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Implicit in most theoretical accounts of sex differences in offending is the assumption that
females are less likely than males to engage in crime—especially serious, violent crime—
in part because of their comparatively higher levels of concern for others and stronger affil-
iative ties. Much research suggests that significant sex differences in both empathy and
serious offending emerge in adolescence, with females displaying notably higher levels of
empathy and males engaging in notably higher levels of serious offending. However, there
has been little empirical work assessing the degree to which sex differences in empathy
among adolescents can account for sex differences in offending. This research uses data
from a sample of adolescents attending public high schools in Philadelphia (n = 425) and
a sample of adolescents incarcerated in the California Youth Authority (CYA) (n = 232) to
examine the relation between empathy and serious offending. Results suggest that empa-
thy acts as a protective factor for both males and females but that there are subtle differ-
ences among males and females in the relation between empathy and offending.
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Sex is among the strongest correlates of criminal offending. Males offend at signifi-
cantly higher rates than females and these sex differences are especially pronounced
with respect to serious, violent crime (Chesney-Lind & Sheldon, 1998; Kruttschnitt,

1994; Steffensmeier & Allen, 1996). In recent decades, a growing body of theoretical and
empirical work has attempted to explain the factors that might account for both similari-
ties and differences in the offending patterns of males and females (see Steffensmeier &
Broidy, 2000, for a review). One undertheorized and understudied (but commonly



invoked) explanation for females’ comparatively limited involvement in serious and vio-
lent offending is their greater tendency toward empathy. That is, females are considered to
be less inclined toward violent offending because they are more empathic than males and,
as such, are more inclined to think about the direct and indirect effects of their behavior
on others, especially those they are close to (Naffine, 1987; Pollock, 1999; Simpson,
1989; Steffensmeier & Allen, 1996). Sex differences in both offending and empathic
behaviors are well documented, and these differences appear to be especially acute in ado-
lescence. However, there has been little empirical work examining whether empathy is a
factor that contributes to sex differences in offending among male and female adolescents.
This research represents an initial step toward testing the relation between empathy and
juvenile offending by assessing similarities and differences in emotional and behavioral
manifestations of empathy across adolescent male and female offender and high school
samples.

Empathy and Offending

Empathy is commonly described as an affective response to the emotional state of another,
involving the vicarious matching of another’s emotions and/or concern for another’s emo-
tional well-being (Eisenberg, 2000; Eisenberg & Miller, 1987; Mehrabian & Epstein, 1972;
Underwood & Moore, 1982). Empathic responses evolve out of interactions between affec-
tive and cognitive emotional processes (Cohen & Strayer, 1996). The affective component
of empathy refers to emotions an individual experiences in response to another’s affective
state (Feshbach, 1975). The cognitive component refers to the process of understanding the
emotions of another via association or perspective taking (Hoffman, 1977). Manifestations
of empathy, then, involve thoughts and/or actions that reflect a concern for the feelings
and/or general well-being of another/others, typically resulting in supportive and prosocial
emotional or behavioral responses with seemingly altruistic motives (Batson & Coke,
1981; Eisenberg & Miller, 1987). Here we focus on two potential manifestations of empa-
thy—emotional empathy and behavioral empathy. Emotional empathy refers to the degree
to which an individual considers the consequences of his or her behavior for the feelings
and/or general well-being of another/others. Behavioral empathy refers to the degree to
which an individual engages in specific actions for the express benefit of others. 

In recent decades, theory and research in psychology have highlighted the importance
of empathy with respect to moral development. Such work suggests that, along with the
development of rational thought and related social-cognitive skills (Kohlberg, 1976),
affective processes rooted in empathic responses to the emotional experiences of others
are also central to moral development (Eisenberg & Miller, 1987). In fact, empathy has
been described as a “moral emotion” because of its fundamental role in the development
of morality (Eisenberg, 2000). Moreover, deficits in the capacity to respond to others with
empathic emotions or behaviors, appear to be linked to various antisocial behaviors and
externalizing psychopathologies, including aggression and conduct disorder (Cohen &
Strayer, 1996; Miller & Eisenberg, 1988). Further, sex differences in psychopathology
have been linked to sex differences in empathy and the related expressions of empathic
concern for the feelings of others (Cohen & Strayer, 1996). In sum, not only is empathy
central to moral development; it also appears to inhibit antisocial behavior and is impli-
cated in sex differences in such behavior. 

