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Empathy	 has	 been	 identified	 as	 an	 important	 predictor	 of	 improved	 intergroup	 relations	 and	
prosocial	behaviour	across	group	lines	(Batson	et	al.,	1997),	particularly	in	conflict	settings	(e.g.	
Hall	&	Kahn,	2020;	Hasson	et	al.,	2018;	Taylor	et	al.,	2020a).	Empathy	has	also	been	found	to	me-
diate	the	link	between	intergroup	contact	and	prejudice	reduction	(Pettigrew	&	Tropp,	2008).	In	
settings	of	intergroup	conflict,	specifically,	empathy	has	also	been	proposed	to	be	a	mechanism	
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Abstract
We	 examined	 the	 predictors	 of	 out-	group	 empathy	 in	
children	growing	up	in	a	city	devastated	during	the	fall	
of	the	Former	Yugoslavia.	Children	(N = 155;	76 male,	
79	female)	from	both	majority	(64.5%	Croatian)	and	mi-
nority	 (35.5%	 Serbian)	 ethnic	 groups,	 ranging	 from	 6	
to	 11  years	 old	 (M  =  8.77,	 SD  =  1.15)	 participated.	 A	
multiple-	group	path	analysis	 in	Mplus	found	that	age,	
general	 empathy,	 quality	 contact	 and	 perceived	 inter-
group	 conflict	 related	 to	 higher	 out-	group	 empathy.	
There	 were	 no	 significant	 links	 from	 gender,	 quantity	
contact	or	out-	group	friends	to	out-	group	empathy.	The	
findings	 were	 consistent	 across	 majority	 and	 minority	
ethnic	groups.	Implications	are	discussed.
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underlying	altruism	(Staub	&	Vollhardt,	2008;	Vollhardt,	2009)	and	peacebuilding	among	chil-
dren	(Taylor,	2020).	Nevertheless,	empathy	changes	across	development	(Overgaauw	et	al.,	2017;	
Sierksma	et	al.,	2014),	particularly	in	middle	childhood	(Schwenck	et	al.,	2014).	Empathy	may	be	
experienced	differently	towards	in-	group	and	out-	group	members	(Sierksma	et	al.,	2015),	includ-
ing	conflict	rivals	in	settings	of	political	divide	(Turner	et	al.,	2013).

Integrating	developmental	and	social	psychology	theories,	this	research	investigates	the	pre-
dictors	of	children's	out-	group	empathy,	particularly	for	a	conflict	rival.	This	research	teases	apart	
general	empathy	or	the	overall	state	level	of	empathetic	concern	when	the	identity	of	the	target	
is	not	specified.	This	research	will	also	explore	out-	group-	specific	empathy,	or	that	experienced	
explicitly	for	an	out-	group	member.	This	research	focuses	on	middle	childhood;	by	this	period,	
children	have	developed	the	capacity	for	empathetic	concern	and	can	distinguish	between	so-
cially	relevant	groups,	such	as	ethnicity	(Deeb	et	al.,	2011;	Srinivasan	et	al.,	2019;	Taylor	et	al.,	
2020a).	Finally,	the	current	study	includes	children	from	the	majority	(Croat)	and	minority	(Serb)	
communities	in	Vukovar,	Croatia	(Ajdukovic	&	Čorkalo	Biruški,	2008)	to	explore	the	potential	
group	differences	in	predictors	of	out-	group	empathy	for	a	conflict	rival.

Empathy in middle childhood

Empathic	abilities	develop	at	a	young	age,	observed	as	early	as	14	to	36 months	old	(Zahn-	Waxler	
et	al.,	1992),	with	implications	for	prosocial	behaviour	across	development	(Eisenberg	&	Miller,	
1987).	A	range	of	factors	can	influence	empathy	(see	Silke	et	al.,	2018	for	a	review),	including	po-
litical	violence	(Jahnke	et	al.,	2021)	and	group	membership	of	the	empathy	target	(Cikara	et	al.,	
2011;	Tarrant	et	al.,	2009).	Although	empathy	is	a	multidimensional	construct,	this	paper	focuses	
on	empathetic	concern	(Decety	&	Jackson,	2004;	De	Vignemont	&	Singer,	2006)	or	the	emotional	
response	to	the	experience	of	another	(Eisenberg	&	Miller,	1987).	This	form	of	general	empathy	
has	been	of	increasing	focus	in	intergroup	relations	research	among	young	people	(Miklikowska,	
2017,	2018;	Taylor	&	McKeown,	2021),	though	much	of	this	has	been	conducted	only	among	ma-
jority	youth.	Furthermore,	the	current	paper	builds	upon	previous	research	recommendations	
as	it	simultaneously	considers	both	general	empathy	and	out-	group-		specific	empathy	in	middle	
childhood.

