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Selection of Public Appearances
Dr. Abigail Marsh - The Altruistic Brain

Abigail Marsh: The Altruistic Brain: Making the Choice to Help

Profile

Abigail Marsh, PhD
Neuroscientist, Psychologist, and Professor

“I am a Professor in the Department of Psychology and the Interdisciplinary

Neuroscience Program at Georgetown University. I received my PhD in Social

Psychology from Harvard University in 2004 and afterward conducted post-doctoral

research at the National Institute of Mental Health until 2008.

I direct the Laboratory on Social & Affective Neuroscience, research in which is aimed

at addressing questions that include: How do people understand what others think and

feel? What drives us to help other people? What prevents us from harming them? We

tackle these questions using multiple approaches that include functional and structural

brain imaging in adolescents and adults from both typical and special populations, as

well as behavioral, cognitive, genetic, and pharmacological methods. Current research

projects include online, behavioral, and brain imaging investigations of a variety of

populations, including typical adults and children, highly altruistic adults (including those

who have donated kidneys to strangers), and adults and children who have serious

conduct problems and psychopathic traits.

2

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mxn_YuWDX1I
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ODNZaoqfWTg
https://abigailmarsh.com/lab/abigail-marsh/


My research has been funded by the National Institutes of Health, the National Science

Foundation, the John Templeton Foundation, the S&R Kuno Foundation, and the Mind

& Life Institute. Our work has received awards that include the Wyatt Memorial Award

for translational research from the National Institute of Mental Health and the Cozzarelli

Prize for scientific excellence and originality from the Proceedings of the National

Academy of Sciences.

I serve on the advisory boards of the National Kidney Donation Organization and

1DaySooner and am a co-founder of Psychopathy Is.”

Recent Publications

Shawn A Rhoads, Jo Cutler, Abigail A Marsh
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Why do fearful facial expressions elicit behavioral approach? Evidence from a combined
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Cardinale, E. M., Ryan, R. M., & Marsh, A. A.
Maladaptive fearlessness: an examination of the association between subjective fear
experience and antisocial behaviors linked with callous unemotional traits.
In: Journal of Personality Disorders, 34, 486.
2021-03-21.
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Research

The Fear Factor

At fourteen, Amber could boast of killing her guinea pig, threatening to burn down her

home, and seducing men in exchange for gifts. She used the tools she had available to

get what she wanted, and she didn't care about the damage she inflicted. A few miles

away, Lenny Skutnik was so concerned about the life of a drowning woman that he

jumped into the ice-cold river to save her. How could Amber care so little about others'

lives, while Lenny cared so much?

Abigail Marsh studied the brains of both psychopathic children and extreme altruists and

found that the answer lies in our ability to recognize others' fear. And as The Fear

Factor argues, by studying people who demonstrate heroic and evil behaviors, we can

learn more about how human morality is coded in the brain.
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A path-breaking read, The Fear Factor is essential for anyone seeking to understand

the heights and depths of human nature.

Empathy

Empathy is the internal representation or attempted simulation of another individual’s

sensory, sensory, or cognitive state. It is distinct from but related to care (concern for the

other’s welfare), perspective-taking (the conscious effort to represent another’s state),

and emotional contagion.

Empathic emotional responses include both matching emotional responses—you feel

sad, so I feel sad—and compatible responses—you feel pain, so I feel anxiety, or you

feel anxiety so I feel compassion (Decety and Meyer 2008; de Waal 2008). Empathy’s

most basic precursor is the simple ability to detect what another person is feeling

(Jackson, Meltzoff, and Decety 2005). Particularly when they are communicated

through vivid nonverbal cues like emotional facial expressions or vocalizations, the

emotions of others can typically be detected rapidly, perhaps even automatically

(Whalen et al. 1998; Öhman 2002; Marsh and Ambady 2007). As such, empathy allows

for quick and automatic awareness of others’ internal states and may be crucial for

regulating social interactions, coordinating behavior, and promoting cooperation

among individuals (de Waal 2008).

Neuropsychological evidence indicates that it may be literally true that empathy

involves “feeling with” another. A number of theoretical models suggest that when

we observe another person’s behavior, we make sense of it by activating our own

representations of that behavior (Barsalou et al. 2003; Rizzolatti and Craighero 2004;
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Prinz 2006). This representational mapping appears to occur not only in response to

instrumental behaviors such as kicking a ball but in response to emotional behaviors

such as facial and body expressions, the observation of which may activate

corresponding emotional representations in the observer (Preston and de Waal 2002).

