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Although the role of empathy in reducing campus bullying has been receiving 
increasing attention, empirical research on the development of empathy and its 
delayed effects among college students is lacking. To examine the immediate 
and delayed effects of group activities on increases in empathy among college 
students, this study randomly assigned 90 first-year students from a Chinese 
university into control, intervention, and delayed intervention groups. The groups 
with interventions participated in multiple sessions of counselling activities, and 
the Interpersonal Reactivity Index-C scale was used as a pre-test, post-test, and 
re-test measure to assess empathy levels in each group. Additionally, interview 
transcripts were employed to verify the effectiveness of the study. The results 
showed that group activities were significantly effective in enhancing the level 
of empathy among college students. Furthermore, the effect of group activities 
in enhancing empathy levels among college students tended to diminish over 
time but was maintained at a relatively high level for a certain period. This finding 
reveals that the development of empathy requires ongoing attention and support. 
Future studies could further explore the effects of different types of interventions 
on empathy levels, and the durability and stability of delayed intervention effects 
can be investigated in long-term follow-up studies. These findings will contribute 
to the development of more effective strategies for preventing and intervening 
in campus bullying, thereby providing theoretical and practical support for more 
harmonious campus environments.
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1 Introduction

In recent years, an increasing number of instances of school bullying have come to light 
with the dissemination of information over the Internet (Cretu and Morandau, 2022; Saleem 
et al., 2021). Despite a series of measures at the national level to address the issue of school 
bullying, this societal ailment persists, presenting new trends and challenges. Furthermore, 
with the development of social media and the Internet, school bullying is no longer confined 
to traditional face-to-face forms but has rapidly spread within virtual spaces, presenting new 
paradigms (Abaido, 2020; Ye et al., 2024). This makes the addressing and handling school 
bullying more complex, requiring more comprehensive and innovative approaches (Swearer 
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et al., 2009). From a social psychological perspective, school bullying 
is closely tied to students’ mental states, with empathy deficits or 
insufficiency often playing a key role (Hawley and Williford, 2015; 
Casey et al., 2017). Mental health education is a school-based anti-
bullying strategy integrated into campus education, aiming to foster 
students’ healthy perspectives on interpersonal relationships and 
personal mental development (Wu, 2015). The ‘Notice on 
Strengthening the Management of Students’ Mental Health’ issued by 
the Ministry of Education, China (2021) explicitly requires universities 
to offer no less than 32 class hours of compulsory mental health 
education for undergraduates as a measure to comprehensively 
enhance students’ mental well-being.

Empathy is recognized as a crucial factor that influences the 
occurrence of bullying (Ye et al., 2024; Utomo, 2022). Studies have 
shown a negative correlation between levels of empathy and bullying: 
individuals with higher empathy tend to bully less (Lee et al., 2021; Liu 
et al., 2020).The importance of empathy lies not only in its direct 
impact on bullying behavior but also in its role as the cornerstone of 
good interpersonal communication (Rigby, 2007). Main et al. (2017) 
have stated that empathy is one of the most important conditions for 
interpersonal communication, as it enables individuals to accurately 
perceive the inner world of others as they do their own, never losing 
the condition of ‘as’ (Gallo, 1994; Zahavi, 2014). This psychological 
quality of empathy builds a deep sensory connection between 
individuals, providing a solid foundation for interpersonal 
communication (Howe, 2012). At the same time, victims of bullying 
generally exhibit lower-than-average levels of interpersonal 
communication skills (de Sousa et al., 2021). This may be due to the 
gradually developing desensitization to others’ emotions as a result of 
prolonged attacks and exclusion, or it could be attributed to heavy 
psychological burdens that make it difficult for them to express 
themselves effectively (Sung et al., 2018). This further emphasizes the 
importance of empathy, as it not only plays a role in preventing 
bullying but is also key in helping the victims of bullying to better 
adapt and respond to their adversities. However, the phenomenon of 
‘empathy deficit’ is common in colleges and universities, indicating a 
noticeable inadequacy among college students in perceiving others’ 
emotions and engaging in perspective-taking (Zhou, 2022). 
Adolescents with lower levels of empathy are more aggressive than 
their peers (Lovett and Sheffield, 2007). It is evident that the lack of 
empathy among college students is a major cause of the frequent 
occurrence of school bullying, both online and offline. Therefore, 
enhancing the level of empathy among college students has become 
an urgent task. By strengthening the development of empathy, their 
interpersonal communication skills can be effectively improved and 
the occurrence of aggressive behavior reduced, thereby mitigating 
instances of school bullying (Liu et al., 2020). Achieving this goal is 
crucial for promoting harmonious interactions among students, 
fostering a nurturing campus environment, and cultivating high-
quality talent (Astor and Benbenishty, 2018).

