
UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

Consolation in the aftermath of violent public assaults
An interaction ethological study
Liebst, L.S.; Philpot, R.; Ejbye-Ernst, P.; Bernasco, W.; Bruvik Heinskou, M.; Verbeek, P.;
Levine, M.; Lindegaard, M.R.
DOI
10.1556/2055.2023.00018
Publication date
2023
Document Version
Final published version
Published in
Culture and Evolution
License
CC BY-NC

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
Liebst, L. S., Philpot, R., Ejbye-Ernst, P., Bernasco, W., Bruvik Heinskou, M., Verbeek, P.,
Levine, M., & Lindegaard, M. R. (2023). Consolation in the aftermath of violent public
assaults: An interaction ethological study. Culture and Evolution, 20(1), 99-110.
https://doi.org/10.1556/2055.2023.00018

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, P.O. Box 19185, 1000 GD Amsterdam, The Netherlands.
You will be contacted as soon as possible.

Download date:11 Oct 2026

https://doi.org/10.1556/2055.2023.00018
https://handle.uba.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/consolation-in-the-aftermath-of-violent-public-assaults(dbdc3950-7dce-4fac-acdb-a1bda5d2ab70).html
https://doi.org/10.1556/2055.2023.00018


Consolation in the aftermath of violent public
assaults: An interaction ethological study

LASSE SUONPERÄ LIEBST1,2p , RICHARD PHILPOT6,
PETER EJBYE-ERNST2, WIM BERNASCO2,3,
MARIE BRUVIK HEINSKOU4, PETER VERBEEK5,
MARK LEVINE6 and MARIE ROSENKRANTZ LINDEGAARD2,7

1 Department of Sociology, University of Copenhagen, Denmark
2 Netherlands Institute for the Study of Crime and Law Enforcement (NSCR), The Netherlands
3 Department of Spatial Economics, Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam, The Netherlands
4 Department of Political Science, University of Copenhagen, Denmark
5 Department of Anthropology, University of Alabama at Birmingham, USA
6 Department of Psychology, Lancaster University, United Kingdom
7 Department of Sociology, University of Amsterdam, The Netherlands

Received: October 27, 2021 • Revised manuscript received: May 31, 2023 • Accepted: November 6, 2023
Published online: May 6, 2024

ABSTRACT

Animal ethologists suggest that non-human primates console victims of aggression in a manner similar
to humans. However, the empirical basis for this cross-species comparison is fragile, given that few
studies have examined consolation behavior among humans. To address this gap, we revive and apply
the underappreciated ethological branch of micro-sociology, which advocates the study of human in-
teractions by applying ethological observation techniques. We thus systematically observed naturally
occurring human consolation captured by video surveillance cameras in the aftermath of violent public
assaults. Consistent with prior human and non-human primate research, social affiliation promoted
consolatory helping. By contrast, we found no main effect of sex. A further exploratory analysis
indicated an interaction effect between social affiliation and sex, with female affiliates having the largest
probability of providing consolation. We discuss implications for the cross-species study of primate
consolation and advocate that micro-sociology should reappraise ethological perspectives.
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INTRODUCTION

“Man is a consolation-seeking creature,” the classical sociologist Georg Simmel (2010
[1918], p. 169) once proposed, while detailing that consolation “is something other than
help—even an animal seeks help—but consolation is the remarkable experience that not
only allows one to withstand suffering, but so to speak elevates suffering into suffering.”
This aphorism attests to the fact that early sociology theorized on consolation and
considered such empathetic behavior as something that sets humans apart from animals.
As such, this view of consolation reminds us of how sociology has historically neglected the
premise that “human beings are animals” (Collins, 1975, p. 153). From the perspective of a
contemporary evolutionarily informed sociology (Freese, Li, & Wade, 2003; Turner, 2020),
one should rather ask: To what extent consolation reflects our animal nature and thus
supports the view that “the difference in mind between man and the higher animals, great
as it is, certainly is one of degree and not of kind” (Darwin, 1871, p. 105).
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In support of this similarity assertion, it is now well-
established that non-human primates, and several other
social animals, console distressed victims of aggression with
hugs, kisses, and other forms of gentle touching (Pérez-
Manrique & Gomila, 2018). This challenges the view—
advocated by Simmel and maintained through the wide-
spread rejection of biology within sociology (Massey, 2002)
—that we, humans, because of our advanced cognitive ca-
pacities and culture, are uniquely capable of empathic
emotions and comforting behaviors. However, empathic
consolatory behavior should be understood as having a
biological basis shared with our closest evolutionary kin.
Leading primate ethologist, Frans de Waal (2006, p. 62),
endorses this view and suggests that in evolutionary terms, it
is parsimonious to assume that “if closely related species act
the same, the underlying mental processes are probably the
same, too.” Following this principle of evolutionary parsi-
mony, it is suggested that several primate species, human
and non-human alike, console conspecifics because of a
shared capacity to empathically feel another’s distress
(de Waal & Preston, 2017). With limited attention devoted
to the systematic study of human consolation, however, any
empirical basis for a direct comparison of consolatory pat-
terns between humans and other primates remains
challenging.

