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Can a hurried mind step right past human suffering? Revisiting the classic
Good Samaritan experiment, this article explains how “small love” toward
strangers breaks down under the psychological weight of time pressure—and
how a simple shift in temporal perspective can restore our capacity for

compassion.



Defining ‘Small Love’: Compassion Beyond Close

Relationships

In the study of interpersonal relationships, compassionate love stands as a
distinct, benevolent emotional orientation—a mode of relational giving that

prioritizes the flourishing and relief of another human being (Post, 2014).

While classical psychological literature frequently examines compassionate
love through the lens of long-term pair-bonds, family structures, or close
friendships, significant prosocial encounters occur within the momentary
margins of daily life. This phenomenon can be understood as “small love”: acts
of compassionate giving, emotional attunement, and benevolent helping
directed toward strangers, casual acquaintances, or individuals encountered in

passing.

Small love does not require relational contracts or shared personal histories.
Instead, it manifests in fleeting, localized decisions to attend to another’s
immediate vulnerability. However, the enactment of small love faces a
behavioral barrier: the subjective experience of time pressure. Empirical
findings reveal that internal states of temporal urgency override altruistic
ideals, cognitive priming, and moral intentions, highlighting the situational
forces that dictate whether human compassion is expressed or withheld

(Darley & Batson, 1973).

The Situational Dynamics of Small Love in Daily

Encounters

Unlike “big” passionate or companionate love, small love works as a contextual
expression of compassionate love. It reflects an orientation toward the well-
being of others in localized, occasional circumstances (Batson, 2011). Whether

offering a moment of assistance to a stranded motorist, extending physical



support to a struggling pedestrian, or offering a brief reassuring gesture to a
distressed stranger, small love relies on immediate situational awareness and

the rapid mobilization of prosocial intent (Ekman & Friesen, 1969).

Despite its brevity, small love plays an important role in social relations. It
signals mutual recognition, reduces interpersonal isolation, and provides a
buffer against environmental stress (Batson, 2011). Yet, despite its societal
value, the transition from experiencing compassionate feelings to executing
compassionate behavior remains highly vulnerable to external and internal
conditions (Darley & Batson, 1973). Social psychological research
demonstrates that even when individuals possess moral orientations or explicit
prosocial goals, immediate environmental factors can suppress compassionate

action (Darley & Batson, 1973).

Situational Barriers to Compassion: The Good

Samaritan Experiment

To examine how situational factors dictate compassionate behavior toward
strangers, social psychologists John Darley and C. Daniel Batson (1973)
conducted a classic experiment at Princeton Theological Seminary. Their
investigation focused on identifying the psychological determinants that drive
an individual to either offer aid or demonstrate the “bystander effect” when

encountering a person in distress.
The scenario unfolded in a vivid experimental setting:

“At 10:00 a.m. on December 14, 1970, a sunny day in Princeton,
New Jersey, the first batch of volunteers arrived for a
psychology experiment. The participants were seminary
students at Princeton Theological, studying religion in

preparation for a life of spiritual service” (Darley & Batson,

1973).



Participants were recruited under the guise of an evaluation of theological

career paths (Darley & Batson, 1973).

Testing Moral Priming and Urgency in Action

The experimenters introduced two core independent variables:

1. Cognitive Priming (Message Content): Half of the participants
were given reading materials and questions regarding the career
trajectories of seminary graduates. The other half were given a copy of
the Biblical Parable of the Good Samaritan, explicitly priming their
minds with a narrative centered on setting aside personal agendas to
assist an injured stranger on the roadside (Darley & Batson, 1973).
The intention was to test “scripture’s power to inspire moral
behavior by showing ‘small love’ to a stranger.”

2. Situational Urgency (Time Pressure): After reviewing their
materials, each participant was informed by the administrator that
they would have to walk to another building to record their talk
(Darley & Batson, 1973). They were handed a map with a route
leading through an alleyway. The experimenter manipulated the level

of hurry across three conditions:

» Low Hurry: Participants were told they had plenty of time and might
need to wait a few minutes upon arrival.

» Medium Hurry: Participants were told to head over immediately as
the session was ready.

» High Hurry: Participants were told they were already late and needed

to move as quickly as possible.



As each student took off one by one through the alley, they encountered a
startling, staged sight: “a pile of a man, slumped and motionless in a dark

doorway, moaning in distress.” (Darley & Batson, 1973).
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How Time Pressure Overrode Moral Intentions

Here was the critical moment of the experiment: “Who would stop to help, like
the Good Samaritan, and who would pass him by?” The groaning man, a

disguised member of the research team, recorded the immediate reactions of

each seminarian:

“Some hurried past without noticing him. Others looked or
nodded but didn’t stop. Some paused briefly to ask if the man

was all right. And then there were a few ‘superhelpers’ who



guided the suffering man inside, refusing to leave until care had

arrived.”

