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The objective of this study was to evaluate the mediation of adolescent empathy 
and sympathy between parental inductive discipline and adolescent prosocial behavior, 
as well as to understand whether there are differences between male and female 
adolescents regarding moral emotions and prosocial behavior and differences between 
fathers and mothers regarding inductive discipline. The study enrolled 717 participants: 
239 fathers, 239 mothers, and one adolescent child of each paired mother and father. 
Two models of mediation were undertaken, one for empathy and another for sympathy, 
both resulted statistically significant. Significant differences were also found between 
male and female adolescents in empathy but not in sympathy or prosocial behavior; 
specifically, female adolescents tended to be more empathetic than male adolescents. 
We suggest future studies focus on prosocial behavior associated with parental 
socioeconomic and educational levels.  
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RESUMEN   

El objetivo de este estudio fue evaluar la simpatía y la empatía en adolescentes 
como mediadores entre la disciplina inductiva en los padres y el comportamiento prosocial 
en los adolescentes, así como conocer si existen diferencias entre hombres y mujeres 
adolescentes en las emociones morales y el comportamiento prosocial y las diferencias 
entre padres y madres en cuanto a la disciplina inductiva. Este estudio contó con 717 
participantes: 239 padres, 239 madres y un hijo adolescente por cada pareja de padres. 
Se llevaron a cabo dos modelos de mediación, uno para empatía y otro para simpatía, 
ambos resultaron estadísticamente significativos También se encontraron diferencias 
significativas entre hombres y mujeres adolescentes en empatía pero no en la simpatía o 
comportamiento prosocial; concretamente, mujeres adolescentes tienden a ser más 
empáticas que los hombres adolescentes. Sugerimos que futuros estudios se enfoquen 
en comportamiento prosocial asociado con niveles socioeconómicos y de educación. 

Palabras clave: 
Empatía, simpatía, 
adolescentes, 
conducta prosocial, 
disciplina inductiva. 

mailto:ivon.guevara@unisabana.edu.co


  R E S E A R C H  
  INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF PSYCHOLOGICAL  RESEARCH Empathy and Sympathy as mediators in prosocial behavior  

 

  

    
 Guevara et al. (2015) Int.j.psychol.res. 8 (2) PP. 34 - 48 

 

35 

1. INTRODUCTION 

 
At present, different contexts acknowlegde the 

importance of promoting prosocial behavior (Cabrera, 
González, & Guevara, 2012; Pichardo, Justicia, & 
Fernández-Cabezas, 2009; Ramaswamy & Bergin, 
2009; Romano, Tremblay, Boulerice, & Swisher, 
2005). In this sense, the family is recognized as the 
first socializing scenario, with the ability to inhibit or 
facilitate the development of emotions and prosocial 
behavior and of inhibiting problematic behavior at 
every age of development in children (Bush & 
Peterson, 2008; Cuervo, 2010; Guevara, Cabrera, & 
Barrera, 2007; Goodnow, 2010). 

Regarding the influence of parents on the 
development of prosocial behavior, the emphasis 
placed by a number of different studies on parental 
practices has been notable (Dekovic, Janssens, & Van 
As, 2003; Dodge & Pettit, 2003; Eisenberg & Fabes, 
1998; Pichardo et al., 2009; Richaud de Minzi, 2009; 
Richaud de Minzi, Lemos, & Mesurado, 2011). Some 
studies have highlighted inductive discipline as a 
particularly relevant parental practice that favors the 
development of moral emotions, such as empathy and 
sympathy, which are necessary for prosocial behavior 
(Eisenberg & Sheffield, 2004; Guevara et al., 2007; 
Mestre, Tur, Samper, & Latorre, 2010; Oliva, Parra, & 
Arranz, 2008).  

In fact, some studies have shown that moral 
emotions are the best predictor of prosocial behavior 
(Cabrera & Guevara, 2007). Still, there have been few 
studies that have accounted for the systematic and 
controlled influence of inductive discipline and of the 
primary emotional factors referenced in the literature 
— empathy and sympathy — on prosocial behavior, 
as well as on the shared influence of these two moral 
emotions during adolescence (Barr & Higgins-
D'Alessandro, 2009; Eisenberg, 2006; Eisenberg & 
Fabes, 1990). 

In contrast, there has been greater empirical 
evidence on child-rearing practices, especially 
disciplinary practices, in the context of transgression. 
Still, few studies have reviewed child-rearing practices 
related to prosocial behaviors. Additionally, research 
on the mediating role of sympathy on the relationship 
between child rearing and prosocial behavior has only 
recently emerged, especially in adolescents (Carlo, 
McGinley, Hayes, Batenhorst, & Wilkinson, 2007). 