Sex differences in offending are widely documented. Male offending rates are signifi-
cantly higher than female rates among both adolescents and adults for all crimes except
prostitution, and this gap is greatest for serious, violent crimes against persons and/or
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serious property crime (Kruttschnitt, 1994; Steffensmeier & Allen, 1996). Moreover,
when females do commit serious crimes, they typically result in less financial loss and
physical injury than similar offenses committed by males. Evidence also suggests that
females who engage in serious offending often have extensive histories of abuse and trau-
ma that are less common among serious male offenders (Chesney-Lind & Sheldon, 1992,
1998; Daly, 1994; Gilfus, 1992; Widom, 1989). Such patterns remain largely unexplained
by mainstream criminological theories (Pollock, 1999; Steffensmeier & Allen, 1996), but
may be linked to female’s concern for, and relations with, others. 

Mainstream criminological theories implicitly account for sex differences in offending
by assuming that females have less exposure to theoretically central risk factors (e.g.,
deviant peer associations, low-self control, material strains) and more exposure to theo-
retically central protective factors (e.g., social bonds, social controls) than do their male
counterparts. Evidence provides some support for this argument that sex differences in
minor forms of offending are, in part, a result of statistically significant differences in
exposure to key criminogenic influences (Smith & Paternoster, 1987). However, such
explanations do not entirely account for sex differences in minor offending, and may be
even less effective in explaining the more substantial sex differences in serious offending
(Chesney-Lind, 1997; Steffensmeier & Broidy, 2000). 

While there is a growing body of empirical work documenting sex differences in risk
factors for criminal behavior, less attention has been paid to examining sex differences in
the protective factors that may shield females from the lure of offending. In particular, a
consideration of the potential role of empathy in inhibiting offending could increase the
explanatory power of theoretical models. Moreover, while some evidence suggests that
females have a greater tendency toward empathy than males, it is likely that within-sex
variations in offending may be related to differences in empathy as well. Empathy is
hypothesized to promote prosocial behavior and, as such, high levels of empathy should
inhibit serious offending behaviors that involve physical and/or emotional harm to others,
independent of sex. The empirical link, among both males and females, between deficits in
empathy and various forms of psychopathology, including aggression and conduct disor-
der, supports this contention (Cohen & Strayer, 1996; Miller & Eisenberg, 1988). Notably,
while not explicit in mainstream criminological theories, Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990)
suggest that a lack of empathy, or what they term insensitivity “to the suffering and needs
of others” (1990, p. 89), is an important element of low self-control, thereby increasing the
likelihood of criminal behavior. Still, it is low self-control as a risk factor for crime, and not
the protective influence of empathy, that is of central interest in their framework. 

The Theoretical Link Between Empathy and
Sex Differences in Offending 
Theoretical attempts to link empathy and sex differences in offending are rooted in the notion
that males and females tend to approach dilemmas and orient their behavior in accordance
with distinct priorities. A growing body of empirical work has found that females tend to
approach dilemmas from a relational or interpersonal perspective, while males tend to empha-
size issues of justice or fairness (Ford & Lowery, 1986; Gilligan, 1982; Galotti, Kozberg, &
Appleman, 1991). In other words, females tend to prioritize others and are thereby guided by
empathic concerns more so than males. Criminologists have argued that such distinctions,
which necessarily contribute to behavioral and interactional differences among males and
females, are likely implicated in their distinct offending patterns (Morash, 1983; Naffine,
1987; Simpson, 1989; Steffensmeier & Allen, 1996). 
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The contention that empathy may play a key role in our understanding of sex differ-
ences in offending is not new. Naffine (1987) critiques mainstream criminology for its
depiction of female conformity as an expression of women’s passivity, compliance, and/or
dependence. She argues that, instead, female conformity is rooted in women’s strong
sense of morality, a binding conviction in conventional order, and an active concern for
the effects of their behavior on those they care about. She argues that it is women’s unique
ethic of care, not passive compliance, that limits their offending. Steffensmeier and Allen
(1996) pick up on this argument, pointing out that sex differences in offending are partly
a function of gendered socialization patterns that instill in women, more than men, an
acute sensitivity to the needs of others and dependency on the approval and affection of
others. As a result, they refrain from criminal acts that might threaten their ties to or hurt
others. 

