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Abstract
This experiment examined the association between empathy and pre-school
children. The aim of this study was to highlight the child factors of age, gender,
sibling status and educator perceptions with regards to emotional understanding.
This quantitative study was conducted using The Empathy Scale for Children
(ESC) and the Empathy Questionnaire for Teachers (EmQue) in order to collect
the data from 40 pre-school children (Male = 21, Female = 19). A Mann-Whitney
U test as well as a Spearman’s Rho Correlation were performed for analysis.
Results showed no significant relationships with regards to age, gender, or educator
perspectives within this research. There were slight correlations with regards to age
and gender indicating that three-year-olds and males were more negatively skewed
than four-year-olds and females, but statistically they were not significant. The lack
of correlation within this study suggests that empathic development is more
complex and should incorporate further developmental aspects.
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Introduction
Empathy plays an important role in fostering prosocial behaviour and social
competence. Empathy can be defined as “an effective response that stems from the
apprehension or comprehension of another’s emotional state or condition, and that is identical
or very similar to what the other person is feeling or would be expected to feel” (Eisenberg and
Fabes, 1998, p.702). Early childhood is a critical period for the development of emotional
understanding and empathy due to the advancements in cognitive skills, theory of mind, selfunderstanding and language abilities. These skills enable children to identify and shape their
emotional experiences. (Tully, Donohue and Garcia, 2015, p. 119).
Empathy within daily social life is among the most important human qualities (Rieffe,
Ketelaar and Wiefferink, 2010, p.362). With regards to children’s social competence, prosocial
behaviour and psychopathology, emotional expression is thought to have important practical
consequences. Empathy is an important factor in all these aspects of behaviour and is linked to
children’s emotional expressiveness. (Bretherton et al as cited in Strayer and Roberts, 2004,
p.229). It involves the recognition and understanding of another’s emotional state. The capacity
to understand others and experience their feelings in relation to oneself illustrates the social
nature of the self. Humans are social creatures and their actions are produced in response to
others. (Decety and Jackson, 2004, p.71).
According to Davis (1996, p.147) the ability to empathise with another person has been
considered to have positive consequences for social interactions and relationships. It has been
studied that children who deeply feel another person’s fear, disappointment, sorrow or
loneliness are more inclined to help that person (Kail, 2016, p.383). Sympathetic and empathic
reactions play a vital function in the reduction of aggressive or antisocial behaviour toward
others (Miller and Eisenberg, 1988, p.324).

7
Eisenberg-Berg’s study (1979, p.136) on children’s prosocial moral judgement
provided a picture of their moral development which tended to be hedonistic, stereotyped,
approval and interpersonally oriented. It was found that stereotyped images of good and bad
people decreased in frequency with age, whereas empathic considerations and judgements
reflecting individual values increased in use with age. These findings enhanced our
understanding of children’s moral judgement. Because of the association between children’s
empathy-related responses and their moral behaviour, it is important to understand the variables
related to individual differences with regards to children’s empathy (Valiente, Eisenberg,
Fabes, Shepard, Cumberland et al, 2004, p.911). However, little is known about child factors
that influence children’s emotional learning (Tully et al, 2015, p. 119). Therefore, further
research investigating the development of emotional learning with regards to age, gender and
sibling status in the pre-school years is what the current study focuses on. The main concept
explored is emotional learning development in three and four-year-old children and their
empathic responses to situational stimuli.

Empathy and the child
Empathic responding is a multidimensional process that includes recognising others’
experiences (emotional empathy), feeling sympathy for others’ well-being, as well as
identifying and understanding others’ emotional experiences and understanding others’
perspectives (cognitive empathy). These internal processes interact and coordinate prosocial
behaviour, such as providing comfort to another. (Stern, Botdorf, Cassidy and Riggins, 2019,
p.1908). These skills along with the knowledge of the causes and consequences of emotions
develop during early childhood. This development then allows for young children to
communicate their feelings, recognise the role of emotions in social situations and build healthy
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social relationships for continued emotional growth throughout childhood. (Tully et al, 2015,
p.119).
The most common assumption with regards to young children and emotion is that
children begin with a separate mental category for each separate emotion, at least for the four
basic emotions (happy, sad, anger, and fear). A possible basis for this assumption is the idea
that certain facial expressions evolved as signals for specific emotions. Emotion signalling
suggests a set of mental categories that facial expressions are understood from, for example a
happy face would indicate happiness (Widen and Russell, 2010, p.651). Support from emotion
signalling theory has shown that by as early as seven months, an infant who hears a happy
vocalisation will look longer at a “happy face” than at a “sad face” (Kahana-Kalman & WalkerAndrews; Soken & Pick as cited in Widen and Russell, 2010, p.651).
Therefore, it is evident that empathic responding begins in infancy with early tendencies
showing concern for others’ distress. These tendencies become regulated and differentiated in
the second year of life. During this year, children respond with concerned attention and
comforting behaviour toward others’ distress. These responses increase during the pre-school
years and become more complex as emotion regulation and cognitive skills continue to develop
(Stern et al, 2019, p.1909).
According to the Department of Children and Youth Affairs (DCYA) (2020), children
who had emotional and behavioural difficulties when they were young, were more likely to
have problems later in childhood. Studies of Growing Up in Ireland by the DCYA (2020, p.2)
on socio-emotional development, relationships and play suggest that half of the children within
their study who had a high total difficulties score at age three and five, also had a high difficulty
score at age seven. Showing that emotional and behavioural problems remain after early
childhood and that empathic understanding for young children is important with regards to
social competence and prosocial behaviour.

