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ABSTRACT

Half of the world’s seven billion human inhabitants are under the age of 30 (Boumphrey,
2012). With so many young people poised to run the world’s governments and businesses, the
need to bolster support of and for the youth population grows with every new birth. As the
numbers increase, so do the opportunities to forge connections in the increasingly global
marketplace. Building the necessary social connections with others who may not share inherent
values requires empathy (Davis, 1983 and Ferrant et al., 2011). Empathy is a life skill that
should be taught alongside the core subjects of reading, writing, math, and science. From the
time of birth, humans look to understand the emotions of others. Learning to show empathy
toward others leads to prosocial behaviors that benefit both individuals and society. Empathy
IS not just about being kind to one another. Showing empathy to others is not only positive to
the receiver of empathy, but also benefits the empathizer. People who are empathetic are higher
academic achievers and adjust better socially when compared to their peers.

While empathy is considered an inherent trait, many scientific studies reveal that it can also be
taught and refined by schooling and life situations (Ferrant et al., 2011). Using these lines of
thought, Penn State researchers, in partnership with the National University of Ireland (NUI),
Galway and UNESCO, developed a curriculum, called Activating Empathy for Undergraduate
College Students, designed to teach empathy to students ranging in age from 18 to 25, with the
intent of heightening the students’ abilities to empathize with those unlike themselves. The
Activating Empathy curriculum includes a 12-hour core module that can be modified to meet
the needs of a variety of audiences. The basic module includes topic such as the definition of
empathy, conflict resolution, the psychology of empathy, listening skills, and mindfulness
exercises. Using Kolb’s model for experiential learning, the lessons include opportunities for
abstract conceptualization, active experimentation, concrete experience, and reflective
observation (Kolb, 1984).

The findings of this research indicate that emphasis on four components in an empathy
education course for undergraduate students will increase their empathy levels. These areas are
(1) the ability to perceive typical emotions in a situation; (2) the ability to respond appropriately
to someone else’s emotions; (3) the ability to understand emotions in an interaction; and (4)
the ability to separate one’s emotions from another’s emotions. Suggestions for how to
incorporate these components into empathy education and everyday education are discussed.
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CHAPTER |

INTRODUCTION

In today’s modern cultures, humans are taught that competition and self-interest are
what will lead to success (Krznaric, 2015, p.32). Yet researchers in empathy and social
activism argue human brains are hardwired for social interactions and connections with others
(Coplan, 2011; Howe, 2013; Krznaric, 2015). Empathy is a life skill that should be taught
alongside the core subjects of reading, writing, math, and science. Learning to show empathy
toward others leads to prosocial behaviors that benefit both individuals and society. And
empathy is more than simply being kind to someone else.

As early as during infancy, humans can recognize and begin to mimic another’s
emotions, showing they seek to understand other human beings (Braten, 2013). When people
are taught empathy through a variety of methods, they emerge as happier individuals with more
prosocial behaviors that are better for the greater good (Barry et al., 2013; Howe, 2013,
Krznaric, 2015; Sklad et al., 2012; Weare & Nind, 2011; Zins et al., 2004). Being part of
positive social interactions, or prosocial behaviors such as being empathetic, have been linked
to successes academically and socially (Caprara et al., 2000; Catalano et al., 2004; Durlak et
al., 2011; Durlak et al., 2010; Feshbach & Feshbach, 2009; Payton et al., 2008; Zins et al.,
2004; Wentzel, 1993).

Young people under the age of 25 make up 42% of the global population, making this
demographic a vital group to train as future leaders of the world (Khokhar, 2017). The study
presented in this paper explored a program designed to teach empathy to this target

demographic of young adults between the ages of 18 and 25. Specifically, the study explored



which factors that build the concept of empathy should be taught in an empathy education

course to increase participant empathy levels.

STATEMENT OF PROBLEM AND IMPORTANCE OF STUDY

Increases in empathy training would help the world come together to address large
issues such as “climate change, poverty, escalating violence, international conflicts, [or]
illness” (Erlich & Ornstein, 2012). Research indicates that the social and developmental
experiences that occur early in life can set the stage for citizenship and responsibility across
the lifespan (Erlich & Ornstein, 2012; Hope & Jagers, 2014; Wray-Lake & Syvertsen, 2011).
As such, this study addressed a lack of empathy programs for young adults in this critical stage
of development. It sought to determine the most effective ways to train this young adult
population (aged 18 to 25), in empathy. Specifically, the study looked at an empathy program
designed for university students and determined which factors of the empathy program are the
most effective in increasing the students’ empathy levels.

For this study, several factors were examined to determine their influence on empathy
via a curriculum called Activating Empathy for Undergraduate College Students
(AEUGS). The first is the demographics of study participants, including age, gender, and race.
In a systematic review of studies into the expression of empathy based on a variety of factors,
Silke et al. (2019) found that the majority of studies in the expression of empathy in youth
showed that females were more willing to express empathy than males. This same review of
studies revealed that there is variety in expression of empathy across cultures and ethnic
identities (Silke et al., 2019). As for age, Beadle and de la Vega (2019) found that older adults

have lower cognitive empathy (i.e., the ability to understand others’ thoughts and feelings)



than younger adults, yet similar, and in some cases even higher, levels of emotional empathy
(i.e., the ability to feel emotions that are similar to others’ or feel compassion for them). This
is due to a decrease in the function of the part of the brain that allows for cognitive empathy as
one ages (Beadle & de la Vega, 2019).

In addition to demographics, four literature-defined dimensions of the concept of
empathy were explored in this study for their effects on the empathy levels of participants.
These dimensions include:

1. The ability to define empathy;

2. the ability to perceive another’s emotions;

3. the ability to understand another’s emotions during an interaction; and

4. the ability to feel what another is feeling while differentiating self from others.
The AEUGS curriculum, the tool through which empathy will be examined in this study, was
designed with these four dimensions of empathy in mind.

The first of these dimensions is the ability to define empathy. Empathy is a complex
topic with multiple layers that reaches into a variety of disciplines. Having a basic
understanding of empathy, and how it is different from similar terms such as compassion or
feelings, allows for a person to act in truly empathetic ways. The second of these dimensions
is the ability to perceive another’s inner emotions. This is generally considered to be
involuntary in healthy human development (Batson et al., 1997; Braten, 2013; Coplan, 2011;
Kohut, 1982; Levenson & Ruef, 1992). The third dimension is the ability to understand
another’s inner emotions during an interaction. Research shows this dimension can be
cultivated over time if someone desires to do so (Coplan, 2011; Decety & Moriguichi, 2007;

Hoffman, 1984; Kohut, 1982). The fourth dimension is the ability to feel what another is



feeling while differentiating self from others (Coplan, 2011; Decety & Moriguichi, 2007).
When empathizing, it is important to understand what someone else is feeling is not always
the same as one own’s emotions. These four literature-supported dimensions of empathy
combined to form the overarching conceptualized definition of empathy used throughout this
study.

Increasing empathy skills during this time of development is associated with a wide
range of personal, academic, and social development skills that can assist in a lifetime of
achievements, such as better quality peer relationships, higher academic achievement, and
greater social competence (Caprara et al., 2000; Dekovic & Gerris, 1994; Eisenberg et al.,
2006; Saarni, 1990; Wentzel, 1993). Currently, existing empathy education interventions are
designed for people outside of the general youth and young adult population. Some educators,
such as Levine (2009) and Feshbach and Feshbach (2009), have suggested methods to increase
empathy in K through 12 schools. These methods involve supplying adults with the tools to
promote empathy in children, through music, activities, and leading by example (Feshbach &
Feshbach, 2009; Levine, 2009). Some empathy interventions exist for adult educators to help
their students in uncomfortable social situations (Feshbach & Feshbach, 2009; Hicks et al.,
2016; Palladino et al., 2016). The study in this paper intends to determine what factors of an
empathy program are the most effective in increasing empathy levels in young adult
participants, allowing for the creation of effective empathy training programs. Knowing which
factors increase empathy levels the most will help future researchers and educators determine

the most effective ways to develop empathy centered programs.



AUDIENCES FOR THIS STUDY

There are five main audiences that will be interested in this research study. These
audiences are as follows, in no particular order: (1) academic institutions, particularly ones
with undergraduate education, (2) non-formal learning organizations, such as youth groups and
workplaces, (3) other researchers, particularly ones in the field of socio-emotional learning and
education, (4) UNESCO and other Intergovernmental Organizations, and (5) Non-
Governmental Organizations (NGOSs).

This study is taking place at Penn State. Depending on the results of the study,
the AEUGS program could be a valuable tool for academic institutions to use with their
students to increase empathy levels. Increased levels of empathy have been linked to prosocial
behaviors such as:

o better quality peer relationships (Dekovic & Gerris, 1994; Eisenberg et al., 2006)

o greater academic achievement (Caprara et al., 2000; Wentzel, 1993)

o greater social competence (Saarni, 1990)

o less prejudice (Dovidio et al., 2000; Galinsky & Ku, 2004);

« fewer externalizing behaviors (Kokko & Pulkkinen, 2000)

o lower aggression (Miller & Eisenberg, 1988; Pulkkinen & Tremblay, 1992; Raskauskas
et al., 2010)

« lower engagement in antisocial behavior (Barr & Higgins-D Alessandro, 2009)

The mission of the United States’ Department of Education is to, “promote student
achievement and preparation for global competitiveness by fostering educational excellence
and ensuring equal access” (Mission, 2020). If academic institutions in the United States want

to remain competitive in the globalized world, they need to consider empathy as a way to



building the necessary social connections with others who may not share inherent values
(Davis, 1983; Ferrant et al., 2011). Learning the core subjects of reading, writing, math, and
science are only one part of an education. Producing adults who have critical thinking skills
and socioemotional tools for interacting in a globalized world would help the United States
remain a key player in world events (Krznaric, 2015; Nguyen et al., 2019). While core
academics are important, academic institutions need to consider the bigger picture of the well-
rounded education of their students in order to prepare them for their role as adults who can
successfully address timely social issues occurring in their communities and beyond.

In addition to formal academic institutions, a second group that would be interested in
the results of this study are non-formal learning organizations such as youth groups and
workplaces. Youth organizations 4-H, the FFA, scouting groups, and Boys and Girls Clubs of
America strive to promote leadership in young adults and could benefit from developing
empathetic leaders. Workplaces are rich with the opportunity to promote empathy. Building
the necessary social connections with others who may not share inherent values requires
empathy (Davis, 1983; Ferrant et al., 2011). Increasing empathy among coworker interactions
and employee/employer interactions would create a more productive, more felicitous
workplace.

A third audience that would be interested in the results of this study would be
researchers, particularly ones in the fields of socio-emotional learning and education. The
results of this study could lead to opportunities to expand on the curriculum content, creating
ways to teach empathy through a variety of academic subjects. The results will also open the
door to more study possibilities with a variety of populations with different

demographics. Based on the literature review at the time of this study (2019-2020), there is no



other curriculum designed like this one, which brings young adult students together for a short,
immersive experience to help them self-define empathy and then act on that empathy. While
many curricula exist for elementary age students, and some for middle school aged students,
there are few if any curricula designed to teach empathy to high school students or beyond.
Other researchers in education may be interested in the results and pick up on them to continue
research in this field.

The fourth audience that will likely be interested in the results of this study is the United
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) and its associated
partners. From UNESCQO’s website, part of the UNESCO vision is to “develop educational
tools to help people live as global citizens free of hate and intolerance” (UNESCO, 2019).
UNESCO would want to share AEUGS around the world for others to use. It could be ideal to
provide this education tool to those seeking to increase empathy levels in young adults, who
are poised to lead the world in the near future.

Finally, a fifth audience that would be interested in the results of this study would be
non-governmental organizations, or NGOs. Some of these groups may in fact be organizations
that are already working in the field of empathy, such as Harvard’s Making Caring Common,
Hasbro’s Be Fearless, Be Kind, and The Roots of Empathy Project. These organizations focus
on younger children and elementary schools. Perhaps if given the opportunity to work with a
program that addresses the needs of older groups, they would be interested in being partners

to continue this work



OVERVIEW OF THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
In Chapter 3, the theories that frame this study will be discussed in more detail. These
theories include Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, Kolb’s Experiential Learning Model, and a
conceptual map of empathy that was used to design the AEUGS curriculum. The theories also
guided the study of the variables, allowing for ease in measuring a multi-layered topic such as

empathy.

OVERVIEW OF STUDY METHODOLOGY
Research Questions and Objective

The objective of this research study was to discover what factors of a program
entitled Activating Empathy for Undergraduate College Students (AEUGS) affect empathy
levels of participants.

Using a pre-test, treatment, post-test model, the program was delivered and the effects
of components of the program were evaluated to determine which had the most significant
impact on participant empathy levels.

The following research questions guided the study:

e RQ1: How do demographics such as age, gender, and race affect the empathy
levels of participants before and after completing the AEUGS program?

e RQ2: What is the relationship between the ability to define empathy and
empathy levels?

e RQ3: What is the relationship between the ability to perceive someone else’s
emotions and empathy levels?

e RQ4: What is the relationship between the ability to understand someone’s



emotions during and interaction and empathy levels?
o RQS5: What is the relationship between the ability to differentiate another’s

emotions from oneself and empathy levels?

Research Methods
To explore these research questions, a mixed-method study was conducted throughout

the Spring of 2019 and the Fall of 2019 to determine which factors have the most significant
influence on empathy in participants. A convenience sample of 92 participants was recruited
from undergraduate students across Penn State University, then given a pre-test to determine
baseline empathy levels. Participants completed an in-person Activating Empathy for
Undergraduate College Students training course and then completed a post-test to again
determine empathy levels. Participants were also interviewed in focus groups to gather
additional qualitative data. All quantitative data were analyzed using SPSS looking at variate

and multivariate relationships, and then augmented with the collected qualitative data

DESCRIPTION OF FUTURE CHAPTERS
Five more chapters follow. Chapter 1l is a comprehensive review of the literature on
empathy and empathy education. Chapter Il discusses the conceptualized definition of
empathy used in this study, as well as theories behind empathy education. In Chapter 1V, the
topics discussed include the research design and specific details of how the study was
conducted. The remaining chapters focus on the actual research conducted for this study. The
research results are provided in Chapter V, followed by an interpretation of the findings and

suggestions for future studies in Chapter VI.
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CHAPTER I

LITERATURE REVIEW

INTRODUCTION

As Freudian-trained psychoanalyst Theodor Reik (1948) once said, “the word empathy
sometimes means one thing, sometimes means another, until now it does not mean anything”
(p.357). In this single statement, he demonstrates how the term and concept of empathy has
undergone many evolutions. As such, research into the definition and concept of empathy
spans a variety of fields, including but not limited to psychology, sociology, neurology,
primatology, medicine, education, and other social sciences.

