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PREFACE

I have a confession to make. After studying empathy in one form or
another for over 15 years, I am finally beginning to feel as though I
have some understanding of the topic. Part of the reason it has
taken so long, I fear, is dispositional as there are, no doubt, many
others who are quicker studies than I. But some of the reason also
lies in the nature of the topic itself; empathy is a multifaceted phenomenon of interest to psychologists of many different stripes
(i.e., clinical, developmental, sociobiological, personality, social)
as well as to a variety of non-psychologists including anthropologists, philosophers, and theologians. In my defense, therefore, I
would suggest that one reason it is difficult to get a good handle on
empathy is that it has so many handles.
One of the best ways to learn about a subject, of course, is to
teach it, and that has certainly been my experience while writing
this book. Organizing the multitude of investigations relevant to this
topic, explaining them to an unseen audience, and placing the findings within a coherent organizational framework have been enormously educational. It is my hope that this book will provide
readers with much of the understanding of empathy that I have
gained while sparing them the considerable inconvenience of writing a book on the topic!
Although empathy has relevance to many different disciplines,
my approach to the topic has unabashedly been that of a social/personality psychologist. What that means, at the most general level, is
that my training in this tradition has inevitably influenced the
course of this project: not only the selection and interpretation of
the material included here, but also the kind of organization
ix

imposed on that material. What it means, more specifically, is that
some topics not central to a social/personality approach—most notably empathy's role in the clinical setting—are not included at all.
While such matters are important, they are somewhat peripheral to
a mainstream social psychological approach; more importantly,
perhaps, there are already books on those topics. Thus, the clear
focus in this endeavor has been on doing something new: examining
empathy from the standpoint of contemporary social/personality
psychology—emphasizing these disciplines' traditional subject matter (e.g., emotion, cognition, helping, aggression) and its research
techniques (survey research, laboratory experiments).
As I wrote this book, the primary readers that I had in mind
were advanced undergraduate and graduate students. Thus, my goal
was to provide a thorough, readable, even-handed summary of contemporary empathy research, more advanced than that in a basic
textbook, but not as technical as one intended solely for a professional audience. Even so, my hope is that non-student, professional
readers will also find something of value in this work. If nothing
else, it may suggest some ways in which empathy, broadly defined,
can be relevant to their more traditional research interests.
Finally, I would like to offer thanks to several parties who
were especially helpful to me as I worked on this project: to Eckerd'
College for the sabbatical leave during which I wrote most of this
book; to my psychology colleagues at Eckerd, Sal Capobianco, Jeff
Howard, and Jim MacDougall, who were helpful in numerous ways
both large and small; to Cathy McCoy of the Eckerd College library
for her unflagging willingness to locate yet another reference; and
to Nancy Eisenberg, Arizona State University; Bob Hogan, University of Tulsa; Paul Miller, Arizona State University West, and Linda
Kraus, University of Tampa, who read some or all of this book at
various points and who provided me with a host of very useful
comments. To all of you, my deepest thanks.
Mark H. Davis
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Preface

CHAPTER

1

History and Definitions

Historical Views of Sympathy
and Empathy
Sympathy
Empathy
Contemporary Views of Empathy
Problems with Contemporary
Views

Empathy: An Organizational
Model
Antecedents
Processes
Intrapersonal Outcomes
Interpersonal Outcomes
Advantages of the
Organizational Model
A Multidimensional Approach to
Empathy

The fact that human beings are capable of enormously selfish behavior can hardly be disputed. One need only peruse the daily
newspaper for evidence. In fact, in today's morning paper there
were stories about a 14 year old girl stabbed to death by her exboyfriend, two teenagers who bludgeoned to death an acquaintance,
prison guards who beat up a prisoner in restraints, a young man
who stabbed and killed a 62 year old woman, threats of renewed
violence in South Africa, an impending Ku Klux Klan rally in Florida, and a man whose home was virtually cleaned out by two
house-sitters, people he considered "among my best friends."
Admittedly, newspapers publish "news"—that is, what is considered unusual. Even so, the widespread evidence of our capacity to
act in ways that serve our own interests at the expense of others
seems undeniable.
1

Moreover, we are fundamentally not very surprised to read
such stories. The fact that we are capable of ignoring the unpleasant
consequences our actions have on others seems sadly self-evident. A
robust hedonism, a willingness to maximize our own outcomes no
matter the cost to others, unfortunately seems to have a considerable
survival value. It's hard for most of us to imagine a successful species whose members did not display this kind of powerful selfinterest. In fact, if anything needs explaining, it's why we don't act
in completely egocentric ways all of the time.
This question has been around for quite a while, of course,
and one early answer to it can be found in Thomas Hobbes' Leviathan (1651). Hobbes argued that the nature of humans is such that
the inevitable outcome of social living is a state of virtual warfare,
with each against all. Because there are no internal reasons to willingly curb our desires, everyone strives to maximize personal gain
at the expense of others, producing a human existence which is, in
Hobbes' famous phrase, "solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short."
In fact, the only forces said to impel people toward peaceful existence at all are a fear of death and a desire for creature comforts. In
practical terms, this means that peace and social order only result when
all individuals in a society are willing to surrender individual rights
and freedoms to the state, which then exerts the kind of control over
individual egoistic actions that the individuals themselves will not.
