
Journal of Child and Family Studies (2020) 29:2416–2433
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-020-01753-x

REVIEW

Empathy and Positive Aspects of Adolescent Peer Relationships:
a Scoping Review

Erika Portt1 ● Staci Person1
● Brandi Person1

● Edward Rawana 1
● Keith Brownlee1

Published online: 25 June 2020
© Springer Science+Business Media, LLC, part of Springer Nature 2020

Abstract
A lack of empathy is related to some negative aspects of adolescent interpersonal functioning in the literature, such as
bullying. However, the relationship between empathy and positive aspects of adolescent interpersonal functioning is less
clear. Thus, this study sought to examine the association between empathy and positive components of peer relationships
among adolescents. A scoping review was conducted to identify relevant literature and to provide a narrative overview of the
identified studies. Three databases were searched (PsycINFO, Web of Science, and Sociological Abstracts). Subsequently,
three reviewers independently analyzed articles to determine inclusion. Twenty-eight studies met inclusionary criteria. The
aspects of peer relationships that were studied most frequently included peer attachment, social status (i.e., peer acceptance,
likeability, social preference, and popularity), and friendship closeness or quality. The associations between empathy and
some aspects of peer relationships among adolescents varied based on type of empathy and gender. Although inconsistencies
were observed, the included studies often showed either a positive relationship or no relationship between empathy and
positive peer relationship variables. In several studies, empathy was positively related to peer attachment and friendship
quality or closeness, but not significantly related to popularity. Additional research is needed to further clarify these
relationships. The results are integrated within a positive psychology framework examining the role of empathy as a
potential strength in interpersonal functioning.
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Highlights
● Most studies reported positive correlations or no correlation between empathy and positive aspects of adolescent peer

relationships.
● Greater friendship quality or closeness and peer attachment were often related to higher empathy.
● Based on the reviewed literature, empathy does not appear to be a robust strength in interpersonal functioning among

adolescents.
● More research is needed to clarify the role of empathy in adolescent peer relationships and to explore youth’s perceptions

of empathy.

As children transition into adolescence, friendships and peer
relationships become increasingly important and complex
(Brown and Larson 2009). Compared to friendships in
childhood, adolescent friendships are characterized by
greater disclosure and intimacy, and the formation of more

significant attachment bonds (Gorrese and Ruggieri 2012).
With increasing independence, adolescents begin to rely
less upon the emotional support of parents and more on the
emotional support of friends (Arnett 2010). During this
developmental period, both peer relationships and friend-
ships are important. Peers refer to individuals who share a
common aspect of status and are typically of a similar age
within a social network, community, or school. Friendships,
on the other hand, refer to close, mutual relationships
between individuals and only some peer relationships are
also considered friendships (Arnett 2010). The importance
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of both friends and peers for adolescents means that these
relationships account for a significant amount of social
emotional interaction and influence in their lives. These
interactions can be positive or negative and it is important to
consider what factors enhance prosocial and other positive
behaviours and whether gender has an influence.

Peer relationships can be defined as interactions, both
positive and negative, with same-age peers (Naylor 2011).
In this paper, we focus on the positive aspects of such
interactions. Positive peer relationships are related to a
number of variables, including peer attachment, friendship
quality, and social status such as peer acceptance, perceived
popularity, likability, and social preference. Peer attach-
ment, which involves dimensions of trust and communica-
tion, is in turn associated with positive attributes such as
high self-esteem (Gorrese and Ruggieri 2013). For example,
self-esteem has accounted for the relationship between peer
attachment and positive psychological wellbeing in cross-
sectional studies (Wilkinson 2004). Peer social status,
which is generally comprised of peer acceptance and per-
ceived popularity (Cillessen and Marks 2011), refers to the
extent that peers like an individual (i.e., likeability; de
Bruyn et al. 2010; Oberle et al. 2010). A related construct is
social preference, which takes into account both acceptance
and rejection nominations when considering one’s desire to
carry out school or leisure activities with peers (Coie et al.
1982; Zorza et al. 2013). Perceived popularity entails
“visibility, prestige, or dominance” (de Bruyn et al. 2010, p.
544). Other variables may relate to popularity status such as
number of friends, social reputation, and social impact. Peer
acceptance and preference are considered to be different
from perceived popularity since youth who are viewed as
popular may not necessarily be liked (de Bruyn et al. 2010).
More preferred and popular peers report higher friendship
quality (Nangle et al. 2003; Poorthuis et al. 2012). An
important distinction is made between negative and positive
friendship quality. Negative friendship quality includes
conflict and imbalance (Bukowski et al. 1994). Positive
friendship quality includes aspects of intimacy, closeness,
and companionship (Bukowski et al. 1994), which imply
the presence of empathy and understanding the feelings of
others. Peers who report higher friendship quality report
higher psychological wellbeing and less deviant behaviour
(Poulin et al. 1999; Rubin et al. 2004). Additionally, there is
evidence of gender differences in male and female peer
relationships, such as structure (e.g., number of friends, peer
group size) and content (e.g., rough and tumble play, self-
disclosure, consideration and caring, which suggests a dif-
ferent role of empathy in male and female peer relation-
ships; Rose and Rudolph 2006; Rose and Smith 2009).