9
The four levels of empathy in childhood
According to Rieffe, Ketelaar and Wiefferink (2010, p.363) it was Hoffman who
devised the four levels of empathy that develop in childhood. The first level is referred to as
the ‘emotion contagion’ and occurs within the first year of life. At this level, infants attend to
others’ emotions – witnessing another person in distress can result in a similar response from
the infant. These children cannot differentiate between the self and others which causes them
to act in this way. The second level is referred to as ‘attention to others’ feelings’ and begins
at about 12 months old. It is suggested that infants become aware that although they feel
distressed, it is not them who is in pain or upset. They are more aware of other people’s
emotions. The third level states that children start to become responsive to others’ emotional
displays and react prosocially. This level is referred to as ‘prosocial actions.’ It is suggested
that this capacity develops in the second year of life and can involve behaviours such as
helping, sharing and comforting. The fourth level is ‘empathy for another’s life condition’ and
develops in late childhood. It refers to the empathic responses not only confined to the situation
but also with another’s general level of distress. This level motivates one to feel empathy for
people who live in more unfavourable circumstances.
Hoffman’s third level (from the age three to four-years-old) comprises of two important
elements. The first is the knowledge that it is the other person who is experiencing the emotions
and living through them. The second element transcends the other person’s situation in the
moment, it is that the person’s emotions are related to diverse biographical experiences.
(Sterkens, 2001, p.104). The emergence of role-taking skills develop, children can become
aware that other people feel differently to themselves, and therefore their responses become
more appropriate.
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The power of facial expressions
Emotion signalling theory allows us to predict that facial expressions provide children
the footing they need in acquiring information about emotions. The association of face and
emotion is the foundation on which a young child will learn emotional understanding. Thus,
this theory suggests that the face is the most definite cue to emotion (Widen and Russell, 2010,
p.652). Widen and Russell (2010, p.652) refer to twelve studies which assess the power of
facial expressions through stories describing the causes or consequences of emotions. A face
inferiority effect was established which was focused primarily on the negative faces. It was
highlighted that perhaps one of the reasons for the face inferiority effect was because most of
the participants in the studies were older pre-schoolers at the age of four. There were only three
studies that included three-year-olds. Thus, the relative power of face compared to other
emotion cues remain largely unknown for younger pre-schoolers.

Empathy among three and four-year-olds
As children’s communication skills, autobiographical memory and their general event
knowledge expands and improves during the second and third years of life, autobiographical
narratives by young children is one method of analysing children’s emotional understanding.
Consistent with emotional competence models, there are studies that have shown that children
can produce narratives to communicate their experiences by the age of two or three-years-old
(Fivush and Hudson, 1990, p.174). By the age of four-years-old, children can reliably recognise
and characterise positive and negative emotions (Widen and Russell, 2010, p.655). Four-yearolds can demonstrate more advanced perspective-taking skills, such as providing coherent and
plausible explanations for their own and others’ emotions (Hughes and Dunn, 1998, p.1029).
Similar to the measure used within this study (Empathy Scale for Children), is that of
the Differentiation Model used by Widen and Russell (2010, p.652). Their model displayed

11
faces and labels of emotions which was conducted with pre-school children, irrespective of
their age. They suggested that children who only used one label of emotion, likely used
happiness. Pre-school children then add either sadness or anger. Next, pre-school children use
all three (happiness, sadness and anger). Later a fourth label is added, either fear or surprise. It
was also noted that when three or four-year-old children are presented with an equal number
of facial expressions for each emotion, they use different frequencies of the labels from highest
used to lowest (typically in the order of happiness, sadness, anger, fear and surprise). This
would suggest that differential use of emotion labels reflects children’s developing category
system.
Studies conducted by Leckie (1975) as cited in Sterkens (2001, p.104) found that
empathic capacity increases from the age of four. Three-year-olds have significantly lower
scores in emotional-motivational role-taking tasks than older children. Although three-yearolds do realise that other people have feelings, the ability to ascertain other people’s feelings
starts to only develop at the age of four.
Between the ages of two and four years, children experience a developmental transition
between the ‘emotional contagion’ of infancy and the more modulated socially and morally
influential empathic responses of older children. Therefore, a mix of personal and prosocial
responses (all considered part of the ‘empathic repertoire’) in this early stage of development
can be observed. A victim-oriented response from a toddler can be seen which would include
cognitive efforts to understand another’s distress, as well as emotional concern for the victim
through facial expressions, vocal or verbal expressions of sympathy. (Moreno, Klute and
Robinson, 2008, p.615). Yet, an age at which empathic responses develop is difficult to
determine as empathic concern has been observed in children as young as eight to ten months
of age (Davidov as cited in Jambon, Madigan, Plamondon, Daniel & Jenkins, 2019, p.6).
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Children’s empathic responses have been shown to vary by context, especially with
respect to the relationship between the child and the victim. Moreno et al (2008, p.615) state
that children respond stronger with regards to their affective and prosocial behaviours on
average to their mothers’ distress than to the distress of strangers. Strayer and Roberts (2004,
p.10) found that strong relations between observed anger and aggression indicated that anger
cannot play a simple mediating role in the association between empathy and aggression. Their
findings were also consistent with previous research with regards to empathy acting against
anger and aggression within this age group. However, it remains unclear on how self-regulation
and empathy operate during conflicts.
One can assume that adults and older youth are better able to recognise emotive states
in other people. They are more capable of relating to others and sharing their feelings. They
also present a more willingness to express their feelings and their empathic responses in
generosity toward others. However, the developmental level of very young children, is
characterised by self-involvement and the frequent objectification of others. The child can also
be observed in displaying empathic feelings to other children of a similar age, ethnicity or
gender. (Cotton, 1992, p.6).

