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RESTRACT

When assessing <he influence ¢f empathy on prosocial
mr+ivatinn, analyzing ewmpathy alone wculd lead to a nisundars+anrding.
He nuyst also ass2ss other elem=nts of +he situation, such as *hs
altruist?s coping skills and si<uational constraints, In a similac
manner =mpathy i*self shculdé be concegptualized as a proc=gs with many
elaments. One way to conceptualize “hese elemants is +c categoriza
+henm as *o whe+*her +*hey are likzly tc davelcp in a cumulative,
mechanistic, e xparience~dependant manns:z (ccntent cenponan+is of
eppa thy) or to dz2velop in a structural, orgarismic, process-dependent
mannar (s+truc*ture components of ezpathy). Maaﬁuzﬂé cf content
ccopcnents show 2mpathy devesloping a+ an =zarly age; neasures of
structuze componan%ts indicate continued §EV€1D§mEﬂ* in childhood.
Discrepant findings concerning the rcle ¢f empathy in prosocial
behavicr may be resolved by :uﬁ31darlﬁg +he differential devalapmgn*
nf these componen“s and ty assuming that a ©ininal level of 2ach is
necassary for empathy to mediat=s prosocial tehavior. For example, low
or nonsignifican* correlaticns betweer eppathy and altru1=m havg bearn
found for ckildren less *than 7 years cld. FPrecm 7 to 8 y=ars and on,
arcund the time Seslman's stags II lavel of perspaec*ive- taking 1is
achiaved, sigrifican* correlations betweer snpathy and altruisn
emarge. (Author/ss)
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Empathy is just one of many variahlas which influence prosocial behavior.
One of the problems with many current investigations of empathy and the role
of empathy in prosocial beravior is tre tendency to treat empathy as an iso-
lated process. When assassing the influence of empathy on prosocial motiva-
tion a view of the entire gocial system must be maintained. Among - e rele-
vant elements in any analysis of 2 helping situation is the extent to which
the potential altruist: is attending to the ona in need; is empathic; is
able to recognize the appropriate helping behaviorss has the skills and re-
sources necessary to help; {8 assertive: and is influenced by social pressure
or situational constraints, Although this 1s not a complete list of the rele-
vant variables, it serves to indicate that the capacity for empathy, per se,
is just one of several facktors operating to influence a response to the needs
of others. For example, Stohland (Note 1) reports that nursing students who
scored high on his measure of empathy but did not have the skills necessary
to help, were most likely to avoid coptact with the patients, or, if not allowed
to escape, to tum of f their effect. In such a case analyzing empathy alone
would lead to a misunderstanding. We must also assess other elements of the
situation, such as the altruist's coping skills and situational constraints.

In a similar manner erpathy itself should be conceptualized as a process
with many elements. I have aften atgued that a good definition of empathy
must include both én affactive rasponse by the Observer and an awareness of
the other's perspective (Iannotti, 1974; -1975b; 1977). As such, empathy is

not merely an emotional response to another but responding with emotions
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similar to unother's, basad on soclal perspective-taking processes., In this
form, empathy cannot be conceptualized as a unitary process but rather as a
procass with multiple components which are not additive. The argument as to
whether the development of empathy is through st ructural changes in proceszes
or more mechanistic responses to situational factors continues because the
elements of empathy include hoth process and content variables. Most attempts
to measure empathy have involved reducing it to one, easily quantifiable com-
nonent, 3Such raductionlsm may be useful for the purpose of measurement. but
awarensss of all ¢f the elements must be malntained if we are ever to go be-
yond the present level of understanding. I am not arguing that the cognitive
Qsmpaﬂents\are more important than the emotionel components, or that we should
discontinue the analysis of the separate elements. Instead, I will present
evidence that both cognitive and emotional components are essential and that
further analysis of these elements may contribute to the understanding of the
overall process.