Similar to the multiple aspects of positive peer relation-
ships, there are multiple components of empathy. First, a
discussion of how empathy is defined is warranted,

particularly since this definition has varied in the literature
(Reniers et al. 2011). For example, empathy has been
defined as “the reactions of one individual to the observed
experiences of another” (Davis 1983, p. 113) and “…the
cognitive awareness of another person’s internal states…
[and] the vicarious affective response to another person”
(Hoffman 2000, p. 29). Importantly, empathy consists of
both cognitive and affective components. The cognitive
component of empathy consists of being able to consider
and understand what another person is thinking and feeling
(Davis 1983). This ability to consider another person’s
thoughts and intentions is sometimes referred to in the lit-
erature as mindreading (Cavojova et al. 2011), perspective
taking, theory of mind, or mentalizing (Singer and Klimecki
2014). However, Cavojova et al. assert that mindreading
should not be equated with empathy since empathy entails
an understanding of emotions. The affective component of
empathy consists of experiencing an emotion in response to
another person’s emotions (Davis 1983; Spreng et al. 2009).
Sometimes affective empathy is referred to as empathic
concern or sympathy. Empathetic and personal distress have
also been considered forms of empathy. Empathetic distress
consists of “emotional involvement in the problems and
distressed feelings of a relationship partner, to the point of
taking on the partner’s emotional distress and experiencing
it as one’s own” (Smith and Rose 2011, p. 1792). This type
of distress differs from personal distress, as personal distress
consists of focusing on one’s own emotional distress to the
extent that other people’s emotions or experiences are not
acknowledged (Smith and Rose 2011). Personal distress
involves more of a focus on the self than the other empathy
components discussed. It is also important to note that there
is evidence of gender differences in the capacity for
empathy itself (e.g., a female advantage for affective
empathy; see review in Christov-Moore et al. 2014).

To some degree, greater empathy is theoretically pur-
ported to relate to more positive peer interactions. For
example, if an individual is able to understand the per-
spective and emotions of another, it is believed that they
will have more positive views of out-groups (Batson and
Ahmad 2009) and will generally be less likely to interact
with others in a negative manner (Lovett and Sheffield
2007). On the other hand, having high empathic distress has
been suggested to relate to focusing on one’s self and one’s
own distress, which may lead to acting in a way that is not
as helpful to others (Eisenberg and Fabes 1990). Some
empirical research has been generated that supports these
theories, but inconsistencies are evident. For instance, van
Noorden et al. (2015) found that bullying was negatively
associated with affective empathy but that the relationship
between cognitive empathy and bullying was less con-
sistent. In addition, higher empathy has been related to
positive aspects of peer relationships such as peer
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attachment (Laible et al. 2004), positive conflict manage-
ment strategies (de Wied et al. 2007), and friendship quality
(Smith and Rose 2011). Empathy has also been related to
peer acceptance, although the nature of this relationship
may differ by gender. For example, Oberle et al. (2010)
found that empathy was a positive predictor of girls’
acceptance of peers, but empathy was a negative predictor
of boys’ acceptance of peers. Other studies have also
reported some negative correlates of high empathy. Smith
and Rose (2011) described there to be “costs of caring” as
they found greater social perspective taking to relate to
higher empathetic distress.

Affective and cognitive empathy may also relate differ-
ently to aspects of interpersonal functioning. For example,
among a sample of undergraduate students, Davis (1983)
found that perspective taking modestly related to higher
quality social functioning while the relationship between
empathic concern and social functioning was less con-
sistent. Empathic concern was positively related to shyness,
social anxiety, and audience anxiety, but negatively related
to loneliness and undesirable social characteristics (e.g.,
boastfulness; Davis 1983). Considering the various ways in
which empathy may relate to peer relationships and the
mixed findings on this topic, conducting a review of
research would be of benefit in order to consolidate and
summarize the research that exists in this area, identify gaps
in the literature, and offer guidance for future research.

The purpose of this study was to examine and synthesize
current literature on the relationship between empathy and
positive aspects of peer relationships among adolescents. A
scoping review was selected because they are suitable for
initially gauging the research in an area, taking a broad
focus, and incorporating various research designs (Levac
et al. 2010). Given the nature of the existing research in this
area and the lack of randomized controlled trials, a scoping
review was believed to be more appropriate than a meta-
analysis. Exploring how empathy relates to positive aspects
of adolescent peer relationships aligns with a positive psy-
chology perspective. Positive psychology focuses on
growing positive qualities to allow individuals to thrive,
rather than focusing on the qualities that contribute to illness
(Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi 2000). At its foundation is
the belief that individuals want to lead fulfilling lives, cul-
tivate their best qualities, and enhance all areas of their
lives. From a positive psychology perspective, adolescents
should be motivated to enhance their peer relationships. We
proposed that cultivating a positive quality such as empathy
might be one way of accomplishing this, in turn leading to
greater adolescent wellbeing. The importance of empathy as
a positive quality in peer relationships is supported by the
fact that it is linked to greater wellbeing (Tan et al. 2011;
Vinayak and Judge 2018) and prosocial behaviour
(McMahon et al. 2006). Moreover, it is included as one of
the interpersonal functioning components within the Diag-
nostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders—Fifth