Empathy and gender
Numerous empathy research studies have examined the mean differences in empathic
responding, particularly with respect to gender. For example, studies by Hughes and Dunn
(1998, p.1043) state that mental-state talk is both more frequent and developmentally more
advanced in girls compared with boys. It has been noted that girls have been assessed as
somewhat more demonstrably empathic than boys and that girls’ self-distress remains higher
than boys at older ages. Interestingly, relations between emotional adjustment and
physiological indices of empathy existed for boys but not for girls. (Moreno et al, 2008, p.615).
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This is a similar view to that of Barnett et al as cited by Cotton (1992, p.6) who also declared
that females of all ages exhibit higher levels of empathy, particularly affective empathy.
The majority of theorists acknowledge this characterisation that females are more
empathic than males, just as adult women tend to be more empathic than adult men (Hoffman
& Levine, 1976, p.557). However, studies by Iannotti (1985, p.49) on naturalistic and
structured assessments of prosocial behaviour in pre-school children did not observe any
significant differences between pre-school boys and girls in the naturalistic data or the
laboratory measures. Yet, teachers rated girls higher for sharing and comforting others.
Nonetheless, Hoffman & Levine (1976, p.557) suggest that perhaps showing pre-school
children situational images in order to elicit different emotions (happiness, sadness, anger, fear)
could be instrumental for males. It is because particular situational images would be presented
and described as more of a problem-solving story and therefore may evoke a problem-solving
response as supposed to an empathic response.
Hughes and Dunn (1998, p.1027) suggest that one possibility between gender
differences in performance tests of understanding the mind and emotions could be language
development. Alternatively, social understanding may relate as girls can be more intimate and
mutually oriented and so lead to more rapid development in their understanding of others.

The role of language in early childhood
Rhee, Boeldt, Friedman, Corley, Hewitt et al (2013, p.198) describe empathy as a
protective factor against aggression, antisocial and externalising behaviour. A lack of empathy
is an indication of callous unemotional traits possible psychopathy. It is proposed that language
skills are related to understanding others’ physical, mental and emotional states because talking
about others’ perspectives help children develop a vocabulary for concepts such as feelings,
ideas, memories and mental explanations for behaviour. Toddlers start using emotion language
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around 18 – 20 months of age and start to distinguish the emotions of self and other by 28
months. At just over two-years-old, children can label others’ emotions. By three-years-old,
children can talk about emotions facilitating the causes and consequences of emotions and
enhancing their interpersonal interactions.
Girls have a higher level of language skills than boys and this advantage occurs very
early in life, making empathy in girls higher because these superior language skills make their
socialisation of concern for others easier and more effective (Rhee et al, 2013, p.199). Studies
by Keenan and Shaw (as cited by Rhee et al (2013, p.199) suggest that differences in parenting
of boys and girls become more pronounced in toddlerhood, when sex differences in language
ability becomes more evident. Delayed language skills can impede the socialisation process
with children by having an increase in stress during social interactions with caregivers and
peers.

Empathy and the sibling relationship
It has been noted that well-functioning families are able to communicate directly and
effectively, have good problem solving, express their empathic feelings toward others and have
a clear sense of role within the family (Cowan and Cowan, 2015, p.46). Lee, Brophy-Herb,
Vallotton, Griffore, Carlson et al (2016, p.123) propose that children’s perceptions of empathy
in the family may assist in helping to distinguish why children with more positive
representations may not experience the harsher forms of punishment as an issue. Empathy is
involved with regards to how children interpret parenting and family experiences.
There is a scarcity of research concerning the importance of siblings for moral
development in children. Sibling relationships share features of both parent and peer
relationships which therefore provide a unique context for learning about empathy
development from a sibling perspective. According to Jambon et al (2019, p.1606), theorists
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have hypothesised that older siblings serve as important socialising agents on younger siblings’
empathic dispositions. The theory is based on the top-down traditional assumption that social
learning is from the older sibling exerting their influence, allowing the younger sibling to
imitate and learn from their brothers and sisters during childhood. It is proposed that siblings
are implicated in children’s empathy development, but it is constrained by methodological
limitations, for example, longitudinal models testing correlations but not controlling for
siblings’ prior behaviour.

Preschool educator perceptions on childhood empathy
According to Kohn et al as cited by Cotton (1992, p.5) states that similar to childrearing
techniques that involve enhancing children’s empathy and prosocial behaviour through
parental modelling of empathetic speech and actions, empathy training research shows that
when teachers model desired values, children are more likely to adopt these than when they are
merely told to behave a certain way. Similarly, Aslan and Akyol (2006, p.362) state that a child
who spends most of their time with their teacher, takes the attitude and the behaviour of their
teacher as a role model and imitates them. Therefore, the character and attitude toward the
profession of an early childhood educator becomes significant.
There is a long history asserting that early childhood educators observing their pupils
for assessment purposes is the best practice as an assessment method. However, it is important
to realise that teachers’ rating scales and observations are not accurate, they each provide a
unique perspective. Early childhood educators are stressed and stretched by the challenging
emotional behaviour of the children in their care. Reflective supervision can lead the educators
to observe multiple aspects of negative and positive behaviour making it extremely difficult to
place a child on a scale. (Denham, Bassett, Thayer, Mincic, Sirotkin et al, 2012, p.271).
Teaching is one of the most important professions that arises as a result of social life and the
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significance of educators is more apparent in the early childhood education system. It is the
early childhood educator who is most probably the first one to welcome and spend time with
the child who has left their parents environment for the first time (Aslan and Akyol, 2006,
p.361).

