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This conceptual paper proposes a framework for understanding the developmental
mechanisms and literary characteristics that bind children’s storybooks with empathy.
The article begins with a taxonomy of empathy composed of three key continuous
dimensions: cognitive/emotional empathy, empathy for in-group and out-group
members and empathy with positive and negative consequences. Insights from
developmental psychology and literary theory form the basis for an interdisciplinary
framework based on three premises: (1) book-reading can support empathy if it
fosters in-group/out-group identification and minimizes in-group/out-group bias; (2)
identification with characters who are dissimilar from the readers is the most valuable
contribution of children’s storybooks to cognitive empathy; and (3) the quality of
language positions children’s storybooks as an exceptional, but not exclusive, empathy-
building form of fictional narratives. Implications for future intervention and empirical work
are provided.

Keywords: empathy, books, stories, theory of mind, perspective-taking, literary theory, developmental
psychology, social cognition

INTRODUCTION

Empathy has been heralded as the key remedy to solve the disparities between major divisions in the
currently interconnected globalized world (Krznaric, 2014), including countering toxic masculinity
(Zimbardo, 2017) or the isolation and jealousy created by social media (Borba, 2016). As part of
this encompassing role for empathy, there is an increasingly popular view among several authors,
publishers, educators and literacy organizations, that storybook reading is the primary strategy
to nurture children’s empathy skills. Slogans such as “Books build empathy” and initiatives such
as the annual Empathy Day celebrated in United Kingdom schools, illustrate the enthusiasm of
using children’s literature to promote empathy with “empathy-building books.” There is solid,
undisputable evidence on the importance of book-reading for children’s language and literacy
development (see Horst and Houston-Price, 2015 for a review). Hence, the question is not whether
but how could children’s story-books be used in schools to promote additional outcomes, including
empathy. Progress in answering this question has been made by several disciplines but mostly by
developmental psychologists and literary critics. Yet, their joint contribution to the fundamental
interactions between children’s reading of storybooks and empathy development is not reflected in
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current empirical and practical approaches. This paper addresses
the current precision, conceptual and empirical inconsistencies.

Precision Inconsistencies
Despite the frequent use of the word ‘empathy’ in common
parlance, there are ongoing scholarly arguments about what
empathy involves, how it can be operationalized and fostered
in typical and atypical populations (see Sopcak et al., 2016).
The word empathy is used to describe a set of different skills in
different fields. Educationalists use empathy synonymously with
several socio-emotional skills, but developmental psychologists
understand these as distinct skills: theory of mind, perspective-
taking, emotional literacies and emotional intelligences.
Although we might treat these empathy-related phenomena as a
conceptual cluster for convenience of expression, lumping them
under one umbrella term of empathy creates several conceptual
difficulties (see Decety and Cowell, 2014). For example, in
social work education, there seems to be a perception that
empathy is always a positive capacity (Grant, 2014). Yet, from
a developmental perspective, theory of mind and perspective-
taking have both positive and negative sides: enhanced theory
of mind skills do not ‘simply, directly and inevitably translate
into appropriate social behaviours.’ (Wellman, 2014, p. 61),
because children’s enhanced theory of mind can also lead to
anti-social behaviors such as lying and bullying. Furthermore,
neurological studies and studies with specific populations
of children, such as those on the autism spectrum disorder,
show that some people have impaired affective but intact
cognitive empathy and there is a significant qualitative
difference between cognitive and emotional empathy skills
in typically and atypically developing children (Baron-Cohen
and Wheelwright, 2004). A meaningful application in specific
contexts, such as in children’s reading, therefore requires a clear
specification of which type of empathy might be promoted by
books.

The second conceptual issue concerns the distinction between
empathy for in-group and out-group members. In the context
of adults’ empathy, Bloom (2017) argues that treating empathy
as a moral guide is wrong because it perpetuates an in-
group favoritism. Instead, he suggests rational compassion as a
mechanism for understanding the mental states of out-group
members. For literary theorists, Bloom’s argument does not
accord with the fictional nature of stories and the diverse and
abstract realities they portray. For developmental psychologists,
there is a body of work on the positive and negative consequences
of empathy. The distinction between in-group and out-group facets
of empathy is thus essential for discussion of moral consequences
of reading fictional texts in both adult and children’s populations.

Given the important social and moral role assigned to
empathy, it is important to agree on a taxonomy of empathy
that consolidates its cognitive and affective components as well
as its positive and negative consequences for in- and out-group
members. The first research question of this paper therefore is:
How can empathy be conceptualized in relation to children’s
storybooks? The conceptualisation incorporates insights from
developmental psychology and literary theory, which have
followed parallel but independent paths in the literature so far.

Conceptual Inconsistencies
Conceptual precision is a sine qua non for empirical evaluations.
The purported causal relationship between book reading and
empathy is in popular media typically justified with the
experimental evidence by Kidd and Castano (2013), who showed
that reading literary fiction was associated with adults’ higher
performance scores on theory of mind tasks, in comparison with
reading non-fiction or popular fiction. However, the experiment
was with adult readers and focused on theory of mind, which
is one aspect, but not the only aspect, of empathy. Kidd
and Castano (2013) were cautious about over-generalizations,
caveating that while literary fiction might promote one type
of emotional understanding, popular fiction and non-fiction
might contribute differently to empathy. Moreover, motivational
factors are essential constituents in readers’ short- and long-term
engagement in reading and there are many psychology studies
that point to the relationships between motivation, reading and
empathy (e.g., Zaki, 2014).

The use of storybooks as empathy-building vehicles therefore
needs to be considered in light of their specific affordances and
the motivational catalysts that contribute to empathy-related
outcomes. The second research question takes into account
empirical evidence from developmental psychology and literary
studies to ask: What are the mechanisms to support empathy
through children’s storybooks?

Empirical Deficiencies
Children’s books are considered an essential vehicle to discuss
emotions and feelings, yet, empirical studies on the relationship
between empathy and reading have been almost entirely
preoccupied with adult readers and correlational. Research to
date with adult readers shows that reading literary prose/literary
fiction is related to readers’ ability to understand others (e.g.,
Mar et al., 2006). Crucially, recent research has shown that
reading literary fiction in the digital format diminishes this
effect (Mangen and Kuiken, 2014). Given that the studies are
correlational, it is important to note the opposite direction of the
presumed relationship, namely evidence that shows that people
who are more empathic are more attracted to fiction (see Mar,
2018).