Table 1 General search terms
organized by concept

Concepts General search terms

Empathy Empathy, cognitive empathy, affective empathy, perspective-taking, perspective
taking, emotional concern, compassion

Peer relationships Peer relationships, friendships, relationships, interpersonal, social competence

Adolescents Adolescena, youth, teena

aAn asterisk was always applied to these search terms in order to return words with different endings.
Asterisks were also applied to “relationship” and “friendship” in some databases

Fig. 1 Flowchart of Scoping Review Process: Phase One
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Edition (DSM-5) Alternative Model for Personality Dis-
orders (American Psychiatric Association 2013). Thus,
consolidation of the literature on how empathy relates to
positive interpersonal functioning among adolescent peers
is warranted. Given that gender differences have been
documented in both the development of peer relationships
and empathy, attention was given to any gender differences
or interactions documented in the existing research to pro-
vide a greater understanding of the current findings. Our
secondary aim was to determine whether empathy should be
considered a strength within interpersonal peer relationships
among adolescents. Through this aim, as well as the overall
focus on positive aspects of peer functioning, the review
utilizes a positive psychology framework.

Method

The scoping review methodological protocols outlined by
Arksey and O’Malley (2005) and Levac et al. (2010) guided
the methods of this paper. Search criteria were devised and
tailored to PsycINFO, Web of Science, and Sociological
Abstracts. The general search terms that were used are
outlined in Table 1. Database-specific subject headings
were used as a part of the searches in PsycINFO and
Sociological Abstracts, such as “Empathy”, “Peer Rela-
tions”, “Interpersonal Interaction” and “Interpersonal Rela-
tions”. The number of articles identified through these
searches and the screening process of these articles is out-
lined in Fig. 1. As an initial step, the first three authors
independently screened the relevance of article titles for
inclusion. Titles that did not contain a term related to either
empathy or peer functioning, broadly defined, were exclu-
ded. Next, the authors clarified the inclusion and exclusion
criteria to be applied during the abstract screening phase.
Articles were included if they entailed an adolescent, non-
clinical sample, measured empathy or a related construct
(e.g., theory of mind, prosocial attitudes), measured an
aspect of peer relationships (e.g., bullying, friendship
quality, etc.), were published between 2000-2017, and were
published in English. Review articles, qualitative studies,
and case studies were excluded. The first three authors
independently reviewed abstracts using these criteria.

Following Levac et al. (2010) recommendation that
reviewers meet during the abstract screening phase to dis-
cuss challenges, the three reviewers met after each
reviewing 50 abstracts and after reviewing all abstracts.
During these meetings, the reviewers discussed any ques-
tions that arose and collaboratively decided on inclusion or
exclusion for abstracts that were unclear in meeting elig-
ibility requirements. The inclusion and exclusion criteria
were further clarified during this process.

Next, the reviewers screened the article text to determine
inclusion and exclusion. The first author reviewed all arti-
cles while the second and third authors each reviewed
approximately half of the articles so that two reviewers
screened every article. A meeting was held during this
process where the inclusion/exclusion criteria were further
narrowed. To be included, studies were required to (a) have
an adolescent (mean age between 10–18 years), non-clinical
sample, (b) measure empathy or sympathy with a ques-
tionnaire, (c) measure an aspect of peer relationships with a
questionnaire, (d) statistically analyze the relationship
between empathy and peer functioning variables, and (e)
have been published between 2000 and 2017 in English.
The studies were restricted to those published after 2000 in
order to contain the number of articles to an amount that
was reasonable for a narrative review. If the mean age was
not provided but the age range of participants was between
10–18 years, then such articles were included. Studies with
college or university students as participants were excluded.
Review articles, case studies, qualitative studies, and
intervention studies that did not measure and statistically
relate both empathy and interpersonal functioning variables
at pre-intervention, were also excluded. The reviewers
applied these refined criteria and recorded the following:
decision regarding article relevance (i.e., include, exclude,
or unsure), reason for exclusion if applicable, and the spe-
cific empathy and interpersonal variables measured within
the articles they believed met inclusion criteria. Cohen’s κ
was conducted to examine interrater agreement based on the
three decisions that each reviewer could have made—
include, exclude, or unsure about inclusion/exclusion.
Reviewer 1 and 2 rated 97 of the same articles, κ= 0.67.
Reviewers 1 and 3 rated 91 of the same articles, κ= 0.62.
These values are indicative of moderate agreement
(McHugh 2012). Utilizing the option of “unsure” when
rating an article likely somewhat lowered the level of
agreement. The three reviewers held a meeting to discuss
disagreements. All disagreements were resolved through
discussion.