Aims / Rationale for this research
A large amount of previous research on extrinsic influences on empathy development
has focused on the early caregiving relationship and how experiences promote children’s
developing abilities to care about others. Many of the studies predicting empathy in children
has been focused on either the parent-child relationship or the child’s own ‘internalised’
resources (Moreno, Klute & Robinson, 2008, p.614). Very little research has investigated how
child factors contribute to emotion learning (Tully et al, 2015, p.119), such as age, gender and
sibling status. Children’s understanding of emotions indicate that individual differences are
associated with differences in prosocial behaviour and show some stability over time (Hughes
and Dunn, 1998, p.1027). The relative power of facial expressions compared to other emotional
cues remain largely unknown for younger pre-schoolers (Widen and Russell, 2010, p.652).
Therefore, this research will focus on empathy perceptions that children have within an
early education setting based on child factors, educators’ observation and facial expression
cards. The age range is from three to four-years-old and will explore the relationship between
empathy and age differences, gender, sibling status and whether there is a correlation between
the children’s empathy scores and the early childhood educators’ rating scale. This
investigation uses two measures: The Empathy Scale for Children (ESC) devised by Akyol and
Aslan (2014) and The Empathy Questionnaire for Teachers (EmQue) devised by Rieffe,
Ketelaar and Wiefferink (2010).
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There has been a wide range of studies conducted on empathy and children but there is
no study that has combined child factors, the educators’ perspective and the use of situational
cards and facial expressions with pre-school children. By conducting this research, it is hoped
that new material will develop on how emotional understanding within the pre-school years is
categorised as well as adding to the literature on empathy and young children.
The aims of this study is to (1) gain an understanding of the empathy levels within preschool children and in an early childhood setting, (2) explore the empathy categories that preschool children demonstrate at the ages of three and four-years-old, (3) explore the children’s
empathy from the preschool educator’s perspective, (4) investigate whether gender differences
are observed within a sample population size of 40 pre-school children and (5) examine
whether sibling status has a significant relationship with empathy scores among pre-school
children.
This research has four hypotheses: (1) It is hypothesised that there will be a significant
difference in empathy scores between participants who are three-years-old and those that are
four-years-old. (2) It is hypothesised that there will be a significant difference in empathy
scores between female and male participants. (3) It is hypothesised that there will be a
significant difference between children who have a sibling compared to children who are an
only child. (4) It is hypothesised that there will be a correlation between the children’s empathy
scores and the results from the educator’s empathy scales. These hypotheses will be tested
using either a Mann-Whitney U test or a Spearman’s Rho Correlation test to find out whether
there is a significant relationship between these variables. For this research study a quantitative
design will be used as it attempts to establish the extent of the relationship between two or more
variables using statistical data.
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Method
Participants and recruitment
The research sample consisted of 41 pre-school children (M = 22, F = 19), most of who
were accessible through the researchers place of work, Little Treasures Playschool in Ranelagh.
Another convenient population sample of pre-school children was from Hanahoe’s Childcare
in Killiney. The mean age among the pre-school children used in this study was 3.5 years old
with a standard deviation of .51. The research sample also consisted of nine female pre-school
educators from both Little Treasures Playschool and Hanahoe’s Childcare. The use of
convenience sampling was selected due to the regulations around child research. Children First
(see appendix A), garda vetting (see appendix B) and access letters for each pre-school setting
(see appendix F and G), as well as a consent form (see appendix C) had to be obtained before
the research could be carried out. The reason for using two sample groups of pre-school
children was to add variation to the study and for some of the children not to know the
researcher as one of their teachers. It also offered a bigger sample size of pre-school children
between the ages of three and four. It was required that all pre-school educators (n = 9) read an
information sheet about the study and provide verbal consent to complete the Empathy
Questionnaire for Teachers on every child that participated in the research. There was no
reward given to either the children or the educators for participating in the study.

Design
The research design for this experiment was a quantitative correlation design as it
attempts to establish the extent of the relationship between two or more variables using
statistical data. Descriptive statistics were used to summarise the dataset into groups of age,
gender and whether the child had a sibling or not. A Mann-Whitney U test was used to measure
the outcome of the age of the child and their empathy scores. This test was also used to measure
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the difference for gender and empathy scores. A Spearman’s rho correlation was run to
establish whether there was a relationship between the children’s empathy scores and the
results from the preschool educator questionnaires. In this study it was the relationship between
the predictor variables of age, gender and sibling status and the criterion variables consisting
of the Empathy Scale for Children (ESC) and the Empathy Questionnaire for Teachers
(EmQue) that was of notable interest.

Materials
An information sheet and consent form (see appendix C) were sent home to every
parent/guardian within the pre-school setting who had a child between the ages of three and
four-years-old. The children involved within this research study all had a signed consent form
brought back and given to the research from a parent/guardian. Before beginning the ESC (see
appendix J) with each child, they were told that they did not have to participate and were asked
whether they wanted to help the researcher with their study. Verbal assent was given to the
researcher from each child. The children then participated in completing the ESC with the
researcher on a one-to-one basis in a separate room. The ESC consisted of eleven items
revolving around basic emotions (happiness, sadness, anger and fear) and situational cards
about facial expressions which the children had to answer. The researcher marked the scale as
per the instructions given with a 1 for the correct emotion or a 0 for the incorrect emotion on a
scoring sheet (see appendix I). The preschool educators were given an information sheet (see
appendix D) with regards to all the details about the study, verbal consent was given to the
researcher from each pre-school educator. The educators were given the EmQue (see appendix
H) and asked to complete the 20-item scale questionnaire. This questionnaire indicates the
degree of empathy per child, covering emotional contagion, attention to others’ emotions and
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prosocial responses to others’ emotions. The educator uses their knowledge of the child’s
empathy showed over the last two months on a three-point scale of not, sometimes and often.

Procedure
An email was written to both owners of the two preschool settings to request permission
to conduct the experiment (see appendix F and G). Children were provided with a consent form
(see appendix C) two weeks before the experiment, and only the children who returned signed
consent forms were invited to participate. Before the experiment, the children were verbally
told about the research (see appendix E). The children were taken from the classroom and
brought into a smaller room to participate, while the rest of the children continued class time
as normal. The children were taken into a room with a table and two chairs, one for the
researcher and one for the child. On the table, there were four pictures which had either a happy,
sad, angry or scared facial expression (see appendix J). The researcher explained each facial
expression to the child. The ESC (see appendix J) was then taken out by the researcher and
each picture was explained to the child including why one of the children in the picture didn’t
have a face. The participant was then asked how they thought the child without the face was
feeling. Using the four facial expressions on the table the participant then indicated which face
they thought the child in the picture had due to the situation. There were eleven situational
cards that the child had to complete. The average time for each child to complete the ESC was
approximately ten minutes. Before the experiment took place, the researcher removed picture
16 (a child running out in front of a car) from the ESC as it is believed to be priming young
children.
The preschool educators were given an information sheet about the study being
conducted. Verbal consent was given to the researcher and the educators had two weeks to
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compete the EmQue (see appendix H) for every child that participated in the research. They
were given the instruction to watch the child for approximately twenty minutes while also using
their knowledge of the child over the last two months to complete the three-point scale of
twenty questions. The average time for an educator to complete one EmQue on one child was
approximately ten minutes.
Statistical analyses were performed using IBM SPSS Statistics 26. The scoring sheet
completed by the researcher during the experiment using the ESC with the children was entered
manually into SPSS. The EmQue completed by the educators was also entered manually into
SPSS by the researcher. Descriptive analyses were used to evaluate the age, gender and sibling
status of the participants. Two Mann-Whitney U tests were used to measure the outcome of the
age of the child and their empathy scores as well as to measure the difference for gender and
empathy scores. A Spearman correlational test was also run to establish whether there was a
relationship between the child’s empathy score and the pre-school educator’s questionnaire on
the child’s empathy.

