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Abstract 
Bullying is a common issue experienced by adolescents worldwide. This makes it essential to 

look into the emotional aspects exhibited by those involved in such acts. Empathy is one such variable 

which can possibly promote either pro-bullying or anti-bullying behaviors. Thus, the present study 

aims to investigate the relationship between bullying and empathy. For this purpose, a sample 

consisting of 614 adolescents of age 12-18 years were drawn from various schools of Jammu, J & K. 

The required data was collected using Basic Empathy Scale (Jolliffe and Farrington, 2005) and 

Illinois Bully Scale (Espelage and Holt, 2001). The data was analyzed using Pearson product 

moment correlation. The results obtained indicate significant negative relationship between 

bullying, affective empathy and cognitive empathy. 
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Introduction 
Bullying is one of the forms of 

antisocial behavior in adolescents that has 

received worldwide attention. Research in 

bullying pioneered with the works of Dan 

Olweus during the late 1970s. Bullying is 

commonly referred as an intentional act 

comprising of negative and harmful actions 

repeatedly inflicted by a more powerful person 

towards a less powerful one. There are different 

forms of bullying including, physical (e.g., 

hitting, pushing, kicking, attacking), verbal 

(name calling, yelling), relational (social 

exclusion, gossiping, spreading rumors) and 

cyberbullying (through the electronic means). It 

is a major public health concern. The prevalence 

of bullying ranges from 13 to 75% depending 

upon the measurement and definition of bullying 

(Swearer et al., 2010). A number of studies have 

also investigated bullying phenomena on Indian 

sample as well. Kshrisagar et al., (2007) reported 

that about 31% of children are engaged in 

bullying behavior. Malhi, Bharti and Sidhu 

(2014) found that about 53% of students were 

taking part in any kind of bullying behavior and 

among these 19.2 % were the victims of 

bullying. Due to its high prevalence rates, it is 

important to have an understanding of the 

emotional characteristics of the individuals  

involved in such acts to deal with it. 

Empathy is a foundational human 

attribute affecting both prosocial and antisocial 

behavior (Damon et al, 2006). It is suggested that 

empathy is ought to ease prosocial behavior and 

discourage antisocial behavior. Empathy is 

generally described as a multidimensional 

construct having both affective and cognitive 

components. The affective component of 

empathy is described as an ability of an 

individual to experience the emotions of another 

person (Mehrabian and Epstein, 1972). The 

cognitive component is defined as the capacity 

of an individual to apprehend the emotions of 

another  person ( Hogan,  1969 ) . The 

multidimensional nature of empathy was first 

explored by Feshbach (1978). According to 
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Feshbach model, both emotional and cognitive 

elements of empathy coexist but cognitive 

abilities are regarded as essential requirements 

of empathy. It means that to recognize another 

person’s emotions and to have one’s own 

perspective is requisite but not adequate to have 

empathy towards others. Later, more researchers 

emphasized on the multidimensional approach 

to study empathy including both these 

components simultaneously (Cohen and Strayer, 

1996). Empathy is often confused with 

sympathy but both these terms are 

distinguishable and different (Feshbach, 1975) 

because empathy focuses on the congruence 

between the affective state of the individuals 

involved. The affective response of a person 

should be similar to that of the target for empathy 

but not in case of sympathy. 

Emp athy- Altru ism Hypoth es is  

proposes (Batson et al. 1987) that when 

considering prosocial behavior, individuals 

having high empathy will react in order to reduce 

the negative emotions in others and help them. 