HOW HELPING OTHERS COULD MAKE YOU FEEL LESS RUSHED
The empirical outcome challenged traditional assumptions regarding moral

cognition and dispositional values. The researchers found that cognitive
priming had no statistically significant impact on helping behavior. “Students
who hadn’t read the parable helped (or neglected to help) in similar numbers
to those that had,” and none of the measures regarding personal religious

beliefs made a difference (Darley & Batson, 1973).

The only factor that governed willingness to help was situational time pressure

(Darley & Batson, 1973):

= Low-Hurry Condition: 63% of participants stopped to offer
assistance.

» Medium-Hurry Condition: 45% of participants stopped to offer
assistance.

» High-Hurry Condition: Only 10% of participants stopped to offer

assistance.

As the data revealed, “students who were told to hurry to their destination
were significantly less likely to stop to help a man in pain. Students who were
told they had a bit of spare time to make the walk stopped more frequently
and offered more substantial forms of help.” In multiple instances,
seminarians assigned to the high-hurry condition stepped directly over the

moaning stranger as they rushed across campus to deliver a talk on the Good
Samaritan (Darley & Batson, 1973).

HELPING RATES BY TIME PRESSURE (Darley & Batson, 1973)

Low Hurry 63%



Medium Hurry 45%

High Hurry 10%

Perceptual Tunnel Vision: How Urgency Blocks

Compassion

The results of the Darley and Batson (1973) experiment highlight the cognitive
and perceptual shifts caused by temporal stress. When individuals experience
acute time pressure, the cognitive system undergoes a process of narrowed
attentional focus. Under conditions of felt urgency, working memory capacity
is heavily allocated toward task completion and goal pursuit (Canevello &

Crocker, 2017).

This state induces a phenomenon similar to inattentional blindness or
perceptual narrowing. High time pressure causes individuals to filter out
peripheral stimuli that fall outside their immediate goal hierarchy. The
distressed stranger in the alley is not necessarily rejected out of coldness or a
lack of moral concern; rather, under severe time pressure, the individual’s
perceptual processing fails to fully evaluate the stranger’s distress, or
categorizes stopping as a disruption to their primary objective (Darley &

Batson, 1973).

This finding is further illuminated by research on subjective “time famine”—
the chronic psychological sensation of having insufficient time to manage
competing demands (Mogilner et al., 2012). Time famine induces a zero-sum
cognitive framework, where any unexpected demand on one’s time (such as
assisting a stranger) is perceived as an immediate threat to personal goal
progress (Canevello & Crocker, 2017; Mogilner et al., 2012). As a consequence,

temporal urgency functions as a systemic bottleneck, suppressing



compassionate feelings before they can manifest as prosocial action (Darley &

Batson, 1973).

The Paradox of Prosocial Time Perception

Although “the feeling that we lack time to help others can be deceptive,”
emerging psychological research reveals an underlying paradox: “we can

extend our time by connecting with others.” (Mogilner et al., 2012).

When individuals yield to immediate time pressure and bypass opportunities
to help, they reinforce feelings of stress, cognitive overload, and temporal
scarcity. Conversely, when individuals pause to engage in prosocial behavior,
the resulting sense of subjective efficacy alters their relationship with time.
Experiencing oneself as capable of alleviating another person’s suffering boosts
psychological self-efficacy, which in turn diminishes feelings of being rushed

and expands subjective temporal abundance (Mogilner et al., 2012).
This bidirectional relationship creates a distinct interpersonal dynamic:

= 1. The Scarcity Trap: Subjective time pressure Cognitive
narrowing Suppression of small love Maintained state of stress
and time famine (Darley & Batson, 1973; Mogilner et al., 2012).

= 2, The Prosocial Cycle: Deliberate slowing down Recognition of
another’s need Expression of small love Increased self-efficacy and
perceived time affluence (Canevello & Crocker, 2017; Mogilner et al.,

2012).

Reclaiming Small Love in Contemporary Life

Understanding small love through the lens of situational psychology provides a

strategic framework for cultivating compassionate communities. Because



moral ideals and intellectual priming are often insufficient to overcome acute
urgency, structural and personal interventions must address the bottleneck of

time pressure itself (Darley & Batson, 1973).

» Mitigating Environmental Urgency: Organizational and clinical
settings must be designed to reduce severe, chronic temporal friction.
Reducing excessive time pressures enables professionals and
community members to retain the cognitive bandwidth necessary to
notice and respond to peripheral human needs (Post, 2014).

» Cultivating Situational Mindfulness: Training individuals to
recognize moments of perceptual narrowing allows them to override
automatic rushing behaviors. Pausing for mere seconds can disrupt
the illusion of extreme urgency, restoring the capacity for empathetic
attunement (Darley & Batson, 1973).

» Validating Micro-Prosociality: Recognizing that small love does
not demand hours of service, but can be expressed in brief moments
of attentive connection, lowers the perceived threshold for engaging

in compassionate action (Karandashev, 2023).

Small love remains a fundamental element of human connection
(Karandashev, 2023; Post, 2014). By understanding the situational
mechanisms that restrict or liberate our prosocial choices, individuals and
societies can create space for brief, meaningful acts of compassion that sustain

human dignity (Darley & Batson, 1973; Karandashev, 2023).
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