In this context, agression in adolescents is 
considered a social problem (Crick & Pepler, 2007; 
Olweus, 1993, Salmivalli, Lagerspetz, Björkqvist, 
Österman & Kaukiainen, 1996) and a public health 
problem in the majority of the World´s countries 

(Organización Mundial de la Salud, 2002). In 
Colombia, interpersonal agression between 
adolescents, according to some authors, does not 
seem to have a direct relationship with Political 
Violence and the Armed Conflict of the Country, this 
may explain why this phenomenon has received much 
less atention (Chaux, 2002). Nevertheless, studies 
have shown that adolescent agression is present in 
different ways, at different ages, and has negative 
long term consequences (Crick, Casas & Mosher, 
1997; Gladstone, Parker & Malhi, 2006; Olweus, 
1993). Following Cavell (2000), the widespread of 
aggressive behavior seems to be the predecessor of 
the progression toward antisocial behavior in 
adulthood. The comprehension of prosocial behavior 
thus allows the development of prevention and 
intervention strategies of agressive behavior which 
may allow curbing their trajectories towards young 
adulthood. 

In this line of thought, this study analyzed 
whether empathy and sympathy play a mediating role 
in the relationship between inductive discipline and 
prosocial behavior. As an additional interest, the 
explanatory value of empathy and sympathy for 
prosocial behavior was analyzed, given that empirical 
findings have differed in recognizing which of these 
two moral emotions contributes more to explaining 
prosocial behavior (Čavojová, Belovičová, & Sirota, 
2011; Mestre, Samper, Tur, Cortés, & Nácher, 2006). 

Similarly, the study considered the importance 
of analyzing whether the exercise of inductive 
discipline differs between fathers and mothers, given 
that while in the literature the relationship between 
parental discipline and prosocial behavior is 
recognized, few studies have delved into the 
differences between fathers and mothers (Calvete, 
Gamez-Gaudix, & Orue, 2010).  

In contrast, the study also examined the 
differences between adolescents (male and female) 
regarding moral emotions and prosocial behavior. This 
aspect is important, as it provides information that 
allows for the determination of whether sex is a 
significant variable in understanding prosocial 
behavior and moral emotions. 

 
1.1 Prosocial Behavior and Moral Emotions  

Prosocial behavior is defined as voluntary 
conduct that benefits other people (Barr & Higgins-
D'Alessandro, 2009; Eisenberg & Fabes, 1998; 
Ramaswamy & Bergin, 2009; Richaud de Minzi et al., 
2011). Evolutionary studies have shown that prosocial 
responses become relatively stable during the last 
years of childhood and the first years of adolescence, 
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as cognitive and emotional changes stimulate this 
behavior (Caprara, Steca, Zelli, & Capanna, 2005). 
Thus, changes in adolescence, related to youth 
development, have been conceptually and empirically 
associated with the development of prosocial behavior 
(Barr & Higgins-D'Alessandro, 2009; Eisenberg, 
1990).   
Recent studies have analyzed the moral emotions that 
are considered to be facilitators of prosocial behaviors 
and inhibitors of problematic behaviors (Carlo, Knight, 
McGinley, & Hayes, 2011; Garner, 2012; Maibom, 
2012). The role of moral emotions such as empathy 
and sympathy in social and moral development is a 
topic that has interested researchers; nevertheless, 
the literature on this topic has been scarce (Eisenberg, 
2000; Hoffman, 2002; Padilla-Walker & Christensen, 
2011; Richaud de Minzi et al., 2011). Some empirical 
studies have shown that emotions such as guilt and 
sympathy appear to motivate prosocial behavior and 
play an important role in their development (Hoffman, 
1998; Richaud de Minzi et al., 2011). Thus, empathy 
for a victim and the awareness of what has caused 
pain in another person, as a result of shame, both 
result in actions to repair conduct (Eisenberg, 2000). 
Thus, empathy and sympathy would also be of interest 
as emotions that can lead people to help others and 
avoid hurting them. 

In contrast, the literature has also shown that 
differences in prosocial behavior according to sex 
have been well documented. Nevertheless, the results 
have tended to be contradictory; that is, some of the 
results have shown greater levels of prosociality in 
women (Eisenberg, Cumberland, Guthrie, Murphy, & 
Shepard, 2005; Navarro, 2004; Sánchez-Queija, 
Oliva, & Parra, 2006; Sureda, García-Bacete, & 
Monjas, 2009), while others have not shown 
significant differences in prosocial development based 
on sex (Etxebarría, Apodaca, Fuentes, López, & Ortíz, 
2009). 

