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Overview



At an international level, there is evidence that empathy values, social 
concern, and civic engagement are declining among younger generations 
as a consequence of the increasing individualisation of society over recent 
decades (Hylton, 2018; Gudjohnsen, 2016; Putnam, 2016; Levine & Liu, 
2015; Kidd, 2013). Given the importance of empathy and related social 
values to social cohesion and democracy, it can be argued that it is of 
societal importance that values of empathy and care towards others be given 
due attention in research and policy. To date, however, there has been little 
research conducted on this topic among youth in Ireland.

This study aims to generate empirical evidence regarding the values and experiences of youth in Ireland 
towards a range of issues which reflect a sense of social responsibility towards others, including an analysis of 
factors that influence the development of social values and empathy. It also aims to review the degree to which 
national policy and curriculum supports the promotion of such values. The core research questions guiding 
this project are: 

1.  At an international level, what factors have been found to influence the development of empathy and 
pro-social behaviour among adolescents?

2.  What are the values and behaviours of 12-16 year olds in Ireland in relation to empathy, social values 
and civic behaviour?

3.  What factors in young people’s social context are important in shaping empathy, social values and 
civic behaviour? 

4.  Are empathy and social values currently a priority in national policy for children and young people? 
Is this an issue of focus within the second level curriculum? Is there a need for a new or enhanced 
approach to teaching social values and empathy? 

The methods used to address these research questions and resulting outputs are summarised in Table 1. This 
current Report is Empathy, Social Values and Civic Behaviour among Youth in Ireland: Scientific Report.

This research was funded by the Irish Research Council under the Research for Policy and Society awards. The 
study was also supported by the Galway University Foundation. It forms part of a wider research and education 
project on Youth Empathy and Social Values (YES) at the UNESCO Child & Family Research Centre, NUI 
Galway. Further information is available at: http://www.childandfamilyresearch.ie/cfrc/empathy/
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Table 1:  
Overview of research questions, methodology and outputs from the overall study

Research Question Methodology Output

1.   At an international level, 
what factors have been 
found to influence the 
development of empathy and 
pro-social behaviour among 
adolescents?

Systematic literature review Peer reviewed journal article: 
Silke, C., Brady, B. Boylan, 
C., Dolan, P. (2018) Factors 
influencing the development 
of empathy and pro-social 
behaviour among adolescents: 
A systematic review. Children 
and Youth Services Review, 94, 
421-436. 

2.   What are the values and 
behaviours of 12-16 year 
olds in Ireland in relation to 
empathy, social values and 
civic behaviour?

3.   What factors in young 
people’s social context are 
important in shaping these 
social values and behaviours?

Quantitative cross-sectional 
research with a national sample 
of over 700 early adolescents in 
12 schools in Ireland

 
Qualitative focus group research 
with 29 students in 3 schools in 
Ireland

Empathy, Social Values and 
Civic Behaviour among Early 
Adolescents in Ireland:

Scientific Report

4.   Are empathy and social 
values currently a priority in 
national policy for children 
and young people in Ireland? 
Is this an issue of focus within 
the second level curriculum? 
Is there a need for a new 
or enhanced approach to 
teaching social values and 
empathy?

Policy and curriculum review 
of 33 documents relevant to the 
Irish context

Qualitative interviews with 11 
key informants

Empathy, Social Values and 
Civic Behaviour among Early 
Adolescents in Ireland:

Policy & Curriculum Review & 
Key Informant Perspectives

       What have we learned from 
this programme of research? 

      What are the implications for 
policy, practice and research? 

Summary of overall findings and 
recommendations

Empathy, Social Values and 
Civic Behaviour among Early 
Adolescents in Ireland: 

Composite Report

Youth friendly summary

 



Scientific Report  |  5

General Introduction



Why do some young people take action to improve societal outcomes, 
and why do others remain unconcerned about society or focused solely 
on individual pursuits? This is a question that has perplexed researchers 
and policymakers alike for generations, and is cited as an issue of growing 
societal concern. It is hypothesised that ‘empathy’ may play a key role in 
answering this question. 

In particular, many researchers have proposed that empathy is an important emotional and cognitive process 
that may help promote social connectedness and drive prosocial action. Indeed, scientists and researchers have 
long argued that empathy, and empathy-related processes (such as social responsibility & prosocial behaviour) 
are not only vital for youth’s positive development, but also provide numerous benefits to society. However, 
although empathy and prosocial or civic engagement are associated with positive individual and social 
development, there is limited knowledge and understanding of the processes by which young people become 
interested in the ‘common good’, acquire empathy, and take prosocial action. The aim of this study is to shed 
further light on the development of empathy, positive social values, and prosocial or civic behaviour among 
young people in Ireland, and to expand our understanding of how young people’s empathic and civic attitudes 
and behaviours are shaped by their social environments. Specifically, this report outlines the findings from two 
quantitative and qualitative research studies:

•  The Quantitative Study consists of a large, empirical investigation into the expression of empathy, 
social responsibility, and civic engagement among young people in Ireland. Specifically, it assesses 
the level of empathic and civic attitudes and behaviours currently expressed by youth in Ireland, 
and investigates whether young people’s empathic and civic responding are impacted by their social 
environments and relationships. This study also examines whether empathy and social responsibility 
mediate the relationship between youths’ social contexts and their civic behaviours.

•  The Qualitative Study involves an in-depth, qualitative exploration of young people’s perceptions 
of empathy, social values, and prosocial or civic behaviour. Its focus was on providing students with 
the opportunity to voice their own thoughts and ideas about this topic. Specifically, the study aimed 
to seek youths’ opinions about the significance of showing empathy, explore their beliefs about what 
influences young people’s empathic and prosocial responding, and seek their recommendations for 
strategies to promote greater empathy and prosocial or civic responding among young people.

2.1 Definition of Empathy, Social Responsibility, and Civic Engagement
Although there are many definitions available in the literature, empathy is typically referred to as one’s ability 
to vicariously feel and understand the emotions and feelings of others (Bernhardt & Singer, 2012; Duan & 
Hill, 1996; Davis, 1994). Generally, empathy is conceptualised as a multidimensional concept that involves 
both affective and cognitive components (Cuff et al., 2016; Miklikowska et al., 2011; Jolliffe & Farrington, 
2006). The cognitive component of empathy is regarded as the ability to identify another person’s perspective 
or to understand the emotions of others (Gini et al., 2007; Jolliffe & Farrington, 2006), while the affective 
component of empathy is characterised as the ability to share the emotions and feelings of others ( Jolliffe & 
Farrington, 2006). Modern conceptualisations propose that although the cognitive and affective elements 
ought to be measured separately, both components of empathy should be evaluated together, in order to gain 
a full understanding of the construct and how it relates to other related responses (Hoffman, 2000). Notably, 
while some research indicates that empathy is an innate, intrinsic skill that is biologically driven (Davis, 
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2018; Knafo et al., 2008; Kaplan & Iacoboni, 2006; Wolf et al., 2001), evidence suggests that empathy is also 
malleable, in that a person’s capacity for empathy can be strengthened or weakened over time, based on their 
social experiences (Gerdes & Segal, 2011; Batson et al., 2003). Importantly, empathy is thought to provide the 
foundation for broader societal attitudes and behaviours, such as social responsibility and prosocial or civic 
behaviour (Wang et al., 2017; Cuff et al., 2016; Eisenberg & Morris, 2001).

While empathy is considered an interpersonal skill (Moyers et al., 2005), social responsibility is typically 
conceptualised as a social value orientation (Wray-Lake & Syvertsen, 2011). Nonetheless, empathy and social 
responsibility are considered closely related constructs, as both are linked to other, wider moral principles, 
such as care, justice, and altruism (Wang et al., 2017; Decety & Cowell, 2015; Wray-Lake & Syvertsen, 2011; 
Howe, 2012; Ehrlich & Jacoby, 2009; Flanagan, 2003; Youniss & Yates, 1997). In general, social responsibility 
is viewed as a set of prosocial values, representing an individual’s personal commitment to, or regard for, 
contributing to their community or society (Suarez-Orozco et al., 2015; Wray-Lake et al., 2015). Scholars 
propose that social responsibility values reflect an individual’s interest in the ‘greater good’ or their concern 
for the welfare of others (Suarez-Orozco et al., 2015; Da Silva et al., 2004). In this sense, social responsibility 
appears to be regarded as a person’s sense of ‘civic duty’ or ‘responsibility’ to their community or society 
(Varela & Loreto Martinez, 2018; Crocetti et al., 2012). This sense of duty is proposed to extend beyond an 
individual’s personal wants, needs, or gains, and can operate at a personal, societal, or global level (Gallay, 
2006; Da Silva et al., 2004). Hence, social responsibility values offer important insights into how individuals 
view themselves in relation to others (Wray-Lake & Syvertsen, 2011). 

Both empathy and social responsibility are considered important values and skills, as they act as key motivators 
for individuals’ prosocial and civic action (Hylton, 2018; Panke & Stephens, 2018; Segal, 2011; Ehrlich & 
Jacoby, 2009; Pratt et al., 2003; Flanagan, 2003). Civic action, which is also commonly referred to as civic 
engagement, is similar to prosocial behaviour but conceptually distinct. Both prosocial and civic behaviour 
are generally regarded as voluntary, altruistic actions that are intended to benefit others (e.g., helping, caring, 
sharing, defending, comforting) (Varela & Loreto Martinez, 2018; Padilla-Walker & Fraser, 2014; Chan, 2011; 
Eisenberg et al., 2009). However, while ‘prosocial behaviour’ generally refers to behaviours that are carried out 
at an interpersonal level, ‘civic engagement’ generally refers to broader prosocial actions that are intended to 
help those in the wider community or society (Rossi et al., 2016; Bowman, 2011; Herrmann, 2005; Youniss et 
al., 2002; Flanagan & Sherrod, 1998). More specifically, civic engagement comprises a wide range of prosocial 
activities directed at the community or wider society, such as volunteering, community service, charitable 
donations, sharing of resources, helping those in need, or other forms of political activism (e.g., voting, signing 
petitions) (Metzger & Smetana, 2010). Both theory and research suggest that empathy and responsibility 
are central to the promotion of civic engagement (Smith et al., 2018; Carlo et al., 2010; Pratt et al., 2003; 
Verplanken & Holland, 2002), with research typically indicating that individuals who are higher in empathy, 
or hold greater social-responsibility values, tend to engage in greater levels of prosocial and civic behaviours 
(Luengo Kanacri et al., 2016; Eisenberg et al., 2006; Hoffman, 2000). Hence, empathy, social responsibility, 
and civic engagement are considered three closely related constructs (Panke & Stephens, 2018; Segal, 2011; 
Ehrlich & Jacoby, 2009).

2.2 The Importance of Empathy, Social Responsibility, and Civic 
Engagement 
An array of national and international research attests that greater levels of empathy and ‘other-oriented’ 
values and behaviours are associated with a wealth of positive personal, interpersonal, and societal benefits 
(Wagaman, 2011; Shaffer & Kipp, 2010; Albanesi et al., 2007; Balsano, 2005; Miller & Eisenberg, 1988). 
For example, at the personal level, an accumulation of research has found significant associations between 
empathic or civic responding and greater cognitive and emotional development (Malin & Pos, 2015; Schmidt 
et al., 2007; Lerner et al., 2005; Checkoway et al., 2005; Caprara et al., 2000). In particular, higher levels 
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of empathy and civic responding have been linked to greater academic performance among children and 
adolescents – including greater school attendance, increased motivation for learning, and higher grades or test 
scores (Ballard et al., 2018; Gerbino et al., 2018; Miles & Stipek, 2006; Zins et al., 2004; Caprara et al., 2000; 
Johnson et al., 1998; Wentzel, 1993). Similarly, empathy and civic engagement have been found to promote 
greater physical and psychological well-being among young people (Wray-Lake et al., 2017; Konrath, 2014; 
Balsano, 2005). Specifically, youth who show higher levels of empathy have been found to evidence greater 
resilience to mental illness (Kim & Morgül, 2017; Wray-Lake et al., 2017; Anderson et al., 2014; Stracuzzi & 
Mills, 2010), increased self-esteem (Zuffiano et al., 2014; Fry et al., 2012; Yates & Youniss, 1996), reduced 
stress (Taylor et al., 2006), and improved physical health (Aknin et al., 2013; Schreier et al., 2013; Brown et al., 
2003). Similarly, other research links engagement in prosocial and civic activities, such as volunteerism, charity 
giving, and other acts of kindness, with higher levels of psychological well-being, including greater happiness, 
life satisfaction, and positive emotionality (Martela & Ryan, 2016; Jenkinson et al., 2013; Borgonovi, 2008; 
Brown & Kasser, 2005).

In addition to these personal benefits, there is now a large body of evidence to suggest that empathy, 
responsibility, and civic engagement also have interpersonal and societal advantages (Hylton, 2018; Rossi et 
al., 2016; Lerner, 2004). First, at the interpersonal level, research typically demonstrates that empathic and 
civic attitudes or behaviours are associated with greater-quality peer relationships (Spinrad & Eisenberg, 2014; 
Attili et al., 2010; Clark & Ladd, 2000) and enhanced social competency skills (Flanagan & Levine, 2010; 
Sallquist et al., 2009; Caprara et al., 2000). Other research indicates that empathy, responsibility values, and 
civic engagement may serve as important protective factors for youth, acting as deterrents towards engagement 
in other antisocial behaviours, such as bullying, aggression, and delinquency (Padilla-Walker, Coyne et al., 
2015; Raskauskas et al., 2010; Kokko et al., 2006; Eccles & Barber, 1999). Crucially, research also suggests that 
empathic attitudes and values may not only lead to greater interpersonal helping (Carlo et al., 2010; Eisenberg 
et al., 2009; Pratt et al., 2003) but also promote more sensitive helping – helping which is more responsive and 
attuned to the other person’s needs (Batson et al., 2004).

Similarly, greater levels of empathic or civic responding are linked to more positive social outcomes at the wider 
societal level. For instance, greater individual empathy and civic engagement are associated with increased 
belongingness and social connectedness (Cicognani et al., 2014; Headley & Sangganjanavanich 2014; Balsano, 
2005; Keyes, 1998). Empathy and civic responding are also related to lower levels of prejudice (Miklikowska, 
2017; Dovidio et al., 2010; Nesdale et al., 2005) and reduced social isolation (Balsano, 2005; Mondak & Gearing, 
1998). Empathy, responsibility, and civic engagement are purported to play key roles in fostering democracy 
and social cohesion among individuals in society, and thereby promoting greater social capital (Rivera & Santos, 
2016; Putnam, 2000). Indeed, it is contended that empathy and civic responding are not just important for 
developing enriched, caring communities, but are essential for promoting positive societal change (Hylton, 2018; 
Levine, 2013). Thus, a strong research base attests to the crucial role that empathy, social responsibility, and civic 
engagement play in promoting personal development, strengthening interpersonal relationships, and enhancing 
societal well-being (Hylton, 2018; Rossi et al., 2016; Da Silva et al., 2004; Lerner, 2004). 

2.3 Why Cultivate Greater Empathy & Civic Responding Among Young 
People?
A significant body of research indicates that the empathic or civic processes that individuals experience in 
their early life may not only impact their future developmental outcomes but also influence their later life 
responsibility values, empathic understanding, and civic engagement levels (Crocetti et al., 2016; Davis et 
al., 2016; Harper et al., 2016; Hope & Jagers, 2014; Barchia & Bussey, 2011; Wray-Lake & Syvertsen, 2011; 
Schmidt et al., 2007; Lerner et al., 2005; Bandura et al., 2003). Evidence shows that greater empathic and civic 
participation in early life is associated with better psychological, social, and cognitive adjustment throughout 
one’s lifespan (Lenzi et al., 2014; Schmidt et al., 2007; Lerner et al., 2005). Other research indicates that 
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engagement in empathic or civic responding early in life also bestows individuals with a sense of agency and 
purpose (Malin & Pos, 2015; Lenzi et al., 2014; Ludden, 2011; Youniss & Yates, 1997), which helps set the 
stage for greater citizenship and responsibility throughout their lifecourse (Hope & Jagers, 2014; Wray-Lake 
& Syvertsen, 2011; Duke et al., 2009; Sallquist et al., 2009). Hence, researchers propose that the development 
of empathy, social responsibility, and civic engagement among young people should be a priority concern, 
because not only are these processes critical for positive youth development, but, given their relevance for 
building stronger relationships and communities, they are also fundamental for promoting social democracy 
(Rossi et al., 2016; Wray-Lake et al., 2016; Lerner et al., 2003; Flanagan & Sherrod, 1998).

Crucially, however, some preliminary evidence suggests that empathy levels and rates of civic or prosocial 
engagement among young people may be declining (Hylton, 2018; Gudjohnsen, 2016; Putnam, 2016; Levine 
& Liu, 2015; Kidd, 2013). For instance, in the US, Konrath et al. (2011) carried out longitudinal assessments 
of empathy levels among college students for over 30 years. Findings from this large, longitudinal study 
pointed to a consistent decline in empathy values among young people over time (Konrath et al., 2011). 
Similarly, Putnam’s (2000) work observed significant declines in certain forms of civic engagement over 
the past 50 years. Recent reports from across Europe, America, and Canada indicate that youth show lower 
levels of empathy and civic engagement, including interest in politics, sense of community, knowledge of 
current affairs, care for community well-being, participation in group organisations, attendance at community 
meetings, and volunteering, than older adults (Hylton, 2018; Putnam, 2016; Sloam, 2016; Levine & Liu, 
2015; Turcotte, 2015; Pryor et al., 2007; Balsano, 2005; Jennings & Stoker, 2004). Given the wealth of social 
and developmental benefits associated with empathy and prosocial responding, this apparent decline in 
active empathy and civic participation is an issue of growing societal importance (Rossi et al., 2016). For 
these reasons, numerous researchers advocate that future policy and research efforts should concentrate on 
encouraging and cultivating greater empathy and positive civic values and behaviours among young people 
(Malin & Pos, 2015; Wray-Lake et al., 2015; Konrath et al., 2011). 

2.4 A Social-Ecological Approach to Empathy, Social Responsibility, and 
Civic Engagement
In line with the growing research and policy interest in promoting greater empathy and civic responding, 
stronger emphasis has also been placed on establishing a greater conceptual understanding of the development 
of empathy, social responsibility, and civic engagement among young people (Gudjohnsen, 2016; Rodolfo, 
2011; Wilkenfeld et al., 2010). Although research has identified the value of promoting empathy and fostering 
civic responsibility and behaviour among young people (Hylton, 2018; Konrath et al., 2011), an important 
step in achieving this aim is to understand the factors that impact the development of empathy, social 
responsibility, and civic engagement in the first instance (Wray-Lake et al., 2016; Metzger et al., 2015; Hope & 
Jagers, 2014). Although there are numerous conceptual frameworks available in the literature, one theoretical 
model which is proposed to offer important insights into the development of empathy, responsibility, and civic 
engagement among young people is the Bronfenbrenner (1979) social-ecological model.

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) bioecological systems theory is regarded as one of the most influential theories of 
child development (Espelage, 2014). It proposes that a child’s development and behaviour are influenced by 
the interaction of their individual characteristics with multiple, interacting environmental contexts over time 
(Hong & Espelage, 2012; Wilkenfeld et al., 2010). Specifically, these contexts are regarded as the system of 
relationships that form the child’s environment, and can range from micro- (e.g., immediate family context, 
peer group, school environment) to macro-level factors (e.g., the wider societal landscape, cultural norms) 
(Gudjohnsen, 2016; Espelage, 2014). These different systems are also proposed to be interdependent, in that 
they interact to influence development (Wilkenfeld et al., 2010). Hence, the social ecological model proposes 
that youth’s development is both directly and indirectly impacted by their relationship with their social 
environment (Wilkenfeld et al., 2010).



Research suggests that this socio-ecological framework may offer important insights into the development 
and expression of empathy and civic responsibility and behaviour among young people. First, research has 
indicated that the development of empathy, social responsibility, and civic engagement appears to be heavily 
influenced by youth’s social environments (Spinrad & Eisenberg, 2014; Zaki, 2014; Knafo & Plomin, 2006), as 
findings from numerous research studies report that empathic or civic responding is malleable, and capable of 
deviating and fluctuating across time, culture, and context (Schachner et al., 2018; Fu et al., 2017; Chopik et al., 
2016; Machackova et al., 2016; Konrath et al., 2011; Singer & Lamm, 2009; Wentzel et al., 2007). Additionally, 
although each ecological system is purported to play a significant part in influencing young people’s empathy, 
responsibility, and civic engagement levels, recent research has emphasised the role that youth’s micro-systems 
(e.g. family, schools, communities etc.) play in impacting their empathic and civic development (Rossi et 
al., 2016; Evans & Smokowski, 2015; Plenty et al., 2015; Harper et al., 2014; Lenzi et al., 2013; Chan, 2011; 
Wray-Lake & Syvertsen, 2011; Wilkenfeld et al., 2010; Torney-Purta et al., 2007). In particular, a large array 
of research suggests that parent (Carlo et al., 2017; Harper et al., 2016; Lai et al., 2015), school (Evans & 
Smokowski, 2015; Jaureguizar et al., 2013), peer (Farrell et al., 2017; Miklikowska, 2017), and community 
( Jessor & Turbin, 2014; Lenzi et al., 2013; O’Brien and Kauffman, 2013; Albanesi et al., 2007) contexts 
may exert paramount effects on youth’s empathic and civic development, due to their proximal relationship 
(Wilkenfeld et al., 2010).

2.5 Limitations Associated with the Youth Empathy, Social Responsibility, 
and Civic Engagement Literature Base 
A large body of evidence suggests that empathy, social responsibility, and civic engagement are key to 
improving social well-being and developing caring communities (Hylton, 2018; Levine, 2013). A wealth 
of research also attests that empathy and civic engagement contribute to greater emotional, cognitive, and 
social development among young people (Eisenberg et al., 2016; Cicognani et al., 2014; Lenzi et al., 2014; 
Spinrad & Eisenberg, 2014; Wagaman, 2011). Due to the volume and strength of research connecting higher 
levels of empathy and civic responding with more positive youth development and increased social capital, it 
is proposed that the promotion of empathic and civic behaviours among young people should be a primary 
objective for researchers, policymakers, and service providers. However, understanding of how empathy, social 
responsibility, and civic behaviour develop and grow during childhood and adolescence is limited by a number 
of important research gaps (Davis, 2018; Miklikowska et al., 2011). This lack of knowledge in turn impedes the 
development of effective programmes and initiatives that can help promote greater empathic and prosocial and 
civic behaviour among young people.

First, a considerable body of evidence indicates that youth’s empathy and civic values and behaviours are 
heavily influenced by the proximal social systems and contexts to which they are exposed (e.g., parents, 
peers, schools, communities) (Davis, 2018; Silke et al., 2018; Carlo et al., 2017; Plenty et al., 2015; Zaki, 
2014; Lenzi et al., 2014; Lenzi et al., 2013; Chan, 2011; Wilkenfeld et al., 2010; Torney-Purta et al., 2007). 
Unfortunately, research is less clear about which aspects of these social contexts are most strongly related to 
youth’s empathic or civic responding – information which is important for informing the development of 
effective services or policy initiatives. For instance, parents are widely recognised as one of the most important 
socialisers of youth empathy and civic engagement (Davis, 2018; Nie et al., 2016; You et al., 2015; Coyne et al., 
2014). However, research indicates that a variety of parental practices, such as parental warmth or attachment 
(Bebiroglu et al., 2013; Duke et al., 2009; Laible et al., 2004; Mark et al., 2002), modelling or encouragement 
of empathy or prosocial behaviours ( Jessor & Turbin, 2014; McGinley et al., 2010; Hastings et al., 2007), 
communication styles (Carlo et al., 2017; Miklikowska & Hurme, 2011) and disciplinary practices (Laible 
et al., 2008; Hoffmann, 2000) significantly impact the expression of empathy, responsibility, and prosocial or 
civic behaviour among children and adolescents. Knowledge is markedly lacking about which of these practices 
exert the strongest effects on youth’s civic or empathic values and behaviours. Similarly, although research 
suggests that other social systems, such as youth’s school, peer, and community contexts also have important 
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associations with youths’ civic and empathic responding, little is known about which of these social contexts 
exert the most substantial effects on youths’ civic and empathic development (see Rossi et al., 2016; Wray-
Lake et al., 2016). This lack of insight into the comparative effects that different social systems exert on youths’ 
empathic and civic attitudes, values, and behaviours is a major barrier impeding the advancement of knowledge 
in this area (Dolan et al., 2017; Wray-Lake et al., 2016; Metzger et al., 2015), and further research is needed to 
address this limitation and increase our understanding of these relationships.

The current literature base is further limited by the paucity of research exploring how these social systems and 
contexts impact both youth’s empathic or social values and their civic behaviours (Cuff et al., 2016). Although 
empathy, social responsibility, and civic and prosocial responding are considered to be closely related processes 
(Segal, 2011; Ehrlich & Jacoby, 2009; Eisenberg et al., 2009), research indicates that these concepts are 
frequently not assessed together (Cuff et al., 2016; Vasconcelos et al., 2012). For example, a recent systematic 
review, which examined the relations between youths’ psychological traits or social contexts and their empathic 
and prosocial responding, found that out of 168 papers, only 30 included independent assessments of both 
empathy and prosocial responding (Silke et al., 2018). Furthermore, as researchers also propose that empathy 
and responsibility may be central to the promotion of greater civic or prosocial action (Smith et al., 2018; 
Bernhardt & Singer, 2012; Ehrlich & Jacoby, 2009), the lack of understanding of how empathy and social 
responsibility values mediate or moderate the relationship between youths’ social environments and their civic 
behaviours is considered another key limitation affecting this research area (Silke et al., 2018). Further research 
that addresses these limitations and expands knowledge in this area is needed, in order to help inform the 
development of effective practices and programmes that can help promote greater empathic responding, social 
concern, and civic engagement among young people.

Furthermore, in addition to the role that the proximal social context (e.g. parent, peer, school, and community) 
plays in shaping youth’s empathic and civic responding, research suggests that the cultural context in which 
youth are embedded also has an important impact on their corresponding empathic or civic attitudes and 
behaviours (Ramey et al., 2017; Estevez et al., 2016; Schwartz et al., 2013; Wilkenfeld et al., 2010; Albanesi 
et al., 2007). More specifically, research has indicated that youth’s empathic and civic responding varies across 
different cultures and nationalities (Chopik et al., 2016; Mesurado et al., 2014; Busch & Hofer, 2011), and 
suggests that culture may moderate the relationship between youth’s proximal contextual environments and 
their civic or empathic attitudes, values, and behaviours ( Jessor & Turbin, 2014; Brittian et al., 2013). Recently, 
however, it has been observed that the majority of research in the area of youth empathy or prosociality 
appears to have been carried out with US cultural groups (Silke et al., 2018; Chopik et al., 2016). This lack 
of culturally diverse research is cited as an important limitation, as it may impede knowledge about how 
empathy is socialised among other cultural groups (Silke et al., 2018; Chopik et al., 2016). Little research has 
examined empathy and prosocial or civic responding in an Irish context (see Harrington & O’Connell, 2016; 
Kennedy, 2013). Thus, knowledge and understanding about how empathy and prosocial or civic responding 
are socialised among Irish adolescents is markedly limited. 