A body of experimental research with children shows that
books can teach children cognitive skills, such as expressive
and receptive language (e.g., Mendelsohn et al., 2001), or
problem-solving and communication (e.g., Murray and Egan,
2014). Extant experimental research on children’s digital books
is by and large preoccupied with cognitive outcomes, such as
vocabulary learning and story comprehension (e.g., Bus et al.,
2015; Dore et al., 2018) or qualitative explorations of parent–
child dynamics during book reading (e.g., Chaudron et al., 2015).
However, there is scarce research (cf. Kumschick et al., 2014)
to support the view propagated by many best-selling children’s
authors that their books “teach children empathy.” The specific
features and mechanisms involved in storybook reading are
multiple but this does not justify generic interventions, which are
currently used to teach children empathy through commercially
produced stories, profit-making programs and professional gate-
keeping.
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The third research question aims to trace the key factors
identified by literary theory and developmental psychology
in relation to storybooks and empathy and asks: which
characteristics make children’s books a unique context for
supporting children’s empathy development? Answering this
question aims to provide a balanced view on the value of
storybooks to foster children’s empathy in relation to other
popular forms of narratives for children (e.g., educational films
and video games).

THIS ARTICLE

Against the backdrop of a conceptual and operational
controversy concerning empathy, this paper aims to offer a
nuanced and research-informed view on what early reading of
storybooks might offer for children’s empathy. The theorized
contribution of children’s developmental trajectory and literary
techniques is mobilized to formulate a conceptual framework
for empathy-building through children’s storybooks (EBCS for
short). The review of studies focuses on children aged between
two to eight because there is not enough scope to discuss
age-related differences in empathy-related skills across a wider
age span. The term reading is used in the broadest sense and
interchangeably with story engagement to convey that even if
young children are not proficient at decoding letters they derive
meaning and pleasure from stories with the help of adult readers
and this has an impact on their empathy-related skills. The
focus is on children’s reading of storybooks, which are fictional
narratives arranged in the form of a printed and bound text,
structured as a beginning, middle and an end in a coherent
structure governed by causality and temporality rules.

Storybooks can be prefaced with different nouns and
adjectives and become specific categories of fictional narratives
with distinct attributes. For example, picture storybooks are
studied by literary scholars (e.g., Agosto, 1999; Nikolajeva and
Scott, 2013) and interactive storybooks are studied by researchers
in media studies (e.g., Adam and Wild, 1997). Nikolajeva (2014a)
has discussed the role of aesthetic synergy for image/text,
brain laterality and emotional literacy and Mangen (2008) has
theorized the role of the digital format in influencing adults’
empathy in reading literary fiction. Due to space restrictions
and the complexity of arguments involved in how different
modalities relate to authors’ stylistic choices and how these might
influence brain activity and emotional responses, the conceptual
framework is limited to text-based storybooks and narratives
represented in written words.

The third scope limitation relates to the specific fields of
literary theory and developmental psychology rather than the
study of children’s literature more widely and all divisions and
sub-divisions of psychology. The different empirical focus and
theoretical perspectives of literary theory and developmental
psychology could be particularly complementary in identifying
the role of storybooks in children’s empathy, which accords
with calls for interdisciplinary approaches to studying children’s
contemporary reading experiences (see Mangen and Van der
Weel, 2016).

The study of literary theory and cognitive poetics covers
a wide range of children’s books and involves an extensive
quality analysis of the books’ features (note that children’s
literature scholarship also includes children’s responses to books,
using reader-response theory, social semiotics and other related
disciplines). In contrast, developmental psychologists study
the parent–child language around a book and they focus on
children’s direct engagement with the book’s features. The
EBCS framework includes insights from literary theory and
developmental psychology because knowledge from the two
disciplines is essential to realize the full potential of children’s
reading and yet, the two disciplines tend to be represented by
separate research communities that employ different research
methods and rarely interact in joint publications or cross-
disciplinary journals.

The article is structured as follows: the first section tackles
the difficulties inherent in generic descriptors and inconsistent
nomenclatures related to empathy. Drawing on developmental
psychology, the developmental and socio-cultural basis for
conceptualizing empathy in the context of children’s reading is
introduced. The conceptual nuances of literary characteristics
of children’s storybooks are combined with the terms used
by developmental psychologists in describing the specific skills
and abilities linked to empathy. The joint contribution of the
disciplines results in a more precise conceptualisation, which
forms the basis of the EBCS framework.

The second section provides the theoretical and analytical
considerations necessary for establishing the mechanisms
between children’s storybooks and empathy. Insights from
literary theory and developmental psychology are synthesized to
formulate a theory of change model which underpins empathy-
building through children’s storybooks.

In the final section, the key empirical evidence available
in literary theory and developmental psychology literatures is
brought together for evaluating the potentially unique role of
storybooks in fostering children’s empathy. The three sections
build three premises of the EBCS conceptual framework,
illustrated in three graphs.

CONCEPTUALIZATION OF EMPATHY IN
EARLY CHILDHOOD

The Multifaceted Nature of Empathy
Empathy is known to be ‘a complex phenomenon that
involves different intergroup, interpersonal and intrapersonal
processes and mechanisms’ (Bertrand et al., 2018, n.d). The
multidimensionality of empathy creates a fertile ground for its
interdisciplinary study: empathy is studied and richly theorized
in natural sciences as well as humanities and a single definition
cannot cover the varied conceptualizations across various schools
of thought.

Literary theory does not readily provide the vocabulary
necessary for exacting the skills, abilities and dispositions
involved in empathy-related phenomena. This section therefore
draws primarily on developmental psychology to establish the
specific facets of empathy related to children’s storybooks.
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Readers interested in how other psychology-related fields define
empathy might find it useful to consult the reviews by
Davis (1994) in social psychology, Decety and Jackson (2004)
in behavioral and neurological sciences, Gallese (2001) in
neuroscience, Cialdini et al. (1997) in personality psychology,
White (1997) in clinical nursing, Beven et al. (2004) in forensic
and legal psychology and Gilbert (2005) in relation to compassion
in psychotherapy.

