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Numerous studies have found that women score higher on self-report measures of empathy (Baron-Cohen & Wheelwright, 2004; Davis, 1983; Eisenberg & Lennon, 1983; Mehrabian et al, 1988; Rueckert & Naybar,2008).  However, other studies using more objective measures have reported smaller, or no, gender differences (Eisenberg & Lennon, 1983).  Recent studies have suggested that gender differences in empathy may vary with context (Singer et al., 2006).  Many differentiate between “cognitive empathy”, which is similar to Theory of Mind, and “emotional empathy”, which is the tendency to feel the same emotion as another person (e.g. Davis, 1983).  Examination of the most popular self-report questionnaires suggests that they tend to focus on emotional empathy.  Furthermore, they tend to focus more on negative emotions, such as sadness (e.g. “It makes me sad to see a lonely stranger in a group”; Mehrabian & Epstein, 1972).  A separate line of research has found that women tend to rate themselves as feeling more sadness than men (Allen & Haccoun, 1976; Blier & Blier-Wilson, 1989).  The purpose of this study was to determine whether gender differences in empathy reflect differences in self-rated sadness, and whether they are influenced by the nature of the target of the empathy (friend or enemy).

Participants were 60 women and 24 men who completed the interpersonal reactivity index (IRI; Davis, 1983), which differentiates between Emotional Concern (EC; emotional empathy) and Perspective Taking (PT; cognitive empathy).  They also completed the NEIU Empathy Scale, a newly-developed scale that describes 10 emotional scenarios.  Participants are asked to rate how much happiness, sadness, and anger they would feel if each of the 10 scenarios happened to themselves, and how they would feel if it happened to a friend or enemy.  

Results for the IRI showed a gender by subscale interaction.  Women scored slightly higher on all scales, but the difference was only significant on the EC subscale.  On the NEIU Empathy Scale there was a gender by emotion interaction that was significant for all 3 targets (self, friend, enemy).  Women rated themselves as feeling more happiness and sadness than men.  There was no difference for anger, replicating previous studies (Allen & Haccoun, 1976).  An empathy score was computed by subtracting, for each scenario, the rating for the other person (friend or enemy) from the rating for self.  A significant gender by person interaction reflected the fact that women showed a greater difference between friend and enemy (greater empathy for friend, less for enemy, than men).

These results suggest that gender differences in self-reported empathy may be due, in part, to a tendency for women to rate their emotions as more intense, especially sadness.  They may “feel sad to see a lonely stranger in a group” simply because they tend to feel more sad in all sad situations.  The gender by other person interaction is congruent with studies showing that men are more likely to help strangers, but women are more likely to help close friends (Eagly & Crowley, 1986; George et al., 1998), and suggests that gender differences in empathy may depend on the nature of the relationship between the participant and the other person.   

