Empathy: Love in Practice ©

At its core, empathy is the most accessible form of love we can offer to anyone. People
often think of love as something reserved for romantic partners or close family. While those
forms are real, love doesn’t have to be grand or complicated. Sometimes, it’s as simple as
holding the door open for someone, not just because it’s polite, but because there’s care in the

action. Empathy is love made visible.

But empathy isn’t just about kindness in passing moments. It’s also a powerful force that
shapes how we connect, communicate, and build the kind of world we want to live in. It helps us
bridge differences, understand pain we haven’t experienced, and stand up for others even when
it’s uncomfortable. In that way, empathy is more than a feeling—it’s a skill we choose to grow.
And in choosing it, we create the possibility for stronger relationships, more just communities,

and a society rooted in real care.

Empathy is often seen as something we either have or we don’t—a fixed trait like eye
color. But in truth, empathy is much more like language or movement: we’re born with the
capacity, but it needs to be nurtured to fully develop. Without guidance, experience, and
emotional learning, empathy can remain underdeveloped, stunted by fear, discomfort, or
disconnection. When cultivated, though, it becomes a powerful emotional bridge, one that allows
us to connect across differences and understand each other in meaningful ways. It makes us
pause when we see someone cry, moves us to celebrate someone else’s joy, and motivates us to
speak up when we witness injustice. Empathy isn’t about being soft or agreeable, it’s about being

human in the most intentional way possible.



In a diverse and increasingly interconnected world, empathy is more than a social nicety.
It is a necessary tool for building trust, supporting justice, and sustaining healthy relationships.
Without it, communities fracture, and individuals grow distant, disconnected from one another’s
pain and joy alike. When empathy is present, however, people communicate more openly, care
more deeply, and build spaces where everyone feels seen. The depth and type of empathy we
develop influences how we interact with others, shaping our ability to connect, to listen, and to
live together with compassion. Empathy influences how we engage with the world around us by

shaping our relationships, our communities, and the values we live by.

Empathy is the ability to recognize, understand, and share the feelings of another person.
But it is not a single emotion, it is a complex process with multiple layers. Psychologist Jean
Decety breaks empathy down into three main components: affective arousal, emotional
understanding, and emotional regulation (Decety, 2010). Affective arousal refers to the
physiological response we have when witnessing someone else’s emotional state, such as a
racing heart or tears forming in our eyes when we see someone in distress. Emotional
understanding is our ability to identify and make sense of those feelings—essentially,
recognizing what someone else is going through. Finally, emotional regulation involves
managing our own emotions in a way that allows us to stay present with others without
becoming overwhelmed. These three systems work together to form the foundation of what we

call empathy.

Within this structure, researchers often identify three distinct types of empathy: affective,
cognitive, and compassionate. Affective empathy, also called emotional empathy, is the ability to
physically feel what another person is experiencing emotionally. When we cry during a sad

movie or feel joy when a friend achieves something great, we’re engaging in affective empathy.



Cognitive empathy, by contrast, involves perspective-taking—the ability to intellectually
understand what another person might be feeling or thinking, even if we don’t feel the same way.
Compassionate empathy, the third type, goes a step further. It combines emotional resonance
with a desire to help. This is the kind of empathy that not only allows us to understand another

person’s pain but also motivates us to do something about it.

Empathy is not fixed at birth. It evolves as we grow, shaped by our brain development
and life experiences. Psychologist Martin Hoffman outlines a developmental model that explains
how empathy progresses through childhood into adolescence. In the earliest stage, known as
global empathy, infants react emotionally to others' distress without fully understanding it. For
instance, a baby might start crying simply because another baby is crying. This response is
automatic and not yet grounded in awareness. As children enter their second year, they begin to
demonstrate egocentric empathy. This is when a child tries to help someone else by offering what
they themselves would find comforting, like giving a teddy bear to someone who is sad. While

still self-centered, this stage marks the beginning of an intentional emotional response to others.