As 83 articles were identified and the articles covered a
wide breadth of interpersonal functioning variables, the
reviewers decided to narrow the scope of the paper to only
the positive interpersonal functioning variables related to
peer relationships. Thus, articles examining only negative
aspects of interpersonal relationships such as bullying or
aggression were excluded. This decision was based upon
the existing literature (e.g., a systematic review of the
relationship between empathy and bullying has been pub-
lished by van Noorden et al. 2015) and the fact that
focusing on positive interpersonal relationship variables
better aligned with the authors’ intention to examine
empathy from a positive psychology framework. Prosocial
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behaviour was also excluded as this variable was some-
times measured generally rather than within the context of
peer relationships.

As the authors had recorded the variables measured in
each article during the screening process, this information
was used to apply the refined exclusion criteria and narrow
the list of articles to only those examining the relationship
between empathy and positive peer connections among
adolescents. The reference lists of these articles were
screened (see Fig. 2). If an article title was related to both
empathy and positive peer relationships, the first author
screened the abstract. The first and second authors screened
the full text of the three identified articles, with perfect
agreement. One article met the inclusion criteria.

Upon further examination of the eligible articles, the
inclusion criteria were further narrowed (see Fig. 3) by
excluding variables that were (a) only examined within one
article and (b) not as closely related to the more frequently
studied interpersonal variables. Specifically, if the only
interpersonal variable measured by an article was school
culture, valuing friendship, communal social goals, leader-
ship, or caring climate, then the article was excluded. This
left 28 eligible articles remaining for inclusion in the
review. As the final step, the reviewers each read a portion
of the included articles and extracted information indepen-
dently. This process entailed confirming if the article met
the refined inclusion criteria and recording details about the
article’s sample, methodology, and results.

Results

Twenty-eight studies met inclusion criteria. The included
studies’ sample, variables measured, and findings are out-
lined in Table 2. Only information relevant to the rela-
tionship between empathy and positive peer relationships
are reported. Please see Table 3 for a tally of the empathy
measures used in each study and Table 4 for a tally of the
peer relationship measures used in each study.

Since various peer relationship variables were examined
within the included studies (see Table 2), both quantitative
and narrative syntheses are provided in order to understand
how these variables relate to empathy. Several studies
reported correlations between cognitive empathy, affective
empathy, and general empathy, and the peer relationship
variables, which are summarized in Table 5. Only articles
that reported a correlation statistic and indicated sig-
nificance with a p value are reflected in Table 5. To further
describe the findings and present the results of all types of
statistical analyses utilized within the included studies, a
narrative synthesis is provided below for the following peer
relationship domains that were examined most frequently:
peer attachment, social status, and friendship closeness and
quality.

Peer Attachment

Peer attachment is an important component of peer func-
tioning during adolescence that encompasses an enduring
affectional bond between peers. Three studies reported that
peer attachment was positively and significantly correlated
with perspective taking, empathic concern, or general
empathy (see Table 4) among both boys and girls (Llorca-
Mestre et al. 2017; You and Kim 2016; You et al. 2015;
correlation coefficients ranged from 0.21 to 0.43, p ranged
from <0.01 to <0.001). In addition, peer attachment was not
significantly related to personal distress for boys and girls
(Llorca-Mestre et al. 2017).

Fig. 2 Flowchart of Scoping Review Process: Phase Two

Fig. 3 Flowchart of Scoping Review Process:Phase Three
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Social Status

The following peer relationship variables were included
under social status: peer acceptance, likeability, social pre-
ference, and perceived popularity and related aspects (e.g.,
number of friends). As shown in Table 5, peer acceptance/
likeability/social preference was positively related to
affective empathy in four studies (Meuwese et al. 2017;
Oberle et al. 2010; Zorza et al. 2013, 2015; correlation

coefficients ranged from 0.10 to 0.373, p ranged from <
0.001 to < 0.05), negatively related to affective empathy in
one study (Oberle et al. 2010; r=−0.262, p < 0.01), and
unrelated to affective empathy in four studies (Caravita
et al. 2009, 2010; Huang and Su 2014; Pöyhönen et al.
2010). A gender difference in these relationships was
reported by Oberle et al. (2010) who found that empathic
concern was significantly and negatively correlated with
peer acceptance among boys, but significantly and posi-
tively correlated with peer acceptance among girls. Overall,
the relationship between affective empathy and peer
acceptance/likeability/social preference is quite varied and
appears to differ based on gender.

Peer acceptance/likeability/social preference was posi-
tively related to cognitive empathy among boys in one
study (Huang and Su 2014; r= 0.213, p < 0.05) but unre-
lated to cognitive empathy among a sample of girls in
Huang and Su’s study and among combined samples of
girls and boys in five additional studies (Caravita et al.
2010; Meuwese et al. 2017; Pöyhönen et al. 2010; Zorza
et al. 2013, 2015). Thus, the included articles in this study
do not appear to support a robust relationship between
cognitive empathy and peer acceptance/likeability/social
preference and to differ by gender in some cases.

