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Abstract:

Empathy is often portrayed simplistically in textbooks, emphasising cognitive understanding over emotional
connection. This paper critiques the disconnect between textbook explanations of empathy and the complexity
of practising empathy in real-world contexts. It reviews academic literature, identifying key themes in empathy
definitions and gaps regarding language, emotions, and cultural factors. The paper explores real-life challenges
of empathy such as navigating biases, stress contagion, and ethical dilemmas. It is argued that bridging the gap
between theoretical and practical empathy requires acknowledging nuances, fostering self-reflection,
considering contextual factors, and developing emotional resonance. Promoting more comprehensive empathy
has implications for education, training programs, and interpersonal relationships.
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In textbooks, empathy is often portrayed as a
straightforward process of understanding and
sharing another person's feelings. However, in
practice, empathy is a nuanced and dynamic skill
that involves more than just recognizing emotions.
Real-world empathy requires active listening,
interpretation of non-verbal cues and the ability to
connect with diverse perspectives. It involves
navigating through complex social situations,
where cultural differences, personal biases, and
situational factors play crucial roles. While
textbooks emphasise the cognitive aspect of
empathy, its practical application demands
emotional intelligence, adaptability and a genuine
commitment to understanding others on a deeper
level. Genuine empathy requires an emotional
resonance, an ability to connect with the human
experience on an emotional level and not just the
cognitive level.

This paper seeks to delve beyond the theoretical
definition of empathy, aiming to comprehend its
practical  applicability. By exploring the
complexities of empathy, the paper emphasises its
nuanced and dynamic nature. It critiques the
oversimplification which is often found in
textbooks and further emphasises the need for a
more holistic approach that accurately reflects all
the dimensions of empathy. Additionally, it reviews
the existing literature on empathy, identifies themes
in its definition. Specifically, it attempts to identify
gaps in the current understanding of empathy,
especially in relation to language, emotions, and
cultural contexts.

This paper aims to bridge the gaps between
theoretical explanations of empathy and practical
empathy, as it is displayed and practised in real
life. The limitations of said theoretical explanations
and the real-life challenges associated with empathy
are also explored.

Background on Empathy

Definition of Empathy - Theoretical

Explanation

Empathy, which is the ability to understand and
share the feelings of another person, is a complex
and multifaceted concept that has been studied by
researchers across various disciplines, including
psychology, neuroscience, education, and social
work. This section will explore the different
definitions and classifications of empathy, its
neurobiological basis, its role in various aspects of
human interaction, and potential interventions to
enhance empathy.

More than a century ago, the term 'empathy' was
introduced by Titchener, derived from the German
word Einflihlung (Wispé, 1986). Stotland and
colleagues (1978) suggest that discussions about
empathy might even trace back to the earliest stages
of philosophical contemplation. Despite its
longstanding history, the concept of empathy lacks
a precise and universally accepted definition.
Instead, the field is marked by a multitude of
interpretations, with as many definitions as there are
contributors to the discourse (Decety & Jackson,
2004; de Vignemont & Singer, 2006).

Empathy, as a concept, has been extensively studied
by psychologists. However, the discipline of
psychology has not fully integrated critical
philosophical discussions on empathy as a means to
understand how people think or as a unique
approach within the broader field of human
sciences. Philosophers have debated whether
empathy can be used as a way to gain knowledge
about other people's thoughts and feelings, or if it is
a distinct method that should be used in the study of
human behaviour and society.

Instead of being influenced by philosophical
discussions, psychologists have been more
influenced by moral philosophy from the 18th
century, specifically the ideas of David Hum
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Adam Smith. These philosophers, along with
others, discussed the concept of empathy, which
was referred to as sympathy at that time. They
believed that empathy played a central role in
shaping human beings as social and moral creatures,
allowing us to emotionally connect with others and
care for their well-being. Psychologists have turned
to ideas from moral philosophy as a basis for their
interest in studying empathy-related phenomena
(Stueber, 2008).