This could be due to either selfish reasons (to 

weaken their vicarious distress) or for altruistic 

reasons (to pacify other persons’ distress). Also, 

such actions comforting others are performed 

s inc e they lead to the experienc e or 

understanding of positive emotions like 

happiness (Batson et al., 1987). On the other 

hand, individuals with low empathy fail to 

alleviate the discomfort in others since their 

emotions are not moderated by vicarious 

experiences and understanding emotional states 

of others. Such people in fact are unable to link 

their antisocial behavior and emotional reactions 

of others (Hare, 1999). But it is easier to precede 

emotionally the repercussions of their behavior 

towards others for those who are high on 

empathy. Thus, empathy is able to discourage 

antisoc ial behavior by two moderating 

mechanisms. The first mechanism is associated 

with the cognitive element of bullying. It means 

that the more an individual is able to 

comprehend the position of others, the less likely 

he will engage in antisocial acts (Feshbach, 

1978). The second one is related to the affective 

c omponent of empathy. Through this  

mechanism, the aggressor tries to mitigate his 

aggressive behavior by experiencing the pain of  

the victim and avoid the distress created or 

lessen suffering of the victim (Batson et al.,  

1989). 

A review of 43 studies by Miller and 

Eisenberg (1988) revealed that affective 

empathy was negatively related to antisocial 

behavior, but it was present only when empathy 

was assessed using questionnaires. In another 

meta-analysis, Jolliffe and Farrington (2004) 

reviewed those 35 studies which had used 

questionnaires to measure empathy. They 

concluded that a stronger negative relationship  

exists between cognitive empathy and offending 

than affective empathy. 

Lovett and Sheffield (2007) reported a 

negative association between affective empathy 

and aggressive behavior. They concluded it 

existed only when empathy was assessed using 

questionnaires and for the sample of older 

children and adolescents and not among younger 

children. 

Endersen and Olweus (2001) conducted 

the first study to examine the direct link between 

bullying and empathy. The authors revealed that 

there is a weak negative correlation between 

empathy and bullying (r = -0.15). A larger 

negative relationship exists between empathy 

and positive attitudes towards bullying (r=- 

0.40). Gini, Albeiro, Beneli and Altoe (2007) 

concluded that adolescents having lower levels 

of cognitive empathy are more likely to engage 

in bullying behavior. Negative correlation 

between bullying and affective empathy has also 

been established by other investigations 

(Chauxet al. 2009; Correia and Dalbert, 2008). 

In another study,Caravita, Diblasio and 
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Salmivalli (2010) found that higher levels of 

affective empathy are related to lower levels of 

bullying behavior. 

Some of studies which have examined 

both the components of empathy reveal a 

complicated relationship between empathy and 

bullying. Espelage et al., (2004) reported that 

there was a significant negative relationship 

between bullying behavior and cognitive and 

affective empathy among adolescents who 

bullied. Jolliffe and Farrington (2006) reveal 

that there is no significant relationship between 

cognitive empathy and bullying behavior but in 

case of affective empathy the scores were lower 

for those students who were involved in 

bullying. Moreover, for females there was a 

significant relationship between indirect 

bullying and low levels of empathy and for 

males between direct bullying and low levels of 

affective empathy. In another study, Jolliffe and 

Farrington(2011) concluded that adolescents 

with lower cognitive and affective empathy 

more frequently involved in bullying than those 

who were not. Recent investigations also show 

that there is negative correlation between 

bullying and both components of empathy 

(Belacchi and Farina, 2012; Poteat et al, 2013). 

But some researchers present contrasting 

results. Sutton et al (1999) reported a positive 

relationship between a measure of cognitive 

empathy and bullying. They argue that bullies 

understand the emotions of others but they do 

not share them. They lack skills related to 

affective component of empathy i.e ability to 

share and internalize feelings of others and are 

capable enough to manipulate others, having a 

―superior theory of mind‖ skills. 

In a recent meta-analysis, Van Noorden 

et al. (2015) reviewed 40 studies evaluating the 

association between empathy and bullying 

involvement. They found that bullying is 

negatively associated with affective empathy 

but in case of cognitive empathy there are mixed 

findings. Some researchers advocate for a 

negative relationship while others report that 

there is no association. These findings show that 

those involved in bullying may or may not 

certainly apprehend others’ feelings but their 

capability to experience their emotions is 

definitely less. 