Both Morash (1983) and Simpson (1989) make a related argument. Each point out that
offending fits more readily into a morality framework that is justice oriented than one that
is relation oriented, making empathy a stronger inhibitor of female offending than male
offending. The guiding argument is that, because women make decisions regarding law
violation in the context of a moral framework that emphasizes empathy, they will not be
inclined to break the law for fear of hurting, disappointing, or damaging their relationships
with others. While males, too, may be concerned with the effects of their behavior on oth-
ers, such concerns will be peripheral to their concerns regarding justice and/or fairness.
Women’s moral calculus, oriented around empathy, provides fewer justifications for and
associates more guilt with offending than does the justice-oriented moral calculus of
males. The only time women with strong moral convictions may be compelled to break
the law is when it serves the express interests of those they care about, thereby outweigh-
ing the immorality of breaking the law (Simpson, 1989). Both Morash and Simpson clear-
ly identify sex differences in empathy as potentially central to our understanding of sex
differences in offending.

Despite the intuitive appeal of this theoretical argument, there have been few empirical
tests of the related propositions, especially among the adolescent populations in which sex
differences in empathy and offending emerge. In a recent study, Bush, Mullis, and Mullis
(2000) find only limited evidence to support the notion that empathy distinguishes offend-
ers from nonoffenders or males from females. In fact, of the ten dimensions of empathy
they examine, only emotional tone distinguishes offenders from nonoffenders and only
personal distress distinguishes males from females. However, their research examines
empathy differences across offender and sex status separately. As such, it does not clear-
ly test the potential significance of empathy in accounting for sex differences among ado-
lescent offenders. In the current study we examine the role of empathy as both a general
protective influence and as a factor in shaping sex differences in offending among ado-
lescents. As such, this study represents an initial test of some of the key propositions emer-
gent from discussions of empathy and juvenile offending.

The Current Study

In this study we assess the relation between empathic behavior and offending among ado-
lescent males and females by examining differences in emotional and behavioral expres-
sions of empathy between a sample of serious adolescent offenders and a control sample
of high school students. While our analyses consider emotional and behavioral expres-
sions of empathy separately, the empathy literature does not lead us, a priori, to anticipate
any differences in the manner in which these two components of empathy operate to shape
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offending within or across sex. As such, our hypotheses focus on empathy as a general
construct, while our analyses assess these hypotheses in relation to two separate compo-
nents of this construct—emotional and behavioral empathy.

In particular, we anticipate that, consistent with the literature, our sample will exhibit
significant sex differences in empathy. We also hypothesize that empathy inhibits offend-
ing, and thereby we expect significant differences in empathy between a serious offender
sample and a high school sample. We further hypothesize that sex moderates the relation
between empathy and offending such that this relation will be stronger for female adoles-
cents than for male adolescents. This is consistent with the literature, which establishes
empathy as more central to the moral decision-making processes of females than of males.
In summary, we hypothesize that:

1. Males will exhibit lower levels of empathy than females and juvenile offenders will
exhibit lower levels of empathy than high school students.

2. Sex will moderate the relation between empathy and offending status, such that
comparing across male and female offender and high school subsamples, female
offenders will exhibit the lowest mean empathy scores and female high school stu-
dents the highest. 

