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Study finds that personality traits influence activity in punishment-related brain
areas.

(Medical Xpress)—In a neuroimaging study, a UQ psychologist has
examined whether having allegiances with someone can affect feelings
of empathy when punishing and rewarding others.

An international team of researchers, including Dr Pascal Molenberghs
from UQ's School of Psychology, mapped the brain activity while
volunteers where giving electroshocks or money to members within or
outside their group.

Dr Molenberghs said the research was a first of its kind and
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demonstrated that different neural responses were involved when
delivering rewards or punishment to others.

"When we reward others we activate similar brain areas as when we
receive rewards ourselves," he said.

"However, these areas become more active when we reward members
from our own group.

"Previous research has shown that we prefer to give more money to
people from our own group, now we can actually show that this is
associated with increased activation in reward-related brain areas, which
is really exciting.

"The brain responses for punishing others directly revealed a different
pattern of activation, one that was typically associated with receiving and
seeing others in pain," Dr Molenberghs said.

The study also found that personality traits influenced activity in these
punishment-related brain areas.

People who did not care as much about others, showed less activation in
these areas when shocking others, especially when they were shocking
out-group members.

Co-author Professor Jean Decety, from the University of Chicago, said
the results provided important insights into why some people don't care
as much when hurting others.

"Empathy and sympathy are necessary abilities to understand the
potential consequences decisions will have on the feelings and emotions
of others, even if the recipients of those decisions belong to a different
group," he said.
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The study was published in the journal of Human Brain Mapping, which
is the leading journal in the field of radiology, nuclear medicine and
medical imaging.

  More information: Molenberghs, P., Bosworth, R., Nott, Z., Louis,
W. R., Smith, J. R., Amiot, C. E., Vohs, K. D. and Decety, J. (2014),
"The influence of group membership and individual differences in
psychopathy and perspective taking on neural responses when punishing
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