Finally, it is important to note that a small body of evidence has emerged to suggest that youth’s empathic 
and prosocial or civic attitudes or behaviours are not expressed equally across all situations and contexts 
(Estevez et al., 2016; Zaki, 2014; Melloni et al., 2013). In particular, adolescents have been found to show 
differences in their level of empathic and prosocial responding depending on their relationship with the target 
(e.g., family, friends, or strangers) or other situational or cultural factors (Fu et al., 2017; Machackova et al., 
2016; Padilla-Walker, Coyne et al., 2015; Mesurado et al., 2014; Padilla-Walker et al., 2014; Jaureguizar et 
al., 2013). However, while the importance of understanding how and why individual differences in empathic 
and prosocial responding occur is well recognised in the literature (Carlo et al., 2017; Harper et al., 2016; Lai 
et al., 2015), much of the research on this topic is quantitative. Qualitative research investigations exploring 
young people’s opinions and ideas about empathy and prosocial or civic responding are relatively scarce. 
Because it is important to consult young people on matters relevant to them, in order to incorporate their voice 
into research and practice and open the way for new directions of understanding (Zaki, 2014), the lack of 

Scientific Report  |  11



qualitative research in this area is an important limitation, particularly given the growing emphasis now placed 
on ‘youth voice’ and ‘youth empowerment’ (Richards-Schuster & Pritzker, 2015).

2.6 Aims of the Current Research Study
The aim of this study is to contribute to the current research base on youth empathy and civic engagement and 
to expand our knowledge about empathic and civic responding among young people in Ireland. This research 
consists of a separate quantitative and qualitative investigation of how different social systems impact young 
people’s empathy, social responsibility values, and civic behaviours in an Irish context.

The first study is an empirical quantitative investigation with 700 young people recruited from across the 
Republic of Ireland. It uses a cross-sectional (survey) design in order to measure and understand the current 
levels of empathy, social responsibility, and civic engagement expressed by young people in Ireland, and to 
investigate how different social contexts and relationships impact these empathic attitudes, responsibility 
values, and civic engagement levels. Specifically, the aim of this study is to identify which aspects of the social 
environment (e.g., parents, peers, schools, communities) are most likely to impact the expression of empathy, 
social responsibility, or civic engagement among young people in Ireland. This study will also examine whether 
the impact that these social systems or networks have on youth’s civic behaviour is explained (e.g., mediated) 
by changes in youth’s empathy and social responsibility values.

The second study is a qualitative exploration into the expression of empathy and prosocial or civic engagement 
among young people in Ireland. This research uses focus group discussions with 29 young people to seek their 
views and opinions about the development and expression of empathy and prosocial or civic behaviour among 
young people in Ireland. Its aims are to explore young people’s understanding of empathy and prosocial or civic 
behaviour, probe youths’ perceptions of how and why empathic or civic behaviour is or is not expressed, and to 
ask young people how they think greater empathy or prosocial responding can best be promoted in society.
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Quantitative Study
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This study sets out to extend the current research base by exploring the 
comparative effects that a variety of social systems exert on youth’s empathy, 
social responsibility values, and civic engagement levels. In particular, this 
study aims to identify which aspects of the social environment (e.g., parents, 
peers, schools, or communities) positively impact empathic and civic 
responding among young people in Ireland. 

More specifically, it will compare how parent (Parental Warmth, Family Democratic Climate, Parent Social 
Responsibility Values, Parent Civic Engagement), peer (Quality Friendship, Prosocial Friend Norms, Peer 
Connectedness), school (Classroom Climate, Classroom Social Analysis, Perspective Taking Opportunities), and 
community (Neighbourhood Opportunities, Community Connectedness, Intergenerational Relationships) contexts 
influence youths’ (Affective & Cognitive) empathic attitudes, social responsibility values (Social Concern 
& Social Dominance Orientation), and levels of civic engagement (Current Civic Behaviours, Online Civic 
Behaviours). Additionally, this research aims to examine how empathy and social responsibility mediate the 
connection between youth’s social contexts (e.g., parent, peer, school, community) and their civic behaviours.

Specifically, the current study sets out to answer three main research questions:

1.  What are the current levels of empathy, social responsibility values, and civic behaviour expressed by 
young people in Ireland?

2.  Which aspects of parent, peer, school, and community contexts are associated with youth’s empathy, 
social responsibility values, and civic engagement levels?

3.  Do empathy and social responsibility mediate the relationship between these parent, peer, school, 
and community contexts and youth’s civic engagement?

Other secondary research objectives include: 

•  To identify any gender differences in young people’s empathic attitudes, responsibility values, and 
civic engagement. 

•  To explore potential associations between youths’ participation in extracurricular activities and their 
empathic or civic responding.
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3.1 Method
This research employed a cross-sectional (survey) design to assess how adolescents’ social environments 
(e.g., parents, peers, schools, and communities) influenced their self-reported empathic attitudes, social 
responsibility values, and civic behaviours. 

3.1.1 Participants

A total of 700 (349 male, 345 female, 6 other) adolescents from 12 public secondary schools in the Republic 
of Ireland participated in this research. Schools from all four Irish provinces (Connacht, Leinster, Munster, 
Ulster) were recruited to the study, and youth were recruited from within participating schools. The 
distribution of students from across the four Irish provinces is presented in Figure 1. All participants were 
enrolled in their second year of secondary education and were aged 12–16 years (M = 13.75, SD = 0.53). 
Most (88%) young people identified as being Irish, while 8% had other European nationalities and 4% had 
non-European nationalities. The majority of young people identified as Catholic (see Figure 2) and reported 
living with both parents (see Figure 3). Additionally, while the majority of participants (94%) reported having 
at least one sibling, 6% indicated that they were from only-child families. Notably, while 91% reported having 
more than three close friends, 7% reported having one or two and 2% reported having none. Finally, 45% of 
youth reported that their mother had received some college education (see Figure 4). 

Figure 1. Percentage of 
participants recruited 
from each Irish province

Figure 3. Percentage 
adolescents living with 
both parents, a single 
parent, or other guardian

Figure 2. Adolescents’ 
self-reported religious 
orientation
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3.1.2 Materials

A number of survey materials were employed to assess the various constructs of interest (contextual influencers 
[parent, peer, school, community], empathy, social responsibility, and civic engagement). All constructs were 
operationalised using established self-report scales that were validated and employed in previous research studies.

Demographic Information: An array of demographic information (nationality, age, gender, religion, 
number of siblings or close friends, level of mother’s education, and living situation) was collected from each 
participant. These background characteristics were gathered in order to generate the socio-demographic profile 
of the participants presented above. Participants were also asked to indicate how frequently they engaged in 
a number of extracurricular activities, including playing sports with a team or club, learning to play a musical 
instrument, spending time at a youth club, participating in religious activities, engaging with social media, 
playing violent video games, attending grinds, or participating in performing arts or drama clubs. Previous 
research has linked youths’ participation in such extracurricular activities to empathy and prosocial or civic 
engagement (Ramey et al., 2017; Bruner et al., 2014; Hardy et al., 2012; Albanesi et al., 2007).

Parental Influences: A number of separate measures were used to assess potential parental influences: 
Parental Warmth, Family Democratic Climate, Parent Social Responsibility, and Parent Civic Engagement. 
Parental Warmth was assessed using a two-item Likert scale developed by Mogro-Wilson (2008). Participants 
were asked to rate the degree to which their mother and father were warm and loving toward them, on a scale 
of 1 to 5, where higher scores were indicative of greater maternal and paternal warmth. Responses on maternal 
and paternal warmth are summed to create an overall index of parental warmth. Family Democratic Climate 
(Wray-Lake et al., 2015) was assessed on a 4-item Likert scale ranging from 1 to 5, where higher scores were 
indicative of greater levels of authoritative parenting (e.g., My parents/guardians respect my opinions; My 
parents/guardians let me have a say, even if they disagree). Parent Social Responsibility (Flanagan, 2013) was 
assessed through six items which measure youth’s perceptions of parental encouragement of social concern 
and responsibility values. Adolescents responded on a scale ranging from 1 to 5, where higher scores were 

  Don’t Know

  Second Level Only

  Undergraduate

  Postgraduate

Figure 4. Adolescents’ reports of their mother’s education levels
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indicative of greater parental promotion of social responsibility values. Example items include ‘My parents/
guardians encourage me to be helpful to others, especially the less fortunate’ and ‘My parents/guardians 
encourage me to treat everyone equally’. Parent Civic Engagement (Flanagan et al., 2007) was assessed by a 
3-item scale, ranging from 1–5. Higher scores indicated greater parental engagement in community and civic 
behaviours (e.g., ‘My parents/guardians do volunteer work in the community’, ‘My parents/guardians are 
active in the community’). All scales had been previously validated in similar research, with demonstrated 
reliability estimates. 

Peer Influences: In order to assess the effects that various aspects of the peer context may exert on youth 
empathy, social responsibility, and civic engagement, a number of separate indicators were measured. Quality 
Friendship was measured using the Trusted Friendship scale by Syvertsen, Flanagan and Stout (2009), which 
assessed the quality of adolescents’ peer relationships (e.g., ‘I have friends I can trust to keep promises’; ‘I 
have friends I can trust to keep a secret’). Adolescents rated four items, on a scale of 1–5, where higher scores 
indicated experiencing greater-quality friendships. Prosocial Friend Norms (Farrell et al., 2017) were assessed 
with a 6-item Likert scale. Adolescents were asked to indicate how often their friends engaged in prosocial 
activities (e.g., ‘Say nice things or compliment people just to be nice?’; ‘Help people without expecting 
something back?’), on a scale of 1–5. Higher scores were indicative of greater prosocial norms among 
adolescent friendship groups. Peer Connectedness was measured using an 8-item Likert scale (Aldridge et al., 
2016), which examines youth’s perceptions of the level of social support they receive from other students at 
their school (e.g., ‘At this school I get along with other students’; ‘At this school, students support me’). Items 
are scored on a scale of 1–5, and summed to reveal a scale total. Higher scores are indicative of higher levels of 
perceived peer support.

School Influences: Several aspects of the school climate were assessed through the use of individual Likert 
scales. First, Student School Engagement (Konold et al., 2017) was assessed through the use of six items, which 
ranged on a scale from 1–4. Students were asked to indicate the extent to which they engaged at school 
(e.g., ‘I usually finish my homework’; ‘Getting good grades is important to me’), where higher scores were 
representative of higher levels of school engagement. Flanagan et al.’s (2007) Social Analysis scale was employed 
to measure the extent of civic education that adolescents received in their school classes (e.g., ‘In our classes, 
we learn about problems in our society and what causes them’; ‘In our classes, we talk about current events’). 
Responses are scored on a 4-item Likert scale, which ranges from 1–5. Higher scores are indicative of greater 
levels of civic education. Open Classroom Climate (Flanagan et al., 2007) was employed to assess the degree to 
which adolescents are encouraged to share their opinions in class (e.g., ‘In our classes, students are encouraged 
to express opinions’; ‘In our classes, students can disagree with the teacher, if they are respectful’). Adolescents 
were asked to respond to this 4-item scale, on a range of 1–5. Responses were summed to create a scale 
total, where higher scores were indicative of a more open school classroom environment. Finally, Perspective 
Taking Opportunities (Flanagan et al., 2007) were measured using three items. Scale items ranged from 1–5, 
and assessed the extent to which adolescents were presented with opportunities in their classes to take the 
perspective of other students or groups in society (e.g., ‘I have opportunities to work in groups on projects with 
people who are very different from me’; ‘We talk about racism, sexism, and other forms of discrimination in 
our classes or other school activities’). Higher scores are indicative of greater perspective-taking opportunities.

Community Influences: Three aspects of youth’s local neighbourhood contexts were assessed through 
three separate scales: Opportunities for Involvement, Community Connectedness, and Intergenerational 
Relationships. Neighbourhood Opportunities were assessed using Opportunities for Involvement and 
Satisfaction of One’s Needs (Serek & Machackova, 2015), a 4-item Likert scale ranging from 1–5. This scale 
measured the extent to which young people believed that their communities cared about them and provided 
opportunities for their benefit (e.g., ‘In this place, there are many events and situations which involve young 
people like me’; ‘In this place, there are enough initiatives for young people’). Community Connectedness 
(Wray-Lake et al., 2017) is a 6-item scale assessing the degree to which young people feel that individuals in 
their local communities are connected to one another (e.g., ‘Most people trust each other’; ‘In general, people 
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in my community work together to solve problems’). Items are scored on a range of 1–5, and higher scores are 
representative of a greater sense of neighbourhood connectedness. Intergenerational Closure (Sampson & Graif, 
2009) was employed as a measure of the extent to which young people trusted and formed relationships with 
other adults in their local communities (e.g., ‘There are adults I could talk about something important’; ‘There 
are adults in this neighbourhood that children can look up to’). Items are scored on a scale of 1–5; higher 
scores indicate more positive intergenerational relationships. 

Empathy: Affective and cognitive empathy were assessed using the Empathic Concern and Perspective Taking 
subscales of the Interpersonal Reactivity Index (Davis, 1983). The Empathic Concern scale is one of the most 
widely used measures of affective empathy. Affective empathy is defined as a person’s ability to experience or 
share the emotions and feelings of others ( Jolliffe & Farrington, 2006). Empathic Concern is assessed through 
the use of seven items, which are scored on a scale of 1–5 (e.g., ‘When I see someone being taken advantage 
of, I feel kind of protective towards them’; ‘I often have tender, concerned feelings for people less fortunate 
than me’). Higher scores are indicative of higher levels of affective empathy. The Perspective Taking scale is 
one of the most widely used measures of cognitive empathy and assesses the extent to which a person can 
understand the thoughts and experiences of another person ( Jolliffe & Farrington, 2006). Perspective Taking 
was measured through the use of seven items, which are also scored on a scale of 1–5 (e.g., ‘When I’m upset 
at someone, I usually try to “put myself in his shoes” for a while’; ‘I sometimes try to understand my friends 
better by imagining how things look from their perspective’). Higher scores are indicative of higher levels of 
cognitive empathy.

Social Responsibility: Two aspects of social responsibility were assessed in the current research: Social 
Responsibility Values and Social Dominance Orientation. Social Responsibility Values were assessed through 
the use of the Youth Social Conscience scale (Bebiroglu et al., 2013), a 6-item scale that assesses the sensitivity 
and sense of responsibility among youth regarding problems in society. Adolescents were asked to indicate 
the extent to which a number of values (e.g. ‘Helping other people’; ‘Speaking up for equality’) are important 
to them, on a scale of 1–5. Higher scores were indicative of greater social responsibility values. Youths’ Social 
Dominance Orientation was measured using the Social Dominance Orientation scale (Pratto et al., 1994). This 
scale was employed to measure adolescents’ propensity for prejudice and approval for group-based hierarchies 
(e.g., ‘Some groups of people are just more worthy than others’; ‘It is ok with me that some groups have fewer 
resources than others’). This 10-item scale is scored on a range of 1–5, with higher scores being indicative of 
less prejudicial attitudes (i.e. a lower social dominance orientation). 

Civic Engagement: Two aspects of youth civic engagement were assessed in the current study: Online Civic 
Engagement, and Current (Offline) Youth Civic Behaviour. Current levels of  Youth Civic Behaviour were 
measured using the Voight and Torney-Purta (2013) Civic Behaviour Scale. This scale consists of nine items, 
scored on a scale of 1–5, which measure the extent to which students voluntarily engage in a number of civic 
behaviours both in and outside school (e.g., ‘Offer to help someone at school’; ‘Help make your community a 
better place for people to live’). Higher scores represent higher levels of current youth civic behaviour. Online 
Civic Engagement was assessed using the 5-item scale developed by Serek and Machackova (2014). Adolescents 
indicated, on a scale ranging from 1–5, the extent to which they engaged in online civic activities, such as 
signing an online petition or following social issues through social media (e.g., ‘Discuss societal or political 
content on the internet’; ‘Follow a group on Facebook, or other social network, dealing with social or political 
issues’). Higher scores on this scale indicate higher youth engagement in online civic behaviours. 
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3.1.3 Procedure

The procedure for the current study was carried out in four distinct stages: Obtainment of Ethical Approval, 
Recruitment of Schools, Recruitment of Participants, Distribution of Questionnaires. 

Ethical Approval: Before commencing this research, full consideration of any ethical issues pertinent this 
research was undertaken, and measures were proposed to address all potential concerns. In particular, the 
researchers ensured that informed parental consent and personal assent would be sought from all adolescents 
participating in this research, and that all data would be collected on an anonymous and confidential basis. Full 
ethical approval for this research was granted by the Research Ethics Committee at the National University of 
Ireland, Galway on 27 September 2017.

Procedure for School Recruitment: Post-primary schools located in the Republic of Ireland, as listed on 
the Department of Education and Skills website, were invited to participate in this study, using a stratified 
random sampling approach. Stratified random sampling was used to recruit both single-sex and mixed-sex 
schools from across the four provinces of Ireland (Ulster, Munster, Connacht, and Leinster), to ensure that 
the composition of selected schools was nationally representative. To increase the representativeness of the 
sample, stratified random sampling was also used to ensure that disadvantaged schools, formally registered on 
the Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools (DEIS) programme, were also included. Following school 
selection, contact was established with each selected school via a posted letter and email invitation addressed 
to the acting school principal. The letter detailed the purpose of the research study and outlined the level of 
involvement that was being sought from the school. A follow-up phone call was made to the school within two 
or three days to discuss the study in more detail. If the school agreed to participate, they were asked to designate 
a member of staff who would act as a liaison between the students and the researcher. In total, 52 schools were 
invited to participate, with 12 agreeing (two girls-only, one boys-only, and nine mixed-gender schools). Three 
schools from Connacht, two from Ulster, three from Munster, and four from Leinster took part in this research. 
Two were designated DEIS schools. This indicated a general response rate of approximately 23% from schools. 

Procedure for Participant Recruitment: All second-year students from participating secondary schools 
were invited to take part in this research. First, the aims and objectives of the study were verbally outlined to 
students by the researcher or teacher in their individual subject classes. The researcher also provided students 
with a written, detailed description of what would be required of them should they choose to participate in 
the study. All students were notified that they were being invited to take part in a survey on youth empathy 
and social values. Students were informed that the survey would ask them about their values and prosocial 
behaviours, as well as their perceptions of their friends, parents, peers, school, and community. All students 
were given an opportunity to ask questions about the research project and process. Any student who expressed 
interest in participating in the study at this stage was given a letter containing a parent information sheet and 
a parent consent form. Interested students were asked to return a signed parental consent form to the school 
before the onset of the study. A total of 1,177 students were invited to take part in this research. This indicates a 
general response rate of 63% from students in participating schools. See Figure 5 for a diagrammatic overview 
of the recruitment process. 
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Distribution of Questionnaires: The lead researcher returned to all participating schools within one to three 
weeks after the distribution of the information sheets. All students who had returned signed parental consent 
forms were gathered as a group in a specified classroom. These students were again reminded of the aims and 
requirements of the study. They were then given an opportunity to ask the researcher any questions that they 
had in relation to their participation. Students were reminded that they could withdraw from the study at any 
time and that they were free to skip any question that they did not feel comfortable answering. Students were 
also reminded that the questionnaire was confidential and anonymous. Students were then asked to indicate 
whether they still wished to take part and to assent to participation. No student withdrew from the study at 
this time. 

Pen-and-paper questionnaires containing the survey items were then distributed to all participating students. 
The researcher instructed students to list their (anonymous) demographic details on the first page. Students 
were informed that the questionnaire contained eight sections and were asked to complete each section as 
accurately and honestly as possible. Students were encouraged to ask the researcher to explain any words or 
terminology that they did not understand. The questionnaire took approximately 30–40 minutes to complete. 
The researcher and a designated member of school staff remained with the students during the process. Once 
students had completed the questionnaire, they were thanked for their participation and debriefed.

Ethical Approval from Research  
Ethics Committee at NUI, Galway

Students Invited to Participate 
(N = 1,117)

Number of Students  
Declining
(n = 417)

Schools Invited to Participate  
by Email/Letter 

(N = 52)

Number of Schools  
Declining 
(n = 40)

Number of Students  
Consenting to Participate

(N = 700)

Figure 5. Diagram of participant recruitment and sample retention summary
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3.2 Results

3.2.1 Overview of the Statistical Procedures

These statistical analyses were carried out in three distinct stages. First, preliminary analyses were performed 
on a small subset of the current sample (n = 167). These were necessary in order to identify which aspects of 
the social environment were most likely to significantly impact the expression of empathy, social responsibility, 
or civic engagement among young people in Ireland. In this respect, these preliminary analyses acted as a 
scoping exercise to identify the proximal social contexts which appear to be most relevant for promoting 
empathy and civic engagement in the Irish context. Once the relevant social contexts were identified, advanced 
structural equation modelling was used on the data collected from the remainder of the sample (n = 533) 
to test whether empathy and social responsibility mediated the relationship between these social contexts 
and youth’s civic behaviour.1 Finally, other supplementary analyses were carried out on the main sample to 
determine whether youth’s demographic characteristics or extracurricular participation have an impact on their 
empathic or civic responses. All missing data was handled using the EM algorithm. All quantitative data was 
analysed using a combination of PASW Statistics 22 (IBM, 2017), and AMOS v.23 (IBM, 2017) software. 

3.2.2 Preliminary Analyses – Multiple Regressions

The aim of these preliminary analyses was to compare how different parent (Parental Warmth, Family 
Democratic Climate, Parent Social Responsibility Values, Parent Civic Engagement), peer (Trusted Friendship, 
Prosocial Friend Norms, Peer Connectedness), school (Classroom Climate, Social Analysis, Perspective-Taking 
Opportunities), and community (Neighbourhood Opportunities, Community Connectedness, Intergenerational 
Closure) contexts influence youths’ (Affective & Cognitive) empathic attitudes, social responsibility values 
(Social Responsibility, Social Dominance Orientation), and levels of civic engagement (Current Civic Behaviours, 
Online Civic Behaviours) in the Irish context. In order to achieve this aim, multiple regression analyses were 
carried out on the data collected from a sub-sample of 167 (83 male, 83 female, 1 questioning) adolescents. 

Descriptive Overview of Adolescents’ Mean Responses: Prior to conducting the preliminary multiple 
regression analyses, it was necessary to examine the descriptive statistics of all the measures included in 
the current study. First, mean scores on all outcome measures (e.g., empathy, social responsibility, civic 
engagement) were reviewed. As can be seen in Table 2, youth evidenced high levels of social responsibility 
values and relatively low levels of social dominance.2 Similarly, youth showed moderately high scores on both 
the affective and cognitive empathy measures. However, youth reported low levels of current engagement 
in civic behaviours, as well as markedly low levels of online civic engagement. Next, outcome measures 
were assessed for internal reliability, where all measures showed acceptable levels (i.e. α> 0.60). Descriptive 
statistics, including means, standard deviations, reliability (α), and normal distributions (skewness and 
kurtosis) are displayed in Table 2. 

1 The exact factors tested in the structural equation model were dictated by the findings of the preliminary investigation.

2 High scores on this scale represent lower levels of social dominance (i.e., less prejudice).
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Table 2:  
Mean Responses, Standard Deviations (SD), Range, and Normal Distribution for 
Youths’ Empathy, Social Responsibility, and Civic Engagement Levels

Contextual Factors Mean SD
Possible 
Range

Attained   
Range

Skew Kurtosis (α)

Social Responsibility  
Values 

25.54 3.81 6-30 9-30 -0.85 0.88 0.86

Social Dominance 
Orientation

37.16 9.16 10-50 10-50 -0.62 -0.02 0.89

Affective Empathy 25.64 4.83 7-35 13-35 -0.32 -0.33 0.74

Cognitive Empathy 22.53 4.35 7-35 12-33 0.08 -0.28 0.63

Youth Civic 
Behaviour

24.75 6.43 9-45 12-43 0.32 -0.16 0.79

Online Civic 
Engagement

10.46 4.65 5-25 5-25 1.00 0.67 0.81

NOTE: Minor levels of skewness (> 0.80) (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007) were evident on two factors.

Mean responses on youths’ perceptions of their parental, peer, school, and community influences were also 
calculated. As can be seen in Table 3, youth reported high scores on the majority of measures assessing their 
parental contexts or relationships. In particular, adolescents described experiencing high levels of parental 
warmth and high levels of democratic parenting. However, while adolescents reported high levels of parental 
responsibility values, they described low levels of actual parental involvement in civic behaviours. In relation 
to the peer context, youth evidenced high levels of peer connectedness at school and high-quality friendships. 
Youth also reported moderately high levels of prosocial norms among their friendship groups. In the school 
context, while adolescents reported high levels of school engagement, these youth only reported experiencing 
relatively moderate levels of exposure to civic education, opinion sharing, and perspective-taking opportunities 
in their classrooms. Similarly, in the context of their community environments, while youth reported high 
levels of connectedness and good-quality intergenerational relationships within their communities, they 
reported experiencing only a moderate degree of opportunity to engage with their communities. Mean scores, 
reliability, and normal distributions (skewness and kurtosis) for all contextual measures are displayed in Table 3.
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Table 3:  
Mean Responses, Standard Deviations (SD), Range, and Normal Distribution of 
Youths’ Reports on Their Social Environments 

Contextual Factors Mean SD
Possible 
Range

Attained   
Range

Skew Kurtosis (α)

Parents 

Parental Warmth 9.01 1.28 2-10 5-10 -1.00 -0.10 ---

Family Democratic 
Climate

16.38 3.03 4-20 4-20 -1.14 1.50 0.73

Parent Social 
Responsibility

30.93 4.05 7-35 15-35 -1.28 1.59 0.84

Parent Civic 
Engagement

8.73 3.25 3-15 0.21 -0.21 -0.73 0.79

Peers 

Quality Friendships 18.09 2.62 7-20 8-20 -1.64 2.42 0.77

Prosocial Friend 
Norms

22.68 4.59 6-30 8-30 -0.49 -0.05 0.85

Peer 
Connectedness

34.38 4.74 8-40 17-40 -0.80 0.13 0.87

School 

School Engagement 20.09 2.84 6-24 11-24 -0.78 0.36 0.86

Social Analysis 15.19 3.14 4-20 5-20 -0.47 -0.05 0.84

PT Opportunities 10.08 2.75 3-15 3-15 -0.24 -0.50 0.65

Classroom Climate 14.97 3.62 4-20 4-20 -0.60 0.02 0.85

Community 

Neighbourhood 
Opportunities

14.92 3.55 4-20 5-20 -0.69 0.24 0.87

Community 
Connectedness

31.08 5.09 8-40 17-40 -0.28 -0.49 0.84

Intergenerational 
Closure

20.32 3.45 5-25 10-25 -0.55 -0.26 0.82

NOTE: Minor levels of skewness (> 0.80) (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007) were evident on four factors.  
Parental Warmth was not assessed for reliability, as this factor was composed of fewer than three items.
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Next, correlational analyses were conducted on all contextual measures (Parental Warmth, Family Democratic 
Climate, Parent Social Responsibility, Parent Civic Engagement, Quality Friendships, Prosocial Friend Norms, 
Peer Connectedness, School Engagement, Classroom Climate, Social Analysis, Classroom Perspective Taking, 
Neighbourhood Opportunities, Community Connectedness, Intergenerational Closure) and outcome measures 
(Affective Empathy, Cognitive Empathy, Social Responsibility Values, Social Dominance Orientation, Current Civic 
Behaviour, Online Civic Engagement) to ensure that the data was suitable for multiple regression analyses. The 
results of these correlations indicated that these individual contextual indicators were, typically, positively 
associated with youths’ empathic and civic responses, 3 and that no overly strong relationships (r > 0.9) appeared 
to exist between any of the variables. All correlational results are presented in Appendix I. Tolerance (> 0.1) and 
VIF (< 10) values for all factors were also assessed and found to be adequate, thereby demonstrating that there 
was no evidence of multicollinearity in the data and that the data was suitable for further regression analyses.

Multiple Regression Analyses: In order to assess how the parental, peer, school, and community contexts 
influenced adolescents’ empathic attitudes, social responsibility values, and civic engagement, a series of 
multiple regression analyses were carried out. Specifically, separate regression analyses were performed 
to examine how Parental Warmth, Family Democratic Climate, Parent Social Responsibility, Parent Civic 
Engagement, Quality Friendships, Prosocial Friend Norms, Peer Connectedness, School Engagement, 
Classroom Climate, Social Analysis, Classroom Perspective Taking, Neighbourhood Opportunities, 
Community Connectedness, and Intergenerational Closure predicted each youth outcome (Affective Empathy, 
Cognitive Empathy, Social Responsibility, Social Dominance Orientation, Current Civic Behaviour & Online Civic 
Engagement). An overview of the analyses conducted is provided in Figure 6.