The Developmental Trajectory of
Empathy
Neurological and medical aspects of empathy suggest that
empathy involves a recognition of other person’s feelings and
a response to it, that is understanding another person’s mental
state and acting on this understanding (Baron-Cohen, 2011).
The recognition and response are both cognitive and emotional
(Hoffman, 2001; Perry and Shamay-Tsoory, 2013). Cognitive
empathy is the ‘capacity to engage in the cognitive process of
adopting another person’s psychological point of view’ (ibid,
p. 180), while emotional empathy involves ‘emotional contagion,
emotional recognition, and shared pain’ (ibid, p. 179). From a
neuroscientific perspective, the functional mechanisms of human
cognition provide the foundation for a shared space of a self-
other identity, which is bridged by mirror neurons (frontoparietal
mirror-neuron areas, see Uddin et al., 2007), which, through
the recognition of others’ actions, support self-representation.
From Gallese’s (2005) neuroscientific perspective, mirror neurons
instantiate a shared space that ‘blends the interacting individuals’
(p. 111) and provide a multimodal representation of organism-
object relations. Mirror neurons, however, have been discovered
and studied in adult populations. Developmental psychologists
study the extent to which emotional and cognitive empathy are
innate or can be nurtured in young children. There is a field
consensus that emotional empathy appears earlier than cognitive
empathy in a child’s developmental trajectory. For example, an
early precursor to empathy is infants’ reactive cry: infants cry
when they hear other infants crying and this cry is different from
the cry when they are in discomfort (see Sagi and Hoffman,
1976). However, the ability to understand what others might
think and use this information to, for example, intentionally
deceive them, is a different cognitive skill. Cognitive empathy
requires a child’s understanding of the beliefs and intentions of
other people. In a very simplified way, we could consider the
affective type of empathy to be more implicit and innate and
the cognitive type more explicit and effortful because it requires
the ability to mentalize, which children typically acquire between
the age of three and four (Fonagy, 2018). Correspondingly,
some disorders can be selectively related to either cognitive
or affective empathy. Children with autism for example, are
considered to have impaired cognitive empathy (Frith et al.,
1991).

Cognitive empathy is synonymous with interpersonal
empathy and social cognition, which refer to the human ability
to mentalize and understand what other people think. In
developmental psychology, social cognition involves the study
of children’s theory of mind and perspective-taking. Social
cognition requires more cognitive resources than emotional

empathy (Saxe, 2006) and its development can be supported
with specific techniques, strategies and resources. Therefore,
from the developmental psychology perspective, if there is a
relationship between children’s books and empathy, then it is
more likely to be related to its cognitive variant. Given the focus
on children’s storybooks in this article, cognitive empathy in the
EBCS conceptual framework is foregrounded, acknowledging
that children derive significant pleasure and enjoyment from
reading their favorite stories.

The Two Key Components of Cognitive
Empathy
Perspective-Taking
Psychologists and clinicians use the term perspective-taking to
describe children’s ability to differentiate between others’ and
children’s own perspectives and to mentally imagine themselves
into the shoes of someone else (Newman, 1986). The acquisition
of perspective-taking skills has been observed in children around
the age of three and four (see Wellman, 1992). Perspective-taking
is an important research area in social psychology, where it is
considered to encompass the ability to reason about how others
perceive and understand the world and using this understanding
to adjust one’s own view of others. Perspective-taking is thus
not only about understanding but also actively overcoming one’s
preconceived ideas, which can include biases and stereotypes
(see Galinsky and Moskowitz, 2000) and inhabiting self-oriented
(egocentric) views (Epley et al., 2004).

Although perspective-taking is well-known in lifespan
theories of self-other differentiation, the term ‘decentering’ is
specific to early childhood studies and was first extensively
theorized by Jean Piaget. Montangero and Maurice-Naville
(2013, p. 97) explain that according to Piaget, decentering is a
‘process of progressive dissociation or coordination’ and is tightly
linked with children’s actions that start from concretization of
ideas and progress to comparison and coordination. Both
perspective-taking and decentering are about a child’s de-
association from a subjective point of view. Redmond (1983)
suggested that decentering would be a more encompassing term
than perspective-taking but since 1980s, decentering has been
mostly used in relation to Piaget’s original conceptualization.

Theory of Mind
Perspective-taking is different from, but closely related to,
children’s theory of mind (ToM). First coined by Premack and
Woodruff (1978) in their study with chimpanzees, ToM is a
social ability to integrate into a coherent understanding what
other people desire, believe or think (Gopnik et al., 1997). Early
ToM studies focused on children’s understanding of false beliefs
and investigating whether toddlers can recognize that other
people have intentions different from theirs (see Carpendale
and Chandler, 1996). More recent ToM studies combine neuro-
imagining data with children’s accounts and show that there
are networks of brain regions specifically related to ToM. For
example, Saxe and Kanwishera (2003) showed that the temporo-
parietal junction becomes activated when adults think about the
mental state of other people. Language development goes hand
in hand with empathy development and indeed, children’s ability
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to express how they and other people feel is another precursor
for ToM. Parent–child engagement in conversational turns is a
significant predictor for children’s language development, with
distinct neural patterns identified in children who engage in
frequent and responsive conversations with their parents (Romeo
et al., 2018).

The key point of distinction in the psychological explanation
of cognitive empathy is the difference between empathy for in-
group and out-group members. This difference relates to the
physical/psychological and perceived/felt distance between others
and self, and is essential for understanding the positive and
negative outcomes related to empathy.

In- and Out-Group Empathy
From an evolutionary perspective, people experience an innate
‘intersubjective sympathy’ for in-group members (Trevarthen,
1979). This vicarious, somatic experience of shared emotions has
been observed in several species that live in small social groups
and express homophily (see Preston and de Waal, 2002, for an
overview). Sympathy is not empathy but from a behavioural
standpoint, the in-group/out-group distinction is intercorrelated
with the cognitive/affective intersection in empathy. Neurological
data show that different brain regions are involved in empathy for
ingroup members versus empathy for humankind more broadly
(Mathur et al., 2010). An in-group preference or positive group
identification can support group belonging (Brewer, 1979), status
stability and legitimacy (Struch and Schwartz, 1989), but it can
also lead to a bias toward out-group members (Cikara and Van
Bavel, 2014). There are negative consequences for both in- and
out-group biases and there is evidence that White ethnic 3–4-year
olds favor their ingroup members and show prejudice toward
members of minority ethnic groups, with a decline for some
children across middle childhood (Aboud, 2008).