Among the few human observational studies of conso-
lation, the majority have been conducted on children
(Verbeek, 2008). These developmental studies are pioneer-
ing but risk supporting the conjecture “that other primates
are mentally like human children” (de Waal, 1989, p. 249,
original italics). Although primate ethologists for decades
have called for research on adult consolation (de Waal,
2000), the current literature offers but one quantitative
observational study of consolation among human adults
(Lindegaard et al., 2017 though see Bloch, Liebst, Poder,
Christiansen, & Heinskou, 2018; Philpot & Levine, 2015 for
qualitative assessments).

To address this gap, we investigate human adult conso-
lation in the aftermath of real-life violent assaults in public
spaces. To this end, we utilize techniques of naturalistic
observation found within the often neglected ethological
branch of micro-sociology—as pioneered by Erving Goff-
man (1971) with his vision for a field of ‘interaction
ethology.’ Randall Collins, a former student of Goffman, is
one of the few scholars that continues this tradition with the
development of a micro-sociological theory that “relies
heavily on methods of naturalistic observation found in
ethology” (Collins & Sanderson, 2015, p. 276). This remains
a fringe position, however, and the persistent absence of
sociological consolation research thus encapsulates the
striking point of John Levi Martin (2017, p. 118) that
because ethological observation techniques have rarely been
applied in sociology, “probably more is known about in-
teractions between chimpanzees than interactions between
humans.”

Besides its methodological importance, an interaction
ethological approach may enhance micro-sociological theory
with accounts of the biological processes involved in

consolation and other interpersonal behaviors (Levi Martin,
2009). This is also appreciated by Collins (1975, p. 94) who
suggests that “the basic variables that explain social inter-
action are provided by animal ethology.” According to de
Waal (2008), the key variable underpinning consolation is
an emotional contagion, or empathy, by which one indi-
vidual is affected by another’s distress. Importantly, de
Waal’s ethology is here aligned with Collins’ micro-sociol-
ogy, in particular with regards to their converging view that
for humans, as well as in other animals, “social ties are
fundamentally based on automatically aroused emotional
responses” (Collins, 1975, p. 153). As we will elaborate upon
in the next section, this empathy-based explanation is sup-
ported by evidence showing that consolation is predicted by
social affiliation and female sex, two factors known to
magnify empathic reactions (de Waal, 2008).

Prior research and hypotheses

In the current study, we test social affiliation and sex as
predictors of human adult consolation. Positive associations
between these factors and consolation would lend further
support to an empathy account—while substantiating the
shared view of ethology and ethologically informed micro-
sociology that contagious emotional arousal is the basis of
prosocial affiliative interaction. Thus, specifically, we test the
two following hypotheses, both formulated a priori to data
analysis: Bystanders who are socially affiliated with a phys-
ically harmed individual are more likely to provide conso-
lation than socially unaffiliated bystanders (Hypothesis 1).
Female bystanders are more likely to provide consolation to
a physically harmed individual than male bystanders (Hy-
pothesis 2).

Hypothesis 1 is formulated from evidence showing that
amongst our closest evolutionary kin—bonobos and chim-
panzees—consolation is preferentially provided to victims
with whom bystanders are socially close, i.e., kin and affili-
ation partners (Clay & de Waal, 2013; Fraser, Stahl, &
Aureli, 2008; Palagi & Norscia, 2011; Romero, Castellanos, &
de Waal, 2010). Consistent with this pattern (though see
Koski & Sterck, 2007), a video observational study by Lin-
degaard et al. (2017) found that social affiliation promoted
consolation among human adults in the aftermath of com-
mercial robberies. These results are in line with human
behavioral evidence that affectionate touching is more
common among individuals sharing relationship ties than
among strangers (Suvilehto, Glerean, Dunbar, Hari, &
Nummenmaa, 2015), and that group membership predicts
bystander helping (Liebst et al., 2019; Phillips & Cooney,
2005; Slater et al., 2013) and a willingness to self-sacrifice for
the group (Thye, Yoon, & Lawler, 2002; Swann Jr et al.,
2014). More broadly, this expectation is consistent with an
evolutionary account of cooperation, suggesting that help
tends to be disproportionately provided between recipro-
cating individuals sharing social groups (de Waal, 2008).

A less settled debate is the significance of sex in the
likelihood of providing consolation. While earlier studies on
consolatory patterns in chimpanzee populations failed to
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establish an effect of sex (Fraser et al., 2008; de Waal, Aureli,
& Russon, 1996), a more recent, larger-sampled study by
Romero et al. (2010) found that consolation is more com-
mon among female than male chimpanzees. Lindegaard
et al.’s (2017) human study also showed that women were
more likely to provide consolation than men in post-conflict
robberies. This cross-species evidence is consistent with
psychobiological and evolutionary theory, which suggest
that females, in general, are more empathic than males
(Preston, 2013). Consequently, females exhibit a more pro-
social ‘tend-and-befriend’ response to stress compared to the
male-typical ‘fight-or-flight’ reaction (Taylor et al., 2000).
While considering this based on nurture rather than nature,
such sex difference is likewise predicted by social role theory
(Eagly & Wood, 1999; Eagly, 2009), suggesting that women
and men often differ in how they intervene in emergencies:
Women tend to provide communal and relational support to
others, while men tend to engage in a heroic or chivalrous
fashion. In light of the above, we predict that women will
provide disproportionately more consolation to victims than
men (Hypothesis 2).