By the third year, children develop situational empathy, also referred to as empathetic
distress. At this stage, children begin to understand that other people’s feelings can differ from
their own. Their attempts to help become more appropriate and better suited to the other person’s
specific needs. Finally, by late childhood or early adolescence, mature empathy emerges. This
level, also called transformational empathy, involves the ability to empathize with someone’s
broader life circumstances, not just their immediate emotions. For example, a child at this stage
might feel compassion not only for a sad classmate but also for entire groups of people facing

hardship, such as the homeless or the oppressed (Monahan, 2019).



Mature empathy is not only more emotionally nuanced—it is also more inclusive. It
enables people to empathize across differences, whether in race, culture, gender, or background.
As Monahan describes, transformational empathy is “the ability to feel with anyone, even those
very different from us,” and is essential for creating inclusive and respectful environments.
Without opportunities to practice empathy, however, many people never move past the
egocentric or situational stages. This stunted development limits their ability to form deep,

compassionate relationships and to contribute meaningfully to the communities they’re part of.

You may ask, “What really happens if empathy is not developed?” When empathy does
not develop properly, the effects can ripple throughout a person’s life and relationships. Without
the emotional tools to understand or connect with others, people often find themselves
disconnected—not just from those around them, but from their own feelings. Emotional
disconnection may start subtly. A person might feel awkward when someone else is crying or
become frustrated instead of sympathetic when someone is struggling. But over time, this
disconnection can deepen into patterns of behavior that harm both the individual and the people
they interact with. When empathy is absent or underdeveloped, it limits our ability to form

meaningful bonds and to treat others with care and respect.

One of the most concerning outcomes of undeveloped empathy is an increased risk of
antisocial behavior. According to Decety (2010), deficits in the brain systems that support
empathy are strongly linked to antisocial behaviors. These behaviors often involve violating
social norms or harming others, including actions like lying, stealing, aggression, and
manipulating or ignoring others' needs. While these behaviors do not always stem from cruelty,

they can reflect an inability—or unwillingness—to consider how one's actions affect others.



Without empathy, people may see others as obstacles or tools, rather than human beings with

emotions and dignity.

What makes this even more complex is that the suppression of empathy is sometimes
intentional, especially when people feel emotionally threatened or uncomfortable. Research by
Takamatsu and colleagues (2022) suggests that empathy is often suppressed because people
perceive it as emotionally or socially costly. In other words, they worry that feeling too much
will make them vulnerable or uncomfortable. This suppression can occur even with people they
care about. For example, someone might respond defensively to a loved one expressing hurt, not
because they don’t care, but because they were never taught how to handle emotional pain—

either their own or someone else’s.

Imagine a situation where a friend says, “That really hurt my feelings,” and the response
is, ““You’re too sensitive, I was just joking.” In this case, the person is not engaging with their
friend’s emotion; they are dismissing it. This kind of reaction often stems from discomfort rather
than malice. When someone is not equipped to manage emotional conflict, they may resort to
emotional detachment as a form of self-protection. However, this response communicates that
the other person’s feelings are invalid or inconvenient, which can damage the relationship.
Takamatsu et al. also found that when people feel their emotions are not acknowledged, they
tend to reduce their own empathy toward the other person, eventually leading to avoidance and

emotional distance.

It is important to understand that emotional detachment can become a coping mechanism.
People who suppress empathy are not always trying to hurt others; sometimes, they are just
trying to avoid their own emotional discomfort. But while this response may offer short-term

relief, it often results in long-term harm. Empathy is not just about helping others—it is also



about staying connected to our own emotional lives. Without that connection, relationships
suffer, and our ability to function in community weakens. When empathy is underdeveloped or

deliberately shut off, it creates a cycle of disconnection that can be hard to break.