Relatedly,	specifying	the	empathy	target	is	increasingly	important	for	settings	of	intergroup	
conflict	(Taylor,	2020).	That	is,	does	general	empathy	translate	to	empathy	experienced	for	mem-
bers	of	other	groups?	For	example,	greater	empathy	has	been	found	towards	ethnic	and	racial	
in-	group	members	in	adults	(e.g.	Avenanti	et	al.,	2010;	Xu	et	al.,	2009);	this	pattern	may	emerge	
earlier	in	development	(Masten	et	al.,	2010;	Nesdale	et	al.,	2005).	Moreover,	even	in	a	novel	group	
paradigm,	 children	 have	 revealed	 more	 pronounced	 empathy	 for	 in-	group	 members	 in	 social	
threat	situations	(Masten	et	al.,	2010).	Consistent	with	developmental	literature,	it	 is	expected	
that	general	empathy	is	related	to	out-	group	empathy,	particularly	in	middle	childhood.	Apart	
from	age	effects,	this	growing	literature	suggests	the	need	to	study	other	predictors	of	out-	group	
empathy	among	children	in	conflict	settings.

Intergroup contact as a predictor of empathy

A	substantial	body	of	theoretical	and	empirical	research	has	suggested	the	potentially	trans-
formative	power	of	intergroup	contact	(e.g.	Paolini	et	al.,	2021;	Pettigrew	&	Tropp,	2006)	or	
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bringing	children	together	from	opposing	sides	of	the	conflict.	Different	dimensions	of	con-
tact,	such	as	the	quantity,	or	amount,	as	well	as	the	quality,	or	positive-	negative	valence,	of	the	
contact	encounter	have	been	delineated	(e.g.	Ajdukovic	&	Čorkalo	Biruški,	2008;	McKeown	&	
Taylor,	2017),	with	implications	for	empathy	in	adults	(Pettigrew	&	Tropp,	2008).	Another	di-
mension	of	contact,	cross-	group	friendships,	has	been	positively	linked	with	empathy	among	
children	in	a	divided	society	(Turner	et	al.,	2013;	Vezzali	et	al.,	2016).	In	addition,	differential	
effects	 of	 quality	 contact	 and	 cross-	ethnic	 friendships	 on	 intergroup	 relations	 were	 found	
among	a	sample	of	majority	children	in	the	UK;	more	specifically,	friendship	was	a	stronger	
predictor	of	approach	behaviours	than	quality	contact	(Cameron	et	al.,	2011).	Thus,	extend-
ing	findings	from	the	adult	literature	and	more	limited	research	with	children,	this	research	
hypothesises	 that	greater	quantity	and	quality	contact,	and	more	out-	group	friends,	should	
relate	to	higher	out-	group	empathy.

However,	the	influence	of	intergroup	contact	on	child	outcomes	may	vary	across	majority	and	
minority	groups	(e.g.	Mousa,	2020;	Pettigrew	&	Tropp,	2006).	For	example,	recent	field	studies	in	
real-	life	settings	have	called	into	question	the	long-	term	effects	and	the	potential	equivalence	of	
prejudice	reduction	for	majority	and	minority	group	members	(Mousa,	2020).	In	Croatia,	earlier	
research	with	children	aged	12	to	16	found	group	differences	in	the	degree	of	intergroup	con-
tact	among	them,	but	not	the	number	of	out-	group	friends.	Youth	from	the	Serbian	(minority)	
community	reported	that	they	had	out-	group	‘acquaintances’,	on	average,	while	youth	from	the	
Croatian	 (majority)	community	 reported	 that	 they	only	had	 ‘accidental’	 contact	with	 the	out-	
group	on	average	(Adjukovic	&	Čorkalo	Biruški,	2008).	Although	these	studies	suggest	potential	
majority/minority	group	differences	in	contact	dimensions	or	a	link	between	contact	and	preju-
dice	reduction,	they	did	not	directly	measure	empathy.