The review of literature shows that the 

relationship between cognitive empathy, 

affective empathy and behavior when studied 

together still remains unclear. Also, there is a 

lack of studies exploring these variables on 

Indian sample. The current study will help in 

looking into the emotional characteristics of 

Indian adolescents and contribute to the growing 

body of research on bullying in India. It will 

provide a better understanding of their 

emotional make up which can be helpful in  

encouraging positive youth development and 

also in preventing problematic behavior 

patterns. 

Objectives 

1. To study the relationship between 

affective empathy and bullying. 

2. To study the relationship between 

cognitive empathy and bullying.  

 

Methodology 
Sample: The sample for the present study 

consisted of 614 adolescents (291 males and 323 

females) with mean age 14.36 years from 

different government schools of Jammu district 

(J & K). 

 

Psychological measures used 

1. Illinois Bully Scale (Espelage and Holt, 

2001): Illinois Bully Scale consists of 

three subscales namely victim subscale, 

bully subscale and fight subscale 

comprising 4, 9 and 5 items each 

respectively. In the present study, only 

bully subscale was used which assesses 

the frequency of bullying behavior 
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(including teasing, name-calling, social 

exc lus ion and rumor spreading) 

exhibited by the participants over the 

last 30 days. There are five response 

options given to indic ate their 

experiences which include ―never‖, ―1 

or 2 times‖, 3 or 4 times‖, ―5 or 6 times‖ 

and ―7 or more times.‖ The higher score 

indicates more self reported bullying 

perpetration. The minimum score for 

bully scale is 0 and maximum is 36. 

2. Basic Empathy Scale (Jolliffe and 

Farrington, 2005): Basic Empathy Scale 

is a self-report 20-item questionnaire 

measuring affective empathy (11 items) 

and cognitive empathy (9 items). The 

 

 

 

 
participants are required to indicate 

their degree of agreement for each of the 

empathy-related item. The respondents 

have to mark their responses on a likert 

scale ranging from 1 to 5 (strongly 

disagree, disagree, neither agree or 

disagree, agree and strongly agree). 

There are 8 negative items for which the 

scoring is reversed. A total empathy 

score can be obtained by summing up all 

items score. For the present study, the 

score of affective and cognitive 

empathy have been used separately. 

 
Procedure 

The data was collected from various 

government schools of Jammu and Kashmir and 

the school authorities were made aware about 

the purpose of the study. Convenient sampling 

tec hnique was used. A total of 750 

questionnaires each were distributed and out of 

these 614 were used for the present study. The 

incomplete questionnaires were excluded. 

Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) 

software 20 was used to analyze the obtained 

data. The relationship between cognitive 

empathy, affective empathy and bullying 

behavior was assessed using Pearson product 

moment correlation. 

 
Results  and Discussion 

The aim of the study was to assess the 

relationship between cognitive empathy, 

affective empathy and bullying behavior. 

Pearson product moment correlation method 

was used for this purpose. 

Table 1 : Pe arson Product mome nt 

Correlation Coefficient 

 

 

 

 

 
**=p < .01 

It was found that bullying behavior is 

significantly negatively correlated with both 

cognitive empathy (r = -.180) and affective 

empathy (r = -.171), but not strongly. It indicates 

that bullying behavior, cognitive empathy and 

affective empathy co vary together among 

adolescents. The negative relationship between 

bullying behavior and cognitive empathy is in 

line with the previous researches (Gano- 

Overway 2013; Kokkinos and Kipritsi 2012). In 

other words, adolescents lack the ability to 

comprehend the feelings and situation of others. 

Their capacity to discern the emotions of the 

individual they are bullying is low. The negative 

correlation between affective empathy and 

bullying behavior is supported by a number of 

studies (Raskauskas et al. 2010; Stavrinides et 

al. 2010; Sticca et al. 2013). It can be interpreted 

that adolescents engaged in bullying lack the 

ability to experience the emotions of others. Van 

Noorden et al. (2016) have reported similar 

results founding a negative association between 

 Bullying Behavior 

Affective Empathy -.171 ** 

Cognitive Empathy -.180** 
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frequency of bullying and cognitive and 

affective empathy. The emotional insensitivity  

of adolescents engaged in bullying could be due 

to a number of reasons. It is possible that low 

levels of empathy works as a coping mechanism 

for them. Lack of empathy in bullies can 

possibly help them in dealing with the negative 

emotions and feelings that they go through. With 

difficulty in understanding others’ emotions 

they might continue to bully more since such 

adolescents are unaware of the consequences of 

their actions on victims. 

