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Abstract 

The high cases of aggressive behavior in the Indonesian primary school indicate the low empathy of children. One of the factors that influence 

empathy development is the social environment. Furthermore, Indonesian society is very diverse as the social environment of children. 

Therefore, this study aim was to see the relationship between diversity and child's empathy. Several previous studies provided evidence of a 

correlation between diversity and prejudice. Some studies also proposed that prejudice attitude of children and parent predicts each other. 

Additionally, prior researches proved the correlation between prejudice and empathy. Therefore, this study also intended to investigate the 

mediating role of parent's prejudice attitude on the relationship between diversity and child's empathy. Participants of this research were 233 

pairs of parent and child in Jakarta. We measured the variables using the adapted Kids’ Empathy Development Scale, the adaptation of blatant 

prejudice scale, and the scale of opportunities for contact. This study showed that the direct effect of diversity on children empathy was not 

statistically significant, but the parent’s prejudice attitude confirmed to mediate the relationship. Our findings indicate that diversity does not 

directly affect children's empathy, but diversity influences the parents' prejudice attitude which then affects the children's empathy. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

In the first quarter of 2019, the results of supervision by 
the Indonesian Child Protection Commission (KPAI) showed 
that the most common cases in the educational environment 
were bullying (Maradewa, 2019). Furthermore, KPAI 
revealed that the highest number of bullying occurred at the 
level of primary education at 67%. 6-8 years old children 
have been able to identify their identities and others among 
their diverse environments (Gerasimova, Krasova, & 
Chuikova, 2018). The occurrence of bullying and aggressive 
behavior is closely related to the low empathy of people in the 
bullying environment (Wang, Lei, Yang, Gao, & Zhao, 2017). 
Contrarily they have been able to realize the relationship 
between their feelings and the feelings of others to empathize 
(Gerasimova et al., 2018). This explanation indicates that 
Indonesian children are less empathetic. 

Earlier theorist, such Eisenberg, Feshbach, and Hoffman 
proposed that empathy could inhibit aggressive behavior 
(Stanger, Kavussanu, McIntyre, & Ring, 2016). Moreover, 
empathy is considered as the motivator of altruism and 
influencing prosocial development and actions (Eisenberg, 
Spinrad, & Knafo-Noam, 2015). Another study showed that 
an empathetic person has a positive attitude towards the 
discriminated groups (Monroe & Martinez-Mart, 2008). 
Empathy is a crucial element of socio-emotional development 
in children (Sánchez-Pérez, Fuentes, Jolliffe, & González-
Salinas, 2014). 

From various definitions of empathy, this study used a 
consensus which concluded that the best way to interpret 
empathy is to look at two components (Sánchez-Pérez et al., 
2014). Those components are cognitive and affective 
empathy. Cognitive empathy was defined as a person's ability 
to understand other people's feelings and is a cognitive 
process during the understanding of another person's mental 
state (Sánchez-Pérez et al., 2014). Whereas affective-empathy 
is the tendency to feel certain emotions in response to other's 
affective states (Sánchez-Pérez et al., 2014). Therefore this 
study we use the definition of empathy as an affective 
response that comes from understanding the emotional state 
of others and resembling what the person feels (Eisenberg, 
2010) In the first quarter of 2019, the results of supervision by 
the Indonesian Child Protection Commission (KPAI) showed 
that the most common cases in the educational environment 
were bullying (Maradewa, 2019). Furthermore, KPAI 
revealed that the highest number of bullying occurred at the 
level of primary education at 67%. 6-8 years old children 
have been able to identify their identities and others among 
their diverse environments (Gerasimova, Krasova, & 
Chuikova, 2018). The occurrence of bullying and aggressive 
behavior is closely related to the low empathy of people in the 
bullying environment (Wang, Lei, Yang, Gao, & Zhao, 2017). 
Contrarily they have been able to realize the relationship 
between their feelings and the feelings of others to empathize 
(Gerasimova et al., 2018). This explanation indicates that 
Indonesian children are less empathetic. 