A	 meta-	analysis,	 however,	 found	 a	 positive,	 moderate	 direct	 effect	 of	 contact	 on	 empathy	
across	14 studies	(Pettigrew	&	Tropp,	2008).	The	meta-	analysis	did	not	distinguish	between	con-
tact	dimensions,	such	as	the	quantity	or	quality,	or	the	type	of	empathy	assessed,	such	as	general,	
induced	or	out-	group-	specific.	Moreover,	 the	strength	or	direction	of	 the	direct	effect	was	not	
analysed	 separately	 for	majority/minority	group	status.	There	 is	 evidence,	however,	 that	both	
quantity	and	quality	contact	positively	link	to	empathy	(Johnson	&	Glasford,	2018).	Given	this	
evidence	 for	 some	majority/minority	group	differences	 in	 the	 link	between	contact	and	child	
empathy	outcomes,	as	well	as	an	overall	effect	of	contact	(broadly	defined)	on	empathy,	the	po-
tential	differences	across	majority	and	minority	groups	in	the	link	between	different	dimensions	
of	contact	and	out-	group	empathy	are	exploratory.

Empathy in conflict- affected societies

The	 Developmental	 Peacebuilding	 Model	 (DPM;	 Taylor,	 2020)	 integrates	 theories	 previously	
tested	with	adults	and	adapts	them	to	explain	antecedents	of	youth's	peacebuilding	behaviours.	
For	 example,	 altruism	 born	 of	 suffering	 (ABS)	 explains	 how	 experiencing	 intergroup	 conflict	
may	increase	empathetic	responding	to	others’	suffering	(Vollhardt,	2009),	which	in	turn,	can	
motivate	prosocial	behaviours,	even	towards	conflict	rivals	(Staub	&	Vollhardt,	2008).	This	ap-
proach	differs	from	previous	experimental	research	with	adults	using	novel	groups,	for	example,	
which	 found	 that	competition	and	 threat	dampened	out-	group	empathy	 (Cikara	et	al.,	2014).	
In	contrast,	Vollhardt	 (2009)	explains	 that	 through	ABS,	 following	collective	 suffering,	 ‘other	
victims’	experiences	[are]	more	comprehensible’	(p.	69);	that	is,	empathy	and	perspective	tak-
ing	may	be	a	motivational	response	to	conflict.	In	an	experimental	study,	individuals	who	had	
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suffered	from	adverse	 life	events	were	more	likely	to	feel	empathy,	and	in	turn,	help	the	out-	
group	(Vollhardt	&	Staub,	2011).

Moreover,	ABS	proposes	that	empathy	may	be	a	response	to	experiencing	intergroup	threat.	
Empirical	support	for	this	theory	has	been	found	with	adults	in	conflict-	affected	societies	(e.g.	
Hasson	 et	 al.,	 2018;	 Rosler	 et	 al.,	 2017).	 Among	 emerging	 adults	 in	 a	 post-	accord	 generation,	
past	adverse	life	events	accentuated	the	link	from	perceived	harm	to	empathy	for	a	conflict	rival	
(Taylor	&	Hanna,	2018).	Although	not	a	direct	 test	of	ABS,	general	empathy	was	 linked	with	
prosocial	behaviour	towards	conflict	rival	out-	groups	in	children	and	adolescents	(Taylor	et	al.,	
2020a).	Across	these	studies,	however,	there	is	variation	in	the	operationalisation	of	general,	in-
duced	and	out-	group-	specific	empathy.

Moreover,	the	constituent	pieces	of	ABS	have	not,	to	our	knowledge,	been	tested	among	chil-
dren.	Therefore,	 the	current	paper	considers	how	perceived	 intergroup	conflict	 relates	 to	out-	
group	 empathy	 in	 middle	 childhood.	 Based	 on	 previous	 research	 and	 ABS,	 a	 positive	 link	 is	
expected	 between	 perceived	 intergroup	 conflict	 and	 out-	group	 empathy	 in	 middle	 childhood.	
This	research	expects	children	who	perceive	greater	intergroup	conflict	will	report	higher	out-	
group	empathy.