 
1.2 Moral Emotions: Empathy and Sympathy 

Moral emotions are thought to be facilitators of 
prosocial behaviors (Eisenberg & Strayer, 1992) and 
inhibitors of problematic behaviors (Davis, 1996). 
However, moral emotions have not received much 
attention, and this deficiency is worth noting if one 
considers that emotions are increasingly important as 
motivators of moral action (Eisenberg, 2000; Villegas, 
2002). Thus, empathy and sympathy are also of 
interest as emotions that can lead people to help 
others and avoid hurting them (Carlo, McGinley, 
Hayes, & Martínez, 2012).  

Empathy has been defined by different 
authors as an emotional reaction elicited by and 
congruent with the emotional state of another person 
and that is identical or very similar to what the other 
person is feeling or may be expected to feel 
(Eisenberg, Zhou, & Koller, 2001; Holmgren, 
Eisenberg, & Fabes, 1998; Preston, 2007; Sánchez-
Queija et al., 2006). Similarly, Eisenberg and Strayer 
(1992) reported that empathy involves sharing the 
emotion perceived in another person, a vicarious 
affective response that involves feeling with another 
person. 

Beyond involving a process of emotional 
recognition of another person, empathy also involves 
participation in the affective states of others. It not only 
recognizes but also shares in the other’s affective 
state (Ortiz, Fuentes, & López, 2003).  

Some studies have shown an inverse 
relationship between empathy and aggression 
(Caprara & Pastorelli, 1993; Cepeda, 2003; Maibom, 
2012; Miller & Eisenberg, 1988; Richaud de Minzi, 
2008). Other studies have shown a direct relationship 
between empathy and prosocial behavior (Carlo, 
Knight et al. 2011; Geng, Xia, & Qin, 2012; Panfile & 
Laible, 2012; Richaud de Minzi, 2008; Richaud de 
Minzi et al., 2011). Other researchers have found that 
female adolescents showe higher scores in empathy 
than male adolescents (Garaigordobil, Maganto, 
Pérez, & Sansinenea, 2009; Retuerto, 2004; Sánchez-
Queija et al., 2006; Skoe, Cumberland, Eisenberg, 
Hansen, & Perry, 2002).  

Eisenberg (2000), in contrast, defined 
sympathy as “an emotional response stemming from 
the apprehension or comprehension of another’s 
emotional state or condition, which is not the same as 
what the other person is feeling (or is expected to feel) 
but consists of feelings of sorrow or concern for the 
other” (p. 671).  

Hoffman (2002) recognized two types of 
affliction: one is empathetic, and the other is 
sympathetic; the latter form of affliction is 
characterized by feelings of worry toward the affliction 
of another person that involve helping the victim. This 
type of affliction, which Hoffman (2002) called 
sympathetic affliction, coincides with Eisenberg’s 
(2000) definition of sympathy. Thus, when empathetic 
affliction (empathy) is accompanied by cognitive 
consciousness of others, it can awaken sympathetic 
affliction (sympathy).  

According to Eisenberg et al. (1998), what 
stands out about empathy is that it is an emotional 
reaction to the emotional condition or state of another 
person, while sympathy is made up of feelings of 
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worry or sorrow that are felt for another person as a 
reaction to his or her emotional state or condition. 
Moreover, these authors noted that sympathy involves 
the cognitive processes of perspective-taking, and 
thus, this emotion involves worry for another person 
based on recognition of the emotional state or 
situation of this other person (Eisenberg et al., 1998).  

In some studies, such as those of Carlo, 
Rafaelli, Laible, and Meyer (1999), it has been shown 
that sympathy is a multidimensional emotion, that is, it 
possesses cognitive and emotional components and 
has been negatively associated with aggressive 
behaviors. Recent studies have shown that sympathy 
is the strongest moral emotion associated with 
prosocial behavior (Carlo, Mestre, Samper, Tur, & 
Armenta, 2011; Maibom, 2012; Sánchez-Queija et al., 
2006). Additionally, different studies have shown that 
sympathy mediates the relationship between parents 
as moral models and the prosocial behavior of their 
children (Velásquez, Barrera, & Bukowski, 2006), and 
these studies have also shown that there are greater 
levels of sympathy in women than in men (Sureda et 
al., 2009). 

Eisenberg (2000) showed that the 
development of sympathy in children is correlated 
with: (a) parental sympathy; (b) parents allowing their 
children to express negative emotions that do not hurt 
others; (c) low levels of hostile emotions in the home; 
(d) parental practices that help children with their 
negative emotions; and (e) parental practices that help 
children focus on understanding others’ emotions. 
Thus, regarding parental practices, it would be 
expected that some practices would be associated 
with the development of moral emotions, and it should 
be possible to attribute this development more to 
certain practices than to others. 
 