A less pessimistic possibility also exists. Writing a century
after Hobbes, Adam Smith (1759/1976) offered a different vision in
which the regulation of egoistic behavior comes not from an external source like the state, but springs instead from limits that individuals place on themselves. What makes us place these limits on
ourselves? The answer, for Smith, is what he calls sympathy, and
what is often today termed empathy. What Smith means by sympathy is the shared feeling that results when we observe other people
in emotional states, the compassion we feel for their sorrow, the resentment when they are slighted, the joy when they triumph. This
affective bond between individuals changes the whole equation that
Hobbes was trying to solve. If the feeling states of separate individuals are linked, then the Hobbesian view of humans as fundamentally isolated and selfish does not hold, and the existence of
some external agent enforcing a grudging cooperation is no longer
necessary. Instead, pro-social actions can be internally generated
rather than externally coerced, allowing us to act in a seemingly selfless fashion.
Although Smith (along with Hume, 1739/1968) was among
the first to write explicitly about this phenomenon, many others
2
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have done so since. The remainder of this chapter will review some
of the major definitions of empathy which have been advanced over
the years, focusing on those which continue to influence contemporary thinking. Following this, I will attempt to organize the various
definitions of empathy into a tidier taxonomy within a conceptual
framework which treats empathy as a multidimensional phenomenon. First, however, it's necessary to start at the beginning.
Historical Views of Sympathy and Empathy

Sympathy
Although sympathy and empathy are deeply intertwined today, the
two concepts initially grew out of separate traditions (Wispe, 1986).
One of the first, and best, accounts of sympathy came from the
economist and moral philosopher Adam Smith (1759/1976). Smith
felt that we are imbued by nature with an ability, in fact a near
irresistable tendency, to experience a "fellow-feeling" when we observe someone experiencing a powerful emotional state. This fellowfeeling can take many forms: pity for the sorrowful, anguish for the
miserable, joy for the successful, and so on. Thus, we might experience an affective state which more or less matches the state we
observe, such as sharing fear with a frightened person, or we might
experience an emotion such as pity for a beggar, which seems
broadly compatible but is not precisely the same. Both kinds of
reactions are placed by Smith, however, under the general heading
of sympathy.
What is the source of these fellow-feelings? Smith argues that
it is solely through the power of imagination that sympathy is possible, because our senses alone can never fully inform us of the
physical and affective experiences of another. Specifically, Smith
argues that through imagination we ' 'place ourselves in his situation
. . . enter as it were into his body, and become in some measure the
same person with him." By means of imagination we come to experience sensations which are generally similar to, although typically
weaker than, those of the other person.
Another influential view of sympathy came over a century
later, in Herbert Spencer's (1870) Principles of Psychology. Spencer
started with the idea of an underlying sociality said to exist in many
species, including humans. In such species, Spencer argued, a tendency to affiliate with species-mates served an adaptive function,
particularly in the area of self-defense, because of the safety
provided by numbers. It followed, he believed, that over time there
History and Definitions
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developed in these species a feeling of pleasure in affiliation and a
commensurate displeasure when deprived of such social interaction.
The net result of these feelings is a high level of social contact
among these species. Given this high level of social contact, sympathy develops as a result of repeated association.
Consider, for example, the case of sympathetic fear. Spencer
argues that the stimulus which creates fear in one member of a species (the sound of an approaching predator) also produces in that
creature a "fear reaction" (alarm cries, escape). Other members of the
species present at the time not only experience fear in response to the
predator, but also experience simultaneous associations between the
predator's sounds, their own fear, and the fear reactions of others. Over
time, the fear reactions of others come to elicit fear in the individual
even in the absence of frightening stimuli. One implication of
Spencer's ideas is that sympathy is largely a means of communication,
with the reactions of others coming to signify important information regarding environmental conditions. This phenomenon, which
prompts all members of a group to quickly experience the same
affective state, helps make it possible to coordinate the behavior of
many individuals.
McDougall's (1908) Introduction to Social Psychology provided another influential treatment of sympathy which focused on
the mechanism by which target and observer actually come to share
emotional reactions. In McDougall's instinct theory, there are two
ways to induce an emotion. The first is through the "biologically
adequate" cause, such as a loud noise or frightening animal. The
second way is through the perception of that emotion in action in
another person, what he termed primitive passive sympathy. Observing emotion in others tends to produce the same emotion in an observer, McDougall argued, because for each of the primary
emotions there exists a specific perceptual mechanism, called a
"perceptual inlet," which is designed to receive particular affective
cues of others and to translate those cues into a shared emotional
response. For McDougall sympathetic reactions were not the result
of "imagining ourselves into" the experiences of another (Smith),
or of learning based on repeated prior experiences (Spencer), but
were the automatic result of built-in, "hard-wired" perceptual
mechanisms. Despite these differences regarding mechanisms,
however, all three approaches focused primarily on the same basic
phenomenon—the sharing of affect between two individuals—and
all three used the term "sympathy" to describe it. During that
time, however, a different way of conceptualizing self-other connections was emerging.
4
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Empathy
Sympathy, as we have seen, had its earliest roots (Hume; Smith) in
18th century moral philosophy. Empathy, in contrast, came from the
term Einfuhlung, initially used in German aesthetics. In its original
usage it referred to the tendency of observers to project themselves
"into" that which they observe, typically some physical object of
beauty. Lipps (1903, 1905) appropriated the term for use in more
psychological contexts, first applying it to the study of optical illusions and later to the process by which we come to know other people. The English word empathy was actually invented by Titchener
(1909) as a "translation" of Lipps' einfiihlung.