In today’s modern Western cultures, humans are taught that competition and self-
interest are what will lead to success. Children are raised on school competitions and praised
for academic achievements over their friends. Workplaces provide employees with monetary
incentives designed to foster competition. On the contrary, however, researchers in empathy
and social activism argue human brains are hardwired for social interactions and connections
with others (Coplan, 2011; Howe, 2013; Krznaric, 2015; Lamm et al., 2007). As early as during
infancy, humans can recognize and begin to mimic another’s emotions, showing they seek to
understand other human beings (Braten, 2013). Being part of positive social interactions, or
prosocial behaviors, such as being taught empathy, have been linked to children’s successes
academically (Caprara et al., 2000; Catalano et al., 2004; Durlak et al., 2010; Durlak et al.,
2011; Feshbach & Feshbach, 2009; Payton et al., 2008; Wentzel, 1993; Zins et al., 2004).
While competition, or setting one against another, is currently seen as the driving force of

success, emerging research reveals that when children are taught empathy through a variety of
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methods, they develop as happier individuals with an ingrained aptitude for prosocial behaviors
that are better for the greater good (Barry et al., 2013; Howe, 2013; Krznaric, 2015; Sklad et
al., 2012; Weare & Nind, 2011; Zins et al., 2004).
Why would people want to learn to be more empathetic? Barack Obama (2006)

explained it well:

You know, there’s a lot of talk in this country about the federal deficit.

But I think we should talk more about our empathy deficit - the ability

to put ourselves in someone else’s shoes; to see the world through

the eyes of those who are different from us - the child who’s hungry,

the steelworker who’s been laid-off, the family who lost the entire life

they built together when the storm came to town. When you think like

this - when you choose to broaden your ambit of concern and

empathize with the plight of others, whether they are close friends or

distant strangers - it becomes harder not to act; harder not to help.

HISTORY AND DEFINITIONS OF EMPATHY
Attributed to the poet, Homer, and written in the latter part of the 8th century B.C.E.,
The Odyssey contains what is considered to be one of the first recorded examples of empathy
in Western literature. In chapter XVIII of the epic novel, Ulysses’ son Telemachus speaks the
words, “Yet, taught by time, my heart has learn’d to glow/For others’ good, and melt at others’
woe” (Homer, 2014/8th century B.C.E.). This phrase captures the Greek term empatheia,
which directly translates to “physical affection or passion.” Components of the word include

“em,” which is “in,” and “pathos,” which means “feeling” (Harper, 2019). Thus, the Greeks
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established a first look at the concept of empathy and described it as “feeling into” or “physical
passion” for an object or person (Harper, 2019). While there was some understanding that
empatheia applied to other people and animals as well as objects, the focus of these early
empathy philosophers was projecting human feelings into inanimate objects (Harper, 2019).

From these Greek roots, the German term Einfiihlung was developed in 1858 from ein
"in" and Fihlung "feeling” by Vischer (1873) and Lipps (1903, 1906). The German word
persisted with the idea of feeling into an object or trying to project what something outside of
oneself might be feeling (Ganczarek et al., 2018). It was not until around 1910 that the English
term “empathy” was born (Coplan, 2011). Edward Titchener combined the translations of the
Greek and German terms to create the English word “empathy.” Titchener defined empathy as
“the name given to that process of humanizing objects, of reading or feeling ourselves into
them” (Titchener, 1910, p.512: Footnotes). Notice he did not mention that one could also feel
into other people. As with the earlier terms, Titchener’s focus was on inanimate objects, with
little consideration being given to applying empathy to other humans (Titchener, 1910).

In the early 1900s, inspired by Titchener’s new term, psychologists and philosophers
began to explore empathy as it concerns understanding the emotions of others. Today, the
concept of empathy has evolved to include many dimensions and parts, bridging the fields of
psychology, sociology, neurology, primatology, medicine, education, and others. Simply
stated, empathy is the ability to “put oneself in another’s shoes,” feeling what they are feeling
and understanding why they are feeling it, while still understanding their emotions may not be
one’s own. In an essay entitled “Some Thoughts on Empathy,” Columbia University
psychiatrist Alberta Szalita emphasized that...“[empathy is] consideration of another person’s

feelings and readiness to respond to his [or her] needs ... without making his [or her] burden
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one’s own.” (Hardee, 2003). In addition to the definition of empathy, the reasons why one

should practice empathy are essential to review.

DIFFERENCES BETWEEN EMPATHY, SYMPATHY,
COMPASSION, AND MINDFULNESS

Often the terms empathy, sympathy, compassion, and mindfulness are used
interchangeably. While all are important, and can even be related, each is a specific individual
concept. Their differences should be recognized to gain a better understanding.

Sympathy and empathy are very often interchanged as similar concepts. The difference
between empathy and sympathy is that when one empathizes, they are physically feeling the
same emotion as another person (Krznaric, 2015). For example, if someone is grieving because
they lost someone they love, empathy would mean feeling this grief and perhaps even crying
alongside them. In comparison, sympathizing with someone who is grieving from a loss would
mean feeling a different emotion from them, such as pity. Empathy is an emotional response
that is shared, and sympathy is an emotional response that is not shared (Krznaric, 2015).

Compassion and empathy are also often interchanged as similar concepts. Compassion
is more closely related to sympathy. Compassion comes from the Latin word pati, which means
“to suffer” (Merriam-Webster, 2020) When experiencing compassion, a person can recognize
and maybe even feel the emotions another is feeling (Krznaric, 2015). When a person is
empathizing, however, they take the process a step further and become one with the person’s
emotions (Krznaric, 2015). The difference here is subtle, but empathy is best described as a

more in-depth version of compassion.
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A final term that is often interchanged with empathy is mindfulness. Mindfulness is a
therapeutic technique that helps focus one’s awareness of the present moment, helping to
acknowledge one’s feelings, thoughts, and physical presence (Langer, 1989). In this way,
mindfulness can be a tool to help separate one’s own emotions from another’s emotions, an
important component of the act of empathy, and mindfulness can help prevent empathy
burnout (Walsh, 2010). Practicing mindfulness, however, does not mean one is being

empathetic, but mindfulness is a tool that can enhance empathy.

WHY EMPATHY MATTERS

Mistakenly, empathy is often seen simply as providing comfort to someone who needs
it. Empathy is greater than this, and the ability to empathize has concrete and research-backed
impacts on society and individuals. A review of multiple empirical studies connecting empathy
and prosocial behaviors, conducted by Eisenburg and Miller (1987), showed that “empathy
relates positively to prosocial behavior” (p.110). Krevans and Gibbs (1996) surveyed 78 sixth
and seventh graders to find that “more empathic children were more prosocial” (p.3263). In a
publication from 2016, Lin and DeSteno compared results from two studies designed to
determine if empathy levels increase with adversity. Both of these studies recognized that
“individuals who have experienced adversity attest to increased tendencies both to perspective-
take and to place a value on the welfare of others in need” (p.180). In other words, they
discovered that individuals who experience adverse situations for themselves could better
understand the situation or show empathy for others in that situation. Additionally, these
participants have an increased desire to help when others experience similar things or exhibit

prosocial behaviors (Lin & DeSteno, 2016). Following this line of thought, if one can be trained
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to think empathetically without going through a similar traumatic experience, then it would
also lead to increased prosocial behaviors.

Another term for prosocial behavior is activated empathy, which is empathy that
encourages the empathizer to take action to improve the social situation of another (Coke et
al., 1978; Gano-Overway et al., 2009; Hoffman, 1977; Kohut, 1982; Pavalovich & Krahnke,
2012; Tori & Batson, 1982). Coke et al. (1978) believe that genuine empathy provokes a
compassionate response to someone’s distress. Empathy is shown to be central in promoting
prosocial and altruistic behaviors by increasing an individual’s positive, helpful, and thoughtful
actions (Gano-Overway et al., 2009; Pavalovich & Krahnke, 2012). Empathy for others and its
associated prosocial behaviors are vital facilitators of positive social understanding (Hoffman,
1977; Tori & Batson, 1982).

When people are given the opportunity to show empathy, it reduces stereotyping and
ingroup favoritism (Barr & Higgens-D’Allessandro, 2009; Galinsky & Ku, 2004; Hope &
Jagers, 2014). Galinsky and Ku (2004) found that by using empathy to work through social
processes that produce bias, participants in their study were more likely to decrease their
stereotypes held of others. For example, in a study completed by Hope and Jagers (2014) found
that institutional discrimination prevented black youth (ages 15 to 25) from participating in
civic engagement. Increasing empathetic practices to understand these barriers and other
barriers created by race, gender, and other stereotypes would reduce these phenomena and thus
encourage citizens to feel comfortable participating in society (Barr & Higgens-D’ Allessandro,
2009; Galinsky & Ku, 2004; Hope & Jagers, 2014).

Empathy for others in a community, especially those who are different or marginalized,

leads to prosocial behaviors, such as sharing, comforting, rescuing, and helping (Eisenburg &



16

Miller, 1987). Empathy is linked to altruism and compassion for others (Hoffman, 1977;
Hoffman, 2000). This link between empathy and prosocial behaviors suggests that, if empathy
could be increased, then prosocial behaviors in a community would also increase (Eisenburg
& Miller, 1987). Empathy and the prosocial behaviors it encourages can be tools for
community leaders to strengthen their societies. Research indicates that the social and
developmental experiences that occur early in life can set the stage for citizenship and
responsibility across the lifespan (Erlich & Ornstein, 2012; Hope & Jagers, 2014; Wray-Lake
& Syvertsen, 2011). These examples show the impacts empathy can have at the societal level,
strengthening, and building communities that are interconnected and supportive of even their
most at-risk individuals (Howe, 2013).

In addition to the benefits to society, there are also benefits to the individual who
demonstrates empathetic tendencies (Caprara et al., 2000; Dekovic & Gerris, 1994; Eisenberg
et al., 2006; Feshbach & Feshbach, 2009; Saarni, 1990; Wentzel, 1993). More empathetic
individuals show increases in a wide range of personal, academic, and social development
skills that can assist in a lifetime of achievements, such as higher academic achievement and
greater social competence (Caprara et al., 2000; Eisenberg et al., 2006; Feshbach & Feshbach,
2009; Saarni, 1990; Wentzel, 1993).

Empathy and its associated prosocial behaviors such as cooperating, helping, sharing,
and consoling have a strong positive impact on later academic achievement, as empathy plays
a critical role in educational processes (Caprara et al., 2000; Feshbach & Feshbach, 2009).
Some educators advocate for empathy as part of education’s core curriculum, because it boosts
the pupil’s interpersonal relationships and increases their academic achievement (Krznaric,

2015).
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In addition to the academic benefits above, individuals who demonstrate empathy fit in
better socially (Dekovic & Gerris, 1994). These individuals can read, recognize, and negotiate
social situations via empathy, creating better relationships with their peers (Krznaric, 2015).
Empathy minimizes aggressive behaviors and antisocial behaviors, leading to a less violent
society (Feshbach & Feshbach, 1982; Miller & Eisenberg, 1988; Parke & Slaby, 1983). In the
workplace, empathetic tendencies create functional environments with higher levels of
organizational citizenship behavior and customer-oriented citizenship behavior, which
ultimately leads to higher productivity (Nguyen et al., 2019).

Empathy enhances connectedness, which facilitates the ability to find common ground
and solve common problems (Pavalovich & Krahnke, 2012). Increases in empathy lead to
citizens who work to address social issues while being happier individuals with an integrated
state of underlying connectedness to the world around them (Pavalovich & Krahnke, 2012;
Tori & Batson, 1982). The ability to empathize goes beyond saying a kind word or smiling at
a stranger, allowing for a deep caring for someone’s needs that helps build healthier

individuals and connected societies.

HISTORY AND REASONS FOR EMPATHY EDUCATION
Empathy education is traditionally seen as an add on to classroom learning. Education
experts, however, are beginning to recognize that teaching empathy deserves to be part of the
core curriculum, alongside reading and math (Krznaric, 2015). Some in the education field
believe that empathy education starting at the elementary level will produce citizens who care
about community issues such as poverty, war, politics, and climate change (Krznaric, 2015).

Some believe that empathy training would help the world come together to address significant
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issues such as “climate change, poverty, escalating violence, international conflicts, [or]
illness” (Erlich & Ornstein, 2012). Research has shown that socio-emotional learning
programs, such as empathy education programs, are highly successful in youth and leadership
development (Payton et al., 2008). Few classroom programs dedicated to teaching solely
empathy exist.

In education, research into the field of empathy is limited but growing. Usually, data
used in empathy education comes from studies completed in other fields. For example,
Hoffman (2000), a psychologist, completed studies and came to believe that the development
of empathy progressed on a continuum and could be refined through practices such as role-
playing, conditioning, and social learning offered throughout life (Gerdes et al., 2010). Some
educators, such as Levine (2009) and Feshbach and Feshbach (2009), have suggested methods
to increase empathy in schools. These methods involve supplying adults with the tools to
promote empathy in children, through music, activities, and leading by example (Feshbach &
Feshbach, 2009; Levine, 2009). Some empathy interventions exist for adult educators to help
their students in uncomfortable social situations (Feshbach & Feshbach, 2009; Hicks et al.,
2016; Palladino et al., 2016).

Professional development for teachers is designed to increase empathy levels in
teachers, which in turn helps students achieve higher scores due to a love of schooling
(Feshbach & Feshbach, 2009). This professional development includes interventions such as
human relations training, interpersonal communication skills development, role-playing,
discussion of moral dilemmas, lectures, and programmed materials (Feshbach & Feshbach,
2009). Again, these are not formal curricula and are not a standard part of teacher professional

development but have been tested for their effectiveness with a variety of empathy assessment
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techniques (Feshbach & Feshbach, 2009). Empathy education could be added to more teacher
development programs to lay the foundation for empathy throughout the schools.