Figure 6. Display Showing the Proposed Regression Model Examining the Relationship 
between Parent, Peer, School, and Community Contexts and Youths’ Empathy, 
Responsibility, and Civic Engagement

Social  
Responsibility

Affective  
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Parent Social Responsibility  
Parent Civic Engagement
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Quality Friendships 
Prosocial Friend Norms 
Peer Connectedness 

Schools 
School Engagement  
Classroom Climate 
Classroom Perspective Taking 
Classroom Social Analysis

Community  
Neighbourhood Opportunities  
Community Connectedness  
Intergenerational Closure

3 Some notable exceptions were observed. Markedly, parental warmth was found to be significantly associated with only one youth 
outcome: online civic engagement, with which it had a negative association. Youths’ levels of online civic engagement and social 
dominance attitudes were generally uncorrelated with other factors.
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Results from the regression analyses revealed that the specified models were significant in predicting 
variances in youths’ affective empathy, cognitive empathy, social responsibility, and current civic behaviour. 
Adjusted R2 values for these models ranged from 0.19, for youths’ social responsibility values, to 0.28, for 
their civic behaviours. R2 is an assessment of the goodness of fit of a model, and represents the amount 
of variability in an outcome that can be explained by the model predictors (Field, 2009). However, these 
models were not significant in predicting youths’ social dominance orientation or online civic engagement 
scores. A table providing a more detailed summary of model results, including R2, Adjusted R2, and F values 
is displayed in Appendix II. Overall, findings indicated that six aspects of youths’ social contexts (Parent 
Social Responsibility, Parent Civic Engagement, Prosocial Friend Norms, Social Analysis, Classroom Climate, and 
Community Connectedness) exerted significant, positive effects on adolescents’ empathy, social responsibility, 
and civic engagement responses. More specifically, parent social responsibility was associated with significantly 
higher levels of youth social responsibility (ß = 0.28, p = 0.002), affective empathy (ß = 0.36, p < 0.001), and 
cognitive empathy (ß = 0.22, p = 0.01). Additionally, parents civic engagement levels were strongly associated 
with increased levels in youths’ civic behaviours (ß = 0.41, p < 0.001), and social responsibility values (ß = 
0.17, p = 0.03). One school factor, social analysis (ß = 0.23, p = 0.01), and one community factor, community 
connectedness (ß = 0.25, p = 0.01), were also linked with significantly higher levels of youth civic behaviour. 
Another aspect of the school context, the classroom climate, was found to significantly predict higher levels 
of both affective (ß = 0.22, p = 0.02) and cognitive (ß = 0.31, p = 0.001) empathy. In relation to the influence 
of the peer context, prosocial friend norms were observed to have positive effects on both youths’ social 
responsibility values (ß = 0.26, p = 0.004) and their cognitive empathy (ß = 0.29, p = 0.001) skills. 

Notably, one negative association between the parental context and youths’ civic outcomes was observed. Results 
indicated that higher levels of parental warmth were associated with more negative social dominance orientation 
values (ß = -0.24, p = 0.04); however, the overall model for this factor was not significant. Furthermore, six 
contextual factors (Family Democratic Climate, Trusted Friendship, School Engagement, Perspective Taking 
Opportunities, Neighbourhood Opportunities, and Intergenerational Closure) were not found to have any 
significant associations with youth’s empathic or civic responding. A visual display of the significant pattern 
of results from these regression analyses is provided in Figure 7 below. A full overview of all standardised and 
unstandardised regression weights and corresponding standard errors is presented in Appendix III.

Contextual Factors Outcomes

 
Figure 7. Significant Associations between Aspects of the Parent, Peer, School, and 
Community Context and Youths’ Empathy, Responsibility, and Civic Engagement 
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3.2.3 Main Analyses – Structural Equation Modelling

The results of the preliminary analyses suggested that specific aspects of youth’s parental, peer, school, and 
community contexts (Parent Social Responsibility, Parent Civic Engagement, Prosocial Friend Norms, Social 
Analysis, Classroom Engagement, Community Connectedness) appear to have a significant, positive impact on the 
level of empathy, social responsibility, or civic engagement expressed by youth in Ireland. In order to extend 
the knowledge obtained from these preliminary investigations and further our understanding of how empathy 
and social responsibility also impact youth’s civic behaviour, structural equation modelling (SEM) was carried 
out on the data collected from the remaining 533 adolescents (266 male, 262 female, 5 undisclosed). The 
aim of this structural equation model was two-fold: 1) to investigate whether these parent (Parent Social 
Responsibility and Parent Civic Engagement), peer (Prosocial Friend Norms), school (Classroom Climate and 
Social Analysis), and community (Community Connectedness) indicators directly influence youth’s (affective 
and cognitive) empathy, social responsibility values, and current civic behaviours;4 and: 2) to assess whether 
these six social contextual factors also have an indirect (i.e., mediated) relationship with youth’s current civic 
behaviour, via youth’s affective empathy, cognitive empathy, or social responsibility values.

Descriptive Overview of Adolescents’ Mean Responses: Before conducting the structural equation 
analyses, youth’s mean level of responding on all contextual, mediator, and outcome factors were examined (see 
Table 4 below). In relation to the contextual indicators (Community Connectedness, Classroom Social Analysis, 
Classroom Climate, Friend Prosocial Norms, Parent Civic Engagement, Parent Social Responsibility), a review of 
these mean scores and scale ranges indicated that youth displayed moderate to high scores on all of these 
contextual factors, apart from their reports of their parents’ civic engagement levels, which were relatively low. 
Similarly, in relation to the outcome and mediator variables, adolescents reported having relatively high social 
responsibility values, affective empathy, and cognitive empathy, but low engagement in civic behaviour. A full 
overview of adolescents’ pattern of responding on all measures, including means, standard deviations, scale 
range, normal distribution, and reliability estimates is provided in Table 4. 

Table 4:  
Descriptive Statistics, Reliability, and Normal Distributions for all Contextual, 
Mediator and Outcome Variables

Contextual Factors Mean SD
Possible 
Range

Attained   
Range

Skew Kurtosis (α)

Parent Social 
Responsibility 

30.60 4.43 7-35 10-35 -1.24 1.72 0.88

Parent Civic 
Engagement

8.14 3.29 3-15 3-15 0.24 -0.82 0.79

Prosocial Friend 
Norms

22.66 4.58 6-30 6-30 -0.66 0.54 0.82

Classroom Social 
Analysis

14.84 3.55 4-20 4-20 -0.64 0.09 0.86

Classroom Climate 13.83 4.01 4-20 4-20 -0.34 -0.54 0.83

4 Social Dominance Orientation and Online Civic Behaviours were not included in the main analyses, as the results of the preliminary 
investigation indicated that these factors were not significantly or positively associated with youth’s social contexts. 
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Contextual Factors Mean SD
Possible 
Range

Attained   
Range

Skew Kurtosis (α)

Community 
Connectedness

29.84 6.52 8-40 8-40 -0.47 -0.20 0.88

Youth Social 
Responsibility

24.98 4.39 6-30 6-30 -0.90 0.67 0.89

Affective Empathy 25.96 4.84 7-35 8-35 -0.21 0.02 0.73

Cognitive Empathy 23.16 4.64 7-35 7-35 0.01 0.30 0.66

Civic Behaviour 25.85 7.53 9-45 9-45 0.35 -0.44 0.83

NOTE: Higher scores on all measures are indicative of more positive responses.

As can also be seen in Table 4, all factors evidenced good levels of internal consistency, with alpha levels 
(Cronbach’s α) ranging from 0.66 to 0.89. Additionally, while all scales showed acceptable kurtosis levels  
(< 3), two factors (Parent Social Responsibility and Youth Social Responsibility) showed evidence of skewness 
(skewness > 0.80) (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). However, deviations from normal skewness are to be expected 
in large sample sizes (Tabachnick and Fidell, 2007). Therefore, no transformations were carried out on the data. 

Overview of Correlational Associations: Prior to testing the hypothesised structural equation model, 
correlational analyses were also carried out to examine associations between the six contextual indicators 
and youth’s empathy, social responsibility values, and civic behaviours. Specifically, bivariate correlation 
analyses were conducted to examine the preliminary patterns of associations between the following factors: 
Parent Social Responsibility, Parent Civic Engagement, Prosocial Friend Norms, Classroom Social Analysis, 
Classroom Climate, Community Connectedness, Youth Social Responsibility, Affective Empathy, Cognitive 
Empathy, and Youth Civic Behaviour. Significant, positive associations were observed between all factors. Only 
one exception was noted: the correlation between affective empathy and parent civic engagement was non-
significant (see Table 5 on the next page). 
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Table 5:  
Correlations Between All Contextual, Mediator, and Outcome Variables

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. Parent Social   
Responsibility 

---

2. Parent Civic 
Engagement

0.31**

3. Prosocial 
Friend Norms

0.36** 0.27**

4. Social Analysis 0.27** 0.27** 0.34**

5. Classroom  
Climate

0.25** 0.24** 0.33** 0.53**

6. Community 
Connectedness

0.35** 0.40** 0.44** 0.41** 0.47**

7. Youth Social 
Responsibility

0.38** 0.18** 0.40** 0.35** 0.30** 0.38**

8. Affective  
Empathy 

0.31** 0.03 0.31** 0.26** 0.25** 0.28** 0.49**

9. Cognitive  
Empathy

0.25** 0.15** 0.32** 0.22** 0.29** 0.35** 0.42** 0.46**

10. Civic  
Behaviour

0.26** 0.48** 0.35** 0.32** 0.35** 0.44** 0.41** 0.23** 0.23**

NOTE: * p < 0.05, **p < 0.001

Overview of the Proposed Structural Equation Model: In the current research, a multiple mediator 
structural equation model was tested in order to examine the direct and indirect effects of Parent Social 
Responsibility, Parent Civic Engagement, Prosocial Friend Norms, Social Analysis, Classroom Climate, and 
Community Connectedness on youth’s civic behaviour. Three mediators (Affective Empathy, Cognitive 
Empathy, and Social Responsibility) were included in the model (see Figure 8). In order to assess the fit/
adequacy of this proposed model in predicting youth’s civic behaviour, assessments of the relevant fit indices 
(chi-square, RMSEA, CMIN, SRMR, CFI, TLI) were carried out. In addition to these indices of model fit, the 
Modification Indices (MI) and Expected Parameter Change (EPC) values for all factors and observed items 
included in the model were reviewed to determine whether additional model parameters should be specified. 
Model re-specifications were only made provided MI and EPC values were large and theoretical justification 
for the changes was established (Byrne, 2012). A visual overview of the structural equation model which was 
tested in the current research is provided in Figure 8. A more detailed overview of the recommendations for 
determining model fit in structural equation modelling is outlined in Appendix IV.
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In order to examine the mediational effects in the model, both indirect and direct effects were evaluated 
for significance at the p < 0.05 level, with 95% confidence intervals (CIs) established via bootstrapping 
techniques, implemented using 10,000 bootstrap samples (following recommendations specified by Hayes, 
2013). Significant mediation was considered to be present at the p < 0.05 level or when zero was not contained 
between the CIs for the indirect path (Preacher et al., 2007). In contrast to traditional approaches to tests of 
mediation (e.g., Baron & Kenny, 1986), the current statistical approach does not necessitate a significant direct 
pathway from the predictor to the outcome variable prior to testing for mediation (Westfall et al., 2014; Hayes, 
2013; Preacher et al., 2007). A detailed overview of mediation analysis and an example of a simple mediation 
model are provided in Appendix V. 

Figure 8. Proposed Mediation Model Testing the Direct (  ) Effects of the Parent, 
Peer, School, and Community Contexts on Youth’s Civic Behaviours and Indirect Effects 
(  ) Through Affective Empathy, Cognitive Empathy, and Social Responsibility.
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Overview of Results from the Structural Equation Model: The mediational model above was specified in 
order to assess the direct and indirect effects of Parent Social Responsibility (PSR), Parent Civic Engagement 
(PCE), Prosocial Friend Norms (PFN), Social Analysis (SA), Classroom Climate (CLC), and Community 
Connectedness (CCN), and the direct effects of Affective Empathy (EC), Cognitive Empathy (PT), and 
Social Responsibility (SR), on Youth’s Civic Behaviour (YCB). The initial test of this mediated model yielded 
mediocre model fit, χ2 (1727) = 3964.31, p < 0.001; Q = 2.30; RMSEA = 0.049 (90% CI: 0.047, 0.051); CFI 
= 0.85; TLI = 0.84, SRMR = 0.06 and AIC = 4292.31. However, an examination of the modification indices 
indicated that a number of additional parameters (e.g., covariance) should be specified to the model to improve 
model fit (see Appendix VI). Following these additional specifications, the final model evidenced acceptable-
to-good model fit: χ2 (1717) = 3395.16, p < 0.001; Q = 1.97; RMSEA = 0.043 (90% CI: 0.041, 0.045); CFI = 
0.88; TLI = 0.88, SRMR = 0.06 and AIC = 3743.16. Although the chi square test is significant and the CFI and 
TLI fit indices are below the recommended cut-off levels of 0.90, all remaining fit indices evidenced excellent 
model fit. 

Overall, when tested, this proposed model was found to account for 55% of the variance in youth’s civic 
behaviour (R2 = 0.55). In relation to the direct effects, results from this SEM model showed that parent social 
responsibility exerted significant, positive effects on all mediator variables: affective empathy (β = 0.23, B = 
0.23), cognitive empathy (β = 0.13, B = 0.18), and social responsibility (β = 0.21, B = 0.21). However, parent 
social responsibility was not found to have any significant, direct associations with youth’s civic behaviour (p > 
0.05). Similarly, community connectedness positively influenced all mediator variables: affective empathy (β = 
0.24, B = 0.22), cognitive empathy (β = 0.25, B = 0.30), and social responsibility (β = 0.20, B = 0.18), but had 
no direct effect on youth’s civic behaviour. Likewise, prosocial friend norms significantly predicted higher levels 
of affective empathy (β = 0.19, B = 0.15), cognitive empathy (β = 0.22, B = 0.23), and social responsibility (β = 
0.24, B = 0.19), but did not directly influence civic behaviour. Moreover, classroom climate was found to have 
a significant effect on cognitive empathy (β = 0.18, B = 0.16), while social analysis appeared to significantly 
predict greater social responsibility (β = 0.18, B = 0.13). Interestingly, while parent civic engagement did 
not exert any significant effects on youth’s cognitive empathy or social responsibility, higher levels of parent 
civic engagement were significantly associated with greater civic behaviour (β = 0.42, B = 0.34), but lower 
affective empathy (β = -0.22, B = -0.15). In relation to youth civic behaviour, only two other factors were 
found to exert significant, direct effects. Namely, higher levels of cognitive empathy (β = 0.30, B = 0.36) and 
social responsibility values (β = 0.16, B = 0.14) were significantly associated with greater engagement in civic 
behaviour. A summary of regression weights (effect sizes), including standard and unstandardised estimates, is 
provided in Table 6, and a visual overview of all significant, direct effects is presented in Figures 9 and 10. 

Table 6:  
Standardised and unstandardised regression weights (with standard errors) for the model

Outcome Predictor β B SE

Affective Empathy

Parent Social Responsibility 0.23** 0.23 0.06

Parent Civic Engagement -0.22** -0.15 0.04

Classroom Climate 0.09 0.06 0.05

Community Connectedness 0.24** 0.22 0.06

Social Analysis 0.11 0.08 0.05

Prosocial Friend Norms 0.19* 0.15 0.05
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Outcome Predictor β B SE

Cognitive Empathy

Parent Social Responsibility 0.13* 0.18 0.07

Parent Civic Engagement -0.09 -0.08 0.05

Classroom Climate 0.18* 0.16 0.06

Community Connectedness 0.25** 0.30 0.08

Social Analysis  0.02 0.08 0.06

Prosocial Friend Norms 0.22** 0.23 0.06

Social Responsibility Values

Parent Social Responsibility 0.21** 0.21 0.05

Parent Civic Engagement -0.10 -0.07 0.04

Classroom Climate 0.03 0.02 0.04

Community Connectedness 0.20** 0.18 0.06

Social Analysis 0.18* 0.13 0.04

Prosocial Friend Norms 0.24** 0.19 0.04

Civic Behaviour

Parent Social Responsibility -0.09 -0.10 0.06

Parent Civic Engagement 0.42** 0.34 0.05

Classroom Climate 0.09 0.07 0.05

Community Connectedness 0.09 0.10 0.07

Social Analysis -0.03 -0.03 0.05

Prosocial Friend Norms 0.06 0.06 0.05

Youth Social Responsibility 0.30** 0.36 0.06

Affective Empathy 0.04 0.05 0.09

Cognitive Empathy 0.16** 0.14 0.06

NOTE: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.001 
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Figure 9. Significant Direct Effects of the Contextual Factors on All Mediator and 
Outcome Variables and Direct Effects of the Mediator Variables on the Outcome Variable
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Contextual Factors Outcomes

Figure 10. Significant Direct Effects on all Mediators and Outcomes 
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A visual summary of all significant indirect associations between youth’s social systems and their civic 
behaviours is displayed in Figure 11 below. A full summary of indirect or mediation effects is provided in 
Table 7 below. Significant indirect effects are represented by an appropriate alpha level (p < 0.05) and a lower 
(L) and upper (U) bound confidence interval range that does not contain zero. As can be seen in this table, 
affective empathy did not produce any significant indirect effects on youth civic behaviour, indicating that 
affective empathy does not mediate the relationship between any of the predictors (Parent Social Responsibility, 
Parent Civic Engagement, Classroom Climate, Social Analysis, Prosocial Friend Norms, Community Connectedness) 
and youth’s civic behaviour. However, some significant indirect effects, through youth’s cognitive empathy 
and social responsibility, were observed between the predictors and youth’s civic behaviour. In particular, 
significant, indirect effects between parent’s social responsibility and youth’s civic behaviour were observed 
through youth’s social responsibility (B = 0.08, p = 0.001) and cognitive empathy (B = 0.03, p = 0.03). In other 
words, although parent social responsibility did not directly influence civic behaviour, parent responsibility 
lead to an increase in youth responsibility values and cognitive empathy, which in turn indirectly led to an 
increase in youth civic behaviour. Similarly, both community connectedness and social analysis indirectly 
influenced civic behaviour through increased social responsibility values (B = 0.08, p = 0.003; B = 0.05, p = 
0.02) and cognitive empathy (B = 0.03, p = 0.02; B = 0.02, p = 0.04), respectively. Conversely, parent civic 
engagement was found to have a negative, indirect relationship with youth civic behaviour, through decreased 
youth social responsibility (B = -0.05, p = 0.001) and cognitive empathy (B = -0.02, p = 0.02).

Figure 11. Significant Indirect Relationships between Youth’s Social Contexts and Civic 
Behaviour, Through the Significant Mediator Variables 
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3.2.4 Supplementary Analyses 

Finally, a series of supplementary analyses were carried out to examine whether youth’s demographic 
characteristics had an impact on their empathic or civic responding. Specifically, a series of t-tests and multiple 
regression analyses were conducted to determine whether youth’s gender or participation in extracurricular 
activities significantly impacted their level of empathy, social responsibility, or civic behaviour.5

Assessing Gender Differences: A series of independent-samples t-tests were carried out to examine potential 
gender differences in adolescents’ responses on all contextual and outcome factors. Results revealed that female 
adolescents reported significantly higher levels (M = 31.27, SD = 4.57) of Parent Responsibility values than 
boys (M = 29.54, SD = 5.14) and significantly higher levels (M = 23.94, SD = 4.06) of Prosocial Friend Norms 
than boys (M = 21.42, SD = 4.68). Boys also reported significantly lower levels of Affective Empathy (M = 
24.32, SD = 4.89), Cognitive Empathy (M = 22.12, SD = 4.80), and Social Responsibility Values (M = 23.60, 
SD = 5.14) than girls (M = 27.49, SD = 4.45; M = 24.13, SD = 4.51; M = 26.26, SD = 3.43, respectively). No 
other significant gender differences were observed.6 A visual overview of all significant differences between 
male and female responses is displayed in Figure 12 below.

Parent 
Responsibility

Prosocial 
Friend Norms

Cognitive 
Empathy

Affective 
Empathy

Youth 
Responsibility

Figure 12. All significant differences observed in boys’ and girls’ responses on all 
contextual, mediator and outcome variables

35

30

25

20

15

10

5

0

Boys Girls

5 These analyses detail the results for the main sample of participants included in the SEM analyses (n = 533). 

6 In order to control for the family wise error rate, a Bonferroni correction was applied to all t-tests.
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Assessing The Impact of Extracurricular Participation: Adolescents were asked to report how frequently 
they engaged in a series of eight club or extracurricular activities. Youth’s mean scores for each of these activ-
ities are displayed below. On average, adolescents appeared to engage with social media most frequently, and 
showed the lowest levels of engagement for academic grinds and performing arts or drama (see Figure 13). 

Figure 13. Adolescents’ mean level of engagement in different extra-curricular activities 
in boys’ and girls’ responses on all contextual, mediator and outcome variables

In order to determine whether youth who participated in different extracurricular activities showed differenc-
es in their empathy, social responsibility values, or civic behaviours, a series of multiple regression analyses 
were conducted. Results revealed that youth who spent more time engaging in sports (B = 0.09, ß = 0.17, SE 
= 0.02, p < 0.001), music (B = 0.05, ß = 0.09, SE = 0.02, p = 0.03), youth clubs (B = 0.11, ß = 0.19, SE = 0.02, 
p < 0.001), and religious activities (B = 0.13, ß = 0.21, SE = 0.03, p < 0.001) also showed higher levels of civic 
behaviour. Greater youth club participation was also associated with higher levels of cognitive empathy (B = 
0.05, ß = 0.09, SE = 0.02, p = 0.02), affective empathy (B = 0.03, ß = 0.07, SE = 0.02, p = 0.008), and social 
responsibility (B = 0.05, ß = 0.02, SE = 0.02, p = 0.02). Participation in performing arts or drama (B = 0.06, ß = 
0.12, SE = 0.03, p = 0.01) was associated with greater social responsibility values. Conversely, youth who spent 
more time playing violent video games showed lower levels of civic behaviour (B = -0.06, ß = -0.12, SE = 0.02, 
p = 0.003), cognitive empathy (B = -0.11, ß = -0.21, SE = 0.02, p < 0.001), affective empathy (B = -0.11, ß = 
-0.28, SE = 0.02, p < 0.001), and social responsibility (B = -0.10, ß = - 0.24, SE = 0.02, p < 0.001) values. Please 
see Figure 14 for a diagrammatic overview of these significant relationships. 

A. How often do you play sports with your school team or local club?
 Mean response = 3.491 =

Never

1 =
Never

1 =
Never

1 =
Never

1 =
Never

1 =
Never

1 =
Never

1 =
Never

5 =
Very Often

5 =
Very Often

5 =
Very Often

5 =
Very Often

5 =
Very Often

5 =
Very Often

5 =
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5 =
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B. How often do you play a musical instrument?
 Mean response = 2.07

C. How often do you spend time at a local youth club?
 Mean response = 2.18

D. How often do you participate in religious activities?
 Mean response = 2.38

E. How often do you engage with social media?
 Mean response = 4.36

F. How often do you play violent video games?
 Mean response = 2.73

G. How often do you attend grinds or academic classes ouside school?
 Mean response = 1.55

H. How often do you participate in performing arts or drama?
 Mean response = 1.60



38  |  Empathy, Social Values, and Civic Behaviour Among Early Adolescents in Ireland

Figure 14. Significant Associations between Youths’ Extracurricular Participation and 
their Empathic and Civic Responding
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3.2.5 Results Summary

Overall, results provide empirical evidence to suggest that youth’s parental, peer, school, and community 
contexts significantly influence their empathic or civic responding. In particular, results revealed that specific 
aspects of the parent, peer, school, and community context directly impact youth’s affective empathy, cognitive 
empathy, and social responsibility values. Notably, results indicate that parent civic engagement impacts 
youth civic behaviour both directly and indirectly, while parent social responsibility, connectedness with the 
community, open classroom climates in schools, and level of civic education also indirectly impact youth 
civic behaviour, through changes in youth’s social responsibility values and cognitive empathy. However, 
affective empathy was not associated with any direct or indirect effects on civic behaviour. Finally, results 
suggest that youth’s civic and empathic responding may also be impacted by their gender and participation in 
extracurricular activities. 

KEY FINDINGS

•  Preliminary analyses indicated that parent social responsibility, parent civic engagement, classroom 
climate, community connectedness, social analysis, and prosocial friend norms positively impact 
youth’s empathic or civic responding.

•  Preliminary analyses indicated that Family Democratic Climate, Trusted Friendship, School 
Engagement, Perspective-Taking Opportunities, Intergenerational Closure, and Neighbourhood 
Opportunities do not impact youth’s civic or empathic responding.

•  SEM analyses indicated that parent social responsibility, community connectedness, social analysis, 
and prosocial friend norms predict higher levels of social responsibility.

•  SEM analyses indicated that parent social responsibility, classroom climate, community 
connectedness, and prosocial friend norms predict higher levels of cognitive empathy.

•  SEM analyses indicated that parent social responsibility, community connectedness, and prosocial 
friend norms predict higher levels of affective empathy, but that parent civic engagement predicts 
lower levels of affective empathy.

•  SEM analyses indicated that parent civic engagement, cognitive empathy, and social responsibility 
directly predict higher levels of youth civic behaviour.

•  SEM analyses indicated that parent social responsibility, classroom climate, and social analysis had 
indirect, positive effects on youth civic behaviour – via increases in youth’s cognitive empathy and 
social responsibility values. 

•  SEM analyses indicated that parent civic engagement had an indirect, negative effect on youth civic 
behaviour – via decreases in youth’s cognitive empathy and social responsibility values. 

•  SEM analyses indicated that affective empathy is not related to youth’s civic behaviours.

•  Supplementary analyses indicated that boys show lower empathy, social responsibility, prosocial 
friend norms, and parental social responsibility than girls. 

•  Supplementary analyses indicated that youth’s level of participation in drama, music, youth clubs, 
sport, religion, and video games had an impact on their civic or empathic responding.
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3.3 Discussion
The aim of this research was to examine whether youth’s proximal social contexts (Parents, Peers, Schools, and 
Communities) impact their civic or empathic responding. Overall, this research provides evidence to suggest 
that the social environment plays an important role in shaping the empathic attitudes, social responsibility 
values, and civic behaviours expressed by young people in Ireland. In particular, it identified six specific aspects 
of the social context (parent social responsibility, parent civic engagement, prosocial friend norms, classroom climate, 
classroom social analysis, and community connectedness) that appear to be consistently associated with youth’s 
(cognitive and affective) empathy, social responsibility values, or civic behaviours. However, differences were 
apparent in how these social systems impact youth’s empathic attitudes, social values, and civic behaviours. 
Differences between the direct and indirect relationships these social contexts had with youth’s civic behaviour 
also emerged. Findings from this research revealed that cognitive empathy and social responsibility both acted 
as significant mediators of the relationship between the social context and youth’s civic behaviour, but revealed 
that youth’s affective empathy was not significantly connected to their civic behaviour. Results also revealed 
that youth tended to evidence high levels of empathy and social responsibility values but report low levels of 
civic engagement. Findings indicated that youth’s gender and extracurricular participation are also significantly 
associated with their empathic and civic responding. These findings are discussed in more detail below. 