Both Lipps and Titchener believed that the mechanism
through which empathy occurred was an inner imitation, or inner
Nachahmung, of the observed person or object, a process referred to
today as motor mimicry. Lipps (1926) argued that witnessing another's emotional state prompts the observer to covertly, internally,
imitate the other's emotional cues (for example, tensing our muscles
when witnessing someone under stress). The result of this process is
the production of similar, though weaker, reactions in the observer.
This sharing of emotions between target and observer was said to
foster a better understanding of the actor as well.
There is an important yet subtle difference between the older
concept of sympathy and the newer concept of einfiihlung/empathy.
Sympathy as conceptualized by Smith, Spencer, and McDougall had
a largely, though not entirely, passive flavor to it. The emphasis was
on ways in which an observer came to feel what another felt, or
was moved by another's experience. In contrast, empathy suggested
a more active attempt by one individual to get "inside" the other,
to reach out in some fashion through a deliberate intellectual effort.
This distinction is not perfect, of course; Smith's explanation for
sympathy did hinge on an imaginative process of placing ourselves
in others' situations, a process which seems active rather than passive, and thus closer to the essence of the newer term. Overall,
however, the new concept of empathy put a different, more active
spin on the question of emotional sharing.
One result of conceptualizing empathy in this more active
fashion was that it placed a greater emphasis on deliberate cognitive
processes. While shared affect had previously been seen as resulting
from largely passive associative learning (Spencer) or biological
mechanisms (McDougall), empathy as conceived by Lipps and
Titchener identified the observer as a willful agent deliberately
making an effort to step outside the self and ' 'into'' the experiences
History and Definitions
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of others. Within such a theoretical stance the active process of empathizing is highlighted, and a series of theorists began to focus on
this process in their work.
One of the first to argue in this more cognitive vein was
Kohler (1929). Rather than continuing to focus on "feeling into"
the experiences of another, Kohler held that empathy was more the
understanding of others' feelings than a sharing of them. One implication of this view is that the mechanisms by which the affective
sharing was said to occur, such as motor mimicry and ' 'perceptual
inlets," were to some degree beside the point. Understanding other people, as opposed to feeling what they felt, could be accomplished merely
by viewing and interpreting the actor's actions, movements, and physical cues. Processes leading to affective sharing were no longer essential.
At that time two highly influential theorists separately addressed, in their own ways, the question of empathy, and both offered views which emphasized the cognitive over the emotional.
George Herbert Mead's (1934) work placed a huge emphasis on the
individual's capacity to take on the role of other persons as a means
of understanding how they view the world. The ability to do this
was seen as an extremely important component in the developmental process of learning to live effectively in a highly social world. In
fact, meaningful social organization would be largely impossible
without the ability to anticipate the reactions that one's behavior will
evoke in others, and to use those anticipated reactions in tailoring
one's behavior to fit a variety of different social circumstances.
At roughly the same time Jean Piaget (1932) was advancing
his theories of child development, with a similar emphasis on a crucial cognitive skill—the ability to decenter. In Piaget's view, the
child begins as a creature incapable of differentiating between the
experiences of self and those of others. Only as children progress
through the stages of cognitive development do they become capable of making this distinction. The ability to decenter, or to abandon
the child's original and literally "self'-ish perspective, is thus an
integral part of social development.
The similarity between the constructs of role taking and decentering is clear. Both emphasize a primarily cognitive process in
which the individual suppresses his or her usual egocentric outlook
and imagines how the world appears to others. In both cases this
process is said to underlie later cognitive development, and in both
cases it is thought to make possible more effective, less contentious
social interactions. The essentially simultaneous appearance of these
two complementary, fundamentally cognitive, views signalled an
important shift in the direction taken by subsequent empathy research.
6
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One evidence of this shift is the emphasis by later developmental psychologists on the study of children's role taking. Treatments of this topic have typically distinguished between perceptual
role-taking, or the ability to imagine the literal visual perspective
of another, cognitive role taking, the ability to imagine others'
thoughts and motives, and affective role taking, the ability to infer
another's emotional states (Eisenberg, 1986) with the latter two receiving the most empirical attention. It should be noted that affective role-taking in this context refers only to an awareness of others'
emotional states and does not necessarily include any affective reaction in the observer. Eventually an impressive series of techniques
were developed to assess individuals' levels of role-taking capacity
in both the cognitive (e.g., Chandler, 1973; Flavell, Botkin, Fry,
Wright, & Jarvis, 1968) and affective (e.g., Chandler & Greenspan,
1972; Feshbach & Roe, 1968; Rothenberg, 1970) realms. As predicted by both Mead and Piaget, the evidence suggests that roletaking skill generally increases with age throughout childhood (Eisenberg & Mussen, 1989).
A second evidence of the cognitive shift was the strong emphasis, especially during the 1940's and 1950's, on empathy's role
in enhancing accuracy in person perception, what is sometimes
termed social acuity. Much of the research during this period was
predicated on the idea that empathy consists of an ability to accurately imagine others' viewpoints (e.g., Chapin, 1942; Kerr & Speroff, 1954). In fact, some of these approaches essentially equated
empathy with the accurate perceptions of others (e.g. Dymond,
1948; 1949; 1950). As we shall see in later chapters, however, research on interpersonal accuracy came to a rather abrupt halt in the
1950's when the most popular technique for assessing accuracy was
found to have some serious methodological problems. It was partially
as a result of this, in fact, that more recent theorizing about empathy
began to re-emphasize the emotional side of the empathy coin.
