over, our ERP results indicate that taking other-perspective reduced
neural responses to perceived pain, consistent with the proposal
that, besides helping to overcome our usual egocentrism, perspec-
tive taking intervenes in the regulation of aversive emotions arising

from empathy [6] so that consequent altruistic behaviors during
empathy can be conducted efficiently. Future research may fur-
ther clarify the exact relationship between perspective taking and
altruistic behaviors.
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