METHOD

Sample

The data for the present study are derived from self-report questionnaires administered to
adolescents attending public high schools in Philadelphia and to adolescents incarcerated
in the California Youth Authority (CYA). The high school sample (n = 425) ranges in age
from 15 to 18 years (M = 16.6, SD = 1.1) and is fairly evenly split between males and
females (43% male, 57% female). In addition, the high school sample was fairly ethni-
cally diverse: African American (14%), Asian (5%), Hispanic (34%), White (35%), and
other (12%). 

The juvenile offender sample (n = 232) also ranges between 15 and 18 years of age (M
= 16.7, SD = .96) with most coming from minority ethnic groups and lower income fam-
ilies. The juveniles were sentenced for a range of committing offenses: 56% for violent
crimes against persons (e.g., murder, rape, robbery, assault), 28% for property crimes
(e.g., burglary, auto theft, receiving stolen property), 5% for drug related crimes, and 11%
for other crimes (e.g., violation of probation, evading an officer). The average length of
incarceration at the CYA was 17 months (SD = 10.7), with a minimum of 3 months and a
maximum of 60 months. The juveniles who participated in this study are representative of
the general CYA population (Steiner, Garcia, & Matthews, 1997), a population made up
of the most serious juvenile offenders in the state. For a detailed description and break-
down of both samples, see Table 1.

Comparisons of these two samples allow for an exploration of this relation between
empathy and offending since individuals incarcerated in the CYA represent serious juve-
nile offenders, whereas high school students are unlikely to have a serious offense histo-
ry. While it is likely that the high school sample includes individuals who have engaged
in minor forms of delinquency, it is unlikely that a large percentage of these individuals
have engaged in the serious violent and property offenses that reflect the committed
offenses of those in the CYA sample. Using National Youth Survey data, for example,
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Elliott (1994) reports a prevalence rate of 11% for serious offending among a representa-
tive sample of 16 year olds. To further ensure that serious offenders are not included in the
high school sample, we excluded from this sample the 13% of high school students who
reported being in a gang. As such, a binary variable reflecting whether or not a given
respondent is in the CYA should be a reliable proxy for serious offending.1

Procedure

Self-report questionnaires were administered at both the high school and the CYA and were
originally completed as part of a broader study. A “passive consent” procedure was used to
obtain tacit approval from the parents of eighth-, tenth-, and twelfth-grade students, where-
by parents were provided an opportunity to withhold consent for their children’s participa-
tion. In addition to the passive parental consent, active informed consent was obtained from
all eligible students. Of the potential participants, 8% were withheld from the study by their
parents and approximately 5% of the students elected not to participate. Active consent was
also obtained from the sample of juveniles interviewed in the CYA. All of the eligible stu-
dents and offenders were informed about the purpose of the study and asked to complete
the questionnaire. Participants were informed that their participation was voluntary and
that they could withdraw from the study at any time without penalty. The anonymous self-
report questionnaires were collected during class periods for high school students and in
the institution for offenders.
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TABLE 1. Demographic Characteristics of Male and Female Participants

High School Sample Juvenile Offender Sample
(n = 425) (n = 232)

Males Females Males Females
(n = 183) (n = 242) (n = 126) (n = 106)

Age 16.4 16.7 16.8 16.6
(SD = 1.2) (SD = 1.0) (SD = .94) (SD = .96)

Ethnicity
African American 16% 13% 20% 16%
Asian 5% 4% 6% 3%
Hispanic 49% 30% 42% 40%
White 33% 37% 20% 23%
Other 7% 16% 12% 18%

Parents’ Education
Some high school 36% 38% 33% 32%
High school graduate 23% 20% 32% 28%
Some college 29% 34% 30% 33%
College & beyond 12% 8% 5% 7%

Gang Involvement
Yes 14% 12%
No 86% 88%

Committing Offense
Person 50% 63%
Property 28% 27%
Drug 5% 5%
Other 17% 5%

Mean Length of Incarceration
18.1 months 15.1 months
(SD = 10.2) (SD = 11.3)



