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ABSTRACT

EMPATHY IN PRESCHOOL CHILDREN: ITS
RELATION TO AGE, COGNITIVE ABILITY
AND SOCIAL EXPERIENCE

By

Barbara Jo Brandt

The purpose of this study was to investigate the
relationships between empathy and age, cognitive ability
and social experience in preschool children and to com-
pare two measures of empathy: (1) a test of awareness of
a child's affect as described in a story and (2) teacher
ratings of empathic behavior in the classroom. It was
hypothesized that empathy would be positively related
to age, cognitive ability and social experience (measured
by number of siblings, amount of preschool experience
and total amount of peer experience). The subjects were
96 three and four year old children.

Both measures of empathy showed modest reliability.
Scores on the test of affect awareness did not relate to
teacher ratings of empathic behavior for the total group;
however, there was a significant, but low, positive cor-
relation between the two measures for three-and-a-half
to four year old children. MNot only did scores on the

two empathy measures fail to correlate with one another,
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but their patterns of correlations with other variables
were different, suggesting that the two instruments
measured different aspects of behavior.

Empathy measured by a test of affect awareness
was positively related to age and to cognitive ability,
especially classification skills and verbal concepts.
For three to three-and-a-half year olds, affect awareness
was related to number of siblings close in age and amount
of preschool experience. Empathy measured by teacher
ratings of empathic behavior was positively related to
age. Empathy ratings did not correlate significantly with
overall mental age, which was explained by its positive
relationship with verbal ability and negative relationship
to visual-motor skills. For three to three-and-a-half
year olds, ratings of empathic behavior were positively
correlated with amount of non-preschool peer experience.
In addition, teacher ratings of empathic behavior were
positively related to supplementary teacher ratings of
outgoing, highly verbal and emotionally-expressive behavior
and negatively related to ratings of antisocial behavior.

Thé results suggested that empathy as measured by
a test of affect awareness is a cognitive skill, related
to role-taking ability. 1In contrast, empathy as
measured by teacher ratings of empathic behavior appeared
to be a more complex phenomenon, probably multidetermined

by personality make-up, socialization influences of
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parents and peers, degree of social maturity and situa-
tional variables. Implications for the interpretation of
the current literature on empathy in children were dis-

cussed and directions for further research were proposed.
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INTRODUCTION

Empathy has long been recognized as an important
process in the development of a social self in children.
Sullivan (1953), Cooley (1902), Mead (1934) and Piaget
(1932) all utilize the concept of empathy to explain the
young child's shift from self-centeredness to being aware
of the viewpoint of others. More recently, the capacity
for empathy has been regarded as a motivating factor in
the acquisition of such prosocial behaviors as altruism
(Aronfreed, 1970; Hoffman, 1975), consideration for
others (Hoffman, 1963; Cohen, 1973) and cooperation
(Johnson, 1975) and as an inhibiting factor in the acting
out of aggression (Feshbach and Feshbach, 1969). While
the importance of empathy in.the socialization process has
been repeatedly acknowledged in the theoretical litera-
ture, the development of empathy in children only recently
has become an area of serious research study.

The development of social skills has typically been
conceptualized in terms of Piaget's notion of decreasing
egocentrism. Social sensitivity has been viewed as being
related to cognitive development and the acquisition of

perspectivistic thinking. Similarly, much of the
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research on empathic ability in children has conceptualized
empathy as a cognitive process, relating to role-taking
skill (Burns and Cavey, 1957; Flapan, 1968; Borke, 1971;
Cohen, 1973; Deutsch, 1974a; Partyka, 1974; Iannotti,
1975b) . While Piaget (1950) has stressed the importance of
social interaction for cognitive development, especially

in the process of decentering and becoming aware of
another's perspective, researchers largely have ignored

the role of social interaction in the development of
empathy in children.

Empathic ability in children typically has been
studied by measuring the child's responses to hypothetical
situations where one of the characters is presented as
experiencing some kind of affect. Researchers have assumed
that children's performance on these instruments relates
to their degree of empathy in real-life interactions with
others; however, none of these tests of empathy have been
validated to show that their scores do indeed correlate
with other independent measures of empathy. In fact,
scores on such tests may relate more highly to measures
of cognitive ability which demand a similar kind of per-
formance (sitting, attending to instructions and respond-
ing) than to empathic behavior itself.

The purpose of this study, thereféfe, is to
investigate the relationships of age, cognitive ability

and social experience to empathic ability in young






children and to compare two measures of empathy: (1) a
test of awareness of a child's feelings as described in
a story and (2) teacher ratings of empathic behavior in

the classroom.