Further, it could even be possible that 

their emotional needs are not fulfilled. A person 

whose own emotional needs are not met would 

hardly be able to appreciate the emotions of 

others. Researchers in the past have also 

concluded that bullies are said to have a dearth of 

empathic skills ( Arsenio and Lemerise, 2001). 

These individuals have a kind of ―cold 

cognition‖ failing to understand the feelings of 

others (Bjorkqvist et al., 2000). Davis (1994) 

proposed that if distress is exhibited by a victim, 

it increases bullying behavior. Another possible 

explanation could be aggression and anger 

issues due to which they lack the inhibitory 

control and are unable to regulate their actions 

even when see pain of the victim. Though some 

researchers (Sutton et al, 1999) argue that bullies 

are ―skilled manipulators‖ who are socially 

competent and understand others’ mental states. 

It is not necessary that having empathy would 

lead to a person having a caring attitude towards 

others because being high on the cognitive 

component of empathy bullies may turn more 

antisocial and manipulate others. It is clear from 

the present study that adolescents involved in 

bullying are lacking empathy and it is suggested 

that different measures can be adopted which 

can improve empathetic skills in them. Parents 

can play an important role by being emotionally 

available for children and listening to them. 

They can encourage empathetic conversations 

and tell them stories to foster empathy from the 

beginning stages. 

Con clus ions and Implication  

The present study will be useful for the 

school authorities to recognize those adolescents 

who are involved in bullying activities. It can be 

helpful in devising intervention plans focusing 

on both components of empathy and providing 

empathy training. Adolescents can be trained on 

both understanding and experiencing what 

others feel due to their behavior. Skills regarding 

perception, comprehension and regulation of 

emotions should be imparted since such skills  

prevent negative transactions that sustain 

bullying behavior (Kerig, 2007). Teachers can 

initiate such programs in classrooms which 

involve group activities promoting prosocial 

behavior and dealing with antisocial behavior. 

This will in turn be beneficial for the mental 

health of adolescents. 

Limitations 

There are also some limitations of this 

study. It only focused on the those adolescents 

those were involved in bullying others and did 

not take into consideration the other roles which 

an individual may take up in the process of 

bullying like victim, bully/victim, bystander, 

etc. Also, the only medium for data used was the 

self report measures and other sources of 

information like peers and teachers were not 

taken into account. Moreover, it did not assess 

the causal relationship between the variables  

under study and the role of gender. All these 

issues can be addressed in future researches. 

 
References 

Arsenio, W. F., & Lemerise, E. A. (2001). 

Varieties of childhood bullying: Values, 

emotion proc esses , and soc ial 

competence. Social Development, 

10(1), 59–73. 

Batson, C. D., Fultz, J., & Schoenrade, P. A. 

(1987). Distress and empathy: Two 



Sujata Bhau & Suninder Tung 094 

           Indian Journal of Psychological Science          Vol-13 (2) July 2020                     ISSN 0976 9218 

 

qualitat ive ly dis tinc t  vic arious 

emotions with different motivational 

consequences. Journal of Personality, 

55, 19-40. 

Batson, C. D., Batson, J. G., Griffitt, C. A., 

Barrie ntos ,  S., Brandt,  J. R., 

Sprengelmeyer, P., & Bayly, M. J. 

(1989). Negative-state relief and the 

empathy—altruism hypothesis. Journal 

of Personality and Social Psychology, 

56(6), 922-933. 

Belacchi, C., & Farina, E. (2012). Feeling and 

thinking of others: Affective and 

cognitive empathy and emotion 

comprehension in prosocial/hostile 

preschoolers. Aggressive Behavior, 

38(2), 150–165. 

Björkqvist, K., Osterman, K., & Kaukiainen, A. 