Besides social affiliation and sex, the paper considers the
influence of a number of additional factors. First, this in-
cludes the number of individuals present at the emergency.
The well-known ‘bystander effect’ suggests that the co-
presence of others leads to a diffusion of responsibility and a
lesser likelihood of emergency intervention (Darley &
Latane, 1968). However, a recent meta-analysis of the
bystander effect concludes that the dangerousness of an
emergency may attenuate, or even reverse, this effect
(Fischer et al., 2011). As such, the analysis accounts for
bystander presence, although the literature is mixed with
respect to the robustness and direction of the effect.

Second, early bystander research identified that cries of
agony and visual cues of distress annul the ambiguity of
whether bystander help is required (Solomon, Solomon, &
Stone, 1978). This is in agreement with micro-sociological
research suggesting that harmful victimization triggers
sympathy and helping because of how it draws bystander
attention to a single identifiable victim in need of help
(Clark, 2007). Therefore, we include indicators of apparent
victim injury as a control variable.

Third, contrary to what is often assumed, non-human
primates do have a degree of culture, defined by socially
learned behaviors (Sapolsky, 2006). However, arguably, one
unique feature of human culture is its normative expectations
of how one should behave (Tomasello, 2011). Intimate
touching among humans is a highly culturally regulated form
of interaction (Suvilehto et al., 2015), and this is likely to
influence who, or who is not, expected to provide consolation.
For example, studies show that service personnel strives to
maintain an ‘emotional neutrality’ from those they interact
with in an occupational capacity (Ward & McMurray, 2015).
Therefore, we expect that bystanders in occupational roles
(e.g., at bars, discotheques, convenience stores) are less likely
to provide affectionate consolatory touching.

Fourth, social interaction is a continuous stream (Valach,
Von Cranach, & Kalbermatten, 1988), but given our

analytical interest in post-conflict behavior, we divide this
stream into two time-frames—a conflict phase and a post-
conflict phase. Because of this imposed separation, we
account for whether the consolatory acts observed in the
post-conflict are a ‘spillover’ of prior involvement in
the conflict phase.

Finally, in addition to the hypothesized significance of
social affiliation, the spatial proximity between the by-
standers and the emergency conflict may also influence the
likelihood of consolation. This is expected from the spatial
principle that the level of social interaction between points
in space tends to decay with increasing physical distance
(Tobler, 1970). In line with this assumption, Clay and de
Waal (2013) show that among bonobos, the probability of
consolation increases with a bystander’s proximity to the
conflict. Contrastingly, Lindegaard et al. (2017) failed to find
an effect of spatial proximity on consolation among human
adults. We account for the effect of spatial proximity, even
though the current state of evidence is mixed.

METHOD

Data

For the empirical analysis, we used video surveillance
footage of real-life violent assaults recorded in urban public
spaces (data, scripts, and materials are available at osf.io/
qzfk3).1 Data were obtained from the Copenhagen Police
Department, which provided access to 933 closed cases of
violent assaults in the inner-city police districts of Copen-
hagen from 2010 to 2012. Of these, 164 contained video clips
of varying quality and suitability for the present study. The
video clips were accompanied by a written police case file
containing descriptions of the event and the participants
involved.

From the raw sample of videos, we selected clips that
conformed to specific inclusion criteria: (1) Videos with
sufficient technical quality to allow for detailed behavioral
coding (e.g., high resolution and brightness). (2) Videos
containing recordings of behavior in the post-conflict phase,
after all violent acts had terminated. (3) Videos containing at
least one victimized individual who could potentially be a
recipient of consolation. (4) Videos capturing the duration
of the post-conflict phase with none, or negligible, breaks in
the interaction sequence (e.g., an individual or object
temporally restricts the camera view) (see Nassauer &
Legewie, 2018). In total, 49 video-recorded events were
included in the study.

The majority of the included clips captured violent as-
saults occurring in night-time drinking settings (73% of
videos), while the remaining incidents were recorded in

1Note that the video dataset has been analyzed in a number of other
bystander helping papers with other study objectives—i.e., the coordination
between consolers (Bloch et al. 2018), and factors predicting intervention
in mid-event conflicts (Liebst et al. 2019) and the associated victimization
risk (Liebst et al. 2018).
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daytime contexts (e.g., at shopping malls, on public trans-
portation). The sample was heavily skewed towards in-
cidents of male-on-male violence, with only three conflict
situations involving female victims. This makes sense, since
male-on-male conflicts are known to be particularly preva-
lent in night-time drinking settings (Graham &Wells, 2001).
Given these factors, it seems reasonable to assume that most
included incidents are cases of dispute-related violence
rather than predatory violence (as exemplified by the rob-
beries analyzed in Lindegaard et al., 2017; see also Fel-
son, 1992).

Coding procedure

Four trained student assistants coded all video data using a
study-specific behavioral codebook. This inventory was
developed from prior bystander intervention and consola-
tion study variables (Bloch et al., 2018; Levine, Taylor, &
Best, 2011; Lindegaard et al., 2017; Philpot & Levine, 2015;
de Waal & van Roosmalen, 1979) and from in-depth qual-
itative observations of a subsample of video clips (Jones,
Jennings, Higgins, & De Waal, 2018).