Group activities, also known as group counseling, are a common 
method for empathy training, the value of which is acknowledged by 
scholars (Lim, 2019; Lu et al., 2020; Nurhasanah et al., 2019). Group 
counselling, originated in the United States and flourished during 
World War II (Leddick, 2011), was introduced to China in the early 
1990s (Chen, 1995). Over time, the implementation of group activities 
as an intervention for interpersonal communication issues among 
college students has become a primary form of psychological 

counselling in colleges (Bao and Zhu, 1997). In Chinese higher 
education contexts, it is usually integrated with the mental health 
education courses primarily targeted at first-year students. Due to 
limitations in total class hours and space requirements, the group 
typically consists of no more than 30 individuals, with each session 
lasting 2–4 h. Previous research has reported that group activities have 
a significant positive impact on interpersonal communication issues 
among college students (Alden and Regambal, 2010). Empathy is 
considered a basis for effective response skills in interpersonal 
communication, serving as one of the fundamental principles of 
effective interpersonal communication (Rigby, 2007; Main et al., 2017; 
Çelik and Alpan, 2023). Some empirical findings have also 
demonstrated the significant effect of group counselling in enhancing 
participants’ empathy (Gunawan et al., 2019). In other words, through 
various methods and techniques, group activities can significantly 
enhance college students’ empathy levels. However, research that 
assesses the development of empathy and its delayed effects among 
college students is scarce (Bas-Sarmiento et  al., 2019), and recent 
studies have suggested that empathy levels may increase, decrease, or 
remain stable over time (Bhatia and Shetty, 2023; Piumatti et al., 2020). 
Thus, the delayed effects of empathy training among college students 
have become an issue of concern. Given the correlation between 
empathy level enhancement and group activities, researchers believe 
it is crucial to assess their immediate and delayed effects on empathy 
levels, especially considering the frequent bullying incidents that have 
been highlighted (Bas-Sarmiento et al., 2019; Hamuddin et al., 2023).

This study aimed to cultivate empathy among college students 
through group activities and assess their immediate and delayed 
effects. The results of this study would help colleges and universities 
address the problem of covert school bullying more effectively and 
provide empirical support for the development of relevant policies. 
Accordingly, the research questions are as follows:

RQ1: How to design and implement effective empathy-training 
group activities without increasing students’ academic burden?

RQ2: Do group activities have a significant effect on the 
development of empathy among college students?

RQ3: What are the delayed effects on empathy levels among 
college students after participating in group activities?

2 Theoretical rationale

2.1 Activity theory

Activity theory is a theoretical framework for understanding how 
humans engage in purposeful, communicative collective activities 
(Foot, 2016). This theory emphasizes that human learning occurs 
through activities, whether they are individual actions or the 
outcomes of group interactions (Roschelle, 1995). Activities in 
specific settings typically involve simultaneous affective and cognitive 
processes, which can subtly influence empathy, one of the key social 
functions (Maliske et  al., 2023). It goes beyond single activities, 
focusing on collective ones as analysis units. Engeström presented 
the third-generation activity theory with six components: subject, 
object, community, tools, rules, and division of labor (Engeström, 
2001). It emphasizes multiple voices of subjects, objects, and 
communities in the system, better revealing complex, dynamic 
interactions in real-world activity systems. It also views activities as 
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the source of cognitive development, holding that human cognition, 
shaped by social and cultural activities, are formed through 
interactions among tools, rules, and communities. Thus, activity 
theory highly aligns with group counseling in aspects like 
contextuality, sociality, and dynamics. In group activities, participants 
can explore and experience different situations and roles through 
structured activities and interactions, thereby cultivating their 
cognition as well as emotions, including a deeper sense of empathy 
(Alves-Oliveira et  al., 2019). Activity theory also suggests that, 
through participation in group activities, not only do individuals 
acquire knowledge and skills but their attitudes and values are 
shaped, which is essential for the development of empathy 
(Mattelmäki et  al., 2014). The structure and process of group 
activities provide college students with rich situations and 
experiences that stimulate emotional resonance and understanding, 
which deepens their awareness of others’ emotions and needs, 
thereby raising their empathy levels (Barbezat and Bush, 2013). 
Therefore, activity theory offers a theoretical framework and 
guidance for designing group activities to enhance college students’ 
empathy by identifying the key elements of group counseling, 
providing tools relevant to the objectives, and motivating 
participants’ agency.

