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- A CROSS-CULTURAL' STUDY OF EMPATHY, IN YOUNG CHILDREN

s .. U Kiki V. Roe : =N '

.. Social't'heqrists have always considered empathy as an importanf'

dim'enséon of pérsor\ality and a‘critical element in social understand-

ing and interpersonal transactions. However,.most of the older lit-

. erature is sp?ec'uld'tixe in nature regarding this personality construct

‘(Meé"i,.'l934~; Sﬁllivan, 1953), and only recently has there been an

. effc;rt. td empiricall); .gauge its nature .(Feshbach G‘Roe, 1968;" St,otland,
Stgeﬁndn, &. Sh,a\‘ier',l 1971; Borke, 1973; Chandler, 1973). 'Lit‘tle is ) .
known about the :s'pe;i.fic variables that influence the development of A

5 elupaihy, ‘th’(l)ugﬁ ‘Ho f fhan (196}),.Aronfreed (1968)..and Feshbach (1975)

¢ -have' speculated thai scfc'i,aliz%;ion processes and child-rearing atti-
+ tudes and i»ractices are important determinants of empathic beh;avior.
"I‘his hypothesis could be tested by finding childx:en in this country

who have been subjected to radically different child-rearing practi-

D

——d

_ _ces. . However, parental socialization procedures in thf United States
have become increasingly homogeneous, and it was felt than an inter-
cultural study comparing efmpathy in childrén from two l:adically dif~
ferent child-rearing environmnets, such as Greece and the Un‘ited
States , would better highlight the possible effects of this variable.
Empathy is viewed as a vicarious affective identification be- |
tween‘the observer and the observed. It is presumed that for em-
.pathy to occur the subject has to have sufficient cognitive capa-

- bility and sufficient social understanding to correctly identify ‘_




and label the affective state of othere,)and furthermore, be emo-

tionally capable of vicariously experiencing the affective staty of
. others. On the basis of this conceptualizatiou, Feahbach and Roe A ,

(1968) developed the Affective'Situation Test for Empathy, which 4
\\ consists of two eequencea of three slides each, ‘along with descrip- A
tive verbal texts, " depicting children experiencing four affective

situations, namely: happineaa, sadness, fear, and anger. Immed-

iately after presentatidn of each of the eight slide sequences,

the subject indicates hie or her feelings and is given alpoaitive
o A empathy score if the general affective content of the answer ) .
matches the affective ccntent o? the'elide sequence, . Using this
teat, Feshbach and Roe found that, for a group of middle-class Los
Angeles children,'the'overallienpathy reaponaee of boys were‘about

the'%ame as those of girls, and that both Boys and girls gave much

greater empathic responaea when viewing alide -sequences in which

the a:imulus children were of the aamé sex as the aubject child.

- - - N —— -

From this it was concluded that similarity heightens the empathic
e ‘ reaponae. ‘ ; : ; '

Data frcm‘the Feshbach and Roe study are u*ed here for com-
. °  parison with the empathy reaponaea recently obtaihed-from two groups
of Greek children coming from two different geeﬁraphical, gocioecon~

omic, and educational backgrounds.

METHOD ?

Subjects : : .

The Greek city subjects were normal six and seven year old
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children of both sexes (32 boys and 32 girls) randemly selected from
) . | . ‘
j the first 'and second grades of a public elementarx school in Athens. ,

* The children came from middle-cless background and were of at least

evegsge intelligence. This gfoup was selected because it closely

'Y approximated, in soéiceconomic background, the previously tested
N

46 American city eubjecte. 413 .

The Greek rurai subjécfs were 60 normal six and seven'yean‘old
s ; . ¥
§ children (30 boys and 30 girls) randomly selected from the first and
‘ setond grades of a public elementary school on a remote Aegean ,

Is*ﬁnd} The social, economic, and educational level of these

subjects' parents was considerably lower than that of the Athenian

. subjects. - _ . ’ b

~ Material ;
I
A The same slide sequences depic:ing seven-year-olds in one of
mE S \

|

l

. - four different affective situations (happinesa, sadness, fear, and H
|

v i : anger), used by Feshbach and Roe (1968) with the American subjects,

were used with the Greek subjects. There are two sequeheearef'fﬁfee | = =

‘'slides each for each of the four affects.