Video coding began by identifying the point in time
where the violent acts terminated and the post-conflict
phase started. We then identified the individuals who had
been physically harmed, as well as the bystanders who
provided these victims with consolation. For the purpose of
this study, a ‘bystander’ is any individual who is present at
the post-conflict stage, thus potentially including earlier
combatants. A bystander can be a consoling individual (e.g.,
gently touching a victim) or a non-consoling individual. All
consoling bystanders were selected for coding. Next, we
applied a case-control procedure to sample a control pop-
ulation from among the bystanders present who did not
provide consolation (Grimes & Schulz, 2005). For videos
capturing low-crowded settings (e.g., a convenience store
with few customers), all non-consoling bystanders were
selected as controls. For highly crowded settings (e.g., a
packed dance floor), a subset of non-consoling bystanders
was selected at random.

Individuals were only eligible for selection as non-
consoling controls if at least minimally aware of the ongoing
violent assault—put simply, without an awareness of the
emergency event, an individual cannot be considered a
bystander to that specific event. This assumption is in line
with Goffman (1964) who defines a social situation as co-
present individuals sharing mutual monitoring possibilities.
Therefore, we assessed minimal awareness from the spatial
closeness or visual accessibility to the event. For example, we
assumed that individuals situated around the corner from a
conflict could not be minimally aware and thus were not
eligible for control selection.

Sampling more controls than positive cases—typically at
a 1:4 ratio—is a means to improve statistical power (Grimes
& Schulz, 2005). Our data have an approximate 1:7 ratio of
cases to controls, which satisfies this criterion. In total, we
selected 441 non-consoling bystanders as controls, which,
combined with 60 cases of consoling bystanders, totaled an

individual-level sample size of 501. Further, to ensure that
the sampled controls were representative of the wider pop-
ulation of non-consoling bystanders for each context, we
modeled data using sampling weights, scaled for multilevel
models (Carle 2009).

We relied on the video material to code all variables of
interest, with the exception of the social affiliation measure-
ment (Hypothesis 1), where we triangulated footage with the
corresponding police case files. Initially, coders were
instructed to infer the existence of social relationships from
nonverbal behavioral cues, described by Goffman (1971) as
‘tie-signs.’ These cues include interactional displays of col-
lective behavior in concert, such as moving in synchrony,
shared focus and attention, and bodily proximity (Liebst et al.,
2023). In ambiguous cases, coders were instructed to validate
their video-based social assessments against the police case
descriptions. In the few cases where the data sources did not
agree, the police files took precedence.

To test the reliability of the coded variables, we selected
25 video contexts, and 35 of individuals for double coding.
As a rule of thumb, the threshold for acceptable interrater
reliability is a Krippendorff’s alpha value between 0.67 and
0.80 (De Swert, 2012; Krippendorff, 2004). All variables
included in the analysis were close to, or surpassed, an alpha
value of 0.80. Specifically, our dependent variable (consola-
tion) and two hypothesized independent variables (social
affiliation and sex) had alpha values of 0.94, 0.76, and 1.0,
respectively.

Estimation

Our data have a hierarchical structure—with bystanders
nested in emergency situations—that may violate the
regression assumption of independence of observations.
Multilevel modelling has been suggested as an appropriate
estimation tool for nested data (Raudenbush & Sampson,
1999). We calculated the median odds ratio (MOR) to test
the degree of between-cluster variation in our data (Merlo
et al., 2006). The MOR of our intercept-only model was 1.8,
which indicates that if bystanders are nested in emergencies
with a high probability of consolation, their likelihood of
providing consolation will (in median) increase approxi-
mately two-fold. This non-negligible degree of clustering
confirms that a multilevel approach is appropriate.

Specifically, we applied a two-level multilevel logistic
regression model with a random intercept. Estimation was
performed with Stata 16’s ‘melogit’ module. Note that a
sufficient sample size is required to employ multilevel
modeling. McNeish and Stapleton (2016) suggest that a
minimum of 30 contexts, with an average of 5 individuals,
typically yields unbiased fixed-effects point estimates. With
an average of 10.2 individual-level observations across the 49
contexts, we comply with this recommendation.

Measures

Dependent variable. Consolation was captured with a bi-
nary measure where 1 5 the bystander provides at least one
consolatory act to a physically harmed individual across the
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post-conflict, and 0 5 the bystander does not provide con-
solation. Based on studies from human and non-human
primate research (Lindegaard et al., 2017; de Waal & van
Roosmalen, 1979), we include hugging and gentle touching
in the consolation measurement. Given that the function of
consolation is to emotionally comfort a distressed other
(de Waal, 2008), we excluded touching acts that served
tangible or instrumental purposes (e.g., the victim’s hand is
touched when given a dropped item; or the physical touch
involved in raising a victim from the ground).

In addition to physical expressions of consolation, our
qualitative assessment of the video data suggested that
consolation may also be provided in non-physical forms:
The consoler enters the victim’s intimate sphere (i.e., one
arm’s length) and is fully attentive to the victim for at least
10 s. This non-physical consolatory display is supported by
behavioral evidence suggesting that proximity and atten-
tiveness are typical ways by which humans comfort each
other (Bullis & Horn, 1995). Furthermore, in the non-hu-
man primate literature, consolation is described as involving
non-physical aspects of visual inspection of the recipient’s
injuries (Clay & de Waal, 2013).