Contemporary Views of Empathy
Among contemporary empathy theorists, Ezra Stotland and colleagues (Stotland, 1969; Stotland, Sherman, & Shaver, 1971) were
perhaps the first to again conceive of empathy in solely affective
terms. Stotland (1969, p. 272) defined empathy as "an observer's
reacting emotionally because he perceives that another is experiencing or is about to experience an emotion." Thus, Stotland specifically distinguished affective empathy from cognitive processes
related to accuracy, although he also discussed ways in which the
History and Definitions
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two separate constructs might be related. Stotland's view of empathy therefore bears a strong resemblance to the historical definitions
of sympathy discussed earlier. As did they, this definition also focuses exclusively on the affective responses experienced by one person
in reaction to the experiences of another. It should be noted, however, that while the earlier views explicitly or implicitly assumed
that the nature of the observer's emotion would parallel that of the
target, no such assumption is made in Stotland's definition. For example, an observer's gleeful reaction to the pain of another would
still qualify as empathy. Stotland et al. (1971) refer to this as contrast empathy.
More recent contemporary theorists have also tended to define
empathy solely in terms of affective responses, but unlike Stotland,
they have also generally restricted the term empathy to emotional
reactions which are at least broadly congruent with those of the target (Barnett, 1987; Eisenberg & Strayer, 1987; Hoffman, 1984;
Gruen & Mendohlson, 1986). In fact, the influential contemporary
approach of Dan Batson (Batson, 1991; Batson, Fultz, & Schoenrade, 1987), is even more limited. Empathy, for Batson, consists
specifically of other-oriented feelings of concern and compassion
which result from witnessing another person suffer. Thus, in Batson's view even an empathic match of emotions is not empathy;
that term is reserved for compassionate feelings alone.
One exception to this recent consensus which defines empathy
as a congruent affective reaction is the position of Lauren Wispe
(1986, 1991). Emphasizing the two separate traditions from which
sympathy and empathy developed, Wispe argues that sympathy is
the "heightened awareness of the suffering of another person as
something to be alleviated" (Wispe, 1986, p. 318). It thus seems
very close to Batson's view of empathy as other-oriented sympathy,
and reasonably close to the most common modern conception of
empathy as an emotional response congruent with that of the target.
In contrast, empathy for Wispe (1986, p. 318) is an "attempt by one
self-aware self to comprehend unjudgmentally the positive and
negative experiences of another self." It is a more active, effortful
process in which the observer tries to understand the target by
deliberately "reaching out" to the other. Thus, Wispe's definition
of empathy stays close to empathy's original roots (e.g., Lipps,
1903, 1905; Titchener, 1909), and has a markedly more cognitive
tone than most other contemporary views.
The most ambitious of the modern empathy theorists is probably Martin Hoffman (1984; 1987), whose ideas will be explored in
more detail in the next chapter. At this point it will suffice to only
8
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briefly outline Hoffman's position. Hoffman defined empathy in a
fashion similar to most other contemporary theorists as "an affective response more appropriate to someone else's situation than to
one's own" (Hoffman, 1987). Within his larger theoretical framework, however, Hoffman also addresses a number of other important constructs related to empathy. In brief, children are said to
move developmentally from a stage in which they have no sense of
a self-other distinction, reacting to the distress of others with a personal distress of their own, to a more advanced state in which the
growing cognitive sense of self allows the child to experience both
a self-oriented distress and a more advanced distress experienced for
other people. As role-taking skills develop, this other-oriented distress increasingly becomes a form of true compassion for others.
Thus, Hoffman's theoretical framework encompasses cognitive roletaking, personal feelings of distress created by others' distress, and
feelings of sympathy/concern for the other, all of which qualify as
empathy in one or more theoretical schemes.
Problems with Contemporary Views
The nature of empathy has been and continues to be a matter of
some disagreement among those who toil in this vineyard. In particular, there is one central, recurrent, and seemingly intractable
problem: the term empathy is routinely used to refer to two distinctly separate phenomena, cognitive role taking and affective reactivity to others. Despite virtually universal recognition that these
two constructs must be distinguished from one another, the label
"empathy" continues to be applied to both constructs, a fact which
contributes in no small way to the continuing semantic confusion in
empathy research. The two related factors which seem to be most
responsible for the persistence of this state of affairs are the semantic problem resulting from the fact that key terms have long carried
extra meaning, and the fact that there has been a long-term confusion between empathy as process and empathy as outcome.
Consider the semantic problem first. The two key terms in this
area are empathy and sympathy, and both have been weighed down
with extra meaning from the very beginning of their use. Consider
Smith's (1759/1976) discussion of the meaning of sympathy:
"Pity and compassion are words appropriated to signify our
fellow-feeling with the sorrow of others. Sympathy, though its
meaning was, perhaps, originally the same, may now, however,
without much impropriety, be made use of to denote our
fellow-feeling with any passion whatever." (Smith, 1759/1976, p. 10)
History and Definitions
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In this passage Smith identifies a phenomenon in which observers experience fellow-feeling with a wide variety of observed
emotions, but acknowledges using a term to describe this—
sympathy—which more specifically refers to feelings of compassion
for another's sorrow. Unfortunately, the choice of such a meaningladen term set the stage for later confusion. Because the more specific meaning of sympathy as compassion is the more common,
colloquial usage, recruiting the term to refer to the more general
experience of fellow-feeling ran into some difficulty. In fact, as
Wispe (1986) notes, the term sympathy (used in Smith's sense) essentially disappeared from social psychology by the 1950's. Without
this generally recognized term to refer to the phenomenon of shared
affective reactions, the newer term empathy was increasingly used
for this purpose.