2.2 Experiential learning theory

Experiential learning theory states that in group activities, 
individuals acquire knowledge and skills through direct participation 
and firsthand experience, leading to a deeper understanding and 
internalization of what has been learned (Akella, 2010). The Kolb 
Learning Cycle is central to experiential learning theory and consists 
of four stages: concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract 
conceptualization, and active experimentation (Lai et al., 2024). This 
theory emphasizes that, through practical engagement and interaction, 
individuals are encouraged to actively participate, identify issues, seek 
solutions, and continually adjust and develop their cognitive structure 
within group contexts. This theory aligns well with group counseling 
for several reasons. First, group counseling is inherently experiential, 
offering a structured platform for interaction, practice, reflection, and 
change (Kolb et al., 2014). Within group activities, role-playing and 
member interactions enable individuals to share experiences, 
perspectives, and emotions, thereby broadening their horizons and 
gaining a more comprehensive understanding of themselves and 
others (Passarelli and Kolb, 2011). Next, group counseling offers 
participants a chance for reflective observation. By drawing on 
personal experiences and engaging in reflection, they can gain a 
deeper understanding of others’ emotions and needs, which helps 
cultivate a richer and more authentic sense of empathy. In addition, 
group activity leaders guide participants in extracting abstract 
concepts, such as “What is empathy?” and “How to maintain 
empathy?” from their experiences. This process enhances participants’ 
problem-solving abilities and emotional expression. Finally, group 
counseling promotes the application of acquired knowledge and skills 
in novel situations (Salimon, 2022), which means students are active 
agents and what they have learned can exert influence on them even 
when they are no longer in the counseling contexts. This is the 
foundation for this study’s exploration of the delayed effects of 
empathy in college students.

2.3 Solution-focused brief therapy

Solution-focused brief therapy (SFBT), a psychotherapeutic 
approach emphasizing students’ strengths and resources to foster 
positive change, focuses on present and future goals rather than 
past problems (Bannink, 2007). The core assumption of SFBT is that 
individuals possess the ability to address their own issues, with 
emphasis on short-term effectiveness and individual initiative. It 
was widely used in schools to address issues like academic stress, 
interpersonal relationships, and cyberbullying (Dartina et  al., 
2024). For instance, SFBT-based counseling can reduce 
cyberbullying by encouraging students to focus on positive 
interactions and improving their coping skills (Wang et al., 2024). 
Its core techniques include sharing personal experiences, seeking 
exceptions to problems, identifying strengths or solutions, using 
miracle questions, giving compliments, and future-focusing (De 
Shazer et al., 2021). While past studies have shown SFBT’s positive 
effects in individual psychotherapy (Kim, 2008), it has been less 
applied in group counseling. Group activities are a form of group-
based psychological counseling. Through interpersonal interactions 
within a group, individuals can gain self-awareness and acceptance 
via observation, learning, and experience. They can also adjust and 
improve their interpersonal relationships and learn new attitudes 
and behaviors, thereby fostering adaptive helping processes (Fan, 
2005). This study integrated SFBT philosophy and techniques into 
group activity design, aiming to uncovering and reinforcing 
individuals’ positive traits. We concentrated on enhancing empathy, 
exploring their meaning in life, and cultivating mindfulness, rather 
than mere analysis and correction of students’ empathy deficits. In 
our group activity program design, we first break down big goals 
into small, actionable steps. This allows participants to start small 
and gradually work toward the larger objectives within a short 
period. Also, we encourage members to share their own resources, 
strengths, and skills. We  emphasize the significance of positive 
feedback and support members in actively affirming and praising 
each other’s efforts and progress. We guide members to reflect and 
summarize, to share their experiences and gains, and to explore 
how to apply what they have learned to real-life situations. 
Furthermore, in this group activity, the teacher assumes a guiding 
and reinforcing role that is closely aligned with the philosophy 
of SFBT.

3 Materials and methods

3.1 Design of the group activity

Based on activity theory, experiential learning theory, and 
solution-focused brief therapy, and after consulting with a university 
mental health education center, we  finalized a group counseling 
strategy comprising six sub-activities to enhance college students’ 
empathy. The group activity strategy also focuses on enhancing 
students’ meaning in life and mindfulness. However, we  do not 
distinguish between them specially, as studies show mindfulness helps 
individuals better recognize their own and others’ values, thereby 
strengthening empathy, and meaning in life may play a mediating role 
between mindfulness and empathy (Garg, 2023). Here are the six 
sub-activities (see Table 1).
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Icebreaker: Self-introduction helps participants get a preliminary 
understanding of each other and lays the groundwork for in-depth 
interaction later on.