Anti-bullying interventions also exist in the school system, as a means to improve
social interactions among students and provide educators with tools to mediate bullying
behaviors. In general, these programs do not focus on identifying and increasing empathy.
Generally, there are two types of bullying interventions commonly studied. The first type is
aimed at training adults to intervene in bullying situations. Some researchers, such as Hicks et
al. (2016), found these types of interventions did not work, and others such as Gatandeau,
Vartio, Poskiparta, and Salmivalli (2016) found that these types of interventions did work. The
second type of intervention is aimed at helping students recognize bullying behaviors. These
studies also had mixed results, with some programs showing reduced bullying (Palladino et
al., 2016), and others showing no effect on bullying behaviors unless the program lasted for
multiple years (Limber et al., 2018). While bullying programs for both teachers and students
reveal mixed effects, empathy has been shown to have a positive correlation with prosocial
behaviors (Miller & Eisenburg, 1988). Research suggests that bullies “are not empathetic in a
way that causes remorse” (Rollins, 2014). Perhaps increasing empathy in schools would be an
effective way to address bullying and other less prosocial behaviors.

Some empathy education research has been looking into methods and theories for how
to increase empathy in students. Educators such as Levine (2009) and Feshbach and Feshbach
(2009) have suggested ways to increase empathy in schools. These methods involve supplying
grown-ups with the tools to promote empathy in children, through music, activities, and

leading by example (Feshbach & Feshbach, 2009; Levine, 2009).
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Outside of K to 12 education, a few studies have been done on empathy education with
medical students to assess if they can become more empathetic doctors with empathy training
(DasGupta & Charon, 2004; DilLalla et al., 2004; Evans et al., 1993; Fine & Therrien, 1977;
Henry-Tillman et al., 2002; Kramer et al., 1989; Lancaster et al., 2002; Poole, 1978; Poole &
Sanson-Fischer, 1980; Sanson-Fischer et al., 2000; Shapiro et al., 2004; Shapiro & Hunt, 2003;
Wilkes et al., 2002). In most of these studies, participants self-evaluated their empathy levels
using qualitative and quantitative methods (Stepien & Baernstein, 2006).

In some of these studies, participants attended a course designed to teach them empathy
(DasGupta & Charon, 2004; Lancaster et al., 2002; Shapiro & Hunt, 2003). In a study done by
Lancaster et al. (2002), students in their first clinical year of medical school were taught
empathy through literature in sixteen hours over four weeks. These students wrote responses
to course questions, which were evaluated by the researchers, and increases in empathy levels
were reported (Lancaster et al., 2002). In a similar study conducted by Shapiro and Hunt
(2003), self-selected preclinical students completed a related literature and medicine course
designed to teach empathy. The course was modified to last eight hours over four months.
Participants in this study were evaluated quantitatively and qualitatively (Shapiro & Hunt,
2003). Quantitative results show a small, statistically significant change, but qualitative data
showed increased empathy (Shapiro & Hunt, 2003).

Similarly, DasGupta and Charon (2004) led self-selected preclinical students through
a reflective writing seminar given over six weeks. A qualitative analysis of the written course
evaluations showed increased empathy levels in these students (DasGupta & Charon, 2004).
Shapiro and Hunt (2003) had participants attend a theatrical performance that surrounded the

theme of empathy. In this study, qualitative analysis was conducted on participant’s verbal
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responses and showed an increase in empathy levels for their patients. Interestingly, in all the
studies mentioned above, follow up studies to check for long-term empathy attainment was not
conducted (Stepien & Baernstein, 2006).

While it seems any type of empathy intervention has a positive effect on medical
students, the most effective form of empathy interventions was interpersonal skills workshops
and communication skills workshops. These interventions showed the highest statistically
significant increases in empathy in the medical students who underwent them (Evans et al.,
1993; Fine & Therrien, 1977; Kramer et al., 1989; Sanson-Fischer & Poole, 1978; Winefield
& Chur-Hansen, 2000).

In addition to trying to increase empathy in the medical students, researchers have
investigated methods for increasing empathy in caregivers in general. Empathy interventions
have been shown to increase caregiver empathy and thereby increase the quality of life for
those under someone’s care (Hwang, 2015; Lamothe et al., 2018; Waring, 2012). One such
study found that socio-emotional educational intervention in professional caregivers was
associated with “a significant clinical signal on most measured outcomes in the domains of
emotion regulation and empathy” (Lamothe et al., 2018). Hwang (2015) found that in
eldercare, “caring is an interactive process...preceded by individuality and followed by well-
being”. Hwang demonstrated that if caregivers are concerned about their patient’s
individualized needs, then they are more likely to provide high-quality, personalized care
(Hwang, 2017). Waring (2012) created a book intended to help geriatric professionals realize
the individuality of their patients, thus treating them with dignity. Supporting caregivers to
recognize seniors as humans increase the quality of care they provide (Hwang, 2015; Lamothe

et al., 2018; Waring, 2012).
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WHY THIS RESEARCH MATTERS

While the idea of empathy has been around for centuries, the concept and definition of
the term are continually evolving. A complex human process, the study of empathy spans a
variety of fields including but not limited to psychology, sociology, neurology, primatology,
medicine, education, and social sciences. As such, empathy is not just an add on to the core
curriculum but should be a core part of education curricula (Krznaric, 2015). More empathetic
individuals show increases in a wide range of personal, academic, and social development
skills that can assist in a lifetime of achievements, such as higher academic achievement and
greater social competence (Caprara et al., 2000; Eisenberg et al., 2006; Feshbach & Feshbach,
2009; Saarni, 1990; Wentzel, 1993).

There are two main implications for teaching children and young adults to be
empathetic, starting at an early age. The first implication is higher academic achievement and
more robust schools. The second implication is stronger societies with higher-achieving
individuals.

If empathy education is increased in schools, one result will be higher academic
achievement (Caprara et al., 2000; Catalano et al., 2004; Durlak et al., 2010; Durlak et al.,
2011; Feshbach & Feshbach, 2009; Payton et al., 2008; Wentzel, 1993; Zins et al., 2004).
Student academic achievement is linked to resources provided to schools (McKenna, 2018).
Schools that show higher academic performance will receive more funding, and empathy is a
tool that has been shown to increase student achievement.

By increasing the frequency of empathy education programs for students, and
including empathy training in professional development for teachers, society will benefit. At a

minimum, schools will see fewer aggressive and antisocial behaviors (Feshbach & Feshbach,
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1982; Miller & Eisenberg, 1988; Parke & Slaby, 1983). And at a more significant level,
students with empathy training will emerge into the world as better leaders, producing societies
with reduced racism and increased prosocial and altruistic behaviors (Gano-Overway et al.,
2009; Pavalovich & Krahnke, 2012; Payton et al., 2008). Empathy training would help the
societies worldwide come together to address significant issues such as “climate change,

poverty, escalating violence, international conflicts, [or] illness” (Erlich & Ornstein, 2012).

THE IMPORTANCE OF THE CURRICULUM: ACTIVATING EMPATHY FOR
UNDERGRADUATE COLLEGE STUDENTS

Activating Empathy for Undergraduate College Students is a unique curriculum and
program. There are other programs designed to teach empathy, but not specifically for ages 18
to 25, and not adaptable to a wide variety of audiences. Most complete empathy curricula reach
elementary and middle school-aged children, such as curriculum produced by The Roots of
Empathy group and Be Fearless, Be Kind created by Ashoka’s Start Empathy Initiative. These
curricula also do not address teachers and administrators with ways to include empathetic
practices in their classroom. AEUGS reaches an older demographic of students and educators
through professional development opportunities.

Once youth head into high school and beyond, the options for empathy education
drastically decrease, if not disappear completely. This is unfortunately, because this is a time
of immense changes in the ability to think abstractly and be “self-reflective about identity,
existence, morality, and personal relationships” (Berliner & Calfee, 1996, p.168). Between the
ages of 19 and 21, research suggests that students are building pathways to link abstract

concepts such as intention, responsibility, and morality (Berliner & Calfee, 1996; Blimling,
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2010). Empathy is an abstract idea that fits into the building of neurological pathways around
morality and relationships.

The AEUGS program is an evidence-based, hands-on toolkit that anyone can use to
teach empathetic practices to people aged 18 to 25 years old. Other programs like this do not
exist or are not designed to reach young adults who are at a critical age for abstract neurological
development. That is what makes AEUGS unique and is what will draw different audiences to
this research study. This study helped determine the most effective parts of the curriculum, so

that others can build on those components and successfully reach this often neglected audience.

CONCLUSION
Empathy is a tool that can change the world. Using empathy education to produce
altruistic, more compassionate citizens that are higher achieving will help societies combat
societal issues. A unique curriculum like AEUGS has the potential to be a tool to reach a
previously overlooked audience of young adults aged 18 to 25, that could be influenced to
make needed community changes. The next chapter will discuss the theories used to frame
AEUGS and this research into what makes an effective empathy education program for

teaching young adults to increase their empathy.
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CHAPTER Il

AN ANALYSIS OF THEORY

INTRODUCTION
Two main theories and a researcher designed conceptual model framed this work on
empathy education. The first was Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, which provides a vision of
how empathy can help someone to reach the upper levels of the hierarchy, which include self-
actualization and self-transcendence. The second theory was Kolb’s Experiential Learning
Model, which provided a framework for the structure of the Activating Empathy for
Undergraduate Students (AEUGS) curriculum. Finally, the researcher designed conceptual

model that framed this study will be discussed.

MASLOW’S HEIRARCHY OF NEEDS

Maslow (1943) developed his hierarchy as a theory for human motivation. The
hierarchy consists of eight levels, often shown within a pyramid (see Figure 3.1 below). The
needs lower down on the pyramid are called deficiency needs, and must be met before upper-
level needs, or growth needs, can be reached (Mcleod, 2020). In other words, if someone starts
at the base of the pyramid, or has physiological needs such as food and shelter, these needs
must be met before the person can move up to any future levels. Each level does not have to
be achieved 100% before a person can be motivated to move up in a level, but it must be

satisfied to whatever extent is necessary for that person (Mcleod, 2020).
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Figure 3.1 Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (Mcleod, 2020)
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An analysis of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs provides an example of how empathy can
be applied to help someone reach self-actualization and self-transcendence. The upper levels
of self-actualization and self-transcendence lead to a refined world view that cause empathetic
responses to others. As one grows through the hierarchy, one’s ego also matures. With the ego
maturation process, the ability to appreciate other viewpoints, or empathize with others, also
develops (Pavlovich & Krahnke, 2014). As an individual moves into the growth needs levels,
they begin to see beyond themselves and look for a connection to others, especially if they
have experienced similar situations, leading to motivation for altruism (Koltko-Rivera, 2006;
Pavlovich & Krahnke, 2014). In this way, a person who has reached self-actualization or self-
transcendence can behave more empathetically than someone lower in the hierarchy of needs
(Koltko-Rivera, 2006; Pavlovich & Krahnke, 2014).

As this prior research shows, increases in empathy occur as a person moves through
the hierarchy of needs. In a successful empathy education program that allows participants
maturation in their empathy journey, participants would be helped on their growth to self-

actualization and self-transcendence, which in turn would increase their empathetic responses.
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Not only would they recognize the need to help others who are lower in the hierarchy, but they

would also increase their own empathy as they grow and mature.

KOLB’S EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING MODEL

Kolb’s Experiential Learning Model (2014) had a strong influence on the development
of the AEUGS program. Kolb’s model emphasizes experiential learning, a method seen as
necessary when trying to conceptualize and experience a multi-layered topic such as empathy.
Kolb developed his cyclical model on experiential learning based on the work of John Dewey
(Cassidy, 2004). In this model, learning is seen as a continuous and interactive process within
the cycle, in that an individual learner never stops completing the cycle (Cassidy, 2004).
According to Cassidy (2004):

The four stages of the Experiential Learning Model are described as: concrete

experience (CE; experiencing) which favors experiential learning; abstract

conceptualization (AC; thinking) where there is a preference for conceptual and

analytical thinking to achieve understanding; active experimentation (AE; doing)

involving active trial-and-error learning; and reflective observation (RO; reflecting)

where extensive consideration is given to the task and potential solutions before there

is any attempt at action. (pp. 430-431)
Kolb’s cyclical model of learning combines experiences (doing), reflection (observing),
conceptualization (thinking), and experimentation (planning) (David, 2007). A learner might
prefer one stage of the cycle and stay there, which is acceptable in the learner-driven model

(Cassidy, 2004).
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Figure 3.2 Kolb’s Experiential Learning Model (McLeod, 2013)
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Two additional notes of relevance about Kolb’s Experiential Learning Model include
the notion that experiential learning can occur without a teacher and that experiential learning
requires learners to be self-motivated (Itin, 1999; Moon, 2004). Both notions were considered
when writing AEUGS. The learner must be involved in the learning experience to get the most
out of it. Thus, the teacher can guide the experience, but it is the learner who must be invested
in order to gain the most from it. A good teacher can also add to a learning experience by
asking the right questions and motivating students to move through the cycle (Rodrigues,
2004). In contrast, an outstanding teacher knows when to step back and allow the learners to
be independent (Rodrigues, 2004). The teacher is not necessary for experiential learning to
occur, as the student is the one who drives and motivates the learning (Rodrigues, 2004).

Kolb’s Experiential Learning Model (ELM) is thorough and fits a broad spectrum of
learners. By leading students through the steps in this model, the AEUGS program allows them
to build on concrete experiences involving the abstract concept of empathy. Students are given
opportunities to have an experience, reflect on that experience, make conclusions about their
experience, and then plan their real-life experiments to try out the skill learned in class. For
example, one activity in AEUGS that uses this cycle is called Perspective Taking and Conflict.

In this activity, participants are asked to take on the role of two people in a conflict such as a
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couple who is having financial struggles as the husband searches for a new job, or a
granddaughter who is trying to find time in her college schedule to visit her lonely
grandmother. The participants are assigned groups and are asked to first act out the situation
without empathy and then act it out again, but this time using empathetic responses. The acting
out of the scenario is the concrete experience of Kolb’s ELM, as well as some reflection and
active experimentation as the participants plan how they will show empathetic responses and
then react to how the experience makes them feel.

The class watches both reenactments of the conflict, and then everyone has the
opportunity to respond to what they saw, allowing them to reflect on the experience and make
conclusions about the experience (two more components of Kolb’s ELM). Finally, the
participants are asked to take the assignment home with them for more reflection and planning.
They are asked to determine when in their lives they may have experienced a conflict and
determine how they could respond with empathy to that conflict. Through this activity, and
others, by the time they have completed AEUGS, the participants have explored the multiple
facets of empathy and begun to construct the meaning of what empathy is in their lives while
cycling through Kolb’s ELM.