This distinction becomes especially important when we compare empathy to another
closely related but fundamentally different concept: sympathy. Although people often use the
terms “sympathy” and “empathy” interchangeably, they represent very different ways of
responding to another person’s experience. Sympathy is feeling for someone; it’s the recognition
that another person is going through something difficult. Empathy, on the other hand, is feeling
with someone. It involves stepping into their emotional shoes and connecting with what they are
feeling on a deeper level. Sympathy is often well-meaning, but it does not require personal
vulnerability. Empathy asks more from us—it asks us to feel, to relate, and sometimes to be

changed by what we witness in another person.

To illustrate the difference, imagine seeing someone crying on the sidewalk. A
sympathetic response might be to think, “Wow, that looks rough,” and perhaps continue walking.
An empathetic response, however, might compel you to stop, ask if they’re okay, and genuinely
engage with their emotional state. You might not have all the answers, but your willingness to be
present and emotionally available can make all the difference. Empathy brings you closer to the

person’s experience; sympathy can leave you standing on the outside looking in.

One of the challenges with sympathy is that it sometimes distances us from the very
people we want to support. When we say things like “At least it’s not worse” or “Everything
happens for a reason,” we may think we’re offering comfort, but we’re often shutting down the
person’s real emotions. These phrases are rooted in sympathy—they acknowledge that someone

is suffering but stop short of connecting with the depth of that suffering. Empathy, by contrast,



allows space for complexity. It lets someone feel seen and heard without trying to fix or

minimize their pain.

Building on this emotional complexity, empathy can also be divided into positive and
negative forms with unique effects on how we behave and relate to others. Empathy is more than
just a personal trait—it plays a powerful role in shaping how we interact with others on a daily
basis. It is the foundation for prosocial behaviors, which include kindness, cooperation, and
helpfulness. When we empathize with others, we are more likely to act in ways that benefit the
people around us. Empathy creates emotional bonds that motivate us to support each other,

resolve conflicts, and build communities where everyone feels valued.

Empathy takes many forms, and researchers have identified two primary types that shape
our interactions: positive empathy and negative empathy. Positive empathy is the ability to share
in someone else’s joy or excitement. It is what we feel when a friend gets a promotion, when a
child learns something new, or when we witness someone else’s happiness and feel a boost in our
own mood. This form of empathy is closely linked to everyday acts of kindness and emotional
warmth. According to Andreychik and Migliaccio (2015), people who frequently experience

positive empathy tend to engage more in gentle, caring behaviors in their daily lives.

Negative empathy, by contrast, involves recognizing and feeling someone else’s pain or
distress. It is what motivates us to comfort someone who is grieving, to offer help during a crisis,
or to stand up for someone being treated unfairly. While it may feel heavier or more difficult,
negative empathy plays an equally essential role in human interaction. Research shows that
empathizing with another person’s pain is a major factor in whether we offer help during difficult

situations (Andreychik & Migliaccio, 2015). Whether it is comforting a friend, donating to a



cause, or simply listening without judgment, negative empathy drives us to respond with care

when others are suffering.

What makes both forms of empathy so powerful is that they extend our emotional lives
beyond ourselves. When we celebrate someone’s happiness or respond to their pain, we create a
sense of shared humanity. This connection helps build trust, strengthens relationships, and
encourages cooperation even in the face of conflict or stress. Empathy helps people read social

cues, resolve misunderstandings, and act with intention instead of impulse.

Moreover, empathy teaches us that we are all part of something larger. Whether we are
comforting a classmate, checking on a neighbor, or standing up for someone facing injustice,
empathetic behavior sends a clear message: your feelings matter. Your experiences are valid. And
you are not alone. These messages create environments where people feel safer, more confident,

and more willing to contribute.

Empathy does not just help us get along, it helps us grow as individuals and as a society.
It softens our interactions, deepens our relationships, and reminds us that behind every face is a
story, a struggle, and a hope. When we lead with empathy, we choose to see others not as

problems or strangers, but as people worthy of care and connection.