This process was made easier because the newer term was itself fraught with extra meaning. From the beginning, empathy was
seen as a means of "knowing" another through a projection of the
self "into" the other. This process is noticeably more active than
the rather passive sympathy process described by Spencer and
McDougall. At the same time, however, there was also an element
of affective responsiveness inherent in the term; the process ^of projecting oneself into another was, after all, said to produce affective
changes in the observer. Given the dual cognitive/affective nature of
the term empathy, and the gradual loss of the term sympathy to denote affective sharing, it was perhaps inevitable that such sharing
would increasingly be labelled "empathy." The end result is that
today this term carries a surplus of meaning, being routinely used to
characterize phenomena both cognitive and affective, both active
and passive.
The other factor contributing to the current confusion has been
the pervasive mingling of process and outcome in thinking about
empathy. The distinction is an important one. Process, in the sense
that I intend, refers to something that happens when one is exposed
in some fashion to another (usually distressed) person. Attempting
to entertain the cognitive or emotional perspective of the other, for
example, is a process; unconsciously imitating the other's facial or
postural movements is another. An outcome, in contrast, refers to
something that results from these processes, for example, emotional
responses in the observer or a more accurate cognitive understanding of the other. Definitions of empathy or sympathy which
focus on affective responses are, therefore, outcome-oriented definitions. Approaches which define empathy as role taking, however,
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more typically focus on the process rather than the outcome.
Viewed in this way, it can be seen that part of the definitional confusion regarding empathy results from the fact that theorists and researchers, while all studying "empathy," are in fact frequently
addressing quite different parts of a larger phenomenon. Thus, failing to distinguish between process and outcome also contributes to
the ongoing confusion regarding the "true" nature of empathy.
Like the blind men with the elephant, each of whom was convinced that the part of the creature he was holding defined its nature, empathy theorists and researchers have grappled with what is
ostensibly the same subject yet reached sometimes dramatically different conclusions about what it really is. Is it the cognitive act of
adopting another's perspective? A cognitively based understanding
of others? An affective reaction to the emotions of another? If so,
what kind of emotion? The same? Similar? Must it have a compassionate tone? The answer to all of these questions is "yes"—and
that is the problem. Despite empathy's important role in a variety of
contexts, many of which will be discussed in this book, the topic
has generally suffered from the lack of a clear, compelling organizational framework. In large part this failure has been the result of
the fragmented way in which the key constructs have been conceived and communicated.
The consequences of this state of affairs are easy to recognize.
Separate research traditions have grown up around each of the
major constructs, ostensibly investigating the same phenomenon but
most often pursuing one "brand" of empathy with only a tangential
recognition of the other. When other approaches have been recognized, it has frequently been in the context of explaining why they
do not "truly" qualify as empathy. Only a few efforts (e.g., Hoffman, 1984, 1987) have been made to explicitly consider the ways in
which the two phenomena, separated by a common label, might actually fit together. As a result, the study of empathy, as much as
any topic in psychology, has been marked by a failure to agree on
the nature of and relations among its core constructs.
Given this state of affairs, a highly useful tool would be an
organizational model which makes clear the similarities and differences between the various constructs that fall within empathy's
roughly defined domain. To that end, the next section lays out such
a model of empathy-related constructs, with an indication of how
historical and contemporary approaches fit into this system. Parts
of this framework are borrowed from Hoffman (1984) and
Staub (1987), with additional original elements freely added. This
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organizational scheme provides a conceptual framework within
which the remainder of the book will be organized. Figure 1.1 contains the major elements of this model.
Empathy: An Organizational Model
One danger posed by the current multiplicity of empathy definitions
is the possibility that when empathy is defined in a particular manner, any constructs excluded by the definition are in some sense
seen as peripheral. Thus, if empathy is defined as an affective response, then cognitive role taking isn't empathy and becomes less
important. If empathy is more specifically defined as experiencing
similar affect, then dissimilar feelings fall outside the area of interest. The unintended result of such a series of exclusive definitions is
to Balkanize the study of empathy. The spirit of this model is just
the opposite; its goal is to emphasize the connectedness of these
constructs.
To do so, the model is based on an inclusive definition of empathy. Empathy is broadly defined as a set of constructs having to
do with the responses of one individual to the experiences of another. These constructs specifically include the processes taking
place within the observer and the affective and non-affective outcomes which result from those processes. This definition therefore
includes under the heading ' 'empathy'' a much wider range of phenomena than is typical. This is done deliberately in order to highlight the connections among constructs which are sometimes
overlooked. Based on this definition, the organizational model conceives of the typical empathy "episode" as consisting of an observer being exposed in some way to a target, after which some
response on the part of the observer, cognitive, affective, and/or behavioral, occurs. Four related constructs can be identified within
this prototypical episode: antecedents, which refer to characteristics
of the observer, target, or situation; processes, which refer to the
particular mechanisms by which empathic outcomes are produced;
intrapersonal outcomes, which refer to cognitive and affective
responses produced in the observer which are not manifested in
overt behavior toward the target; and interpersonal outcomes,
which refer to behavioral responses directed toward the target.
The relations among these four constructs appear in Figure
1.1. As the figure illustrates, associations are hypothesized to exist
between a construct (e.g., antecedents) and all those constructs appearing later in the model (e.g., processes, intrapersonal outcomes,
and interpersonal outcomes). However, the logic of the model also
12
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FIGURE 1.1
The organizational model

implies that stronger associations will typically be found between
constructs which are adjacent in the model such as between antecedents and processes, between processes and intrapersonal outcomes, and between intrapersonal and interpersonal outcomes.