Emotional waves: Non-verbal communication plays an important 
role in emotional expression (Nguyen et  al., 2024). This activity, 
focusing on body language and emotion transmission, aims to 
enhance students’ sensitivity and understanding of others’ emotions.

Work in unison: Teamwork requires effective communication and 
coordination (Dai et  al., 2025). This activity, emphasizing quick 
responses and teamwork, aims to strengthen the rapport among team 
members and enhance individual responsibility within the team.

Life’s five acts: Role-playing and simulating life stages can help 
students better understand the challenges and emotions of different 
life stages (Gilbert et al., 2023).

It is not easy for you either: By experiencing yoga poses of varying 
difficulties, students can intuitively sense each other’s differences and 
challenges, promoting empathy through perspective-taking.

Bombardment of merits: Positive feedback and affirmation can 
enhance self-worth and promote positive relationship development 
(Weng et  al., 2024). By identifying and praising others’ strengths, 
students can learn to appreciate others.

The first three sub-activities aimed to fully mobilize the initiative 
of the individual and meet their existential needs through the 
development of expressive, communicative, and co-operative skills, 

thus enhancing adaptability. ‘Life’s five acts’ and ‘It’s not easy for 
you  either’, on the other hand, guided students to perceive and 
understand others through external factors such as movements, facial 
expressions, and voices via mutual practice and influence among 
members, thus constructing and strengthening students’ empathy. In 
the sub-activity of ‘Bombardment of merits’, we guided students to 
think about life and raise their awareness of the meaning of life through 
mutual encouragement among members, aiming to stimulate students’ 
confidence and positive mindset. Through the above group activity 
program, university students’ empathy is expected to be boosted in 
multiple dimensions, and their interpersonal and teamwork skills are 
also expected to be enhanced (Muhammad and Muhammad, 2024).

3.2 Procedures and participants

This study recruited 90 undergraduate students (51 male, 39 
female) from three classes at a technological college in Hunan 
Province, China, during the first semester of the 2023 academic year. 
Among them, 37 were only-children. All participants were freshmen 
aged 18 or older. After the Academic Ethics Review Committee of 
Hunan Institute of Technology approved the study, participants 
learned about its objective during a class meeting in October and 
signed informed consent forms. The researchers guaranteed that the 

TABLE 1 ‘All the way with you’ program of psychological group activity.

Procedure Sub-activities Purpose of the activity Content of the activity

1
Icebreaker games 

(15 min)

The building of a small team environment:

Breaking down barriers, getting to know each 

other, and establishing team interaction

Teams were formed freely, with members of each team lining up at 

random, and the person at the front introduced themselves to the 

person behind them.

2
Emotional waves 

(20 min)

Development of interpersonal skills:

(1) Examining students’ ability to express and 

recognize emotions in interpersonal 

communication

(2) Developing interpersonal understanding and 

collaborative skills

Each group lined up vertically, and the last student in each team drew a 

note, the message of which could only be conveyed to the person in 

front using body language and emotions, until it reached the front of 

the line, where the message was spoken out loud.

3
Work in unison 

(25 min)

Teamwork skills development:

(1) Developing teamwork and communication 

skills

(2) Developing the responsibility and self-

awareness of group members

Using numbers to represent actions: 1 represented a step forward, 2 a 

step backward, 3 a step to the left, and 4 a step to the right. The 

facilitator called out a number, to which each group must react 

correctly in the shortest time possible.

4 Life’s five acts (30 min)

The construct of empathy:

Understanding the challenges of being ‘human’, 

enriching students’ imagination, while 

establishing a sensory connection between 

individuals.

Participants of the same kind played mutual guessing. The winner 

moved up and the loser stayed, starting from ‘egg’ (squatting with 

knees hugged) to ‘chick’ (half squat with arms extended downwards) to 

‘bird’ (standing with arms extended sideways) to ‘monkey’ (standing 

with arms raised in front) to ‘man’ (exiting and sitting down). If failing 

at ‘man’, the participant had to start over from ‘egg’.

5
It’s not easy for 

you either (30 min)

Development of perspective-taking skills:

Guiding students to feel and understand others 

through external factors such as movement, 

expression, and voice, fostering the 

psychological qualities of empathy and 

perspective-taking.

Within each group, participants were divided into two halves. The left 

half performed simple yoga poses, holding still for 1 min; the right half 

performed challenging yoga poses, holding briefly in position. The 

participants in each half then switched positions.