(2000). Social intelligence – empathy = 

aggression? Aggression and Violent 

Behavior, 5(2), 191–200. 

Caravita, S., DiBlasio, P., & Salivalii, C. (2010). 

Early adolescents' participation in 

bullying: Is Tom involved? Journal of 

Early Adolescence, 30, 138–170. 

Chaux, E., Molano, A., & Podlesky, P. (2009). 

Socio-economic, socio-political and 

socio-emotional variables explaining 

school bullying: A country-w ide 

multileve l ana lys is .  Aggressiv e 

Behavior, 35(6), 520–529. 

Cohen, D., & Strayer, J. (1996). Empathy in 

conduct-disordered and comparison 

youth. Developmental Psychology, 

32(6), 988–998. 

Correia, I., & Dalbert, C. (2008). School 

bullying: Belief in a personal just world 

of bullies, victims, and defenders. 

European Psychologist,  13 ( 4 ) , 

248–254. 

Damon, W., Lerner, R. M., & Eisenberg, N. 

(2006). Handbook of child psychology: 

Social, emotional, and personality 

development (6th ed.). New York: 

Wiley. 

Davis, M. H. (1994). Empathy: A social 

psychological approach. Madison, WI: 

Brown & Benchmark. 

Endresen, I. M., & Olweus, D. (2001). Self- 

reported empathy in Norwegian 

adolescents: Sex differences, age 

trends, and relationship to bullying. In 

A. C. Bohart & D. J. Stipek (Eds.), 

Constructive & destructive behavior: 

Implications for family, school, & 

society (pp. 147–165). Washington, DC: 

American Psychological Association. 

Espelage, D. L., & Holt, M. (2001). Bulling and 

Victimization during early adolescence: 

Peer influences and psychosocial 

correlates. Journal of Emotional Abuse, 

2, 123-142. 

Espelage, D. L., Mebane, S., & Adams, R. 

(2004). Empathy, caring, and bullying: 

Toward an understanding of complex 

associations. In D. L. Espelage & S. M. 

Swearer (Eds.), Bullying in American 

schools: A social ecological perspective 

on prevention and intervention (pp. 

37–61). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum. 

Feshbach, N. D. (1975). Empathy in children: 

Some theoretic al and empiric al 

c ons iderations. The Counseling 

Psychologist, 5(2), 25–30. 

Feshbach, N. D. (1978). Studies of empathic 

behavior in children. In B.A. Maher 

(Ed.), Progress in experimental 

personality research (vol. 8, p. 1-47). 

New York: Academic Press. 

Gano-Overway, L. A. (2013). Exploring the 

connections between caring and social 

behaviors in physical education. 

Research Quarterly for Exercise and 

Sport, 84(1), 104–114. 

Gini, G., Albiero, P., Benelli, B., & Altoe ,̀ G. 

( 2007 ) . Does  empathy predic t 



Sujata Bhau & Suninder Tung 095 

        Indian Journal of Psychological Science          Vol-13 (2) July 2020                     ISSN 0976 9218 

 

adolescents'bullying and defending 

behavior? Aggressive Behavior, 33(5), 

467–476. 

Hare, R. D.1999. Psychopathy as a risk factor for 

violence. Psychiatric Quarterly, 70, 

181–197 

Hogan, R. (1969). Development of an empathy 

scale. Journal of Consulting and 

Clinical Psychology, 33(3), 307–316. 

Jolliffe, D., & Farrington, D. P. (2004). Empathy 

and offending: A systematic review and 

meta-analysis. Aggression and Violent 

Behavior, 9(5), 441–476. 

Jolliffe, D., & Farrington, D. P. (2006). 

Development and validation of the 

Basic Empathy Scale. Journal of 

Adolescence, 29, 589–611. 

Jolliffe, D., & Farrington, D. P. (2006). 

Examining the relationship between 

low empathy and bullying. Aggressive 

Behavior, 32, 540–550. 

Jolliffe, D., & Farrington, D. P. (2011). Is low 

empathy related to bullying after 

controlling for individual and social 

background variables? Journal of 

Adolescence, 34, 59–71. 