Perceived popularity was not significantly related to
affective empathy in four studies (Caravita et al.
2009, 2010; Meuwese et al. 2017; Pöyhönen et al. 2010).
One study found perceived popularity to be significantly
and positively correlated with cognitive empathy (Pöyhö-
nen et al. 2010; correlation coefficient= 0.31, p < 0.001),
while two studies found no significant association between
the two (Caravita et al. 2010; Meuwese et al. 2017).

Some studies examined related aspects of perceived
popularity, including number of friends, friendship nomi-
nations, social reputation, social impact, and impressions of
a new peer. Cavojova et al. (2011) found that theory of
mind (understanding another’s mental state), compared to
empathy (understanding another’s emotions), better pre-
dicted the number of friends a person reported having. In
another study it was found that female opposite-sex asso-
ciations (i.e., relationship between female empathy and
number of friend nominations that females received from
males) were non-significant, whereas the male opposite-sex
associations were significant (Ciarrochi et al. 2017; t > 2,
p < 0.05). The female same-sex associations between
empathy (both cognitive and affective) and friendship
nominations tended to be small or nonsignificant, while the
male same-sex associations tended to be small and sig-
nificant (Ciarrochi et al. 2017). Estévez López et al. (2008)
found that empathy was significantly correlated with per-
ceived social reputation for boys and girls, and ideal social
reputation for boys, but not significantly correlated with
ideal social reputation for girls. In a different sample of

Table 3 Tally of the empathy measures used in the Included Studies

Measure of empathy Number of
studies

Basic Empathy Scale (BES) 4

Bryant’s Empathy Scale 1

Empathetic Distress Questionnaire (EDQ) 1

Empathy Questionnaire for Children and
Adolescents (EmQue-CA)

2

How I Feel in Different Situations (HIFDS)
Questionnaire

3

Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI) 13

Index of Empathy for Children and
Adolescents (IECA)

4

Othera 3

aOther refers to a measure that was specifically created or adapted for
the study by the respective authors

Table 4 Tally of the peer relationship measures used in the included
studies

Measure of peer relationship variable Number of
studies

Adjective checklist 1

Adolescent Interpersonal Competence
Questionnaire (A-ICQ)

1

Classroom Environment Scale (CES)—Affiliation
subscale

2

Conflict Resolution Styles Inventory (CRSI) 1

Foley Questionnaire 1

Friendship Qualities Scale 3

Friendship Quality Questionnaire (FQQ) 2

Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment (IPPA)—
Attachment to Peers subscale

3

Network of Relationships Inventory (NRI) 1

Peer Nominations 12

Rusbult’s Commitment Scale 1

School Culture Scale (SCS) 1

Social Reputation at School Scale 2

Student Social Support Scale (SSSS)—Friendship
subscale

1

Othera 2

aOther refers to a measure that was specifically created or adapted for
the study by the respective authors
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youth, Estévez López et al. (2016) found that empathy and
perceived and ideal social reputation were not correlated
among boys, and negatively and significantly correlated
among girls (r=−0.19, −0.16, p < 0.001). Huang and Su
(2014) found that emotional empathy was positively and
significantly correlated with social impact (the degree to

which an adolescent can influence his or her peers) among
girls (r= 0.177, p < 0.05), but not among boys. Finally, in a
study examining the behavioural intentions (e.g., desire to
engage a peer in academic, social, and general activities) of
young adolescents towards a new hypothetical peer with
cancer, significantly more favourable impressions about the

Table 5 Frequency of correlations between empathy (cognitive, affective, and general) and peer relationship variables

Significant positive correlation Significant negative correlation No relationship