Earlier theorist, such Eisenberg, Feshbach, and Hoffman 
proposed that empathy could inhibit aggressive behavior 
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(Stanger, Kavussanu, McIntyre, & Ring, 2016). Moreover, 
empathy is considered as the motivator of altruism and 
influencing prosocial development and actions (Eisenberg, 
Spinrad, & Knafo-Noam, 2015). Another study showed that 
an empathetic person has a positive attitude towards the 
discriminated groups (Monroe & Martinez-Mart, 2008). 
Empathy is a crucial element of socio-emotional development 
in children (Sánchez-Pérez, Fuentes, Jolliffe, & González-
Salinas, 2014). 

From various definitions of empathy, this study used a 
consensus which concluded that the best way to interpret 
empathy is to look at two components (Sánchez-Pérez et al., 
2014). Those components are cognitive and affective 
empathy. Cognitive empathy was defined as a person's ability 
to understand other people's feelings and is a cognitive 
process during the understanding of another person's mental 
state (Sánchez-Pérez et al., 2014). Whereas affective-empathy 
is the tendency to feel certain emotions in response to other's 
affective states (Sánchez-Pérez et al., 2014). Therefore this 
study we use the definition of empathy as an affective 
response that comes from understanding the emotional state 
of others and resembling what the person feels (Eisenberg, 
2010). 

Empathy is influenced by external and internal factors 
(Mcdonald & Messinger, 2011). Children at early school age 
(6-8 years old) are much influenced by their environments 
such as family and school environments (Decety, 2015). 
However, Indonesia is a plural nation consisted of various 
ethnic groups and religions where Muslims are the majority 
religion (Indonesia.go.id, 2018). Prior studies have shown a 
positive correlation between diversity and empathy (Brown, 
Tam, & Aboud, 2018). Another study showed empathy 
improvement after participating in diversity courses (Remer, 
2008). In line with those studies, experimental research 
conducted by Sorensen (2010) showed that there was an 
increment in empathy for participants who made contact in 
the intergroup dialogue program. The present study aimed to 
see the relationship between the diversity of extended family 
and living environments in Indonesian society on the empathy 
of children. 

Contact hypothesis argued that diversity encourages 
intergroup contact which gives understanding to one another 
and reduces prejudice (Laurence, 2014). On the other hand, 
the threat hypothesis argued that diversity increases prejudice 
and leads to intergroup conflict (Laurence, 2014). Previous 
studies provided evidence that diversity correlated to 
prejudice both positively and negatively (Rapp & Freitag, 
2015).  

The study conducted by Odenweller and Harris (2018) 
showed that there is prejudice transmission from parents to 
children through the child's identification of their parents. In 
line with the study, the result of research by Pirchio, 
Passiatore, Panno, Maricchiolo, and Carrus (2018) showed 
that parents' prejudice predicts children's prejudice regardless 
of the parenting style applied. Miklikowska (2016) through 
his longitudinal study proposed that the relationship between 
parents' and child's prejudice is a bidirectional relationship.  

Further, Miklikowska (2017) provided evidence that 
empathy plays an important role in the formation of prejudice. 
Moreover, previous research has shown an association 
between prejudice attitudes towards outgroups and empathy 

Turner et al., (2007). An experimental study involving 
empathy showed positive changes in participants' prejudice 
(Monroe & Martinez-Mart, 2008). Based on the elaboration 
of the evidence that diversity correlated to prejudice moreover 
prejudice correlated to empathy. Therefore, this study aims to 
investigate the role of parent’s prejudice attitude on the 
relationship between diversity and child empathy. 

2. METHOD 

2.1 Participants 

This study used a purposive sampling technique, so the 
research subject based on accessibility and by the 
characteristics needed (Etikan, Musa, & Alkassim, 2016). 
Parental data was taken by employing a booklet of the 
questionnaire with informed consent inside. We measured the 
children's empathy in their schools after parents returned the 
informed consent. There were three Islamic schools and three 
public schools (2-5 % non-Muslims) involved. Our 
participants were 223 children-parent and we excluded 10 
pairs of participants' data due to an incomplete score. 
Therefore, we used 223 pairs of data in the analysis. We also 
provided cereals as the incentive to students and a pen for 
parents. 