In the 18th century, empathy (previously referred to
as sympathy) was believed to be crucial in shaping
human beings as social and moral creatures. From
the early 20th century onwards, but especially since
the late 1940s, empathy and its various aspects have
been a subject of extensive research in the field of
psychology. This indicates that empathy has been a
significant and ongoing focus of psychological
research for several decades.

Classifications of Empathy
Throughout history, empathy has undergone

various definitions. Initially perceived as an inborn
trait, it has transformed into a trait that can be
cultivated. Over time, empathy has evolved from
being a single entity to having multiple definitions,
types, and meanings. Today, research has identified
many types of empathy, with cognitive and
affective empathy being the two primary types
(Healy & Grossman, 2018). It should be noted that
although there is consensus regarding the existence
of different types of empathy, the names given to
these types are ambiguous, and the cognitive
neuroscience literature provides a range of
substitutes (Zachi & Ochsner, 2012). Early
researchers did not differentiate between different
aspects of empathy, but it is now recognized that
empathy can be studied as a cognitive phenomenom
of (empathic accuracy) or as an emotional
phenomenon in encounters with others.

Several prominent models converge on key
components:

e Cognitive empathy: Involves the ability to
know and understand another person's
thoughts, feelings, and perspectives
(Davis, 1983). This entails comprehending
another person's perspective and is also
referred to as perspective-taking or putting
yourself in someone else's shoes (Ratka,
2018).

e Affective empathy: This is also known as
emotional empathy. According to Hoffman
(2000), emotional empathy involves
sharing the emotional state of another
person, including both positive and
negative emotions. Studies suggest a direct
connection between emotional empathy
and the inclination to assist others. In
simpler terms, individuals with emotional
empathy are more likely to feel compelled
to help those in need (Hodges & Myers,
2007).

e Compassionate empathy: This term
implies not only understanding and feeling
another's emotions but also being
motivated to help them (Batson, 2009).
With compassionate empathy, one goes
beyond understanding someone's situation;
instead, one actively strives to enhance
their life. A concern for their well-being
prompts the individual to take ethical and
moral actions to ensure they receive fair
treatment.

e Somatic Empathy: Somatic empathy
refers to the ability to understand and share
the feelings and sensations of another
person on a physical level. It involves
tuning into and experiencing someone.
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Else’s bodily sensations and physical
experiences. This type of empathy goes
beyond recognizing emotions and extends
to feeling or mirroring the physical aspects
of another person's experiences. Somatic
empathy can play a role in fostering a
deeper connection and understanding
between individuals (Cherry, 2023).

Researchers also make a distinction between
the following terms when discussing empathy.

Perspective-taking: The ability to see the
world from another person's point of view
(Decety & Jackson, 2004).

Emotional contagion: The automatic and
unconscious mimicking of another person's
emotional state (Hatfield, Cacioppo, &
Rapson, 1994). Emotional contagion is
considered an automatic and involuntary
response to the emotions of others. This
contrasts with cognitive empathy, which
involves a more conscious effort to
understand another person's perspective.
The distinction between perspective-taking
and emotional contagion in the context of
empathy highlights the fact that there are
several, nuanced ways in which individuals
connect with and understand the emotions
of others. While perspective-taking
involves consciously adopting another
person's point of view, emotional
contagion operates on a more automatic
and unconscious level, wherein individuals
instinctively mirror the emotional states of
those around them.

This distinction between the two therefore
aims to contribute to a deeper
understanding of how individuals engage
with the feelings of others drawing
attention to both intentional efforts to
comprehend different perspectives and the
innate, reflexive responses that contribute
to emotional resonance. In essence, the
comparison  serves to enrich the
conceptualization of empathy,

acknowledging its multifaceted nature and
shedding light on the cognitive and
emotional processes involved.

Neurobiological Basis of Empathy

Building upon earlier contributions  from
philosophy and behavioural psychology, such as the
works of Batson (2009), de Vignemont and Singer
(2006), Eisenberg (2000), and Hoffman (2000),
recent progress in social neuroscience has yielded
valuable and novel understandings of the neural
basis of empathy (Bernhardt & Singer, 2012).