Ethics
The present study was reviewed prior to execution by the DBS Research Ethics
Committee and was granted complete ethical clearance. All participating pre-school children
had returned a consent form signed by a parent or guardian. They also gave assent before the
research was carried out. All participating educators were given an information sheet with
regards to the details of the study and gave verbal consent prior to completing the EmQue on
the children. All data collected remained anonymous and was stored either on a password
locked laptop or in a locked cabinet. Participants were also advised that the questionnaires
answered as well as the data collected from the researcher with regards to the pre-school
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children, were anonymous and that answers would be stored on a password protected computer.
This is in order to comply with 1.2.6 in the PSI Code of Ethics (2011, p.6) which states that
researchers must “store, handle, transfer and dispose of all records, both written and unwritten
in a way that attends to the needs for privacy and security”.
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Results
Empathy among pre-school children between the ages of three and four-years-old were
examined within this research study. The independent variables were age, gender and sibling
status. The dependent variables were the ESC (completed by the children) and the EmQue
(completed by the pre-school educators). Due to the small sample size (N = 40) and lack of
normal distribution with some of the data collected (please see figures 1, 2 and 3), the criterion
for parametric tests was not met and therefore non-parametric tests were used in the analysis
of the data in this experiment.
During the ‘cleaning of the data’ process, the researcher decided that based on the data
collected from the ESC, one male participant with a cognitive developmental delay was
removed from due to a lack of responses, bringing the number of participants down from 41 to
40. It was also decided that hypothesis three (sibling status and empathy) was removed as due
to 99% of the sample size having a sibling (please see figure 3) and thus statistically a test
would not depict a significant result. Two questions in the EmQue were also removed due to
the pre-school educator’s guidance according to the early childhood guidelines. Question six
which states “When an adult gets angry with another child, this child watches attentively”, this
question is irrelevant with regards to the early childhood care and education sector as you
cannot show anger toward any children within the setting. Question eleven states “When I
make clear that I want to do something by myself (e.g. read), this child leaves me alone for a
while”, this question is also irrelevant as when you are working in an early childhood setting,
you are there to care for the children as a profession, therefore your full attention should be
with the child.
The researcher ran two separate tests by splitting the data into a gender group and age
group. A frequencies test was then performed on each group to establish the mean, median,
skewness and kurtosis of the data (please see table 1). Since the data for both age and gender
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was skewed, an independent samples t-test could not be run for hypotheses one and two. Hence,
the researcher ran the non-parametric equivalent, a Mann-Whitney U test for both age and
gender with empathy as well as the non-parametric Spearman’s rho correlation test for
comparing the ESC and the EmQue.
Table 1. Overall Total from Child Empathy Scale Interviews
Female

Male

Three-year-olds

Four-year-olds

Mean

10.0526

9.4762

9.4762

10.0526

Median

11.0000

10.0000

10.0000

10.0000

Skewness

-1.728

-1.709

-1.470

-1.254

Kurtosis

2.192

2.838

1.261

1.094

Hypothesis 1 stated that there would be a significant difference in empathy scores
between participants who were three-years-old and those that were four-years-old. A MannWhitney U test revealed that participants did not show a significant difference between threeyear-olds (mean rank = 19.62) and four-year-olds (mean rank = 21.47) within this research
study (U = 181.00, p = .595). Therefore, we accept the null hypothesis.
However, figure 1 demonstrates that three-year-olds are more negatively skewed than
four-year-olds which does correlate with some of the theory surrounding age differences in
young children and empathy.
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Figure 1. Age Frequencies

Hypothesis 2 stated that there would be a significant difference in empathy scores
between female and male participants. A Mann-Whitney U test was conducted to ascertain a
difference between sexes. The results of the Mann-Whitney U test confirmed that there was no
significant difference between female (mean rank = 23.03) and male (mean rank = 18.21)
participants in this research study (U = 151.50, p = .168) and given the equal number of male
and female subjects, gender balancing was not required. Therefore, we accept the null
hypothesis.
However, figure 2 demonstrates that males are more negatively skewed than females
which does correlate with some of the theory surrounding gender differences in young children
and empathy.
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Figure 2. Gender Frequencies

Hypothesis 3 stated that there would be a statistically significant difference between
children who have a sibling compared to children who are an only child. This hypothesis was
removed due to population sample irregularity. There was only one child that was an only child
in their family (please see figure 3), therefore statistically a test would not depict a significant
result.
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Figure 3. Sibling Distribution