Independent variables. Social affiliation was measured
with a binary variable where 1 5 the bystander has a social
relationship with one or more physically harmed victims,
and 0 5 the bystander has no social relationship with any
victim. Sex was captured with a binary variable where
1 5 female and 0 5 male, determined through a visual
evaluation.

Control variables. Prior involvement represents whether
the individual was involved in the conflict phase of the
emergency, either as an antagonist or as a bystander per-
forming escalatory or de-escalatory actions. This is a binary
variable where 1 5 the individual was involved in the prior
conflict, and 05 the individual was not involved. Number of
bystanders is a continuous context-level variable operation-
alizing the (possibly reversed) bystander effect. This variable
records the number of individuals present in the post-con-
flict phase, standardized by subtracting the mean and
dividing by two standard deviations as to make it compa-
rable to binary predictor effect sizes (Gelman, 2008).
Apparent injuries is included as an indicator of situational
ambiguity and is captured with a binary context-level vari-
able where 1 5 one or more victims in the emergency have
visually apparent injures (i.e., low ambiguity), and 0 5 no
victims have apparent injuries. Spatial proximity is a binary
variable where 1 5 the bystander is within a 2-m radius
from where the conflict initiates, and 0 5 the bystander is
more than 2 m away from this epicenter. Bystander at work
is a binary variable where 1 5 the bystander is performing
an occupational role (e.g., as a bouncer, bar staff), and 0 5
the bystander is not at work.

Ethics

Approval of the study was obtained from the Danish Data
Protection Agency through the joint notification of the
Faculty of Social Sciences at the University of Copenhagen
(J. No.: 2015-57-0125-0026). Further, the study complies
with the American Psychological Association’s (2017) ethical
principles, most importantly § 8.03, stating that researchers
may dispense from obtaining informed consent from video-
recorded participants if the research—as in the current case
—consists of naturalistic observations in public places.

RESULTS

Descriptively, we found that the consoling and non-
consoling bystanders are unequally distributed across the
sampled video contexts, with 49% of the videos containing at
least one consoling bystander. On average, there were 1.2
consolers per situation. Figure 1 presents the results of our
confirmatory regression analysis. There was a statistically
significant association between social affiliation and
the consolation outcome (OR 5 7.41, 95% CI [1.91, 28.78],
p 5 0.004). The odds ratio estimate suggested that a
bystander who was socially affiliated with a victim was
approximately seven times more likely to provide consola-
tion than an unrelated bystander. This is a large effect size

Table 1. Descriptive statistics (N 5 501, unweighted)

M freq. SD Min Max

Consolation

No 0.88 441 0 1

Yes 0.12 60 0 1

Social affiliation

No 0.86 432 0 1

Yes 0.14 69 0 1

Sex

Male 0.73 368 0 1

Female 0.27 133 0 1

Prior involvement

No 0.79 395

Yes 0.21 106

Number of bystanders 16.53 13.23 1 69

Number of bystanders
(standardized)

0.05 0.48 �0.50 1.94

Apparent victim injuries

No 0.17 85 0 1

Yes 0.83 416 0 1

Bystander at work

No 0.90 451 0 1

Yes 0.10 50 0 1

Spatial proximity

No 0.64 323 0 1

Yes 0.36 178 0 1
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(Rosenthal, 1996), although the length of the confidence
interval suggested that the degree of influence of social
affiliation on consolation could range from a small-medium
to a very large effect size. Expressed as predicted probabili-
ties, with other variables held constant at their means, the
consolation provision likelihood of socially affiliated by-
standers was 0.26, while the corresponding likelihood for
strangers was 0.05. Taken together, this result provided
compelling evidence for the hypothesized influence of social
affiliation on consolation (Hypothesis 1).

There was no statistically significant association be-
tween sex and the consolation outcome (OR 5 1.28, 95%
CI [0.56, 2.93], p 5 0.57). This failed to confirm the
expectation that women would provide disproportionately
more consolation than men (Hypothesis 2). The statisti-
cally significant and non-significant results regarding social
affiliation and sex, respectively, showed very strong sta-
bility across other possible model specifications (see
Young, 2018).

In a further explorative analysis, we assessed whether sex
was associated with consolation in an interaction effect with
social affiliation. This was estimated using a linear proba-
bility rather than a logistic model, given that a logistic
approach had convergence issues and, in general, offers a
less straightforward manner to compute interaction effects
than linear estimation (Breen, Karlson, & Holm, 2018). The
interaction effect between social affiliation and sex was sta-
tistically significant (β 5 0.36, 95% CI [0.08, 0.64],
p 5 0.012). This result is illustrated in Fig. 2, showing that
the average effect of social affiliation—with affiliated persons
being more likely to console than strangers—was larger for
women than for men. Given that exploratory assessments of
interaction effects are a possible source of false positives
(Wicherts et al., 2016), we also examined the robustness of
the social affiliation-sex interaction across other possible
model specifications. With a marginally significant average

p-value of 0.03 and 83% significant results across 512
alternative model specifications, the interaction effect
demonstrated a moderate level of robustness.2

Finally, a number of the included control variables were
associated with the consolation outcome (see Fig. 1). The
number of bystanders showed a negative association with
consolation. Further, as expected, the estimation suggested
that the presence of a victim with apparent injuries was a very
strong positive predictor of consolation. Also, in line with
expectations, we found that the control variable measuring
whether the bystander is performing an occupational role was
negatively associated with consolation. The individual’s prior
involvement and spatial proximity to the conflict showed no
significant associations with the consolation outcome.