Thus, the most powerful influences will be exerted by the most
proximal constructs, with distal variables having a more modest effect. With this in mind, let us now consider each construct in turn.

Antecedents
The Person
All observers bring certain characteristics to an episode which have
the potential to influence both processes and outcomes. One such
characteristic is the simple capacity for empathy, for example, the
intellectual ability to engage in role taking or the species-wide capacity to experience affect in response to witnessing affect in others. Also included here would be the previous learning history of
the individual, including the socialization of empathy-related values
and behaviors. Finally, a very important set of characteristics involves individual differences in the tendency to engage in empathyrelated processes or to experience empathic outcomes. A variety of
individual difference measures have been developed over the years
for the purpose of assessing the stable dispositional tendency to
engage in empathy-related processes such as perspective taking
(e.g., Davis, 1980; Hogan, 1969) or to experience empathyrelated affective responses (e.g., Davis, 1980; Mehrabian & Epstein,
1972). These measures fall under the heading of person variables
because they represent stable characteristics of the individual which
influence the likelihood of engaging in an empathy-related process
or experiencing an empathy-related outcome during any particular
empathy episode.
The Situation
All responses to another person, whether cognitive or affective,
emerge from some specific situational context. Whether a face-toface encounter with a family member, witnessing a handicapped
child during a telethon, or reading about refugees in the newspaper,
all reactions to others are rooted in specific situations which vary
along certain dimensions. One such dimension is what we can call
the strength of the situation. Especially with regard to affective reactions, situations vary tremendously in terms of their power to
evoke a response from observers. Strong displays of negative
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emotion, especially by weak or helpless targets, are particularly able
to engender powerful observer responses. In fact, faced with such
extremely strong situations, other variables, both situational and
dispositional, may recede in importance. In less powerful situations
other factors, including characteristics of the observer, may play a
larger role.
A second situational feature is the degree of similarity between the observer and target. (Similarity is actually a joint function
of both the target and the observer, but for the sake of convenience we will consider it here.) Greater observer-target similarity is
generally thought to increase the likelihood and/or intensity of the
observer's empathic response, whether affective or non-affective.
Research addressing this issue is reviewed in Chapters 5 and 6.
Processes
The second construct within the organizational model consists of the
specific processes which generate empathic outcomes in the observer. Building on the work of Hoffman (1984), and Nancy Eisenberg (Eisenberg, Shea, Carlo, & Knight, 1991), I will argue that
three broad classes of empathy-related processes can be identified,
chiefly distinguished from one another by the degree of cognitive
effort and sophistication required for their operation. These processes
can be considered empathy-related because they frequently occur
during episodes in which an observer is exposed to a target, and
because they often result in some empathy-related outcome. However, it should be emphasized that these processes can occur in
other contexts as well, and need not produce an empathy-related
outcome when they do.
Noncognitive Processes
Some processes which lead to empathic outcomes seem to require
very little cognitive activity. Newborn infants, for example, tend to
cry in response to hearing other infants cry, a phenomenon that occurs so early in life that it seems unlikely to be the result of any
learning. This apparently innate tendency, which Hoffman (1984)
refers to as a primary circular reaction, can therefore be considered a
non-cognitive process which produces an affective outcome in the
infant "observer." McDougall's innate "perceptual inlets," which
virtually automatically transform witnessed emotion into experienced emotion, also appear to qualify as a noncognitive mechanism.
Another noncognitive process is motor mimicry, the tendency
for observers to automatically and largely unconsciously imitate the
History and Definitions
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target. The hypothesized result of such mimicry is the production in
the observer of an emotional state consistent with the target's. This
process can be seen in the work of Lipps (1926) and Titchener
(1909), who also argued that mimicry by observers has the effect of
producing shared affect. Although these early conceptions of mimicry (or inner Nachahmung) viewed it as a somewhat deliberate
strategy for "feeling into" the other, more recent approaches (e.g.,
Hoffman, 1984; Vaughan & Lanzetta, 1980) have treated it as a relatively automatic, largely non-cognitive process. It is therefore included under the non-cognitive category in the model.
Simple Cognitive Processes
In contrast to the noncognitive processes, other processes, such as
classical conditioning, require at least a rudimentary cognitive ability
on the part of the observer. For example, if an observer has previously perceived affective cues in others while experiencing that
same affect (perhaps because both observer and target are simultaneously exposed to the same unpleasant stimulus), then the affective
cues of targets may come to evoke that emotional state. This is precisely the process described by Spencer (1870), and it relies on the
existence of quite elementary cognitive capacities—simply the ability to distinguish stimuli and be conditioned. A similar but more
general version of this process, direct association, has also been
proposed (Hoffman, 1984), and is more fully described in the next
chapter. In addition, Eisenberg, Shea et al. (1991) identify a process
of comparably modest sophistication, called labelling, in which the
observer uses simple cues to infer something about the target's experience. For example, an observer may know that certain situations
(like college graduations) usually produce happiness. Witnessing
someone graduating may lead to the inference that the person is
happy, regardless of other cues which may be present. This rather
simple inference process therefore requires a fairly low level of cognitive sophistication.
Advanced Cognitive Processes
Finally, some processes require rather advanced kinds of cognitive
activity. One example is what Hoffman refers to as language^
mediated association, in which the observer's reaction to the target's plight is produced by activating language-based cognitive networks which trigger associations with the observer's own feelings
or experiences. For example, a target who says "I've been laid off"
may exhibit no obvious facial or vocal cues indicating distress, but
an observer may respond empathically because personal relevant
16
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memories are activated by the target's words. Such a process requires
a more advanced level of cognitive sophistication than the processes previously discussed. Eisenberg, Shea et al. (1991) have described a very
similar process, the use of elaborated cognitive networks, in which observers also employ target cues in order to access existing knowledge
stores, and use this information to form inferences about the target.