One critical area is the anterior cingulate cortex
(ACC), located in the prefrontal cortex. Studies
using fMRI have shown that the ACC is activated
both when individuals experience pain directly and
when they observe others in pain. This shared
neural response is thought to be crucial to
empathising with others’ suffering (Singer et al.,
2004). Additional regions, like the insula and
amygdala, also contribute to empathic responses to
pain cues (Lamm, Decety & Singer, 2011).

The brain’s mirror neuron system, located primarily
in the inferior frontal gyrus and inferior parietal
lobule, is also considered foundational for empathy
(lacoboni, 2009). These neurons fire when carrying
out specific actions, like grasping an object, but also
activate when merely observing someone else
complete that action. This mirroring is proposed to
facilitate understanding others by activating shared
neural representations.

On the neurotransmitter front, oxytocin and
vasopressin - seem particularly important for
empathic abilities and behaviours. Intranasal
administration of oxytocin, for example, has been
found to increase individuals’ abilities to infer
emotions from photographs of eyes as well as
improve their accuracy in judging truths and lies
(Domes et al., 2007).Genetic factors also likely
contribute to individual differences in empathy. A
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study found polymorphism in the oxytocin receptor
gene, which was linked to scores on self-report
empathy scales, suggesting a potential biological
basis for variability in empathic dispositions (Wu et
al., 2012).

While there is still much to learn, it is clear that
empathy emerges from complex interactions
between specific neural circuits  and
neurotransmitter activity. A multi-level
understanding of this intricate neurobiological
landscape will enrich scientific models and theories
of empathy.

Recent advancements in neuroscience have shed
light on the brain regions involved in empathy.
Studies suggest that a network of interconnected
brain areas, including the anterior cingulate cortex,
insula, and amygdala, play crucial roles in
processing emotional information, understanding
others' intentions, and regulating emotional
responses (Decety & Lamm, 2006).

The Role of Empathy in Human Interaction
Empathy plays a pivotal role across various
dimensions of our lives, exerting a significant
influence on social relationships, moral decision-
making, prosocial behaviour, and mental health. In
the realm of social relationships, empathy acts as a
catalyst for bonding, fostering effective
communication, and promoting cooperation, as
noted by de Waal (2009).

Its impact extends to the domain of moral decision-
making, where empathy serves as a guiding force in
shaping fair and just choices that prioritise the well-
being of others, a concept underscored by Haidt
(2001). Furthermore, empathy is a driving force
behind prosocial behaviour, motivating individuals
to extend a helping hand to those in need. As
emphasised by Batson (2011), the empathic
connection with others becomes a powerful
incentive for altruistic actions.

Beyond interpersonal dynamics, empathy also
contributes significantly to mental health. Piliavin

and Call (2010) have found associations between
empathy and positive mental health outcomes, such
as reduced stress and anxiety levels, as well as
increased resilience. In essence, the multifaceted
role of empathy demonstrates its profound impact
on the intricacies of human interaction, ethical
decision-making, acts of kindness, and overall
psychological well-being.

Literature Review

Themes Observed in the Definition of
Empathy

Scholars demonstrate an understanding of two
broad categories of empathy, as elucidated by
Barton and Garvis (2019) and Franzese (2017). The
first category, often referred to as ‘cognitive
empathy,” entails a type of comprehension or
‘knowing’ (Barnes & Thargard, 1997). This
involves processes such as ‘tuning in’, engaging in
‘imaginative reconstruction’, and possessing the
ability to ‘identify with’ or ‘relate to’ the subject
(Bresler, 2013; Peterson, 2017; Jalongo, 2014,
Jiménez, 2017). This form of empathy encompasses
a ‘perspective-taking’ skill that empowers the
observer to perceive the world from the viewpoint
of the subject (Adler, 1963; Bouton, 2016; Jeffery,
2019). Zitko et al. (2022) have explored the concept
of empathy and its organic emergence in various
contexts, including interactions with others,
workplace, bullying, conflict resolution, workplace
job performance, and diversity.