Hypothesis 4 stated that there will be a correlation between the children’s empathy
scores and the results from the teacher’s empathy questionnaires. A Spearman’s rho correlation
was run to determine whether a relationship existed. A Spearman’s rho correlation found that
there was no significant association between the children’s empathy scores and the results from
the teacher’s empathy questionnaires (rs(40) = .15, p = .358). Therefore, it was concluded that
the alternate hypothesis was rejected.
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Discussion
The hypotheses in this study aimed to try find relationships between child empathy
scores, age, gender, sibling status and the educator’s perspective. Hypothesis 3, which stated
that there would be a significant relationship between children with a sibling versus children
who are an only child, could not be tested as the data collected did not have an even distribution
of sibling status among the participants. There was only one child who was an only child.
Therefore, this study just adds to the scarcity of research concerning the importance of siblings
for moral development in children. It is unfortunate that the sibling relationship could not be
examined with regards to empathy in pre-school children, as it can provide a unique context
since it is theorised that siblings serve as important socialising agents (Jambon et al, 2019,
p.1606).
All child participants were Irish nationals, different ethnicities and were either in parttime or full-time childcare where part of the day consisted of a three-hour block where the preschool curriculum Aistear was carried out. The early childhood educators ranged in
qualification from a level five in early childhood education and care to a level 8 in early
childhood education and care. All staff that participated were female, white European nationals
and had worked in early childhood education for at least the last three years.
When researching with young pre-school age children, the researcher was fully aware
of all regulations, policies and ethics. Having completed the children’s first e-learning as well
as being garda vetted by the college and both childcare centres, the researcher was attentive
that children are a vulnerable group and therefore, need to be dealt with in a caring manner.
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Findings and implications
One of the main aims in this research study was that there would be a significant
difference in empathy scores between participants who were three-years-old and those that
were four-years-old. According to the literature, four-year-olds can reliably recognise and
characterise positive and negative emotions (Widen and Russell, 2010, p.655) whereas threeyear-olds have significantly lower scores in emotional-motivational role-taking tasks than older
children, they realise that others have feelings but do not possess the ability to ascertain others’
feelings (Leckie as cited in Sterkens, 2001, p.104).
In this research study (n = 40), a Mann-Whitney U test revealed that the participants
did not show a significant difference between three-year-olds (mean rank = 19.62) and fouryear-olds (mean rank = 21.47). Despite the fact that there was no significant difference, an age
frequencies test revealed that three-year-olds were more negatively skewed than four-yearolds, indicating a small developmental transition between the age groups does exist but was
not statistically significant within this research.
Another main aim in this study was that there would be a significant difference in
empathy scores between female and male participants since previous research has suggested
that mental-state talk is more frequent and developmentally more advanced in females
compared with males (Hughes and Dunn, 1998, p.1043). Although females of all ages tend to
exhibit higher levels of empathy, a Mann-Whitney U test confirmed that there was no
significant difference between female (mean rank = 23.03) and male (mean rank = 18.21)
participants in this research. However, a gender frequencies test revealed that male participants
were slightly more skewed than female participants, indicating that there was a small
correlation with the previous research but that it was not enough to be statistically significant.
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The findings in this research is similar to that of Iannotti (1985, p.49), who also did not
observe any significant differences between pre-school males and females. This suggests that
although laboratory-style tasks can provide a quick method of assessment for pre-school
children’s social and emotion understanding, they are less likely to be sensitive toward
individual differences in how children apply their understanding to black and white, drawn
cartoon situational pictures (please see ESC, appendix J).
The final aim of the study was that there would be a correlation between the children’s
empathy scores and the results from the educators’ empathy questionnaires. Currently, there is
a lack of research with regards to educator perceptions toward pre-school children’s emotional
understanding. Majority of the research is focused on parent-child relationships, however, for
the children that spend a lot of time in the presence of a teacher (e.g. full-time childcare), the
educator becomes a role model and the child will imitate them (Aslan and Akyol, 2006, p.362).
A Spearman’s rho correlation was run to determine whether a relationship between the
children’s empathy scores and the educators’ empathy questionnaires toward pre-school
children’s emotional understanding existed. Results showed that there was no significant
association between the ESC and EmQue. Therefore, due to the findings from this research, a
post hoc and speculative alternative hypothesis could be suggested. For example, early
childhood educators’ perceptions of pre-school children’s emotional understanding do not
significantly correlate with actual pre-school children empathy scores. Thus, an assumption
can made that although children may imitate their teacher’s desired values during the day while
at pre-school, their home environment with parental supervision is more significant with
regards to their emotional understanding and development. Perhaps reflective assessment from
early childhood educators’ is not the best practice for measuring a child’s emotional
understanding.
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Strengths and Weaknesses
Emotion signalling theory allows us to predict that facial expressions provide children
the footing they need in acquiring information about emotions. The association of face and
emotion is the foundation on which a young child will learn emotional understanding (Widen
and Russell, 2010, p.652). One very strong strength in the measures used within this study, is
the use of faces in the Empathy Scale for Children (ESC). This scale consists of eight faces in
total: four female, four male. Each face represents one of the basic emotions young pre-school
children recognise: happiness, sadness, anger and fear. Thus, this measure enhances uses
emotion signalling theory which is the most effective cue to emotion for pre-school children.
Although this scale uses facial expressions to associate a particular emotion with a face
which is definitely the correct method to use, the researcher questions whether the black and
white cartoon drawn scale (please see appendix J) is representative and relatable for a child to
ascertain another’s feelings. Young children at three and four-years-old are still only
developing their emotional intelligence and understanding, they still may not possess the ability
to ascertain others’ feelings (Leckie as cited in Sterkens, 2001, p.104). Therefore, a
recommendation would be to have actual photographs of real children or coloured animations
expressing the emotions of happiness, sadness, anger and fear. The situational cards within this
measure are also drawn as black and white cartoons, again the researcher questions the validity
of this scale. An assumption could be made that a developing child would relate and understand
the story being told by the researcher better, if the card showed the scenario as a photograph
with real children or as a coloured animation.
Widen and Russell (2010, p.655) suggest that the ranking order of emotions improves
between the ages of two and four-years-old. However, particular emotions can be chosen by
pre-school children at a higher rate than others due to the developing nature of empathy.
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Emotions such as happiness and sadness are among the first facial recognition for emotional
understanding for young children. Thus, this would have had an impact on the findings within
this study, with the younger pre-school children choosing a more recognised facial expression
such as happiness for more of the situational cards. This highlights that the research illustrates
pre-school children’s underlying system of categories for emotion is evident rather than
emotional understanding toward a particular scenario.
Although we scored children’s labelling of the situational cards in the ESC as correct
or incorrect, we qualified the scoring as matching an adult’s standard. On the traditional view,
a child sees a picture and is told “the girl has broken her favourite toy doll” (picture 10 of the
ESC), that child recognises a particular emotion, either sad or angry and is marked correct. The
child who labels the situational card as happy has made a mistake and is marked incorrect.
From the researcher’s perspective, in contrast, even correct labels do not indicate “recognition”
in an adult sense, the correct label may mean much as the same as an incorrect label.
There are also the psychological limitations within this study where older four-yearolds may be savvier with regards to the fact that a picture of the child in a negative situation
(for example, picture 12 of the ESC where a big dog is barking at a boy) is not real and therefore
they simply chose the facial expression that they like the most rather than thinking about what
is happening in the picture.
Perhaps the circumstances that elicit feelings of empathy toward another person for a
pre-school child are more complex than looking at pictures and choosing the correct response.
Therefore, we can only speculate as to whether empathic qualities of a child are even applied
within this measure and are present in the early childhood educational setting.
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Future Research
The fact that language development with regards to gender differences at three and
four-years-old can have a major impact in a child’s sensitivity toward their understanding of
emotions (Hughes and Dunn, 1998, p.1027) has a huge impact on the results of a study like
this. Therefore, a considerable recommendation for future research would be to explore preschool children’s language skills as well as their empathy scores. There are also the children
with delayed language skills that have not been included in this research due to a lack of
acceptable answers during the interviewing stage. Having their language development assessed
as well as empathy may produce a correlational difference between children of the same age
and their empathy scores. The lack of significant difference between the genders in this study,
suggests that perhaps it is more complex and that it should incorporate the children’s language
development skills as well.
The absence of a correlation between the children’s empathy scores and the educators’
empathy results highlights an alternative to the idea suggested in literature that empathy
training research shows when teachers model desired values, children are more likely to adopt
these than when they are merely told to behave a certain way (Cotton, 1992, p.5). The findings
of this study suggest that early childhood educator impressions toward the children in their care
are not correct and that perhaps a more parent-specific measure is needed in order to examine
the relationship between a child’s empathy and an adult.
As the pre-school child’s communication skills develop between two and three-yearsold, so does their autobiographical memory and their general event knowledge. Emotional
competence models show that children can produce narratives of their own experiences by
three-years-old (Fivush and Hudson, 1990, p.174) but that by four-years-old, they recognise
and characterise positive and negative emotions. The lack of significance within this research
with relation to age suggests that some three-year-olds can also ascertain other people’s
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feelings which Leckie (as cited in Sterkens, 2001, p.104) states only begins at the age of four.
Therefore, future research should review the age gap between three and four-years-old,
exploring the emotional developmental of each group to discover differences.
The power of facial expressions is massive with regards to young children and learning
about their own and others’ emotions. The association of face and emotion is the foundation
on which a young child will learn emotional understanding (Widen and Russell, 2010, p.652).
Individual differences in how children apply their understanding to a particular scenario is
complicated and future research should not use a scale that has black and white cartoon
drawings as it is not as relatable, alternatively use real-life children displaying the emotions
and situations or coloured animations. The relative power of face compared to other emotional
cues remains largely unknown for pre-school children, but this research highlights that is it the
correct methodology to use for young children to interpret emotions and for the research to
gain a deeper understanding of emotional intelligence.
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Conclusion
Empathy among pre-school children between the ages of three and four-years-old was
examined within this study. The researcher was interested in highlighting what child factors
influence emotional understanding in pre-school children. Unfortunately, the current study did
not correlate with the literature. There were no significant relationships with regards to age,
gender, or educator perspectives within this research. There were slight correlations with
regards to age and gender indicating that three-year-olds and males were more negatively
skewed than four-year-olds and females, but statistically they were not significant. This
research can be used to help educate both developmental psychologists and early childhood
educators with regards to emotional understanding in very young children. It can also highlight
areas such as language development, where early childhood education policies should adjust
their current curriculum.
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Appendix C
Information and consent form for parents
INFORMATION SHEET FOR PARENTS
Research Topic: An exploration into the levels of empathy amongst preschool children.
Researcher: Aphria Smith, Student researcher, XXXXXX@mydbs.ie
Patricia Orr, Supervisor, XXXXXX@dbs.ie