1.3 Parental Practices, Inductive Discipline and 
Prosocial Behavior  

This study uses the definition by Dekovic et al. 
(2003) regarding parental practices as mechanisms 
through which parents have their children follow rules 
and norms, as well as how parents supervise the 
activities of their children. 

Different studies have found that parental 
practices are systematically associated with prosocial 
behavior (Eisenberg & Fabes, 1998; Garner, 2012; 
Hoffman, 2000; Krevans & Gibbs, 1996; Padilla-
Walker, Carlo, Christensen, & Yorgason, 2012). These 
studies have shown that parents that transmit support 
and affection to their children, develop communication 
in a family environment, establish family norms, and 
meet these norms by exercising authority and using 

inductive reasoning as a disciplinary technique, are 
more likely to raise sociable, cooperative, and 
autonomous children. The use of criteria and inductive 
discipline is correlated with prosocial behavior and, 
concretely, with the internalization of morals and with 
empathy (Garner, 2012; Krevans & Gibbs, 1996; 
Mestre, Tur, Samper, Nácher, & Cortés, 2007).  

Inductive discipline, according to Eisenberg 
and Fabes (1998), consists of providing explanations 
or reasons to a child when some change in his or her 
conduct is necessary. Hoffman (1983) showed that 
inductive discipline could promote moral development 
because it establishes an optimum level of learning. 
Hoffman also showed that inductive messages are 
internalized as experiences because adolescents play 
an active role in processing information. 

Eisenberg and Murphy (1995) added that 
inductive discipline is a parental practice associated 
with the development of prosocial behaviors, and one 
of the reasons they offered for this relationship was 
that parents that emphasize their reasoning to their 
children regarding the feelings of others or the harm 
done to another might promote the ability in the 
children to take the perspective of others.  

Parents use induction or reasoning to 
generate the consideration of others in their 
adolescents, as well as their desire to be mature and 
their abilities to understand and voluntarily accept the 
perspectives of their parents (Garner, 2012). The 
purpose of induction is to help the adolescent to 
understand why rules are necessary, why poor 
conduct is not acceptable, how his or her behavior 
affects others, and how his or her behavior could be 
more acceptable.  

The explanation given by Hoffman (2002) for 
the relationship between inductive discipline and 
prosocial development was the possibility of promoting 
the empathetic tendency and the perspectives of 
others in children. That is, discipline allows one to 
induce empathetic affliction, and it creates the 
possibility that the child will be aware of the harm that 
his or her behavior could cause another person. 

Recent studies have found that mothers report 
more frequent use of inductive discipline than fathers 
(Cabrera & Guevara, 2007; Garner, 2012; Tur, Mestre, 
Samper, & Malonda, 2012). Other studies have shown 
that sympathy mediates the relationship between 
parental induction and prosocial behaviors (Carlo, 
Mestre et al., 2011). 

According to this theoretical and empirical 
background, this study proposed the following 
research questions. 
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Are there significant differences between 
fathers and mothers regarding the practice of inductive 
discipline? 

Are there significant differences between male 
and female adolescents regarding their moral 
emotions and prosocial behavior? 

Are there relationships among parental 
inductive discipline, moral emotions, and prosocial 
behavior in adolescents? 

How well does inductive discipline by fathers 
and mothers and the moral emotions held by 
adolescents explain the variability in the prosocial 
behavior of children? 

Do moral emotions mediate the relationship 
between inductive discipline (fathers and mothers) and 
the prosocial behavior of adolescents (male and 
female)?  
 

2. METHOD 

 
2.1 Participants 

The sample in this study consisted of 717 
Colombian participants grouped in the following way: 
239 fathers, 239 mothers, and one of the adolescent 
children of these matched couples (239 in total). The 
average age of the fathers was 46 years old, with an 
age range of 28 to 65. The average age of the 
mothers was 43 years old, with an age range between 
27 and 60. The average age of the adolescent 
children was 15.17 years old, with a range of 12 to 18 
years. One hundred twenty male adolescents and 119 
female adolescents participated.  
 Families were arranged into three levels: high, 
medium and low educational level according to what 
CEPAL (2004) has denominated as "household 
educational climate". The household educational 
climate refers to the educational and cultural 
resources with which parents can support their 
children during their different learning stages, and the 
value that the household assigns to educational 
achievement and the demands for education services 
in general. Of the 239 families, 34.3% (82 families) 
were of a high educational level, 30% (69 families) 
medium, and 31% (74 families) were in the low level. 
 