3.3.1 Differences in Adolescents’ Mean Responses

The findings from the current study suggest that adolescents show differences in their pattern of responding 
on measures assessing their empathic or civic attitudes or values, and those assessing their civic behaviours. 
A review of adolescents’ mean responses (in both the preliminary and SEM analyses) found that youth 
appear to endorse relatively high scores on measures assessing their empathy and social responsibility values. 
Conversely, when asked to indicate their current level of civic engagement, adolescents showed relatively low 
levels of civic action. This appears to indicate that there is a discrepancy between adolescents’ self-reported 
empathy or social responsibility and their actual civic or prosocial participation. This is an important finding, 
as it may suggest a climate of low youth civic engagement in Ireland. Given that this research is among the 
first to examine levels of empathy and civic responding among young people in Ireland, it is not possible to 
compare this pattern of findings with other Irish samples. Nonetheless, research from other cultural samples 
appears to support this trend of low civic participation rates among young people (Hylton, 2018; Putnam, 
2016; Turcotte, 2015; Pryor et al., 2007; Balsano, 2005). However, it is important to note that research also 
indicates that youth’s patterns of participation in civic activities varies depending on the nature of the civic 
or prosocial activity assessed (Gudjohnsen, 2016). Thus, while youth may have endorsed low levels of civic 
engagement on the current measures (e.g., civic behaviour and online civic engagement scales), these youth 
may show higher levels of participation in other civic domains. Another possible explanation for the low levels 
of civic engagement observed in the current research is the young age of the adolescent participants (12–16 
years). Previous research has indicated that older adolescents tend to show higher levels of civic engagement 
than younger adolescents (Ferguson & Garza, 2011). It is argued that older youth may experience greater 
levels of independence or greater opportunities to engage, compared to younger teens, which may account for 
their higher participation rates. Future research is needed to provide greater clarity on whether youths’ low 
civic engagement levels reflect a lack of interest in civic participation, or simply a lack of opportunity for civic 
involvement, in the Irish context.

Markedly, a similar pattern of responding was also observed in youths’ reports of their parents’ social 
responsibility values and civic participation levels. Specifically, while youth indicated that their parents 
promoted positive social responsibility values, they also reported that their parents did not show high levels 
of civic engagement themselves. This is another important finding, as it indicates that both youth and parents’ 
social values may not align with their civic behaviours, and may suggest a pattern of responding that transcends 
age groups. Notably, other research reports have observed similar discrepancies between individuals’ self-
reported prosocial or social responsibility values, and their prosocial or civic engagement in other cultural 
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groups (Metzger et al., 2018), suggesting this trend is not unique to the Irish context. Although research also 
suggests that the behavioural domain assessed may moderate the connection between individuals’ civic beliefs 
and their civic behaviours (Metzger et al., 2018), greater research is still needed in order to further elaborate 
on why individuals’ empathy and social responsibility values may not correspond to their levels of civic 
engagement, in certain contexts. In particular, greater research into the role that wider societal norms play in 
influencing adults’ and youths’ involvement in civic activities may be beneficial in helping to generate a greater 
understanding of any unique patterns of civic engagement that occur within specific cultural contexts (see 
Chopik et al., 2016).

3.3.2 Discussion on the Relationship between Parent, Peer, School, and Community 
Contexts and Youth’s Empathy, Social Responsibility, and Civic Behaviours 

A major strength of the current study is that it is among the first pieces of research to confirm that parental, 
peer, school, and community contexts play a significant role in influencing the level of empathy, social 
responsibility, or civic behaviour expressed by young people in Ireland. Thus, this research advances the 
literature by providing empirical support for applying a social-contextual approach to the study of youth 
empathy and civic behaviour. Nonetheless, it is important to note that while this research appears to explain 
both significant and substantive changes in adolescents’ civic responding, a large proportion of the variance in 
youth’s civic and empathic responding remained unaccounted for by the current contextual model. Moreover, 
the findings from the preliminary analyses revealed that these parent, peer, school, or community contexts 
were not significant in explaining either youth’s online civic behaviours or their social dominance orientations.7 
Therefore, it is important to acknowledge that although these social contexts may be significantly associated 
with aspects of youth’s empathy, social responsibility, and civic engagement, other social or individual factors 
likely also play a key role in shaping youths’ empathic and civic attitudes, values, and behaviours (see Davis, 
2018; Fu et al., 2017; Bussey et al., 2015; Allesandri et al., 2014; Taylor et al., 2013). Thus, further comparative 
research examining the additional impact that other individual or societal characteristics exert on youth’s 
civic or empathic responding may be needed in order to generate a more holistic understanding of youth’s 
engagement in civic and empathic responding.

In addition to providing evidence that parent, peer, school, and community contexts are significantly linked to 
youths’ empathy, social responsibility values, and civic behaviours, results also indicate that different aspects of 
these social environments appear to have different relationships with youths’ empathic and civic responding. 
First and foremost, the findings from the current research indicated that youth’s (affective and cognitive) 
empathic attitudes, social responsibility values, or civic behaviours appear to be significantly associated with six 
specific aspects of these social contexts: parent social responsibility, parent civic engagement, prosocial friend norms, 
classroom climate, classroom social analysis, and community connectedness. However, this research also found 
that other aspects of youths’ social environments (family democratic climate, quality friendships, levels of school 
engagement, feelings of connectedness with other students, classroom perspective-taking opportunities, neighbourhood 
opportunities, and intergenerational closure) do not appear to be linked with either youth’s empathic or civic 
responding. Although other researchers have found strong associations between these other contextual 
indicators and youths’ empathic or prosocial or civic responding (Evans & Smokowski, 2015; Padilla-Walker, 
Carlo, & Nielson, 2015; Padilla-Walker, Coyne et al., 2015; Wray-Lake et al., 2015; Lenzi et al., 2014; Lenzi et 
al., 2013; Miklikowska & Hurme, 2011), the vast majority of this research has been carried out in international 
settings, with culturally diverse adolescent samples. Therefore, the current results are important, as they may 
suggest that there are differences between the type of social systems which influence youth’s empathic and civic 
responding in the Irish context, and those that impact responding in other cultures. It is also possible that these 
non-significant trends were observed in the current research due to the comparative nature of the model tested. 

7 Results found that social dominance was negatively associated with parental warmth; however, the overall predictor model remained 
non-significant. For a more detailed discussion on this, please see Appendix VII.
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In other words, it is possible that these other contextual factors are associated with youth’s empathic or civic 
responding, but that their effects are small, and disappear (i.e., become non-significant) when compared with 
other more powerful predictors (see European Social Survey Education Net [ESS], 2013, for a more detailed 
explanation of ‘unique’ and ‘shared’ variance). Hence, these findings demonstrate the importance of assessing 
the comparative effect that multiple social contexts have on youth’s civic and empathic responding.

This research evidenced not only that some, and not other, aspects of the social context are associated with 
youth’s empathic or civic responding, but also that the relationship these factors have with youth’s empathic 
attitudes, social responsibility values, and civic behaviours is complicated. Findings from the structural 
equation model revealed that four aspects of the social context appear to either directly or indirectly impact 
youth’s civic behaviour: Parent Social Responsibility, Parent Civic Engagement, Classroom Social Analysis, and 
Community Connectedness. However, interesting patterns of relationships between these contextual factors and 
youth’s civic responding were observed. For instance, results indicated that parental encouragement of social 
responsibility values were directly associated with greater youth affective empathy, cognitive empathy, and 
social responsibility values. While findings revealed no direct connection between parent social responsibility 
and youth civic behaviour, a positive, indirect connection was observed through increased social responsibility 
values and heightened cognitive empathy skills. Previous research contends that parental socialisation of 
prosocial values are consistently and directly associated with adolescents’ prosocial or civic behaviours 
(Mesurado et al., 2014; McGinley et al., 2010; Padilla‐Walker & Carlo, 2007; Wyatt & Carlo, 2002; Grusec 
& Goodnow, 1994). Hence, the findings of the current study extend our understanding of the relationship 
between parent social responsibility and youth empathy, social values, and civic engagement, by indicating that 
parent social responsibility may not be directly related to civic engagement – rather, parent social responsibility 
appears to enhance adolescents’ perspective-taking skills (e.g., cognitive empathy) and social responsibility 
values, which in turn promotes greater youth civic engagement. This finding has key implications for research 
and practice by highlighting the important role that parent social responsibility plays in directly influencing 
youth empathy and social values, and indirectly influencing youth civic behaviour. 

Similarly, two other social factors were also found to exert positive, indirect effects on youth’s civic behaviour: 
community connectedness and classroom social analysis. Specifically, feeling connected with one’s community 
was found to be directly associated with greater social responsibility, more cognitive empathy, and higher 
affective empathy. Moreover, while community connectedness did not appear to have a direct impact on 
youth’s civic behaviours, greater community connectedness indirectly resulted in greater civic behaviour, 
through increased cognitive empathy and social responsibility values. Greater levels of civic education in 
school (e.g., Social Analysis) were also indirectly associated with greater youth civic engagement, through 
increased social responsibility and cognitive empathy. Thus, these findings have applied relevance, as they 
indicate that youths’ civic and empathic responding is also influenced by wider social contexts – both those 
in school and those in the wider community (Evans & Smokowski, 2015; Lenzi et al., 2013; Wray-Lake & 
Syvertsen, 2011). 

Conversely, parent civic engagement was found to have a complex relationship with youths’ empathic and 
civic responding. Notably, in the SEM model, parent civic engagement was the only aspect of the social 
environment found to have a significant, direct impact on youth’s civic behaviour. Higher levels of parent civic 
engagement were strongly and directly linked to greater youth involvement in civic activities – a link which also 
appears to be consistently evidenced by other international research (Lai et al., 2015; Jessor & Turbin, 2014; 
Van Goethem et al., 2014; Hardy et al., 2010). However, the current study also detected a weak (yet statistically 
significant) negative, indirect relationship between parent civic engagement and youth civic behaviour. 
Crucially, higher levels of parent civic engagement were associated with lower cognitive empathy and social 
responsibility among young people, which in turn appeared to lead to a decrease in civic participation. 
Parent civic engagement was also found to negatively influence youth’s affective empathy – although affective 
empathy was not related to youth’s civic behaviour. Thus, while the overall effect of parent civic engagement on 
adolescent civic behaviour is positive, there also appears to be some negative variance in the model, resulting 
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in reduced social responsibility and lower empathy. Researchers typically refer to this type of conflicting 
relationship as ‘inconsistent’ or ‘competitive’ mediation (Zhao et al., 2010; MacKinnon et al., 2000; Cliff & 
Earleywine, 1994). 

Competitive mediation can occur when there is an incomplete theoretical framework or when there are 
multiple competing mediators (Zhao et al., 2010). Thus, the current results suggest that the direct, positive 
relationship observed between parent civic engagement and youth’s civic behaviour cannot be explained 
by the current mediators alone (Affective Empathy, Cognitive Empathy, or Social Responsibility). In other 
words, there are other factors (not measured in the current model) that cause parent civic engagement to 
have a positive effect on youth civic behaviour, and further research is needed to identify what other social 
factors or individual processes may mediate the relationship between parent and youth civic engagement. For 
example, some research suggests that individual’s motivations (intrinsic or extrinsic, etc.) or perceptions of 
the motivations of others for engaging in prosocial behaviour can have an important impact on their level of 
prosocial or civic participation (Llorca-Mestre et al., 2017; Kumru et al., 2012; Ariely et al., 2009; Grant & 
Mayer, 2009). Therefore, one possible explanation for why parent civic engagement appears to promote youth 
civic engagement but decrease empathy and social responsibility is that youth’s reasons for engaging in this civic 
behaviour are extrinsically motivated (e.g., by reputation or image) – although further research on this possible 
connection is warranted. Nonetheless, the current findings are important, as they suggest that parent civic 
engagement exerts both positive and negative effects on adolescents’ social responding – whereby it promotes 
greater civic behaviour but reduces adolescents’ empathy and social responsibility values. These findings 
have significant implications for applied research and practice, as they highlight the importance of not only 
examining adolescents’ levels of civic engagement but also determining their motivations for engaging in such 
prosocial activity, in order to generate greater understanding about whether youth’s civic activity is altruistically 
motivated or motivated by other self-focused concerns (see Benabou & Tirole, 2006; Penner et al., 2005). 

Although no other direct or indirect relationships between youth’s social contexts and their civic behaviours 
were observed, results did reveal other significant associations between youth’s social contexts and their 
empathic responding or social values. Findings indicated that while prosocial friend norms were not associated 
with youth’s civic behaviours, having friends who promoted greater prosocial behaviours was significantly 
associated with greater affective empathy, cognitive empathy, and social responsibility values among young 
people. This is an interesting finding, as it indicates that while friend modelling of prosocial behaviours may 
encourage greater empathy and social responsibility values among adolescents, other factors may be more 
important in facilitating actual civic action. Additionally, results revealed that while more open classroom 
climates predicted greater cognitive empathy, they did not affect any other aspect of adolescents’ empathic or 
civic responding. This finding indicates that while interactive classroom discussions may be important tools for 
enhancing young people’s ability to understand the perspective of others, they may not influence adolescents’ 
emotional feelings of concern for others or their willingness to engage in civic activities. This suggests that 
other school strategies may be more important for promoting other facets of empathic and civic responding 
among young people.

Overall, this research highlights the importance of examining empathy and social responsibility values 
as important mechanisms through which youths’ social environments impact their involvement in civic 
activities. However, it should be acknowledged that although ‘significant’ indirect relationships were observed 
between the social context and youth’s civic behaviour, these indirect relationships were typically weak (as 
indicated by their small effect size or low B value). The weak nature of these indirect relationships may indicate 
that these social factors are associated more strongly with youths’ empathic attitudes and social values than 
with their civic behaviours. This suggests that there are perhaps other factors, or other moderation effects, 
not measured in the current model, that exert stronger direct effects on adolescents’ civic behaviour. Future 
research would benefit from investigating how other social and individual processes influence adolescents’ 
empathic and civic responding, either directly or indirectly, through other moderation or mediation processes 
(Lockwood et al., 2014).
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3.3.3 Discussion on the Relationship between Youth’s Empathy, Social Responsibility, 
and Civic Behaviours 

Although the current research indicated that empathy and social responsibility have important links with 
youth’s civic behaviour, some inconsistent patterns emerged in relation to the effects that youth’s affective 
empathy, cognitive empathy, and social responsibility values were found to have on their civic behaviour. 
Most notably, findings revealed that while cognitive empathy and social responsibility values appear to 
promote greater civic behaviour among adolescents, affective empathy did not appear to have any significant 
associations with youth’s civic behaviour. An array of theorists and researchers contend that both aspects 
of empathy (i.e., the understanding of others’ emotions and the ability to experience feelings of concern for 
others) are key motivators of prosocial action (Segal, 2011; Eisenberg et al., 2009; Hoffmann, 2000). Thus, the 
finding that affective empathy did not promote civic action among adolescents was unexpected. 

It is important to note that a small body of research has also reported no significant link between empathy and 
civic behaviour (Ladd & Henry, 2000; Anderson & Williams, 1996). Additionally, some researchers contend 
that while both affective and cognitive empathy may facilitate prosocial responding, it is possible that they 
may promote different types of prosocial or civic responding (Van Der Graff et al., 2018; Carlo et al., 2010; 
Eisenberg et al., 2010). For example, previous research has indicated that affective empathy, but not cognitive 
empathy, is significantly associated with adolescents’ engagement in bystander-defending behaviour (Caravita 
et al., 2009; Gini et al., 2008). Other research indicates that cognitive empathy may be related to more public 
and compliant types of prosocial responding, while affective empathy may predict more altruistic behaviours 
(Davis et al., 2018; Carlo et al., 2017). Thus, although no significant link between youth’s affective empathy and 
civic behaviour was observed in the current research, it is possible that affective empathy may be significant 
in predicting youth’s engagement in other prosocial or civic activities (Omoto et al., 2010). However, further 
research is needed to test this hypothesis. Nonetheless, the current findings highlight the importance of 
examining the relationship between civic engagement and both components of empathy. They have important 
implications for research and practice, as results suggest that interventions aiming to promote greater prosocial 
responding at the societal level may benefit from targeting adolescents’ perspective-taking skills and social 
responsibility values, as opposed to their affective empathy. Future research should expand on the current 
research findings by comparing the relationship between youth’s (cognitive and affective) empathy and their 
engagement in different types of civic or prosocial behaviours.

3.3.4 Discussion on the Relationship between Gender and Extracurricular Participation 
and Empathy, Social Responsibility, and Civic Behaviours 

It is important to briefly comment on the gender differences which emerged in the current research. While no 
significant gender differences in civic behaviour emerged, boys were found to show significantly lower levels of 
empathy and social responsibility values. Boys also reported lower prosocial friend norms and lower parental 
social responsibility values. These findings are in line with previous research findings, which indicated that 
males typically evidence lower levels of empathy than females (Farrell et al., 2016; Machackova & Pfetsch, 
2016; Carlo et al., 2012). The additional finding that there are also gender differences in how friends and 
parents model or encourage prosocial values or behaviours among adolescents is interesting, as it suggests 
that girls may be exposed to more prosocial ‘norms’, via their parents and friendship groups, than their male 
counterparts, which may have indirect effects on their empathic or civic responding. Given these observed 
gender differences, future research may benefit from examining how gender moderates the connection 
between youth’s social contexts and their empathic and civic responding. 

Youth’s involvement in particular types of club or extracurricular activities was significantly related to their 
empathic or civic responding. Youth who reported greater involvement in religious activities and music, youth, 
sport, and drama clubs were found to report higher levels of civic behaviour. Greater participation in drama 
clubs was also found to promote greater social responsibility values, while involvement in youth clubs was 
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also associated with greater social responsibility, affective empathy, and cognitive empathy. Conversely, youth 
who played more violent video games showed lower levels of affective empathy, cognitive empathy, social 
responsibility, and civic behaviour. These findings are consistent with a growing research trend (see Ramey et 
al., 2017; Vossen et al., 2017; Carreres Ponsoda et al., 2012; Gentile et al., 2009; Linver et al., 2009; Albanesi 
et al., 2007), and provide further evidence to suggest that youth’s level of involvement in extracurricular 
activities, as well as the type of activity engaged in, may have important implications for their empathic and 
civic responding. Thus, these findings build on the trends observed in previous research with other cultural 
groups, and may have important implications for wider policy or practice, as they indicate how involvement in 
specific clubs or activities can have a direct impact on youths’ empathic and civic responding. Nonetheless, the 
connection between youth’s empathic and civic attitudes or behaviours and their extracurricular involvement 
should be further explored by other researchers. 

3.3.5 Strengths, Implications, and Recommendations for Research and Practice

Overall, these research findings offer a number of important implications and suggestions for both future 
research and policy or practice. The current research is among the first to examine the expression of empathy 
and civic engagement among young people in an Irish cultural context. Crucially, although researchers 
recognise the important impact that cultural norms can have on how individuals’ relate and engage with one 
another, knowledge about young people’s empathic and civic responding has typically relied on evidence 
collected from a small number of countries (Silke et al., 2018; Chopik et al., 2017). Hence, the current research 
helps to advance knowledge, by extending the cultural body of research in this area and enabling policymakers 
and researchers to compare the level of empathic and civic responding expressed by youth in Ireland, with 
youth from other cultures or nationalities. 

This research has significant advantages for both research and policy by shedding further light on how youth 
in Ireland become socialised towards greater civic and empathic responding. A major strength of this research 
is that it provides evidence to confirm that parents, peers, schools and communities play an important role 
in shaping the empathic attitudes, social responsibility values, and civic behaviours expressed by youth in 
Ireland. Although previous research has suggested that these social contexts significantly impact youth’s 
empathic or civic responding (Rossi et al., 2016; Padilla-Walker et al., 2014; Lenzi et al., 2013; Wray-Lake et 
al., 2011), this research is among the first to show that these systems influence both young people’s empathic 
and civic attitudes or behaviours. This finding has particular relevance for practice and policy, as it shows that 
adolescents’ empathy, social responsibility, and civic behaviours are not influenced by any one factor, but 
rather by a collection of social contexts and networks. Hence, these findings suggest that multidimensional 
approaches that target both interpersonal (e.g., parents, peers) and organisational (e.g., school, community) 
social networks are likely to be more effective in promoting greater civic and empathic responding among 
young people in Ireland. However, in order to better inform policy, further research is needed to explore how 
these multidimensional initiatives can best be incorporated into practice.

Relatedly, another advantage of this research is that it not only investigates how broad social contexts (e.g., 
peers, parents, schools, community) influence adolescents’ social values, empathy, and behaviours, but also 
examines and compares how specific aspects of these social networks (parent social responsibility, community 
connectedness, etc.) uniquely influence youth’s civic or empathic values and behaviours. This is an important 
step in advancing knowledge and understanding in this area, as it is not enough to know that parents or schools 
influence adolescents’ prosocial values and behaviours; but by knowing which aspects of parenting or the 
school climate have the strongest influence on adolescents’ empathy and civic responding, then more targeted 
interventions can be developed. Furthermore, by employing this type of comparative (mediational) approach, 
this research not only was able to determine which social systems appear to be significantly linked to youth’s 
empathic or civic responding, but also highlighted the complex nature of this relationship. Most notably, the 
findings from this analysis suggest that certain contextual factors may exert both positive and negative effects 
on adolescents’ empathic or civic attitudes and behaviours – a finding which has key implications for further 
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research and practice. Specifically, the finding that parent civic engagement appears to promote greater youth 
civic behaviour, but reduces youth empathy and social responsibility, is important, as policy initiatives need to 
be aware of the complexities involved in promoting greater empathy and civic engagement among young people.

Finally, this research highlights the importance of examining empathy, social responsibility, and civic behaviour 
together as interrelated constructs. In particular, it observed distinct differences in youth’s pattern of responding 
on the empathy, social responsibility, and civic behaviour measures. Although youth were found to endorse 
high levels of self-reported empathy and responsibility values, their engagement in civic activities was relatively 
low. Thus, these findings have relevance for policy and practice, as they may suggest that interventions that can 
help foster greater civic involvement among young people in Ireland are necessary. Findings appear to imply 
that there is a consistent discrepancy between youth’s reported empathic attitudes or social values and their 
engagement in civic activities. This has key implications for research and practice, as it implies that there may 
be something impeding the relationship between youth’s empathy or social responsibility values and their 
behaviour. Thus, while interventions aiming to promote civic engagement may benefit from the inclusion of 
empathy and social responsibility approaches, they should also be informed by a greater understanding of 
the factors that moderate the relationship between youths’ empathic or social responsibility values and their 
participation in civic activities. The observation that affective empathy does not appear to be linked with youth’s 
civic behaviours, but that youth’s perspective-taking skills and social responsibility values are, also has important 
implications for both research and practice, as it suggests that affective and cognitive empathy may impact 
youth’s civic behaviours differently. However, further research is necessary to determine whether affective and 
cognitive empathy are differentially associated with different types of prosocial or civic responding. 

3.3.6 Limitations Associated with the Current Research

Although this study has several strengths, it is important to acknowledge that there are also a number of 
potential limitations associated with this research. First, it should be noted that the current research only 
examined the connection between youths’ empathic or civic responding and a number of key proximal 
social contexts. While previous research has indicated that parents, peers, schools, and communities may be 
particularly relevant in influencing youths’ empathic or civic responding (Chan, 2011; Wilkenfeld et al., 2010; 
Atkins & Hart, 2003), the wider social context (e.g., societal norms) have also been found to play a role in 
influencing young people’s empathy and civic engagement (Coyne et al., 2011). Other research suggests that 
youths’ psychological or cognitive functioning also impact the development of empathy, social responsibility, 
or civic engagement (Wray-Lake & Syvertsen, 2011). For example, research shows that a variety of individual 
processes and characteristics, such as personality traits, self-efficacy, and emotional regulation, may play 
an important role in the expression of empathy and civic engagement among young people (Bussey et al., 
2015; Metzger et al., 2015; Allesandri et al., 2014; Thornberg & Jugert, 2014). Therefore, researchers and 
practitioners should be aware that there are likely other factors, not included in this research, that are also 
relevant for youth’s empathic and civic responding.

Similarly, given the influential role that cultural norms are thought to play in shaping youth’s social values and 
behaviours (Chopik et al., 2017), it is important to recognise the cultural homogeneity of the current research 
participants and acknowledge that these findings may not generalise beyond the Irish context. Additionally, as 
previous research has identified age as an important moderator of empathic and civic responding (Gruhn et 
al., 2008), it is important to note that as participants in the current study were, on average, approximately 13 
years of age, these findings may also not generalise to other age groups, such as children, older adolescents, and 
adults. A further limitation of this research is that it only assessed civic behaviour and therefore cannot infer the 
relationship that may exist between the social context, adolescents’ empathy, or social responsibility and other 
forms of prosocial responding. Finally, it should be acknowledged that this research employed a cross-sectional 
research design, and therefore findings are correlational in nature. Further experimental and longitudinal 
research in this area may be warranted in order to be able to infer causal inferences. 
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3.3.7 Conclusion

Overall, this research provides a number of key insights. Findings indicate that youths’ empathy, social 
responsibility, and civic behaviour are substantially influenced by their parents, peers, schools, and 
communities. However, this research indicates that only specific aspects of these social contexts play a 
significant role in impacting adolescents’ empathy or civic attitudes or behaviours. Findings from this research 
also indicate that different aspects of the social environment impact youths’ empathy, social values, and civic 
behaviours in different ways. Hence, this research highlights the importance of examining how different 
social environments impact both youths’ social empathy or values, and their civic behaviour. This research 
also provides further evidence to suggest that youth’s empathy and social responsibility values are not only 
linked to their engagement in civic behaviour, but may also mediate the link between youth’s social contexts 
and their civic behaviours. However, this research shows that affective empathy and cognitive empathy may 
have different relationships with youth’s civic behaviour, and highlights the importance of measuring both 
components of empathy. While the findings from this research have important implications for practice and 
policy, greater research in this area is still needed to gain to further insight into what other social or individual 
processes also impact youth’s civic and empathic responding, as well as to provide greater understanding of the 
factors that moderate or mediate the relationship between youth’s social contexts or individual processes, their 
empathic attitudes, social values, and civic behaviours. 
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Qualitative Study
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The aim of this strand of the research is to develop a clearer understanding 
of young people’s views or opinions about the development and expression 
of youth empathy and prosocial or civic behaviour. Specifically, it sets out to 
extend our knowledge about how empathy and prosocial or civic behaviour 
are regarded and expressed by young people in Ireland. 
Qualitative focus groups were undertaken with groups of young people to consult with them about their views 
and conceptualisations of empathy and prosocial or civic behaviour. This research sought to explore their 
perspectives about how young people acquire or develop empathy or other social values and to probe their 
opinions about factors that facilitate or impede engagement in prosocial or civic behaviour across contexts. 
Youth’s recommendations for how empathy or prosocial behaviour can be better promoted among young 
people were also sought. 

 Specifically, the current study sets out to address the following research questions: 

1.  How are empathy and prosocial or civic behaviour viewed or conceptualised by young people? 

2.  In young people’s opinions, what social processes or individual characteristics impact the 
development or expression of youth empathy and prosocial or civic behaviour?

 Secondary research objectives include: 

•  To explore youth’s opinions about the personal or societal advantages of empathy and prosocial or 
civic behaviour. 

•  To understand youth’s perspectives about what may stop young people from engaging in civic or 
prosocial behaviour. 

•  To gather youth’s recommendations for how greater empathic or prosocial responding can best be 
promoted.

4.1 Method
A qualitative research design, which relied on the use of focus group interviews, was employed in the current 
research. A qualitative design was utilised, in order to gather greater insight into youth’s perspectives about the 
development and expression of empathy and prosocial or civic behaviour. 
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4.1.1 Participants

A total of 29 (10 male, 19 female) adolescents participated in this research (see Figure 15). All were aged 
13–17 years (M = 14.76, SD = 1.27). Participants were recruited from three8 separate public secondary 
schools located in the Connacht, Munster, and Leinster regions of the Republic of Ireland (see Figure 16). 
All participants were enrolled in their second or fourth year of secondary school education at participating 
schools. Figures 15 and 16 provide a visual display of the gender and regional distribution of participants.