The scientific jury is out on why in-group/out-group biases
occur. From a sociological perspective, the in-group/out-group
relationship is a fluid and dynamic process of negotiation related
to three aspects of social categorization: positive affect, affiliation
and social desirability (Zaki, 2014). Empathy is thus part of
an ongoing bi-directional communicative act: ‘our relationships
influence our emotions, and our emotions reciprocally influence
our relationships’ (p. 2, Saarni, 1999). From a developmental
perspective, there is an interesting parallel between older adults’
and young children’s preference for contact with close family
members as opposed to peripheral friends and family members
at early and late stages of life (Hess et al., 2009). The lacuna of
studies on lifelong development makes it difficult to establish
direct links between children’s and adults’ capacity of perspective-
taking, but longitudinal evidence suggests a modest negative
relation between age and perspective-taking (Pratt et al., 1996),
with loss in perspective-taking documented in the elderly.

Premise 1 of the EBCS Framework
If we synthesize the insights from decades of developmental
psychology research on social cognition, we arrive at
two dimensions that need to be incorporated into a
conceptualisation of empathy-building with children’s
storybooks: positive/negative valence of cognitive empathy

and empathy toward in-group/out-group members. Children’s
storybooks could potentially foster children’s cognitive empathy
through a recognition and response toward in- and out-group
members. The process of identification with others is a process
influenced by group formation and social categorization, which
leads to different outcomes, including group-belonging as well
as bias. If we distil these tenets into a simple schema, we obtain
a graph that identifies in-group/out-group and positive/negative
outcomes of cognitive empathy. As Figure 1 shows, the Y-axis is
the degree of affiliation with others (in-group versus out-group),
while the X-axis represents the extent to which one’s social
cognition is positive or negative. Their intersection creates
four possible behavioral outcomes: when individuals identify
with members of society who share their views/characteristics
or experiences, they might experience a sense of belonging as
well as in-group favoritism and out-group hostility. Conversely,
if an individual mentalizes with out-group members without
identifying with them, then that individual is likely to engage
in what Bloom (2017) termed rational compassion. The graph
illustrates that children’s books could potentially foster four
possible pathways implicated in cognitive empathy.

This leads us to premise1 of the EBCS framework: book-
reading can support children’s positive and negative cognitive
empathy as it fosters both in-group/out-group identification
and in-group/out-group bias. An immediate implication of this
proposition is that children’s storybooks need to be written
and designed to support both types of identification between
the ‘other’ and ‘self,’ while avoiding their associated biases.
Literary theorists and developmental psychologists could jointly
contribute to greater awareness among popular children’s authors
and organizations representing them, to ensure that children’s
literature does not propagate in-group bias but actively fosters
cognitive empathy toward out-group members.

Section I summarizes the theories and empirical data that
underpin the key assumptions in the variables connected
to cognitive empathy. Section II, that follows, discusses the
mechanisms involved in the process that fosters positive
outcomes of cognitive empathy with children’s storybooks.

If we have clear criteria of success and some data to predict
patterns, we can progress to a prediction of effects. Such
theoretical modeling is called a theory of change (Grant, 2014).

Section II: Theory of Change: The
Mechanisms Involved in Cognitive
Empathy
In evaluation and performance monitoring, a theory of change
is used to capture the process of how and why activities lead to
desired outcomes. The concept of theory of change is used in
this paper as a shorthand for explaining the potential pathways
in which book reading could strengthen children’s cognitive
empathy. Note that to discuss possible main and interaction
effects, it is necessary to artificially separate the flows of individual
components in the empathy process. The model is based on work
by literary theorists and developmental psychologists concerning
selective engagement in activities, the relationship between
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FIGURE 1 | Types of identification and biases between readers and story protagonists.

narrative fiction and empathy, and the role of personal relevance
in story immersion and identification.

ENGAGEMENT AND MOTIVATION

Selective Engagement
The neuropsychological and developmental literature agree that
individuals respond to people based on the extent to which
they feel close to them. There is one principle, Hess (2014)
argues, that is applicable across the lifespan and possibly related
to the in-group preference at the early and late stages of
life: selective engagement. Hess’ (2006) Selective Engagement
Hypothesis posits that individuals selectively allocate their
cognitive and affective resources to engagements with others
if the engagements offer a return of investment either in
the form of increased knowledge (information-seeking) or
emotion (affection-seeking behavior). This chimes with Wynn
et al. (2017), who argue that children ‘naturally favor people
whom they see as good individuals and who fall into their
social groups’ (p. 2). The researchers describe babies and
young children as ‘selective altruists’ and argue that the
selective helping model in babies is propagated by three key
developmental reasons: a child’s group belonging, past behavior
and prior interactions with the other person (Wynn et al.,
2017). A distinguishing contribution of the selective engagement
hypothesis to the empathy discussion is that it introduces
the importance of motivation in taking an action. If children
are to learn empathy skills through books, then first and

foremost, they need to be motivated to engage in reading the
book.

Motivation Catalysts
Motivation can be manipulated through various “catalysts”
for empathy, which Bertrand et al. (2018) identified to
be ‘emotionally safe environment, multicultural, collaborative,
dynamic, engaging activities to stimulate openness, facilitators
to support the learning process.’ Bertrand et al. (2018) include
three methodologies that can train emphatic abilities: role-
playing, mindfulness training and Enhancing Self-Regulation of
Behavioral Expressions (e.g., Exhaustive practice of negation).
Interestingly, the authors do not include literary fiction or
written stories in their review but this omission might be
attributable to their focus on virtual reality as a key mechanism
for empathy training. We can think of Bertrand et al’s “catalysts
for empathy” as the external and internal factors that contribute
to a desired outcome. In a theory of change model, catalysts
are called enablers and the outcomes are called outputs
(Harries et al., 2014). In the EBCS model, the inputs are the
cognitive and emotional resources, which a child employs to
engage in book-reading. While the avoidance and regulatory
motivation strategies involved in an emphatic response are widely
known and studied in developmental psychology literature
(e.g., Feldman, 2015; Doenyas, 2017), literary theorists place an
emphasis on the literary characteristics of books involved in
eliciting an emphatic response in readers. For literary theorists,
there are the two key explanatory pathways for the relationship
between storybooks and empathy: fiction and narratives.
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FICTION AND NARRATIVES

Narratives
Narratives are a principal organizational structure for human
thinking (Bruner, 1991). When paying attention to narratives,
people tend to follow the experience of the protagonist, whether
the narrative is represented in a written, pictorial or oral mode,
thus directly practicing perspective-taking (Black et al., 1979).
Mar and Oatley (2008) reviewed adults’ experience with narrative
fiction in various formats, including novels, films and plays,
and theorized that the experience is similar to a cognitive and
emotional simulation of social experience and therefore might
improve perspective-taking abilities. They argue that while the
form/format or the fictional/non-fictional nature of stories are
important considerations, it is narrative that is fundamental for
perspective-taking.