Definition of Empathy

The word "empathy" has been used to describe a
variety of different psychological phenomena, encompassing
an emotional linkage between mother and infant (Suliivan,
1953), a vicarious affective response triggered by the
affect of another (Feshbach and Roe, 1968), an awareness
of the feelings of another (Borke, 1971), an appropriate
response based on that awareness (Reif and Stollak, 1973)
and an ability to predict someone's responses on a socio-
metric test (Dymond, Hughes and Raabe, 1952). The majority
of research on empathy in children has operationally
defined empathy as the child's ability to label and/or
give reasons for another's affect. Researchers have
postulated that it is this awareness of affect in another
that serves as a motivator for prosocial behavior and that
relates to interpersonal skill. Empathy was similarly
defined and measured in this study. In addition, teacher
ratings of behavior which depended upon an awareness of
affect in another were used as a second measure of empathy.
This definition of empathy as an awareness of affect in
another is similar to what others have called "inter-

personal perception" (Borke, 1971), "social perception"






(Gates, 1923), "social comprehension" (Feshbach and Roe,

1968), "social sensitivity" (Rothenberg, 1970), "emotional

sensitivity" (Cheyne and Jahoda, 1971) and "affective

role-taking" (Partyka, 1974).






REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Much of the research on empathy in children has
been interested in how empathic ability changes with age.
More recently, researchers have been interested in empathy
as a cognitive skill related to role-taking ability and as
an interpersonal skill related to peer popularity and pro-

social behavior.

Empathy and Age

Research on empathy in children has consistently
found a significant positive relationship between empathic
ability and age (Ruderman, 1962; Dimitrovsky, 1964;
Rothenberg, 1970; Alexander, et al., 1971; Cheyne
and Jahoda, 1971, Hamsher, 1971). Walton (1936) and
Feshbach and Roe (1968) both noted that younger
children tend to think in terms of pleasant and
unpleasant feelings, using a dual type of response.

Borke (1971, 1973), Brandt (1972) and Partyka

(1974) all found that young children could accurately
identify feelings of happiness, but confused negative
feelings of sadness, fear and anger. Walton (1936) noted

that as children grew older, they added other dimensions






to the pleasant-unpleasant dichotomy until a wide range of
differentiated responses was available.

Other studies have found that young children, from
two to seven years, are much more aware of the external
details of a stimulus picture than with the internal
thoughts and feelingé of the people involved (Amen, 1941;
Dymond, Huges and Raabe, 1962; Gilbert, 1969). Dupont
(1959) further added that younger children tend to des-
cribe affect in terms of the action ("He's crying"),
while older children are more likely to label the feeling
("He's sad"). While both Dupont (1959) and Flapan (1968)
observed a substantial break between seven and nine years
of age in being aware of internal states, Amen (1941)
found that children as young as age three could talk in
terms of inner activity.

Some researchers have looked beyond the question
of whether a child can identify various feelings to see
if the child is aware of how those feelings come about
(psychological causality). Flapan (1968) noted that
younger children often perceived people as merely reacting
with feelings, while older children were more aware of the
thoughts, intentions, and goals which accompanied the
feelings. This age trend in seeing feelings as causally
related is further supported by Dupont (1959), Whiteman

(1967), Rothenberg (1970), and Hamsher (1971).






Empathy and Cognitive Ability

Some researchers have postulated that empathic
ability should be related to intelligence. Those studies
which have looked at the relationship between empathy and
intelligence have consistently found a significant posi-
tive relationship. Empathic ability has been shown to
relate to both verbal and non-verbal measures of intel-
ligence (Dimitrovsky, 1964; Rothenberg, 1970; Cheyne and
Jahoda, 1971; Deutsch, 1974a; Partyka, 1974), but accord-
ing to Ruderman (1962), intelligence does not account for
all of the variance. Intelligence also seems to be more
highly related to empathic ability in younger children
than in older children (Dimitrovsky, 1964; Cheyne and
Jahoda, 1971; Partyka, 1974). It might be that at younger
ages, the scores on intelligence tests also measure the
child's ability to understand directions and to cope with
the testing situation, which would explain the higher
correlation. Another explanation could be that the
variation in scores at the higher age levels is smaller
than at the younger ages, with older children of average
and above-average intelligence both reéeiving high
scores on the empathy instrument.

A major thrust of the research on empathy in
children has been to relate empathic ability to role-
taking skill. Based on Piagetian theory, researchers

have postulated that the young child is egocentric and






since he can not adopt the viewpoint of another, he should
not be able to empathize (Burns and Cavey, 1957; Gollin,
1958; Flapan, 1968). Borke (1972) disagreed with this
viewpoint, citing examples from naturalistic observations
of children one-and-a-half years of age which showed an
ability to respond to the feelings of another through non-
verbal behavior. She argued that the methodology used to
measure empathy in children demanded a level of verbél
ability above that of most preschool children. Using a
non-verbal technique where the child simply had to select
one of four faces depicting the emotions of happiness,
fear, sadﬁess and anger to indicate his response, she
showed that children as young as three years of age could
identify feelings of others.
Chandler and Greenspan (1972) challenged Borke's
conclusion that her study showed young children to be
empathic, arguing that
Non-egocentric thought . . . is not simply a synonym
for accurate social judgment but implies the ability
to anticipate what someone else might think or feel
precisely when those thoughts or feelings are
different from one's own. (p. 105)

However, as evidence for their argument, they described

a study which showed six year old children to be signifi-

cantly more egocentric than 13 year olds, but which again

used a methodology beyond the cognitive capabilities of

the younger subjects.