4.1.2 Procedure

The procedure for this study was carried in several distinct stages as detailed below. 

Ethical Approval: Before commencing this research, it was necessary to give full consideration to all potential 
ethical issues that were pertinent to this research and to outline strategies about how to address any identified 
concerns. A primary ethical consideration in the current research pertained to the issue of informed parental 
and student consent. Additionally, due to the qualitative nature of the research, audio-recordings of the 
group interviews were necessary for transcription purposes. In order to address these concerns, the aims and 
objectives of the research were explicitly outlined to parents and students, through detailed information sheets. 

34%

  Connacht

  Munster

  Leinster

  Boys

  Girls

Figure 15. Percentage gender distribution 
between male & female participants

Figure 16. Percentage regional 
distribution of participants across the 
Irish provinces

8 Two of these schools also participated in the Quantitative Research Study.

66%

28%

38%

34%
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The rationale for audio recording the discussions and a guarantee of confidentiality (via use of pseudonyms) 
once the data was collected were also provided. Parents and students were reassured that participation was 
voluntary and that students could withdraw from the study, or refrain from participating in a particular 
discussion point, at any time, without consequence. The National University of Ireland, Galway, Ethics 
Committee granted full ethical approval for this study on 27 September 2017.

Procedure for School Recruitment: Schools were recruited to this study as part of the larger research project. 
Specifically, schools were selected if they had already taken part in the quantitative survey. All schools selected 
were post-primary schools located in the Republic of Ireland. Initial contact was established with each school 
via a posted letter and email invitation addressed to the acting school principal. This letter detailed the purpose 
of this component of the research project and outlined the level of involvement that was being sought from 
the school. A follow-up phone call was made to the school within the next two to three days to discuss the 
study with the principal. Five schools that participated in the quantitative phase of the project were invited 
to participate in this research. Although four schools initially agreed to take part in this additional qualitative 
strand, two schools later declined due to competing commitments. As a result, two additional schools, as listed 
on the Department of Education and Skills website, were invited to take part, following an identical procedure. 
One school accepted this invitation. Overall, a total of three schools (one from Connacht, one from Munster, 
and one from Leinster) took part in this research, with a general response rate of approximately 43% from 
schools. 

Procedure for Participant Recruitment: All participants were recruited through their schools. Information 
packages for parents or guardians and students were delivered and distributed in the school one to two weeks 
prior to data collection. These packages highlighted the aims and objectives of the study to students and 
their parents. Young people wishing to take part in these focus group discussions were asked to return signed 
parental consent forms to a designated teacher in the school. In total, written parental consent was received 
from 31 (11 male, 20 female) young people. Two adolescents were absent or otherwise unavailable on the day 
of data collection.

Procedure for Completing the Focus Groups: All focus groups took place during regular school hours in 
each of the three participating schools. On the day of participation, young people who had returned signed 
parental consent forms were gathered from their regular school classes by a designated school teacher and 
taken to a specially prepared classroom. Each focus group was facilitated by two trained researchers from the 
research team. Students were met by the researchers, who reintroduced the aims and objectives of the study to 
participants. All students were reminded that they could terminate their participation at any stage and could 
refrain from becoming involved in any or all discussion points, if they so wished. Students were also reminded 
that the focus groups would be audio recorded for transcription purposes. Students were given the opportunity 
to ask the researchers any questions and were asked to sign participant assent forms if they were happy to 
proceed with their involvement in the research. Audio recording only began once all students had returned 
signed assent forms. Each focus group contained 8–11 participants. In each group, all participants belonged 
to the same school year. An overview of participant characteristics, including age and gender, is provided in 
Table 8. Each focus group followed a semi-structured interview format. The facilitators began each interview by 
asking participants to engage in a number of ice-breakers. Specifically, each participant was asked to introduce 
themselves to the group and to provide some general background information (e.g., hobbies). Students in 
each focus group were then prompted to discuss several general topics, such as ‘What is empathy?’ ‘Is empathy 
important?’ ‘Where do our empathy or prosocial tendencies come from?’ ‘Do people your age have or show 
empathy?’ ‘What helps or stops empathic responding?’ ‘How can we encourage more empathy or prosocial 
behaviour?’ Each group discussion lasted for approximately 60–70 minutes. 
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Table 8:  
Characteristics of Participants across the Three Focus Groups

Focus Group Name Age Gender

1 Kevin 15 Male

1 Lily 15 Female

1 Anna 14 Female

1 Evelyn 14 Female

1 Chris 14 Male

1 Noel 14 Male

1 Cathal 13 Male

1 Paul 14 Male

1 Kelly 14 Female

1 Ava 14 Female

1 Madeline 14 Female

2 Sarah 14 Female

2 Carmel 14 Female

2 Maura 14 Female

2 Hillary 14 Female

2 Charlie 14 Male

2 Oscar 14 Male

2 Ethan 14 Male

2 Milo 14 Male

2 Ashleigh 14 Female

2 Michael 14 Male

3 Olivia 15 Female

3 Isabella 17 Female

3 Emma 16 Female

3 Martha 17 Female

3 Helen 17 Female

3 Cora 17 Female

3 Heidi 17 Female

3 Eleanor 17 Female

NOTE: Names listed above are pseudonym. Real names have been altered for confidentiality purposes.
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Procedure for Data Analysis: All focus groups were transcribed verbatim into Microsoft Word and analysed 
using thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Boyatzis, 1998). Thematic analysis consists of reviewing the 
data, making notes, generating codes or categories of data, and developing themes from the coded data (Rice & 
Ezzy, 1999). It was chosen as the most suitable method of analysis, as it provides a rich description of the data 
by enabling the researcher to identify themes or patterns in the data (Crabtree & Miller, 1999). Additionally, 
unlike other qualitative approaches, thematic analysis is independent of theory, lending itself to all theoretical 
and epistemological approaches (Braun & Clarke, 2006). In order to generate codes and identify themes or 
patterns in the data, the analysis followed the six-step framework outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006). First, 
analysis began with reading the interview transcripts and becoming familiar with the data. All focus group 
transcripts were read and re-read multiple times, in order to expand understanding of the data and avoid 
inconsistencies with the development of codes (Rice & Ezzy, 1999). The raw data from all three transcripts 
were then sorted into codes, in order to capture important information from the data set. Once all the data had 
been coded, codes were reviewed and relevant themes were generated from the extracted codes. Initial themes 
were then refined in order to ensure that all important information from the data set were captured in the body 
of those themes, and that all themes generated were coherent, distinct, and relevant. 

4.2 Results
The specified data analysis technique (thematic analysis) was applied to all information collected from the 
young people during the focus group interviews. From this analysis, seven major themes and 14 sub-themes 
were identified from the data. These themes are described in detail below.

4.2.1 Understanding Empathy

The first theme to emerge related to students’ understanding of what the term ‘empathy’ means. Across the 
three focus groups, inconsistencies in students’ understanding of this concept were apparent. First, several 
students expressed their confusion and lack of understanding of what ‘empathy’ meant. For example, Carmel 
(age 14) was among the first of her group to express her unfamiliarity with the term: ‘Um, I don’t know what 
empathy is.’ This was echoed by students in other groups, such as Kevin (age 15): ‘Yeah … I actually don’t know’ 
and Maura (age 14): ‘I’ve no idea.’

Although other students expressed having more knowledge of the concept, these students also appeared 
to view empathy in a myriad of different ways. For instance, some students appeared to view empathy 
as an affective response to another person: ‘kind of like a feeling’ (Evelyn, age 14). When discussing her 
understanding of empathy, Madeline (age 14) said she believed empathy is ‘when you can feel things for other 
people, when you have the ability to feel something for someone’. Similarly, Martha (age 17) said that ‘empathy is 
that you feel what other people are feeling , whether it be bad or good’. Across the three focus groups, students were 
frequently observed to discuss empathy in terms of a positive emotional response to others. Emotions such as 
‘caring’, ‘concern’, and ‘love’ were discussed by the students. Martha (age 17) said that empathy was about ‘love 
for others … love and concern for others’, while Sarah (age 14) said, ‘I think it’s about loving and caring for others’. 
Olivia (age 15) said empathy involved ‘concern, caring, and acceptance … because like if they don’t accept the 
problem, then you can’t really solve it’. 

On the other hand, some students seemed to view empathy as a more cognitive process. These students 
discussed empathy in terms of understanding another person’s point of view: ‘it’s understanding … 
understanding someone’s pain’ (Oscar, age 14) or as ‘putting yourself in someone’s shoes’ (Cora, age 17), and taking 
another person’s perspective:

Imagining yourself in someone’s position, for starters … that’s how I see empathy. Just putting yourself 
in someone’s position and thinking, How would I react to this if that were me? … What would I do in 
this position? (Emma, age 16)
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A number of students also discussed empathy in terms of a behavioural action. For instance, a couple of 
students described empathy as a moral choice, or as a desire to engage in moral action. Kevin (age 15) 
conceptualised empathy as having ‘the choice to do something right … and doing it’, while Cathal (age 13) said 
that ‘empathy is like doing something right, but, eh, like morally right … something you should do’. Other students 
appeared to take a more general stance and equated empathy to a helping behaviour or any type of action one 
takes that benefits other people. For example, Hillary (age 14) viewed empathy as being there for someone in 
need: ‘Say if someone was hurt, just, it’s about being there for them’, and Olivia (age 15) said, ‘It’s just anything that 
you do to try and help someone in a situation, even if it’s good or bad, that’s empathy.’ One student said she felt that 
empathy was both an action and a feeling: ‘If you do something empathic, you’re like either helping someone or … 
you can do something empathic or you can also feel empathy, you know what I mean?’ (Martha, age 17). 

Empathy v Sympathy: An important sub-theme to emerge in relation to adolescents’ understanding of 
empathy was their opinion about the differences and similarities between empathy and sympathy. When 
discussing their understanding of empathy, some students appeared to conflate empathy with sympathy, as 
they described empathy in terms of having pity for someone or ‘feeling sorry for them’ (Oscar, age 14). Similarly, 
when reflecting on her own personal empathic responses, another student noted: ‘During the earthquake in 
Nepal … and people’s homes were gone, I had more empathy for them … I felt sorry for other people during those 
times.’ Kevin (age 15) said that he believed young people ‘would show empathy’ to people who are different from 
themselves (e.g., refugees), in that ‘they’d be like, Oh, I feel so sorry for you.’ 

In contrast, in one focus group, several students were assertive in distinguishing empathy from sympathy, and 
vocalised their belief that sympathy and pity were not equivalent to empathy: ‘Sympathy is when you basically 
pity someone in a way, whereas empathy, you don’t pity them, you feel what they’re feeling’ (Emma, age 17). 

I think that empathy is like a step up from sympathy … you’re realising that instead of just saying you 
feel sorry for someone, you can actually take action to help them, so empathy is not just, it’s not like 
standing back and going, Oh, I feel sorry for you, and then moving on with your life. (Olivia, age 15)

Indeed, a number of students expressed their belief that empathic action was more beneficial than pity or 
sympathy. Students discussed how important it was ‘to do an action … to act other than just to speak’ (Olivia, age 
15). Eleanor (age 17) said she felt ‘like actions speak more than words, so like if you’re really sorry, you do something 
to help instead of just like saying you’re sorry’. Kevin (age 15) also appeared to doubt the value of ‘words’: ‘It’s just 
words, it’s not real’, while Isabella (age 17) similarly discussed the importance of showing empathy: 

Like everyone knows that actions speak louder than words. Like someone could say, Oh, I feel sorry for 
you, and then they walk away, and you still feel the same. But if someone walks up to you and … takes 
the time out of their day to spend time with you … that’s way better than saying, Oh, I feel sorry for 
you. (Isabella, age 17)

Relatedly, students also shared their beliefs that people prefer to receive ‘active’ empathy from others, and 
may in fact dislike being passively ‘pitied’. For instance, Cora (age 17) said, ‘some people don’t appreciate, like, 
sympathy from people’, while Emma (age 16) said, ‘I don’t like people pitying me … I hate it … I don’t think anyone 
should be pitied … I’d rather someone be like, Okay, what can I do to help, like’. Other students, such as Helen 
(age 17), concurred: ‘the idea of someone saying, “Oh, I pity you” to you, just like, it’s really like down-putting’. 
Students commented that being pitied by someone makes you feel like ‘you’re lower than them’ (Martha, age 
17) or ‘makes you feel weak and makes you feel vulnerable’ (Helen, age 17). Crucially, although the students from 
this focus group expressed an awareness of the differences between empathy and sympathy, they believed that 
empathy and sympathy were commonly confused by other people their age: ‘I also think that people always mix 
up empathy and sympathy’ (Emma, age 16), and that ‘maybe people think that when they give their sympathy to 
someone that that solves it, but it doesn’t’ (Olivia, age 15).
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4.2.2 Nature or Nurture: What Influences Empathic or Prosocial Responding?

Another emergent theme centred upon students’ deliberations as to whether empathy was something that 
was learned through one’s experiences or relationships, or whether it was a trait that people are born with. The 
idea that empathy occurred ‘naturally’, as a trait people are born with, was supported by a small number of 
students. Kevin (age 15) said, ‘it just comes naturally … I think you’re born with it’, while Milo (age 14) agreed 
that empathy happens ‘on instinct’. Several other students expressed their belief that empathy was an innate 
trait, one that came from your ‘personality … like a caring person’ (Sarah, age 14) or ‘from your feelings’ (Ethan, 
age 14). Chris (age 14) remarked that empathy ‘comes from the kindness in yourself, if you have the compassion to 
do so’, while others believed that a person’s own personality or moral compass was the single most important 
factor for empathy: ‘I feel like it’s your own heart set down, like, you have your own view of the person and no one can 
change it’ (Kevin, age 15).

On the other hand, the majority of students appeared to believe that empathy is impacted by one’s experience 
or exposure to certain environmental factors. Oscar (age 14) suggested that people learn to show empathy 
because of their ‘own experiences … you can sort of know how it feels’. Similarly, in a separate group, Emma 
(age 16) suggested that empathy comes from ‘experience – let’s say you are just growing up without empathy but 
if you do something to someone and you automatically feel bad for what you did, you are starting to develop this’. 
Others, such as Cora (age 17), said that when ‘you’ve been through [an] experience, when someone else is going 
through it, you can understand with them, and that’s why you have more empathy’. In addition, students suggested 
that empathy develops through individuals’ interactions with others. They argued that there is a reciprocal 
aspect to empathy and that one is more likely to develop or show empathy ‘if others show empathy towards 
you’. Emma (age 16) said, ‘if people show empathy towards you, then it will prompt you to enact this emotion or 
act towards others’, while Madeline (age 14) said, ‘you learn empathy, like … especially if you’re given it’. Kevin 
(age 15) said that ‘you give empathy to the people you respect … and who respect you’. Notably, however, there 
was some disagreement among students about which types of experiences or relationships are most relevant 
for developing empathy, with students citing parents, friends, and ‘others’ as important influences on the 
development of empathy among young people. 

Role of Parents: Across the three focus groups, the role that parents play in influencing the development of 
empathy and prosocial responding among children and young people was discussed at length. Most students 
appeared to believe that parents and ‘how your family raise you’ (Anna, age 14) are important socialisation factors, 
‘because you spend probably ninety per cent of your time with family, you learn most of your things from your family’ 
(Emma, age 16). Specifically, students discussed the positive impact that can be had when parents encourage 
prosociality or teach empathy to their children. For instance, Noel (age 14) said, ‘it depends on how you’re raised, 
like … and on how your parents treat you and stuff … if someone is told that they’re higher than you, that they’re the 
best, then they won’t have much empathy’. Several students argued that if parents don’t encourage and demonstrate 
empathy to their children when they are young, they will not learn to have empathy when they are older.

Say someone comes from a mean family, their parents are always like, ‘You’re the best, you don’t need 
anyone else, you’re higher than everyone else’, they’re not going to be very empathic. (Kevin, age 15)

Like, for example, if you have parents that neglect their child, they don’t care about the child, they don’t 
show any empathy towards the child or tell them that they should show empathy to others, then that 
will show in the child’s character as the child grows up. (Emma, age 16)

A few students also reflected on their personal experiences with their parents and discussed how their empathic 
attitudes or behaviours had been influenced by their parents’ encouragement and modelling of empathy or 
prosocial behaviours. For instance, when reflecting on what influenced her prosocial behaviours, one student 
said, ‘Mom has always told me not to judge someone by how they look and to take their feelings into consideration’. 
When discussing her motivation for volunteering as a youth worker, Sarah (age 14) mentioned being 
influenced by her mother: ‘My mother is a youth leader … so I wanted to know what it was all about … and then 
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I got far in it, and now I’m a youth worker.’ Conversely, one student acknowledged the negative affect her parent 
had on her ability to care about or empathise with other people: ‘I grew up with my Mum; my Mum is always the 
type of person to say, “Oh, I don’t care about this; I don’t need that person, they can go” … So I’ve always grown up 
knowing, Okay, I don’t need to care that much about people’ (Emma, age 16). 

Role of Friends: Other students said that young people’s empathy or prosocial or civic behaviour ‘kind of 
depends on your friend group’ (Carmel, age 14) and is influenced by ‘the way you get along with your friends’ 
(Maura, age 14). Notably, a number of youth felt that friends play an even more important role in influencing 
empathy or prosociality than parents: ‘It’s mostly your friends, though’ (Ethan, age 14).

I’d say friends influence you more than family, because even when you’re at home, you don’t talk to your 
family as much, you’re just upstairs most of the time, but then when you’re with your friends you talk to 
them all the time. (Milo, age 14)

Other students appeared to agree that friends influence empathy and prosocial responding more because of the 
amount of time young people spend socialising with their friends. For instance, Maura (age 14) said, ‘friends 
are really important, like, because you hang around with them all of the time … ’cause you end up getting so close to 
them that you’re with them in school, and then an hour after school you’re with them again’, while Sarah (age 14) 
echoed this: ‘you just start finding yourself being a mini-them or something’. Some students said that friends were 
important for empathy and prosocial behaviour because ‘you can say things to your friends, you’re quicker to talk 
to your friends, and you’ll listen to your friends’ (Carmel, age 14), and discussed the powerful impact that friends 
can exert on one’s attitudes and behaviours:

If you’re surrounded by a group of people who judge everyone as they pass, then you’re going to learn to 
be like that. Whereas if you’re surrounded by people that take into consideration what people are going 
through or whatever, like, you’re more likely to be like that. (Anna, age 14)

Depends who you hang out with … like, you could have a friend who just cares about you or himself, 
and no one else, you’re gonna copy him and you’re only care about yourself and your friends, and no one 
else. (Milo, age 14)

Likewise, Charlie (age 14) discussed the negative influence that friends can play in deterring or discouraging 
young people from helping others: 

One of your friends could say something … they could maybe not like that person, and you mightn’t 
know them that good, so like, so say they’re going, ‘Oh no, don’t talk to her, she’s a weirdo, she’s this, 
she’s that’, it could put you off wanting to help them, ’cause then you’re like, Oh, I won’t go near her so. 
(Charlie, age 14)

Although students suggested that empathy and prosocial behaviour could be both positively and negatively 
impacted by friends’ behaviour or attitudes, overall, students appeared to be more optimistic about this 
relationship; as Oscar (age 14) said, ‘if one friend is brave enough to make the first step, then others could follow.’

Role of ‘Other’ Family and Non-Family Members: Although parents and friends were the two most 
dominant socialisation factors discussed by the students in these focus groups, the role that other family 
members (e.g. ‘my sister, my auntie’) and other adults (‘your neighbours, your teachers … it’s just how people act in 
general’ – Oscar, age 14) played in influencing young people’s empathic development were also acknowledged. 
Indeed, as one student noted: ‘Everybody plays a role, really’ (Michael, age 14). Carmel (age 14) expressed her 
opinion that parents are not the only family members to influence empathy development in young people: 
‘like, it doesn’t even have to be your parents; like, it can be your cousins, aunties, uncles, any of them.’ Likewise, 
Michael (age 14) said, ‘Say if you’ve an older brother or sister … you might inherit the good will from them.’ Sarah 
(age 14) pointed out the reciprocal nature of empathy or prosocial behaviour shown among people in the 
local community or neighbourhood: ‘People from like your estate will stick up for you, you know, no bother’, 
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while Milo (age 14) claimed that a person’s empathy or prosociality could also be impacted by the values and 
behaviours expressed by strangers: ‘If you see someone just walking down the road and like donating to a homeless 
person, it might make you think, Why don’t I do that?’ A couple of students agreed that the actions of strangers, in 
particular of other young people, can inspire greater prosocial action in others:

You know the shooting that happened in America and those kids that did the … march, and they 
organised everything, and they raised millions of dollars; they did that and they’re only high-school kids. 
And I feel like that creates inspiration for other high-school or secondary school people to do it as well, I 
think. (Cora, age 17)

The wider influence of religion and belief in God were also discussed in these focus groups, albeit only by two 
students. These students drew comparisons between empathy and religious philosophy, and suggested that 
people’s empathic tendencies may be shaped by religious practices that encourage perspective taking. Emma 
(age 14) said, ‘Like, if you look at it from I guess a religious perspective, it’s like, that’s what the Holy Spirit and God 
is meant to be; like they put themselves in your shoes’, while Eleanor (age 17) also thought that following the 
teachings of Jesus promoted empathy:

From a religious standpoint … [Jesus] is the person you look up to, and the stories you hear about how 
he felt so much empathy for people, and like the Bible like teaches you to have empathy for people … like, 
his teachings is all about empathy and like being selfless and caring for other people. (Eleanor, age 17)

A small number of students shared their opinions about how participation in sport can influence empathic 
and prosocial development both negatively and positively. Three students discussed how sports, specifically 
coaches, appear to actively encourage young people to not have empathy for other people. Eleanor (age 17) 
said, ‘In sports, you can’t have empathy, like; you cannot … we’re conditioned to be like, Okay, you have to think 
about yourself … like, my coach always says like, you don’t care. He even promotes it.’ Two other students appeared 
to agree that there is a lack of empathy in sports, because ‘it’s a competition’ (Cora, age 17) and you are taught 
to ‘value yourself higher’ (Helen, age 17). While students in other focus groups didn’t directly link sports and 
empathy, a couple of other students commented on the influence of coaches. However, these students mostly 
discussed the positive effect that coaches have on young people, in that ‘they influence you, they help you get 
better’ (Ethan, age 14), and they ‘tell you to keep going, instead of like putting yourself down … just keep going at it, 
and you can do better, like’ (Maura, age 14). Nonetheless, these students appeared to believe that coaches focus 
more on encouraging students ‘to help yourself ’ (Sarah, age 14) rather than to help others. 

4.2.3 The Importance of Empathy and Prosocial Behaviour

Throughout their discussions, it became clear that students believed that empathy and prosocial behaviour are 
important and have several benefits at both the personal and the interpersonal or societal level. Nonetheless, 
students also believed that empathy was not always advantageous and may have negative ramifications. The 
advantages and disadvantages of showing or feeling empathy for others are detailed below. 

Advantages of Empathy: Students appeared to associate empathy and prosocial behaviour with a number of 
personal, extrinsic rewards. Specifically, students suggested that it was important to show empathy or engage 
prosocially with others because ‘if you show more empathy to a person, they may be more inclined to show it back’. 
Sarah (age 14) talked about the reciprocal nature of empathy or prosocial responding: ‘people look out for you, so 
you should look out for them’, while Maura (age 14) agreed: ‘if you do something nice for someone, you’re more than 
likely to be treated the same’. Another student said it was important to behave prosocially because ‘you’ll come 
across as a more likeable person’. Students appeared to believe that empathy was also important for fostering a 
greater climate of care and compassion. Oscar (age 14) said empathy was beneficial ‘because a lot of the people 
would start caring and appreciating each other’. Lily (age 15) thought empathy was important ‘because like 
otherwise everyone will just judge you and they won’t know, like, maybe you can’t help what you’re being judged for. 
And like other people need to understand that.’ Other students suggested that empathy is important for facilitating 
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greater interpersonal relationships: ‘It just helps you have a better relationship with the person’ (Sarah, age 14). 
Crucially, a number of students believed that empathy may also have important associations with youth mental 
health. For example, Anna (age 14) remarked: ‘people with problems might find it easier to come to you if they 
know you can put yourself in their position’, while Sarah (age 14) said, ‘Like, imagine someone showing how [they] 
actually felt, instead of keeping it all in?’

The implications or benefits that empathy can have for the wider society were discussed briefly by a number 
of students. In particular, students commented on the importance of empathy for facilitating problem solving. 
Madeline (age 14) said empathy ‘could make a problem easier to solve because you can see things from the other 
person’s perspective, not just your own’, while some students, like Kevin (age 15), thought that greater empathic 
and prosocial responding would be beneficial to society because ‘people can be very self-centred and do everything 
for their own good’. Students in other focus groups also discussed how a lack of empathy could have negative 
implications for society:

Say for example a person ends up in a place of power, and because they don’t show empathy towards 
other people, it can really result in turmoil and pain for the people, and that would probably lead to a 
lot of like dictatorships … because people haven’t been taught to show empathy towards other people; 
they don’t put themselves in their shoes. (Emma, age 16)

Disadvantages of Empathy: Despite the number of benefits identified, young people also commonly 
discussed their perceptions of the disadvantages of empathy and prosocial behaviour. A number of students 
expressed concern that when other young people show empathy, it isn’t always genuine: ‘some people just do it 
because they see other people doing it and they want to fit’ (Maura, age 14), or ‘people just do it when it suits them’ 
(Hillary, age 14). In particular, students appeared to fear the prospect that someone may demonstrate ‘fake 
empathy’ as a ploy to get a young person to confide their feelings in them. A conversation between Sarah, 
Carmel, and Maura (all aged 14) highlights this point well:

Maura: Fake empathy, yeah, they pretend they care but deep down they don’t.

Sarah: They fake it.

Carmel: They go back and they tell everyone.

Notably, students in other focus groups appeared to concur with these observations: ‘Like, let’s say you do pour 
your heart out and you do show the emotion, then maybe someone might use it for malicious intent’ (Eleanor, age 17). 
Isabella (age 17) expressed her lack of trust of others’ ‘fake empathy’: ‘It’s very hard to trust people , especially 
like in this day, because it has happened before that you trust someone and then they basically back-stab you or do 
something bad.’ The idea that ‘fake empathy’ could be employed to ‘use your weaknesses against you’ (Emma, age 
16) appeared to be a big fear among the students, as evidenced by the comments of Eleanor (age 17): ‘They use 
it against you; I feel like that’s a big fear’; Olivia (age 15), ‘That’s the worst thing’, and Cora (age 17): ‘Well, that’s 
one of my fears.’

Similarly, these youth appeared to be concerned that if they showed empathy or engaged in prosocial 
behaviours toward other people, their kindness or generosity would be taken advantage of. For instance, Carmel 
(age 14) expressed her belief that when you are inclined to help, ‘some people take advantage of that’. Milo (age 
14) concurred that if you behaved prosocially all the time, people would ‘just use you’. Other students suggested 
that it is difficult to show empathy to ‘someone who is looking for attention’ or to someone who is ‘looking for 
empathy rather than letting it come naturally’. On this note, when discussing his perceptions of the importance of 
empathy, Kevin (age 15) said he believed that empathy was only important ‘to a certain extent’:

’Cause I feel like, say if you get into a fight with someone … say it has nothing to do with their home life, 
some people might bring in their home life, bring it in to the fight, make the other person feel bad and try 
to get, like, empathy out of the other person … people use it out of context. (Kevin, age 15)
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For these reasons, students noted ‘that’s why so many people shut down their emotions.’