DISCUSSION

In comparison to the non-human primate literature, the
provision of human consolation, especially among adults,
has received limited attention. To address this research gap,
we tested the predictive power of social affiliation and sex on
the likelihood of consolatory intervention using CCTV-
captured public assaults. Our data provided compelling

Fig. 1. Multilevel regression of consolation

2An additional question to consider is whether the sex composition of those
victimized was associated with the consolation outcome. In this analysis,
we encountered a challenge: Out of the 49 contexts included, only three
involved a female victim. This imbalance is known to diminish the statis-
tical power of multilevel models (Olvera Astivia, Gadermann, & Guhn,
2019). Our analysis did not find an association between the sex composi-
tion of the victims and consolation, nor did it indicate that this variable
moderated the effects of social affiliation or bystander sex (see online sup-
plement for full output). However, these results should be interpreted with
caution. Due to the low statistical power, it remains unclear whether the
non-significant tests are due to an absence of true effects or insufficient
power to detect any true effects.
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support for the prediction that social affiliation promotes
consolation (Hypothesis 1). By comparison, we found no
support for a main effect of sex on the likelihood of
providing consolation (Hypothesis 2). However, a subse-
quent exploratory analysis found moderately robust evi-
dence that group affiliation positively predicted the
likelihood of intervention for both sexes, yet strongest in
magnitude for female affiliates.

Our finding that social affiliation promotes bystander
involvement is consistent with sociological work describing
how relationship ties increase the likelihood of third-party
action during physical disputes (Liebst et al., 2019; Phillips &
Cooney, 2005). Further, our results are in line with a
comprehensive body of non-human primate research (Palagi
& Norscia, 2011; e.g., Romero et al., 2010), as well as the
only existing quantitative study of human-adult consolation
(Lindegaard et al., 2017), showing that social affiliation
predicts consolatory behavior specifically. Thus, the influ-
ence of social affiliation on consolation appears to be
generalizable across different types of violent emergencies,
spanning from predatory victimizations in commercial
robberies (as analyzed in Lindegaard et al., 2017) to our
current cases, which predominantly include male-on-male
dispute-related violence in night-time drinking settings.

A common explanatory thread throughout the consola-
tion literature is that social group ties promote feelings of
empathy between associated individuals, which in turn
motivate the comforting of distressed peers. This under-
pinning empathy mechanism, detailed within ethology
(de Waal & Preston, 2017), extends beyond the provision of
consolation to a broader range of helping and supporting
behaviors. For example, it is well established that individuals
feel more empathic towards in-group members than

out-group members (Vanman, 2016), and that this socially
magnified empathy may positively mediate helping in-
tentions and actions (Stürmer, Snyder, Kropp, & Siem,
2006). Although not established through a direct empathy
measurement, the current finding that social affiliation
predicts consolation is in line with the interpretation that
bystander helping is shaped by empathic emotions.

Even though we did not find the hypothesized sex dif-
ference in the provision of consolation, similar non-associ-
ations are reported within the consolation literature. In non-
human primate research, earlier studies failed to find a sex
difference in consolation (de Waal et al., 1996; Fraser et al.,
2008). More recently, Romero et al. (2010) reported that
females console disproportionately more than males—
however, this difference held only for female individuals of
low and medium rank. Moreover, in Lindegaard et al.’s
(2017) human adult study, the observed effect size of sex
(OR 5 2.72), although significant, was substantially smaller
than the estimated effect of social affiliation (OR 5 7.69).

These mixed findings exemplify current perspectives on
sex and helping, which stress that the similarities between
women and men are often overlapping and as important as
the differences (Hyde, 2014). In this perspective, when sex
differences in prosocial helping are found, these should be
ascribed to role expectations—more so than psychobiological
propensities. Adding to this, gendered role expectations shape
prosocial behavior in conjunction with other social roles,
especially in family and friend relationships, where women
tend to provide more caring support than men (Eagly, 2009).
These predictions are in line with the interaction effect found
in the current study, which indicates that it is victim-affiliated
women who are most likely to provide consolatory help. Thus,
compared to Lindegaard et al. (2017), who found a significant

Fig. 2. Probability of consolation by sex and social affiliation
Note. Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals. The relatively broad confident intervals indicate that we are reaching the limit for
how much data may be subdivided; there are relatively few women and affiliated in the sample (see Table 1) and only, in sum, 12
affiliated women.
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main effect of sex and, therefore, ascribed this mainly to
psychobiological sex differences, we here propose that it is the
intersection between gender and social friendship roles that
underpin the currently observed difference in helping.