The Borke versus Chandler and Greenspan debate
spurred other researchers to re-examine the thesis that the
preoperational child was incapable of adopting the view-
point of another when that perspective differed from his
own. To assure a different perspective, some researchers
have used a methodology similar to that used by Burns
and Cavey (1957) where pictures, slide sequences or video-
tapes present a character whose facial expression conveys
an emotion incongruous to the situation, such as a sad
boy at a birthday party (Deutsch, 1974a, b, 1975; Iannotti,
1975 a, b; Kurdek and Rodgon, 1975; Kurdek, in press).
These researchers postulate that to identify the emotion
depicted by the character's facial expression indicates
empathy. However, "empathy" measured in this way decreases
with age (Iannotti, 1975 b; Kurdek and -Rodgon, 1975) and
is negatively related to altruism (Iannotti, 1975 b).

These instruments, rather than measuring affective role-
taking or empathy, seem to be measuring developmental
changes in attending to facial rather than situational
cues.

Partyka (1974) and Urberg and Docherty (1976)
approached the problem of measuring a child's awareness
of affect which differs from his own by presenting
situations where two characters have different but appro-
priate feelings to the same situation, such as one child

is happy because it is time to go outside to play, but
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another child is unhappy because he wants to finish paint-
ing his picture (Partyka, 1974) or two children are
fighting over the same toy and the teacher gives it to one
of them (Urberg and Docherty, 1976). 1In light of the
assertion that Borke's method did not truly measure
empathy, it is of interest that Partyka (1974) did not
find any difference in the children's ability to identify
feelings which were typical or atypical to the situation
and Urberg and Docherty (1976) found that items on Borke's
Test loaded on the same factor as items requiring aware-
ness of two different emotions. Urberg and Docherty con-
cluded that young children are capable of understanding
other's feelings when the cognitive operations involve
"sequential decentering” (considering the affective
experience of one child and then considering the exper-
ience of the other child). Situations which require
"simultaneous decentering" (awareness that one character
has information about the situation which the other
character does not have and therefore has different feel-
ings) represent a higher level of cognitive complexity,
beyond the ability of most three and four year old
children. That the young child is capable of considering
another's viewpoint different from his own has been
further demonstrated in the areas of spatial and concep-
tual role-taking, again using methodologies appropriate

for the young child (Borke, 1975; Liben, 1975; Mossler,
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et al., 1975; O'Connor, 1975a; Marvin, et al., 1976).

This recent literature suggests that young children still
at the stage of preoperational thought are capable of con-
sidering perspectives different from their own. In light
of these findings, it seems appropriate to view empathy

as a skill which appears at a very young age and goes
through a succession'of hierarchical stages as the child's
cognitive ability develops. This view is similar to that
expressed by Borke (1972) and Cohen (1973), and is con-

sistent with Piaget's theory of development.

Empathy and Interpersonal Skill

While research on empathy in children has been
primarily concerned with its relationship to age and
cdgnitive ability, some researchers have viewed empathy
as being related to interpersonal skill. Murphy (1937)
in her study of sympathy in preschool children found a
éositive correlation between sympathetic behavior and
aggressive behavior. Feshbach and Feshbach (1969) sim-
ilarly found empathy to be positively related to aggres-
sive behavior in preschool children. Murphy explained this
relationship in terms of both behaviors being part of a
general outgoing tendency in extroverted children.
Rothenberg (1930) noted that empathic third and fifth
graders were rated highly in interpersonal competence,
especially in leadership, friendliness and sensitivity

to others. Similarly, Jennings (1975) found nursery
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school children who scored high on a composite
measure of social knowledge (including a test of
awareness of affect) to be rated highly on peer
popularity, leadership and ability to get along with
peers. Rubin and Maioni (1975) also sﬁowed empathic
ability to be related to peer popularity at the pre-
school level.

Although empathy has been viewed as an inter-
personal skill and a motivator for other prosocial
behaviors, few studies have looked at the relationship
between empathy and social experience. For a toddler,
the majority of his social experience takes place in the
home with his parents andvsiblings. As he reaches pre-
school age, peers, both in the neighborhood and in nursery
school, begin to play ah important role in the child's
social development. Ferguson (1971) and Hoffman (1963)
both stress the importance of the family as providing the
early interpersonal experiences necessary for the develop-
ment of empathy. Ferguson suggests that the "democratic"
parent provides a model for empathy by expressing her own
feelings and by being attuned to the needs and feelings
of her child. Hoffman (1963) in studying consideration
for others noted that parents who used discipline tech-
niques which focused on the consequences of their chil-
dren's actions for others had children who were more

actively considerate. Similarly, Bearison and Cassel






13

(1975) found six year old children whose parents
used "person-oriented" discipline to consider

the needs of the listener more in a communication
task than children whose parents used "status or
position-oriented"” diScipline.

According to Piagetian theory, a child develops
social decentration ability by repeated and varied inter-
actions with peers (Piaget, 1950; Flavell, 1963; Looft,
1972). Reif and Stollak (1973) suggest that identifica-
tion is important in the development of empathy. Thus
experience with peers and siblings with whom a child can
most easily identify would be important. While there has
been no research on the relationship of peer experience
to empathic ability, some researchers have looked at family
size in relationship to empathy. Cohen (1973) found
children from larger families to be more empathic and more
considerate of others.