For several emotions the brain regions in which this emotional mapping is thought to

occur have been identified. Evidence that expressions of disgust, pain, and fear are

understood via emotional mapping has been described in detail elsewhere (Adolphs

2002; Goldman and Sripada 2005; Heberlein and Atkinson 2009) and will be

summarized here.

Read the complete chapter here: Empathy and Compassion: A Cognitive Neuroscience

Perspective

Altruism

Altruism is any behavior aimed at improving the welfare of another individual. Altruistic

behaviors include donating money, time, blood, bone marrow, and organs and kidneys

to help others.

Georgetown psychology prof says fear is linked to altruism

People commit random acts of kindness every day. But there are some that show

extreme kindness to strangers that they have never met. These are the people who

interest Dr. Abigail Marsh.
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In Dr. Marsh’s research, she studies these extreme people who are willing to go the

extra mile, referring to them as extreme altruists.

Marsh, brought to Linfield by the psychology department, defines altruism as the ability

for someone to extend care and empathy to others in times of distress.

Throughout her speech, she connected altruism to psychopathy. Marsh works

specifically with clinical psychopathy in her research.

Her patients have been officially recognized as having traits that inhibit them specifically

from being able to recognize and empathize with others emotions.

Marsh’s research focuses on assessing amygdala responses to fear and emotion in

others in this specific demographic of patients.

The amygdala is a smaller part of the brain located in the center of the cerebral

hemisphere that specifically helps process emotions. Clinically diagnosed psychopaths

have the ability to recognize almost any emotion other than fear in the facial

expressions of others, Marsh said.

“People who have more capacity to care for others are extreme opposites. They have

high amygdala responses.”

One aspect of her research is with genuine altruistic kidney donation. Marsh also refers

to this as altruism motivated by care.

Many people are willing to donate a kidney to a family member, or a close friend Marsh

said. But when people want to commit a random act of kindness and donate a kidney to

a stranger, it is examined more critically by medical officials. This is often because in the

process of kidney donation, the donor ends up losing money and has to undergo an

invasive surgery.
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This begs the question: What would motivate these people to undergo such a strenuous

process? Marsh said it is due to altruism motivated by care.

Through the kidney donation research, Marsh concluded that altruism is motivated by

humans’ capacity for care. This capacity is not set; rather, it operates on a wide

spectrum.

These extreme altruists who are willing to donate or help strangers are not part of a

pattern. They come from all different backgrounds and have a variety of moral

standards and self-reported empathy, according to Marsh’s research.

Subjective well-being, the idea of how well a person is doing, also influences altruism.

For example, one might exhibit more altruistic behavior if he or she were increasing in

personal wealth.

People with high altruistic values respond more to fear than they do anger, Marsh said.

Marsh was determined through her research that fear is linked to altruism because

expressions of fear or worry elicit human concern and emotions.

Further, she said that the evolution of fearful facial expressions have developed to

resemble those of an infant. When people see this, a parental instinct to show altruistic

behavior is triggered.

Psychopathy and Aggression

Psychopathy is a personality construct that is associated with low empathy and

remorse, a bold and fearless temperament, and disinhibition. It increases the risk for

aggression and other antisocial behaviors.
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Ask the Expert: Dr. Abigail Marsh - Aftermath: Surviving Psychopathy Foundation

We’ve known for some time, based on behavioral research, that people with psychopathic

traits tend to have fearless personalities. People with primary psychopathy tend not to

respond to punishment or show physiological, behavioral, or subjective indications of fear in

response to threat — although they do ap-pear to experience other emotions like disgust,

anger, or happiness fairly normally. In addition to this fairly specific deficit in fear

responding, people who are psychopathic have difficulty recognizing when others are afraid.

This is true whether they are considering fearful faces, voices, or bodies… the inability to

understand others’ fear is a fundamentally empathic deficit in psychopathy–they can’t

understand this emotion in others that they don’t feel strongly them-selves, so it makes

sense they don’t really grasp why it would be bad to make someone feel that way.

The most consistent (although definitely not the only) abnormality observed in the brains of

people who are psychopathic is in a structure called the amygdala, which is involved in a

variety of social and emotional processes, including coordinating fear responses. In people

who are psychopathic, it tends to be smaller than average and hypoactive in response to

threats or fearful facial expressions. Most likely, deficits in this structure — and in its

connections to various other brain regions — are the reason people who are psychopathic

show deficits in fear responding and in under-standing others’ fear.
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