Okay, so what happens when people care more about each other? Well, I am so glad you
asked. Empathy may seem like a natural impulse, but practicing it—especially consistently and
deeply—is far from effortless. In reality, many people actively avoid it. This does not always
mean they lack compassion or are emotionally detached; often, people avoid empathy because it
is emotionally and mentally taxing. It requires individuals to step outside of their own

experience, engage with someone else’s emotions, and stay present with that discomfort. This



process takes energy, which many people may not have available. Research shows that empathy

is often avoided because of the mental and emotional effort it demands (Cameron et al.).

The emotional burden of empathy is evident in high-stress professions like healthcare,
education, therapy, and social work. These fields require daily emotional engagement, often with
people in distress or pain. Over time, being constantly exposed to these emotional states can lead
to a condition known as emotional fatigue. According to research, this type of burnout is a real
risk when people are constantly taking on the emotional burdens of others (Stosic et al.). When
empathy becomes overwhelming, people may unconsciously begin to detach or avoid emotional
situations as a way to cope. While this might seem like self-preservation, it also reduces the

ability to connect meaningfully with others.

Instead of viewing empathy as something that drains us, it is important to find ways to
make it sustainable. Scholars argue that rather than rejecting empathy altogether, we should
focus on developing positive forms of it while also providing support for those in emotionally
demanding roles (Stosic et al.). This could include better access to mental health care, workplace
policies that address emotional labor, and cultural shifts that encourage healthy boundaries.
Empathy should not be about giving until we have nothing left; it should be about choosing to

care in ways that are balanced, thoughtful, and enduring.

Choosing to engage empathetically is not easy, and it is not always comfortable. But the
discomfort that comes with it often leads to deeper understanding and stronger relationships.
When we find ways to manage empathy instead of avoiding it, we create space for more genuine,

compassionate human interactions.



Empathy influences more than personal relationships play a crucial role in setting moral
and ethical standards for how we treat one another. In a diverse world filled with cultural,
emotional, and ideological differences, empathy offers a shared foundation for understanding and
respect. When people feel understood, they are more likely to trust one another, strengthening
communities and improving communication (Betzler). This sense of validation and connection
builds the kind of society where people support and protect one another. At the same time,
empathy encourages a sense of moral responsibility. It helps individuals recognize when
someone else is in pain or distress and motivates them to offer support even when it is not
required. Scholars describe this as creating a kind of informal, personal moral obligation, where
people step in to help not because they’re told to, but because they feel it’s the right thing to do
(Betzler). These small, everyday decisions—Ilike comforting a stranger or standing up for

someone—often come from an inner awareness that others matter just as much as we do.

Furthermore, empathy supports important social values like fairness, inclusion, and
mutual respect. In societies made up of people from many different backgrounds and
experiences, empathy becomes essential to navigating those differences with care. Without it, it’s
easy to dismiss or dehumanize others. But when we connect with someone’s emotions, it
becomes much harder to ignore their humanity. Empathy bridges those divides by encouraging
open-mindedness and emotional connection. When embraced as a shared value, empathy
influences broader systems, shaping how we educate, how we provide care, and how we pursue
justice. It becomes part of how we teach our children, treat our coworkers, and respond to people
in need. In this way, empathy is not just a personal trait, but a collective moral guide that shapes

how we coexist.



Still, empathy doesn’t automatically develop on its own. Like any meaningful skill, it
requires time, intention, and practice. Choosing to be empathetic means being present with
others, caring even when it’s uncomfortable, and responding with kindness rather than judgment.
It’s not always easy, but it’s always worth the effort. Empathy allows people to understand one
another more deeply, and that understanding leads to stronger relationships, healthier
communities, and more just systems. It also helps challenge the divisions that separate people.
When we act with empathy, we choose to listen, reflect, and respond with compassion. That
simple but powerful choice can make a real difference—whether in a single moment or across an
entire society. Empathy helps people care more, connect more, and understand more, creating

space for healing and growth even in the hardest circumstances.

In the end, empathy is not passive. It is not simply a feeling we wait to experience. It is
something we do, something we choose. If we want to live in a world that values understanding,
justice, and humanity, empathy must be at the center. It should not be an afterthought or an

exception. It should be the way of life.
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