Fiction
The seminal work by Nikolajeva on children’s reading of fiction
(Nikolajeva, 2009, 2014a,b) highlights the fictional nature of
narratives written for young children. Given that in storybooks,
the characters represent people or, in the case of children’s books,
sometimes personified animals, their experiences simulate social
experiences. These simulated, abstract experiences allow readers,
including young readers, practicing their awareness of what
people in different situations might feel or experience.

What is interesting to note is the different research priorities
and the different direction of travel between empathy and text,
identified by literary theorists and developmental psychologists.
According to Maine and Waller (2011), empathy acts as a ‘tool
of engagement’ in reading, while for psychologists, there is an
opposite direction of travel: motivation drives individuals to
either engage or disengage with the perspectives and emotions
of others (Zaki, 2014). This difference in emphasis is reflected in
the explanatory pathways provided by the two disciplines for how
storybooks could foster children’s empathy.

EXPLANATORY PATHWAYS IN
DEVELOPMENTAL PSYCHOLOGY

Developmental psychologists study the empathy-building
potential of the environment in which children’s storybooks
are read (i.e., language around the book), the books’ content
(i.e., language inside the book) and they also look beyond the
printed page (i.e., the books’ format). These distinct elements
are in bidirectional inter-relationship to developmental variables
and they jointly constitute a complex matrix of enablers and
outputs. There are three distinct research contributions that
bring cohesive insight into the EBCS framework: environmental
catalysts, adult-child talk, and metacognitive language.

Environmental Catalysts
Most children of pre- and early primary-school-age are
introduced to storybooks at home or in formal learning
environments (such as schools and kindergartens) which are

key “catalysts” for creating the empathy-inviting environment
that Bertrand et al. (2018) described. The family structure
provides a natural environment for parent–child conversations
about in-group members’ feelings and perspectives. In a classic
developmental text, Dunn and Kendrick (1982) outline how
parents nurture children’s theory of mind by discussing the
feelings and beliefs of siblings. It should be noted that children
are able to fully benefit from meta-language conversations only
when they can construct a coherent view of self and organize
their autobiographical memories. This is typically achieved
between the ages of three to five (Thompson, 2000). In the
school environment, adults’ facilitation of empathic education
programs, which include discussions of emotions and personal
experiences, can promote children’s understanding of different
views and reduce bullying (Şahin, 2012). Children’s cognitive
empathy can be also trained by directly talking to children
about mental states, as demonstrated by Guajardo and Watson
(2002) in relation to narrative discourse and theory of mind.
The key characteristics of effective empathy-building school
environments are provision of explicit prompts to think about
other people’s perspectives and the adults’ mediation of children’s
understanding through conversation and direct discussion of
views, emotions and experiences.

Adult-Child Talk During Storybook
Reading
In the context of adult-child book reading, books act as a
joint object of reference for conversation about story characters’
feelings and thoughts (Symons et al., 2005). Some children’s
books are an important source of mental state information,
but it is the mothers’ use of mental state talk that can have
a positive impact on children’s theory of mind understanding
(Ruffman et al., 2002). Although everyday conversations at home
might offer many opportunities for discussing how other people
feel and think, parent–child conversations around storybooks
offer unique opportunity for parents to discuss mental states of
people their children don’t know. During shared book-reading,
parents ask their children, for example, how they think the
story protagonists feel, why the character might have acted in
a certain way or what the character might think will happen
on the next page. Mothers use various emotional words (to
enjoy, to be afraid) and their own empathy levels are linked
to the amount of ability states (e.g., ‘you can do it’) that they
refer to during book sharing (Rollo and Sulla, 2016). Children
whose mothers used cognitive verbs such as think, believe,
remember, know or understand, during book-reading showed
higher understanding of mental states after the book reading
session (Adrián et al., 2007). In these exchanges, mothers’
talk was contingent upon the child’s response, as the mothers
typically elaborated on aspects that they presumed the child
might have found unclear and provided a cognitive scaffolding
for the child’s understanding of the story details. Children too,
engage in talking more about mental states during book reading
than during everyday conversations, especially if they are older
than 3 years and can fully appreciate the different beliefs and
feelings portrayed in picture books (Sabbagh and Callanan,
1998).
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Metacognitive Language
The content of children’s storybooks conveys the story
protagonists’ emotional states through pictures and words.
Dyer et al. (2000) analyzed the amount of mental state language
in 45 children’s picture books for 3–4-year-olds and in 45 books
for 5–6-year-olds and found that books for 5–6-year-olds had
more varied and more frequent mental state references, mostly
represented in words and through the use of irony but less so via
pictures. Textual references to mental states of story characters
provide explanatory anchors for mentalizing because they
approximate to children the characters’ thinking and feelings.
However, Peskin and Astington (2004) found that a higher
number of metacognitive terms in books does not necessarily
improve children’s understanding of mental terms. Although
more metacognitive terms in a book were related to children’s
more frequent use of such terms, it was the adults’ mediation that
helped children infer character’s mental states from their visual
representation in the book.

Thus, according to developmental psychology, some
storybooks provide explicit prompts for discussing out-group
members’ perspectives but the effects are likely to be increased
if the book-reading is mediated by adults who engage in
conversational turns with the child and scaffold the child’s
understanding of diverse perspectives and emotions. This leads
us to a theory of change model that delineates how empathy is
triggered, what it promotes and why it matters for children’s
development. Figure 2A schematically captures this process.