Measures

Empathy. Empathy is measured using the Consideration of Others subscale from the
Weinberger Adjustment Inventory (WAI; Weinberger & Schwartz, 1990). This is a seven-
item scale designed to assess the degree to which individuals are attentive to the emotions
and general well-being of others. Factor analysis of the seven-item scale was conducted
separately for each sample (CYA and high school) and on the combined data set. In each
case, factor analysis reveals two factors with eigenvalues greater than one. This suggests
that the scale has two distinct dimensions that are identical across offending and nonof-
fending samples. Focusing on the combined sample, the two factors together explain 58%
of the variance in the factor analysis. The first factor, which accounts for 40% of variance
in the factor analysis, taps the degree to which individuals consider the emotional effect
their actions might have on others. The four items that comprise this factor ask individu-
als to rate the degree to which they think about the feelings of others before acting. For
example, “Before I do something, I think about how it will affect the people around me.”
We label this factor emotional empathy. The second factor, which explains 18% of the
variance, is comprised of three items and taps into the degree to which individuals engage
in behaviors for the express benefit of others. For example, “I often go out of my way to
do things for other people.” We label this factor behavioral empathy. For each of the seven
items individuals were asked to rate themselves on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from
almost never to almost always, with higher scores reflecting a greater consideration for
others. (See Appendix A for scale items and factor loadings.) Separate emotional and
behavioral empathy scales were created by summing scores for each scale item and divid-
ing by the number of items. The emotional empathy scale has an alpha reliability of .64
and the behavioral empathy scale has an alpha reliability of .71. The correlation between
these two scales, .38 (p < .05), is significant but relatively small, suggesting that the scales,
although correlated, represent distinct components of empathy.

Analytic Procedure

We use two-by-two ANOVA models and t-tests to evaluate the two hypotheses outlined
above. First, in order to evaluate hypothesis one, we evaluate main effects ANOVA mod-
els for offending status and sex in relation to emotional and behavioral empathy. We eval-
uate the second hypothesis by using two-by-two ANOVA models for the interaction of sex
and offending status in relation to emotional and behavioral empathy. We then conduct
post-hoc testing of any interaction effects using t-tests to evaluate mean differences in
empathy across male and female offender and high school subsamples.

RESULTS

Hypothesis 1 anticipates sex differences in empathy as well as differences in empathy
between juvenile offenders and high school students. Two-by-two ANOVA models com-
paring emotional and behavioral empathy scores across males and females provide only
partial support for this hypothesis. While males exhibit significantly lower behavioral
empathy scores than females, there are no significant differences in emotional empathy
between males and females. This suggests that, in general, males and females are equally
likely to think about how their behavior might affect others, but females are more likely
than males to engage in behaviors for the express benefit of others. More consistent with
the hypothesis is the finding that mean scores for both emotional and behavioral empathy
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are significantly lower for the offending sample than the high school sample, indicating a
more pronounced tendency toward both forms of empathy among high school students in
comparison to offenders (Figure 1). 

Hypothesis 2 predicts that sex will moderate the relation between offending status and
empathy, such that, comparing across all four subsamples, female offenders will exhibit
the lowest mean empathy scores and female high school students the highest. Support for
this hypothesis would be reflected in a significant interaction between sex and offending
status in relation to empathy and t-tests establishing significant mean differences in empa-
thy across offender status by sex. Two-by-two ANOVA models examining interaction
effects for sex and offender status in relation to empathy support this hypothesis.
Consistent with expectations, interaction effects are significant for both behavioral and
emotional empathy (F (3, 595) = 7.10 and F (3, 589) = 11.36, respectively) (See Table 2). 

Post-hoc testing of the interaction using t-tests of mean differences across male and
female offender and high school subsamples suggests that, while interaction effects are
significant for both types of empathy, the meaning of the interaction term is distinct for
the each dimension of empathy. In particular, results of t-tests examining the relation
between offending status and empathy separately for males and females are not entirely
consistent with the hypothesis. Empathy distinguishes male offenders from their high
school counterparts, with the offender sample exhibiting significantly lower levels of both
behavioral and emotional empathy. While both dimensions of empathy appear to act as
protective factors for males, only emotional empathy appears to have a protective effect
for females. Female high school students exhibit significantly higher levels of emotional
empathy than do female offenders but, female offenders and high school students exhibit
comparable levels of behavioral empathy. Apparently it is female’s concern for the emo-
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Figure 1. Comparison of mean empathy scores across sex and offending status.
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tional well-being of others as opposed to their tendency to engage in behaviors that bene-
fit others that distinguishes female offenders from their high school counterparts. It may
be that behavioral empathy can have both prosocial and antisocial manifestations. 

