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ABSTRACT 

Empathy has been studied through the past four decades, with increasing fervor, as incidents of 

school killings, and apathetic practices are rampant across schools and communities around the 

globe. Attempts have been made to assess, underline and contain the phenomenon of apathy, violence, 

bullying, to the extent that individuals dishonor other’s peace and well-being. Simultaneously, in 

many countries, empathy-based programs have been launched, to build from the grass-root upwards, 

a sustainable attitude amongst children, adolescents and teenagers going forth to become empathetic 

and caring citizens of a global society. Empathy entails walking in another’s shoes, understanding the 

other person’s pain, experiences and reactions while retaining own composure and extending a 

helpful hand. This paper seeks to understand the influences behind the development of empathy in 

children. If we can estimate in an effective manner, the causes of how and why children are drawn 

towards the innate nature of having empathy, it would be an easier task to help them get in touch with 

this characteristic within themselves. It is less menial to change a young child’s perspective and 

nurture him or her with positive influences to build empathy, rather than trying to mould one who has 

been raised in an un-empathetic manner. The long term impact such research may have, includes 

national level empathy and prosocial skill-fostering programs, to be implemented across public and 

private schools, in the effort to build a healthy and harmonious society, both in theory and practice. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Human civilization is the sum of its components, individuals having a significant impact on the 

societies and they live in, and occasionally, across the globe. The notable of inventions of the last 

century are testament to the power an individual has within, and when they muster the courage and 

determination to withstand all odds, to achieve unattained heights, by this act, they make society a 

better place to live in, for all. Thus, there is untapped potential in ourselves, our family members, and 

everyone we come across in life. The question arises, what would the world be like, if humans 

consciously tried to reach their peak potentials within a lifetime, and how would it impact the world 

as a whole. The environment one is raised in, becomes a predictor of what path one would take early 

on in life, and sometimes later as well. Parents, teachers, siblings and peers form the fortress within 

which a child grows up, well and secure, and drastically affected by the personalities and 

temperaments of each of these people close to him or her. 
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If the environment if conducive for learning, and children are given sustained care and 

undivided attention, made to feel important and worthy, they grow up to be confident, and courageous 

enough to take on the outside world’s challenges. On the contrary, children not supported 

meaningfully, ridiculed, belittled and made to feel insignificant grow up not feeling worthy 

themselves and so their ongoing inner battle rarely allows them any significant achievements to boast. 

They cannot enhance the lives of fellow human beings if they are facing inner turmoil. The 

development of a child especially in the early years, needs to be given required attention, care, love 

and adoration, making them feel secure and confident in their own skin. Only then can they grow up 

to become such members of society who contribute far more than others, and become the ones to 

make the world a better place for everyone. 

The significance of studying the development of empathy in children, and contributing 

factors, is that only as we are able to understand the patterns and paths by which empathy is 

developed in a young child from the earliest years, are we able to enhance the flourishing of this trait; 

creating better citizens, children, and future parents and members of society. The objective of this 

paper is to note the influences on the development of empathy in children. This can provide a 

framework of reference of how and where to begin efforts for the conducive inclusion of empathic 

personality building in children for the betterment of upcoming generations, and our world. 

Development of Empathy in Children 

From the first months and years of a child’s life, empathy begins to show in a child’s actions. Each 

child has their own distinct personality, and however they may be socialized and affected by external 

environment, yet they display differing ranges of empathetic behavior, through various advancing life 

stages. Studies show young children portraying empathic attitudes, when they see another child crying 

and react in a similar way (Zahn-Waxler et al. 1992a; Zahn-Waxler et al. 1992b). Especially from 1 to 

3 years of age, increased empathic behavior is shown in children (Zahn-Waxler et al. 1992a). The 

development of empathy and the display of it are connected to different parts of the brain, and mirror 

neurons are important for the purpose of empathy’s development. It is appropriately noted that 

parenting styles and parent-child relationships vividly affect the outcome, whether a child will 

develop empathy or have an apathetic personality. A harmonious relationship between parents and 

children build stronger, more well-rounded caring personalities in children. It is found that the 

measure of alignment, harmony or synchronicity between the mother and child in the first year effects 

how the child develops empathy further on till adolescence (Feldman, 2007). 