These processual terms imply the existence of
psychological mechanisms aimed at acquiring
knowledge about a subject's experiences, beliefs,
emotions, concerns, doubts, and more. The dynamic
nature of these mechanisms involves ‘“absorbing
and assessing feedback from others and responding
to that feedback” and “learning intensely about
others in multiple respects and sharing both their
cognitive and emotional responses” (Cooper, 2011).
Notably, the mechanisms or processes associated
with cognitive empathy are psychologically
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complex, requiring the observer to track or pay
attention to the subject while simulating, re-
enacting, or imagining the mental states of the
subject, all while maintaining a clear self-other
distinction (Coplan, 2011).

Moreover, several authors contend that empathy,
whether of the cognitive or affective variety, is
perceived as a ‘capacity’ or ‘ability’ (Brown, 1993;
Decety, 2011; Jalongo, 2014; Jeffery, 2019;
Margolin, 2013; Peterson, 2017). This perspective
implies that possessing empathy equates to having
a trait or disposition of character (Cuff et al., 2016).
Essentially, if one possesses empathy, it is likely to
be consistently manifested across diverse situations
(e.g., a tutor displaying empathy towards student A
also displays it towards student B) and iteratively
(e.g., a tutor exhibiting empathy in one semester
continues to do so in another). The
conceptualization of empathy as a capacity or
ability aligns with two key considerations. First, a
person can behave empathetically without
necessarily possessing an empathetic character.
Second, a person expressing empathy may not do so
under certain circumstances (e.g., low morale).
These influencing factors are referred to as
‘defeaters’ of empathy.

Upon reviewing the literature, in the context of
defining and conceptualising empathy, five
overarching themes emerge. (Coplan, 2011). These
include cognitive empathy, affective empathy,
empathy as a trait or disposition, displaying care or
concern, and the distinction between empathy and
compassion.

First, empathy involves the cognitive process of
comprehending mental states or emotions,
encompassing the act of envisioning oneself as the
subject of someone else's emotional experiences.
Second, it goes beyond mere understanding,
extending to the realm of emotional involvement by
feeling, experiencing, or being affected by the
mental states or emotions of others. Third, empathy
is viewed not as an isolated action but as an inherent
trait or disposition within individuals. This

perspective underscores the idea that empathy is a
fundamental aspect of one's character rather than a
sporadic occurrence.

Moreover, the fourth theme emphasises the outward
expression of empathy, involving the manifestation
of care, concern, or compassion directed towards
individuals. This aspect highlights the emotional
and relational dimensions of empathy, highlighting
its role in fostering connections. Finally, the fifth
theme acknowledges a conceptual distinction
between empathy and compassion, albeit with the
recognition that the depth of this differentiation may
be subject to interpretation. These five themes
collectively contribute to a comprehensive
understanding of the multifaceted nature of
empathy and its significance in various
interpersonal contexts.

Researchers, as highlighted by Zitko et al. (2022),
have also identified critical concerns regarding the
definition of empathy. A significant critique centres
around the absence of consensus and clarity in
defining empathy, resulting in the proliferation of
multiple definitions and constructs. Varied
perspectives from  different scholars have
contributed to this lack of uniformity, with some
defining empathy as the capacity to comprehend
and share others' feelings and respond
appropriately, while others characterise it as the
ability to understand and share the thoughts and
emotions of others. The resultant ambiguity in
defining empathy poses challenges for conducting
research and implementing empathy-related
practices in educational settings.

Moreover, a distinct contrast is drawn between
empathy and sympathy, elucidating that empathy
involves an internal understanding of the target's
emotions, whereas sympathy entails feeling sorry
for the target. This distinction adds another layer to
the complexity surrounding the conceptualization
of empathy. The absence of a clear and universally
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accepted  definition  further  impedes the
development of a comprehensive understanding of
empathy and its multifaceted role in various
contexts. Consequently, the ongoing lack of
consensus on the definition of empathy hinders
progress in research and applications related to
empathy within the field of education and beyond.

These thematic categories illustrate the diverse
ways in which empathy is perceived and
operationalized within research, reflecting the
multidimensional and nuanced nature of this
construct. Researchers within the field engage with
empathy through various lenses, incorporating
cognitive, affective, dispositional, and relational
dimensions in their investigation.