Structure ys, Content

One way to conceptualize these elements is to categorize them as to
whether they are likely to develop in a cunulative, mechanistic, experience-
dependent manner or to develop in a structural, organismic, process-dependent

manner, The former, which might be labeled content component:z of empathy, are

likely to include: the knowledge of social situations and the typical emo-

tional responses to these situations; the s#bility to recognize or label emo-
tions; and the intensity and appropriateness of one's own emotional response.
Structural-developmental processes influencing empathy are: social perspec-

tive takirng; the anticipation of ancother's behavior; and the variety of one's
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deseribad above, The age of competency for these skills and the age span
for development dapends on the complexity of the skill and the extent to
which chandes in process are invoelved, It is not surprising that we have
found and will continue to find such disparate results when the measures of
empathy assess different behaviors or different processes.

Minimum Criteria

Yet we must learn more about all of tﬁéss elsméntsfif we are to understand
2mpathy. For exanple, Coke, Batson, and McDavis (1977) have shown that neither
role taking alone nor empathic emotion aZone was sufficient to influence help-
ing behavior. They conclude that "cognitive and affective processes do work
together in motivating helping. Cognitive perspective-taking affects helping
because it increases one's empathic emotional response EP‘ 313 "

It might be useful to assume that for empathy to mediate prosocial be-
havior there iz a winimum level necessary for each of the components. For
perspe=ctive-taking skills I would argue that the minimum competency necessary
for prosocial behavior is Selman's stage 2 (Selman % Bymme, 1974), i.e., child-
ren not only realize that ofthers have a different perspective, but are also
able to assume different perspectives themselves.

My own research supports this argument. Measures of social perspective-

taking, emotional responsiveness, and altruism were administered to 40 six-
to seven- and 40 nine- to ten-year-olcs. Social perspective-taking was
measured with three of the hypothetical dilemmas described by Selman et al.
(1974) and with Flavell's (1968) Nickel-~Dime Game. The children's responses
to these problems were used to evaluate their level of perspective-taking

according to Selmen's stages. Emotional responsiveness was measured as the

n



own emoticanl response. This division into components is somewhat artificial,
since there is insufficient research at this time and these elements are clear-

?
ly interdependent and interacting. Thus the analysis of any single component

]

may be misleading.
Most measures of empathy tend to emphasize one or two of these elements

which assgess -

]

to the exclusion of others. As would be expected, those measure
elements labeled as content components show empathy developing at an early age.
Borke's (1971, 1972) measure emphasizes a content component, social compre-
hension, In it, children are asked to indicate the appropriate emotion for
the depicted situation. My own research (Iannotti, 1975a, 1977) and Doug
 Bawin's (Note 2) have confirmed Borke's findings that such a skill develops
before & vears of age in the average child. The measure developed by Fesh~
bach and Roe (1968) requires both social comprehension and emotional matching.
They demeonstrated that this measure requires more than social comprehension,
and my own research supports their finding that six- and seven-year-old child-
ren show a high level of acecuracy when the stimulus character is of the same
sex as the subje:ﬁ (Iannotti, 1975a, 1977). ”
Deutsch (1§74), TIannotti (1974; 1975a; 1977) and Kurdek and Rodgen (1975)
have used empathy stimuli in which the character's affect is inappropriate
to the situation. These measures require the differentiation of situational
and affective cues and may tap process as well as content cémpgnents. It
would be expected that these process components continue to develop later and
Iannotti and Kurdek et al. have reported continued development in these
measures until at least nine or ten years of age.

Thus a variety of measures exist which require many of the skills

6
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cmotional response of the child to the situation of another when that sitiua-

tion was not consistent with the emotional cues of the other., The measure

14

i

is described in detail elsewhere (Iannotti,1975a) but briefly it involves
eight short stories describing eiaht different pictures. The stories describe
the situation only. The photographs show a child in these situations, but

the child's emotional exovression is inappropriate to the particular situation,
e.d., a sad child at a birthday party. The subjects' nonverbal responses to
the question "How do you feel now?" are used to indicate their emotlonal re-
sponsiveness. Contrarv to past uses of the measure, emotional responsziveness
was measured as the number of times the subject's emotional response was ap-
propriate to the situational cues. Altruism was measured as the anonymous
‘haring of candy with a needy child.