2.2 Instruments 

With the aim of increasing the possibility that 
the information found would be reliable, the 
experiment relied on the reports of people who 
experienced or practiced each of the variables of the 
study (Dekovic et al., 2003). In the case of fathers and 
mothers, information was gathered on the practice of 
inductive discipline with their children, and in the case 

of the adolescents, the subjects were asked about 
their experiences with moral emotions and prosocial 
behaviors.  

Inductive discipline was evaluated using an 
eight-question questionnaire designed by Barrera 
(2003), which evaluated reasoning on the part of 
parents that constituted an attempt to call the 
adolescent’s attention to the consequences of his or 
her actions on others. Fathers and mothers responded 
using a Likert-type scale, on which 1 indicated “never,” 
and 5 indicated “always.” The following is an example 
of the questions: “When I set rules for my 
son/daughter, I explain why.” The instrument reported 
a Cronbach´s alpha of 0.88 in the father´s version and 
Cronbach´s alpha of 0.86 in the mother´s version. 

Empathy was measured using 15 questions 
from the Questionnaire on Situations and Emotions 
created by Chaux, Castro, Daza, Díaz, and Hurtado 
(2004), which references what people feel for others. 
The following is an example of the questions: “I feel 
sad when a classmate is unfairly punished.” These 
questioned are answered using a scale on which 1 
indicated “never,” and 5 indicated “always” 
(Cronbach´s alpha of 0.81). 

Sympathy was measured using two subscales 
that comprise the Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI) 
by Davis (1980). The subscales used in the study 
were Empathic Concern, with four questions, and the 
Perspective Taking scale, with five questions. These 
are answered using a Likert scale from 1 to 5 (1 = 
does not describe me at all; and 5 = it describes me 
very well). An examples of the Empathic Concern 
questions is: “When I see someone taking advantage 
of someone else, I have protective feelings for them” 
(Cronbach´s alpha of 0.66). In contrast, an example of 
the Perspective Taking scale is: “Before criticizing, I 
try to imagine how I would feel if I were in their place” 
(Cronbach´s alpha of 0.67). 

Prosocial behavior was measured with nine 
questions from the Prosocial Behavior Scale by 
Caprara and Pastorelli (1993). Adolescents responded 
using a Likert scale (1 = never; and 5 = always). An 
example is: “You help others in their tasks and chores” 
(Cronbach´s alpha of 0.83). 
 
2.3 Procedure 

Home visits were undertaken with the aim of 
obtaining informed consent from the fathers and 
mothers. Additionally, questionnaires were 
administered separately to each of the participants 
(father, mother, and adolescent son or daughter) 
during the visit, with the aim of avoiding information 
transfer. Contact was established using references 
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from the research group and students at the Family 
Institute at the Universidad de la Sabana, which 
collaborated in providing the questionnaires as 
members of the research pool. 

 

3. RESULTS 

 
3.1 Descriptive Results 

Descriptive statistics for each of the variables 
used in the study were analyzed. Table 1 shows the 

means and standard deviations of the continuous 
variables in the study. It is worth noting that the 
mothers, compared with the fathers, used more 
inductive discipline, and female adolescents also 
showed higher levels of empathy, sympathy, and 
prosocial behavior than adolescent males. 
 

 
 

Table 1. Means and Standard Deviations of Variables in the Study. 
Variables Father 

(n=239) 
Mother 
(n=239) 

Child 
Male     Female 

Inductive discipline 
F(1,200)=4.96; p<0.5; η2=0.02 

4.02(0.74) 4.22(0.63)  

Empathy 
F(1,98)=5.00; p<0.05; η2=0.05 

  3.36(0.57)  3.61(0.55) 

Sympathy 
F(1,92)=2.24; p=0.14; η2=0.02 

  3.19(0.64)  3.39(0.70) 

Prosocial behavior 
F(1,97)=.65; p=0.42; η2=0.007 

  3.69(0.61)  3.89(0.60) 
 

Note: The values in parentheses represent standard deviations. 

 
What follows is a description of the results 

found, organized according to the research questions 
in the study. 

 
3.2 Differences Between Fathers and Mothers 
Regarding Inductive Discipline and Moral 
Emotions and Male and Female Adolescent 
Prosocial Behavior 

In order to determine whether there are 
differences between fathers and mothers in the 
inductive discipline, moral emotions and prosocial 
behavior, a difference of means analysis was 
performed of the difference in means (ANOVA). 
Significant results were found for inductive discipline 
(F(1,200)=4.96; p<.5; η2=.02). That is, significant 
differences were found between fathers and mothers 
regarding the exercise of inductive discipline with their 
children, with mothers (M=4.34) showing higher levels 
of this practice than fathers (M=4.16). 