The t-tests, then, suggest that the meaning of the significant interaction term sex and
offending status in relation to empathy varies across the two forms of empathy evaluated
here. For the behavioral empathy the significant sex by offender status interaction reflects
the fact that high school females have the highest mean behavioral empathy scores (3.64)
and male offenders the lowest (3.14), with mean scores for female offenders and male high
school students falling in the middle (3.42 and 3.45 respectively). So although female high
school students do report the highest mean levels of behavioral empathy, male offenders
exhibit lower mean scores on behavioral empathy than do female offenders. Moreover,
mean scores on this variable are more disparate for male offenders compared to their high
school counterparts than they are for female offenders compared to their high school coun-
terparts. This further suggests that, for females, behavioral empathy is not strongly corre-
lated with offending status and may lead to both prosocial and antisocial outcomes. 

Results for emotional empathy are more consistent with the hypothesis. Here the sig-
nificant interaction effect reflects the fact that female offenders have the lowest mean emo-
tional empathy scores (2.99) and female high school students the highest (3.46), with mean
emotional empathy scores for male offenders and high school students falling somewhere
in the middle (3.08 and 3.44 respectively). These results suggest that, with respect to emo-
tional empathy, sex and offender status interact such that mean levels of emotional empa-
thy are more disparate across female offender and high school subsamples than male
offender and high school subsamples. That mean differences in self-reported concern for
the emotional well-being of others is especially acute when comparing female offender and
high school samples suggests that this form of empathy may play an important role in the
inhibition of offending among females and its absence may be especially criminogenic. 

DISCUSSION

This study was designed to examine the role of empathy as a protective factor in relation
to serious juvenile offending and as an explanation of sex differences in adolescent offend-
ing. Consistent with expectations, results indicate that empathy is significantly related to
serious offending among adolescents and that there are sex differences in the way in which
empathy shapes offending outcomes. In particular, there are significant differences in both
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TABLE 2. Summary of t-Test and ANOVA Results Examining Interaction Effects

ANOVA Emotional Empathy Behavioral Empathy
Means Comparisons M (SD) M (SD)

Sex* Offending F (η2) 11.36* (.06) 7.10* (.04)
Male Offender Sample 3.07 (.08) 3.14 (.90)
Male High School Sample 3.43 (.07) 3.44 (.08)

t-statistic 3.42* 2.69*
Female Offender Sample 2.99 (.08) 3.42 (.11)
Female High School Sample 3.46 (.06) 3.64 (.06)

t-statistic 4.76* 1.88

*p ≤ .05.



emotional and behavioral empathy scores between offenders and high school students.
However, the role of empathy in explaining sex differences in serious adolescent offend-
ing is more complex.

In particular, results reveal significant sex differences in behavioral empathy for all
adolescents in the sample, independent of offending status. In general, adolescent females
in this sample, regardless of offending status, are significantly more likely to engage in
behaviors reflecting concern for other people than are males. On the other hand, we find
no significant sex differences in emotional empathy among offenders or high school stu-
dents. Regardless of offending status, males and females appear equally likely to think
about the feelings of others before acting. Interestingly, though, while females have sig-
nificantly higher behavioral empathy scores than those of males, behavioral empathy dis-
tinguishes male offenders and high school students, but not females. On the other hand,
there are significant differences in emotional empathy between female offenders and
female high school students. Differences in emotional empathy are significant among
male offenders and male high school students as well. The ANOVA results examining
interaction effects further tease out these relationships, suggesting that, especially for ado-
lescent females, deficits in emotional empathy are more criminogenic than deficits in
behavioral empathy, despite the fact that there appear to be notable sex differences in
behavioral and not emotional empathy. 