Age also matures this characteristic in some children, as older adolescents are more inclined 

towards positive association with moral values and characteristics of prosocial nature (Carlo, 

Eisenberg, & Knight, 1992).  Empathy is the basis or foundation upon which interactions are initiated. 

Empathy helps children build moral judgment, and gain confidence, feeling competitive in society and 

inclined towards having more pro-social traits in their personality (Thompson, 1987). Empathetic 

children are able to reason well, in a moral manner, and empathically react to situations with peers 

and siblings, as well as solve problems efficiently (Chapman, Zahn-Waxler, Cooperman, &Iannotti, 

1987; Costin& Jones, 1992; Dunn, Brown, & Maguire, 1995; Dunn & Herrera, 1997; Feldman, 2007; 

Howe, Cate, Brown, &Hadwin, 2008). Contrarily, children raised in an aggressive environment, or 

those who acquire such negative traits from peers are not willing to attempt pro-social acts, to help 

others (Garner, 1996; Wan & Green, 2010).  

Children with higher empathy also show stronger feelings of anxiety or hostility when 

showed situations with negative emotions (Davis et al., 1987). As they have developed a keener sense 

of understanding the other person’s feelings and emotions, empathic children tend to associate 

strongly as well. Empathy is one of the important driving forces behind rescues (Oliner & Oliner, 

1988). As opposed to boys, girls are seen to develop empathy at a younger age, as well as to a larger 

extent (Eisenberg & Miller, 1987; Mehrabian et al., 1988; Maccoby, 1998; Zahn-Waxler et al., 1992b; 

Eisenberg and Lennon, 1983; Lennon & Eisenberg, 1987). Girls are more empathic than boys in most 

observed situations, and display empathy on a more regular basis than boys (Feldman and Gowen, 

1998; Hartup, 1992; Lindeman et al., 1997; Owens et al., 2005).  The aforementioned researches note 

the link of development of empathy with gender, as well as empathy illuminating a more sensitive 

side of the personality for those who hold this trait and skill within them. Further, the link of 

empathy’s development with education, perspective, media are elaborated, and a deeper analysis of 
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the literature regarding gender and presence of empathy incumbent in the personalities of boys and 

girls, and the extent of its presence. 

 

Empathy and Education 

The importance of education and its impact on the lives of generations to come, is being increasingly 

understood amongst the rural and urban alike. Moreover, the inclusion of prosocial skills nurturing the 

kinder side of children, would be a worthy addition to the education system, and its significance 

cannot be stressed enough. Educators have studied how empathy brings changes in behaviours of 

students within a classroom, and studies have note how students may behave empathetically with each 

other (Pink, 2005). Empathy is considered important during interactions with other, and it is also 

critical in schools, fulfilling the tasks of bringing and fostering peace as well respect amongst school 

children (Pfeil & Zaphiris, 2007; Kahn & Lawhorne, 2000). The environment forms an essential 

contributing factor to the development of a child’s personality traits. Through interacting with this 

surrounding environment, children learn (Piaget, 1970) many skills and absorb the nurture or lack of it 

provided by people and circumstances. 

Approximately four decades ago, in 1970s, the first incidence of bullying in schools became 

highlighted in Norway when a child ended his life in response to the bullying and victimization he 

faced in school. After this incident, the services of Professor Dan Olweus, a Swedish-Norwegian 

psychologist were sought to create a program for schools to eradicate the menace of bullying in 

schools. His programs have been widely used in many schools across the globe since. Moreover since 

1995, many programs have been introduced to ensure the safety of students and the peaceful 

resolution to all conflicts taking place on school premises (Sandhu & Aspy , 2000). Empathy is 

important for society as a whole, as it forms a foundation on which one’s own and other’s feelings can 

be portrayed and understood in a conducive manner; empathy forms the important link between 

people’s emotions and feelings (Levenson & Ruef, 1992). 