Thus, the research has shoﬁn age and cognitive
ability to be important parameters of empathic ability in
children. However, while empathy is conceived as an
interpersonal skill, little attention has been addressed
to the relationship between social experience and empathic
ability. It is the purpose of this study to investigate
the relationship of social experience with peers and
siblings, along with age and cognitive ability, to empathy

in preschool children. While it is recognized that
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parents play an important role in the socialization of
the young child, this study will limit its focus to the
relationship of peer experience to empathic ability in
preschool children. Specifically, the following vari-
ables will be explored: (a) number of siblings in the
home, (b) total number of hours spent in a preschool
setting since one year of age and (c¢) total number of
hours spent in any kind of peer contact since one year
of age. Two methods measuring empathy will be compared
--a test of awareness of affect in others, and teacher

ratings of empathic behavior in the classroom.






STATEMENT OF HYPOTHESES

I. Empathy will be positively related to age.

ITI. Empathy will be positively related to
cognitive ability.

III. Empathy will be positively related to
number of siblings.

IV. Empathy will be positively related to
amount of peer experience.

15






METHOD

Subject Population

The subjects in the study were obtained initially
from two preschools and a day care center associated with
Michigan State University. Criteria for inclusion in the
study were that children be between the ages of three
years, zero months and four years, eleven months at the
time of testing, that they be American-born, and that
English be the only language spoken in the home.

Approval for the entire study was obtained from
the Preschool Research Committee at Michigan State Uni-
versity and the parent board of the day care center.
Introductory letters were sent to the parents of all
children meeting the above criteria explaining the nature
of the study (see Appendix A). In accordance with the
ethical standards for research with children developed by
the American Psychological Association, the parents were
informed that participafion in the study was voluntary,
that the results of their child's individual performance
would be kept confidential, that anonymity would be pre-
served in the analysis of the data and only group results

would be discussed.

16
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Permission was given by 126 parents for their
child to participate in the study; 11 children were dropped
from the study because they left the preschool or turned
five before they could be tested, or because they refused
to cooperate. Near the end of the data collection as
the data was being scored and coded, 30 additional subjects
had to be dropped because it was suspected that an exper-
imenter had faked the subjects' data.

In order to obtain a large enough sample of three
year old children, additional three year old subjects were
obtained from a day care center in the University commun-
ity. Approval for the study was obtained by the parent
board of the day care center and introductory letters
were sent to parents of all three year old children who
met the other criteria previously described. Eleven
parents gave their permission for their child to partici-
pate in the study. Two of the 11 children had to be
dropped from the study for refusal to cooperate. There-
fore, the final sample included 96 preschool children,
ranging in age from three years, zero months to four
years, eleven months. A breakdown of the subjects by
age and sex can be found in Table 1.

Since the effect of socioeconomic class on
empathic development was not a focus of this study, a

rather homogeneous subject population was used. Most of
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Table 1l.--Number of Subjects by Age and Sex.

AGE (In Years)
3.0-3.4 3.5-3.9 4.0-4.4 4.5-4.9 TOTAL

Males 10 11 12 19 52
Females 12 12 11 9 44
Total 22 23 23 28 96
Mean Age 3.2 3.7 4,2 4.7 4.0

the parents of the children were associated with the uni-
versity and all lived in close proximity to the university
campus.

The four preschool settings were also similar in
many respects. The teachers all had backgrounds in early
childhood education. As a whole, they were very sensi-
tive to children's feelings and served as models of empathy
in commenting how a child might be feeling. While much
informal teaching about feelings occurred in response to
spontaneous interactions between children, there was no
formal training in empathy or awareness of affect at any

of the preschool settings.

Instruments

Empathy
I. Borke's Empathy Test.--Borke's Empathy Test

(Borke, 1973) was used to measure the subjects' awareness
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of affect (see Appendix B). This particular instrument was
selected because of the content validity of its items,
the range of items and its appropriateness for use with
children as young as three years of age.

Borke (1971) and Brandt (1972), in discussing
the inconsistency in subjeéts' responses to sad and angry
stories, both suggest that while the results could indi-
cate that children have difficulty differentiating between
the two emotions, other explanations could be that the
stories in themselves were ambiguous or that adults in
constructing the stories incorrectly imputed what kind of
situation might cause a child to be sad or angry. To
assure content validity of the items, in her subsequent
study, Borke (1973) constructed her empathy instrument by
first asking kindergarten children to describe the kinds
of situations that make them feel happy, sad, afraid or
angry. These stories were then told to second-grade chil-
dren, who indicated how the child in the story might feel
by selecting one of four faces, portraying the emotions
of-happiness, fear, sadness or anger. The four stories
for each emotion which showed the highest agreement among
children's responses were chosen for the test. While
Borke included several additional stories which showed
cross-cultural differences or variability of response,
only stories which showed high agreement among American