EXPLANATORY PATHWAYS IN LITERARY
THEORY

Based on literary theory, we can infer that children’s books create
optimal conditions for supporting children’s cognitive empathy
if there is a skilful use of narrative techniques to enhance readers’
identification with the story protagonist(s) who are unlike them
because they are fictional. The summary of the key insights
from literary theory is limited to the aspects that add a unique
dimension to developmental psychology’s perspective: literary
techniques, story immersion and story identification.

Literary Techniques in Fictional
Narratives
Keen (2007) highlights the complex relationship between
empathy and narrative techniques such as the use of first or third
person or past and present tense. She posits that each technique
has different consequences for empathy depending on the book’s
topic and the reading situation. Composition techniques studied
by literary theorists include the point of view that authors employ
for recounting the story (first, second, or third person); the
authors’ choice of tense (present, past, and future), originality of
the topic and its depiction, authentic voice, use of humor or irony
and others. All elements need to fit the purpose and theme of the
story and be adjusted to the story representation. For example,
the first person in a written story involves more persuasion of
subjectivity than the first person employed in oral narratives

(Nielsen, 2004). The choice of present tense can enhance a
story’s immediacy but it can also limit the reader’s imaginative
landscape as ‘it confines the reader’s vicarious experience to
a single consciousness in a temporal singularity’ (Nikolajeva,
2014a, p. 88).

Story Immersion
Put simply, story immersion refers to the feeling of presence
in the story-world created by an author. In the context of
video games, McMahan (2003) specifies that immersion is
contingent upon the story plot, the context of the story or
unfolding narrative. In the context of book-reading, authors
who can achieve readers’ immersion are authors whose books
have become ‘books that can’t be put down’ and books that
stir a personal response. Story immersion is directly linked to
the delight that readers derive from engaging with a narrative
and feelings of positive engagement and flow (Douglas and
Hargadon, 2000). There are several story-telling elements that
authors need to carefully combine to achieve the desired
immersion effect in their readers. There is no single formula
for this effect, but there are some common elements that are
relevant for reader engagement, albeit in different ways. These
include authors’ judicious choice of one of the five options
of story movements (linear, meandering, spiral, branching,
and explosive story movement, see Truby, 2008) and choice
of a suitable textual level (e.g., the textual level among the
text, writer and reader or the textual levels among various
texts, see Nikolajeva, 2015). Nikolajeva (2009) anticipates the
use of present tense and first-person narrator to bring the
protagonist and reader closer to each other, but cautions
against what she terms ‘immersive identification’ with story
characters, as this would impede the possibility for perspective-
taking.

Naturally, not every book, even if carefully crafted, will
resonate with every child. This is where story immersion
intersects with another important motivation-related aspect of
storybooks: readers’ identification with the story characters.

Story Identification
Nikolajeva’s (2014b) key thesis is that fiction should offer
readers stories that are beyond their real-life experiences.
This departure from personal experience alerts motivation in
reading and emphatic engagement. The main motivation to
read fiction comes from the desire to experience something
the readers have not experienced themselves and identifying
with characters who are fictional, for example unfamiliar
settings and situations in horror stories or fantasy, with
unfamiliar characters, such as monsters, wizards, or superheroes.
Nikolajeva’s specification acknowledges the need for a balance
between two key aspects of empathy (cognitive/affective) and its
two ideals (empathy toward in-group and out-group members).
The story immersion/character identification is a useful way
for thinking about the optimal equilibrium necessary for a
reader’s engagement with the narrative and identification with
a story protagonist. Taken together, insights from literary
theory bring us to a slightly different theory of change
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FIGURE 2 | (A) Theory of change of reading and empathy emerging from developmental psychology. (B) Theory of change of reading and empathy emerging from
the literary theory.

model for children’s story books and empathy, captured in
Figure 2B.

Premise 2
With these insights, we can tentatively formulate a theory
of change that accounts for the relationship between story
immersion, story identification and in-group/out-group
empathy promoted by children’s narrative fiction. We
could assume that the relationship between immersion
and story engagement is a positive correlation: the more
a child is immersed in a story, the more they are engaged
with the narrative, deriving pleasure and delight from
the reading experience. However, if we bring in the
developmental psychology literature to this, we can add
that the increased engagement mobilizes the cognitive resources
necessary for engaging in cognitive empathy and the social

cognition necessary for understanding protagonists who are
unlike us.

In Figure 3, the X-axis represents the story immersion
spectrum (from no interest in the book to a high state of
flow) and the Y-axis represents the perceived/felt distance
between the reader and story protagonist. For illustrative
purposes, the graph presupposes linearity between the variables
so that the axes yield the borders of four quadrants that
correspond to four possible outcomes. As indicated in the
graph with the red square, Quadrant 4 illustrates the most
desirable outcome: children’s high immersion in the story and
high identification with story characters who are unlike them.
As explained with the developmental trajectory literature,
the cognitive resources that children need to employ to
understand a protagonist who is different from their personal
experience are higher than those required for identifying
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FIGURE 3 | Schema of the strongest empathy-building potential of storybooks.

with a story character who shares their identity markers.
Therefore, identification with characters dissimilar from the
reader and the reader’s high immersion in the book requires
most effort on the part of both the reader and the author.
This outcome brings to fore the importance of literary craft
in motivating children to read and using this motivation to
foster the most resourceful type of empathy, that for out-group
members.

Quadrant 4 also highlights that immersive stories do not
necessarily create story characters that children can fully identify
with. Quadrant 3 illustrates the corollary scenario where high
story immersion is linked to high motivation to read, with
feelings of flow and enjoyment of the story. However, unlike
in the scenario depicted in Quadrant 4, higher immersion
and higher personal relevance of the story character to the
reader means empathizing with protagonists who share the
readers’ characteristics (support of in-group cognitive empathy).
Quadrant2 illustrates the case of personalized books where the
story character is the child (e.g., the story hero is named after the
child as it is the case in the personalized books by, for example,
I See Me Ltd.). Quadrant 1 shows that strong identification with
a story character (e.g., children seeing a popular character such
as Peppa Pig in a book) can elicit their interest but combined
with low immersion in the story, leads to higher need for
environmental catalysts to support children’s interest in reading.
Quadrants 1 and 2 demonstrate that low-quality books might
engage children in reading but offer little to their cognitive
empathy development.