6
Bombardment of merits 

(30 min)

Temporarily setting aside one’s own subjective 

frame of reference, attempt to discover others’ 

strengths from their perspectives.

Take turns to have one group member sit in the center of the group, 

while the other members take turns to express and appreciate their 

positive traits.
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study data would be used solely for the purpose of this study and that 
the privacy of each participant would be safeguarded. During the 
study, participants were assured of their right to withdraw their 
research data at any stage. The 90 college students were randomly 
divided into three groups, with each group 30 students. Group A 
served as the control group, receiving no intervention. Group B 
underwent timely intervention, engaging in a 150-min group activity 
program. Group C received delayed intervention, with the group 
activity scheduled 1 month after that of Group B, to analyze differences 
caused by the scheduling variance. In this study, the group activity 
called ‘All the way with you’ was conducted in the same growth 
counselling room. To avoid disparities in research outcomes due to 
varying styles and abilities of different teachers, the experiments for 
Groups B and C were supervised by the same postgraduate student in 
psychology and a teacher with a doctorate in education. The 
introduction and background music of each sub-activity were 
debugged and rehearsed before the group activity.

3.3 Study tools

The Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI), a tool developed to 
measure empathy, is widely recognized by scholars for its high 
reliability and validity (Yang and Kang, 2020). The Chinese version of 
the Interpersonal Reactivity Index-C (IRI-C), translated by Siu and 
Shek (Siu and Shek, 2005), was used as the measurement in this study. 
The scale consisted of 22 items across three dimensions: Personal 
Distress, Fantasy Scale, and Empathy Scale. Because of its proven 
reliability and validity among Chinese college students, it was deemed 
suitable for use in this study. The IRI-C is scored on a 5-point Likert 
scale, ranging from 1, not appropriate, to 5, very appropriate. The 
internal consistency coefficient for all questionnaire data was 0.816, 
with a cumulative explained variance of 63.686%. The skewness ranged 
from 0.021 to 0.785 and the kurtosis from 0.140 to 1.670, indicating 
that the scale possessed good reliability and validity and could be used 
as an empathy assessment tool in the Chinese population. The IRI-C 
scale completion timeline was as follows: the pre-tests for Groups 
A/B/C were all completed during the week of 17 September 2023; the 
post-tests for Groups A and B were completed on 8 October 2023; the 
post-tests for Group C were completed on 5 November 2023 to assess 
the immediate effects of the group activities; and the re-tests for Groups 
A, B and C were completed on 14 January 2024 to assess the delayed 
effects of the group activities. Data were collected using Wenjuanxing, 
a Chinese online survey platform. A total of 270 questionnaires were 
distributed, and all 270 responses received were valid.

The post-group-activity interviews were conducted in a manner 
that allowed participants to freely express their experiences and 
viewpoints. Two students from Group B and one student from Group 
B were randomly invited to come up to the stage to share their feelings 
after the group counseling session. Each student spoke for about 
5 min. Their speeches were recorded, transcribed, and labeled as S1, 
S2, and S3. Several guided questions for students to talk were given by 
the two supervisors in the group activity: What did you do before 
participating in the activity? What were you  thinking during the 
activity? and How did you  feel after the activity? Using random 
invitations to speak, we ensured objectivity and comprehensiveness of 
the feedback, allowing researchers to gain a broader understanding of 
students’ experiences and changes.

3.4 Data analysis

SPSS version 26.0 was used for statistical analysis. The sample was 
summarized using descriptive statistics to clarify the current state of 
empathy among college students, including the total score mean and 
standard deviation. Additionally, ANOVA was employed to examine 
the differences among Groups A, B, and C, as well as the differences 
between the pre-test and post-test and between the post-test and 
re-test within the groups. The recorded interview materials, 
transcribed verbatim, were returned to the participants for verification 
to assess the effectiveness of the group activities on the enhancement 
of empathy levels.

4 Study results and discussion

4.1 Differences between groups

The pre-test data indicated that the empathy levels in each group 
were moderate to low, with no significant differences between the 
groups (F = 1.817, p = 0.169). This was consistent with the findings of 
Saleem et al. (2021); Lee et al. (2021); and Liu et al. (2020), suggesting 
that empathy levels among first-year students needed improvement. 
Post-test results showed that empathy levels were significantly higher 
in Groups B and C, which received the intervention, than in the 
non-intervened Group A (F = 29.745, p < 0.001), and all 60 
participants involved in the group activities expressed satisfaction 
with the quality of the activities, stating that the atmosphere of the 
group activities was excellent and had a significant impact on them. 
Feedback such as ‘I am more caring than before’, ‘I am more active and 
bolder than before’, and ‘I am more understanding of others’ challenges 
than before’ further illustrated the significant effect of the group 
activities in enhancing empathy levels among college students. This 
was consistent with the findings of Lim (2019); Lu et al. (2020); and 
Nurhasanah et al. (2019). The re-test results, conducted 2–3 months 
later, were consistent with the post-test results. The empathy scores for 
Groups B and C were significantly higher than those for Group A, as 
shown in Table 2.