Another essential aspect of Kolb’s model, where AEUGS is concerned, is that the model
allows students to have experiences and make meaning of those experiences on their timeline.
Empathy is a very personal experience. Learners must be willing to open themselves up to
vulnerability to experience empathy, and each learner will do that at a self-driven pace.
Teachers can facilitate the process by asking the right questions, but they cannot force students
to learn to be empathetic and act on that empathy if the students are not ready. Allowing

students to direct their learning in this area is also part of building a safe environment for



30

learning and deep discussion. Kolb’s model, with its emphasis on self-driven learning, is the
perfect model to use to develop AEUGS reason.

In conclusion, Kolb’s Experiential Learning Model was used as a framework for the
AEUGS program for three reasons. First, Kolb’s model is simple to understand and direct in
its application. Secondly, it allows learners to have experiences and build on those experiences
in real-life situations (McLeod, 2013). Finally, Kolb’s model encourages students to conduct
self-paced learning, which is vital for a concept as complex and uncertain as empathy (Itin,

1999; Moon, 2004; Rodrigues, 2004).

COMPONENTS OF EMPATHY AND EMPATHY EDUCATION

This study reviewed five literature-derived components of an empathy that informed
the structure of the empathy education course. Each of these five components was analyzed in
order to understand their impacts on the level of empathy reported by the participants. The first
is demographics, including age, gender, and race. The second through fifth are the four
components of empathy which are included in Activating Empathy for Undergraduate College
Students (AEUGS). They include the ability to define empathy, the ability to perceive another’s
emotions, the ability to understand another’s emotions, and the ability to separate someone

else’s emotions from one’s own emotions.

Component 1: Demographics and Empathy
Age and empathy. The results across studies of age and empathy in neuroscience,
sociology, and psychology have shown that as humans age, they tend to lose their ability for

cognitive empathy, or the ability to understand others’ thoughts and feelings (Beadle & de la
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Vega, 2019; Beadle et al., 2013; Griihn et al., 2008). Adults do, however, maintain or even
gain a better ability for emotional empathy, or the ability to feel emotions that are similar to
others’, often leading to social activism (Beadle & de la Vega, 2019; Beadle et al., 2013; Griihn
et al., 2008). Losing cognitive empathy but gaining emotional empathy seems to level out so
that older adults maintain the same amount of empathy throughout their lifetime (Griihn et al.,
2008). In general, empathy is associated with prosocial behaviors and a healthier way of living,
which affects the quality of life of older adults’ relationships (Beadle et al., 2013; Griihn et al.,
2008). Reduced levels of empathy are associated in older adults with greater loneliness (Beadle
& de la Vega, 2019). In general, as humans age, they may be more motivated than younger
adults to help others due to their increased levels of emotional empathy (Beadle et al., 2013).

Gender and empathy. Across a variety of studies comparing men (i.e., a human who
identifies as male) and women (i.e., a human who identifies as female) have found that men
score lower on a variety of empathy measures (Christov-Moore et al., 2014; Cohn, 1991;
Eisenberg & Lennon, 1983; Feingold, 1994; Hall, 1978, 1984; Hoffman, 1977; Matsangidou
et al., 2018; O’Brien et al., 2013; Rueckert & Naybar, 2008; Silke et al., 2019; Thompson &
Voyer, 2014).

In a systematic review of studies into the expression of empathy based on a variety of
factors, Silke et al. (2019) showed that the majority of studies in the expression of empathy in
youth show that females are more willing to express empathy than males. In a study conducted
on the relationship of the right cerebral hemisphere of the brain and empathy, men and women
could both recognize emotions, but men scored significantly lower on the accompanying
empathy questionnaire (Rueckert & Naybar, 2008). In a study done by Matsangidou et al.

(2018), women were shown to be more in touch with the feelings of others than were men.
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These gender differences may have roots in biology as well as culture. Studies on
human infants show that female babies are more likely than male babies to exhibit early
empathetic signs, such as contagious crying, neonatal imitation, and general social interest and
sensitivity (Christov-Moore et al., 2014). And these differences can be seen as the babies
become toddlers, adolescents, and adults - females generally appear more prosocial, wanting
to help others in distress, while males seem to have more control over their empathy, having
the ability to choose when to show it or not (Christov-Moore et al., 2014).

Race and empathy. Starting to talk about race and empathy can be challenging,
especially since there is a lot of variety in the expression of empathy across cultures and ethnic
identities (Silke et al., 2019). The research shows that emotions and emotional recognition do
not vary by race or culture, but many people show low confidence in recognizing and
understanding the emotions of another race (Chiao & Mathur, 2010; Matsangidou et al., 2018;
Sessa et al., 2014; Soto & Levenson, 2009).

In neuroscience, completed studies suggested that the neural responses that show
empathy are heightened for people of the same race, but not for those of other races (Chiao &
Mathur, 2010). They cite evidence that this is a result of culturally created biases, rather than
an innate trait, as the results seem to be linked to social groups (Chiao & Mathur, 2010). Others
found that while neural responses were the same, white participants reported less confidence
in their ability to state what emotion and to what level someone of another race was feeling
that emotion (Matsangidou et al, 2018; Soto & Levenson, 2009). In general, it seems that most
people can recognize emotions in another race, but might not be confident in if they have
detected the emotion correctly, showing that there is a race-biased stage of pain sharing and

mirroring, followed by a race-unbiased stage of cognitive evaluation of pain (Sessa et al, 2014).
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Component 2: The Ability to Define Empathy

Empathy is a complex topic with multiple layers that reaches into a variety of
disciplines. Having a basic understanding of empathy, and how it is different from similar
terms such as compassion or feelings, allows for a person to act in truly empathetic ways
(Decety, 2011). When most people think of empathy, they think of being kind or supporting
someone through a challenge. While this is part of showing empathy, empathy also has
complex effects on the giver’s brain, social interactions, and achievements (Caprara et al.,
2000; Eisenberg et al., 2006; Feshbach & Feshbach, 2009; Hoffman, 1977; Saarni, 1990; Tori
& Batson, 1982; Wentzel, 1993;). Understanding the complexities and benefits of empathy

will help an empathizer navigate the layers of empathy in the most efficient ways.

Component 3: The ability to perceive emotions

In the literature review it became clear that an important component of empathy is the
ability to perceive or recognize that someone else has inner emotions (Batson et al., 1997;
Braten, 2013; Coplan, 2011; Kohut, 1982; Levenson & Ruef, 1992). Psychologists such as
Kohut (1982) viewed empathy as an observing what others are feeling without imposing one’s
own values on their emotions. With proper brain development, a human can recognize
universal emotions in another across a multitude of cultures. person who feels empathy mimics
the emotions of the person they are observing (Baston et al., 1997). In the same sense, Charles
Darwin and Wilhelm Wundt focused on innate and inherited aspects of the expressions of
emotions, arguing for their universality across cultures (Juckel et al., 2018; Newen et al., 2015).
With proper brain development, a human can recognize universal emotions in another across

a multitude of cultures.
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As Braten (2013) states, “In the first weeks after birth, infants have been documented
to imitating a variety of adult initiated gestures, such as tongue protrusion, brow motions, head
rotation, finger movements, gestural features expressing surprise or delight, and even vocal
(vowel) productions” (p. 3). Braten (2013) goes on to establish how such imitations happen
early in development, demonstrating what he calls the shared human foundations of empathy.
Braten (2013) is only one researcher who studied this automatic, human foundation of
empathy. Batson et al. (1997) explain it as the first component of empathy, which is when
someone physically mimics another’s emotions. Coplan (2011) calls it emotional contagion,
similar to a disease that is spread without any actions from the host. She explains it is an
automatic process and one of the first reactions that happens when someone begins to
experience an empathic response (Coplan, 2011).

On the physical level, Levenson and Ruef (1992) found that when someone detects
another’s emotions, they go through a similar physical response. For example, when someone
perceives another’s positive emotions, they have a low cardiovascular response (Levenson &
Reuf, 1992). Similarly, if another person is feeling stressed, an observer will have similar stress
responses in their body (Levenson & Reuf, 1992). This response is uncontrolled by the person
perceiving another’s emotions and happens naturally in the body (Levenson & Reuf, 1992).

This third component is not controlled by the observer and creates the foundation for
the fourth component of empathy (Batson et al., 1997; Coplan, 2011; Kohut, 1982). Once
someone perceives the emotion of another, the perceiver must choose if they want to
understand these emotions more deeply to move into the fourth component of empathy

(Coplan, 2011; Decety & Moriguichi, 2007; Hoffman, 1984; Kohut, 1982).
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Component 4: The Ability to Understand Someone’s Emotions

Once someone perceives the emotions of another, they must decide to understand the
emotions of another (Coplan, 2011; Decety & Moriguichi, 2007; Hoffman, 1984; Kohut,
1982). Kohut (1982) emphasizes that while the initial empathetic reaction is involuntary, the
subject feeling empathy consciously chooses to sustain the more long-term empathetic
reaction. He gives the example of a mother who must first feel empathy for her child’s needs
before she can apply the correct actions to help that child (Kohut, 1982, p.397). Therefore,
while the mother might have an initial involuntary empathetic reaction, she must choose to
sustain that empathy to figure out which actions to take to help her child in need (Kohut, 1982).

Hoffman (1984) surmised that if adults show healthy cognitive development, over time,
they can learn to understand what another person is feeling. Coplan’s (2011) second process
of empathy is self-oriented perspective-taking, or “pseudo-empathy,” which occurs when a
person imagines what someone else is feeling in a situation (p.54). Similarly, Decety and
Moriguichi (2007) discuss mental flexibility and perspective-taking, or understanding how a
situation is affecting someone else, as essential aspects of empathy.

There are two ways in which humans can understand others' emotions. The first, which
can be learned and refined over time, is a cognitive understanding (Juckel et al., 2018). In the
case of someone experiencing the death of a beloved family member, an outsider may not have
a similar experience, so they may not feel the exact emotions of their friend. But the person
may recognize the emotions the other is feeling and try to relate to them (Juckel et al., 2018).
On the other hand, someone might feel the same way someone else does in a situation. Suppose
the same person mentioned above witnesses their friend lose a loved one and has lost a similar

loved one themselves. They are reminded of the emotions they felt when going through a
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similar situation (Juckel et al., 2018). Both types allow for empathy to occur, just at different
depths of understanding (Jucket et al., 2018; Simone et al., 2009). Everyday cases of
recognizing emotions are a combination of empathic and cognitive understanding (Juckel et
al., 2018; Simone et al., 2009). Once a perceiver recognizes and understands the emotions of

another, they need to realize that these emotions are not their own.

Component 5: Separating One’s Emotions from Another’s Emotions

According to the research, a final component of empathy is the ability for an empathizer
to recognize that another person’s feelings are not their own or be able to separate their
emotions from the emotions of the person they are empathizing with (Coplan, 2011; Decety &
Moriguichi, 2007). To Coplan (2011), “empathy proper” is “a process through which an
observer simulates another’s situated psychological states while maintaining clear self-other
differentiation” (p.58). Decety and Moriguichi (2007) identified a component of empathy to
be affective sharing, or reflecting another person’s observable experience while remaining self-
aware that their emotions are not your own. They also maintain that one must be able to control
their own emotions amid someone else’s emotional reactions (Decety & Moriguichi, 2007).

These five components of empathy were operationalized as part of the definition of
empathy examined in this study. In addition to demographics, considering these four
dimensions emphasize which components of AEUGS have the most significant impact on the

empathy levels of participants in this study.



37

Figure 3.3 Conceptual model of the five components of empathy education that lead to empathy
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CONCLUSION
The Activating Empathy for Undergraduate Students program was designed to teach
the five components of empathy, including; defining empathy, perceiving another’s emotions,
understanding another’s emotions, and being able to separate oneself from another’s emotions.
In addition to demographics, these components of empathy were included in AEUGS so they
could be analyzed to determine which has the most significant impact on a participant’s
empathy levels. The next chapter looks at the data that was collected, and the following chapter

analyzes the data findings.
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CHAPTER IV

RESEARCH METHODS

INTRODUCTION
This chapter will explain the research methods used to investigate which components
of an empathy education program have the greatest effects on participant empathy levels. It
will look at the purpose and objectives of the study, the research questions, the empathy
education program itself, and research design elements such as study population and

recruitment and data collection.

PURPOSE, OBJECTIVE, AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS
The purpose of this study was to explore which of the components of empathy are
influenced the most by an empathy education program. The five components are demographics
of participants, the ability to define empathy, the ability to perceive someone else’s emotions,
the ability and desire to understand someone else’s emotions, and the ability to differentiate
someone else’s emotions from oneself. The objective of this study was to teach the empathy
education program Activating Empathy for Undergraduate College Students (AEUGS) to
participants and measure their empathy levels for each of the five components after they
completed the course.
The following research questions guided the study:
e RQ1: How do demographics such as age, gender, and race affect the empathy levels of

participants before and after completing the AEUGS program?
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e RQ2: What is the relationship between the ability to define empathy and empathy
levels?

e RQ3: What is the relationship between the ability to perceive someone else’s emotions
and empathy levels?

e RQ4: What is the relationship between the ability to understand someone’s emotions
during and interaction and empathy levels?

e RQS5: What is the relationship between the ability to differentiate another’s emotions

from oneself and empathy levels?

IRB APPROVAL
This study was submitted to the Institutional Review Board (IRB) of the The
Pennsylvania State University for approval in spring of 2019. Approval as an exempt, as the

study shows minimal risk to participants, was granted in April 2019 (IRB #STUDY00012053).

See Appendix B on page 125 for correspondence of the approval. Participants did not have to

sign consent forms as the study was ruled exempt.

OVERVIEW OF THE STRUCTURE OF THE ACTIVATING EMPATHY FOR
UNDERGRADUATE COLLEGE STUDENTS
A curriculum called Activating Empathy was first developed by Ciara Boylan and Pat
Dolan in 2017 at the UNESCO Child and Family Research Center of the National University
of Ireland, Galway in Galway, Ireland. Currently three versions of this program exist. The first
version is designed for high school aged students between the ages of 14 and 18 living in

Ireland. The second version was modified in 2018 for an American high school audience
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between the ages of 14 and 18. The third and final version takes the nuances of college-aged
students into account and was designed for ages 18 to 25. This third version was used in this
study. It is called Activating Empathy for Undergraduate College Students (AEUGS) and can
be found in Appendix D on page 128.