Girls Boys Combined Girls Boys Combined Girls Boys Combined

Correlations between affective empathy and peer relationships variables

Peer attachment 1 1

Likeability, peer acceptance,
social preference

4 1 2 2 3a

Perceived popularity 1 1 4ab

Social competence 1

Social impact 1 1

Friendship closeness or
quality

2

Positive friendship quality 1

Conflict resolution style—
positive problem solving

1

Perception of the quality of
student–peer relationships
at school

1

Correlations between cognitive empathy and peer relationships variables

Peer attachment 1 1

Likeability, peer acceptance,
social preference

1 1 5a

Perceived popularity 1a 2

Social competence 1

Social impact 1 1

Friendship quality 3

Positive friendship quality 1

Perception of the quality of
student-peer relationships
at school

1

Correlations between general empathy and peer relationships variables

Peer attachment 2 2

Friendship closeness or
quality

1

Friendship commitment or
stability

1 1 1

Conflict management 1

Forgiveness 1 1 1c

Intimacy 1

Classroom environment
affiliationd

2 1 1

Perceived social reputationd 2 1 1

Ideal social reputationd 1 1 1 1

The table reflects the frequency of correlations, rather than the number of studies showing a correlation; there could be multiple correlations from a
single study. One study (Oberle et al. 2010) examined acceptance by girls and acceptance by boys. These results, showing a positive correlation
between acceptance by girls and empathic concern, and a negative correlation between acceptance by boys and empathic concern, are included
within the “Likeability, Peer Acceptance, Social Preference” row. Theory of mind correlations are not included in this table
aSex and grade were controlled in the correlations conducted by Pöyhönen et al. (2010)
bOne of these correlations was marginal
cThough there was not a significant correlation between forgiveness and empathy, empathy predicted forgiveness in a regression (Johnson et al.
2013)
dThe results by Estévez López et al. (2016) included within this table only report on the Mexican sample, since the Spanish sample is reported in
the Estévez López et al. (2008) article and already reflected in this table
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hypothetical new peer with cancer were reported by those in
the high empathy group compared to those in the low or
moderate empathy group (Gray and Rodrigue 2001).
Overall, the relationship between empathy and perceived
popularity and related aspects such as number of friends is
again varied with few studies reporting a significant asso-
ciation. However, many studies reported a gender
difference.

Friendship Closeness and Quality

Six studies reported a significant relationship between a
type of empathy and friendship closeness or quality (Chow
et al. 2013; Meuwese et al., 2017; Overgaauw et al. 2017;
Smith 2015; Smith and Rose 2011; Soenens et al. 2007;
correlation coefficients ranged from 0.23 to 0.72; p ranged
from <0.01 to <0.001). Meuwese et al. (2017) found that
negative friendship quality (e.g., friendship consisting of
conflict) was significantly and negatively correlated with
cognitive empathy (r=−0.15, p < 0.01) and prosocial
motivation (r=−0.26, p < 0.001) but not significantly
related to affective empathy. However, positive friendship
quality (e.g., friendship consisting of positive qualities such
as security) was positively and significantly correlated with
all three empathy subscales (r= 0.27–0.45, p < 0.001).
Meuwese et al. also found that the relationship between the
likeability of one’s friend and friendship quality was par-
tially mediated by empathy and prosocial motivation. In
Smith’s study, friend dyads engaged in a conversation about
a problem and a conversation about positive life events
before each completing measures of empathetic distress and
empathetic joy, respectively. Participants completed the
measures of empathetic distress and joy with respect to that
conversation, thus reflecting situational measures. Friend-
ship quality was positively and significantly related to both
empathetic distress (r= 0.37, p < 0.01) and empathetic joy
(r= 0.45, p < 0.01). Empathetic distress and empathetic joy
both predicted greater friendship quality (Smith 2015).
Soenens et al. (2007) further investigated the relationships
between empathy and friendship quality. Although they
found that adolescent sympathy (i.e., empathic concern) and
perspective taking both positively and significantly corre-
lated with friendship quality (r= 0.23, 0.24, respectively,
p < 0.01), perspective taking predicted friendship quality
but sympathy did not.

In addition, empathy has been related to relationship
commitment, friendship closeness and support. Johnson
et al. (2013) found that empathy and relationship commit-
ment were positively correlated among the overall sample
(r= 0.22, p < 0.01), but this relationship was not significant
when examined separately among girls and boys. Among a
sample of 10th graders, Chow et al. (2013) found that
empathy was significantly correlated with intimacy and

friendship closeness (respective correlation coefficients=
0.49, 0.28, p < 0.01). Lastly, Ciarrochi et al. (2017) found
that cognitive and affective empathy were related to higher
friendship support across both males and females. When
controlling for friendship quantity, affective and cognitive
empathy substantially predicted friendship support in males
and females (Ciarrochi et al. 2017). In summary, though
there are some varied findings, several articles support an
association between friendship quality or closeness and
affective or cognitive empathy.

Discussion

This scoping review explored recent literature on the rela-
tionships between positive aspects of peer relationships and
empathy among adolescents. In addition to better under-
standing the relationships between these variables, we also
sought to guide future research in this area by utilizing a
positive psychology framework.

Table 5 indicates that very few studies reported sig-
nificant and negative correlations between the positive peer
relationship and empathy variables. Rather, several studies
found no relationship between these variables or positive
correlations. The results varied based on gender and the
type of empathy examined. Peer attachment, social status
(including peer acceptance/likeability/preference and per-
ceived popularity), and friendship quality or closeness were
the most frequently studied peer relationship variables.