4.2 Differences within groups

The pre-test, post-test, and re-test results for Group A showed no 
significant differences (F = 1.227, p = 0.298). However, the mean 
scores of empathy levels showed an increasing trend, indicating that 
the empathy levels of first-year students improved gradually after a 
semester of study and life experience. The data for Group B showed 
that the immediate effect of the group activities on enhancing empathy 
levels was significant (F = 10.848, p < 0.001), with the mean score 
increasing from 2.860 to 3.506. However, it is worth noting that the 
mean score on the re-test, conducted 3 months later, had decreased to 
3.187. Although there was an increase compared with the pre-test 
mean score of 2.860, the difference was not significant, indicating that 
the effect of the group activities on empathy levels among college 
students diminished over time. The data from Group C also supported 
this, as the mean score on the re-test, conducted 2 months later, had 
decreased by 0.008 from the post-test mean score. However, unlike 
Group B, the re-test scores remained significantly higher than the 
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pre-test scores, indicating that the effect of the group activities on 
enhancing empathy levels among college students was maintained at 
a relatively high level for a substantial period of time and did not 
disappear, as shown in Table 2.

4.3 Immediate effects of group activities on 
empathy among college students

The results of the study showed that the level of empathy among 
college students increased significantly after they participated in group 
activities. Consistent with the findings of Lim (2019); Lu et al. (2020); 
and Nurhasanah et al. (2019), group activities can be considered an 
effective means of enhancing empathy levels. Empathy has been 
considered a crucial element in interpersonal communication (Rigby, 
2007; Main et al., 2017; Howe, 2012; Çelik and Alpan, 2023), validating 
the efficacy of group activities as an effective means of enhancing 
interpersonal communication. Consistent with the findings of Alden 
and Regambal (2010), group activities have favorable effects in 
improving interpersonal interactions among college students (Bao and 
Zhu, 1997). A series of counselling activities have sparked college 
students’ ability to empathize, enabling them to further understand life’s 
challenges and enhancing their interpersonal communication skills 
through increased self-awareness and understanding of others. This kind 
of training not only helps reduce the phenomenon of “empathy deficit” 
but also improves college students’ ability to empathize and understand 
others’ emotions, thereby reducing aggressive behaviors on campus and 
fostering a more positive atmosphere (Lee et al., 2021; Liu et al., 2020). 
In addition, within the designed group activity setting, empathy is 
significantly enhanced through the reshaping of emotions and cognition, 
further confirming activity theory (Roschelle, 1995; Maliske et al., 2023). 
The findings of this study provide empirical support for the effectiveness 
of group activities in enhancing empathy among college students, 
emphasizing their positive role in improving interpersonal relationships 
and fostering positive affective attitudes. It also offers implicit theoretical 
guidance and can serve as a practical reference for colleges and 
universities to adopt empathy-training group activities as a low-cost and 
effective measure for bullying prevention and control.

4.4 Delayed effects of group activities on 
empathy among college students

The results of the study showed that the level of empathy among 
college students decreased within 2–3 months after the group 
activities. This finding was consistent with those of Bhatia and Shetty 
(2023), that the effectiveness of group activities in enhancing empathy 

among college students diminished over a semester, which was an 
unavoidable trend (Piumatti et al., 2020). This may be explained by the 
group atmosphere being more conducive to stimulating self-
expression among students, leading to fluctuations in empathy levels 
over a certain period. It is worth noting that, although levels of 
empathy declined after 2–3 months, they were still higher than before 
the group activities. This indicates that group activities remain 
effective in enhancing empathy among university students over a 
certain period (Bas-Sarmiento et al., 2019; Hamuddin et al., 2023). 
This also demonstrates the ubiquity and sustainability of learning 
within experiential learning theory, and provides new perspectives for 
further deepening the application of experiential learning theory in 
group activities (Kolb et al., 2014; Salimon, 2022). However, because 
of the limitations of this study, more in-depth research and 
investigation are needed to further explore the mechanism of 
delayed effects.