AEUGS was developed specifically for the audience of undergraduate college students
between the ages of 18 and 25, since high school (aged 14 to 18 years old) students and
undergraduate college aged students (generally aged 18 to 22 years old) learn and are
developing in different ways (Blimling, 2010; Jordan et al., 2018; Matthews & Hamby, 1995;
Verhoven et al., 2019). For example, Matthews and Hamby (1995) found that high school
students excelled in situations using data and inductive reasoning; while college students
preferred to generate ideas from a variety of perspectives while working with other people to
gather information. For high school students, based on their developmental characteristics,
learning should be closely guided by teachers and explorative learning experiences must be
meaningful and situated in a supportive classroom climate (Verhoven et al., 2019). For
undergraduate college students, experiential education has been shown to provide development
opportunities that contribute to student success (Jordan et al., 2018). In addition, while high
school student development is often a focus, undergraduate college students are also still
developing their individual identities while navigating smaller social groups within the larger
culture of an academic setting (Blimling, 2010). These factors were taken into consideration
when developing AEUGS with the undergraduate college student audience in mind.

AEUGS has five main components. These components relate to the variables which are
examined in this study in their relationship and effect on empathy. The first component is

exploration of the definition of empathy from an assortment of resources including literature,
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expert lectures, media, and scholarly research. In order to recognize empathy in the world,
participants first have to understand what the complex and layered term means (Howe, 2013).
The second component is practice in perceiving another’s emotions (Batson et al., 1997;
Braten, 2013; Coplan, 2011; Kohut 1982; Levenson & Ruef, 1992). For example, participants
complete a variety of activities designed to help them recognize when another person is having
an emotion and determine what emotion is being displayed. The third component of AEUGS
is the ability and desire to understand another’s emotions (Coplan, 2011; Decety & Moriguichi,
2007; Hoffman, 1984; Kohut, 1982). After the participants learn how to recognize emotions,
they are then guided through a series of activities designed to help them understand how
someone else feels while having these emotions. These activities involve placing participants
into situations that are unusual or different and helping them to develop an understanding how
someone might feel. Finally, the fifth component of the lessons and also the fifth variable of
the study, is the ability to feel someone else’s emotions while also remaining aware that their
emotions are separate from the participant (Coplan, 2011; Decety & Moriguichi, 2007). A
variety of exercises in the curriculum that encourage participants to practice this concept and
differentiate between themselves and others.

Program Delivery. While all participants received the same content, the hourly format
of the presentation of the course was different based on the needs of participants. When there
was a discrepancy in hours, participants either had to complete some of the individual activities
at home or shorten the length of time the activities were completed in class. There were two
versions of the AEUGS course that were offered once a week for three weeks. The first was
Cohort 1 which was offered for three hours a week for three weeks. The second was Cohort 5

which was offered for one hour a week for three weeks. In addition, the course was offered for
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Cohorts 2, 3, and 4 for two hours per week for four weeks. Refer to Figure 4.1 below to review
the format of these courses.

Table 4.1 Cohort Dates and Lengths of Classes

Cohort Number Dates of Program Length of Each Class
1 April 4,11, 18, 2019 3 hours

2 September 26, October 2, 10, 17, 2019 2 hours

3 October 23, 30, November 6, 13, 2019 2 hours

4 October 24, 31, November 7, 14, 2019 2 hours

5 November 8, 11, 15, December 6, 2019 1 hour

As with any research involving human participants, a researcher has to be open to
adaptability and take these changes into consideration when evaluating results. There were a
few reasons for this disparity in curriculum presentation. Cohort 1 was the first time the course
was offered in front of undergraduate college students and needed to be adapted for that
audience. Cohorts 2, 3, and 4 were designed to fit the changes needed after Cohort 1 was
completed. Cohort 5 was a special group of participants who were part of Penn State’s AEE
460 course, which is Foundations in Leadership Development. All the disparities in course
presentation were considered and effects on study results will be considered and discussed in

Chapter VI, the discussion chapter of this dissertation.

RESEARCH DESIGN
This study used a quasi-experimental, mixed methods research design. The quasi-
experimental design was chosen because it was not possible to use random assignment
(Gribbons & Herman, 1996). The mixed methods approach allowed for a deeper understanding

of participant experience, although the qualitative data was used as a supplement to the
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quantitative data and was not as formally structured as is seen in some studies (Creswell, 2006).
The data was collected using a pre-test, treatment, post-test model, in order to evaluate the
effects of the treatment (the components of the program Activating Empathy for
Undergraduate College Students) on participants.

The research was designed to explore which of the five components of an empathy
education program have the greatest effect on the study population. These five components
include (1) demographics, (2) defining empathy, (3) recognizing another’s emotions, (4)
understanding another’s emotions, (5) recognizing another’s emotions are separate from one’s
own emotions. Quantitative data was collected through a pre-test and post-test. Qualitative data
was collected directly after the program was delivered via focus groups of participants. The
survey instrument and focus groups are discussed later in the Instrument Development section
of this chapter.

STUDY LOCATION

This study was completed in University Park, Pennsylvania. This study’s pilot and

subsequent runs represent the first time the program was carried out in the United States with

undergraduate college students aged 18-25.

POPULATION AND SAMPLE
Recruitment
There were two methods of recruitment for this study. The first was through a
recruitment flyer sent to the entire population of undergraduate students at Penn State’s
University Park campus. The second method was offering the course during Penn State’s AEE

460 course, which is Foundations in Leadership Development.
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For the first method of recruitment, participants were recruited from Penn State
University’s University Park undergraduate student body, which is made up for 40,363
students total (PSU, 2020). In order to recruit participants, the researcher created a flyer that
highlighted the program’s content and expressed the connection to UNESCO, as well as the
advantages of having a UNESCO certification in empathy once the program was completed
(see Appendix F on page 155 for a copy of this flyer). These flyers were shared via e-mail with
all Deans and Department Chairs for undergraduate majors at Penn State, as well as presidents
and vice-presidents of student clubs at University Park. All undergraduate Penn State students
were encouraged to sign up for the course, with an emphasis on the UNESCO connections.
The UNESCO connections acted as an incentive, which generally leads to small significant
improvements in the number of participants who volunteer for studies (Jennings et al., 2015).

If students were interested in taking AEUGS they were to click on the link in the flyer
that allowed them to register for the class on Google forms, thus giving the researcher an idea
of how many students would be interested in taking the course. Questions on the online form
included the following:

e Name

e E-mail address

e Anticipated year of graduation

e College and major

e s there anything else the instructor should know?

The second method of recruitment was to offer the course as part of AEE460,
Foundations in Leadership Development. These students were made aware of AEUGS being

offered as part of AEE460. They were given information about the research study and its
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exempt status. Upon completion of the AEUGS course, students received a certification from
UNESCO certifying they had completed the program. An example of this certificate can be

found in Appendix F on page 155.

Description of Study Population

The study population was formed through volunteers who responded to the flyer or
were in AEE460 in the of Fall 2019. See Table 4.1 for the program schedule, recruitment
schedule, number of sign ups, and number of actual participants for each cohort of the AEUGS

program. Every participant who signed up was offered a spot in the program.

Table 4.2 Study participants and how they were recruited

Number of

Cohort Number Participants
Recruitment Dates of Sign Dates of Program pan How Recruited
Number that remained
Ups .
until post-test
E-mail to
1 March 13 50 April 4,11, 18, 2019 24 College Deans
April 4, 2019
and Clubs
September 26, E-mail to
2 gecpt)(t)ebn;rbtzar 2181'9 16 October 2, 10, 17, 8 College Deans
' 2019 and Clubs
October 1 — October 23, 30, E-mail to
3 October 23. 2019 26 November 6, 13, 15 College Deans
‘ 2019 and Clubs
October 1 — October 24, 31, E-mail to
4 October 24. 2019 13 November 7, 14, 11 College Deans
‘ 2019 and Clubs
5 No recruitment 34 November 8, 11, 15, 34 Students in AEE
period December 6, 2019 460 course
Total 92
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SURVEY INSTRUMENT DEVELOPMENT AND RELIABILITY
In Chapter 3, the literature on theory revealed four components of the concept of
empathy to be analyzed to understand their impact on empathy. These components translate
into dependent variables that will be measured via the pre-test and post-test survey instruments.
These four dimensions are understanding the definition of empathy, the ability to perceive
another’s emotions, the ability and desire to understand another’s emotions, and finally the
ability to feel what another is feeling while differentiating self from other. See Figure 3.1 for

a visual example of how these concepts translated into study variables.

Dependent Variable

In this study, the dependent variable is the level of empathy shown by participants. This
was measured before they complete the Activating Empathy for Undergraduate Students
(AEUGS) program in order to collect a baseline measurement using the dependent variables as
the metric for testing. Empathy level was again assessed at the end of the AEUGS program
using these same variables.

Both the pre-test and the post-test included all 60 questions from the Empathy Quotient
set to a five-point scale Likert Scale (Baron-Cohen & Wheelwright, 2004). While the
traditional Empathy Quotient is set to a four-point Likert Scale, the researcher wanted to give
participants the option to choose a neutral response as empathy can trigger strong responses in
participants (Lozano et al., 2008; Revilla et al., 2013). Research also shows that data from
Likert items becomes significantly less accurate when the number of scale points drops below
five or above seven (Carifio & Perla, 2007). These factors lead to all quantitative questions

being asked with a five-point Likert scale response.
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In addition to the 60 Empathy Quotient questions, the pre-test also included three
demographic questions and five Likert scale questions designed to evaluate participant
understanding of empathy. The final two questions on the pre-test are qualitative, open-ended
questions designed to assess participants' understanding of empathy and their experiences with
empathy before taking the course. See Appendix A on page 114 for a copy of the pre-test.

The post-test was designed with the main part again being the 60 Likert-scale questions
from The Empathy Quotient. The three demographic questions from the pre-test were also
repeated in the post-test. Five Likert-scale questions were included to evaluate participant
understanding of empathy after receiving the treatment. The two qualitative, open-ended
questions were also repeated in order to capture some participant experiences with empathy
during and after the course. Finally, a section was added to evaluate the course itself. This
section included one Likert-scale question and seven short answer qualitative questions

designed to evaluate the course. See Appendix A on page 114 for a copy of the post-test.

Instrument Validity and Reliability

The pretest and posttest surveys were designed and delivered in Google Forms. All
surveys were anonymous and confidential. Pre-test and post-test scores were compared by
averages for all participants and not by individuals in order to maintain anonymity. Dillman’s
Total Design Method approach to survey design was used throughout the survey, specifically
when designing the flow of the survey questions (Dillman et al., 2014). The survey instrument
was reviewed by a panel of experts.

Much of the pre-test and post-test survey instrument is comprised of the Empathy

Quotient. The Empathy Quotient (EQ) is a 60-question qualitative instrument designed to



48

measure empathy (Baron-Cohen & Wheelwright, 2004). A series of studies conducted by
Lawrence et al. (2004) confirms that the EQ provides a “reliable and valid way of measuring
empathy via self-report in both healthy individuals and clinical populations” (p.919). The test-
retest reliability for the EQ is r =0.97, which is also highly significant (p <.001) (Baron-Cohen
& Wheelwright, 2004).

To calculate participant pre- and post- test scores, each Empathy Quotient question
(questions 9 to 68 in both pre and post surveys) was assigned a value based on the meaning of
the question. These values were determined by the creators of the Empathy Quotient (Baron-
Cohen & Wheelwright, 2004). Some questions are break questions, and their responses were
not counted in the final score. Participants could score a total of 0 to 80 points for the empathy
quotient portion of the surveys. See Table 4.2 below for a complete list of the Empathy
Quotient questions and how they were assigned values. As shown, questions that are positively
associated with empathetic responses scored two points for a response of “definitely agree”
and one point for a response of “slightly agree (Baron-Cohen & Wheelwright, 2004). Questions
that are negatively associated with empathetic responses score two points for “definitely
disagree” and one point for “slightly disagree”. All other responses to these questions were not
scored with any points (Baron-Cohen & Wheelwright, 2004). There are also 20 break questions
included in the Empathy Quotient (Baron-Cohen & Wheelwright, 2004). These questions were

not scored.
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Table 4.3 Pre- and Post- Survey Questions aligned to Empathy Quotient Questions and how
they were scored

Pre- and Post- Survey Question Number (Empathy
Quotient Question Number)

9(1); 14(6); 27(19); 30(22); 33(26); 42(35); 43(25);
44(36); 45(37); 46(38); 49(41); 50(42); 51(43);

point if the participant answered “slightly agree”. All ! ! . . . .
other responses receive zero points. (Baron-Cohen g%ggg gggggg 62(54); 63(55); 65(57); 66(58);

& Wheelwright, 2004)

Value for Score

Score two points for each of the following items if
the participant answered, “definitely agree”, or one

Score two points for each of the following items if

the participant answered, “definitely disagree”, or 12(4); 16(8); 18(10); 19(11); 20(12); 22(14); 23(15);
one point if the participant answered, “slightly 26(18); 29(21); 34(27); 35(28); 36(29); 39(32);
disagree”. All other responses receive zero points. 41(34); 47(39); 54(46); 56(48); 57(49); 58(50)
(Baron-Cohen & Wheelwright, 2004)

10(2); 11(3); 13(5); 15(7); 17(9); 21(13); 24(16);
25(17); 28(20); 31(23); 32(24); 37(30); 38(31);
40(33); 48(40); 53(45); 55(47); 59(51); 61(53);
64(56)

These questions are break questions, and their values
are not added to the total Empathy Quotient score.
(Baron-Cohen & Wheelwright, 2004)

INDEPENDENT VARIABLES

There are five independent variables measured in this survey instrument. The first is
demographics including age, gender, and race. The second is the ability to define empathy.
The third is the ability to perceive another’s inner emotions. The fourth is the ability and desire
to understand another’s emotions. The fifth is the ability to feel what another is feeling while
differentiating self from other. Variables two through five are components that make up the
definition of empathy, based on the literature reviewed in Chapter 2. Activating Empathy for
Undergraduate College Students was designed to teach each of these components in order to
test if training in these components influences empathy.