With the aim of determining whether there 
were significant differences between male and female 
adolescents in their levels of empathy, sympathy, and 
prosocial behavior, ANOVA was run for one factor. 

Significant differences were not found between 
adolescents in the study of sympathy (F(1,92)=2.24; 
p=0.14; η2=.02) or prosocial behavior (F(1,97)=.65; 
p=0.42; η2=.007), but differences were found in levels 
of empathy (F(1,98)=5.00; p<.05; η2=.05). Male 
adolescents (M=3.36) showed lower levels of empathy 
than female adolescents (M=3.61).  
 
3.3 Relationships Among Inductive Discipline, 
Moral Emotions, and Prosocial Behavior  

With the goal of determining the relationships 
among inductive discipline exercised by parents, 
moral emotions, and prosocial behavior reported by 
adolescents, an analysis of variable correlations was 
run, with the results shown in Table 2.  

As seen in Table 2, inductive discipline on the 
part of the father and mother was directly and 
significantly correlated with the empathy, sympathy, 
and prosocial behavior of their child. That is, with 
greater levels of inductive discipline by fathers and 
mothers, their children showed higher levels of 
empathy, sympathy, and prosocial behavior.  
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Table 2. Correlations Among Inductive Discipline, Moral Emotions, and Prosocial Behavior. 

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 

1. Inductive discipline, father - 0.35** 0.21** 0.16* 0.21** 

2. Inductive discipline, mother  - 0.14* 0.21** 0.23** 

3. Empathy   - 0.42** 0.46** 

4. Sympathy    - 0.50** 

5. Prosocial behavior     - 
 

Note: *significant correlation at 0.05; ** significant correlation at 0.01.  
 

 
3.4 Inductive Discipline and Moral Emotions as 
Factors Explaining Prosocial Behavior  

A multiple linear regression analysis was 
calculated using the enter method, with the aim of 
evaluating whether inductive discipline by the father 
and mother and moral emotions explained adolescent 
prosocial behavior in a significant manner. The 
variables that were studied provided significant 
explanation for 32% of the variance in prosocial 
behavior (R2=.32; F(4,191)=24.11; p=.000). The 
variable that had the greatest weight in this 
explanation was sympathy (β=.35; p=.000), followed 
by empathy (β=.31; p=.000). Paternal and maternal 
inductive discipline did not contribute significantly to 
the explanation of prosocial behavior.  

 

3.5 Moral Emotions as Mediators Between 

Inductive Discipline (Fathers and Mothers) and 

Adolescent Prosocial Behavior (Sons and 

Daughters)  

Mediation analysis were run, in order to 
determine whether the correlation between paternal 
and maternal inductive discipline and prosocial 
behavior was direct or whether it arose through moral 
emotions (empathy and sympathy). Several studies 
follow the mediaton analysis of Baron and Kenny 
(1986). However, other recent methods of analysis 
provide more accurate estimation of mediated effects 

(MacKinnon, Lockwood, & Williams, 2004; 
MacKinnon, Fairchild, & Fritz, 2007).  Mediaton 
analysis was performed and later verified using the 
Sobel test (Sobel, 1986). This test performs well only 
in large samples like the one in this study.  Mediation 
analysis was run with 95% confidence intervals, after 
variables were standardized. 
 
3.6The Mediating Effect of Empathy 

The mediation results showed that inductive 
discipline by parents was correlated with the prosocial 
behavior of their children through empathy. As seen in 
Table 3, the relationship between paternal inductive 
discipline and prosocial behavior in children was no 
longer significant in the presence of empathy. That is, 
empathy had a mediating effect between the two 
variables. 

In the case of mothers, the association 
decreased between inductive discipline by the mother 
and prosocial behavior in the presence of empathy, 
but it did not cease to be significant. That is, partial 
mediation was observed for empathy with regard to 
maternal inductive discipline and the prosocial 
behavior of the adolescent child (see Table 4). 
The Sobel test showed a score above 1.96 for both 
fathers and mothers, indicating that the mediation was 
significant. 
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Figure 1. Mediating effect of moral emotions (empathy and sympathy) between inductive discipline and prosocial 
behavior. 

 
 
 
Table 3. Analysis of Mediation of Empathy Between Paternal Inductive Discipline and Child Prosocial Behavior. 

IV DV R2 Β 

1. Inductive discipline, father Empathy 
0.04**

* 
0.21*** 

2. Inductive discipline, father Prosocial behav. 0.04** 0.21** 

3. Inductive discipline and      
empathy  

Prosocial behav. 
0.23**

* 
 

Inductive discipline, father   0.10 

Empathy   0.46*** 
 

Note: Sobel (Z=2.98). 
 