children were used in this study. Borke did not carry
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out any formal tests of reliability or validity on her
instrument; neither have such findings been reported by
others who have used her test in subsequent research.
Borke's Empathy Test is composed of two parts:
'(a) the first part consiéts of stories describing general
situations that might make a child feel happy, sad,
afraid or angry; (b) the second part consists of stories
involving situations in which the child being tested is
‘described as doing something that might cause another
child to feel happy, sad, afraid or angry. Since Borke
(1973) found no significant difference between scores on
each part; the scores on the two sections can be combined
to yield a total score of correctly identified emotions.
In the present study, Borke's Empathy Test, con-
sisting of 16 selected stories, was administered individ-
ually to each subject. The child was first asked to
identify drawings of faces depicting the emotions of
Happiness, sadness, fear and anger (see Appendix C). The
child was helped to identify any with which he had dif-
ficulty, until he was able to corréctly label all four
faces. The child was then told the set of stories. Each
story was accompanied by an illustrative picture of a
child with a blank face engaged in the described activity.
The child in each picture was of preschool age and of
indeterminate sex. Since previous researchers have found

that subjects empathize more with same-sex characters
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than those of opposite sex (Feshbach and Roe, 1968;

' Deutsch, 1975), in the present study, the child was des-
cribed in the stories.as being of the same sex as the
subject. Following the presentation of each story, the
children were asked to point to the face that best showed
how the child in the story was feeling. The faces were
presented in random order and rearranged between each
story. With each presentation, the four faces were again
labeled for each child.

The procedure used in this study differed somewhat
from Borke's procedure. Borke used faces which could be
placed on the picture as if completing a puzzle. Because
of the greater difficulty in illustrating the second set
of stories, Borke simply used a picture of a child stand-
ing for all of the stories in that set. Since it was
felt that illustrative pictures aided in keeping a young
child's attention, new pictures were drawn for each story
(see Appendix D for sample pictures) and the procedure was
modified so that the child merely pointed to the appro-
priate face instead of placing it on the picture. Brandt
(1972) and Partyka (1974) found this modification in pro-
cedure to work well with children as young as three years
of age. Since pilot testing of the instrument showed that
some of the younger children needed more than one practice
story, three practice stories preceeded the 16 test

stories.
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The subject's responses to the 16 stories were
scored either one, for correctly identifying the emotion,
or zero, for an incorrect response. Thus, a subject's

score on the test could range from 0 to 16.

II. Teacher Ratings of Empathic Behavior.--Much

of the research on empathy in children has used a method-
ology similar to that of Borke--that is, measuring
children's responses to hypothetical affect-arousing sit-
uations, presented by stories, pictures or videotape in a
laboratory setting. While the research has shown that
empathy measured in this way increases with age and is
related to intelligence and various aspects of social
adjustment, it has not tried to show that the tests cor-
relate with other independent measures of empathic behavior
in children. Before further conclusions are drawn about
empathy in children, these instruments need to be vali-
dated.

In this study, teacher ratings of empathic behavior
were chosen as the other measure of empathy since it was
felt that the frequency of empathic behavior in the class-
room was too low to make direct observation of behavior
feasible. In a pilot study with 45 preschool subjects,
teachers were asked to rate each child on a 32-item check-
list developed by Gilbert (1969) which covered areas

relevant to affect awareness, such as affect knowledge
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and expression, verbal ability and empathy for other
children, in addition to other personality attributes of
interest. In her study, Gilbert found that the teacher
ratings could be explained by four clusters: affect-
aware, unhappy, restrained and mature. She found a high
multiple correlation (R=.96) with nursery school subjects
between teacher ratings of affect-awareness and several
tests of affect awareness. When the teacher ratings for
the 45 pilot subjects were factor analyzed by a multiple
groups method based on factors derived from varimax
rotation, five clusters emerged, none of which could be
defined as an "affect-aware" cluster. Since the average
inter-rater reliability for individual items (based on
two different teacher ratings on 34 of the subjects) was
.43, it was felt that the instrument itself was reliable,
but that the factor analysis might be unreliable due to
the very small number of subjects.”

For the present study, 12 additional empathy items,
selected from Murphy's Social Behavior Scale (1937) were
added to Gilbert's Teacher Rating Scale (see Appendix E).
Murphy (1937) in using this scale to study sympathy in
preschool children found scores on her sympathy scale to
correlate .80 with observer ratings of actual sympathetic
behavior. Since inter-rater reliability was quite vari-
able, ranging from .15 to .86, she used the median score

for all raters on each item for a particular child to
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compute a total sympathy score. For this study, only
items related to empathy and not other types of social
behavior were selected. It was hoped that with more

items related to empathy and with a larger number of sub-
jects an empathic behavior factor would emerge which could

be scored and used as another measure of empathy for this

study.

Cognitive Ability

The McCarthy Scales of Children's Abilities were
used to measure each subject's cognitive ability. This
test was developed for children between two-and-a-half
and eight-and-a-half years of age. Fourteen of its 18
subtests combine to give a measure of general cognitive
ability or mental age. These 14 subtests were adminis-
tered to each subject and the cumulative raw score was
used as an index of mental age.

McCarthy (1972) reports internal consistency co-
efficients, using a split-half procedure with Spearman-
Brown corraction, of between .91 and .96 for general cog-
nitive sco?es for children between three and five years
of age. For 40 children between three and three-and-a-
half years of age, the test-retest reliability with a time
interval of one month was .91. McCarthy also reports a
correlation of .91 between the Stanford-Binet and the
McCarthy General Cognitive Score for 35 six year old

children.
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Peer Experience

Peer Experience was measured by a detailed question-
naire which was completed by the parent of each subject
(see Appendix F). The questionnaire was constructed by
the author for the purposes of this study. A pilot test
of the instrument with 40 parents of preschool children
attending a local day care center showed the question-
naire to be adequate for the purposes of the study.