Historically, empathy was perceived as an innate
quality, resistant to cultivation. However,
contemporary research challenges this notion,
revealing that empathy, a crucial human
competency, is indeed teachable. Zhou (2002)
emphasises the need for a less ambiguous definition
of empathy to design more precise studies and
implement educational policies involving empathy.

Limitations of Textbook Explanations
Oversimplification

Complex human emotions are multifaceted and
subjective,  defying  simple categorization.
Textbooks often fail to capture this nuance,
providing a more rigid and reductionist view of
empathy. Empathy is not solely about emotions; it
extends beyond feeling what others feel. The
conventional conceptualization of empathy tends to
focus on emotional aspects and might overlook
other essential components. Lahnala et al. (2022),
recommend disambiguating related concepts, such
as sympathy, compassion, and tenderness, by
considering them as subareas of empathy research.

Additionally, people vary in their ability to perceive
and interpret emotions accurately. Textbooks may
present empathy as a uniform concept without fully
acknowledging the wide spectrum of individual
differences, including variations in emotional

intelligence, personality traits, and neurological
factors that can impact one's empathic abilities.

Lack of Emphasis on Subjectivity

Textbook explanations often neglect the subjective
nature of empathy, failing to acknowledge how
individual differences in personality, culture, and
life experiences shape our empathic responses.
Zhou (2022) raises a sceptical challenge to
advocates of empathy in teaching, drawing from
psychology and social neuroscience, suggesting that
empathy may have possible dangers and can be
derailed by human biases.

Insufficient Focus on the Interplay between
Cognitive and Affective Empathy

Textbooks typically focus on type of empathy at a
time, neglecting the dynamic interplay between
cognitive understanding and emotional sharing,
which are crucial for a comprehensive empathic
response. Textual definations of empathy need to
understand the importance of incorporating the
interplay between cognitive empathy and affective
empathy into the understanding of empathy. The
interaction between emotional and cognitive
empathy suggests that the distinction between the
two is less critical than recognizing their interplay.
Textbook definations of empathy may fail to
capture the multifaceted nature of this concept. By
highlighting the significance of cognitive
empathyand its interaction with emotional empathy,
The authors argue that a more comprehensive
approach is nedded to fully grasp and apply
empathy in real-life situations. Simply focusing on
emotional aspects may limit the ability to achieve
broder goals related to empathetic responses.
Effective empathy frequently incorporates both
emotional and cognitive elements. For example
when observing a friends enthusiasm over a

IUINGP



International Journal of Neurolinguistics & Gestalt Psychology

personal achievement, an individual can utilise
cognitive empathy to comprehend the underlying
reasons for their excitement. Simultaneously,
emotional empathy allows the individual to partake
in the friend's joy. The dynamic interaction between
emotional and cognitive empathy serves to improve
communication. When individuals not only grasp
someone’s emotions (emotional empathy) but also
understand their perspective and thoughts
(cognitive empathy), they are better prepared to
respond in a meaningful and supportive manner.

Limited Practical Strategies

While textbooks may explain the concept of
empathy, they often lack practical strategies for
cultivating and applying it in real-world situations.

Real-Life Challenges of Empathy

Difficulty in Accurately Perceptualizing and
Interpreting Others' Emotions
Textbooks often provide a simplified view of

emotions, categorising them into basic types such as
happiness, sadness, anger, etc. In real life, emotions
are complex and often blend together, making it
challenging to accurately perceive and interpret
them. Individuals may experience a mix of
conflicting emotions, and the nuances of these
emotional states can be difficult to capture through
a textbook definition. Different cultures may have
distinct norms and expectations regarding
emotional expression, which can influence how
empathy is perceived and enacted. Real-life
empathy requires an understanding of these cultural
and contextual factors. A 2023 study found that
emotional recognition and expression vary
significantly across cultures. For example, a smile
may communicate joy in some cultures while
conveying embarrassment in others (Lee et al.,
2023). Researchers posit that these emotional
display rules are learned through socialisation and
become ingrained from a young age.