We identified a number of control variables associated
with consolation. First, in line with the bystander effect
hypothesis (Darley & Latane, 1968), we found that conso-
lation is negatively associated with the number of by-
standers. As such, our result runs counter to recent evidence
suggesting that the bystander effect reverses in dangerous
emergencies (Fischer et al., 2011; Lindegaard et al., 2017).
However, given that the consolation recorded in our study
occurs post-conflict—after the violence has ceased—the
danger condition assumed to reverse the bystander effect
may not be present. Further, it should be stressed that the
current result cannot settle the discussion of whether the
negative impact of bystander presence reflects bystander
apathy (Darley & Latane, 1968), or rather a helping satu-
ration in which there are more potential help-givers than
required (Liebst et al., 2019).

Second, in support of the expectation that visual cues of
distress facilitate bystander intervention (Solomon et al.,
1978), we found that victims with apparent injuries were
disproportionately more likely to be consoled. Victim in-
juries may signal to bystanders that a consoling response is
required (Bloch et al., 2018; Clark, 2007). More broadly, the
association between visual cues of victimization and helping
behavior is consistent with Turner’s (2010) micro-socio-
logical argument that in humans and other primates, the
visual sense is dominant and thus the basis for emotional
communication.

Third, we found that bystanders performing an occupa-
tional role were less likely to console victims than members of
the public. This result supports studies suggesting that em-
ployees in public maintain emotional neutrality from the
public whom they serve (Ward & McMurray, 2015). Fourth,
we found no evidence that consolation behavior is a spillover
effect of prior conflict involvement. This resembles Black’s
(1993) argument that conflict ‘healers’ should be defined by
how they manage the implications of a conflict without
necessary involvement in the preceding conflict itself.

Finally, consistent with Lindegaard et al.’s (2017) find-
ings from human robbery data—but contrary to Clay and de
Waal’s (2013) study on consolation among bonobo apes—
we found that the bystanders’ spatial proximity to the con-
flict does not predict consolation. This suggests that the
provision of human bystander consolation is not shaped by
physical distance per se. More broadly, this finding links to
the observation that human interaction—because of its
highly symbolic (Collins, 1975), identity-based (Levine &
Thompson, 2004), object-mediated nature (Latour, 1996)—
is less dependent on mere physical co-presence than the
interactions of non-human primates.

Study limitations

Several limitations of the current study should be consid-
ered. First, a known drawback of surveillance camera footage

is that sound and verbal communications are not typically
recorded (Philpot, Liebst, Møller, Lindegaard, & Levine,
2019). While this omission undoubtedly provides an
incomplete picture of the full social interaction under study,
this exclusion should not be overstated—a substantial share
of human communication is known to be expressed in non-
verbal form (Burgoon, Guerrero, & Manusov, 2011).
Further, the meaning of certain verbal expressions has
nonverbal behavioral equivalents (Eibl-Eibesfeldt, 1989) and
can thus be partially inferred without sound (e.g., threat-
ening verbal accusations and aggressive body gestures are
typically expressed in unison). In addition, scholars can
triangulate visual data with other data sources providing
information on verbal exchanges, as in the current study that
utilized police case files to access self-reported accounts.

A second and important issue concerns the fact that our
video data are not a random sample but is restricted to
police-reported events that tend to involve more serious
violence than unreported incidents (Lindegaard & Bernasco,
2018). Given our finding that apparent victim injury is
associated with consolatory helping, it is plausible that
consolation is overrepresented in our police-reported sam-
ple. Therefore, we should be wary of generalizing our results
to less severe contexts that remain unreported to the police.
Further, given the sample’s skewness towards assaults in
public drinking areas, the current study may have general-
izability issues related to alcohol intoxication, which may
have affected bystander judgments and thus the reported
findings. As suggested by Philpot et al. (2019), where
possible, future research should prioritize probability sam-
pling of incidents.

Finally, similar to existing observational studies (Linde-
gaard et al., 2017; e.g., Romero et al., 2010), we assume that
consolation is motivated by empathy and fulfills a com-
forting function rather than relying on direct (e.g., self-re-
ported) measurements of these psychological aspects. The
challenge is that the alternative—to define consolation
without an eye for its psychological content—risks under-
mining the content validity of this behavioral measurement.
Human action manifests itself in physical movement, but as
Valach et al. (Valach et al., 1988, p. 255) stress, psychological
meaning is key to segmenting “the stream of behavior into
meaningful units on the level of acts.” For example, we
followed this recommendation when extending the defini-
tion of consolation to include non-physical displays. Spe-
cifically, both our qualitative assessment of the data and
studies of comforting strategies (Bullis & Horn, 1995),
suggested that the goal-directed meaning of proximity and
attention is victim-consoling. Given that such interpretation
can impute erroneous meaning-content to the behavior
under study, however, future research should seek to verify
and include direct measurements of the empathic and
comforting underpinnings of consolation.

Implications for micro-sociology

In this study, we applied a synthesis of micro-sociology and
ethology as a method to systematically examine how real-life
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helping encounters unfold. This interaction ethological
approach was pioneered by Goffman (1971), but has rarely
been practiced since (key exceptions include Collins, 1975;
Kendon, 1990; Levi Martin, 2009, and more broadly the
subfield of human ethology; Eibl-Eibesfeldt, 1989; Richer,
Hendrie, Oberzaucher, Fisher, & Segal, 2017). From the
experiences gained through the application of this method,
we offer some ideas that may guide and encourage future
helping research within this underappreciated ethological
branch of micro-sociology. An interaction ethological
approach broadens the epistemological toolbox of micro-
sociology to consider both ‘proximate’ (i.e., psychophysio-
logical) and ‘ultimate’ (i.e., evolutionary adaptive) causes of
consolation behavior (Tinbergen, 1963)—an explanatory
distinction that, among others, Freese et al. (2003) have
encouraged sociologists to embrace.