The most advanced process, however, is what has been termed
role taking or perspective taking: the attempts by one individual to
understand another by imagining the other's perspective, ft is typically an effortful process, involving both the suppression of one's
own egocentric perspective on events and the active entertaining of
someone else's. Earlier theorists who have argued for such a process
include Smith, Mead, and Piaget, all of whom emphasized the importance of imagining others' perspectives. Among more recent approaches, Wispe' s definition of empathy also seems to fit here.
When considering the terminology frequently used in this
field, it seems clear that attempts to entertain the perspective of others, what we have described as an advanced cognitive process, constitutes a substantial part of what has often been referred to as
"cognitive empathy." It is not, however, the only thing which has
been included under that heading. It is important to re-emphasize
that in the organizational model the term role taking refers specifically to the process in which one individual attempts to imagine the
world of another. The outcomes of perspective taking, both affective
and cognitive, are excluded from this definition. With all of this
taken into account, the contemporary definitions of empathy which
most closely correspond to role taking in this model come from
Wispe (described earlier) and Hogan (1969, p. 308), for whom empathy ' 'refers only to the act of constructing for oneself another person's mental state; the versimilitude of the resulting construct is not
a necessary part of the concept's meaning."
Intrapersonal Outcomes
The third major construct within the organizational model is intrapersonal outcomes—the affective and non-affective responses of
the observer that result from exposure to the target. In particular,
these outcomes are thought to result primarily from the various
processes identified at the previous stage in the model.
Affective Outcomes
This category consists of the emotional reactions experienced by an
observer in response to the observed experiences of the target.
History and Definitions
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Worded in such a broad way, this definition can therefore encompass even Stotland's (1969) approach, which allows any sort of
emotional reaction (even an opposite one) to another person to qualify as an empathic response. However, because most contemporary
approaches employ much narrower definitions, affective outcomes
are further subdivided into two forms: parallel and reactive outcomes.
A parallel outcome may in a sense be considered the prototypical affective response—an actual reproduction in an observer of
the target's feelings. This sort of emotional matching is clearly the
focus of several historical approaches. For example, Spencer's and
McDougall's treatments of sympathy both emphasize observers
coming to experience the same affect as that of the target. Smith's
treatment does not focus quite as tightly on an exact match of emotion, but the experience of parallel affect quite clearly would be included within his definition of sympathy.
An interesting problem is posed by the cluster of recent definitions (e.g., Barnett, 1987; Eisenberg & Strayer, 1987; Gruen & Mendolsohn, 1986; Hoffman, 1984) which generally define empathy as an
affective reaction which is congruent with, but not necessarily the same
as, that of the target. Obviously such definitions would apply to those
occasions when an empathic match occurs; an exact match does, after
all, seem congruent with the observed emotion. Thus, when the affect
of observer and target are closely matched, at least at the broadest
level, these definitions would seem to fall under the heading of parallel
outcomes. At other times, when observers experience affective reactions, such as sympathy, which go beyond those of the target, another
way to conceptualize these responses is necessary.
Such a conceptualization is provided by reactive outcomes,
defined as affective reactions to the experiences of others which differ from the observed affect. They are so named because they are
empathic reactions to another's state rather than a simple reproduction
of that state in the observer. Responses clearly falling into this category are the feelings of compassion for others referred to variously
as sympathy (Wispe, 1986), empathy (Batson, 1991), and empathic
concern (Davis, 1983b), and the empathic anger that observers may
experience when witnessing someone being maltreated. In each case
the observer's affect differs from the target's but is a direct reaction
to that target's experiences. One additional affective response which
has received recent attention is personal distress, the tendency to
feel discomfort and anxiety in response to needy targets. As we
shall see, it is difficult to categorize this affective state as purely
parallel or reactive in nature. However, for reasons described in
Chapter 6, we shall place it in the reactive outcome category.
18
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A reactive outcome in many cases will result from more sophisticated cognitive processes than a parallel outcome. For example, a parallel affective response may result from fairly primitive
motor mimicry and/or conditioning history. However, to experience
an emotion or reactive affect different from the target in all probability requires some higher order processing to recognize and interpret the target's cues. Parallel outcomes will also tend to be more
,se//-centered reactions (distress, for example), while reactive outcomes will tend to be more of/ier-oriented (e.g., sympathy for another, or anger on another's behalf).
Non-Affective Outcomes
Not all outcomes resulting from exposure to others are affective in
nature; some are primarily cognitive. One such outcome is interpersonal accuracy, the successful estimation of other people's
thoughts, feelings, and characteristics. In general, such interpersonal judgments have been viewed as resulting to a considerable
degree from cognitive role-taking processes (Dymond, 1950; Kerr
& Speroff, 1954), a view which is consistent with the theoretical
work of Mead and Piaget. More recently, empathy-related processes have also been implicated in affecting the attributional
judgments offered by observers for targets' behavior (e.g., Regan
& Totten, 1975; Gould & Sigall, 1977); In keeping with the processoutcome distinction outlined earlier, attributions for target behaviors and accurate judgments of others are classified as outcomes, and are clearly separated in this model from the process
of role taking.