It has been shown previously (Iannotti,1978) that altruism and perspec-
tive-taking are positively related, In this analysis, however, it was de-
monstrated that establishing a minimum level for two components of empathy is
a more productive strategy than analyzing the elements individually. Using
criteria of stage 2 perspective Faking and 63% (5 out of 8) accuracy on the
affective measure, those boys who were high in both perspective-taking and

emotional responsiveness shared significantly more’ than those who were high in

2ither perspective-taking or emotional responsiveness. In the initial unaly-

sis, 22 boys met the first set of criteria and 30 boys met the second criteria.
The amount of sharing was significantly less in the second group, t (50 =
3.447, p <.01, but so was their average age. The analysis was repeated match-

ing for age. Again the group which was high in either perspective-taking or

emotional responsiveness (m = 4.1) shared significantly less than the group
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Ehat met Lies criteria for boblh porgrective taking and gmotional recnponasive-
necs (mo 5.9) 3(96) - 2,61, p <05,

If w» accept these minimum criteria it may lead to substantial progress
in our research on empathy. 7The disorderly findings of the past may become
clearer once we take a careful look at the elements involved. For example,
we might take the Stage 2 perspective-taking criterion and review zome of the

rch.  Staye 2 perspective-taking is usually achieved by children

%]

recent receas
during the seventh and eirhts years (Selman et al., 1974) so we might expect

a change in the effect of empathy around this age. Surprisingly, this is in
fact what we find. Hoffman (Levin and Hoffman, 1975), Yarrow (Yarrow and
Saxler, 197€), Feshbach (Feshbach and Feshbach, 1969), Iannotti (1578), and
others (Eizenberg-Berg and Lennon, Note 3; Marcus, Telleerf, Roke, and McCarthy,
1978) have found low or non-significant correlations between empathy and al-
truism, and positive correlations between empathy and aggression, in children
less ﬁhaﬂ‘SEVEﬂ years old. This is contrary to what one would predict from
the theoretical explanations of the role of empathy. However, the research
with children seven and older, and adults tends to support the theoretical
relationships (Feshbach & Feshbach, 1969; Mehrabian and Epstein, 1972). One
explanation for these findings has been the lack of valid measures of empathy.
However, this is exactly one of the points stressed above. Most of the
measures available are somewhat simplistic assessments of a single element

of the empathlc response. Multiple measures or more complex measures tapping
both content and process components, perhaps those using conflicting stimuli,
may be necessary in future research. The perspective-taking component may

be essential. It is interesting *o note than when prosocial behavior has



been "enhanced" in children vounger than seven, the children have undergone
apeeial training in perspectivae-taking skills (Tannotti, 1278, Staub, 1971).

These may be just inolated examples, It is femnting, however, to go through
the research and ses exactly what is belng labeled empathy, and to what ex-

tent minimum levels of the components of empathy may be inferred.

Some cautlon must b2 exercised, since 1t can easlly be argued that an

affective-cognitive process such as empathy involves more than the summation

sezsment, a

|LV"

of its separate comnonents., Given our present techniques for as
division into components is the best we can hope for until more is under-

zed perspective-taking here; however,

i
"ﬂ

stooc about the proecerss. I have emphasi

all the elements erve further study. I believe that we will make more
ofgress when we do not conceptualize empathy as a unitary behavior such as

emotional matching, but instead analyze it as an integration of experience-

devendent and process-dependent components. Further research might be directed

and the
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towards the analyzis of these
minimum competency required in each for an empathic response. To maintain a
view of the process while continuing this analysis of the parts, future re-
search might include the use of more naturalistic measures of empathy

f the components.

o

supplemented by objectlve measures
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