 
Table 4. Analysis of Mediation of Empathy Between Maternal Inductive Discipline and Child Prosocial Behavior. 

IV DV R2 Β 

1. Inductive discipline, mother Empathy 0.02* 0.14* 

2. Inductive discipline, mother  Prosocial behav. 
0.05**

* 
0.23*** 

3. Inductive discipline and 
empathy  

Prosocial behav. 
0.22**

* 
 

Inductive discipline, mother   0.12* 

Empathy   0.44*** 
 

Note: Sobel (Z=2.00). 

 

3.7 The Mediating Effect of Sympathy 
Sympathy had a mediating effect between 

inductive discipline and prosocial behavior. 
Concretely, partial mediation was observed for fathers. 
That is, while in the third equation, the contribution of 
inductive discipline decreased, it remained significant 
(see Table 5). In the case of mothers, the association 
between inductive discipline and prosocial behavior 

occurred via sympathy. That is, in the third equation, 
the contribution of the inductive discipline of mothers 
to prosocial behavior decreased and ceased to be 
significant in the presence of sympathy (see Table 6).  
The Sobel test yielded a score greater than 1.96 for 
both mothers and fathers, indicating that the mediation 
was significant. 
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Table 5. Analysis of Mediation of Sympathy Between Paternal Inductive Discipline and Child Prosocial Behavior. 
IV DV R2 Β 

1. Inductive discipline, father Sympathy 0.02* 0.16* 

2. Inductive discipline, father Prosocial behav. 0.04** 0.21** 

3. Inductive discipline and 
sympathy  

Prosocial behav. 0.26***  

Inductive discipline, father   0.12* 

Sympathy   0.48*** 
 

Note: Sobel (Z=2.25). 

 
 
Table 6. Analysis of Mediation of Sympathy Between Maternal Inductive Discipline and Child Prosocial Behavior. 

IV DV R2 Β 

1. Inductive discipline, mother Sympathy 0.04** 0.21** 

2. Inductive discipline, mother Prosocial behav. 0.05*** 0.23*** 

3. Inductive discipline and 
sympathy  

Prosocial behav. 0.25***  

Inductive discipline, mother   0.10 

Sympathy   0.47*** 
 

Note: Sobel (Z=2.84). 
 

 

4. DISCUSSION 

 
The purpose of this study was to analyze the 

contributions of inductive discipline and moral 
emotions (empathy and sympathy) in explaining 
variability in prosocial behavior. A discussion of the 
results follows, as well as the limitations of the study 
and recommendations for future studies. 
Differences by Sex in the Exercise of Inductive 
Discipline Among Fathers and Mothers, Moral 
Emotions, and the Prosocial Behavior of Adolescent 
Males and Females 

Regarding the practice of maternal and 
paternal inductive discipline, the results of this study 
showed that mothers tended to provided explanations 
or reasons to their children when some change in 
behavior was required, compared to fathers. That is, 
mothers practiced this act more frequently, as some 
studies have shown (Cabrera & Guevara, 2007; 
Garner, 2012; Tur, Mestre, Samper & Malonda, 2012). 
This finding indicates that in this study, mothers 
continued to be the primary agents in child discipline, 
as shown in prior studies. This result is a contribution 
in light of the limited number of existing studies on the 
interactions between parent sex and the prosocial 
behavior of their children (Sturge-Apple, Davies, 
Boker, & Cummings, 2004).  

Moreover, the results showed that adolescent 
girls showed greater averages for empathy than 
adolescent boys, which coincides with the empirical 

literature (Garaigordobil et al., 2009; Retuerto, 2004; 
Sánchez-Queija et al., 2006; Skoe et al., 2002).  

Regarding sympathy and prosocial behavior, 
significant differences were not found between male 
and female children. Contrasting with this result, other 
studies have shown that there are greater levels of 
prosociality among women (Navarro, 2004; Sánchez-
Queija et al., 2006; Sureda et al., 2009), as well as 
higher levels of sympathy (Sureda et al., 2009). 
Nevertheless, more recent studies have shown that 
female subjects are more prosocial in childhood, but 
the tendency changes with age, whereas male 
subjects have more social preference and are more 
prosocial (Plazas et al., 2010).  

Relationships Among Inductive Discipline, 
Moral Emotions, and Prosocial Behavior  

As proposed by previous investigations, there 
were direct relationships among inductive discipline of 
parents, empathy, and the prosocial behavior of 
children (Garner, 2012; Hoffman, 1998; Krevans & 
Gibbs, 1996; Mestre et al., 2007). Additionally, as 
shown by Hoffman (2002), inductive discipline was 
associated with and promoted a tendency toward 
empathy.  