I8

Two alternate sets of the \

v

eight sequences were prepared, identical in content but different X

in the sex of the stimulus subject. A few minor modifications were \

\
\
. made in the narration accodpanying the slides shown to the Greek \.

. \
children, to remove possible cultural bias. For example, a refer- \

-

ence to Dieneyfhpd was deleted. The slides with the Greek narra- \

‘tion were presented to a pilot group of seven Athenian and five \

/ ' ' \
2 island children who were asked to guess the names of the children ' \

]




in the ;tories and‘w ere the childrenvljxed. All 12 subjects as-
sigﬁed Greek names t the ;timulus chiidren sﬁown on the slides
and said the stimulub children came.frbm ";;ound Athens." This
suggdsts thag the Grpek s:bjécts were not aware of the American

LK}

origin of the slides > ' A

‘A check on t?e ubjects' ability to comprehend the affective

situation depiéted by the siide stories was made’ with 27 of the

46 rican subjects ‘pd 104 of the 124 Greek subjects after these
subjects had.comple;ed their first viewing and made their own em-

pathic responses. In the second viewing, the subjects were asked

to describe hdw the ptimulus children in the slide stories felt.

: All |of the Ameriéan nd Greek subjects correctly identyfied the

positive or negative emotional situation being experienced by.the '

! stinulus children in each of the slides.

.

Progedure
)

Eachléubject wds ihdividually called from the claasroom to_an

- S S interview room in the school and tested by the same fqgale exper-
imeqter. ‘Half of t,ie subjects were el&n the set of sl‘\Lde se-

. quences in which the stimulus child was of the same sex as the

subject, and half wpre shown slides depicting stimulus children

fof the oﬁpoéite aex.l In order to heighten the impact of ‘the af-

. | .

L . : -
///feckive content,_tha two slide ‘sequences on the same affect were ’ £3

pszented consecutiyely. A short task (classifying papet.discs by

-

color) was interposed between sequences on different affects. Im-

‘meciately'éfter the |presentation of each of the eight slide
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‘sequences, the subjects were asked to state how, they felt, and thlir
responses were: recorded verb::m. qusequep;ly, responses were
scored sych that a point was given for each answer in which the .
general affective content matched that of the dépicted story in
tetﬁs of iis.negative or positive connotation. Thus, a subject's 74 o

& ' total empaéhy score for all affects would fall within the range
4 - . ‘r 5
* of 0to®. . ... .

)

v .
)

! . ‘ = RESULTS =~ ) — — -

.

The mean scores and the analysis of variance results are
shown in Table"1. Individual comparisons for tho;ae ‘effects in
the a(nalygis of variance which are significant (location, subject
sex, and subject sex x stimulus sex) indicate that the overall
mean empathy response for the _Greek‘ city children does not differ .
significantly from that of the Greek island children, but that (-6 .
the combined Greek aémplg was significantly‘less ';é_'tgpathic than
the Anerican sample, t (158) = 5.52, p <-00000007. The signif-
1cant: difference An the overall analys:la of variance between the

subject sexes is entirely attributable to the marked difference - ‘e

e —
J --aoq -
-
L.

_ " between male and female responses of the Greek children, . TS 9% e e

t (158) = 3.52, p <.0603, whereas both sexes in 'the'American e -

sample had almost identical ;nean empathic scores. ’ l
o ‘_,___ One of the hypotheses, based on early experience with Amer-
ican children only, was that similarity between the subject an&

3 ‘ the stimulus sex enhances’ empathy (for the American aubje'ct:s,

t (158) = 1.90, p < .03). For the Athenian children, empathy’
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wa; eahanced‘bf'similarity of subject and sfimulus sex,

t (158) = 1.66, p <.05, but for the Greek island children, S »
this was'not truqi Here, we find tha%'the Greek island boys re-

sponded Jdess empathically to male stimuli children than to female

stimili children, t (158) = 1.69, p <.05, and 6n the whole, the |

Greei'island chil&ren's response; to female stimuli ?hildren was

significantly more empathic than their responses to male stimuli

children, t (158) = 2.39, p <.01.