In terms of proximate causation, our discussion of the
psychological mechanisms underpinning consolation across
primate species re-actualizes Collins’ (1975) argument that
animal ethology provides micro-sociology with some of the
basic variables explaining social interaction. Specifically, it is
plausible that humans and non-human primates share a
neurological capacity for emotional contagion (Collins,
2004; Heinskou & Liebst, 2016; Turner & Maryanski, 2012)
—a capacity that facilitates similar expressions of consola-
tory displays across these evolutionarily related species (de
Waal & Preston, 2017). As mentioned, this assertion is in
line with our result that affiliation, a known correlate of
empathic emotions, is positively associated with consolation.

Both Goffman (1971) and Collins (1975) have expressed
concerns about applying a simplified Darwinian framework
to explain all social phenomena in terms of ultimate causes
of evolutionary survival value (though see Kelly & Archi-
bald, 2019). However, since the 1970s, research in ethology
and the biological sciences have taken a ‘social turn’ that
pinpoints how biological and social processes are inter-
twined, as well as how cooperative and prosocial behaviors
operate within evolution (Meloni, 2014). Given these de-
velopments, it is sensible also for sociologists to evaluate an
empathy account of consolation in evolutionary terms. The
argument that social affiliation facilitates empathy and
helping behavior is consistent with an evolutionary theory of
cooperation that would expect prosocial reactions between
reciprocating or genetically related individuals who share
interdependent ties (de Waal, 2008).

In our consolation data, the absence of a main effect of
sex, as well as the presence of an interaction between sex and
social affiliation, is also meaningful from the evolutionary
perspective that human beings are more biologically adapted
to cultural transmission and accumulation and hence
behavioral variability, than other primates (Boyd & Silk,
2014; Turner, 2020). As Eibl-Eibesfeldt (1989, p. 15), the
pioneering scholar of human ethology states: “With cultural
evolution, mankind developed an adaptive mechanism that
in historical times has no doubt exceeded the biological ones
in importance.” This co-evolution of biology and culture in
humans is likely to allow for social variation in how each sex,
shaped by gender role expectations, provides help to others

(Eagly, 2009). At the same time, we must acknowledge
criticisms highlighting that this interpretation risks over-
looking how evolved dispositions contribute to both
behavioral and psychological differences between men and
women (Stewart-Williams & Thomas, 2013).

In terms of methodological contributions, ethology offers
micro-sociology an important reminder of the scientific
value of systematic behavioral observation (Reiss Jr, 1992;
Richer et al., 2017). The timing has never been more perti-
nent, given the ‘observational revolution’ (Dawkins, 2007, p.
139) taking place within ethology from the advancement of
video technologies. This opportunity has not been over-
looked by sociologists who identify that a “video revolution
has made available much more information about what
happens in violent situations than ever before” (Collins,
2008, p. 5). This assertion is now evident, given the rapid
growth of video-based assessments providing fresh and fine-
grained insights into the escalatory and consolatory behav-
iors in human conflict encounters (Lindegaard & Bernasco,
2018; Nassauer & Legewie, 2018). Stressing this point, the
current study could simply not have been reliably conducted
with self-reported data (e.g., interviews, surveys), which is
the default methodology of most sociological research (Jer-
olmack & Khan, 2014).

Micro-sociology is often defined as interpretative epis-
temology, as opposed to a quantitative observational study
of social life. For example, this view is reflected in Blumer’s
(1969) influential ‘variable sociology’ critique that quantifi-
cation decontextualizes social life from the meaningful here-
and-now. However, we believe that our and others’ (Levi
Martin, 2009) advancements toward an ethologically
informed micro-sociology have addressed the key points of
Blumer’s once-justified critique. In our case, the interaction
ethological method led us to conduct our quantifications
through video-assisted naturalistic observations of consola-
tory encounters as they unfold in their here-and-now con-
texts. Further, we applied a multilevel tool that allowed us to
estimate bystander behavior as nested in, rather than
abstracted away from, their situational ecology (see also
Raudenbush & Sampson, 1999). These methodological steps
satisfy, at least in part, Blumer’s (1969, p. 152) context-
sensitive ideal of a naturalistic inquiry that has “the virtue of
remaining in close and continuing relations with the natural
social world.” Further, with respect to the meaningfulness of
social action, we recognized in the data coding process that
bystander consolation behaviors carry psychological mean-
ing, and these actions should be measured with an
interpretative sensitivity to this fact (e.g., our qualitative
pre-analysis led us to include non-physical comforting
strategies).

Taken together, rather than treating the Blumerian
criticism as something that pits micro-sociology against
behavioral quantification, the ambition should be to incor-
porate these criticisms into the reemerging foundation of a
quantitatively informed interaction ethology. We consider
this study as a stone in this foundation and hope that it may
serve as a basis for future micro-sociological studies on
human consolation and other behaviors.
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