Each of these components of the concept of empathy come from an extensive literature
review. The first of these components is the ability to define empathy. Empathy is a complex
and multi-dimensional concept; and in order to recognize it in the world, participants first must
understand the definition of the term (Howe, 2013). The second of these components is the

ability to perceive another’s inner emotions, which most human infants can do at a very early
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age (Batson et al., 1997; Braten, 2013; Coplan, 2011; Kohut 1982; Levenson & Ruef, 1992).
The third component is the ability and desire to understand another’s emotions. This
component can be cultivated over time, if the desire to do so is there (Coplan, 2011; Decety
and Moriguichi, 2007; Hoffman, 1984; Kohut, 1982). The fourth component is the ability to
feel what another is feeling while differentiating self from other (Coplan, 2011; Decety &
Moriguichi, 2007).

The survey instrument was designed to analyze if participant empathy levels change
under the influence of these four components of empathy. See Table 4.3 below for a line-up of

the variables and their connection to the questions in the survey.

Table 4.4 Objectives, variables, sources of data, type of data, and analysis technique for
guantitative data

Research . Type of Analysis
Objective Research Question Measurement Tool Data Technique
Research Question #1:
How do demographics
such as age, gender, and
race affect the empathy
levels of participants .
before and after grSéS??OdHEOft-ZSgI’VEy Nominal E;g:ﬁ; C':SS
completing the AEUGS B g
program?
T(;) teat(_:h empathy (Beadle et al., 2015; Sessa
€ducation et al., 2014; Silke et al.,
ey |2
Empath %or Research Question #2:
Un(rj)er ?/aduate What is the relationship
g between ability to define .
College Students Pre- and Post- Survey . Frequencies
. empathy and empathy Lo Ordinal
to participants and levels? Questions: 4,5,6 Percentages
measure their "
empathy levels for (Zahavi & Overgaard,
: 2013; Howe, 2013)
each of the five - -
components of Resea_rch Quest_lon #;.
empathy after What is the relationship
they complete the between the ability to
course perceive someone else’s
' emotions and empathy
levels? Ordinal Frequencies
(Batson et al., 1997, Percentages
Braten, 2013; Coplan,
2011; Kohut 1982;
Levenson & Ruef, 1992)
Two components:
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(1) Ability to
perceive (1) Pre-and
emotions that are Post- Survey
not explicitly Questions:
expressed. #9, 33, 49,
52, and 63
(2) The ability to
recognize typical
emotions felt in a (2) Pre-and
situation Post- Survey
Questions:
#30, 43, 44,
46, 50, and
67
Research Question #4:
What is the relationship
between the ability and
desire to understand
someone’s emotions and
empathy levels?
(Coplan, 2011; Decety
and Moriguichi, 2007;
Hoffman, 1984; Kohut,
1982)
. Frequencies
Two components: Ordinal Percentages
(1) Ability to (1) Pre-and
respond to Post- Survey
another’s Questions:
emotions. #12 and 16
(2) Ability to
understand how (2) Pre-and
someone feels Post- Survey
during an Questions:
interaction. #51 and 62
Research Question #5:
What is the relationship
between the ability to Survey Questions:
differentiate another’s #20,36,45,47,54,56,5 Ordinal Frequencies
emotions from oneself 7 Percentages

and empathy levels?
(Coplan, 2011; Decety &
Moriguichi, 2007)

Questions #9-68 come from (Baron-Cohen & Wheelwright, 2004)
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CALCULATING COMPOSITE SCORES FOR INDEPENDENT VARIABLES

Four of the five independent variable scores were combined into composite scores
before being analyzed for frequency, bivariate, and linear regression analysis when compared
to pre- and post- test scores. These independent variables that were combined into composite
scores were (1) the ability to define empathy; (2) the ability to perceive another’s emotions;
(3) the ability to understand another’s emotions and respond to those emotions; and (4) the
ability to separate another’s emotions from one’s own. These composite scores were formed
based on completion of an exploratory factor analysis completed using questions that made up
each component. The composite scores were created to preserve the degrees of freedom of
these variables. While it would have been interesting to look at each question on the survey
individually, the limited population of the study (n = 92) required the questions be combined
in logical ways to preserve these degrees of freedom.

The data were factor analyzed using several models/rotations (principal axis factoring
and least squares methods with a varimax, quartimax, and direct oblimin rotations). The
criteria established in advance of the selection of factor items were: a factor loading of .35 or
higher; at least a .10 difference between the item’s loading with its factors and each of the
other factors; and interpretability (Kim and Mueller, 1978). In all analyses, only one factor
was identified which had an eigenvalue greater than 1.0. Additionally, review of the screen
test plots indicated that a one factor solution was most appropriate. These findings were
consistent when analyzing the overall data.

Reliability of the scales was then tested using Cronbach’s Alpha. Cronbach's Alpha is
a measure of internal consistency reliability in which a score ranges from zero to one (Ursachi

etal., 2015). A general accepted rule is that a score of 0.6-0.7 indicates an acceptable level of
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reliability, and 0.8 or greater a very good level (Ursachi et al, 2015). The Cronbach Alpha
values are listed in the descriptions below, along with lists of which questions on the pre-test
and post-test surveys made up the composite scores for each component and the scales on

which the variables were scored

The Ability to Define Empathy

Questions #4, 5, and 6 on the pre- and post- surveys made up the scores for this variable.
Participants could score from 0 to 15 points, with 0 to 5 representing a below average ability
to define empathy, 6 to 10 representing an average ability to define empathy, and 11 to 15
representing an above average ability to define empathy. Questions for this section were
created by the researcher with influences from the survey instrument used by Odera (2018),

with a Cronbach's o of 0.618.

The Ability to Perceive Another’s Emotions

This variable was split into two dimensions. The first is the ability to perceive emotions
that are not explicitly expressed. The responses for questions #9, 33, 49, 52, and 63 on the pre-
and post- surveys were added together to score this concept. Participants could score from 0-
10 points for this dimension, with a score of 0 to 3 representing a below average ability to
perceive hidden emotions, a score of 4 to 7 representing an average ability to perceive hidden
emotions, and a score of 8 to 10 representing an above average ability to pick up on hidden
emotions. The Cronbach's a for this concept was 0.799.

The second dimension was the ability to recognize typical emotions felt in a situation.

To address this dimension, the scores for questions #30, 43, 44, 46, 50, and 67 on the pre- and
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post- surveys were added together. Participants could score from 0 to 12 points, with a score
of 0 to 5 reflecting a below average ability to recognize typical emotions, a score of 6 to 9
reflecting an average ability to recognize typical emotions, and a score of 10 to12 reflecting an
above average ability to recognize typical emotions. These score breakdowns were based on
natural breaks in the data that showed when initial frequency analysis was run and compared
to the mean in the data. When reliability was run on this measure, it produced a Cronbach’s a
of 0.575. While this could be higher, the researcher decided to leave the variable in the study
since there was a small number of participants, and this variable helped add to the overall

picture of the study results.

The Ability to Understand Another’s Emotions

This variable was split into two dimensions. The first is the ability to respond to
another’s emotions. The responses for questions #12 and 16 on the pre- and post- surveys were
added together to score this concept. Participants could score from 0 to 4 points for this
concept, with a score of Oto 1 representing a below average ability to respond to another’s
emotions, a score of 2 representing an average ability to respond to another’s emotions, and a
score of 3 to 4 representing an above average ability to respond to another’s emotions. The
Cronbach's a for this concept was 0.700.

The second dimension was the ability to understand how someone feels during an
interaction. To address this dimension, the scores for questions #51 and 62 on the pre- and
post- surveys were added together. Participants could score from 0 to 4 points, with a score of
0 to 1 reflecting a below average ability to understand how someone feels during an interaction,

a score of 2 reflecting an average ability to understand how someone feels during an
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interaction, and a score of 3 to 4 reflecting an above average ability to understand how someone
feels during an interaction. When reliability was run on this measure, it produced a Cronbach’s
o of 0.556. While this could be higher, the researcher decided to leave the variable in the study
since there was a small number of participants, and this variable helped add to the overall

picture of the study results.

The Ability to Separate Another’s Emotions from One’s Own Emotions

This variable was calculated using #20, 36, 45, 47, 54, 56, 57 on the pre- and post-
surveys, which were added together. Participants could score from 0 to 14 points, with a score
of 0 to 5 reflecting a below average ability to separate one’s emotions from another’s emotions,
a score of 6 to 9 reflecting an average ability to separate one’s emotions from another’s
emotions, and a score of 10 to 14 reflecting an above average ability to separate one’s emotions

from another’s emotions. The Cronbach's a for this concept was 0.636.

GATHERING AND APPLYING QUALITATIVE DATA
During the last class, in addition to the surveys, participants took part in a focus group
with questions to capture what they learned from the course. The questions asked during this
focus group included:
e What is empathy?
e Have you noticed more empathy in your life now that you have taken this
course? Can you explain why or why not?
e Do you find yourself being more or less empathetic since completing this

course?
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e \What was your favorite part of the course?
These questions being asked in a dynamic group discussion allowed for a synergy of collected
data that enriched the quantitative survey results. While not a formal qualitative data collection
process, this data helped to enhance, support, and better define the quantitative data. The

focus groups allowed for a multi-dimensional look at the quantitative data.

LIMITATIONS

This study had a few limitations which could be addressed in future studies or if this
study is conducted again. The first limitation is that there was not a follow up to see if empathy
levels change in the long term, after participants completed the course. An attempt was made
to try and collect this data, but there were very few respondents. To remedy this, the researcher
could have prepared the participants better for a follow up survey or perhaps offer an incentive.
There were, however, bits of data that were collected post-research, including contacts made
by a few participants months after the study was completed. These contacts added to the
richness of the data, despite them not counting as a follow up.

The second limitation is the generalizability of the study. The sample size was small
(92 participants in the post-study), making the results hard to generalize to a larger population.
Also, the population consisted only of undergraduate students from Penn State University, and
so other universities should be researched to see if the results would be similar or different.

Finally, the study did not have a viable control group to check and see if changes were
due to the course itself or due to outside factors. An attempt was made to recruit and survey a
control group, but the response rate was very limited with only two participants. Future studies

should build in a more viable control group to check if outside events and the human response
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to such events would influence empathy levels of those who were not participants in the
AEUGS course at the same time, and by how much. These control group participants should
receive the same pre-test and post-test as the other participants, except they will not complete
the course itself.
SUMMARY
This chapter explained the research methods used to collect quantitative and qualitative
data in this mixed methods study. The next chapter will analyze the data that was collected in

order to synthesize conclusions about the data that will be seen in the final chapter.
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CHAPTER V

ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS

The quantitative survey data resulting from this study were analyzed using SPSS
analysis software. Data were cleaned, and in some cases, combined to form scores for a
variable. In this section, each of these scores will be described and the process by which they
were obtained will also be explained. In addition, an overview of methods will be provided
before detailing the analysis and findings.

Descriptive statistics were used to review the data, which included frequencies and
percentages. After tabulating the frequencies of responses, a bivariate analysis was conducted
to begin to determine significance. The bivariate relationships were compared to the total pre-
and post-test scores with the concept areas that make up one’s empathy score (Figure 3.3). The
bivariate analysis provided a first test of the theoretical model of the study, to determine which
had the greatest impact (Babbie, 1998; O’Connell, 2006). These five arcas analyzed were
demographics, the ability to define empathy, the ability to perceive another’s emotions, the
ability to understand another’s emotions, and the ability to separate one’s emotions from
others. For the complete bivariate analysis, both significant and not significant, see the charts
in Appendix E on page 145. When these initial analyses were completed, significant
relationships among variables began to emerge which served as a starting point for the
regression models.

In a final analysis, a series of multiple linear regression models were used to further
determine which aspects of the Activating Empathy for Undergraduate College Students

(AEUGS) curriculum had the greatest impact on overall empathy post-test scores. Each least
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significant variable was removed from the linear regression analysis until only the most
significant variables remained (Babbie, 1998, O’Connell, 2006).

The quantitative data was further enhanced and clarified by qualitative data collected
on the post-test survey and during the running of the AEUGS program. These informal focus
groups provided participants with the opportunity to provide details about their experiences
with empathy in relation to completing the course. This data provided a richness to the
quantitative data that enhanced the numerical data, as well as offering insight to areas not
addressed by the survey. Used strategically, small qualitative reviews can provide important
information with which to explain patterns observed in quantitative datasets (deVries et al.,
1992; Seeley et al., 2008).

In all cases, either the pre-test or post-test empathy quotient score was the dependent
variable. Independent variables included sociodemographic characteristics, including age,
gender, and race, and the scores for the ability to define empathy, perceive emotions, the ability

to understand emotions and respond to them, and the ability to separate self from others.

QUANTITATIVE DATA ANALYSIS
Frequency of Responses
All participants in the course completed the pre- and post-test. The number of
participants who completed the pre-test was higher than the post-test, as 20
participants (18.0%) dropped out of the program between the pre- and post-test. These
participants dropped out of the study due to several reasons including schedule issues and
change in interest. Participants volunteered for the program, so they could stop attending at

any time. All analyzed data is presented in Appendix E beginning on page 145.
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Demographic Descriptive Statistics for All Participants

The following is a description of the age, gender, and race breakdown for all the
participants in the AEUGS. There were 111 participants in the pre-test for this study, and 92
participants in the post-test. Table 5.1 below summarizes the breakdown of demographic
characteristics, including age, gender (male/female), and race (white/non-white) for both the
pre-test and post-test scores.

For this study, most participants (50.5% on the pre-test and 45.7% on the post-test)
were in the 20 to 21-year-old range. The fewest number of participants (3.6% on the pre-test
and 2.2% on the post-test) were in the 25 or more years old age range. The majority of
participants (66.7% on the pre-test and 63.0% on the post-test) identified as female. Most
participants identified as white (67.6% on the pre-test and 65.2% on the post-test). Participants
could write in their race, and as such the non-white category included the following races:
races Black, Middle Eastern, Indian, Asian, and Latino/Latina.

Table 5.1 Demographic Statistics

Demographic Characteristics Percent Pre-Test Percent Post-Test
(n=111) (n=92)

Age

18-19 29.7% 30.4%

20-21 50.5% 45.7%

22-25 16.2% 21.7%

25 or more 3.6% 2.2%

Gender (n=111)

Male 33.3% 37.0%

Female 66.7% 63.0%

Race (n = 111)

White 67.6% 65.2%

Non-White 31.5% 33.7%

No Response 0.9% 1.1%
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Pre- and Post- Test Scores
As shown in Table 5.2 below the pre- and post-test scores were broken down into four
ranges. These ranges were developed by Baron-Cohen & Wheelwright (2004) when they
created the Empathy Quotient and include:
e 0-32: Lower than average ability for empathetic responses;
o 33-52: Average ability for empathetic responses;
o 53-63: Above average ability for empathetic responses; and

e 64-80: Very high ability for empathetic responses.