While this study has important implications regarding the influence of empathy on
offending behavior and sex differences in offending, there are some limitations that qual-
ify the findings reported here. The samples used for these analyses, while demographi-
cally similar, are geographically distinct. The offending sample was drawn from a
juvenile facility in California, while the high school sample was drawn from a high
school near Philadelphia. Accordingly, some of the differences between offenders and
high school students may be attributable to unidentified influences that vary across these
distinct geographical environments. Further, the offending sample represents a group of
predominantly violent, repeat juvenile offenders. It is thus possible that empathy dif-
ferences between offenders and high school students reported here are exaggerated. It
is also notable that there are no comparable measures of offending across our two sam-
ples, precluding any analyses that treat empathy as the independent rather than the
dependent variable in relation to offending. Future research should examine the influence
of empathy on various measures of offending, with a more diverse sample of offenders
and nonoffenders. 

Another important limitation is our inability to convincingly establish the causal order
of the empathy/offending relation with this data. While our data indicate a clear correla-
tion between empathy and offending, it is conceivable that what we have uncovered here
is an incapacitation effect. It may be that the CYA sample experienced a decline in empa-
thy as a function of their incarceration as opposed to their lesser empathy explaining their
ultimate admission to CYA. Our data do contain a measure reflecting length of incarcer-
ation and it is notable here that there is no significant correlation between length of incar-
ceration and either of the empathy measures among the incarcerated sample. This would
suggest that the relation between empathy and offending is independent of incarceration
experiences. Future research needs to provide a better test of the hypothesized causal rela-
tion between empathy and offending by testing the influence of empathy on later offend-
ing via longitudinal data analysis.

Despite these limitations, our results have important implications for future theoretical
and empirical work examining the relation between empathy and offending. The results
provide some support for our general expectation that empathy differences would help to
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account for sex differences in serious offending. Focusing on emotional empathy, there is
a significant interaction between sex and offending status with female high school stu-
dents reporting the highest mean score and female offenders reporting the lowest mean
score. Hence, there are greater differences in emotional empathy between offending and
nonoffending females than males. This is consistent with the argument that females should
require greater empathy deficits than males before engaging in serious offending. That this
does not hold for behavioral empathy as well is, however, notable. Our measure of behav-
ioral empathy reflects a tendency to do things for other people, whereas our measure of
emotional empathy reflects a tendency to think about how one’s own actions might make
another person feel. Serious offending may be more inconsistent with the latter than the
former. In fact, research examining motivations for serious offending among adolescent
males and females indicates some overlap (i.e., money, excitement, peer status/reputation)
but also suggests that, for females, serious offending is oftentimes motivated by a concern
for others (Baskin & Sommers, 1998). A woman may, for example, assault a husband or
boyfriend because she believes he is a threat to her child. A female may involve herself in
the drug trade on the behest of her male partner. In other words, women, more so than
men, often engage in crime to protect relationships and emotional commitments (Gilfus,
1992; Steffensmeier & Broidy, 2000). 

This argument is consistent with the contentions of Morash (1983) and Simpson
(1989) that while empathy is generally a protective factor for females, it can be crimino-
genic if accompanied by the perception that breaking the law would somehow benefit
those they care about. Both suggest that, when females do break the law, it is often for
the express benefit of others and, as such, a function of their empathic moral orientation.
In other words, behavioral empathy may be manifest in either prosocial or antisocial
behaviors. Hence, sex-based differences in motivations for serious offending may be
responsible for the observation that deficits in emotional, but not behavioral empathy dis-
tinguish female offenders from female nonoffenders, while for males deficits in both
forms of empathy distinguish offenders from nonoffenders. In this sample, all females
(offenders and high school students) make a concerted effort to engage in behaviors that
will benefit others, but offenders are less inclined to think about the emotional impact of
their actions on others. This could suggest that, while adolescent female offenders are
genuinely concerned with how their behavior impacts others, they are less able than their
nonoffending counterparts to cognitively evaluate the emotional impact of that behavior
on others. 