4.2.4 Expression of Empathy and Prosocial Behaviour in Schools

When analysing students’ discussions, a key theme emerged that centred on youth’s perceptions of the 
expression of empathy between students and teachers at school. Students reported a lack of empathy being 
shown between teachers and students in their schools, and discussed the impact that this empathy deficit had 
on their education. While one student suggested that young people do not show enough empathy towards 
their teachers, noting that ‘a lot of students always misbehave and disrespect their teachers’ (Milo, age 14), most 
students said that they ‘don’t think the teachers have much empathy’ (Kevin, age 15) for their students. A number 
of students indicated feeling as though teachers ‘don’t listen to students’ (Kevin, age 15) and that they sometimes 
make unfair judgements about students: ‘sometimes say, there’s a certain class and there’s a group, that teacher only 
picks on that group of students and no one else in the class’ (Carmel, age 14) or that they ‘pick on someone from a 
certain group … they just assume automatically that a certain person did it, because they have a bad record, or they’ve 
a bad history, they just assume that person did it’ (Sarah, age 14). Students appeared frustrated by the lack of help 
given by teachers to students who want to discuss societal issues or engage in civic activities:

It’s just us in the student council. We talk about issues. We haven’t really gotten to the part where we 
actually do something about it. They [the teachers] told us to organise it; they said they’d come and look 
at what we were talking about, but they haven’t. (Cora, age 17)

Students also discussed their belief that teachers, and the school context more generally, focus too much on 
academic pursuits and not enough on developing interpersonal skills: ‘they focus on learning, and not on the 
people’ (Sarah, age 14). For instance, from Lily’s (age 14) perspective, ‘teachers, like, they don’t really [show 
empathy], like they give you loads of homework and loads to study, and I think like they forget that you do have ten 
other subjects that you have to study for, and a lot of other summer exams’. Other students were also of the opinion 
that some teachers ‘can’t accept that sometimes it’s their fault for not teaching rather than the students’ fault for not 
learning’ (Kevin, age 15). It was generally suggested that ‘teachers need to have more empathy for students, they 
need to think about stress load and why every child may not be performing to its ability’, while others believed that 
the high workload placed by schools on students may be negatively impacting young people’s empathic and 
prosocial responding: ‘if people didn’t have to stress about study, as in not have to do a lot in a little amount of time, 
then people would be nicer’.

Other students recognised that the lack of empathy shown to students often ‘depends on the teacher’ (Sarah, age 
14), and acknowledged the different ways teachers had responded prosocially to students in the past: ‘Say if you 
go in, and you’re not talking, they’ll ask you are you okay’ (Carmel, age 14). Students also noted how their learning 
is positively impacted when teachers show that they care about the students’ well-being.

Last year, I … say I really liked History because I really liked my teacher, he was smart, he was a good 
teacher, but he was also like really good to the kids. And this year it’s like ‘I don’t care about you, I don’t 
care about what’s going on, you’ve this much homework, this is what you have to learn and study this’, 
and now it’s just dreadful. (Kevin, age 15)

Overall, students appeared to believe that ‘teachers could be more gentle to kids’ and ‘should be caring and kind 
and empathic’. Students suggested that if teachers showed more empathy in schools or could ‘understand 
more of students’ situations and set an example’, then this would ‘make it a lot easier to learn … like the learning 
environment … and there wouldn’t be this constant arguing then’ (Sarah, age 14). Equally, students felt that ‘it 
would be good to have classes where we can talk, like talk about what’s on our minds’ (Kevin, age 15) and said 
schools should focus more on creating a more positive, empathic climate for all students: 

Like if the school situation was changed maybe and they focused more on teaching students not only 
about academics but also about how to approach life, feelings, empathy, all that, because we spend so 
much time here and we literally leave school and are thrown out into the real world. (Olivia, age 15)
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4.2.5 How Much Empathy Do Young People Have?

In addition to whether young people believed that empathy was important or not, students also deliberated 
about whether they thought young people were typically empathetic or generally engaged in prosocial or 
civic behaviours. Overall, the evidence from these discussions indicated some conflicting findings. On the 
one hand, students appeared to believe that young people do have empathy for others, yet on the other hand, 
students seem to believe that young people are not empathic enough, or only actively help certain people, 
under certain circumstances. 

A number of students shared their opinion that young people today do not typically feel or show a lot of 
empathy towards others. For example, when discussing whether they thought young people engage in prosocial 
or civic behaviours, students said it was ‘not a lot’ (Cora, age 17) or ‘not enough anyway’ (Maura, age 14). 
Interestingly, students like Milo (age 14) suggested that young people do not care enough to show empathy 
(‘I think if they cared, they’d do it’), while others indicated that when it comes to young people’s priorities, ‘the 
things they put on top … empathy and looking out for others or caring for other people isn’t one of them’ (Cora, age 
14). One student felt that young people do not have empathy because ‘nowadays, everyone has things going on in 
their own lives, but they always think that their problems are bigger than everyone else’s. So it’s like they don’t listen to 
what other people feel’ (Helen, age 17). 

Several students discussed their belief that young people are not empathetic and do not engage prosocially, 
by providing specific examples. In one focus group, students discussed their perceptions of young people’s 
seeming lack of interest in societal problems or civic issues, suggesting that young people only talk about 
societal issues when it is popular to do so: ‘They’ll talk about it if it’s trending’ (Cora, age 17). Emma (age 17) 
agreed: ‘a situation like, an attack happened and then it’s everywhere and they have to talk about it; that’s when 
they’re talking about it’. However, Martha (age 17) suggested that young people still only discuss important 
topics ‘in like a school situation, like I don’t think … that wouldn’t be like the topic of conversation if they were 
out’, while Olivia (age 15) said that young people generally ‘only talk about the typical stuff, Oh, your hair, blah, 
blah, blah’. Similarly, in separate focus groups, Sarah (age 14) noted that it was not typical for young people 
to engage in volunteer work, while Chris (age 14) gave an example of the common lack of civic engagement 
among young people:

In the sense of the environment, they’re not that like, eh, empathic, like, ’cause they leave rubbish on 
the floor and stuff like, and their children then, like, the next generation and stuff will kind of … the 
environment will be bad for them, so it’s not, like, showing empathy for the rest of people.  
(Chris, age 14)

Conversely, other students argued that young people do show high levels of empathic and prosocial responding. 
A number of students appeared to believe that young people were skilled at recognising when another person 
was upset or in need of help, and indicated that most young people would respond empathically.

You can kind of tell a fake smile from a genuine one if you try hard enough, so like I think that’s how you 
can tell. So I think at the back of our heads we always know that something could potentially be wrong if 
the person is feeling a bit upset, even if they don’t say if they’re upset. So I think we tend to show a bit of 
empathy anyway because we don’t know what’s going on with them. (Madeline, age 14)

Examples of how and in what situations young people typically show empathy towards each other were 
commonly discussed among the students in these focus groups. For instance, Maura (age 14) said that young 
people naturally help each other out: ‘if someone got into trouble, you just sort of help them’. Both Kevin (age 
15) and Chris (age 14) discussed how they think young people behave prosocially when others experience a 
loss or bereavement: ‘if someone lost someone, do you know, you’d show a bit more respect, you’d be more nicer to 
them’. A number of students said that young people commonly show empathy or behave prosocially at school. 
For instance, Milo (age 14) said that in his school, ‘I think everyone would stick up for the person getting bullied, 
or slagged’. Others, like Carmel (age 14), concurred that young people typically stick up for each other: ‘Say 
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someone was slagging one of the girls, like, two or three of us would stick up for her anyway.’ Madeline (age 14) 
similarly offered an example of why she believes that young people show empathy naturally: 

If you’re in class, and someone was sitting by themselves, and there’s a seat between you and them, you 
might be like, ‘Do you want to move down one?’ or something, and try to talk to them. I think we do 
show it, even to people we don’t know that well, but I think we don’t even notice it ourselves that we do 
it. I think we do it naturally. (Madeline, age 14)

Students also discussed their perceptions of young people’s prosocial or civic responding in wider society. 
Sarah (age 14) said she sees ‘a good bit’ of empathy from young people generally, while Carmel (age 14) 
discussed a particular situation, noting the prosocial actions of her cousin as an example of how young people 
engage in empathic behaviour in the community: ‘last Christmas, my cousin walked into McDonald’s and bought 
a homeless man a hot chocolate, and said Happy Christmas’. Milo (age 14) said, ‘if there was a homeless person out 
on the road, if you see them you might give him some money’, providing another example of how he believed young 
people might try to help their wider community. Conversely, other students appeared to believe that these type 
of ‘prosocial’ actions, like donating money, were not sufficient:

Yeah, many people, many young people believe they’re helping by donating like two euro and that’s your 
part done. They don’t see where the two euro goes. They just give it and they’re like, Okay, someone will 
do good with that. (Emma, age 16)

However, it is important to note that despite these students’ conflicting views as to whether young people 
are typically empathetic or non-empathetic, students appeared to agree that empathy can vary depending 
on different individual and situational characteristics. Namely, most students suggested that whether or not 
empathy is shown depends on a number of factors, and noted several differences in empathic responding across 
different genders, ages, and targets. 

Gender Differences in Empathy and Prosocial Behaviour: First, it should be noted that in each of the three 
focus groups, students said they believed there were differences in empathy and prosocial responding between 
boys and girls. Students in all three groups suggested that, in general, girls tend to have more empathy than 
boys. For instance, Cathal (age 13) shared his opinion that ‘girls have more empathy’. A similar comment was 
made by Milo (age 14), who indicated that girls ‘just care a lot more about people’ – a sentiment which was echoed 
by a number of other students: 

Well, for starters, just say you were going through something … girls will support you and they won’t 
laugh at you, and they won’t scoff at you and just say go stand up for yourself … They won’t belittle you. 
(Michael, age 14)

Notably, a number of students said that boys may be less likely to show empathy than girls because empathy is 
considered more of a ‘weakness’ in boys, or is not regarded as normative, acceptable behaviour. Sarah (age 14) 
suggested, ‘I don’t think boys can show their feelings around their friends – their friends will be like, “Oh look, you’re 
being soft” … like, if you’re a boy you’re supposed to be hard and tough, so that’s the act that you put on.’ Similarly, 
some students felt that ‘if you’re a boy, then there’s people who act like they’re hard but they’re not’ (Michael, age 
14), while others said empathy is regarded as more of a weakness in boys than in girls: 

Especially for boys, it’s a sign of weakness that you are not strong enough to toss them aside, not care 
about them; you’re a weakling , and with boys especially yes. Like with girls it’s still the same, but just it’s 
more strong with boys. (Emma, age 16)

Notably, however, a couple of students disagreed with the idea of gender differences in empathic or prosocial 
responding, and instead said differences in empathy occur due to differences between individuals: ‘I think it 
kind of depends on the person, like. I think some people could care a lot like about something, like, and then someone 
else could just maybe not give a crap’ (Noel, age 14). 
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Age Differences in Empathy and Prosocial Behaviour: In addition to the gender differences acknowledged 
by these respondents, students also appeared to believe that differences in empathic or prosocial responding 
may also vary depending on the age of the individual. A small number of students suggested that empathy 
develops with age: ‘I feel like people our age and older are like more empathetic than the younger generations coming 
in’ (Helen, age 17). Students in one focus group said that ‘younger years, they’re not as empathetic because like, 
there’s always bullying and like, I don’t know, fighting’ (Cora, age 17), or that there’s ‘always drama’ with students 
in younger years ‘because it’s a source of entertainment’ (Martha, age 17). The idea that empathy may become 
easier to express as you become older, as you become less susceptible to outside influences, was touched 
upon briefly by another student in a separate focus group: ‘I think as you grow older as well, say fifteen, sixteen, 
seventeen, you start to form your own views and you don’t go off what your friends say and handle the fallout’ (Kevin, 
age 15). Notably, students also shared their opinion that it is easier to show empathy to people your own age or 
younger, because ‘it’s harder to help someone that’s older than you, like say if it’s a second or third year and a Leaving 
Cert [student] drinking, it’s kinda harder to help them because it’s an older person situation’ (Michael, age 14). 
Likewise, students also seemed to believe that young people are more likely to stick up for, or empathise with, 
people in their own school year than with people in different years: ‘like even say someone fell out with someone in 
third year, third years would stick with third years, but second years would stick with second years’ (Sarah, age 14). 

Target Characteristics or Situational Differences in Empathy: Another dominant sub-theme to emerge from 
students’ conversations was the perception that empathy or prosocial responding varies depending on the social 
context or target to which you are responding. Overall, students indicated that some people are easier to help 
than others, and suggested that teenagers may be more likely to show empathy toward their ‘friends and family’ or 
other people they ‘know very well’, as opposed to people they ‘don’t like or aren’t really friendly with’. For example, 
when talking about how young people show empathy, students typically agreed that ‘it’s easier, if you want to help 
out, if it’s like someone you know’ (Eleanor, age 17), and suggested that young people are ‘just kind to the people they 
know’ (Chris, age 14). Other students clarified that while it may be ‘easier to show empathy to people that you’re 
close with, if you didn’t know the person, you wouldn’t have empathy for them, but you wouldn’t be rude or mean to them 
either’ (Kevin, age 15). Some students thought that it’s just easier to ‘show empathy to our friends’ (Maura, age 
14), since ‘like, if you’re all good friends, like you care more for each other than different people, so you wouldn’t care for 
them as much as you do your friends’ (Chris, age 14), and with people you don’t know, ‘you just naturally wouldn’t 
have as much ’cause you don’t know what they’re going through, so they could be kinda show-boating’ (Kevin, age 15). 
Madeline (age 14) provided an illuminating account of why she believed young people engage in more prosocial 
or empathic responding with their friends, as she believes young people are more invested in these relationships:

Say you had an argument with someone, and one person was like your best friend, and the other person 
was someone you barely knew? You’d be more likely to show empathy for your best friend, because you’d 
want to make up with them, like when it’s someone you care about, you want things to go well, whereas 
this other person is insignificant to you, so you wouldn’t want to try as hard. (Madeline, age 14)

Relatedly, students argued that it’s harder to help people who are outside your close social network, or to 
empathise with ‘someone who has done you wrong or something and is trying to complain about it’ (Kevin, age 15), 
suggesting that ‘sometimes people, like, don’t feel empathy for people with different views than them, because they can’t 
relate to them or they just don’t want to’ (Cora, age 17). Students also revealed that the type of relationship they 
have with a person, or how that person has treated them in the past (‘like their attitude toward you’ – Carmel, age 
14) influences the level of empathy they show to that person: ‘like if they’re a genuine person, most people would 
help them, but if they’re a bad person like or something, it might turn you off them’ (Sarah, age 14). Notably, some 
students distinguished between the differences in feeling empathy and taking empathic action, and pointed out 
that although it may be ‘easier in the inner circles to act and feel, like further out it’s like you can feel, it but it’s harder to 
act’ (Martha, age 17). Some students said it is harder to take empathic action at a societal level because: 

Like say if you’re trying to help someone on Twitter, you’re more likely to not even be noticed at all; 
you’re a drop in the ocean. You’re drowning in an ocean of other things that other people are doing. 
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So I feel like the further out you go, the harder it is … the harder it is for your action to even be 
acknowledged. (Olivia, age 15)

A couple of students disagreed, claiming that empathy also depends on the situation, and that sometimes it 
may be easier to empathise with someone that one does not know, if ‘they have a problem, and you’ve like been 
through the problem with them’ (Kevin, age 15) or if both have been through similar experiences:

It depends on the situation, because sometimes like you might feel more with someone who is not in your 
inner circle. You’ve been through that situation, so you can give them advice or you can like help them 
out through that. But like in the family circle or your inner circle, you might not have the same.  
(Cora, age 17)

A number of students also seemed to think, that regardless of the relationship between individuals, if the 
situation was dire enough, or if the person was clearly distressed, most students would feel compelled to 
try to help in some way. For instance, Maura (age 14) said that if someone was being teased or picked on by 
other students in the school, regardless of ‘whether we were friends with that person or not, if their friends are just 
standing there, like, we’d still stick up for them’, while other students felt that ‘it’s easy to show empathy to someone 
who is upset’. In other words, students seemed to believe that if others are ‘really mean, you might not help them, 
unless it’s a really bad situation’ (Ethan, age 14) or that showing empathy to others ‘depends how bad they need’ 
(Carmel, age 14).

Interestingly, while acknowledging that young people may be more reluctant to help people who are not their 
friends, students simultaneously suggested that sometimes it may be easier to open up to someone who is not a 
member of one’s inner friendship circle, or that sometimes it’s easier to receive help from someone ‘when you’re 
not that personal’ (Olivia, age 15). These students indicated that it can be easier to confide in strangers than 
in friends, because it means they can avoid burdening friends or having their friends change their opinions of 
them. For instance, Cora (age 17) commented: ‘Me personally I like talking about serious issues with strangers, 
than like with my friends, because I don’t want my friends to know … because it’s like, because they have to then live 
with it’. Similarly, Olivia (age 15) suggested that it may be easier to talk to someone who ‘doesn’t know everything 
about you, because maybe like if you know someone so well and you’re so used to seeing them one way, they don’t want 
to show their vulnerable side to you and maybe change your view on them’. Other students thought that if your 
personality was not known to someone, they may be more willing to accept your help, because they wouldn’t 
have preconceptions about your abilities. They recognised that it can be ‘hard to break out of the little stereotypes 
that you put yourself in’. As Emma (age 16) noted, ‘it’s like if someone is always like light-hearted and fun, or 
whatever, and then they’re trying to have a serious conversation, people might not take them seriously, be like, Okay, I 
don’t know why you’re talking to me like this’.

4.2.6 Barriers to Empathy and Prosocial Responding

When sharing their opinions about why some young people show empathy in some situations but not in 
others, students reflected on a number of reasons or barriers which they believed prevent young people from 
showing empathy or engaging in prosocial behaviour more frequently.

Societal Norms: Students in one focus group shared their opinion that young people do not show empathy 
to others because it is regarded as a weakness by society (‘just in this day and age with the way people behave, 
the way they behave is that being empathetic towards other people is a sign of weakness’ – Emma, age 16), and that 
young people do not wish to appear weak to others (‘showing empathy is like showing weakness, and no one wants 
to be portrayed as weak’ – Eleanor, age 17). Several students in this group expressed their belief that there is now 
a norm in society or ‘a trend to not care; it’s a trend to not have empathy’ (Martha, age 17). For instance, Olivia 
(age 15) said that ‘it has now become a trend to not care about others or things that were once important or should be 
important’, and felt that societal norms promote individualism over empathy: ‘looking better than someone else 
matters more than caring for them’. This sentiment was endorsed by others in the group:
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You need to be, like, you need to be the winner in life; you’ve to take all the opportunities, so like if you’re 
going to be stepping over someone else to get where you need to get, you’ll do it because you can’t be 
successful and stuff. (Cora, age 17)

Students felt that young people often do not show empathy ‘because it doesn’t benefit them’ (Cora, age 17). 
Specifically, they said that because ‘people make it seem like it’s a bad thing to care for other people’ (Olivia, age 
15), young people are now ‘afraid to be seen as weak’ (Isabella, age 17) or fear being judged by others. 

What stops people our age showing empathy is being judged, being judged for being different, for caring, 
for being ‘weak’. We don’t want to do anything out of the norm for fear of not being accepted.  
(Heidi, age 17)

Similarly, students argued that young people refrain from showing empathy or compassion to others because 
they are concerned about their own image: ‘Many people want to portray a strong image even if it is at the expense 
of others … putting ourselves first, even though they are aware that other people need our assistance, stops people from 
showing empathy’ (Emma, age 16). Empathy is seen as an inconvenience: ‘it’s bother, like – that’s how people see 
it, it’s too much effort’ (Eleanor, age 17), and these students felt that it ‘puts a lot of people off because it’s just a 
lot of effort when you’ve put a lot of your own time in to do it’ (Cora, age 17). Students typically appeared to feel 
that young people are fearful that if they help others, they may lose out on certain opportunities, or that their 
empathy will ‘cost’ them in some way.

People act like it’s them against the world, like it’s them against everyone else, so they don’t stop to think 
about someone else, because they’d feel like if I stop now that someone is going to like overtake me; 
someone is going to take that opportunity that I should take to do something. So they don’t stop to see 
how someone beside them is doing or how someone else is feeling , because they’re like, I can’t waste my 
time on that. (Martha, age 17)

However, it is important to note that although this idea, that empathy is regarded as a weakness or that showing 
empathy involves a ‘cost’ to oneself, was a dominant theme in this focus group, it was not mentioned by 
students in the other two focus groups. 

Not Knowing When or How to Help: Another potential barrier discussed by students was a lack of 
knowledge or understanding about how to help. Interestingly, students appeared to indicate that young people’s 
lack of engagement in empathic action may reflect their perceptions about their inability to help, rather than 
a lack of empathic ‘emotion’. For example, one student reflected on her own civic behaviour, stating: ‘I’m 
really into all the activism stuff but it’s like, eh, really hard because you don’t know where to start’ (Cora, age 17). 
Other students also indicated their frustration at wanting to help others in society but feeling unable to make 
a difference: ‘seeing something that’s so unjust, and you feel like there’s literally nothing you can do. You know it’s so 
wrong what’s happening to them, and you feel so much for them, but you’re like, I don’t know how I can help’ (Olivia, 
age 15), or being unsure about which resources to trust: ‘you’ve to try and figure out what companies are legit, 
because there’s a lot of fake’ (Martha, age 17). This idea that a lack of knowledge about how to help, or fear of 
making a situation worse, may act as barriers to empathic action was also discussed by a couple of students in 
other focus groups. For instance, Michael (age 14) argued that young people may choose not to help ‘if there 
wasn’t much you could do to help the situation’, and advised that young people ‘need to think it through if you’d just 
make the situation worse rather than make it better’. Hillary (age 14) claimed that ‘if your friend was like upset, then 
you mightn’t want to push him to talk about it, because they might get angry, then you might like fight, so then you 
don’t really want to help them, like if they’re kinda sad about something’. 

When deliberating over what stops people from engaging in more empathic or prosocial action, a couple of 
students also cited the lack of help young people receive from other adults as a major barrier. Students said 
that taking action to help other people in society is ‘something we need help doing’ (Sarah, age 14) because ‘we 
don’t know where to start; we’re like, Okay, I really want to help, but how? What will I do that will make a difference?’ 
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(Emma, age 16). Students appeared to feel that even ‘if we wanted to take the bigger step, we don’t even know 
where to go, because so many people aren’t even in support of it’ (Olivia, age 15). Generally, these students did not 
appear to believe that adults valued their opinions or suggestions about how to tackle societal issues: ‘a lot of 
people don’t want to hear kids; we’re considered kids, they don’t want to particularly hear from us, they’re like, What 
do you guys know!?’ (Cora, age 17). Other students felt that because they are younger, adults believe that they 
‘don’t know what things are important’ (Martha, age 17) or query their ‘experience of the world’ (Helen, age 17). 
Crucially, Olivia (age 15) claimed that ‘even our parents, they’re just like, they’ll be like listening and they’re like, 
Yeah, but what do you know, you haven’t been around as long as us, or whatever’, and expressed her frustration with 
not knowing ‘who can we speak to that actually cares’.

Relatedly, at the interpersonal level, students appeared to believe that sometimes young people do not help 
others because they do not think it is necessary, or because they do not believe the other person wants their 
help. For instance, Hillary (age 14) said that whether a young person engages in empathic action or not may 
depend on the recipient’s openness to being helped, because ‘if you know the person doesn’t really want to, you 
don’t want to push it’. Other students, like Maura (age 14) were of the opinion that ‘some people might think they 
might leave it, ’cause like they don’t even need our help like, ’cause like they know how to deal with it’, while Sarah 
(age 14) argued that if someone doesn’t ‘want your help, then you can’t try to force someone. You can tell them you’ll 
always be there for them, but if they don’t want your help...’. Indeed, overall it appeared to be a common belief 
among the students that people who are upset or sad about something may not want to be helped, and that ‘it’s 
not always necessary to do something, like’ (Paul, age 14). Students argued that ‘lots of people don’t want help when 
they’re sad, as in they just want to be left alone, and I think it’s best to leave them alone if they want to be left alone’ 
(Madeline, age 14), and that ‘sometimes when you’re upset you just want to be left alone, and you just want to get 
your school day over and get out and just go back home’ (Kevin, age 15).

Social Media: Students in all focus groups commented on the influential role that social media plays in young 
people’s empathic attitudes and behaviours. However, they disagreed as to whether social media exerted a 
positive or negative effect on young people’s empathy. 

A number of students commented on the potential of social media to be used as a tool for fostering empathy, 
and discussed the positive benefits that social media has for young people. Specifically, students noted that 
because ‘social media numbers are so high’ (Olivia, age 15), it can be a positive, empathic tool because it ‘shows us 
that this stuff is happening. So it gives us a chance to act on it and do stuff’ (Martha, age 17). A couple of students 
commented on the power that celebrities have to influence young people, and suggested that celebrities could 
use their influence to encourage young people to care more about societal issues. For example, one student said 
that ‘someone like Kim Kardashian has a hundred and ten million followers. We don’t actually sit back and think a 
hundred and ten million people actually look at what she does’ (Olivia, age 15), while another student said, ‘There’s 
a lot of YouTubers that do homeless videos and stuff, and that can, like, influence you’ (Milo, age 14). Notably, 
several students said that they ‘don’t get told anything about the benefits’ of social media, or that when it came to 
social media, ‘people focus on the mean things’ more, and that ‘there are a lot of kind things there that people don’t 
tend to … like it doesn’t stick out to them, they’d rather focus on the bad things than all the good things’ (Madeline, 
age 14). In relation to school, for instance, Noel (age 14) argued that ‘all the teachers are saying is “Oh, it’s bad for 
you, you can get bullied”, and all this, but like social media helps you meet up with your friends, like you can organise 
or like you can go on websites’. Similarly, Madeline said: 

It’s like if you post a picture on Instagram, the majority of people will be like, ‘Oh, you look lovely’ or 
something, but we all focus on the one person who says, ‘Oh, you look horrible’, instead of like the fifty 
other that said ‘Oh, you look perfect.’ (Madeline, age 14)

Lily (age 14) agreed that social media can ‘be a good thing’ because ‘it can boost people’s self-esteem, by people 
telling them they look great’. Nonetheless, Lily recognised that social media may also be ‘a bad thing, like when 
that one person leaves a negative comment – that can be real, like, hurtful, like for insecure people or anything’. 
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However, Kevin (age 15) was of the opinion that this can be beneficial to young people, as it may mature them: 
‘I think social media matures people, matures people our age. With social media there’s people who are gonna be like, ‘I 
don’t like you’ and stuff, and then you have to be mature. If you are mature, you’re not gonna, you’re not going to take 
any notice of it.’ Similarly, Madeline (age 14) thought that how young people are affected by negative comments 
on social media may depend on their own personality: ‘I suppose it’s how you look at it, though. If you’re 
pessimistic, you’ll probably look at like that, but someone else might be like, Ah here, I have like forty-nine other people.’

