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ABSTRACT

Empathy is one of the components of improving interpersonal interactions that
originates from childhood experiences during caregiver-child interactions. Based
on this fact, it is reasonable to consider positive and negative childhood
experiences as determining factors in formation of people's empathy capacity.
This study aimed to investigate the relationship between childhood traumatic
experiences and cognitive and emotional empathy, considering the mediating
role of self-compassion. For this purpose, in a descriptive and correlational
research, 240 students of different faculties of Allameh Tabataba’i University of
Tehran were selected by a proportional sampling process. Data were collected by
the childhood trauma questionnaire, empathy questionnaire and self-compassion
scale and analyzed by using structural equation modeling and path analysis. The
findings of the research showed that there is no relationship between childhood
traumatic experiences and emotional empathy regarding the mediating role of
self-compassion; whereas, childhood traumatic experiences through self-
compassion can affect cognitive empathy. Also, childhood emotional and
physical traumatic experiences through self-compassion can affect empathy;
however, due to some reasons such as dysfunctional emotion regulations
mechanisms, there is no relationship between childhood sexual traumatic
experiences and empathy, regarding to the mediating role of self-compassion.
Based on the research findings, it can be concluded that the proposed model
explains well the relationship between childhood traumatic experiences and
cognitive and emotional empathy by considering the role of self-compassion.
The findings of this research, highlight important role of traumatic childhood
experiences in forming further individual and social interactions.
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Introduction

This study aimed to investigate the mediating role of self-compassion in relationship between
childhood traumatic experiences and cognitive and emotional empathy, as well as relationship
between physical, emotional and sexual childhood traumatic experiences and empathy, among
students. According to Bowlby, basis of empathic behaviors form through process of baby and
caregiver's interaction (Memarian et al., 1401). Thus, it can be consider that several factors can
affect the capacity of empathy by increasing or decreasing itA great deal of research
demonstrates that children's experiences in the family influence their empathy development
(Levy, Goldestein & Feldman, 2019). In addition, Paivio and Laurent (2001) research found that
child abuse and neglect are considered traumatic empathic failures that can have a lasting
impact on development. On the other hand, emerging evidence suggests that heterogeneity
exists with respect to links between adversity and resilience, with adversity often enhancing
cooperation in the face of joint suffering (Lim and Desteno, 2016). Also research has shown
that life adversity can be associated with increased altruistic behaviors (Volhardt & Staub, 2011;
Volhardt, 2009). Lim and Desteno (2016) found that the severity of past traumas can lead to
increasing compassion through empathy. Based on this finding, it seems that ability of a person
to connecting himself to common human suffering through empathy and getting rid of the
persistent symptoms of traumatic childhood experiences will be very important.

Methodology

In terms of purpose and methodology, this study was fundamental research employing
correlational research's methods; it was also a quantitative research. The statistical population
included all students studying in the academic year 1401-1402 and 1402-1403 at Allameh
Tabatabaii University in Tehran. According to Klein's formula (2005), a sample of 240 people
was selected in a proportional way (taking into account all faculties of Allameh Tabatabaii
University of Tehran). Data were collected using the childhood trauma questionnaire (Bernstein
et al., 2003), empathy (Jolliffe and Farrington, 2006) and self-compassion (Neff, 2003) and
were analyzed through structural measures and path analysis using Amos and SPSS.

Finding

Based on the amount of fit index (AGFI, CFI, GFI and NFI) and RMSEA index both
considering models, structural model of the relationship between childhood trauma and
emotional and cognitive empathy regarding to the mediating role of self-compassion and model
of the path analysis model of the components of childhood trauma experience with empathy
considering the mediating role of self-compassion, have a good fit.
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Figl. Structural model of mediating role of self-compassion in the relationship between childhood
traumatic experiences and emotional and cognitive empathy
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Fig2. Path analysis of mediating role of self-compassion in relationship of emotional, physical and
sexual childhood traumatic experiences with empathy

Conclusion

The results showed that there is no relationship between childhood traumatic experiences and
emotional empathy regarding the mediating role of self-compassion; whereas, there is a
relationship between childhood traumatic experiences and cognitive empathy regarding the
mediating role of self-compassion. Also, there is a relationship between childhood emotional
and physical traumatic experiences with empathy, considering the mediating role of self-
compassion; however, there is no relationship between childhood sexual traumatic experiences
and empathy regarding the mediating role of self-compassion. In the relationship between
childhood traumatic experiences and empathy, considering subscales of both variables,
emotional dysregulation and deficits in the process of developing theory of mind are the main
factors that cause a person with traumatic childhood experiences (emotional, physical and
sexual) feels emotional distress when facing to other's suffering and as a result, becomes unable
to have empathic behaviors (Zahn-Waxler et al., 1992). Also, the inability of a person to
identify and name another state of mind, which originates from a deficit in the theory of mind,
makes him unable to have cognitive empathy (Fonagy, 2004). Emotional and sexual traumatic
experiences by decreasing emotional awareness and increasing emotional distress, and physical
traumatic experiences at a severe level by emotional arousal and over-identification process,
make the person unable to have empathic behaviors (Brzezinski and Yates, 2022; Hebert,
Langevin and Oussaid, 2018). Moderate physical traumatic experiences is associated with
increased cognitive insight or consideration of another's point of view which leads to better
cognitive empathy (Berzenski and Yates, 2022). Mediating roles of self-compassion in
relationship of childhood traumatic experiences and empathy is increasing emotional stability
and acquisition of a capacity that a person could imagine other situations without emotional
distress and think about issues by considering other's point of view (Leary et al et al., 2007,
Welp and Brown, 2014).
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