The questionnaire obtained information about the number
and ages of siblings in the home and the amount of time
per week spent with peers in a variety of settings at
successive year levels from one year of age. The ques-
tionnaire yielded the following scores: (a) number of
siblings in the home, (b) number of siblings close in age
to the subject (within three years of the subject's age,
excluding any siblings under one year of age), (c) amount
of preschool experience and (d) total amount of peer
experience. Amount of preschool experience was calculated
by summing the number of hours per week spent in pre-
school at one, two, three and four years of age. 1In cases
where the child attended preschool for part of a year,

the number of hours for that year was prorated (for
example, if a child attended preschool 12 hours per week
for ten months, his number of hours per week spent in
preschool for that year would be 12 x 10/12 or 10 hours).

Similarly, the amount of peer experience was calculated






26

by summing the number of hours per week spent with peers
(not siblings) in all settings, inciuding preschool, at
one, two, three and four years of age. Again, number of
hours per week were prorated for any experience which did

not extend throughout the year.

Procedure

The parents were given the Peer Experience Ques-
tionnaire along with the introductory letter describing
the study. Those parents who agreed to have their child
participate in the study were asked to complete the ques-
tionﬁaire and return it to the preschool office. Thanks
to the persistence of the preschool staffs in reminding
parenﬁs to complete the questionnaire, 100 percent of
the questionnaires were completed and returned.

Borke's Empathy Test and the McCarthy Scales were
administered to each child individually in an unused room
at his preschool. To maintain interest in and good
attention to the tasks, each child was seen for at least
three sessions of no more than 20 minutes. While most of
the subjects completed the testing in three sessions, some
of the younger subjects required four to six sessions of
shorter duration, due to their short attention spans.

Each session was held on a separate day, usually not more
than one week apart. However, for 12 subjects the time
from first to last session was six weeks due to illness or

vacations.
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The McCarthy Scales were administered first since
the beginning tasks were non-verbal and fun, allowing the
subjects quickly to become comfortable in the testing
situation. 1In addition, the order in which the individual
subtests were presented could be altered to maintain a
child's interest or ease in the situation. The McCarthy
Scales typically took two sessions to complete. Borke's
Empathy Test, then, was administered in the third session
when the child was used to the experimenter and the testing
situation.

The experimenters who tested the subjects in this
study were three female undergraduate students and the
author. The undergraduates were trained by the author
over a ten week period in general principles of relating
to and testing young children, and specifically in the
administration of the McCarthy Scales and Borke's Empathy
Test to three and four year old children. The experi-
menters spent several days in each classroom prior to the
beginning of the research project so that the children
would feel more comfortable leaving their classrooms to
go with the experimenter to the testing room. No child
was coerced if he did not want to take part in the study,
and sessions were terminated if a child became upset or
asked to return to his classroom.

When testing was begun with a particular child,

teacher rating forms were given to two of his classroom
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teachers to be completed. At the university preschools
and local day care center, the same two teachers completed
all of the teacher rating forms for the children in their
classroom. At the university day care center, the
director gave the rating forms to any two of six to eight
teachers who worked with a particular child in order to
distribute the work load evenly.

While it had been planned for each experimenter
to test equal numbers of three and four year old subjects,
because of restrictions imposed both by the preschools
involved and by the experimenters' schedules, this was not
possible. In addition, the exclusion of 30 subjects from
the sample for the suspicion of faked data caused the
proportions of three and four year old subjects to vary
according to preschools. Thus it was not possible to
test for experimenter or preschool effects since age was

confounded with both experimenter and preschool.






RESULTS

Reliability and Validity of Empathy
Measures

Borke's Empathy Test

Scores on Borke's Empathy Test ranged from four
to 16 (out of a possible 16). The mean score for the
total sample was 11.6 with a standard deviation of 2.5.
Item difficulty ranged from 34 to 95 percent correct,
with a median percent correct of 78. 1Internal consis-
tency as measured by the Kuder-Richardson Formula 20
was .63. Thus, while the variance of the instrument was
low, due to a number of "easy" items, the internal
consistency of the test suggests adequate reliability

for a preschool measure.

Teacher Rating Scale

Two different teacher ratings of behavior were
obtained for 125 children (teacher ratings for 29 children,
excluded from the study for suspected experimenter faking
of the Empathy Test and McCarthy Scales results, were added
to the teacher ratings for the 96 subjects in the study).
Forty-two teachers in all were involved in rating the

children. For each pair of teacher ratings, one rating

29
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was randomly assigned to Set A, the other rating to Set B,
and correlations between these two sets of scores were
obtained for each of the 42 items. For the 30 items from
Gilbert's Teacher Rating Scale, the correlations for indi-
vidual items between sets of teacher ratings ranged from
.09 to .58, with mean and median correlations of .34. For
the 16 items taken from Murphy's Social Behavior Scale,
the correlations ranged from .09 to .57, with mean and
median correlations of .28. Because of the low correla- ‘
tions between the two sets of scores, the two teacher
ratings were averaged for each child.