Lovett, B. J., & Sheffield, R. A. (2007). 

Affec tiv e empathy defic its  in 

aggressive children and adolescents: A 

critical review. Clinical Psychology 

Review,27(1), 1–13. 

Kerig, P. K. (2007). Understanding youth 

aggression. New Research in Mental 

Health, 18, 88–101. 

Kokkinos, C. M., &Kipritsi, E. (2012). The 

relat ionship betw een bully ing,  

v ic t im izat ion,  t rait  emot iona l  

intelligence, self-efficacy and empathy 

among pre ad o lesc e nts .  Social 

Psychology of Education, 15(1), 41–58. 

Kshirsagar, V.Y., Agarwal R., & Bavdekar, S.B. 

(2007). Bullying in schools: Prevalence 

and Short term impact.  Indian 

Pediatrics. 44(1), 25-28. 

Malhi, P., Bharti, B., &Sidhu, M. (2014). 

Aggression in schools: Psychosocial 
outcomes of bullying among Indian 
adolesc ents.  Indian Journal of 

Pediatrics, Mar 23. [Epub ahead of 
print]. 

Mehrabian, A., & Epstein, N. (1972).A measure 
of emotional empathy. Journal of 
Personality, 40(4), 525–543. 

Miller, P. A., & Eisenberg, N. (1988). The 
relation of empathy to aggressive and 
externalizing/antisoc ial behavior.  
Psychological Bulletin, 103(3),  
324–344. 

Poteat, V. P., DiGiovanni, C. D., & Scheer, J. R. 
( 2013 ) . Predic t ing homop hob ic  
behavior among heterosexual youth: 
Domain general and sexual orientation- 
specific factors at the individual and 

contextual level. Journal of Youth and 
Adolescence, 42(3), 351–362. 

Raskauskas, J. L., Gregory, J., Harvey, S. T., 
Rifshana, F., & Evans, I. M. (2010). 
Bullying among primary school 

children in New Zealand: Relationships 
with prosocial behaviour and classroom 
climate. Educational Research, 52(1), 
1–13. 

Stavrinides, P., Georgiou, S., & Theofanous, V. 

(2010). Bullying and empathy: A short- 
term longitudinal investigation. 
Educational Psychology, 30(7), 
793–802. 

Sticca, F., Ruggieri, S., Alsaker, F., & Perren, S. 

(2013). Longitudinal risk factors for 
cyberbullying in adolescence. Journal 
of Community and Applied Social 
Psychology, 23(1), 52–67. 

Sutton, J., Smith, P. K., & Swettenham, J. 

(1999). Social cognition and bullying: 
Soc ia l i na de quac y or  skilled  
manipulation? British Journal of 

Dev elopmental  Psychology, 17, 
435–450. 

Swearer, S. M., Siebecker, A., Johnsen-Frerichs, 
L., & Wang, C. (2010). Assessment of 

bullying/victimization: The problem of 



Sujata Bhau & Suninder Tung 096 

    Indian Journal of Psychological Science          Vol-13 (2) July 2020                     ISSN 0976 9218 

 

comparability across studies and across 

methods. In S. R. Jimerson, S. M. 
Swearer, & D. Espelage (Eds.), 
Handbook of bullying in schools: An 

inte rnatio nal  perspe ctiv e ( pp.  
305–327). New York, NY: Routledge. 

vanNoorden, T. H. J., Haselager, G. J. T., 
Cillessen, A. H. N., & Bukowski, W. M. 
(2015). Empathy and involvement in 

bullying in children and adolescents: A 
systematic review. 

Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 44, 
637–657. 

vanNoorden, T. H. J., Bukowski, W. M., 

Haselager, G. J. T., Lansu, T. A. M., & 
C i l l e s s e n , A . H . N . ( 2 0 1 6 ) . 
Disentangling the Frequency and 
Severity of Bullying and Victimization 
in the Association with Empathy. Social 
Development, 25(1), 176-192. 

 
 