»

Insert Table 1 about here

DISCUSSION : ! | i

The cross-cultural evaluation does reveal significant aiffer-
ences between the empathic behavior of children jfi the two coun-
;rfes, but the direction of the reaﬁlte, which indicate that
Greek childfen are less empathic than American children, can be a
surprise to those wh; picture the Créék as som;one who is emo-
tionally expressive, gene:Lus, and extro@erted.. Should not the
"positive" quality of empathy co-exist with the other "positive"
‘attributes of ‘the Gréek‘st;r-eotype? “Theé ':m'fsfver ’t;o this "qaebtion £ S s, i oy
may help clarify both the nature-of empafhy and the nature of thé
Greek character. » b

Vassiliou's (1969) extensive studies on the transactions of

the Greek family indicate that one of the salient features of the -

)

. | )
their children. The mother 1is the principal’ person who raises
¥ 4

Greek culture is the dependency that parents try to foster in

¥
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the children in Greece, in that the father, if not at’ work, is
\ P .
usually away from home at the gaféﬂor'the tavern with his

friends, thus providing very little contact with his children.

Of particular interest.is the close mother-son relationship, a

sqgiaf role which has ébquired airevered status in Greece. Male Jg?k”

children are highly Qalued in Greece and are seen as the emﬁoéi— ’
ment of thegentire family's futu;:. ddﬁ% Greék mothef,ltherefore,
overprotects and over;;dulgeé her son and tries to keep him emo-
tionally tied'to her, thﬁs”inhibiting4the developm?nt of his own
independent -identity and personality. To foster such dependency
and subordination, the Greek parents are punitive and feétrictiva

whenever the child défes to express any desire to become independ-
ent, or expreéseb any%négativg feelings towards the p;rents. In
general, the Greek patht's major modes of disciplining‘the chil=-
dren are frequent phys%cal puniaﬁmen:, threats of punishﬁent. ;nd

shaming, with almost gAmplete absence of recourse to reaséning

\
~and induction. As a result of such rigid and punitive upbi}ng-

ing, the relationship of the children towards the parents, *nd

{

especially of the sons towards the fathers, is charactetize% by

Rk 2 o TN

negative feelings.(Vas;fiiou, 1969), and there is evidence jhac

this kind of child-rearing practices inhibit the internalization=

of controls and therefore the development of moral conduct,fof )
which empathy is considered an dntegral part.

Thus,” Hof fman (1967), in his report on the effect of ' L

socialization prgctices on the development of moral behavior,

-
¥ ..
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states that when a pateni asserts his power over a child by the
v ,

use of phy51cal punishment as the primary fiethod of control,

he development of moral standards and 1nternallzat10n of con-

Y B e - — -

trols by the child ‘is 1mpeded because power assertion provokes
’

intense hostility in the child and also prov1des the child wit

the model for outwardly expressing this- host141ty.
states that such power assert1on "

Hoffman
N T

.. makes the child's need for
" love less salient, and funct1ons as-an obstacle; to the arousal of
eémpathy. FKi

Finally, it sensitizes the child to ehe puni@iﬁe res -
ponses of adult authorities, thus ebntributxng to an externaily fo-
cused n??al orientation" " From the foregoing, it appears‘that oun
previous definition of empathy as an

ctive\jdentification bet-
ween the observer and the obsgrved implies the process of internali-

ation and introjection of the feelings of others. ‘!Qus, one should
find empathy associated w1th the degree that a person has intermali-
zed his experiences and developed 1nner tontfahs to guide his belfa-
vior. On the other hand, low empathxxﬁhould be associated with a
process of externalization and a tendency to project feelings to

the“oytside world, as well as a tendency to rely on external autho-

rity rather than internal controls to avoid transgressions.