The three included studies examining peer attachment
and empathy reported that peer attachment was positively
and significantly correlated with perspective taking and
empathic concern (Llorca-Mestre et al. 2017; You and Kim
2016; You et al. 2015). This finding aligns with other stu-
dies showing that peer attachment (as well as parent
attachment in Laible 2007) predicted empathy among older
adolescents (Laible et al. 2004, 2007). As Laible (2007)
found that peer attachment was a stronger predictor of most
socioemotional variables than was parent attachment, they
suggest that although parental attachment is still important,
peer attachment may uniquely contribute to the develop-
ment of socioemotional qualities. The fact that empathy is
associated with peer attachment is important since secure
peer attachment is related to increased self-esteem (Gorrese
and Ruggieri 2013) and reduced likelihood of developing
internalizing problems (Gorrese 2016). However, the nature
and directionality of the relationship between peer attach-
ment and empathy requires further investigation. It could be
that understanding the emotions and thoughts of one’s peers
as well as responding to their emotions allows adolescents
to connect with their peers in a meaningful way. Alter-
natively, being close with a peer may foster the develop-
ment of empathy as one may have more opportunity to
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understand their thoughts and emotions. If empathy con-
tributes to improved peer attachment then empathy could be
targeted to enhance adolescent wellbeing. It potentially adds
weight to the value of including programming in schools
and school curricula (such as Malti et al. 2016) that seek to
foster and promote empathy.

The relationship between affective empathy and peer
acceptance/likeability/social preference was characterized
by varied results. Thus, how affective empathy relates to
peer acceptance/likeability/social preference is unclear and
requires further investigation. For example, affective
empathy was positively associated with peer acceptance/
likeability/social preference in four studies, unrelated in
four studies, and negatively related in one study. However,
cognitive empathy was generally not significantly related to
peer acceptance/likeability/social preference (not related in
five studies but positively related in one study for boys, not
girls). In other words, the extent that an adolescent con-
siders what another person is thinking, was generally not
related to how well the adolescent was liked by peers. This
implies that when providing empathy interventions,
awareness of what others think may be insufficient on its
own; rather, an emotional responsiveness component would
likely need to be included and perhaps given greater
attention.

Similarly, few studies reported a significant relationship
between popularity and empathy. A lack of relationship
between these variables is not surprising since popularity
could be achieved through the use of manipulative or
aggressive behaviours (de Bruyn et al. 2010), which seem
contrary to displaying affective and cognitive empathy. Yet,
Huang and Su (2014) found that the degree to which ado-
lescents can influence their peers (i.e., social impact) was
positively and significantly correlated with emotional
empathy among girls. However, it is unclear how the social
impact assessed in this study was achieved by students (i.e.,
through manipulative tactics or through more positive
means). Further research is again needed to confirm if
empathy is generally unrelated to perceived popularity and
whether the means by which adolescents achieve their
social impact is negative or positive.

Affective and cognitive empathy were related to friend-
ship quality or closeness in several studies. Again, long-
itudinal research is needed to elucidate how these variables
relate to one another temporally. Nevertheless, there
appears to be an important connection between empathy
and friendship quality or closeness. Chow et al. (2013)
found that interpersonal competence was consistent with a
mediator of the relationship between empathy and friend-
ship quality. Specifically, intimacy competence (i.e. self-
disclosure and support) mediated the relationships between
empathy and friendship closeness (as perceived by oneself
and one’s friend), and conflict management competence

mediated the relationship between empathy and friendship
discord (as perceived by oneself and one’s friend). There-
fore, enhancing interpersonal competence skills such as
intimacy and conflict management, within empathy inter-
vention programs, may be beneficial in promoting friend-
ship quality. Chow et al. suggest that intervention programs
focus on interpersonal competence skills within specific
friend dyads since they found mutual relationships between
these variables among friend dyads.

Among the main studies reviewed that reported on
gender differences, all but one found higher levels of
empathy among females compared to males (Barr and
Higgins-D’Alessandro 2007; Cavojova et al. 2011; Chow
et al. 2013; Ciarrochi et al. 2017; de Wied et al. 2007;
Estévez López et al. 2016; Johnson et al. 2013; Llorca-
Mestre et al. 2017; Overgaauw et al. 2017; Pöyhönen et al.
2010; Smith 2015; Smith and Rose 2011; Soenens et al.
2007; Wentzel et al. 2007; Wölfer et al. 2012; You and Kim
2016; You et al. 2015). The one exception to this finding
was a study that found a lack of statistical difference
between males and females on perspective taking and
empathic concern (Zorza et al. 2015). Evolutionary theo-
retical perspectives propose that females may experience
greater empathy because traditionally it has been the role of
the female to take care of and nurture supportive social
relationships to help ensure the survival of their offspring
(Geary 2010). Socialization theories propose that humans
play a critical role in influencing gender differences by
either explicitly or subtly reinforcing these differences, for
example, by talking more to girls than to boys about emo-
tions and caring for others’ wellbeing (Rose and Smith
2009). Parents, teachers, and peers are encouraged to be
mindful of gender role stereotypes and their role in rein-
forcing gender-typed behaviour. If people refrain from
words and behaviours that encourage males to be “manly”
and unaffected by emotions, it may help to increase their
empathy levels. Intervention programs designed to increase
empathy levels among students should also take gender
differences into account and tailor their protocols
appropriately.