The results of the study remind us that, although group activities 
have a significant effect on empathy levels in the short term, there may 
be a declining trend in the long term. Hence, to better maintain the 
improvement in empathy levels, it may be necessary to design ongoing 
training sessions or reminder mechanisms following group activities 
to help students consolidate and apply the empathy skills they have 
learned (Bhatia and Shetty, 2023; Piumatti et  al., 2020). This also 
contributes to a more comprehensive understanding of the long-term 
impact and sustainability of group activities in fostering empathy 
among college students.

4.5 Immediate feedback after SFBT group 
activities

Group activities effectively create a positive team atmosphere and 
promote communication and cooperation among members, in line 
with prior studies (Dai et al., 2025). In a safe and vibrant environment, 
students are more likely to open up, engage actively, and develop 
strong interpersonal communication and emotional expression (Bao 
and Zhu, 1997). As one student noted, “This activity was magical. 
I would be very nervous to speak in a crowd and would turn red and feel 
helpless. But after interacting with the group, everyone encouraged and 
comforted me, and gradually, I  could even hear my own laughter. 
I completely let go of my inhibitions!”(S1).

Ample interaction and mutual assistance enable a more 
comprehensive and objective self-perception. In an environment of 
mutual acceptance and appreciation, individuals feel more comfortable 
revealing their true selves and expressing emotions (Nguyen et al., 
2024). This fosters deep trust among team members, making it easier 
to share thoughts and feelings (Weng et al., 2024). As one student 

TABLE 2 Analysis of differences among groups.

Groups Pre-test (M ± SD) Post-test (M ± SD) Re-test (M ± SD) F Post-hoc tests

Group A 2.631 ± 0.403 2.633 ± 0.430 2.787 ± 0.489 1.227 –

Group B 2.860 ± 0.523 3.506 ± 0.505 3.187 ± 0.578 10.848*** Post-test > Pre-test

Group C 2.787 ± 0.489 3.312 ± 0.440 3.304 ± 0.444 12.872*** Post-test > pre-test; re-test > pre-test

F 1.817 29.745*** 8.564***

Post-hoc tests – B > A; C > A B > A; C > A

***p < 0.001.
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recorded, “Initially, I never expected myself to open up so much. After 
all, everyone had just started college and wasn’t very familiar with each 
other. Who would share their real experiences and thoughts? But 
unexpectedly, after completing the mutual praise task in the 
“Bombardment of merits” sub-activity, our group continued chatting 
with enthusiasm. I even shared details about how I interacted with my 
peers. This transformation was beyond my own expectations!”(S3) These 
echo the importance of team atmosphere in virtual teams, highlighting 
dimensions like team performance, communication, and cohesion 
(Muhammad and Muhammad, 2024).

Students also reported a more profound understanding of others’ 
situations, reflecting the positive effects of empathy training. This 
enhances their emotional intelligence and understanding 
(Muhammad and Muhammad, 2024; Del Barrio et al., 2024). For 
instance, S2 shared her reflective feedback, noting that everyone faces 
challenges and that empathizing requires effort. “At first, I hesitated 
and felt nervous when I  saw a classmate squatting for a long time, 
looking at me with pleading eyes. Later, when I returned to being the 
“egg,” he  came over to help me without hesitation. I  was really 
touched!”(S2). This indicates that experiential learning can strengthen 
students’ empathy (Dai et  al., 2025). When facing team-task 
difficulties, mutual support and collaboration are essential. These 
shared experiences highlight the importance of interdependence 
within a team, fostering greater respect and understanding among 
members (Gilbert et al., 2023). A positive team environment cultivates 
students’ emotional intelligence, making them better at expressing, 
listening to, and comprehending others’ emotional needs (Humphrey 
et  al., 2007). The process of emotional resonance and mutual 
understanding shapes more empathetic college students.

5 Conclusion and implications

The significant effects of group activities in enhancing empathy 
levels among college students have been highlighted. Through 
systematic group activity planning and implementation, supported by 
quantitative and qualitative data and the thorough validation and 
organization of theoretical frameworks, this study has revealed the 
practical impact of group activities on empathy levels among college 
students. The results showed that group activities are significantly 
effective in enhancing the level of empathy among college students. 
Furthermore, the effect of group activities on enhancing empathy 
levels among college students tends to diminish over time but is 
maintained at a relatively high level for a certain period. The findings 
are favorable for educational administrators to formulate targeted 
empathy development programs, which holds significant importance 
in promoting the comprehensive emotional development of students 
(Yu et al., 2021). At the same time, due to the current limitations on 
class hours for mental health education, the value of the SFBT—
integrated group activity program in promotion has also been 
highlighted (Dartina et al., 2024; Wang et al., 2024; Wang et al., 2024).