Table 5.2 Pre-Test and Post-Test Scores for all Participants
Empathy  0-32: Lower than 33-52: Average 53-63: Above  64-80: Very Mean Std. Dev.

Quotient  average ability  ability for average ability  high ability for
Score for empathetic ~ empathetic for empathetic ~ empathetic
(points) responses. responses. responses. responses.
Pre-Test 17.1% 74.8% 6.3% 1.8% 0.93 0.551
(n=111)
Post-Test  8.7% 73.9% 15.2% 2.2% 1.11 0.564
(n=92)
x?2=0.150

While an increase was seen between pre-test and post-test scores, comparison showed
no significance between these scores (x? = 0.150). As such, post-test scores were solely used
to look for significance among the components of empathy that increase empathy levels, rather
than comparing everything to pre-tests as well. In general, post-test scores were higher than
pre-test scores, with the mean going from 0.93 to 1.1. Participants shifted from being below
average to slightly above average with their post-test scores.

When comparing pre- and post-test scores, the greatest increase of scores developed in
the 53 to 63 point range, which shows an above-average ability for empathetic responses. 6.3%
of participants scored in this range on the pre-test, while 15.2% scored in this range on the

post-test, which is an 8.9% increase in participants scoring in this range from pre-test to post-
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test. The largest decrease was shown in those participants who scored in the 0 to 32 range, or
lower than average ability for empathetic responses. On the pre-test, 17.1% of participants
scored in this range, while 8.7% did on the post-test, which is an 8.4% decrease in participants
scoring in this range from the pre-test to the post-test.

The 33 to 52 point range or average ability for empathetic response scores made up the
majority of final scores on both the pre- and post-test and stayed generally the same
percentage-wise. This category aligns with the means for both the pre- and post-tests. 74.8%
scored in the 33 to 52 point range on the pre-test and 73.9% scored in this range on the post-
test. Also remaining relatively stable were those in the 64 to 80 point range or showing a very
high ability for empathy with 1.8% scoring in this range on the pre-test and a slight increase to

2.2% scoring in this range on the post-test.

Review of the Research Questions
Five research questions were guiding this study. They are as follows:

e RQ1: How do demographics such as age, gender, and race affect the empathy
levels of participants before and after completing the AEUGS program?

e RQ2: What is the relationship between the ability to define empathy and
empathy levels?

e RQ3: What is the relationship between the ability to perceive someone else’s
emotions and empathy levels?

o RQ4: What is the relationship between the ability to understand someone’s
emotions during and interaction and empathy levels?

e RQS5: What is the relationship between the ability to differentiate another’s
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emotions from oneself and empathy levels?

To answer research questions two, three, four, and five, questions were combined to
come up with composite scores to accurately represent these variables. A complete explanation

of how these scores were developed can be found in Chapter 4.

Quantitative Analysis of Research Question 1

Research question 1 in this study asked, “How do demographics such as age, gender,
and race affect the empathy levels of participants before and after completing
the AEUGS program?”. To answer this question, first, bivariate analysis of the demographic
data of age, gender, and race compared to pre-test and post-test scores was run. Demographics
were also included as part of the regression analysis that will be discussed later in this chapter.

After a bivariate analysis of age and race with each independent variable, it was
determined that demographics do not show a significant effect on the total scores on the pre-
or post-tests, either of the components of the ability to perceive another’s emotions or either
of the components of the ability to understand another’s emotions. The analyses for these
variables can be found in Appendix E beginning on page 145.

In the bivariate analysis, gender does have a significant impact on test scores, but only
on the component of the ability to separate one’s emotions from others’ emotions on and the
post-test (x? = 0.057). What this means is that females showed a higher ability than males to
separate their emotions from another’s emotions, with 20.7% of females showing an above-
average ability compared to 4.3% of males showing an above-average ability. See Table 5.3

below for a breakdown of this data.
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Table 5.3 Comparing gender and ability to separate one’s emotions from another’s emotions

Gender Below Average Average Above Average
Male 6.5% 26.15% 4.3%
Female 5.4% 37.0% 20.7%

#=0.057; P <0.05

Quantitative Analysis of Research Question 2

Research question 2 in this study asked, “What is the relationship between the ability
to define empathy and empathy levels?”. First, a bivariate analysis comparing the composite
score for defining empathy and post-test scores was run. This definition composite score was
also included as part of the regression analysis that will be discussed later in this chapter. The
quantitative data for the ability to define empathy did not show significance, either in the
bivariate analysis or the regression analysis. What this means is that someone does not
necessarily need to deeply understand or be able to define empathy in order to score well on

the Empathy Quotient.

Quantitative Analysis of Research Question 3

Research question 3 in this study asked, “What is the relationship between the ability
to perceive someone else’s emotions and empathy levels?”. To answer this question, the
composite score for the variable was split into two dimensions, which were then run as
separate bivariate  analyses comparing each to post-test scores. Both of
these dimensions scores were included as separate parts of the regression analysis that will be
discussed later in this chapter.

The first dimension of the ability to perceive another’s emotions that was measured is
the ability to perceive masked emotions. This dimension was significant at the 0.001

level (x2 = 0.000). The ability to perceive masked emotions has a generally positive
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correlation with scores on the post-test empathy quotient. For the most part, if a participant
scored in the below average, average, or above average range for the ability to perceive masked
emotions, they also scored in these ranges on the post-test empathy quotient. There was a slight
variance in this when 14.1% of participants scored in the above average range for this ability,
and score in the average range on the post-test. Another variance shows in the lower than
average empathy scores, where no one scored in the below average range for the ability to
perceive hidden emotions. In other words, while the ability to perceive masked
emotions usually has a positive relationship with empathy levels, it is not always the
case. Table 5.4 below shows the percentage of participants who scored below average,
average, and above average in each of these categories.

Table 5.4 Score for Ability to perceive masked emotions compared to total post-test scores

Total Post-Test 0-32: Lower than 33-52: Average 53-63: Above 64-80: Very high
Score average ability for ability for empathetic average ability for ability for empathetic
empathetic responses. empathetic responses.
Perceive Score | responses. responses.
Below Average 0.0% 3.3% 0.0% 0.0%
Average 7.6% 56.5% 4.3% 0.0%
Above Average 1.1% 14.1% 10.9% 2.2%

#=0.000; P <.001

The second dimension is the ability to recognize what someone would typically
be feeling in a situation. This dimension was also significant at the 0.001 level (x? =
0.000). The ability to recognize the emotions that someone would typically be feeling has a
positive correlation with scores on the post-test empathy quotient. This means that, generally,
as a participant scored higher in this ability, they also scored higher in their overall
empathy post-test score. Table 5.5 below shows the percentage of participants who scored

below average, average, and above average in each of these categories.



66

Table 5.5 Score for the ability to recognize typical emotions in a situation compared to total
post-test scores
Total Post-Test 0-32: Lower than 33-52: Average 53-63: Above average 64-80: Very high

Score average ability for ability for empathetic ability for empathetic ability for empathetic
empathetic responses. responses. responses.
Perceive Score 11 responses.
Below Average 5.4% 9.8% 0.0% 0.0%
Average 3.3% 53.3% 3.3% 0.0%
Above Average 0.0% 10.9% 12.0% 2.2%

##=0.000; P <.001

For the ability to recognize typical emotions in a situation, the highest number of
participants (53.3%) showed an average ability to recognize typical emotions and an average
score on the post-test empathy quotient. The lowest number of participants (2.2%) showed an
above-average ability to recognize typical emotions in a situation and a very high ability to
show empathetic responses. The general trend in the data showed that if someone scored in the
above average, average, or below average range for the ability to recognize typical emotions

in a situation, then they scored in similar ranges on the post-test empathy quotient.

Quantitative Analysis of Research Question 4

Research Question 4 in this study asked, “What is the relationship between the ability
to understand someone’s emotions during an interaction and empathy levels?”. To answer this
question, the composite score was split into two dimensions, which were also run as separate
bivariate analyses comparing each to post-test scores. Both of these dimension’s scores were
included as part of the regression analysis that will be discussed later in this chapter.

The first dimension of the ability to understand someone’s emotions that was
measured was the ability to respond to another’s emotions. This dimension was significant at
the .01 level, with x2 = 0.007. This dimension’s results showed that, in general, a participant
could score in the below average range for the ability to understand someone’s emotions and

still end up in the average range for their overall empathy scores. This was the main anomaly,
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as otherwise people tended to score in the below average, average, and above average ranges,
and score in those ranges on their overall empathy levels as well. What this means is that a
participant did not necessarily have to have a strong ability to understand emotions and could
still score relatively high on their ability to empathize.

For the ability to respond to another’s emotions, most participants (38.0%) scored an
average ability to respond to another’s emotions, and a below-average ability to empathize on
the post-test. The least number of participants (1.1%) scored in three different areas, including
(1) an above-average ability to respond to another’s emotions, correlated to a lower than
average score on the empathy quotient, (2) an average ability to respond to another’s emotions
and a very high ability for empathy, and (3) an above-average ability to respond to another’s
emotions and a very high ability for empathy. Table 5.6 below show the percentage of
participants who scored below average, average, and above average in each of these categories
as compared to total post-test empathy quotient scores.

Table 5.6 Score for the ability to respond to another’s emotions compared to total post-test
scores
Total Post-Test Score  0-32: Lower than 33-52: Average 53-63: Above average 64-80: Very high

average ability  ability for empathetic ability for empathetic ability for

Understand Score | for empathetic responses. responses. empathetic

responses. responses.
Below Average 5.4% 38.0% 4.3% 0.0%
Average 2.2% 29.3% 3.3% 1.1%
Above Average 1.1% 6.5% 7.6% 1.1%

x2=0.007;, P < .01

The second dimension is the ability to understand how someone feels in an interaction.
This dimension was significant at the 0.001 level, with x> = 0.000. The ability to understand
how someone feels during interaction has a positive correlation with scores on the post-test
empathy quotient. Therefore, as someone’s ability to understand how someone feels during an

interaction increases, their ability to empathize typically increases as well. Table 5.7 below
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show the percentage of participants who scored below average, average, and above average in
each of these categories as compared to total post-test empathy quotient scores.

Table 5.7 Score for the ability to understand how someone feels during an interaction
compared to total post-test scores
Total Post-Test Score  0-32: Lower than 33-52: Average ability 53-63: Above average 64-80: Very high

average ability for for empathetic ability for empathetic ability for

Understand Score 11 empathetic responses. responses. empathetic

responses. responses.
Below Average 4.3% 5.4% 0.0% 0.0%
Average 2.2% 45.7% 1.1% 0.0%
Above Average 2.2% 22.8% 14.1% 2.2%

x2=0.000; P <.001

The dimension of understanding how someone feels during an interaction showed the
most participants (45.7%) with an average ability to understand how someone feels and an
average post-test empathy quotient score. The lowest percent of participants (1.1%) scored in
the range of average ability for understanding how someone feels during an interaction and
above-average ability for empathetic responses. The general trend in the data showed that if
someone scored in the above average, average, or below average range for the ability to
understand how someone feels during an interaction, then they scored in similar ranges on the

post-test empathy quotient.

Quantitative Analysis of Research Question 5

Research Question 5 in this study asked, “What is the relationship between the ability
to differentiate another’s emotions from oneself and empathy levels?”. To answer this
question, first, bivariate analysis of the composite score for the ability to differentiate another’s
emotions from oneself compared to the post-test empathy quotient scores was run. This
variable was also included as part of the regression analysis that will be discussed later in this

chapter.
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The ability to separate another’s emotions from one’s own has a significant impact at
the .01 level on the post-test empathy quotient score of participants (x> = 0.006). Over half of
the participants (51.1%) scored an average ability to differentiate their emotions from another’s
emotions and an average ability to empathize as shown by their empathy quotient score. The
least percent of participants (1.1%) scored an above-average ability to separate their emotions
from another’s emotions and a lower than average ability for empathetic responses. In general,
the trends in this variables data show that if someone has an average ability to separate their
emotions from another’s emotions, they will likely score in the average range on the empathy
quotient post-test. If they score in the below-average or above-average range, however, their
empathy quotient score is less predictable. What this means is that an above average ability to
differentiate self from other does not always correlate with the above average ability to
empathize. See Table 5.8 below for a breakdown of this data.

Table 5.8 Score for the ability to differentiate oneself from others compared to total post-test
scores

Total Score 0-32: Lower than 33-52: Average 53-63: Above 64-80: Very high
average ability for ability for empathetic average ability for ability for empathetic
Differentiate Score empathetic responses. empathetic responses.
responses. responses.
Below Average 3.3% 8.7% 0.0% 0.0%
Average 4.3% 51.1% 7.6% 0.0%
Above Average 1.1% 14.1% 7.6% 2.2%

x2=0.006; P <.01

Following these individual item analyses, a correlation of all independent variables and
the dependent variable was conducted. This served to further explore bivariate relationships
between independent variables and post-test empathy quotient scores, as well as to identify
any multicollinearity that might exist within the overall model. Upon review of the correlation
matrix, it was found that multicollinearity did not exist. This final stage of the bivariate

analysis set the stage for more advanced multivariate analysis.
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Multivariate Analysis

After conducting the bivariate analysis, it was determined that a multivariate analysis
would help to distill which variables had the greatest impact on overall empathy scores.
Multivariate analyses help to describe why a trend occurred in the data (Babbie, 2015). This
analysis would also allow for the separation of interrelated variables such as the ones used in
this study and determine their individual effects on the dependent variable (Blalock, 1979). As
such, a linear regression analysis was used to determine which of the four independent
variables in this study had a significant effect on the total post-test scores.

A six-step model was used in which variable groupings based on the four independent
variables were introduced individually, and finally all together to determine significance. The
first model focused on the demographic variables of age, gender, and race. The second model
focused on the ability to define empathy. The third model was the ability to perceive another’s
emotions and included the concepts of the ability to perceive hidden emotions and the ability
to perceive typical emotions in a situation. The fourth model looked at the ability to understand
another’s emotions, focusing on the two concepts of understanding which include the ability
to respond to another’s emotions and the ability to understand emotions in an interaction. The
fifth regression model focused on the ability to separate one’s emotions from another’s
emotions. The sixth model considered all independent variables together, allowing for the most
significant to show. The final model was reduced, both manually and using the stepwise
function of SPSS, with non-significant variables deleted until the most significant independent
variables were all that remained.