The ability to empathise effectively goes beyond
simply assuming one understands or resonates with
others' feelings and hardships. True empathy

involves a deep understanding of the cultural and
contextual factors that shape individuals'
experiences. Ignorance of someone's culture can
indeed hinder the manifestation of empathy, leading
to potential misinterpretations and a lack of genuine
connection.

Cultural norms play a significant role in shaping
emotional expression and communication styles.
What may be considered an appropriate way to
convey or receive empathy in one culture might
differ significantly in another. For example, in some
cultures, individuals may express their emotions
openly, while in others, there may be a preference
for more restrained or indirect expressions. Without
an awareness of these cultural nuances, someone
might inadvertently misinterpret or overlook the
emotional cues of others.

Additionally, cultural values and beliefs influence
the way individuals perceive and cope with
hardships. What may be perceived as a challenge or
difficulty in one cultural context may be viewed
differently in another. Lack of awareness of these
differences can result in a failure to recognize the
true nature of someone's struggles and,
consequently, a failure to provide meaningful
empathy. A recent paper by Decety (2022)
advocated for cultural humility— an other-oriented
approach involving "lifelong commitment to self-
evaluation, self-critique, and redressing power
imbalances" — as imperative for meaningful
intercultural empathy.

In essence, empathy is a skill that requires
continuous learning and adaptation, especially in an
increasingly interconnected and diverse world.
Assuming empathy based solely on personal
feelings or experiences without considering the
broader  cultural context can lead to
misunderstandings and hinder the development of
meaningful connections with others.
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Therefore, cultivating cultural awareness is an
integral part of fostering genuine empathy and
building positive interpersonal relationships across
diverse backgrounds.

Influence of Biases and Prejudices

Zhou (2022) presents an argument that posits that
empathy, despite its advocates, may pose potential
risks and could be influenced negatively by inherent
human biases.

Real-life empathy occurs within dynamic and
evolving relationships. Textbook definitions may
not capture the fluid nature of interpersonal
connections, where the level of empathy can
fluctuate based on various factors such as trust,
familiarity, and shared experiences. Empathy is
limited by ‘here and now’ biases, such as
empathising more with those perceived to be closer
to us.

Prinz (2011) and Bloom (2016) both highlight the
downside of empathy, particularly the biases
associated with focusing on the ‘here and now.’
They emphasise that empathy tends to be limited by
immediate factors and can lead to certain negative
outcomes. Prinz (2011) discusses how our empathy
is influenced by certain factors. We tend to
empathise more with people who are attractive,
close to us, or experiencing particularly notable
suffering. We also have biases, preferring to
empathise with those similar to us and being
selective about whom we empathise with. Studies
show that people generally feel more empathy for
those in their own group and less for those outside
of it, especially if there's perceived competition.

Empathy can be influenced by various factors that
shape our view of the social world. We might feel
less empathy for others through dehumanising or
objectifying strategies, which has been observed in
historical events like genocides and racial slavery.
Increased empathy for wrongs done to our group
can lead to immoral behaviour. Empathy has a
spotlight feature, meaning it tends to focus on one
identifiable person rather than many. This can be

misleading in situations where we need to consider
broader statistical information, such as when
thinking about the overall benefits of vaccination
instead of just one child's negative experience.

Due to these complexities and potential pitfalls of
empathy, Prinz (2011) suggests that moral emotions
like anger, guilt, and shame may be a more reliable
foundation for morality. On the other hand, Bloom
(2016) argues for sympathy guided by reason as a
better way to navigate moral decisions compared to
empathy.

Emotional Contagion and Burnout

Hoffman (2000) discusses empathy as a
multifaceted concept, including the idea of
‘veridical empathic distress” which refers to
empathy with the negative emotions of another. He
suggests that under certain conditions, empathic
distress can give rise to sympathy, but the
relationship between affective empathy and
sympathy requires further empirical research.
Emotional contagion is a phenomenon where
individuals start experiencing similar emotions
merely through their association with other people.
This means that one can feel joyful or panicky based
on the emotional atmosphere around them, without
necessarily being consciously aware that these
emotions are being influenced by others. This
concept, as described by Scheler (1973), highlights
that individuals can undergo emotional experiences
without recognizing that those emotions originated
from external sources.