This study innovatively advances existing literature in some 
aspects. Firstly, in terms of group intervention paradigms, prior 
studies have confirmed the empathy-enhancing effect of psychological 
group activities. However, they mainly focus on long-term 
interventions (over 8 weeks) without structured operation guidelines 
(Yu et al., 2021). This study develops a standardized, solution-focused 
brief therapy group counseling approach. Unlike the minimum 
8-week intervention proposed by Del Barrio et al. (2024), it confirms 

that six well-designed sub-activities modules can also significantly 
boost empathy within limited class hours. This provides universities 
with an empirical solution to the challenge of mental health education 
time constraints.

Secondly, the delayed effects of empathy training among college 
students have been explored in depth. In addition to immediate effects 
as explored in literature (Yu et al., 2021), this study also conducted 
continuous follow-up and evaluation of the training effectiveness. 
Through a longitudinal tracking design, this study found that although 
empathy levels showed some natural decay after 3 months, the post-
test and re-test data remained significantly above the pre-test baseline 
(Salimon, 2022). This perspective helps to understand the long-term 
impact of empathy training, reveals that the cognitive restructuring 
from group activities has a lasting effect beyond emotional arousal. 
Meanwhile, by comparing immediate and delayed effects, a more 
comprehensive assessment of the effectiveness and sustainability of 
group activities could be made, providing valuable insights for future 
empathy training initiatives.

Our study also has significant implications for schools, students, 
families, and other relevant domains. In addressing the current issue 
of ‘empathy deficit’ among college students, institutions should 
optimize group activity strategies to boost their effectiveness in 
fostering empathy. This involves creating more inclusive and 
stimulating activity settings, offering diverse participation 
opportunities, and incorporating advanced training techniques and 
methods. It is imperative to broaden the limited scope of group 
activities so that a larger number of students can benefit from them. 
In addition, universities must integrate empathy education into their 
curricula (Muhammad and Muhammad, 2024; Del Barrio et al., 2024; 
Yu et  al., 2021). They should strengthen general mental health 
education and guide students in comprehending the concept, 
significance, and application of empathy in interpersonal relationships. 
This will help cultivate students with sound psychological qualities 
and promote holistic student development (Wu, 2015). At the student 
level, there should be an emphasis on promoting peer interaction, 
encouraging students to establish more open and trusting relationships 
with their peers, and enhancing emotional connections through 
communication and sharing of feelings. Students are also encouraged 
to share their feelings and experiences with each other to promote 
empathy and resonance. Families and society should also work 
together to provide a more supportive and understanding 
environment for college students. Through these comprehensive 
efforts, it is expected that a more empathetic college student 
population will be fostered, thus reducing the occurrence of campus 
bullying and building a more harmonious, friendly, and mutually 
respectful society.

6 Limitations of the study and future 
recommendations

This study had certain limitations. First, although we conducted a 
longitudinal study within a semester, tracking across semesters might 
introduce uncertainties affecting empathy’s delayed effects. Second, 
while SFBT empathy—training group activities can be replicated and 
promoted, real—world educational settings have many interfering 
factors. For instance, most mental health education courses may lack 
sufficient time for all students participating in 2–4 h group activities. 
Additionally, the mechanism by which students’ empathy growth 
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alleviates school bullying behaviors has not been sufficiently verified, 
it has only been partially explained through literature.

To comprehensively understand the long-term effects of 
empathy training, future research could employ sophisticated 
tracking and multi—validation strategies. Divide tracking into 
monthly or quarterly units, conduct interventions and data 
collection across long vacations, analyze environmental moderators 
via Structural Equation Modeling to spot key fluctuation points in 
delayed empathy effects, and support enhanced intervention cycles. 
To overcome course hour limits, future research could explore 
simplified intervention modules. For example, design “10-min 
embedded classroom activities’ based on microlearning theory, or 
develop mobile app scenario tasks. And then test these fragmented 
interventions’ effectiveness on empathy maintenance through 
randomized controlled trials. Finally, the mechanism linking 
empathy to covert bullying can be  tested empirically with 
multimodal data to show how empathy growth curbs such bullying. 
Future research could employ quasi—experiments to compare the 
behavior of intervention and control groups in simulated campus 
conflicts, such as the frequency of verbal attacks or supportive 
behaviors. This would establish practical causal—chain evidence 
and overcome the current study’s limits.
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