In order to identify a set of empathy-related
items, the averaged scores for the combined teacher
rating scale of 42 items were factor analyzed by a mul-
tiple groups method based on factors obtained through
varimax rotation. Five clusters emerged which could be
described as: (1) outgoing and expressive, (2) anti-
social, (3) empathic, (4) mature, and (5) unhappy (see
Table 2). The clusters showed good internal consistency,
with coefficient alphas ranging from .82 to .93. The
interrater reliabilities of the cluster sums were moderate;
with the Spearman-Brown correction, r's ranged from .46
to .75. More complete results of the multiple groups
analysis, including the correlation matrix, the cluster
loadings and the cluster intercorrelations can be found in

Appendix G.






31

8y" = AITTTqeTTod I93BIT93UT
z8* = eydlv IUSTOTIF20D

L SIEdJ JSUdJUI "GZ
vt 39sdn ATTSed ‘9ATITSUSS ST
TR Ssoupes @su93juI ‘87
dequn  T¢ 103064 €L° = AITTTQRITEY I93BIT03UT
L8* = eydly JUSTOTIID0D
B S
0 = Barriderion severisnur - warres seR own prRuD ® 3% suEner “gc
e 99" dnoxp AeTd UT PTTUD 3d900Y 03 SISNIAA "0
[42d 10I3U0D IOJOW-BUTJI POOD €7 L9° I2buy BSULIUT ‘L7
8p° sebueyd o3 sadepy ‘€1 sLt oaTssa1bbY ‘S
15° sueTd saxel ‘91 98" s£oL s, ULIPTTYD I9Y30 AeMy SOYBL ‘T
85" 918D YITM SURT 'PT 68" USIPTTUD IOUI0 SOUSNA ‘GE
19° S19430 SpeaT ‘g N
69" JUBPTIUOD-ITES °9 EEEQOSTARY iignaoaond
£ e 3
o it .M §L* = A3TTTQRTTeY I93eIT8quL
b oS s o €6° = eydTv 3USTOTIFF0D
18" san3en 1 vp" 93°U0TI003IV T
5 15" Butubal 3SOW PARH USIPTTUD °TZ
SAMIEN 3 FoAoRA zs* UBNET USIPTTUD IOUIO USUM SUBNET e
i 85" snoT3TqUY 0T
b4 HmuMﬂmmwﬂmuww“wwwwwmw z9° Ketq ut Asejued smoys LT
e 89" sbutrTead s2zTTeqIa2A "6T
€5° s&og, umo 69" TINWTIS JO 2bURY SPTM OF IISTY b
3O @suajag s,pPTTYD IdYy3jouy s3oadsay *Tp zL* sbutTead smoys L
LS* otyjedud g1 9L 194271 A3TAT3OV UBTH *Z7
v9" BuTAID ST PITUD B YL I0Uoedl STTAL T 8L" Kop asus3jur -9z
59° PITUD IoYJoUV SITOJWOD * €€ 8L" oTqeaToX™ *TT
L9° s&og 2aeys o3 SI9330 °9¢€ 6L" 91qeT0s "7
9L* IoY3oUY 03 SSYSTM S,PITUD S32IdIOIUL € 6L" peey ATTsed sbUTTedd °07
6L" JTSSWTH 3I0H Sey oH JT PITUD SISY ‘b €8" umous 30933V 3O obuey 9bIeT 6T
08" PITUD I2yjouy pTv 03 Aeid sdois -Lg 16" TeqaxaA ATUBTH "0€
STugedug Tf 03004 SATSs33dxa BuTobano T 103964
ButpeoT ButpeoTt
T0380TD 1935010

*(s2T=N) oTeds buraey

zoyoeay 3o sTsATeuy sdnoxp oTdT3TAW wOx3 seyd(V JUSTOTIIA0D pue SHUTPROT I93ISNTD ‘SWeII HUTUTIOA--°Z STAEL






32

In general, items from Gilbert's Teacher Rating
Scale were divided among the outgoing and expressive, the
mature and the unhappy clusters. Items from Murphy's
Social Behavior Scale were divided between the empathy and
the antisocial clusters, with prosocial behaviors indica-
tive of empathy in the empathy cluster and antisocial
behaviors indicative of a lack of empathy in the anti-
social cluster. It is of interest that these two clusters
were not significantly negatively correlated with one
another (r = -.16). Thus, a child who tells the teacher
that another child is crying could also be one to make
another child cry.

The items from the empathy cluster (Cluster 3)
were used in this study as another measure of empathy.
Since there were items from both Gilbert's and Murphy's
Scales in this cluster, the values of the items on
Murphy's Scale were changed from 1 to 5 to -3, -1.5, 0,
1.5 and 3 to correspond to the values on Gilbert's Scale.
An empathic behavior score was computed for each child by
taking the algebraic sum of the averaged teacher ratings
for the eight items of the cluster. Thus, an individual
child's score could range from -24 to +24. For the 96
subjects in this study, scores ranged from -20 to +18.