For instance, the cry of a newborn infant in response
to the distressed cry of another can be considered a
form of emotional contagion. In this scenario, the
infant lacks the cognitive ability to distinguish
between self and other, and the emotional response
is not consciously attributed to the distress of
another (Stueber, 2008). Hoffman (2000) interprets
such reactions in infants as a rudimentary precursor
to empathic distress, suggesting that emotional
contagion plays a role in the early stages of
emotional understanding,
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where the boundaries between self and others are
not yet fully developed.

In real-life situations, empathy often goes beyond
the textbook definition that portrays it as a positive
trait essential for building relationships and
enhancing communication. Hoffman's concept of
‘veridical empathic distress” adds a layer of
complexity by acknowledging that empathy may
involve sharing in the negative emotions of others.
This goes beyond the textbook notion of empathy as
solely a positive and constructive force. This aspect
of empathy challenges the conventional
understanding that empathy is always a conscious
and deliberate process. The example of a newborn
infant responding to the distress cry of another
through emotional contagion emphasises that
emotional experiences can occur without the
individual consciously attributing them to external
sources. This challenges the textbook view that
empathy is always a cognitive and deliberate
process.

Textbooks might discuss empathy as a positive trait,
emphasising its role in building relationships,
fostering understanding, and  enhancing
communication. However, they may not thoroughly
address the potential challenges and risks associated
with excessive empathy, such as burnout.

The risk of burnout suggests that empathy, when not
managed carefully, can lead to emotional
exhaustion and strain on individuals who
consistently absorb and respond to the emotions of
others. This aspect of empathy, as a potential source
of stress and burnout, is a dimension that might be
overlooked or downplayed in traditional theoretical
definitions of empathy.

Navigating Ethical Dilemmas

Paul Bloom, a psychologist at Yale University,
provides a specific definition of empathy,
characterising it as the act of immersing oneself in
someone else's mind to experience their feelings.
Despite the common belief that empathy is a
positive force, Bloom raises concerns about its

implications, particularly when facing moral
dilemmas. In an article for the journal - Trends in
Cognitive Sciences, he emphasises that empathy,
even in its narrow sense, can lead to complex ethical
challenges (Bloom, 2016).

Bloom (2016) illustrates this point by recounting
the fictional story of Sheri Summers, a 10-year-old
girl with a fatal disease awaiting a treatment that
could alleviate her pain and potentially extend her
life. Participants in a study were asked to empathise
with Sheri, and approximately three-quarters of
them chose to expedite her treatment.

However, Bloom (2016) highlights the moral
difficulty that arises from this decision. Prioritising
Sheri could mean delaying treatment for other
children higher on the waiting list, some of whom
may be more deserving. This scenario exemplifies
what psychologists refer to as the ‘identifiable
victim effect,” wherein individuals are more
inclined to show compassion or offer assistance
when they can identify a specific person whose
suffering can be alleviated.

Bloom (2016) underscores the tendency for people
to respond more empathetically when confronted
with a visible beneficiary, such as a named,
suffering child, compared to situations where
statistics describe a larger group of anonymous
individuals. This observation sheds light on the
complexities and potential pitfalls associated with
applying empathy in decision-making, particularly
in contexts involving resource allocation and moral
choices (Fisher, 2020).

The excerpt discusses the dual nature of empathy as
both a motivating force for positive action and a
potential source of ethical dilemmas. It
acknowledges that empathy can serve as a powerful
tool to drive individuals toward morally upright
actions. For example, once someone has made a

10
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moral decision, empathy can be employed to align
emotions with values and motivate individuals to
take concrete steps, such as contributing to
charitable causes.