On the other hand, some students believed that social media has a negative effect on young people’s empathy 
levels. A number of students felt that it is ‘more easy to be mean to people, or it’s easier for bullying to happen’ 
(Evelyn, age 14) through social media. Some students felt that people ‘don’t show much feeling on social media’ 
(Milo, age 14) and are less likely to stick up for other people online, ‘because if you don’t know them that well, 
they’re obviously not gonna, ’cause they don’t know you and they don’t know if you know the person who is doing it’ 
(Michael, age 14). Markedly, students also believed that social media actively promotes a non-empathic culture 
by encouraging people to become famous ‘at the expense of others’: 

I feel like the social media now, it’s so focused on like becoming famous at the expense of someone else, 
like, everything we see, like, memes, vines, all that, like, a big percentage of it is hurting someone; someone 
is getting hurt, someone is getting embarrassed, and that’s what we think is funny. (Olivia, age 15)

Students argued that when it comes to social media, ‘people like to portray the bad things more because that’s better 
media’ (Martha, age 17), and that people who ‘portray positivity have less followers’ (Olivia, age 15), because 
‘people like to be entertained’ (Martha, age 17). Hence, students felt that these social media celebrities were bad 
influences for young people because they tend to be people ‘who are just popular for like shaming people, or being 
pretty, being good-looking, are the ones that have millions of followers’ (Olivia, age 15) and that ‘half the people we 
follow online, they don’t show any empathy’ (Eleanor, age 17). Students appeared concerned that being exposed 
to such a culture of apathy online would make students desensitised, and that they would end up showing less 
empathy as a result of their online exposure: ‘I don’t think we realise it, but like we’re slowly following them because 
it’s like, it’s affecting us because we use social media so much. I feel like that’s quite dangerous’ (Cora, age 17). A few 
students felt that because of the number of online users, social media could lead to desensitisation due to the 
sheer volume of messages or requests for help that young people are exposed to daily. As one student proposed, 
people are exposed to:

… millions of tweets a day, probably hundreds of millions of tweets a day, whatever, and like so many 
different things. We can’t even stop and focus on one thing. You’d be like, Oh my God, we should like 
help solve this, because then ten more things come in and we’re like, Okay, we don’t have enough time. 
(Emma, age 16)

Similarly, Cora (age 17) argued that frequent exposure to acts of terrorism and violence via social media and other 
traditional media sources may also desensitise young people, resulting in less empathy when these acts occur:

You know all these like attacks and stuff like that, like all the bad things that are happening; people see 
it and then they don’t react as much as they would have in the past, because it’s a daily occurrence and 
people just move on; they forget it as soon as it happens. People don’t have empathy for people that are 
in those attacks, Oh, it just happened, it’s a daily occurrence for our generation now, and it’s going to 
keep on happening. (Cora, age 17)

4.2.7 Recommendations and Suggestions

The final theme to emerge from the data centred upon students’ recommendations and suggestions for 
what actions could be taken to help promote greater empathic responding among young people. Students’ 
suggestions focused on the roles that schools, parents, wider society, and young people themselves could all 
play in promoting greater empathy.
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Recommendations for Schools: Students in all three focus groups brought up recommendations for what 
they thought schools should do to help cultivate a greater empathic environment. Notably, while one or two 
students stated that they didn’t ‘think empathy is necessarily something that can be taught’ (Kevin, age 15), most 
students seemed to feel that schools were an important source to target for empathy promotion, because ‘if 
school was a more positive environment, it would change youth’s outlook on life and each other, as we spend a large 
percentage of our lives at school’. Several students said that empathy should be ‘discussed more’ in schools and that 
young people should be ‘given more freedom to talk’, with ‘no repercussions’. These students advocated for greater 
‘discussion time in school where students are able to express their opinions on topics like this’. Helen (age 17) felt that 
schools should have classes or groups that discuss empathy more, because ‘if you’re open to discuss it in a safe 
environment, that’ll probably help you build more confidence to actually talk about it in society’. 

Other students made other broad recommendations for schools, such as enforcing stricter rules about bullying 
and creating greater opportunities for students to get to know one another. Several students recommended 
that schools should set up charity events like a ‘fundraiser’ or ‘fun run in the park, like a colour run’ for students 
to participate in, and discussed the wide advantages that such endeavours could have. Students felt that such 
activities could not only help raise money for people in need (‘principals could set up a lot more events that 
you have to pay for, then that will go towards charities’ – Milo, age 14) but also help foster empathy between 
the students in the school, ‘because it would bring us all together like, the class, and there’d be no, like, fighting or 
bitching or anything like that’ (Sarah, age 14). Similarly, another student advised that if schools could develop 
other ‘systems for students to get to know people who wouldn’t be very close’, this could also help promote greater 
empathy among students. While one student felt that schools could cultivate greater empathy by invoking 
‘stricter rules, like, um, make sure there was less bullying or hitting, or like bigger consequences for doing it’ (Milo, age 
14), other students disagreed, suggesting that this could create further animosity: ‘because like say if someone 
else has hit someone, then you get suspected’ (Maura, age 14) and then ‘you could fall out with your friend over that, 
’cause they got you in trouble’ (Sarah, age 14)

In addition to these broad school recommendations, students discussed the role that teachers can play in 
helping to promote greater empathy and prosocial behaviour. Specifically, a number of students felt that 
‘teachers should be encouraged to show empathy to students’ problems’, with a couple of students arguing that 
‘teachers need to be put through more of a process. I feel like they need to go through a personality interview as well 
as intellectual’ (Kevin, age 15). Other students agreed that it is important for teachers to discuss and model 
empathy, ‘so like the students can like get examples from the teachers’ (Cora, age 17), while another student said 
that teachers should encourage young people to show empathy to one another: ‘Teachers could get kids who care 
and get them to convince their other friends to do good things.’

Recommendations for Parents: A number of students discussed the importance of parenting for promoting 
greater empathy among young people in society. Generally, students contended that ‘empathy should be instilled 
to you as a child, because as we grow up that will show; it will project if empathy was something that was shown 
to you as a child’ (Emma, age 16). Other students argued that if children are shown empathy at home, they 
will learn to show empathy to others as they grow. For instance, Martha (age 17) felt that ‘if kids are taught 
at home to be empathetic, it’ll be like second nature to them when they grow up’. Emma (age 16) argued that ‘it 
should be a parent’s imperative to their child that you should be empathetic towards other people, then yes, it will 
help you show it as you grow.’ Similarly, while Heidi (age 17) also believed that empathy should be ‘taught from 
a younger age from parents’, she also recognised the importance of the relationship between the child and the 
parent, ‘because I know like some parents aren’t close to like the child, or like, the communication is bad as well, so I 
think communication from families and just opening up, I think that would help’. This sentiment was shared by a 
few other students, such as Isabella (age 17), who argued that empathy will develop ‘if you learn it when you’re 
younger and if you can have someone that you can talk to, or you can share your experience and they share theirs; so 
it’s like an open conversation’.
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Recommendations for Young People and Society: Finally, students also commented on how young people 
themselves, as well as the wider society, could help cultivate a more empathic social environment. Notably, as 
discussed earlier, students acknowledged the role that societal norms can play in influencing how young people 
respond to one another, and believed that in order to promote greater empathy, negative societal norms need to 
be tackled. For instance, Eleanor (age 17) said that sometimes she feels that ‘what you feel and your emotions are 
a bit of a taboo, no one really wants to talk about it, and I feel like that needs to be changed’. Other students agreed 
that young people, and society more generally, need to talk about empathy and feelings more, in order to create 
a new positive norm: ‘we need to all speak about it, and you need to see it from your point of view and ask as many 
questions till you figure it out’ (Olivia, age 15). Students felt that young people need to have more of an ‘open 
mind’ and that ‘empathy needs to be modelled more’ in society. Students in one focus group advised all young 
people ‘to get involved’ and ‘don’t leave it be’, suggesting that young people could be more active in promoting 
an empathic norm, such as by making ‘flyers to show you can help’, by all working together ‘to make an afterschool 
club to help people in need of help’ (Sarah, age 14), by arranging to ‘get everyone together and work on something 
together’ (Maura, age 14), or by having ‘friends keep checking up on each other’. Two students suggested that 
societal campaigns, such as having ‘ads on TV’ (Milo, age 14), may also help ‘raise awareness’ (Sarah, age 14). 

4.2.8 Results Summary 

Overall, young people shared a number of interesting ideas and opinions about the development and 
expression of empathy and prosocial behaviour. In particular, while youth recognised empathy as having 
innate qualities, they also identified several social systems, which they believe impact young people’s level of 
engagement in empathic or prosocial responding. Notably, although students felt that empathy was important, 
due to the personal and societal benefits associated with empathic action, students appeared to be cautious 
about the costs associated with showing empathy to others. Youth suggested that the level of empathy or 
prosocial behaviour expressed may vary depending on a number of important situational (e.g., relationship with 
the target) or individual (e.g., age, gender) characteristics. Finally, youth identified a number of barriers limiting 
young people’s ability or willingness to engage in empathic or prosocial behaviour, and recommended specific 
strategies targeting schools, parents, other youth, and society to overcome these barriers and promote greater 
empathy and prosocial behaviour among youth in society.
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KEY FINDINGS

•  Youth proposed that empathy promotes greater psychological and interpersonal functioning, but 
believed that society promotes individualism over empathy.

•  Empathy was conceptualised as both an innate personality trait and a skill that can be strengthened 
or weakened by one’s environment.

•  Parents, other family members, strangers, and friends were all recognised as having the potential 
to positively and negatively influence the development and expression of empathy among young 
people.

•  Adolescents believed that religion, sport, and social media also impact empathy.

•  Youth believed that young people are likely to show empathy towards their friends, but may lack 
empathy for others who are different from them.

•  The level of empathy shown by young people in a particular situation was thought to depend on the 
perceived level of need, as well as the age and gender of the respondent.

•  Adolescents identified a weak empathic relationship between teachers and students in school and 
discussed the negative consequences this has for well-being & education.

•  Fear of being judged, fear of making a situation worse, and lack of knowledge, skills, or access to 
resources were all cited as major barriers impeding young people’s willingness or ability to engage in 
active empathic or prosocial responding.

•  Youth identified schools as important targets for reform and empathy promotion, and provided 
recommendations for how schools, parents, young people, and society more generally can all help 
create a greater culture of empathy.

4.3 Discussion
The aim of this strand of the research was to expand knowledge about how empathy and prosocial behaviour 
are viewed and regarded by adolescents, and to increase understanding of how and why empathy is (or is not) 
expressed by young people in society. In total, 29 adolescents from across three schools in Ireland participated 
in focused discussions probing their perceptions of empathy (e.g., what it is and how or why young people 
show it). From these discussions, several notable themes and trends emerged. Adolescents were found to hold 
complex conceptualisations of empathy, regarding it as both a societal advantage and disadvantage and viewing 
young people’s (dis)engagement in empathic or prosocial responding as being both socially and biologically 
driven. Adolescents identified parents, schools, and young people themselves as important agents of change 
and provided recommendations for how they can help cultivate a more empathic society.

First, several important observations were noted in relation to adolescents’ understanding of the concept of 
empathy. Youth showed large disparities in their level of understanding of the definition of empathy. Several 
students regarded it as an affective or cognitive response, describing empathy in terms of a myriad of feelings 
and processes, such as sharing another’s emotions, perspective taking, understanding, caring, compassion, 
morality, love, guilt, and kindness. Other students showed confusion and a lack of understanding over what 
empathy meant. These findings are important, as they suggest that further consideration of the type of 
terminology that is being used in programmes or research with young people may be beneficial, because not 
all young people are familiar with the concept. These findings also highlight important differences between 
researchers’ typical conceptualisations of empathy and young people’s understanding of the concept. Implicit 
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in students’ definitions was the conceptualisation of empathy as both an emotion or feeling and a behaviour 
or action (e.g., helping). However, although researchers regard empathy and prosocial responding as closely 
related, these concepts are still considered empirically distinct, and researchers do not always assess them 
simultaneously (Cuff et al., 2016; Vasconcelos et al., 2012; Eisenberg et al., 1994). Because these concepts 
– of empathic ‘attitudes’ and empathic ‘action’ – were intricately linked for adolescents, who also believed 
that ‘actions speak louder than words’, future research aiming to generate greater understanding of empathic 
responding may benefit from recognising the applied social nature of empathy and from including measures of 
both empathic attitudes and behaviours, or other related feelings and behaviours, in their operationalisations. 

Relatedly, it is also important to reflect on students’ comparisons between empathy and sympathy. While 
a small number of students identified differences between them, a substantial proportion of students still 
appeared to equate empathy with ‘pity’. This finding is interesting and has some potentially important 
ramifications. Pity is often considered a problematic, negative, and sometimes stigmatising emotion (Corrigan 
et al., 2007; Florian et al., 1999). Indeed, from a certain perspective, it can be argued that pity is almost 
the opposite of empathy, in that it is a self-focused reaction that often reflects a passive attitude towards 
another person or a lack of commitment to substantial action (Florian et al., 1999). If young people believe 
that showing ‘pity’ is the same as showing ‘empathy’, then this can have serious implications for society, 
and suggests that further intervention or education programmes that provide further knowledge about 
the differences between empathy and sympathy may be warranted. This conflation of pity and empathy 
may also help explain some of the perceived reluctance among adolescents to offer or seek help, which was 
identified continually by the students throughout the focus groups. If young people believe that empathy 
involves pity, then it is possible that what adolescents perceive as others not wanting help may in fact reflect 
adolescents’ desire to avoid being pitied, rather than a desire not be empathised with. Although this argument 
is strengthened by adolescents’ urgings that young people do not wish to be bestowed with ‘pity’, future 
quantitative and qualitative research would benefit from exploring this proposition further, in order to 
generate empirical evidence about the impact that such misconceptions about pity and empathy may have on 
adolescents’ helping or help-seeking behaviours. 

Findings from the focus group discussions also indicated that young people believe that one’s ability to 
empathise with others comes from both their own personality traits and their exposure to a number of key 
contextual factors. In general, adolescents suggested that young people learn empathy through their parents’ 
and friends’ modelling and encouragement of empathy. While other research has also provided evidence 
to suggest that parents (Miklikowska et al., 2011; Coyne et al., 2011) and peers (Lopez et al., 2008; Barr & 
Higgins-D’Alessandro, 2007) play an important role in empathy development, adolescents in the current 
study disagreed over whether parents or friends were the most influential source of empathy. Although several 
adolescents contended that friends play a more important role than parents in influencing empathy or prosocial 
responding, a couple of students believed that young people learn empathy more from their parents than from 
any other source. These differences in perspectives indicate that the strength of the effect that friends or parents 
have on the development and expression of empathy may vary for different individuals, or may be moderated 
by other factors. For example, other research suggests that adolescents’ quality of attachment can moderate the 
relationship between parent or peer modelling, or encouragement, and empathic responding (Nie et al., 2016; 
Thompson & Gullone, 2008). Nonetheless, these findings add to a growing evidence base which indicates that 
parents and peers are important socialisation agents of empathy and may be important targets for strategies 
aiming to increase empathic or prosocial responding among young people. Indeed, in the current research, 
adolescents themselves identified parents and peers as important agents of change, advising that parent and 
peer encouragement and modelling of empathy are key to developing a positive societal norm that promotes 
empathy. Given that the consultation of young people in matters that affect them is now recognised as a crucial 
step in service development and design (Richards-Schuster & Pitzker, 2015; Department of Youth & Children 
Affairs, 2012; Fleming, 2013; Badham & Wade, 2008), future programmes or interventions aiming to increase 
empathic responding among young people may benefit from reflecting further on these young people’s advice.

On this note, it is should be mentioned that although adolescents seemed to believe that parents and friends 
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exerted the strongest impact, they did not seem to regard empathy or prosocial behaviour as being exclusively 
influenced by these factors, with the influence of ‘other’ sources also being commonly discussed. In particular, 
adolescents said that young people’s empathy can also be shaped and moulded through their interactions with 
other family members, such as aunts, uncles, cousins, and siblings, and by witnessing kindness or activism 
in strangers. The socialisation effects that other family members and strangers have on youth’s empathy do 
not appear to be as widely explored in the literature (Lam et al., 2012), so future research may benefit from 
examining these relationships further. A small number of students also highlighted the role that religion 
and sports play in influencing young people’s empathic responding. Intriguingly, these adolescents asserted 
that religiosity and belief in God encourage greater empathy, but that sports, and specifically sport coaches, 
encourage less empathy. While previous research also supports a positive link between youth empathy and 
religious beliefs (Francis et al., 2012), the proposed negative association between sports and empathy was 
unexpected. Research has generally indicated a positive correlation between adolescents’ empathic and 
prosocial responding and their participation in both team and non-team sports (Ettekal et al., 2016; Chowhan 
& Stewart, 2007; Kavussanu, 2006). Other evidence suggests that while sports may be associated with greater 
empathy or prosocial responding, this may only be true for empathic or prosocial responses that are displayed 
on the field or directed towards teammates (Bruner et al., 2014; Rutten et al., 2008; Rutten et al., 2007). Thus, 
these youth’s observations may reflect a deeper consideration of the implications that the sporting environment 
may have on youth’s empathic and prosocial responding, in the wider context, and may be an important avenue 
to explore in future research. 

Another important finding which should be discussed further pertains to students’ disagreements about the 
level of empathy shown by young people. Some adolescents believed that young people today do not show 
enough empathy, that they are more concerned about their own pursuits than other people’s problems and do 
not engage with societal issues unless for superficial purposes. Other youth believed that young people today 
do show quite a lot of empathy, that they are skilled at recognising when someone is upset and tend to stand up 
or help others when needed. Crucially, regardless of which stance adolescents took in this debate, the majority 
agreed that aspects of the situational context likely influence the level of empathy or prosocial behaviour shown 
by young people. In particular, students proposed that a person’s gender and age likely impact their expression 
of empathy. Namely, a number of students believed that girls and older adolescents were more likely than boys 
or younger adolescents to show or value empathy, a trend which has been observed in numerous other studies 
(Del Ray et al., 2016; Vossen & Valkenburg, 2016; Gini et al., 2008; Lopez et al., 2008). However, in the 
current research, it is difficult to assert whether these perceived age and gender differences reflect differences 
in adolescents’ empathic capacity or simply differences in their prosocial tendencies (see Lam et al., 2012), 
because when discussing the source of these age and gender differences a couple of students referred to the 
pressure of societal norms. Thus, further research is needed to generate greater understanding of the biological 
or sociological underpinnings of these age and gender differences in adolescents’ empathic responding.

Adolescents also claimed that it may be easier to have empathy for some types of people than others. They 
said that although it is easy to show or feel empathy for people in one’s close social circle, such as family or 
friends, it may be more difficult to empathise with people whom one does not know as well, or who display 
certain undesirable characteristics, such as those who are ‘show-boating’, ‘looking for attention’, or ‘mean’. 
However, adolescents suggested that these characteristics may take less precedence in situations where there 
is a dire need for help. Nonetheless, these findings are important, as they suggest that adolescents may not 
show empathy toward all individuals equally (Masten et al., 2010). Moreover, these findings indicate that 
empathy may be a ‘conditional’ rather than a ‘universal’ response, in that it seems to be something that is felt 
or shown towards certain people, in certain situations, but not others (Van Rijsewijk et al., 2016). Evidence 
from other empirical research also suggests that youth’s empathic and prosocial responding varies according 
to different situational and target characteristics (Fu et al., 2017; Machackova et al., 2016; Padilla-Walker, 
Carlo, & Nielson, 2015; Padilla-Walker, Coyne et al., 2015; Padilla-Walker et al., 2014), although research 
investigating this matter appears somewhat limited. It is paramount that future research explores this potential 
in-group/out-group empathy gap further, in order to elaborate on why such bias in empathic responding may 
occur (see Bruneau et al., 2017; Stürmer et al., 2006). Additionally, research should explore how perceptions 
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of need are gauged by adolescents, or whether certain target characteristics moderate adolescents’ perceptions 
of situational need (see Hauser et al., 2014). Overall, greater understanding of why empathy is shown to 
some people and not to others is needed, in order to inform the development of more effective intervention 
programmes that can help cultivate greater empathic responding, towards all individuals, rather than just some.

Separate from their disagreements about whether or not young people are empathetic, adolescents in the current 
study also disagreed about whether empathy or prosocial behaviour was important. Students said there were 
both several advantages and several disadvantages to feeling and showing empathy. They suggested that empathy 
was psychologically beneficial, as it increases understanding about differences and helps young people feel 
more comfortable talking about their emotions. They suggested that empathy had other social benefits, in that it 
increases rapport and facilitates problem solving. Several students said it was important to show empathy to others 
because they in turn would be more likely to show empathy back. At the same time, students said there are several 
social and personal disadvantages associated with showing empathy. They suggested that a current disadvantage 
of empathy was the potential of others to ‘fake’ concern and expressed wariness over confiding their emotions in 
others for fear of having their confidence betrayed. They said that empathy can have negative repercussions for 
the person who engages in it, claiming that kindness can be taken advantage of by others or that showing empathy 
may result in the individual losing out on other important opportunities or personal advantages. 

These findings have several important implications. They highlight important links between empathic or 
prosocial responding and youth’s emotional well-being, suggesting that heightened emotional support may 
facilitate greater psychological well-being and providing further support to evidence garnered in other research 
(Spinrad & Eisenberg, 2017). However, the results also suggest that adolescents’ perceptions of others’ 
motivations for engaging in empathic and prosocial responding may moderate these effects or influence their 
willingness to engage in personal disclosure. Future research should be aware of, and target, adolescents’ 
concerns about ‘fake’ or ‘surface-level’ empathy (see Humphrey, 2016). These findings are also important as 
they suggest that young people may value empathy for both altruistic and egoistic purposes, in that adolescents’ 
evaluations of the importance of empathy appeared to be based on an intricate consideration of both selfish 
and selfless concerns (Zaki, 2014; Cialdini et al., 1987). 

Students also discussed their perceptions of the situational barriers that disable and dissuade young people 
from engaging in greater empathic responding. This may be important to consider in future intervention 
programmes. Students expressed concerns that negative societal norms regarding the value of empathy may deter 
young people from showing or engaging in empathy. Students in these focus groups believed that empathy was 
regarded as a non-beneficial weakness by society, and that young people refrain from showing empathy in order 
to avoid negative judgement for appearing weak. This finding, that young people believe that society promotes 
individualism and devalues concern for others, may have important implications for interpersonal functioning 
and societal morality in the long term (Schumann et al., 2014; Twenge & Campbell, 2012; Hoffmann, 2001). 
Overall, these findings call for greater consideration of the role that societal norms play in influencing adolescents’ 
empathic attitudes and behaviours over time. The findings suggest that targeting adolescents’ perceptions of 
negative societal norms towards empathy may be an important area for future intervention research, and was a 
promotion strategy explicitly recommended by a number of youth in the current study. 

Another barrier identified by these young people as being discouraging to youth engagement in empathy was 
youth’s lack of perceived knowledge or guidance about how to actively engage in empathic responding. An 
interesting argument put forward by the adolescents in the current research is that young people may lack 
knowledge about how best to help or to show empathy, and may refrain from taking empathic action in a 
particular situation for fear of making the situation worse. Adolescents’ discussions hinted at a perceived lack 
of help from other adults about how to engage in active empathy at a societal level. They believed that adults 
did not value young people’s opinions about how to address societal issues, and they suggested that although 
young people need help to help others, there is a lack of guidance from older generations about how to do 
this. Crucially, although other research has indicated that empathy and helping appear to be declining among 
younger generations (Hampton, 2016; Konrath et al., 2011), these findings may suggest that youth’s apparent 
lack of empathic or prosocial engagement may reflect a lack of opportunity or knowledge of how to help, as 
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opposed to a lack of willingness. Hence, future initiatives aiming to promote greater empathic responding 
among young people may benefit from reflecting on the role that adolescents’ knowledge and perceptions of 
their skills have on their willingness to engage in empathic action (Barchia & Bussey, 2011; Alessandri et al., 
2009). Findings also indicate that older generations may play an important role in facilitating empathic action 
among younger generations, particularly at a societal level, and suggest that promoting greater adult–youth 
opinion and skill sharing may be an important avenue for future intervention or policy research.

Students discussed the role that social media plays in influencing young people’s empathic attitudes and 
behaviours. However, they disagreed over whether it was a facilitator or a barrier to empathy and other 
prosocial responding. For instance, several students advocated for the positive effects of social media, 
suggesting that it facilitates social interactions between young people and could be used as a powerful tool to 
promote empathy, because it allows greater access to prosocial content or messages that encourage empathy 
and prosocial behaviour. Other students felt that social media facilitated empathic decline, by exposing youth 
to an online celebrity culture that promotes narcissism and desensitises youth to social issues. Similarly, 
while some students believed that social media facilitated interpersonal callousness, others believed that how 
young people were affected by negative online comments may depend on their own resiliency or personality. 
Although previous research suggests that social media and empathy tend to be positively linked (Vossen & 
Valkenburg, 2016; Alloway et al., 2014; Greitemeyer, 2011), the issues discussed by the adolescents in the 
current research provide important food for thought for researchers and policymakers alike. This research 
indicates that different aspects of social media may have differential effects on adolescents’ empathic or 
prosocial responding, and highlights the importance of generating greater understanding of how adolescents’ 
exposure to various social media content impacts their empathic attitudes and behaviours, at both the 
interpersonal and societal level. Findings hint that individuals’ own personality traits or skills may moderate 
the influence of social media and should be explored further in future research.

Finally, the topic of empathy in schools and the importance of promoting empathy in a school context was 
also discussed by adolescents across the three focus groups. In general, adolescents appeared to believe 
that there was a lack of empathy shown between teachers and students, and implied that schools prioritise 
academic achievement to the detriment of students’ interpersonal skills and emotional well-being. Notably, 
however, adolescents claimed that when teachers do engage in active, empathic understanding, it can have a 
positive impact on the learning environment. They recommended that strategies aiming to promote empathic 
responding among young people should strive to target the school context, and suggested that schools 
should give further attention to the topic of empathy. These findings may have important considerations for 
future intervention strategies and programmes. However, it should be noted that the current research only 
consulted the perspective of students on this matter and not teachers or other staff members’. Additionally, 
it should be acknowledged that research has shown that teachers’ ability to provide pastoral care to students 
can be constrained by aspects of the school working environment (Cooper, 2004). Future research should 
strive to explore this issue further by consulting the perspectives of all school personnel, in order to ensure 
that an unbiased account of the current empathic climate in schools is obtained and that robust, feasible 
recommendations for how best to cultivate a greater empathic school climate are gathered.

4.3.1 Recommendations and Suggestions for Research and Practice
This research is among the first to embark on an in-depth qualitative exploration of young people’s 
conceptualisations of the meaning and importance of empathy. The results have notable implications for both 
research and practice. Findings highlight the complex nature of empathy, which appears to be regarded as a 
multifaceted construct whose origins are rooted within both the individual and their social context. These 
findings have important implications for both policy and research, as they provide qualitative evidence to 
support approaching empathy research and intervention work from a multidimensional perspective (Costa 
& Costa, 2016; Dvash & Shamay-Tsoory, 2014). They are also important because they provide a narrative 
account of adolescents’ perceptions of the benefits and disadvantages of empathic responding, for both the 
target and the agent of empathy. 
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Although there is a strong research base which advocates the numerous psychological, interpersonal, and social 
benefits associated with greater empathic responding (Lenzi et al., 2014; Barr & Higgins-D’Alessandro, 2007; 
Schmidt et al., 2007), it is important for researchers to recognise and address adolescents’ concerns about 
the negative consequences of empathy and prosocial responding (Ferguson, 2016). Although this research 
suggests a number of perceived barriers and disadvantages to empathic or prosocial responding among young 
people, further research in this area is needed. In order to develop more effective empathy interventions and 
strategies, researchers and programme developers need to generate greater understanding of both the egoistic 
and altruistic concerns that can incentivise or deter young people from engaging in empathy and prosocial 
behaviours. Similarly, findings from the current research highlighted adolescents’ perceptions of a general 
lack of empathic responding among young people, at least in certain contexts. These findings have significant 
implications for future research and practice, as not only do they indicate that further interventions to promote 
greater empathic responding among young people may be warranted, but they may signify that there is a 
parochial aspect to youth empathy (Bruneau et al., 2017; Zaki, 2014). Hence, greater research examining how 
target and situational characteristics influence the level of youth empathic or prosocial responding is needed, 
in order to inform the development of intervention programmes that can increase empathic responding among 
adolescents across all contexts and target groups

4.3.2 Limitations of the Current Research 
Despite the strengths and implications outlined above, there are a number of limitations associated with this 
research which are important to address. First, the current research was qualitative in nature and represents 
the views of a small number of adolescents. As such, generalisations about the validity of the findings cannot 
be made, and the authors acknowledge the importance of carrying out future qualitative and empirical 
studies to examine the replication of these findings. Additionally, as the aim of the current study was to obtain 
foundational data about adolescents’ understanding and opinions on empathy, focus group investigations were 
deemed the most suitable method of data collection. However, group interviews are not devoid of limitations, 
and it is possible that the opinions and views shared by adolescents in the current research were influenced 
by the opinions of other students in the focus group. Future research may benefit from employing individual 
interviews as an alternative method of data collection, in order to investigate whether similar or divergent 
patterns of responses are found. The current research is also limited by having only consulted adolescents in 
schools. Some young people may not be engaging in school, and their voice may not be captured here. Future 
research may benefit from investigating the opinions of others, such as parents or school personnel, in order 
to obtain a more balanced, holistic perspective of youth’s empathic responding. Furthermore, although it was 
highly recommended that schools be targeted in empathy promotion strategies, as all focus groups took place 
in a school setting it is possible that the nature of the focus group setting influenced this predominance. Other 
research may benefit from conducting interviews in community settings, to establish whether adolescents 
make other recommendations about how best to promote greater empathic responding among young people. 

