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The phenomenon of empathy and sympathy

Empathy and sympathy appear to develop early in life. In the fi rst days 
of life, infants cry in reaction to the cries of other infants – a behavior that, it 
has been suggested, is a precursor to empathic responding (although others 
question whether this is true). Although 6- to 12-month-olds show little reac-
tion to the distress of others, between 12 to 18 months of age many children 
react with agitation or sustained attention. By 18 months of age, children 
sometimes try to comfort others in distress, and it appears that some chil-
dren’s prosocial actions are based on empathic reactions. With increasing 
age, as children can better differentiate their own internal states from those of 
others, children appear to be capable of experiencing sympathy for another 
person rather than merely vicariously sharing another’s negative emotion. 
Thus, by 2 to 3 years of age, it is not uncommon for a child to demonstrate 
behaviors that seem to refl ect genuine sympathy.

Nonetheless, by age 4 to 5, it appears that children experience both sym-
pathy and personal distress, and that the former, but not the latter, is posi-
tively associated with children’s willingness to assist others. There is debate 
regarding the degree to which biological versus environmental factors in-
fl uence individual differences in children’s and adults’ empathy and sym-
pathy. In studies of twins’ self-reports of empathy, there is some evidence 
that genetic factors may account for a considerable degree of variance in 
empathy. Socialization clearly infl uences individual differences in vicarious 
emotional responding. Research on the socialization of empathy and sympa-
thy clearly suggests an association between children’s vicarious responding 
and both parental empathy/sympathy and parents’ child-rearing practices [3]. 
Children’s empathy has been associated with quality of the mother–child at-
tachment early in life and supportive parenting, although the fi ndings are not 
always consistent. In addition, parents’ reported sympathy and perspective 
taking have been positively correlated with same-sex elementary school chil-
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dren’s sympathy and negatively correlated with their personal distress reac-
tions (Eisenberg et al., 1992). Supportive, empathic caretakers are likely to 
model and encourage the capacity for empathy in children, although parental 
warmth by itself may be insuffi cient to foster empathy in children (Janssens 
& Gerris, 1992). Indeed, practices that involve some discipline or restrictive-
ness may facilitate the development of empathy (Janssens & Gerris, 1992) 
[1].

Parents may also subtly model or communicate acceptance of a variety 
of emotional responses through their own expressivity or their acceptance 
of others’ emotional responses in everyday life. In homes where submissive 
(i.e., nonassertive) negative emotions such as sympathy and apologizing are 
expressed frequently, children would be expected to learn to express empathy 
and sympathy and to be relatively uninhibited in doing so [2].

In conclusion, it appears that individual differences in empathy and re-
lated vicarious emotional responses are likely to be due to both biological 
and environmental factors. Recently it has been argued that sympathetic in-
dividuals tend to be relatively emotionally reactive but are able to regulate 
their vicariously induced emotion; in contrast, individuals prone to personal 
distress may be both emotionally reactive and relatively unable to regulate 
their emotional responses.
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Psychological conditions of overcoming exam stress effects 
in students

There are different approaches to the problem of overcoming and com-
pensating the effects of stress, psychological expansion of human resources 
in its activities. These approaches are based on modern concepts of stress 
factors. The focus of research is aimed at establishing psycho-physiological, 
personal, social – psychological factors which on the one hand, lead to a suc-