However, the passage also highlights the ethical
challenges associated with the flexibility of
empathy. While empathy can be a force for good, it
can also be exploited or misdirected. The text
provides examples of how empathy can lead to
actions that may not necessarily be beneficial, such
as donating to charitable causes with limited
positive impact or, more troublingly, motivating
harmful behaviour towards others.

The text also points out that empathy's focus on
specific individuals and the pleasure of retaliation
can lead to skewed moral judgments. It notes that
the costs of such actions, particularly the potential
for violence, may be overlooked or underestimated
due to the abstract and statistical nature of these
consequences. The ethical dilemma arises from
empathy's potential to drive individuals to act in
ways that prioritise the welfare of those close to
them while disregarding the broader and often more
significant costs that affect others.

In essence, the passage suggests that while empathy
can be a valuable motivator for moral action, its
selective nature and susceptibility to manipulation
pose ethical challenges. This text underscores the
need for a balanced and reasoned approach to
ethical decision-making, acknowledging that
empathy alone may not always lead to the most
ethically sound outcomes.

Gaps in Literature

There are several gaps in the literature on empathy.
First, there is a lack of pragmatic perspective, with
a bias towards the psychological perspective of
empathy and compassion. This is evident in the
semantic  overlap  between empathy and
compassion, as well as the lack of significant
association between empathy and compassion and
disciplines such as language/linguistics and
emotions (Jonas et al., 2002). Second, there is a

need for more research on the effects of acute stress
on empathy. While there is abundant evidence for
stress contagion in affective empathy, the effects of
acute stress on cognitive empathy are less
conclusive (D’ Amico, 2018). Finally, there is a lack
of emphasis on using literature to teach empathy,
particularly in the context of healthcare education.
Literature can provide a powerful insight into
healthcare experiences and can help develop a more
empathic approach among students (Watkins,
2020).

The main gaps in the literature on the topic of
interest include a lack of pragmatic perspective, a
bias towards the psychological perspective, and a
lack of significant association with
language/linguistics and emotions. These gaps
suggest a need for a better understanding of
empathic and compassionate relationships and
communities of care. There is an opportunity to
bridge this gap by understanding empathy and
compassion in the light of communicative function,
where the association between language and
emotion has been illuminated. Additionally, the
literature review highlights the importance of
identifying the gaps in the current state of
knowledge and evidence base.

D’Amico (2018) highlights a gap in the health-
related literature regarding empathy and
compassion, suggesting a need to bridge theoretical
understanding with a practical understanding of
empathic and compassionate relationships in
healthcare contexts. The disciplines and topics
associated with empathy and compassion in the
literature need to be narrower to account for the
communicative  function of empathy and
compassion, and the complicated ways we shape
meaning and intention within our minds.

Understanding empathy and compassion as
emotionally symbolic expressions of language,
integral to communicative function, can provide a
useful framework for connecting empathy and
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compassion with topics critical to them, such as
bias, discrimination, frustration, and social
dynamics. The paper emphasises the importance of
understanding the cultural construction of empathic
and compassionate relationships within specific
speech communities, which is essential for effective
public health policy and cross-cultural comparisons.

Conclusion

To bridge the gap between textbook empathy and
real-life empathy, it is crucial to promote a more
comprehensive approach to understanding and
practising empathy. This includes acknowledging
the complexities and nuances of empathy,
considering contextual factors, and fostering self-
reflection and cultural sensitivity. Education and
training programs should emphasise the
development of emotional intelligence, active
listening skills, and an awareness of individual and
collective perspectives. By incorporating these
elements, individuals can gain a deeper
understanding of empathy and apply it effectively
in their personal and professional lives.

Empathy, beyond its theoretical definition, is a
multifaceted and dynamic skill that cannot be fully
encapsulated within the confines of a textbook. The
simplistic explanations often found in textbooks
overlook the emotional resonance and contextual
dimensions that are essential to genuine empathy.
Acknowledging the complexities and challenges
associated with real-life empathy is crucial for
promoting a more holistic and effective approach to
its practice. By bridging the gap between theory and
practice, we can cultivate empathy that goes beyond
understanding and creates meaningful connections
with others, enhancing our ability to positively
impact the world around us.
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