Without the final reduced model at the end, it would be challenging to tell which

variable had the greatest significance, as all of the varying levels of significance can make the
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most significant variables hard to recognize. Putting all of these variables together in one
regression model allowed for a more holistic view of what was going on in the data. It allowed
relationships among the variables and the relationship of each variable to the post-test empathy
quotient score to push out by level of significance, allowing only the most significant to remain
in the end. Reducing the model manually also helped with the limited population of the study
(n =92). Table 5.9 below shows these models, their relationships, and their significance, and

descriptions of the data follows.

Table 5.9 Comparison of Five Multivariate Models on Components of Empathy Education
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model4 Model5 Model 6 Reduced Model
-- Standardized Regression Coefficients --

Demographic Variables

Age -0.041 0.046
Gender (females=1) 0.230** 0.064
Race (nonwhite = 1) -0.062 -0.109
Define Empathy -0.407 -0.047

Perceiving Emotions
Ability to perceive hidden

. 0.216%* 0.130
emotions
Perceive typical emotions 0.508%** 0.391*** (0.398***
Understanding Emotions
Ability to respond to 0.248%** 0.211%* (0.234***
another’s emotions ' ' '
Ability to understand 0.438%*% 0.138 0.181**

emotions in an interaction

Differentiating Self and
Other
Ability to differentiate one’s

. s 0.382*** (0.228*** (0.261***
emotions from another’s

R? Adjusted 0.024 -0.011  0.373 0.273 0.136 0.472 0472
F value 1.745 0.004  28.08%** 18.11%** 15.37*%* QQ3**x 1 QQr**
Cases 90 91 91 91 91 90 20

* significant at the .05 level ** significant at the .01 level *** significant at the .001 level



72

When considering the demographic variables of age, gender, and race, only gender
showed significance at the 0.01 level (Model 1). The coefficient for age decreased, meaning
that as age increases, post-test scores decreased. The gender relationship showed that females
were likely to show higher post-test scores than males. The race relationship showed that non-
whites were likely to show a higher post-test score than whites. Overall, demographics
accounted for 2.4% or the variance in the post-test scores (Adjusted R?=0.024). The data about
gender matched with the bivariate analysis, where gender was shown to be significant in
someone’s ability to separate their emotions from another’s emotions. What this means is that
gender shows some significance in its effect on the post-test score, but likely only in its effect
on the ability to separate oneself from another. Gender and all other demographics, however,
do not remain significant when compared to all the other variables.

The ability to define empathy was the next variable in the regression model (Model 2).
This variable did not show significance by itself or when compared to all other variables, even
in the reduced model. The coefficient decreased, meaning that as the ability to define empathy
increases, post-test empathy quotient scores would decrease. Overall, this variable made up a
negative amount of the post-test scores.

The ability to perceive another’s emotions was tested next (Model 3). While both
concepts were considered significant, the ability to perceive hidden emotions was significant at
the 0.01 level and the ability to perceive typical emotions in a situation was more significant at
the 0.001 level. For every 1-point increase in score for ability to perceive hidden emotions,
there was a 0.215 point increase in post-test score. For every 1-point increase in the ability to
perceive typical emotions in a situation, there was a 0.508 point increase in total post-test score.

This variable accounted for 37.3% of variance in post test scores (Adjusted R?=0.373).
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The next test, the ability to understand another’s emotions (Model 4). There were two
concepts for this variable as well, and both were significant at the 0.001 level. For every 1-
point increase in score for ability to respond to another’s emotions, there was a 0.248 point
increase in post-test score. For every 1-point increase in score for ability to respond to another’s
emotions, there was a 0.438 point increase in post-test score. This variable accounted for 27.3%
of variance in post test scores (Adjusted R>=0.273).

The final single variable that was tested was the ability to separate one’s emotions from
another’s emotions (Model 5). This variable was shown to be significant at the 0.001 level, and
for every 1-point increase in score for ability to differentiate own emotions from another’s there
was a 0.382 point increase in total test scores. This variable accounted for 13.6% of the variance
in post-test scores (Adjusted R?=0.136).

In order to compare the significance of all the variables, they were included in an
overall model (Model 6) without deletion by significance. In this model, the independent
variables of the ability to perceive typical emotions in a situation, ability to respond to another’s
emotions, and ability to differentiate one’s emotions from another’s emotions were shown to
be significant at the 0.001 level. These three variables accounted for 47.2% of variance in
the overall post-test scores (Adjusted R>=0.472).

Finally, in the reduced model, four variables that are significant at the 0.001 level rose
to the top, including the ability to perceive typical emotions in a situation, ability to respond to
another’s emotions, the ability to understand emotions in an interaction, and the ability to
differentiate one’s emotions from another’s emotions. These three variables accounted for

47.2% of the variance of the overall post-test scores (Adjusted R>=0.472).
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QUALITATIVE DATA ANALYSIS

There were two forms of qualitative data collected to enhance the quantitative data
results. The first was from two short answer questions on the post-test survey. The second was
informal focus group discussions held with each cohort on the last day of their program. There
were two short answer questions included on the survey that addressed this research question
as well. These questions were reviewed for common themes in their responses.
Survey Short Answer Questions

The first question, Question 69 on the post-test, was, “Define empathy in one or two
sentences.” There were 92 responses to this question on the post-test survey. Five main themes
emerged from the data. To uncover these themes, the post-test surveys were printed, and each
response was read using the theoretical lens outlined in Chapter 3. The common themes were
counted for how many times they showed up across the responses, and definite consistencies
and patterns emerged from the words. See Table 5.10 below for a breakdown of these themes

and the number and percent of responders to each theme.

Table 5.10 Themes and Number of Participants for Survey Question 69
Theme Number of Percent of Sample Quote regarding this
Participants with Participants with theme, from the Data
this Theme in this Theme in
their Response  their Response

Seeing another’s perspective 90 97.8% The ability to put yourself in another’s
shoes and see things from their
perspective.

Separating yourself from another 87 94.6% It’s about getting outside of yourself and
your experiences and thinking about hov
someone else is experiencing their lives.

Feeling another’s emotions 40 43.4% Empathy is experiencing someone else's
emotions and feeling their current
situation.

Understanding another’s emotions 31 33.7% Empathy is understanding and

connecting to another’s emotions and
experiences.
Responding to another’s emotions 12 13.0% The ability to understand the
effectively experiences of others and applying that
to the way you interact with them.
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The second question, Question 70 on the post-test, was, “Explain a situation where you
observed someone (it could be yourself) being empathetic.” There were three main themes that
emerged from the answers to this question. See figure 5.11 below for a breakdown of these
themes and the number of participants who included the themes in their responses.

Table 5.11 Themes and Number of Participants for Survey Question 70

Theme Number of Percent of Sample Quote regarding this
Participants with  Participants with theme, from the Data
this Theme in their this Theme in their
Response Response
Listening and talking someone 45 48.9% When my friend was being hard
through a hardship on himself for not doing too well

in school. | talked to him and told
him about the issues I’ve had in
the past and tried to make him feel
more comfortable about his

situation.
Considering another’s 31 33.7% I am empathic when | disagree
perspective with someone, but try to look from

their viewpoint as to why they
have that opinion.

Watching a mentor be 13 14.1% I saw my philosophy professor

empathetic being empathetic towards a
student that was sick in class. She
came to class asking if she could
leave a few minutes early because
she didn't feel well and he was
unbelievably understanding.

Out of 92 post-test participants, two (2.2%) responded that empathy was simply giving

someone a hug when they were in a bad situation.

Informal Focus Groups
The informal in-class group discussions were guided by the following questions:
e What is empathy?
« Have you noticed more empathy in your life now that you have taken this
course?

o Can you explain why or why not?
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Do you find yourself being more or less empathetic since completing this
course?

What was your favorite part of the course?

Similar themes emerged from these questions when compared to the short answer questions

on the survey.

The question, “What is empathy”, was asked to the entire group of each Cohort. The

researcher was asking participants to share their definitions and try to come to a class

consensus. The main themes that emerged included that empathy is (a) taking the perspective

of another, (b) feeling their emotions, and (c) reacting or responding appropriately to those

emotions. Some notable quotes, put into complete sentences by the researcher, from this

discussion include the following:

e Empathy is...

@)

the ability to have understanding and compassion towards the other and to be
able to see the same situation from their perspective. (Cohort 1)

connecting with others” emotions and attempting to understand them within
yourself. (Cohort 1)

being able to feel with someone even when you have no idea what they are
possibly going through. (Cohort 2)

being non-judgmental and truly trying to put yourself in another person's shoes.
(Cohort 3)

being there for someone and actively listening. (Cohort 3)

the ability to connect with others” emotions and feel it with them. (Cohort 3)

the ability to understand someone and their emotions (Cohort 4)
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o not just listening to others but responding in a caring and appropriate manner.
(Cohort 4)
o understanding what someone is going through and offer the comfort and

sympathy that works for them and their situation. (Cohort 5)

When asked if they are noticing more empathy in their lives upon completing the

course, most participants responded that they are noticing empathy and empathetic responses

around them. Some gave examples of these empathy experiences, including the following

quotes, turned into complete sentences by the researcher:

| saw millions of people gather on social media and feel for the French after Notre
Dame caught fire. (Cohort 1)

The person next to me in my stat class was having a bad day, and she dropped her
clicker and when | picked it up to give back to her, she was almost crying, so | talked
with her a little to just see what was wrong and just to understand. (Cohort 1)

My sister trying to understand my point of view in an argument. (Cohort 2)

Every single day people are being empathetic, it’s a matter of noticing it and
acknowledging it. (Cohort 3)

My friend was upset after a public speaking situation which was due to nerves, and |
saw people console her after and help her feel better. (Cohort 4)

Sometimes | now notice empathy and lack of empathy on TV Shows. (Cohort 5)

Most participants felt as though they are being more empathetic in their daily lives

since completing Activating Empathy for Undergraduate College Students. Overall, they feel
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as though they are giving people the benefit of the doubt in situations and attempting to take
the other person’s perspective before responding with their own perspective. Here are some
notable quotes from the various cohorts that exemplifies these themes. These quotes were
turned into complete sentences by the researcher.

o | talked to a coworker whom I do not really get along with, when she remarked that
nobody at work likes her. It benefited our relationship when I listened and saw how she
felt about the whole situation. (Cohort 1)

e When a friend got into her first choice of graduate school, | was genuinely happy for
her. | could feel through her emotions what that experience would be like for me; even
though | had not been accepted to my program yet and could just have easily been
jealous. (Cohort 1)

o | tried to understand how stressful it was for my girlfriend to get into medical school
and study all the time and how tough it could be. (Cohort 1)

o | am actively thinking about empathy and the ways in which it influences life, laws
and relationships. (Cohort 2)

e Sometimes, I get upset at someone else for something, but | remember that sometimes
| may not be in the best situation and react well because of that. I try to live my life by
being understanding for others because | have no idea what they might be going
through. Instead of judging, try to understand. (Cohort 2)

e This past week my boyfriend did me a favor a few days later than | had expected him
to. When he told me that he was upset because | never said thank you, my initial

reaction was to lash out and tell him that he was late helping me. Instead, | took a
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moment and thought about sometimes when | felt underappreciated and apologized.
(Cohort 3)

e During an argument with a friend, I never really understood why he did or said the
things he did. But after cooling off for a bit and thinking about the entire situation, |
realized why he felt the way that he did from his perspective and | have been more at

peace between the things that happened between us. (Cohort 4)

Finally, the cohorts were asked for their favorite part of the Activating Empathy for
Undergraduate College Students course. The themes that emerged from this question
included (a) making connections with peers with similar interests but who still have different
perspectives, (b) the engaging activities that were not just theoretical, and (c) feeling part of a
safe space to share, especially in a place as big as Penn State University. Some notable quotes
from this question, put into complete sentences, include:

e Interacting and meeting new people. It helps to listen and learn about others’ opinions

and beliefs. It can be very beneficial and help with self-reflection. (Cohort 1)

e The activities we did in class. It helps me realize the importance of being empathetic

and the issues that’s really going around the world. (Cohort 1)

e Meeting new people and learning new perspectives while growing together. (Cohort 1)

e Inaplace that can sometimes feel a little big, it’s nice to know that other people around
me feel the same way. (Cohort 1)

e Iloved it and this should be at all college campuses! (Cohort 1)

e The open conversations and the practical aspect of many of the activities. It wasn’t all

theoretical and we worked on making specific responses to issues. (Cohort 2)

« | loved creating new connections with everyone in class and be able to hear
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others’ perspectives on their experiences. | thought it was so easy to share with
everyone and feel so comfortable in such a short period of time. (Cohort 2)

o Talking as a class about controversial issues/topics that came up and listening to other
people's perspectives. (Cohort 3)

o Itisasafe space and I feel | got to take different perspectives and dive deeper into what
empathy means. (Cohort 3)

« | enjoyed how diverse the participants were, and | might not have met others who are

so diverse in an everyday setting. (Cohort 4)

Overall, reactions to the course were positive and results in addition to increases in

empathy scores were seen in each cohort.

SUMMARY

The analysis presented in this chapter was used to explore the theoretical model and
research questions for this study. The findings in the overall regression model (Table 5.9)
indicate that the most important parts of an empathy education program are the ability to
perceive typical emotions in a situation, the ability to respond to another’s emotions, the ability
to understand emotions in an interaction, and the ability to differentiate one’s emotions from
another’s emotions. This was also supported by the bivariate analyses. There is really no
comparable previous research in empathy education that investigates these components
specifically, but research in the fields of psychology and neurology, as well as some social and
emotional education supports these findings. In Chapter 6, these findings are interpreted and
explored, and suggestions for how they can be applied to future empathy education programs

will be discussed.
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CHAPTER VI

SUMMARY, FUTURE PROGRAM RECOMMENDATIONS, AND CONCLUSION

This exploratory study was designed to determine which components of an empathy
curriculum designed for participants aged 18 to 25 were most effective in increasing empathy
levels of participants. The program used as part of the study was researcher designed and
called Activating Empathy for Undergraduate College Students (AEUGS). This is an original

program that exists in the understudied area of research into effective empathy education
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programs. The research study was designed to explore components that influence