The mean score for the total sample was -3.8 with a stand-

ard deviation of 7.4. 1Internal consistency measured by
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coefficient alpha was .86. Interrater reliability for the

total empathy score was .46.

Relationship Between Empathy
Test and Empathy Ratings

Scores on Borke's Empathy Test showed a signifi-
cant, but low, positive correlation with teacher ratings
of empathic behavior (r = .23; p <.05). Since both
measures showed significant positive correlations with
age (see Table 4), a partial correlation controlling for
age was computed. With age partialled, the correlation
between the two measures of empathy was honsignificant
(r = .05). To see if this lack of a relationship between
the two measures was consistent across age levels, cor-
relations between scores on Borke's Empathy Test and
teacher ratings of empathic behavior were computed for
each six month age interval. As seen in Table 3, there
was a significant, positive correlation between the two
measures for the three-and-a-half to four year olds, but
not for the other age groups. The lack of correlation
between Borke's Empathy Test and teacher ratings of
empathic behavior suggested that the two instruments
measured different aspects of behavior. Therefore, the
relationships with other variables were analyzed separately

for the two measures of empathy.
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Table 3.--Zero-Order Correlations Between Empathy Test
Scores and Empathy Ratings for Six-Month Age

Groups.
AGE (In Years)
3.0-3.4 3.5-3.9 4.0-4.4 4.5-4.9
(N=22) (N=-23) (N=23) (N=28)
-.18 .36% .17 .00
*p < .05

Table 4.--Zero-Order and Partial Correlations Between
Empathy, Age, Mental Age and Social Experience
for All Subjects (N = 96).

Borke's Test Teacher Ratings
Zero- Age Zero- Age
Order Partialled Order Partialled
Age S5 kikk L38%%%
Mental Age «53%%% L 2T x* 236X % % .11
Siblings .02 -.08 -.05 -.13
Close Siblings .09 .01 -.18%* —.26%*
Fzeschiool L21% .08 .15 .04
Experience
Peer Experience .24%*% -.03 J31%kx .14
**kp <001
**p < .01

*p < .05
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Tests of Hypotheses

Empathy and Age

Hypothesis I concerned the relationship between
empathy and age. It was expected that empathy would be
positively related to age. To test this hypothesis, cor-
relations between subjects' age in months and scores on
the two measures of empathy were computed. As seen in
Table 4, both measures were significantly related to age
(p<.001).

To further understand the relationship between
empathy and age, mean empathy scores for both measures
were computed for six month age groups (see Table 5).
In order to look at the magnitude of the differences
between means for the separate age groups, one way
analyses of variance and Scheffe's method for post-hoc
comparisons were computed for both measures of empathy.
The effect of age was significant both for empathy
test scores (F = 10.400; df = 3, 92; p <.01l) and for
teacher ratings of empathic behavior (F = 4.471; df =
3, 92; p<.0l1). On Borke's Empathy Test, three-and-a
half to four year old children scored significantly
lower than four to four-and-a-half year old children
(p .01); there was no significant difference between
three and three-and-a-half year olds or four and four-
and-a-half year olds. On teacher ratings of empathy,

three to four year old children scored significantly
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Table 5.--Means and Standard Deviations of Scores for the
Two Empathy Measures for Six-Month Age Groups.

AGE (In Years)
3.0-3.4 3.5-3.9 4.0-4.4 4.5-4.9

(N=22) (N=23) (N=23) (N=28)
Empathy Test
Mean 10.0 10.4 12.7 12.8
S.D. 2.7 2.6 1.6 1.9
Empathy Ratings
Mean - 8.0 - 4.3 - 3.0 - 0.8
S.D. 5.9 7.4 7.0 7.3

lower than four to five year old children (p <.05) and
young three year olds scored significantly lower than
four-and-a-half year olds (p <.0l1); no other comparisons
were significant.

Thus, Hypothesis I was strongly supported by the
data. Age was significantly related to both measures

of empathy.

Empathy and Cognitive
Ability

Hypothesis II concerned the relationship between

empathy and cognitive ability. It was expected that
empathy would be positively related to cognitive ability.
To test 'this hypothesis, correlations between subjects'
total score on the General Cognitive Subscale of the
McCarthy Scales of Cognitive Ability and scores on the

two measures of empathy were computed. As seen in Table
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4, both measures of empathy were significantly related

to cognitive ability. Since mental age was significantly
correlated with chronological age (r = .76; p< .001),
partial correlations controlling for age were computed
between measures of empathy and cognitive ability (see
Table 4). With age partialled, mental age remained
significantly correlated to performance on Borke's

Empathy Test; the correlation between mental age and

teacher ratings of empathic behavior dropped to non-
significance.

Thus, Hypothesis II was only partially supported
by the data. Empathy as measured by teacher ratings was
not related to cognitive ability. Empathy as measured
by scores on Borke's Empathy Test was significantly

related to mental age.

Empathy and Number of
Siblings

Hypothesis III concerned the relationship between

empathy and number of siblings. It was expected that
empathy would be positively related to number of siblings
in the family. To test this hypothesis, correlations
between subjects' scores on the two empathy measures and
both the number of siblings and number of siblings c<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>