Background and Purpose: In my research, I am interested in finding out about empathy
within early childhood and the differences in age, gender and whether the child has a sibling.
Given the age of your child, I will not be interviewing them as them. I will be using the
Empathy Scale for Children designed by Koksal & Aslan (2014). This scale is a tool which is
developed for measuring children’s empathic skills. The scale consists of picture cards about
four basic emotions (happiness, sadness, anger and fear) and situational cards about facial
expressions and how the child feels (e.g. at a birthday party). The preschool teachers will be
completing an Empathy Questionnaire (Rieffe, Ketelaar & Wiefferink, 2010) which is a 20item questionnaire, indicating the degree of empathy that the child showed over the last two
months on a three-point scale. This scale consists of (1) emotional contagion, (2) attention to
others’ emotions and (3) prosocial responses to others’ emotions.
What happens if my child takes part? I will be taking one child at a time during the hours
that they are in the preschool. Should the child wish for another teacher or parent to join, they
will come out with us. Please feel free to come along if you would like to be with your child. I
will be collecting the data in January 2020, once all children have settled back in school after
Christmas. I will be showing them pictures of different facial emotions and situations which is
part of the empathy scale, which is specifically designed for young children of this age. They
will complete the empathy scale themselves with me asking them questions such as ‘how do
you think he/she is feeling?’. It is a standard questionnaire designed for children, to explore
how they think and feel about others. If you decide your child will not take part, they will not
complete the empathy scale and will stay with their teacher and the rest of the class.
What will happen to the results of the study? The information from the empathy scale for
children will tell us how children of this age show empathy as well as an average score for the
age group, any gender differences and whether having a sibling at this age influences their
empathy score. This will help us to find out more regarding empathy levels in young children
and how their behaviour relates. It will also allow researchers to make questionnaires better by
making them more relevant to the children within this age group. The research results will be
published in academic journals and presented at academic conferences. However, at no point
will any children be identifiable.
How will my child’s information be protected? The children’s answers will remain
confidential. When completing the scale, each child will be given an ID number. This will be
used for any information relating to the study. The information which links names and numbers
will be stored separately in a secure location in DBS until the research is completed, once
completed the child’s name is removed. All data will be destroyed after 10 years.
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Voluntary Participation: It is up to you and your child to decide whether your child is going
to take part or not. Participation is completely voluntary. Your child is free to withdraw at
any time. I will remind the children of this when I talk to them.
Important: The consent form! There is a consent form attached to this information sheet.
Every child participating on the day must have a consent form which you have signed. Please
note that research practice guidelines do not allow me to make any exceptions, and verbal
permission cannot replace the signed consent form.
It is important to remember to return the signed form to school as without it your child
will not be allowed to take part.
Further Information: This research is being conducted to assist researchers with finding out
about children’s empathy and their behaviours within an early childhood setting. We very much
hope that you will agree to let your child take part in the research. If you require any assistance
or have any questions about the research study, please feel free to contact me or my supervisor
Dr. Orr.
Thank you very much for supporting this research study.
Please keep this information for your records.
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PARENT’S CONSENT FORM
Title of Study: Empathy in Preschool Children
Researcher: Aphria Smith, Student researcher, XXXXXX@mydbs.ie
Patricia Orr, Supervisor, XXXXXX@dbs.ie
Parents
_______________________________________________________________