The theory of change modeling leads to the second premise
of the EBCS conceptual model: narrative fiction books are likely
to promote children’s cognitive empathy for in-group members
if they engage the child and if they feature story characters

that children can readily identify with. The closer the personal
relevance of the story to the child’s own life, the higher the
likelihood for immersion, identification and in-group empathy.
Conversely, children’s books are likely to promote children’s
cognitive empathy for out-group members if they engage the child
and at the same time, if they feature story protagonists with
whom the readers can identify but who are dissimilar from their
own lives. Literary theorists and developmental psychologists
agree that a focus on out-group members is the most valuable
characteristic of children’s storybooks, but while for literary
theory the key motivational mechanism lies in the fictional
nature of narratives, for developmental psychologists it is the
role of adults’ mediation. These disciplinary nuances are crucial
to attend to in building prediction models, evaluating various
interventions and studying the relative influence of individual
factors in research studies.

The focus on fictional narratives and story-related catalysts
beckons the question: what is the specific role that children’s
literature plays in cognitive empathy? In other words, there
is a need to specify the catalysts (enablers) and the fictional
nature of storybooks in relation to children’s engagement with
narrative fictional storybooks. This conceptual specification
is the goal of the third premise in the EBCS conceptual
framework.

Section III: The Unique Properties of
Storybooks Relevant for Cognitive
Empathy
According to Harries et al., 2014, a theory of change is
effective if the activities in the model are based on unique
qualities. Put more exactly, if we want to promote programs

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 10 February 2019 | Volume 10 | Article 121

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-10-00121 February 1, 2019 Time: 17:55 # 11

Kucirkova Childrens Storybooks and Empathy

focused on empathy-building skills with books, then we need
to be able to explain why empathy-building through books
might be superior to other narrative representations. There
are several types of narratives: oral storytelling, static and
moving picture, audio stories, digital and written texts. Some
fictional narrative contexts include a direct adoption of
another person’s perspective, such as role-play, pretend play,
drama and virtual reality. These fictional narrative contexts
furnish the experience of perceiving the world from the
perspective of another person, which, Mar and Oatley (2008)
argue, might promote cognitive empathy. The mechanisms
identified by literary theorists could therefore work for any
narrative fiction. Similarly, the mechanisms identified by
developmental psychologists, such as the presence of mental
state language in narratives and its mediation by parents, could
also occur in parent–child joint use of video games or watching
educational TV.

Claims of superiority of one narrative context over another
would require evidence of causality but for ethical and
practical reasons, developmental psychologists cannot offer
longitudinal evidence on the unique impact of storybooks
in isolation from other narrative activities. Nevertheless,
cross-sectional studies that examine the relative importance
of one context against each other and match different
media/representational modes according to specific criteria
(e.g., the same narrative delivered on an iPad, via PC
and in print), can offer some insights into how storybooks
compare to other narrative contexts in relation to specific
design or content features. The principal feature examined by
extant experimental research concerned with different narrative
contexts, is interactivity.

Interactivity Across Contexts and Media
Comparative studies focused on children’s story comprehension
and vocabulary learning in relation to different story formats
and these studies converge that children’s learning is impeded
by higher presence of interactivity (see e.g., Parish-Morris
et al., 2013). The experimental studies suggest that interactivity
interferes with children’s ability to focus and concentrate,
which relates to recent neurological findings. Hutton et al.,
2018 measured active imagery and self-reflection in pre-school
children with functional magnetic resonance imaging in
relation to picture-based, audio and interactive representation
of the same story. They found that the illustrated format
was more helpful and the animated format the least helpful
for children’s self-reflection and active imagery. Based on
these findings, we could tentatively assume that textual and
static pictorial representation in children’s storybooks is
conducive to children’s greater attention to the story. Whether
this heightened focus can promote stronger perspective-
taking and theory of mind is to be verified by empirical
research. What is crucial, however, is the type of interactivity
that might potentially interfere with children’s focus and
attention to the story. However, literary theorists have
proposed that some interactive features could be centrally
implicated in children’s empathy-building with digital
books.

Types of Interactivity in Children’s Digital
Storybooks
Zhao and Unsworth (2016) proposed that the opportunity to
directly manipulate characters different from the child can
contribute to children’s identification with them. They analyzed
the specific features of a digital book (app) The Heart and the
Bottle, and describe scenes where the user directly interacts
with the story protagonist, which triggers a change in the
thought bubble next to this character (e.g., moving the main
protagonist across the screen changes the thought bubble from
a happy memory of a grandfather to a sad memory of the
grandfather’s departure). Drawing on Unsworth’s previous work,
Zhao and Unsworth (2016) conclude that the app ‘constitutes an
interpretative possibility (Unsworth, 2014a) of the story, a version
of interpretation that creates ‘amplified empathy’ (Unsworth,
2014b; Zhao and Unsworth, 2016, p. 98).’ Similarly, Turrión
(2014) and Al-Yaqout and Nikolajva (2015) argue that embodied
engagement with story characters in digital interactive books,
where readers replicate the actions of the main story characters,
might stimulate children’s empathy.

The same text can be delivered digitally, in print or via
moving image and each medium carries different interactive
affordances that potentially support or interfere with empathy.
The comparative studies to date have examined the influence
of the format but not the combined influence of the format
and content on child’s learning. Moreover, different types
of interactivity could be potentially differently implicated in
promoting children’s empathy through digital interactive books.

Kucirkova (2017) identified five types of interactivity
in contemporary children’s fiction: synaesthesia (Touch
manipulation, Audio presentation, Visual presentation, Taste
properties, and Odor properties), Scaffolding (Audio, video-
recorded or visual prompts, Hyperlinks to other explanatory
content), Datafication (GPS tagging and usage tracking,
Experience tracking), User control (Attention-directing features,
Problem-solving features), and Computer vision techniques
(Virtual-reality features such as action stimulator or environment
creations, Augmented-reality features such as 3D representations
of story characters or story plots). All these features need to be
further theorized by literary theorists and experimentally studied
by psychologists in different fictional narratives in relation to
cognitive empathy.

Individual Studies of Other Narrative
Contexts
Based on the current literary theory and developmental
psychology literatures, any fictional narrative, verbal, visual, or
multimodal, has the potential to foster empathy. This implies
that potentially, there are other narrative contexts that could
foster children’s emphatic understanding and indeed, there is a
wealth of research showing that other media that carry fictional
narratives are related to children’s empathy.