Interpersonal Outcomes
The final construct =in the model consists of interpersonal outcomes, defined as behaviors directed toward a target which result
from prior exposure to that target. The outcome which has attracted the most attention from empathy theorists and researchers is
helping behavior. Both cognitive and affective facets of empathy
have long been thought to contribute to the likelihood of observers
offering help to needy targets. Aggressive behavior has also been
linked theoretically to empathy-related processes and dispositions,
with the expectation that empathy will be negatively associated with
aggressive actions. The effect of empathy on behaviors that occur
within social relationships, a topic which has only recently begun to
attract consistent research interest, also falls into this category. As
Figure 1.1 illustrates, interpersonal outcomes are viewed by the
History and Definitions
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organizational model as resulting most directly from cognitive and
affective intrapersonal outcomes, and less directly by various
empathy-related processes and antecedent conditions.

Advantages of the Organizational Model
Using the model as represented in Figure 1.1, it is possible to examine previous theoretical and empirical approaches to empathy in a
slightly different light. For example, consider the early theorists
who focused attention on "sympathy." Smith, Spencer, and
McDougall were all interested in essentially the same intrapersonal
endpoint—the experience of parallel affective outcomes. That is, all
three defined sympathy in terms of the observer coming to share the
affect of the target. Interestingly, however, each of them proposed a
different process by which this outcome was reached. McDougall's
innate, automatic "perceptual inlets" seem the epitome of a noncognitive process; Spencer's emphasis was clearly on simple associative learning processes; and Smith's view that sympathy results
from the power of imagination clearly implicates the most cognitively advanced mechanism.
Contemporary approaches also favor an affective definition of empathy, but a major concern of these approaches is drawing distinctions among the various affective reactions, especially regarding their implications for behaviors such as
helping (e.g., Batson, 1991). The process most frequently considered in these approaches is cognitively advanced role taking,
which is sometimes manipulated via instructional sets in an explicit
effort to create specific affective reactions (e.g., Stotland, 1969;
Toi & Batson, 1982). In this approach attention is also occasionally given to antecedent characteristics of the situation, for
example, degree of similarity between target and observer, as
influences on affective reactions (e.g., Krebs, 1975; Stotland, 1969). Non-affective outcomes are typically ignored by such
approaches.
Theory and research taking a more cognitive view of empathy
understandably focuses on different portions of the model: primarily
the non-affective outcomes. The accuracy research of the 1940's
and 1950's is one example of such a focus, although some of that
research blurred the distinction between process and outcome.
Another example is the spate of interest in the 1970's concerning
the effects of role-taking manipulations on observers' attributions
for a target's behavior and outcomes (e.g., Regan & Totten, 1975).
For the most part, however, cognitive perspectives on empathy have
20
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paid little attention to either affective outcomes or to characteristics of the situation, tending instead to focus rather tightly on
role-taking, non-affective outcomes, and the links between them.
The value of an approach such as Hoffman's (1984) is that it
deals simultaneously with several elements of the model. For example, Hoffman argues that at very young ages there is a virtually
automatic link between situational factors, such as strong distress
cues in others, and the evocation of parallel distress responses, with
few meaningful cognitive processes operating at all. With the development of role-taking capacity, however, more of the affective
empathic experience is transformed into a reactive outcome such as
empathic concern for the distressed other. Hoffman's approach
therefore has a wider scope than most approaches, incorporating antecedent conditions, several different processes, and a variety of affective outcomes, and therefore attempts a more comprehensive
explanation of the empathy domain.
A Multidimensional Approach to Empathy
The logic of the organizational model presented here, and the advantages afforded by models such as Hoffman's, point clearly toward one conclusion: the study of empathy is best served by
adopting an explicitly multidimensional approach to the topic. As
noted earlier, previous approaches have in general tended to identify
a relatively small portion of the overall model, define that portion
as the topic of interest, and then investigate it in a fairly focused
way. With relatively few exceptions, then, this strategy has led to
discrete, well-bounded bodies of information without much insight
into the connections among empathy's various facets.
This has not gone completely unnoticed by those working in
the field. For two decades the literature has seen periodic calls for
more comprehensive approaches to empathy which would recognize
its multifaceted nature (e.g., Davis, 1980, 1983b; Deutsch & Madle,
1975; lannotti, 1975; Strayer, 1987). Some movement in this direction has in fact taken place. Hoffman's model is one example, and
some of Eisenberg's (Eisenberg et al., 1991) work addresses this
problem as well. At least one individual difference measure of empathy explicitly guided by such a view has also been developed and
used (Davis, 1980; 1983b). Despite these examples, however, the
dominant approach continues to be the separation of empathy into
largely discrete areas of theoretical and research activity.
The approach taken in this book will be to examine the empirical work in a variety of empathy-related areas, clearly recognizing
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the theoretical context(s) in which it was conducted. In addition,
however, an effort will be made to interpret this work in terms of
the organizational model presented here, with the goal of fitting the
various pieces of the puzzle into a larger and more coherent picture.
The next three chapters will deal with what the organizational
model refers to as antecedents, focusing on the question of empathic
capabilities and tendencies in particular. Chapters 5 and 6 will address both affective and non-affective intrapersonal outcomes, and
include a discussion of various empathy-related processes. Chapters 7, 8, and 9 will separately examine the interpersonal outcomes
of helping, aggression, and behaviors occurring within social relationships. The final chapter will offer a broader perspective on empathy theorizing and research, will evaluate the utility of the
organizational model, and will offer suggestions for future work.
The first step in this journey, however, is the question of origins:
where does empathy, in all of its different facets, come from?
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