Empathy and Perspective Taking 

Considering situations and circumstances, by viewing them from a perspective other than our own, 

builds a basis for the development of empathy. Research on empathy has also drawn similarities from 

how perspective taking from an affectionate empathic attitude brings benefits to all participants 

present in that particular scenario. As affectionate empathic behavior begins to form, a person gains 

more motivation to be of service to another, supporting them in ways possible (Coke, Batson, 

&McDavis, 1978). It is seen from a study that people who rank high on perspective taking skills do 

not speak ill even of those countries that are politically opposed to their own; in this study, Americans 

who were developed in the perspective taking skill did not speak ill of Iran after an embassy seizing 

incidence took place (Davis 1994).  

In the study of empathy’s development, and exploring various avenues, it is also apt to 

consider the repercussions of an over-empathic attitude that may accompany, when perspective taking 

and empathy become a major part of one’s personality. In their personal lives, people may face stress 

with over-empathizing and their own heightened worrying emotions caused by witnessing another 

person’s distress (Hoffman, 2000). Therefore, it is also essential to regulate one’s own emotions. In 

this case, the feelings of compassion and empathy, while helping others, would not affect us in a 

harmful way inwardly. Often at times, youthful energy is wasted in harmful pursuits. Whereas, when 

youth is able to monitor and reclaim the course of their energy and passions, they are better able to 

serve society (Hart, Atkins, &Fegley, 2003). Both empathy building and related regulation of 

emotions, so as not to allow the level of empathy exceed a healthy level to not harm the individual 

themselves, in pursuit of helping others, are equally essential. Children who have a moral compass in 

place as well are honed in the skill of regulating their emotions, are more inclined to help others, and 

are in touch with their own emotions as well (Block-Lerner, Adair, Plumb, Rhatigan, & Oraillo, 

2007).  

Many positive outcomes are related to the presence, and enhancement of empathic skill 

within individuals. It is usually so that those with more empathy are in a healthier mental and 

emotional state, their relationships are happier and more success in life comes to them (Mehrabian, 

2000). It may be seen naturally that a reciprocal exchange takes place between individuals, as one 

treats another with empathy, they are treated with greater respect and gratitude in return. Individuals 

feel less negativity around them, when they are helping others in a multitude of ways, portraying 
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kindness and empathy to others, and are happier in their lives (Tkach, 2006). Another useful 

denotation of positive usage of empathic skills is to keep an open, logical perspective when analyzing 

other’s wants and needs, and in this way, better form of help and assistance may be provided by an 

empathetic person (Eisenberg & Miller, 1987). When used in the context of disharmonious 

circumstances, one’s own and other’s choices may also be understood in this way (Singer & Fehr, 

2005). 

Empathy and morality combine within an individual’s personality so that their realm of 

extending goodness encompasses not only those whom they are related to, but also strangers 

(Hoffman, 2000). Empathy is a precursor to the development of social responsibility. It is related to 

prosocial behaviours and encourages individuals to help another; empathy is also negatively 

associated to apathetic or violent behaviours (Eisenberg & Miller, 1987; Kaukiainen et al., 1999; 

Loudin et al., 2003; Mehrabian, 1997; Miller and Eisenberg, 1988).  

Media and Aggressive Tendencies in Children 

Empathy is developed less within children who play aggressive video games and violent characters 

within them, in contrast with those who play less aggressive or violent characters in video games. As 

related to economic status, children from lower socioeconomic status show more violent behaviours 

than those from higher ones. Individuals who are able to judge in advance the positive or negative 

results of their actions and who make an effort to understand other’s actions as well as the thought 

behind them, are often more empathic. This is the case within children, youth and elders alike. On the 

topic of media’s influence upon children’s aggressive tendencies and developing apathy, media is 

seen to have a major result upon children’s personality development. 

When children repeatedly watch violence and apathetic behaviours on television, as their age 

increases, they become increasingly convinced for adopting aggressive tendencies, physical, verbal or 

otherwise. Watching aggression and violence for children at a younger age, becomes a foundation for 

aggression in daily life, in interpersonal relations, at home and school. Boys and girls, especially at a 

younger age, absorb their environmental influences and watching aggressive cartoons or programs on 

television makes them increasingly aggressive towards elders and age-mates alike. Others around 

them describe these individuals as having aggressive tendencies and this disassociation or distancing 

due to personality differences further enhances the gap between the aggressive children and 

empathetic ones. Labeling of this kind plays an important role in how the child views themselves, 

often growing up even years later, retaining the same intrinsic aggression and violent streak within 

their personality. Parent’s and teacher’s roles in children’s lives are of immense significance, as they 

can pinpoint and help assuage the aggressiveness within a young child. They may discard any outside 

efforts to label the child, and at the same time, giving the child more encouragement to display 

kindness, care and empathy, while minimizing any television-watching or media influences that spark 

violence or aggression within the children.  