Similarly, the results allow us to conclude 
there are direct relationships among empathy (Carlo, 
Knight et al., 2011; Geng et al., 2012; Panfile & Laible, 
2012; Richaud de Minzi, 2008; Richaud de Minzi et al., 
2011), sympathy (Carlo, Mestre et al., 2011; Maibom, 
2012; Sánchez-Queija et al., 2006) and prosocial 
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behavior. That is, as shown by previous authors, 
prosocial behavior is not explained only by parental 
discipline; moral emotions also favor it. 

Importance of Inductive Discipline and Moral 
Emotions in the Explanation of Prosocial Behavior 

Empirical findings have differed regarding 
whether empathy or sympathy contributes more to the 
explanation of prosocial behavior (Cavojová, et al., 
2011; Mestre et al., 2006). This study attempted to 
contribute to this discussion and found that among the 
moral emotions, sympathy was the greatest predictor 
of prosocial behavior in adolescence. It is possible that 
these results occurred due to the presence of the 
mother as the principal facilitator of the development 
of prosocial behavior via sympathy, while the father 
facilitates prosocial behavior through empathy (see 
the mediation results). On this topic, Eisenberg (2000) 
proposed that parental sympathy is associated with 
sympathy in children, which is an argument for 
including it in future studies on parental moral 
emotions. 

While inductive discipline was not found to be 
a predictor of social behavior in the model used in this 
study (Ortiz, Apodaca, Etxeberría, Fuentes, & López, 
2007), the association between these two variables is 
undeniable. It is possible that this result was due to 
moral emotions lending significant weight to the 
explanation of prosocial behavior, compared to the 
contribution of inductive discipline. As a result, it is 
important to favor empathy and sympathy in 
adolescents via inductive discipline and other 
parenting practices. 

Mediation of Empathy and Sympathy in the 
Relationship Between Paternal and Maternal Inductive 
Discipline and Adolescent Prosocial Behavior 

As shown by Carlo et al. (2007), the study of 
moral emotions as mediators between child-rearing 
practices and prosocial behavior has only just begun. 
From this perspective, the results of this study 
constitute a contribution in that they help to confirm 
the hypothesis that both empathy and sympathy play 
mediating roles between these two variables. 

In the case of fathers, the exercise of inductive 
discipline with children is directly associated with an 
increase in empathy, and at the same time, it is 
associated with the presence of prosocial behavior in 
their children. The same relationship occurs in the 
case of mothers, yet it occurs only partially. The role of 
the father regarding the total mediation of empathy 
could occur due to the existing association between 
the father’s inductive discipline and his child’s 
empathy. This association received a lower score in 
the case of mothers. 

For the purpose of extending our 
understanding of the role of the father in the 
generation of empathy and prosocial behavior, it 
would be important to promote future studies that 
explore the reasons or motivations for this effect. 

Regarding sympathy, the results found also 
confirmed the mediating effect of this emotion 
between paternal and maternal inductive discipline 
and child prosocial behavior. As shown in the study by 
Carlo, Knight et al. (2011), sympathy mediates the 
relationships between parental inductions and 
prosocial behaviors. While these authors confirmed 
the proposed hypothesis of mediation, the results 
found were different for fathers and mothers. These 
results showed partial mediation for fathers and total 
mediation for mothers, which is the opposite of the 
results obtained for empathy. The role of the mother 
with regard to obtaining total mediation of sympathy 
could be due to the relationship found between her 
inductive discipline and adolescent sympathy. This 
association was stronger in mothers than it was in 
fathers. 

 
4.1 Limitations and Future Research Directions  

Among the limitations of this study are that the 
data for parents and adolescents obtained were at a 
single transversal moment in their lives. As such, we 
recommend that future studies gather data over time 
to evaluate the evolution of these variables from an 
early age until the children reach adulthood. 

Similarly, prosocial behavior could be 
associated in future studies with an analysis of family 
factors, such as the socioeconomic and educational 
levels of parents, as prior studies have shown that 
these variables are associated with parenting 
practices and prosocial behavior. Nevertheless, their 
association has not been concretely analyzed with 
regard to inductive discipline. Additionally, while there 
have been numerous advances in recent years 
regarding the study of empathy and sympathy and 
their relationships with prosocial behaviors, a notable 
lack of integration of parenting processes, family 
functioning, and child-rearing practices persists with 
regard to the characteristics and behaviors that 
parents cause in their adolescent children. 
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