As this paper employed a positive psychology frame-
work, consideration was given to whether empathy acts as a
strength within the context of adolescent interpersonal peer
relationships. Rawana and Brownlee (2009) define a
strength as “a set of developed competencies and char-
acteristics that is valued both by the individual and society
and is embedded in culture” (p. 256). According to this
definition, empathy would need to be valued by both an
adolescent and society in order to be considered a strength.
Future research could attempt to clarify under what cir-
cumstances and conditions adolescents value their own
empathic qualities. Although empathy is associated with a
host of positive outcomes, including prosocial behaviour
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(Laible et al. 2004), not all of the included studies reported a
positive association between a positive aspect of peer rela-
tionships and empathy. Moreover, some studies have shown
a link between increased empathy and increased aggression
(see Buffone and Poulin 2014). The “costs of caring” must
also be considered, given that greater social perspective
taking has been found to relate to higher empathetic distress
(Smith and Rose 2011). This work raises a question about
the role of empathy and the implications of empathy
training programs, which suggests that empathy needs to be
understood more clearly and precisely than it is at the
present time. Therefore, continued research examining
empathy as a strength and the conditions under which it is
most beneficial is warranted.

Limitations

The results of this scoping review should be considered
along with the study’s limitations. First, although one study
used an experimental design (Gray and Rodrigue 2001), one
study used a longitudinal design (de Wied et al. 2007), and
one study measured variables at two time-points (Jugert
et al. 2013), the majority of the included studies utilized
cross-sectional designs that cannot analyze relationships
over time or provide evidence of cause and effect. As
mentioned, future studies are needed to clarify the temporal
pattern of the relationship between empathy and positive
peer functioning variables.

Second, this review is limited by some of the exclusion
criteria. For example, studies that did not measure
empathy with a questionnaire were excluded in order to
more readily make comparisons between study findings
and to narrow the scope of the review to a manageable
number of articles. Thus, future review studies could
examine how peer relationships relate to empathy when
empathy is measured using other methods. Qualitative
studies were also excluded from this review as the aim
was to synthesize results from quantitative studies.
However, examining qualitative studies on empathy and
positive aspects of peer relationships may provide more
detailed information on adolescents’ individual experi-
ences of their own and their friends’ empathy and how
they perceive empathy to relate to variables such as peer
attachment, social status, and friendship quality or close-
ness. Such qualitative studies could help to elucidate
whether or not adolescents value empathic qualities and
view empathy as a strength or not.

Third, this review sought to provide an overview of
recent literature on how empathy and peer relationships
relate by summarizing studies and guiding future research.
For this reason as well as the state of the current literature, a
narrative scoping review was believed to be more appro-
priate than a meta-analysis. Therefore, the effect sizes of the

overall relationships between variables could not be deter-
mined. Conducting a meta-analysis of the association
between peer relationships and empathy could be a valuable
pursuit for future research now that a broad overview of this
research has been generated as it could provide a more
definitive summary of how these variables relate to one
another. Fourth, as this was a scoping review, the quality of
the included studies was not examined.

The results of this review contribute to some final sug-
gestions for future research. Since this review showed that
the connection between peer relationships and empathy
varies depending on gender and the type of empathy
examined, future studies exploring these relationships
should measure cognitive and affective empathy separately
and also consider gender differences in their analyses.

Conclusion

The 28 studies included in this scoping review often showed
either a positive relationship or no relationship between
empathy and positive peer relationship variables. The varied
results depended on the type of empathy measured (i.e.,
cognitive or affective) and gender. For example, cognitive
empathy was generally not significantly associated with peer
acceptance/likeability/social preference, although affective
empathy was positively associated with these variables in
four studies, negatively related in one study, and not related
in four studies. Popularity and empathy were not sig-
nificantly associated in several studies so it appears that
empathy and popularity do not tend to relate to one another.
Friendship quality or closeness and peer attachment gen-
erally showed positive associations with empathy. There-
fore, increased empathy relates to greater friendship quality
or closeness and peer attachment. A larger number of articles
supported a relationship between friendship quality or clo-
seness and empathy compared to those supporting the rela-
tionship between peer attachment and empathy, leading to
greater confidence in the former relationship. Friendship
quality or closeness and peer attachment are important
aspects of peer relationships. Their association with empathy
speaks to the potential value of including empathy-
promoting programming in schools. Counsellors working
with youth on building positive peer relationships may also
consider the role of empathy. For example, helping adoles-
cents learn how to understand and address their peers’
thoughts and feelings could potentially help to promote more
positive peer relationships. However, as previously stated,
future research is needed to elucidate the direction of the
relationship between empathy and peer attachment and
friendship quality or closeness. A meta-analysis of the
association between peer relationships and empathy would
also be a valuable endeavour for future research.
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Overall, the current review suggests empathy is not
automatically or simplistically associated with positive
peer relationships. Similarly, the present literature does not
support the conceptualization of empathy as a robust
strength in interpersonal functioning. Continued research
is needed on when and how empathy does or does not
make a positive contribution to interpersonal peer func-
tioning among adolescents and whether adolescents view
empathy as a strength. Further clarifying how cognitive
and affective empathy relate to particular aspects of posi-
tive peer functioning would help to inform the expanding
empathy intervention literature, within a positive psy-
chology framework.
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