Studies on Bullying and Gender 

The intellectual and personality building of a child may be impacted by multiple factors, as explored 

in the above sections. However, the gender of a child also influences the breadth and depth of 

influence the environment has on a child. When the child is surrounded by discouragement, criticism, 

violence, aggression, lack of attention, and being compared to other children with negative 

connotations, such children, whether boys or girls, have difficulty in becoming confident, well-

achieving achieving with a healthy mind and body, and lack the appreciation of people around them. 

Empathy is seldom seen in children living in such environments, that are raised or taught in such 

conditions. It is seen however that the influence on each child varies, and also on dependent on their 

gender. 

Boys are associated with displaying more aggressive behavior or tendencies than girls in 

some studies (Lindeman et al., 1997; Crick & Grotpeter, 1995; Galen & Underwood, 1997). Others 

show that boys and girls have similar aggressive behaviours or those of showing anger (Owens et al., 

2005; Crick et al., 1996). Yet others report that girls have greater displays of anger or aggression than 

boys and use strategies that display social aggression (Feldman and Gowen, 1998; Crick & Grotpeter, 

1995). It is however, largely supported by many studies that girls show more prosocial behaviours 

than boys in most cases. Those children who become victims of bullying, aggression and apathetic 

behaviours face depression and become lonely as a result of peer-rejection (Crick & Grotpeter, 1995). 

Lower academic achievement is also linked with negative personality traits in children. Studies show 
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that children who are less intellectual, as compared to those with greater intellect, are ones who are 

watching more aggression and violence on television (Comstock & Paik, 1991) and those who display 

more physical aggression are also those who are lower academic achievers and performers at school 

(Huesmann, 1986). 

Amongst siblings and peers as well, those children who show greater moral convictions and 

empathetic capacity have a high quality of relationships, whether with peers, siblings, parents or 

teachers. Such children can solve problems quicker and respond to situations in a prosocial manner. 

Especially those children who can regulate their emotions and control urges of overt behavior, are 

more apt to empathetically facing stressful situations, and teach others around them how to react in 

empathetic ways to similar kinds of circumstances. Empathic children accept themselves, their 

emotions and skills in a positive way than others. When empathy and care is directed towards one’s 

own self and others, this creates emotional well-being, enhances the chances for success and more 

meaningful happier relationships with family, friends and society. Empathy and prosocial behaviours 

are closely related, as the presence of one, in a child’s personality, brings about the other. Goals and 

ambitions of empathic children are more often inclusive of the will to help others. While achieving 

their goals, they understand that their intentions must be in harmony with the motivation to assist 

others when possible. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Empathy in professionals, especially in the medicine and caretaking field, has been the study of 

research increasingly through the past few decades. There is a need, however, to address the 

importance of inculcating empathy within the development of a child’s personality in early years. As 

much of what is experienced in childhood, stays with an individual through the course of his or her 

lifetime, a prosocial caring environment, where parents and children care reciprocally, are given 

sustained attention as important parts of the family, and not overlooked the overview or sum of their 

actions – such children can grow up to become confident, strong, caring, empathetic members of 

society. Further research must be conducted on how to effectively make empathy an intrinsic trait in 

children, with essential cooperation from parents and teachers. 

Conclusively, it may be said that empathy precedes the moral development in a child, and 

prosocial behaviours. Empathic children are less violent, display lower aggressive tendencies and are 

more helpful at home and in school. It is, however, important that such an environment conducive to 

the empathic development of a child, is provided by parents and teachers. Empathic children shoulder 

greater responsibilities with a cheerful disposition than their counterparts; have higher moral values, 

and interact better with others. Socially, they are confident and have the ability to perceive people and 

situations from a positive demeanor. Further in life, these children are seen to be engaged in greater 

degrees of philanthropic work, and contribute more to society than children who are aggressive or 

violent.  
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