Our findings have some clinical implications, especially for those clinicians providing
care and consultation to incarcerated youth. First, the fact that empathy is low among juve-
nile offending populations suggests that treatment should focus on increasing youth’s abili-
ty to feel for others, and to behave in accordance with these feelings. In addition, since
deficits in emotional empathy appear to be more strongly correlated with offending than
deficits in behavioral empathy, such treatments should emphasize building the cognitive
ability to recognize and respond to the emotions of others (Tremblay & Craig, 1995).
Second, subtle differences in the relation between empathy and offending across male and
female samples indicate that the lack of empathy among adolescent female offenders in par-
ticular may interfere with the ability of these girls to benefit from the rehabilitative programs
offered by the juvenile justice system. Since the majority of programs are male oriented
(reflective of the fact that males comprise the majority of incarcerated youth), treatment
programs may not be addressing the needs of these girls. As a result, the rehabilitative goal
of treatment may not be met for young female offenders. By improving our understand-
ing of the trajectories that lead to delinquency among males and females, and of the ways
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that empathy influences these trajectories, this study lays the foundation for the develop-
ment of more effective, gender appropriate intervention strategies, and provides a scien-
tific foundation upon which policymakers can base debates over the proper treatment of
juvenile offenders. In addition, it will allow the generation of more specific hypotheses
regarding the nature of both male and female offending to be explored in larger-scale lon-
gitudinal investigations. 

In summary, our findings suggest that the relation between empathy and offending war-
rants further attention. Significant differences in emotional and behavioral empathy across
offending and nonoffending samples were observed, suggesting that empathy may be
more central to explanations of offending than current theories indicate. Future research
should explore in further detail the differences between emotional and behavioral empa-
thy and the implications of these differences for the offending patterns of males and
females. It is possible that the influence of emotional and behavioral empathy on offend-
ing is conditioned by motivations for offending. Future research should explore whether
behavioral empathy increases the likelihood of criminal actions that reflect altruistic
motives, such as the commitment of forgery or fraud in the interest of feeding one’s chil-
dren, or assaults and homicides committed in the interest of saving oneself or one’s child
from abuse. Moreover, given that serious offending by females is often precipitated by a
history of abuse and or trauma, future work should explore the influence of abuse and
trauma on the development of empathy and its expression as concern for the emotions of
others. It may be that empathy moderates the relation between abuse/trauma and serious
offending among females. 

NOTES

1. We recognize that the distinction between the CYA sample and the high school sample may
not perfectly reflect the offending/nonoffending distinction we are attributing to it. Nonetheless, the
seriousness of the offenses necessary to warrant admission to the CYA clearly designate the CYA
sample as unquestionably delinquent, while studies of high school samples indicate that incidences
of serious delinquent involvement are limited to a very small percentage of high school children. As
such, we would argue that such a sample provides a reasonable basis for an initial test of the rela-
tion between empathy and offending.
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APPENDIX A. Item Factor Loadings, Eigenvalues, and Alpha Reliability—
Scores for Empathy Scales

Emotional Empathy Behavior Empathy
Items (Factor One*) (Factor Two)

Before I do something, I think about how it
it will affect the people around me. 0.792 0.111

I make sure that doing what I want will not
cause problems for other people. 0.761 0.007

I think about other people’s feelings before
I do something they might not like. 0.710 0.214

I try very hard not to hurt other people’s feelings. 0.512 0.104
I often go out of my way to do things for

other people. 0.009 0.840
Doing things to help other people is more

important to me than almost anything else. 0.006 0.796
I enjoy doing things for other people, even

when I don’t receive anything in return. 0.384 0.695
Initial Eigenvalue 2.76 1.27
Scale Alpha 0.64 0.71

*Factors computed using Principal Axis Factoring (PAF) with Varimax Rotation. Factor loadings
reported for combined offending and nonoffending samples, but available for offending and nonof-
fending samples separately upon request.