4.3.3 Conclusion
This research provides important insights into adolescents’ understanding of empathy and is among the first to 
consult adolescents on their perceptions about the importance of empathy and prosocial responding in an Irish 
context. This research highlights a number of novel findings and provides a number of key recommendations 
for future research and intervention work. The current research expands our knowledge about adolescents’ 
motivations for engaging in empathic responding, increases our awareness of the disadvantages and barriers 
associated with youth empathy, and develops our understanding about the situational and target characteristics 
which influence young people’s empathic responding. Further research is needed to add support to these 
research findings and to inform the development of effective empathy programmes and initiatives.
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General Discussion



76  |  Empathy, Social Values, and Civic Behaviour Among Early Adolescents in Ireland

The findings from this research offer novel insights into, and a new 
perspective on, the expression of empathy and prosocial or civic behaviour 
among young people in Ireland. In particular, this research highlights 
the findings from a national quantitative survey which provides new 
information about the current levels of empathy, social responsibility, and 
civic behaviours expressed by youth in Ireland and reveals a connection 
between youth’s empathic or civic responses and their exposure to 
particular social systems. Meanwhile, the findings from the qualitative study 
provide an enlightening account of how youth in Ireland conceptualise or 
regard empathy and prosocial or civic behaviour, and outlines their beliefs 
about the factors that facilitate, and impede, the expression of empathy or 
prosocial behaviour among young people. 

Notably, across both these quantitative and qualitative studies, results affirm that youth’s empathic and civic 
responses are linked to their proximal contextual environments (e.g., aspects of the parental, peer, school, 
and community contexts). Findings suggest that other cultural practices or individual characteristics are also 
likely to play a role in shaping youth’s empathic and civic attitudes, values, and behaviours. Findings from 
this research also highlight important differences between youth’s empathic attitudes or values and their civic 
behaviours. While the findings from these quantitative and qualitative studies complement each other in 
several ways, a couple of notable divergent findings also emerged. The key findings emerging from this research, 
including an overview of the similarities and differences between the quantitative and qualitative results, are 
highlighted below.

5.1 Youth’s Level of Empathic Attitudes and Prosocial or Civic Behaviours 
Some notable findings on the level of empathy and civic behaviour expressed by youth in Ireland were 
observed in this research. Results from the quantitative study indicated a potential discrepancy between youth’s 
self-reported empathic attitudes and their civic behaviours, in that while youth reported relatively high levels 
of empathy and social responsibility values, they showed low levels of civic engagement. These results were 
somewhat corroborated by the qualitative research findings. While youth in the qualitative research disagreed 
about the level of empathy or prosocial/civic behaviour expressed by young people in Ireland, a small number 
of participants explicitly discussed differences in feeling and showing empathy at a societal level. Specifically, 
these youth said that while it is easy to feel empathy for others in society, it is more difficult to actively help or 
engage in prosocial responding at this level. On this note, it is important to point out that the findings from 
the quantitative research also suggested that youth’s empathy and social responsibility values only had a weak 
connection with their civic behaviours. This was an important finding, as it may suggest that while youth’s 
empathic attitudes or social responsibility values are linked to their civic responding, the strength of this 
connection may vary depending on the presence or absence of other factors. Crucially, the qualitative research 
shed some light on what these moderating factors may be. Here, the majority of youth proposed that young 
people show more, or less, prosocial engagement depending on their relationship with the target to whom they 
are responding or the particular situation they are in. Participants proposed that youth are more motivated to 
help when they have a close or positive relationship with the target or when there is a strong perceived need 
to help or intervene. Similarly, youth suggested that it can be difficult to take prosocial or civic action when 
they lack the knowledge, skills, or resources necessary to help. They proposed that fear may also inhibit young 
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people’s prosocial or civic responding – fear of making a situation worse, and fear of experiencing personal 
negative consequences (e.g., being taken advantage of) as a result of their prosocial engagement.

Overall, the results of this research are important, as they suggest that while youth tend to feel empathy, they 
may not always show empathy for others in society. Youth themselves said that their willingness to engage 
prosocially or civically may vary depending on a number of situational characteristics. They said that their level 
of civic participation is also impacted by their level of skill, knowledge, or access to resources. Hence, findings 
have multiple implications for policy and practice. The results provide evidence to suggest that services or 
interventions that can promote greater civic or prosocial responding among youth in Ireland may be warranted. 
In particular, given that youth specifically acknowledged that it is easier to show empathy or engage prosocially 
towards friends and family than towards strangers or those with undesirable characteristics, interventions 
that aim to promote empathy and prosocial behaviour at a societal (as opposed to interpersonal) level may be 
particularly relevant. Importantly, findings may imply that interventions which target youth’s motivations, fears, 
and skills may be particularly beneficial in increasing prosocial or civic behaviour across contexts.

5.2 Impact of Parents, Peers, Schools, and Communities
Another important finding emerging from this research pertains to the connection between youth’s proximal 
social environments and their empathic or civic responding. Both the quantitative and qualitative studies 
documented evidence to suggest that parents, peers, schools, and communities play an important role in the 
socialisation of empathy and prosocial or civic behaviour among young people. Notably, findings from this 
research indicate that these social contexts have the potential to both positively and negatively impact youth’s 
empathic and civic development. Thus, these findings have relevance for policy and practice, as they indicate 
that these social contexts are important agents through which greater youth empathic or civic responding 
can be encouraged or discouraged. The findings are also important because they highlight the joint role that 
both structural social practices (e.g., civic education in schools) and interpersonal processes (e.g., parental or 
peer modelling or encouragement of prosocial or civic behaviours) play in shaping youth’s empathic attitudes 
and civic behaviours. Hence, it is imperative that parents, youth, schools, and communities be made aware of 
the important role they play in shaping the type of empathic or civic orientations and social values that are 
adopted and modelled by young people today. Researchers, policymakers, and the general public should work 
together to develop effective strategies and ensure that all youth in our society are exposed to positive social 
environments that nurture empathy and inspire greater civic and prosocial behaviour.  

5.3 Consideration of Societal Norms
Although results suggest that parental, peer, school, and community contexts have a substantial impact 
on youth’s empathic and civic attitudes and behaviours, findings from these quantitative and qualitative 
investigations also imply that youth’s empathic and civic responding are not exclusively influenced by these 
factors. In the quantitative research, while these factors were found to explain a substantial portion of the 
variance in youth’s civic or empathic responding, a large percentage of the variance remained unaccounted 
for, suggesting that other social factors or individual characteristics may also play a role. Similarly, in the 
qualitative research, although youth expressed their belief that parents, friends, schools, and communities play 
an important role in teaching or shaping empathy and prosocial behaviours among young people, youth voiced 
their belief about how empathic or civic responding is also shaped by other processes. They discussed the role 
that both innate characteristics, such as one’s personality or age, and wider social processes also play in shaping 
youth’s empathic attitudes and prosocial or civic behaviours.

In particular, the perceived negative impact that societal norms exert on youth’s empathic or prosocial 
responding emerged as a dominant theme in these conversations. Youth suggested that young people may be 
discouraged from developing or showing empathy to others due to the growing societal focus on individualism. 
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They said that empathy or prosociality are regarded as a weakness or an inconvenience in a society that values 
individual gain over social compassion, and noted that youth’s growing exposure to these negative norms can 
have a detrimental impact on their empathy or prosociality levels. Interestingly, although youth appeared to 
believe that empathy was not valued by society, most youth acknowledged the importance of empathy for 
society, identifying links between empathy and greater psychological well-being and social capital. Hence, 
greater policy or intervention work in this area may be needed. Specifically, intervention or service initiatives 
may benefit from contemplating the influential role that wider societal norms play in impacting youth’s 
empathic or civic responding, and greater consideration may need to be given to how we as a society can foster 
a greater culture of empathy, social care, and helping. 

5.4 Role of Religion, Social Media, Sports, and the Arts
Other interesting evidence emerged from this research in relation to the connection between youth’s 
empathic or civic responding and their participation in certain extracurricular activities. For instance, 
findings from the quantitative research suggested that youth who more frequently attend religious activities, 
such as Mass, may also engage in more civic behaviour. This connection was echoed by a small number of 
students in the qualitative research, who suggested that religious teachings may promote greater empathic 
responding. Moreover, while this research observed a connection between sport and youth’s empathic and 
civic responding, conflicting patterns were observed in the quantitative and qualitative studies. Although the 
quantitative survey suggested that sport has a positive relation with youth’s civic behaviours, a small number 
of youth in the qualitative investigation believed that sport encourages young people to have less empathy for 
others (particularly the opposition) – although it should be noted that youth’ reasons for engaging in civic 
behaviours were not assessed in the quantitative survey. Thus, it is possible that youth who participate in sport 
may show more civic engagement, but if this behaviour is extrinsically motivated, they may also show lower 
empathy. Nonetheless, the potential connection between youth’s religious and sporting activities and their 
empathic or civic responding is an important finding, one which should be explored further by researchers and 
given greater consideration in policy and practice. 

In the qualitative research, youth also discussed the role that social media plays in impacting both the 
development of empathy and the expression of prosocial or civic behaviour. Some youth discussed how social 
media encourages narcissism and individualism, and as a result discourages empathy. However, while some 
youth contended that social media can desensitise young people from caring about societal issues, others 
believed that social media was a positive, empathic tool. These youth proposed that social media connects 
young people to the wider world, making them aware of social issues, and thus could be used as a tool to 
encourage youth to care more about social injustice. Conversely, in the quantitative research, no significant 
link, positive or negative, was found between youth’s level of social media use and their current levels of 
empathy, social responsibility values, or civic behaviour. These differences between the qualitative and 
quantitative findings may suggest that youth’s empathic and civic responding is associated more with the type 
of content that youth are exposed to on social media, than with their level of social media usage – although 
further investigations would be needed to confirm this.

The quantitative research findings also evidence a connection between youth’s involvement in drama, music, 
video gaming, and youth clubs and their empathic or civic responding. Greater participation in drama and 
music were linked to greater youth civic behaviour or social responsibility values, while greater involvement 
in youth clubs was linked to greater empathy, social responsibility, and civic behaviour. Conversely, playing 
violent video games was associated with lower empathy, social responsibility, and civic behaviour. Crucially, 
however, in the qualitative research, although one young person discussed how their involvement in a youth 
club provided them with the opportunity to become more civically engaged, students typically did not 
discuss the role that drama, music, video games, or youth clubs play in shaping young people’s empathy, 
values, or prosocial or civic behaviour. Hence, further qualitative research investigating these associations may 
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be important in order to provide greater understanding of the role these activities play in impacting youth’s 
empathic or civic responding and to better inform service development.

5.5 Differences Between Boys and Girls
Finally, it is important to discuss some of the observed gender differences that became apparent throughout 
these investigations into adolescents’ empathic and prosocial or civic attitudes and behaviours. First, 
findings from the quantitative research suggested that teenage boys show lower levels of empathy and social 
responsibility values than their female peers. Importantly, findings from the qualitative research appeared to 
support this proposition, as the majority of young people voiced their belief that adolescent boys show less 
empathy than girls. Although these type of gender differences have been observed and documented by other 
researchers, what is interesting about the current findings is that youth in the qualitative study were able to 
share their opinions about why these gender differences may occur. Youth proposed that one reason is that 
empathy is a trait which is less valued by, or less normatively acceptable for, those of male gender. Interestingly, 
other evidence from the quantitative research appeared to support the notion that society socialises empathy 
differently for different genders. For instance, in the quantitative research, results revealed that not only are 
boys less likely than girls to have friends who model prosocial activities, but they are also less likely to be 
encouraged to adopt social responsibility values by their parents. These patterns are concerning. If research 
shows that empathy and prosociality are processes that provide numerous cognitive, psychological, and social 
benefits for youth, of all genders, then we as a society need to ensure that we value, model, and encourage 
greater empathy and prosocial responding, among all youth, of all genders.

5.6 Overall Conclusion
This research has contributed significantly to our understanding of the expression and socialisation of empathy 
and civic engagement among young people in Ireland, providing new knowledge on an important topic, 
identifying potential links for policy and practice, and paving the way for further national and international 
research in this area. This research is among the first to quantitatively and qualitatively explore the expression 
of empathy and civic responding among youth in an Irish context, generating greater understanding of the 
processes related to youth’s empathic and civic responding and providing key insights into the relationship 
between empathy and civic behaviour. Not only does this research identify parents, peers, schools, and local 
communities as important facilitators of empathy, but it also suggests that these four social systems may be 
important agents of change, through which greater youth empathy and civic engagement can be encouraged. 
Findings also bring attention to the role that youth’s individual skills, interests, or knowledge, as well as other 
societal norms and practices, may play in shaping youth’s empathic and civic responding. They provide enough 
evidence to suggest that the role these wider processes and skills play should not be ignored or neglected by 
researchers, policymakers, or service providers. Moving forward, further consideration needs to be given to 
how greater empathy and prosocial or civic responding can best be promoted among young people in our 
society. Not only is this an important undertaking, it is vital for establishing a more caring, connected, and 
democratic environment for future generations.
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Appendix II
Summary of Results for the Overall Regression Models for All Predictors on All 
Outcomes

Contextual Factors R2 Adjusted R2 F Value

Youth Social Responsibility 0.25 0.19 3.98**

Social Dominance Orientation 0.10 0.02 1.27

Affective Empathy 0.26 0.20 4.13**

Cognitive Empathy 0.25 0.19 4.03**

Current Civic Behaviours 0.34 0.28 6.02**

Online Civic Engagement 0.10 0.03 1.37

NOTE: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.001
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Appendix III
Standardised Estimates (ß), Unstandardised Estimates (B), and Standard Errors (SE)

Outcome Predictors ß B SE

Youth Social Responsibility

Parental Warmth -0.04 -0.10 0.24

Family Democratic Climate 0.16 0.20 0.12

Parent Social Responsibility 0.28** 0.26 0.08

Parent Civic Engagement 0.17* 0.20 0.09

Friend Prosocial Norms 0.26** 0.21 0.07

Quality Friendship -0.03 -0.04 0.13

School Engagement -0.02 -0.03 0.12

Peer Connectedness -0.08 -0.06 0.07

Social Analysis 0.03 0.03 0.12

PT Opportunities -0.01 -0.02 0.13

Classroom Climate 0.12 0.13 0.10

Neighbourhood Opportunities 0.04 0.04 0.09

Community Connectedness -0.10 -0.07 0.08

Intergenerational Closure -0.13 -0.14 0.11

Social Dominance Orientation

Parental Warmth -0.24* -1.69 0.64

Family Democratic Climate 0.15 0.46 0.32

Parent Social Responsibility 0.05 0.10 0.22

Parent Civic Engagement 0.06 0.16 0.25

Quality Friendship 0.08 0.29 0.33

Friend Prosocial Norms -0.05 -0.09 0.19

School Engagement 0.06 0.20 0.32
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Outcome Predictors ß B SE

Peer Connectedness 0.01 0.23 0.19

Social Analysis 0.01 0.03 0.31

PT Opportunities -0.002 -0.002 0.35

Classroom Climate -0.10 -0.25 0.27

Neighbourhood Opportunities -0.12 -0.32 0.24

Community Connectedness   0.001 0.001 0.21

Intergenerational Closure 0.05 0.13 0.28

Affective Empathy

Parental Warmth 0.10 0.38 0.31

Family Democratic Climate -0.14 -0.22 0.15

Parent Social Responsibility 0.36*** 0.43 0.10

Parent Civic Engagement 0.05 0.08 0.12

Friend Prosocial Norms 0.07 0.07 0.09

Quality Friendship 0.12 0.22 0.16

School Engagement 0.18 0.31 0.15

Peer Connectedness -0.05 -0.05 0.09

Social Analysis 0.15 0.24 0.15

PT Opportunities -0.08 -0.14 0.17

Classroom Climate 0.22* 0.29 0.13

Neighbourhood Opportunities -0.13 -0.18 0.11

Community Connectedness -0.08 -0.07 0.10

Intergenerational Closure -0.11 -0.15 0.13

Cognitive Empathy

Parental Warmth 0.02 0.08 0.28

Family Democratic Climate -0.05 -0.07 0.14
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Outcome Predictors ß B SE

Parent Social Responsibility 0.22* 0.24 0.09

Parent Civic Engagement 0.02 0.03 0.11

Friend Prosocial Norms 0.29** 0.27 0.08

Quality Friendship -0.16 -0.27 0.14

School Engagement -0.01 -0.02 0.14

Peer Connectedness -0.17 -0.16 0.08

Social Analysis 0.05 0.07 0.14

PT Opportunities 0.01 0.02 0.15

Classroom Climate 0.31** 0.37 0.11

Neighbourhood Opportunities -0.15 -0.18 0.10

Community Connectedness 0.09 0.08 0.09

Intergenerational Closure  0.01 0.01 0.12

Civic Behaviour

Parental Warmth 0.05 0.25 0.39

Family Democratic Climate 0.03 0.04 0.19

Parent Social Responsibility -0.10 -0.16 0.13

Parent Civic Engagement 0.41*** 0.81 0.15

Friend Prosocial Norms -0.04 -0.05 0.11

Quality Friendship -0.13 -0.31 0.20

School Engagement -0.08 -0.17 0.19

Peer Connectedness 0.08 0.11 0.11

Social Analysis 0.23* 0.47 0.19

PT Opportunities 0.03 0.08 0.21

Classroom Climate -0.06 -0.11 0.16

Neighbourhood Opportunities 0.00 0.00 0.14
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Outcome Predictors ß B SE

Community Connectedness 0.25* 0.32 0.13

Intergenerational Closure 0.00 0.01 0.17

Online Civic Behaviour

Parental Warmth -0.18 -0.64 0.33

Family Democratic Climate -0.08 -0.13 0.16

Parent Social Responsibility -0.08 -0.09 0.11

Parent Civic Engagement 0.15 0.22 0.12

Friend Prosocial Norms 0.13 0.13 0.10

Quality Friendship -0.04 -0.07 0.17

School Engagement -0.10 -0.17 0.16

Peer Connectedness 0.13 0.12 0.10

Social Analysis 0.06 0.09 0.16

PT Opportunities 0.02 0.04 0.18

Classroom Climate -0.12 -0.15 0.13

Neighbourhood Opportunities 0.00 0.00 0.12

Community Connectedness 0.02 0.02 0.11

Intergenerational Closure -0.11 -0.14 0.14

NOTE: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001
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Appendix IV
How to Determine Model Fit in SEM Analyses? When using SEM techniques, the adequacy of the proposed 
conceptual (e.g., structural) model being tested is referred to as the ‘model fit’. Model fit refers to the degree to 
which the structural equation model fits the sample data provided (Schermelleh-Engel et al., 2003). As there 
is no single statistical test that can identify a correct model, researchers rely on a combination of fit indices to 
evaluate the adequacy of the proposed conceptual model. According to guidelines specified by Byrne (2012) 
and Kline (2011), several criteria should be used to determine model fit in SEM analyses.

Chi-Square (χ2): The chi-square (χ2) test statistic is the traditional measure for evaluating the ‘exact’ fit of a 
proposed model. Good model fit is typically indicated by a statistically non-significant (p > 0.05) chi-square 
result. However, caution is advised upon relying on the chi-square test as a sole measure of model fit (Hooper 
et al., 2008), as it is likely that the chi-square will be significant when large sample sizes are used (e.g., n > 200) 
(Kline, 2011). Thus, a model with good fit may show a statistically significant chi-square result (Byrne, 2012). 
Hence, due to the restrictiveness of the chi-Square test, it is strongly recommended that researchers include 
other fit indices when assessing the overall fit of their models (Hooper et al., 2008). 

Relative/Normed Chi Square (χ2/df; CMIN): In response to the problems with the chi-square test, Wheaton 
et al. (1977) devised an alternative approach to assess the absolute fit of a model. This test is known as the 
relative/normed chi-square statistic, or chi-square/df ratio (Q/CMIN) and is proposed to minimise the impact 
of sample size on test significance. According to this approach, good model fit is represented by a Q/CMIN 
value of less than (<) 2.0 (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). 

Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA): RMSEA with 90% confidence intervals is used as a 
measure of the ‘approximate’ fit of a SEM model (Schermelleh-Engel et al., 2003). It is generally accepted that 
an RMSEA value less than or equal to 0.05 represents excellent model fit (Steiger, 2007). However, values 
close to 0.06 (Hu and Bentler, 1999) or as high as 0.07 (Steiger, 2007) can also indicate acceptable model fit. 
An advantage of RMSEA is that it calculates a confidence interval around its value, which enables the precision 
of the RMSEA estimate to be assessed. It is recommended that the lower boundary of the confidence interval 
should be 0 for exact fit or less than 0.05 for close fit (Schermelleh-Engel et al., 2003). 

Bentler’s Comparative Fit Index (CFI): The CFI statistic is another popular index of approximate model fit 
(Hooper et al., 2008). Values for this statistic range from 0 to 1, with values closer to 1 indicating greater model 
fit. It is generally accepted that a CFI value > 0.90 is necessary for acceptable model fit, and a value of ≥ 0.95 
represents excellent model fit (Byrne, 2012). However, this fit index is susceptible to model complexity, with 
indices tending to diminish with more complex models or models with more parameters.

Tucker Lewis Index (TLI): Hu and Bentler (1999) have suggested that a TLI value > 0.90 is necessary for 
acceptable model fit and that a TLI value ≥ 0.95 should be set as the threshold for excellent model fit. However, 
the TLI is a fit index that prefers simpler models (Hooper et al., 2008).

Standardised Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR): It is recommended that the SRMR values should always 
be reported when assessing model fit. Values for the SRMR range from zero to one, with values less than 0.08 
being indicative of acceptable model fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999). 
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Akaike Information Criterion (AIC)/Delta (Δ) AIC: The Akaike Information Criterion (AIC) and delta 
AIC (Δ AIC) are used to compare the relative fit of two competing models. The superior model is the one 
with the lower AIC value. The Δ AIC is calculated by subtracting the smaller AIC value from the larger AIC 
value. According to Burnham and Anderson (2002), support for the model with the higher AIC is indicated 
by Δ AIC values of 0 to 2, less support is suggested by values of 4 to 7, and values of 10 or greater indicate no 
support for the inferior model.

Item Redundancy/Model Modification: Item redundancy and model misfit are evidenced through an 
examination of modification indices (MIs) and regression weights of item pairs (Byrne, 2012). MIs can 
be conceptualised as a χ2 statistic with one degree of freedom ( Jöreskog & Sörbom, 1993). For each fixed 
parameter specified, an MI value is calculated, which represents the expected drop in overall χ2 value which 
would result if the cited parameter were to be freely estimated in a subsequent analysis (Byrne, 2012). 
Accompanying each MI value is an Expected Parameter Change (EPC) value (Kline, 2011). This EPC value 
illustrates whether freeing an estimated parameter would result in a substantive improvement in model fit 
(Byrne, 2012). According to Byrne (2012), parameters should be re-specified if both the MI and EPC values 
are substantively large and theoretically meaningful (Byrne, 2012). 
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Appendix V
What is Mediation Analysis? Mediation analysis examines whether the connection between a predictor (e.g., 
Youth’s Social Context) and an outcome (e.g., Youth’s Civic Behaviour) can be explained by another variable 
– a ‘mediator variable’ (e.g., Empathy or Social Responsibility). A simple mediation model is presented in the 
diagram below. As can be seen in this model, the c path represents the direct relationship between a particular 
predictor (X) and a specified outcome (Y). Mediation analyses test whether the relationship between X and Y 
is explained by a third variable (M). The a path represents the direct effect of the predictor (X) on the mediator 
(M), and the b path represents the direct effect of the mediator (M) on the outcome (Y). Mediation is denoted 
by the a x b path, which represents the indirect effect of X on Y through M. 

Example of a Simple Mediation Model

Mediator
(M)

DV
(Y)

Indirect
a x b

c’

a b

IV
(X)
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Appendix VI
Based on a review of the MI and EPC values provided in the results of the structural equation modelling, 
a number of additional parameters were added to the model to improve model fit. Model parameters were 
added one at a time, according to which item pairs showed the highest levels of misfit, based on their MI 
and EPC values. Specifically, covariances were added between the residuals on pairs of items on the Parent 
Social Responsibility, Community Connectedness, Social Responsibility, Affective Empathy, and Youth Civic 
Engagement factors. These covariances were justified and were considered theoretically acceptable as the 
item pairs were located within the same scale or factor and were thematically related. One covariance was also 
added between the residuals on two of the mediator variables, Affective Empathy and Cognitive Empathy. This 
covariance was also justified on conceptual and theoretical grounds, as both factors are part of the same scale 
and are hypothesised to measure the same higher-order construct (e.g., Empathy). The MI and EPC values 
associated with each of these additional covariances are detailed in the table below.

Additional Covariances Specified Between Item Pairs in the SEM Model

Factor Item Pairs MI Value EPC Value

Social Responsibility SR5 & SR6 MI = 75.20 EPC = 0.14

Civic Behaviour CB8 & CB2 MI = 74.10 EPC = 0.45

Civic Behaviour CB3 & CB4 MI = 59.07 EPC = 0.35

Affective Empathy EC2 & EC5 MI = 67.67 EPC = 0.44

Affective Empathy EC4 & EC5 MI = 31.02 EPC = 0.27

Parent Social Responsibility PSR6 & PSR7 MI = 20.45 EPC = 0.12

Parent Social Responsibility PSR5 & PSR6 MI = 17.71 EPC = 0.12

Community Connectedness CCN7 & CCN6 MI = 54.04 EPC = 0.44

Affective & Cognitive Empathy EC & PT MI = 62.19 EPC = 0.17
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Appendix VII
An interesting finding to emerge from the preliminary analyses was the observed negative association between 
parental warmth and youths’ social dominance orientation. In other words, youth who reported greater 
loving and warm relationships with their mother or father also reported more prejudiced social orientation. 
This finding is intriguing, as previous research has suggested that parental warmth is typically associated with 
increased empathy and prosocial responding (Carlo et al., 2017; Fousiani et al., 2016; Harper et al., 2014). 
One potential explanation for why this negative relationship occurred in the current research is that these 
preliminary analyses only assessed the direct relationship between parental warmth and social dominance 
orientation. Other unknown or unmeasured factors may be moderating the link between parental warmth and 
youths’ prejudicial attitudes. For instance, other research has shown that high levels of parental warmth can 
actually predict negative outcomes among adolescents, when other family processes, such as parental conflict 
or parental control, are also taken into account (Etkin et al., 2014; Kerig & Swanson, 2010). Hence, it may be 
important for future research to examine how broader family contexts impact the relationship between parental 
warmth and social dominance orientation during adolescence. Nonetheless, the overall model was not found 
to be significant for social dominance orientation, therefore this factor was not included in any further analyses.
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