The 1nternallzat10n externallzatxon concept1on of empathy

may explain_the frequently c1ted finding (Feshbach & Feshbach,

1971 Chandler, 1973) of the negative cerrelation between
4

-
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:em;:athy nnd ag‘gr’;easion “or antisocial. béli-avior. The .explanati;on
proposgd here 5.8 that aggression, which is usually defined .as | '
acting-out impulgive l;ehaviot,- ia‘ the result‘-‘-of. the :lack of
internsl—inhipitory ‘mechanisms which work as cbntgols of aggres-

sive and antisocinl b a;riotf. Therefore, .it is not thqt the pre-

sence of émpatny inhi;k{ggression, but, tather,' both aggression
" and empathy stem from the degree of intemalizgtion of experience;

and moral judgments. ) . ’ ". o S~
) ?"’ﬂ,"."rpere was ample evidence of ‘externalization in ‘the verbatim
_transcripts of the Greek children, with frequent critical and~
judgmental remarks about the behavior of the stimulus children.
The fh‘eek boys in particular would_make such comments as: "He

is stupid;" "He d'éaerves what he gets because he is not nice lik;-
me. I would never have done what he did;" "He is'a bad 'child, -
that s why God must have sent the dog to bite hi.m and punish

him," S&h comments can be interpret:ed as the eubjects tendency

to removegthemae’lves fronp tI‘z emotional experience, and instead

no. project into ot:fgei:rs" tt;e_ir own unacceptable impylses and t‘éel_— .

ings. THVe r'eapons:é of the ’Greek children alsg indicate a de-,
| pendency én authority figures, particularly the mother, mixed

wit:h a fe&r of punishment, ‘as revealai by such comments as: 'He

is crying for his mommy, but his mommy must have been mean to let

bhim go there and get lost'" "He is going t,o get a beating;" o

"He ,should go and tell. the truth so “the bad child 'é:lll get the

spanking anhd not him." Expressions of Jealousy were also preva-

-

4 ! ' ‘
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lent in the Greek children's responses, particularly the deprived

ones, evidenced by such comments as, "I am glad he stolg’the toy:
Now he will 'have a toy to piay with too". The G;eek children were
verbose, oftenyrépeating thé entire narrative presented with the
slides, as if .they had difficulty in detacﬁing themselves from the
concrete eleménts of the story and abstracting their feelings from
the situations presented. ' ’ |

The lesser empathy of boys versus gi?ls in‘Grééce can’be ex-
plained in terms of the differential treatment of the’ twd sexés, ) v
particularly the close mother-son relationship and'theé?elative
absence and unavailability of ;Pe father- figure in everyday trans-
actions. Glueck and Glueck (1950, Biller (1970) and Hoffman (1971)’L
have shown that for young boys such conditions inhibit inte;nalizat}on
of values and moral developmént. |

On the Greek island, this effect is héightehed.by the fact, that

the ten on the island are usually away on ships during the formative

years of the children's .lives, with the result that boys on the island
™ *  F
may have a sex-identity problem, as manifested by their being the only )

¥

sub-group who had higher empathy for sﬁihulus children of the opposite

sex.
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B TABLE 1 .
Elpnth, Mean Scores and Analysis of Variance Results
Number of
Score  Subjects df F P
p e
Location &
. . '{ - v
X Athens : C 4,16 64
Island 3.90 60 2,158 15,359 . 0.0001
v F . )
. )/ America 6.61 46 - ~ ’ -~
. ‘ o (s
Subject Sex N
. ¥
Male 4.12 85¢ .
- . 1,158 8.695 0.004 T
Female 5.34 85 ;
Stimulus Sex
" , Male 4.45 85
. ' A - 1,158 ~ 1.852 0.172
‘ Female g 5.00 . 85
. ‘. )
"Location X Subject Sex '
A-’rica: male 6.65 23
America, female 6.57 23 ) R
‘ Athens, male 3-19 3. 2,158 1.967 0.141
, Athens, female, £5.13 32
3.17+ 30
’ 63 - 0 - o
. - .
4,28 43
. % 42 1,158  4.375 0.036
6.05 43 : k{
4.62 a2 J
¥ [LS—
o .
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LAcation X Subject Sex X Stimulus Sei
America, male, male
America, male, female
America, female, female
Anerick. female, male
Athe;;. male, male
Athens, male, female
Athens, female, fen;le
.Athens, female, malg
Island, male, male
}gland. male, female

éqlsland, female, female
Island, fenale, male

{ {

7.42
5.82
7.25
5.82
3.75

2.63

5.69

4.56

2.33

4.00
5.47
3.80

12
11
12
11
16
16

16

16

15
15
15

15

2,158

a

0.996

15.

0.627

3