More than 80 years ago, Mead (1934) identified children’s
participation in role-and pretend play as a significant opportunity
to practice reasoning and living as someone else. During pretend
play, children can practice false belief and deception and these
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activities can supplement the use of books. There is also evidence
from educational TV programs that empathy-related skills can
be fostered through video content. For instance, Mares and Pan
(2013) meta-analyzed the effects of the Sesame Street program
on children in 15 countries and found a strong positive effect for
the category labeled ‘social reasoning,’ which included the sub-
category of children’s development of positive attitudes toward
social out-groups. The researchers expected a small effect size
given that young children’s development of positive attitudes
toward visually salient differences (such as disability or race) is
often difficult to nurture. The researchers explained that because
the Sesame Street characters displayed prosocial behavior with
out-group characters, this modeling had a significant effect on
children’s perceptions.

Wolf (2018) cites studies with adult readers that show a
correlation between reading fiction and cognitive processes that
underlie perspective taking and theory of mind in support of
the thesis that empathy occurs with high-quality written texts
and literary novels. More direct evidence is needed on the
specific types of texts and empathy processes in young readers,
especially in light of alternative narrative formats and types of
fiction. In particular, according to the embodiment perspective,
virtually experiencing to be another person is superior than
imagining it. It follows that children’s active participation in
drama, role-play and pretend play could potentially constitute
more effective contexts for empathy-building than storybooks.
With adult participants, virtual reality games were found to
support empathy because they allow full immersion into the
protagonist’s perspective by embodying the protagonist’s body
or virtually becoming another person through a digital avatar
(Maselli and Slater, 2013). Again, there is no study that would
investigate possible differences in the empathy-building potential
of different interactive narrative representations such as virtual
games, educational videos or digital stories. In the absence of
empirical data showing superior effects for text-based storybooks
for children’s cognitive empathy, it is difficult to know which
format-related features are most effective. The content/format
intersection thus offers fertile ground for examining new fictional
narrative contexts and their empathy-related potential.

Premise 3 of the EBCS Framework
Taken together, Premise 3 of the EBCS conceptual framework
therefore is that children’s storybooks can act as prompts for
practicing cognitive empathy if they represent fictional narratives
with diverse and frequent references to story characters’ feelings
and offer space for adults’ mediation. However, whether written
texts (print books) constitute a superior narrative context in
comparison to other fictional narrative contexts is not clear from
the current literature.

STUDY IMPLICATIONS

This paper combines multidisciplinary insights to arrive at a
grounded framework that locates the key pathways and elements
implicated in empathy and children’s written storybooks. The
field has advanced in terms of recognizing the distinction, but

also the connection, between affective and cognitive types of
emphatic responses to books. There is enough empirical evidence
to claim that books provide a context for practicing perspective-
taking and identifying with the ‘other.’ It is time to move the
field forward in relation to the possibly unique relationship
between children’s storybooks and empathy and the specifics
of the relationship between ‘self ’ and the ‘other’ encountered
through books. The EBCS framework specifies that not all
storybooks promote positive cognitive empathy but those that
do, challenge children cognitively and emotionally to understand
the perspective of protagonists who are unlike them. The three
premises and their operational implications make it clear that
children’s storybooks could promote children’s understanding
of others’ perspectives if there is a judicious balance between
a set of requirements: cognitive/affective empathy, in-/out-
group identification, story immersion/character identification,
narrative representation in words and adults’ conversational
mediation.

Although this premise is implicit in the works of literary
theorists and developmental psychologists, it is sometimes
not understood by popular children’s authors, who, often
unwittingly, promote in-group bias by suggesting that to foster
empathy, children should be asked about book characters
who are most like them (see the Twitter chat transcript
for #EmpathyDay, 10th of June, 2018). Although research
has, thus far, not isolated a single factor that would make
children’s storybooks a unique medium for empathy-building
fictional narratives, there are some questions that educational
professionals could be asking about empathy-building books in
ascertaining their overall “empathy value.” For example, the
EBCS framework could be developed into a rubric of empathy
characteristics of children’s storybooks in collaboration with
children’s publishers, designers, and developers. Examples of
questions are:

Do the identity markers of the main protagonist correspond
to those of the reader? [yes indicates lower empathy potential].

Does the storybook contain prompts for adults’ scaffolding
and frequent use of meta-language with cognitive verbs (e.g.,
think, remember, and believe)? [higher score indicates higher
empathy potential].

The three premises of the EBCS framework can be used
for justifying the development of interventions and resources
aimed at developing children’s empathy through storybooks.
There are several interventions, programs and organizations
that aim to support empathy, with various foci: for example,
supporting children’s development of empathy-related behavioral
outcomes, such as compassion and caring, through the care
for vulnerable groups, such as babies (e.g., Gordon, 2000)
or animals (Komorosky and O’Neal, 2015); through narrating
and acting out children’s own stories (MakeBelieveArts) or
promotion of films such as To Kill a Mockingbird or Inside Out
and Zootopia (Common Sense Media). The EBCS framework
specifies the conditions for gauging children’s empathy-building
with books but it cautions against adopting an all-encompassing
view of storybooks as the only vehicle for supporting children’s
empathy. Future work needs to provide more clarity on the
specific influence of the format of fictional narratives and the
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individual empathy-building features of children’s storybooks.
This is important in an era of new story formats, which
allow for easy manipulation of selected features, such as
interactive or personalized storybooks. Organizations dedicated
to promoting children’s empathy through storybooks, such
as the United Kingdom-based EmpathyLab, could collaborate
with researchers, authors, and educational professionals to
ascertain the specific content and format affordances of children’s
storybooks implicated in cognitive empathy.

Overall, the three premises of this interdisciplinary conceptual
framework provide a necessary foundation to begin to answer
empirically and practically the question of how children’s
books could promote empathy. This paper argued and
demonstrated that the joint work of literary theorists and
developmental psychologists is essential to help educational
practitioners and policy-makers make discerned decisions
about investing in a specific intervention/approach dedicated
to supporting children’s empathy. The framework can be
applied to characterize the empathy concepts employed
by different disciplines and stakeholders interested in
nurturing children’s empathy with storybooks, to review

earlier attempts and propose future empirical work in the
area.
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