2.2 Measurements 

2.2.1 Child’s Empathy 

We measured the child's empathy using the adaptation of 
the Kids' Empathy Development Scale that consisted of 8 
items (Reid et al., 2013). The internal consistency of the 
measurement was 0.61 in our sample. Each item provided 
visual scenario and a set of answer choices. Each question 
requires participants to express the character's emotions 
(cognitive empathy) and their feelings about the scenario 
(affective empathy).  

Children filled an online form by electronic media (laptop 
or tablet) and headsets in measurements. There was a video 
that showed how to answer the questions then we double 
checked the children's understanding before it started. We 
gave visual scenarios and supported by audio that reads the 
story and the question. Then the children answered by 
clicking one of the options according to what they thought 
and felt. This method is done to avoid the occurrence of 
children conformity to researchers and to avoid bias caused 
by differences in children's reading ability. 

2.2.2 Diversity 

This study defined diversity as the opportunity for contact 
that describes exposure to outgroups in the neighborhood and 
extended families (Turner et al., 2007). So parents and 
children participants have the equivalent score of opportunity 
for contact. This measurement was about the proportion of 
outgroup members in participants’ neighborhood and 
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extended family (1 = none, 5 = almost all). This study refers 
to Muslims as ingroup and other religions as outgroups. 

2.2.3 Parents’ Prejudice Attitude 

The short form of Blatant Prejudice Scale that consisted of 
6 items measured the parent's prejudice attitude (Pettigrew & 
Meertens, 1995). We adapted this measurement to get in 
Indonesian culture and context. The internal consistency of 
the scale is 65 in our sample.  Items are scored by 6 point 
scales that a higher score indicating more prejudice.  

2.3  Data Analysis 

We first tested the relationship between each pair of 
variables used Pearson’s bivariate correlation. Then we 
examined the mediating role of parent’s prejudice attitude on 
the relationship between diversity and child’s empathy by 
applying the PROCESS macro of Hayes for SPSS. In the 
mediation analysis, we will test the direct and indirect effects. 
Conclusion of the role of the mediator is if the results of the 
analysis reveal significant indirect effects with 95% 
confidence intervals. 

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics and correlation
between each pair of variables. The results of this bivariate 
correlation give us the idea of the relationship between 
variables. Our results show that diversity is not significantly 
correlated to child empathy (r = .09, p > .05), whereas prior 
studies have shown that diversity influenced empathy (Remer, 
2008; Sorensen, 2010). This result indicates that although 
Indonesian people have a high 'opportunity for contact' with 
their outgroups, it does not always lead to outgroup 
perspective-taking. So that children's empathy is not 
automatically high in diverse environments. Therefore, we 
need to explore how diversity affects children's empathy. 

Table 1. Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations between 
Each Pair Variables  

Variable M
ean 

S
D 

1 2 3 

Opportunity for 
contact 

7
.74 

2
.56 

– 

Child’s empathy 6
.57 

1
.55 

.09
** 

– 

Parent’s prejudice 
attitude 

1
4.39 

4
.20 

-
.26** 

-
.16* 

– 

Note. * p < .05. ** p <.01. 

This study result also showed us the significant negative 
relationship between the opportunity for contact and the 
parent's prejudice attitude. This means that the increment in 
the opportunity to interact with the outgroup goes hand in 

hand with a decrement in the parent's prejudice attitude (r = -
.26, p < .01). These findings show us that contact theory suits 
the Indonesian society. This also indicates that intergroup 
interactions within extended families and neighborhoods in 
Indonesia (1) are equal, (2) have common experiences and 
goals, and (3) frequent, long-lasting, and intensive (Janmaat, 
2012). Our findings supported by the idea of the collective 
culture of Indonesian society (Purba, Oostrom, Van Der 
Molen, & Born, 2015).  