Name:

Child’s
_______________________________________________________________

Name:

I confirm that I have read and understood the Information Leaflet for Parents for the above
research study and have received an explanation of the nature, purpose and duration of the
study. I understand what my child’s involvement will be.
I have had time to consider whether I want my child to take part in this study. Any questions
have been answered satisfactorily.
I have explained this study to my child, and I am happy that he/she understands what is
involved.
I understand that my child’s participation is voluntary (that my child and I have a choice as to
whether she/he participates) and that my child is free to withdraw at any time if she/he chooses
to do so.
I understand that the information collected may be presented and/or published in academic
journals and at conferences, but that no child will be identifiable from the information.
I agree for my child to take part in the above study.

……………………………
Name of Parent
(in block letters)

…………..
Date

…………………………...................
Signature
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Appendix D
Information sheet for all preschool teachers
INFORMATION SHEET FOR TEACHERS
Research Topic: An exploration into the levels of empathy amongst preschool children
Researcher: Aphria Smith, Student researcher, XXXXXX@mydbs.ie
Patricia Orr, Supervisor, XXXXXX@dbs.ie

Background and Purpose: In my research, I am interested in finding out about empathy
within early childhood and the differences in age, gender and whether the child has a sibling.
Given the age of your child, I will not be interviewing them as them. I will be using the
Empathy Scale for Children designed by Koksal & Aslan (2014). This scale is a tool which is
developed for measuring children’s empathic skills. The scale consists of picture cards about
four basic emotions (happiness, sadness, anger and fear) and situational cards about facial
expressions and how the child feels (e.g. at a birthday party). The preschool teachers will be
completing an Empathy Questionnaire (Rieffe, Ketelaar & Wiefferink, 2010) which is a 20item questionnaire, indicating the degree of empathy that the child showed over the last two
months on a three-point scale. This scale consists of (1) emotional contagion, (2) attention to
others’ emotions and (3) prosocial responses to others’ emotions. I am doing as part of my
studies at DBS, and I am working with Dr. Orr, whose contact details are included above.
What will happen to the results of the study? The information from the empathy scale for
children will tell us how children of this age show empathy as well as an average score for the
age group, any gender differences and whether having a sibling at this age influences their
empathy score. This will help us to find out more regarding empathy levels in young children
and how their behaviour relates. It will also allow researchers to make questionnaires better by
making them more relevant to the children within this age group. The research results will be
published in academic journals and presented at academic conferences. However, at no point
will any children and their teachers be identifiable.
Voluntary Participation: It is up to you to decide whether you will take part or not.
Participation is completely voluntary. You are free to withdraw at any time.
Further Information: This research is being conducted to assist researchers with finding out
about children’s empathy and their behaviours within an early childhood setting. We very much
hope that you will agree to let your child take part in the research. If you require any assistance
or have any questions about the research study, please feel free to contact me or my supervisor
Dr. Orr.
Thank you very much for supporting this research study.
Please keep this information for your records.
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Appendix E
Approximate text to be said to the children
TEXT TO BE SAID TO CHILDREN BEFORE BEGINNING

Hello everybody,
As you know I am one of your teachers, but did you know I also go to school? (for Little
Treasures only)
I study something called Psychology which means that I am interested in how we think and
how are brains work. Today I am going to talk about our feelings, who knows what are feelings
are?
You all got a letter to take home to show your parents and for the children that have brought
back in the letter or who’s mummy’s or daddy’s have given me the letter will get to help me
today. We can pretend to be scientists.
What’s going to happen is I’m going to take one of you at a time into another classroom and
we’re going to do a puzzle. I am going to show a picture and you’re going to show me which
face you think the person in the picture is feeling.
Don’t worry if you’re a little confused now, I will show you exactly what to do when it is your
turn and if anyone does not want to help me with my experiment that is completely ok. You
can also tell me at any time if you don’t want to take part.
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Appendix F
Letter of access from Little Treasures Playschool

Appendix G
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Letter of access from Hanahoe’s Childcare

Appendix H
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Empathy Questionnaire for teachers (EmQue)

Appendix I
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Scale for scoring ESC
ID
101
102
103
104
105
106
107
108
109
110
111
112
113
114
115
116
117
118
119
120
121
122
123
124
125
126
127
128
129
130
131
132
133
134
135
136
137
138
139
140
141
142

Age

M/F Sibling
Y/N

1
1/0

2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9 10 11
1/0 1/0 1/0 1/0 1/0 1/0 1/0 1/0 1/0 1/0
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Appendix J
Empathy Scale for Children (ESC)
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