Parent's prejudice attitude also inversely correlated with 
children empathy (r = -.16, p < .05). This relationship shows 
that high parents' prejudice attitude coincides with low 
children empathy. This study result indicates the influence of 
parent's attitudes and values on child empathy. Further saying, 
it supports the argument of the existence of intergeneration 
transmission of parent's prejudice attitude to their children 
(Miklikowska, 2016; Odenweller & Harris, 2018; Pirchio et 
al., 2018). The intergenerational transmission of prejudice 
might occur because of the imitation and conformity that 
children make in looking at parents’ values (Blake, Corbit, 
Callaghan, & Warneken, 2016; Kim, Chen, Smetana, & 
Greenberger, 2016). It also justifies the existence of a 
relationship between prejudice and one's empathy (Monroe & 
Martinez-Mart, 2008; Turner et al., 2007). The bivariate 
relationship between these variables illustrates the mediating 
role of parent’s prejudice attitude on the relationship between 
children's diversity and empathy. 

As we expected, the study result of simple mediation 
analysis shows that the diversity indirectly influenced 
children empathy through its effect on parent's prejudice 
attitude. As can be seen in Table 2, parents in the environment 
that gave more opportunities for intergroup contact had lower 
prejudice attitudes towards outgroup members (B = -1.23, p < 
.01), and low-prejudiced parents transmitted that value to 
their children so that their children could be more empathetic 
(B = -.06, p < .05). A bias-corrected bootstrap confidence 
interval for the indirect effect (IE = .07, p < .05) based on 
10,000 bootstrap samples. This study provides no evidence 
that diversity influences children's empathy without its 
influence on parent's prejudice attitudes (DE = 0.08, p = 
0.49).  

Table 2. Result from multiple regression predicting outgroups 
contact 

Parent’s 
prejudice 
attitude 

Child’s 
empathy 

Variable B S
E 

B SE 

Opportunity for 
contact 

-
1.23** 

.3
1 

.08*
* .12 

Parent’s 
prejudice attitude 

-
.06** .03 

(Constant) 18.
27** 

1.
02 

7.10
** .60 

F 15.83** 3.20* 
R2 .07 .03 

Note: Unstandardized regression coefficients are given. 
* p < .05. ** p <.01.
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Prior studies provided evidence that empathy can make 

someone perceive heterogeneity as challenges and could 
provide benefits (Hofhuis, Zee, & Otten, 2015). This research 
suggests Indonesian society to perceive the differences as 
opportunities. Communal culture in Indonesian society needs 
to be maintained so that we can still interact with outgroups 
and we will be less prejudice. Moreover, the research 
conducted by Miklikowska (2017) proposed that low-
prejudice people expected to be more open in facing 
differences and that is closely associated with empathy. Our 
mediation analysis show that prejudice transmits its influence 
on empathy, therefore we also suggest to revisiting the 
unidirectional relationship of empathy and prejudice. After 
all, diversity in Indonesia is inevitable, so the education 
system better to use it to promote children's empathy. Adults 
can train children's empathy by understanding differences and 
practices to look at situations from the point of view of 
outgroups. Increasing empathy among Indonesian children is 
expected to reduce the level of aggressiveness and improve 
prosocial behavior. 

4. CONCLUSION 

This study still has limitation such as the absence of 
measurement of prejudice in children. To get a more detailed 
picture of the relationship between diversity and child 
empathy, might future research measure children's prejudice 
attitudes. 

This study did not obtain evidence of the relationship 
between diversity and child empathy. However, we proved 
that diversity inversely correlated with parent's prejudice 
attitude in the context of Indonesian society. We also provide 
evidence of a negative correlation between parent's prejudice 
attitude and children empathy. Finally, this study explain how 
diversity transmits their effect on child empathy, specifically 
through influencing parents' prejudice. 
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