Vukovar, Croatia

During	the	war	in	Croatia	(1991–	1995),	Vukovar	and	surrounding	areas	suffered	massive	destruc-
tion	and	victimisation.	Before	the	war,	Vukovar	was	a	highly	functional	and	tolerant	multi-	ethnic	
community;	 however,	 it	 became	 a	 textbook	 example	 of	 a	 disrupted	 multi-	ethnic	 community	
(Ajdukovic	&	Čorkalo	Biruški,	2008;	Taylor	et	al.,	2020b).	Following	the	war,	Vukovar	was	di-
vided	along	ethnic	lines	between	the	Croatian	majority	and	Serbian	minority.	The	use	of	such	
ethnic	labels	remains	a	salient	part	of	daily	life	in	Vukovar	(Štambuk	et	al.,	2020),	even	for	chil-
dren	(Ajdukovic	&	Čorkalo	Biruški,	2008).

Following	the	war,	the	Croatian	government	and	Serbian	representatives	signed	an	agreement	
stating	that	Serbian	children	were	entitled	to	instruction	in	the	Serbian	language	(Čorkalo	Biruški	
&	 Ajduković,	 2007).	 Schools	 in	Vukovar	 are	 now	 divided	 by	 language	 and	 ethnicity	 (Čorkalo	
Biruški	et	al.,	2019).	Attending	separate	classes,	children	in	Vukovar	often	do	not	have	the	op-
portunity	to	meet	their	peers	from	other	ethnic	groups	(Čorkalo	Biruški	&	Ajduković,	2007),	a	
trend	that	continues	even	into	their	decisions	about	third-	level	education	(Čorkalo	Biruški	et	al.,	
2020).	Moreover,	because	this	generation	was	born	after	the	war,	they	have	no	prior	experience	
of	an	integrated	multi-	ethnic	community	(Ajdukovic	&	Čorkalo	Biruški,	2008;	Reidy	et	al.,	2015).	
Despite	this	separation,	children	are	starting	to	endorse	a	shared	approach	to	education	(Čorkalo	
Biruški	et	al.,	2020),	which	holds	promise	for	future	peacebuilding.

Current study

The	current	study	investigates	the	predictors	of	out-	group	empathy	among	children	from	major-
ity	and	minority	ethnic	groups	growing	up	in	a	divided	society	with	a	recent	history	of	intergroup	
conflict.	More	specifically,	guided	by	intergroup	contact	theory	and	altruism	born	of	suffering,	
this	research	examines	how	such	constructs	relate	to	out-	group	empathy	while	simultaneously	
considering	children's	general	empathy	and	demographic	characteristics	(Turner	et	al.,	2020).	
This	research	aims	to	 investigate	 if	 the	quantity	and	quality	of	 intergroup	contact,	number	of	
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out-	group	friends,	and	perceived	intergroup	conflict	predict	any	additional	variance	in	empathy	
for	a	member	of	a	conflict	rival	ethnic	group.	This	research	also	explores	potential	differences	
in	each	of	 these	associations	across	children	 from	Croat	 (majority)	and	Serb	 (minority)	back-
grounds	(Ajdukovic	&	Čorkalo	Biruški,	2008;	Mousa,	2020).

Regarding	the	role	of	demographic	variables,	such	as	age	and	gender,	the	implications	for	em-
pathy	are	mixed.	Across	different	cultures,	children	as	young	as	3 years	old	can	differentiate	be-
tween	happy	and	unhappy	emotions	of	others,	with	a	more	complex	understanding	of	emotions	
by	age	six	(Borke,	1973).	Girls	have	also	been	found	to	recognise	the	emotions	of	others	more	
readily	than	boys	(Dadds	et	al.,	2008),	a	difference	that	has	been	found	to	increase	in	adolescence	
(Schwenck	et	al.,	2014)	and	persist	across	the	life	span	(Christov-	Moore	et	al.,	2014).	Thus,	age	
and	gender	will	be	included	as	predictors	in	this	study.

METHOD

Participants

Two	 schools	 from	 Eastern	 Croatia	 (Vukovar	 and	 surrounding	 towns)	 participated,	 in	 which	
classes	are	separated	by	Croatian	or	Serbian	language.	The	local	co-	investigator	recruited	both	
schools.	We	received	between	58	and	78%	parental	consent	for	pupils	that	have	classes	in	the	
Croatian	language	and	35–	42%	parental	consent	for	pupils	in	the	Serbian	language	classes.	In	
the	two	participating	schools,	children	were	distributed	roughly	evenly	across	27 classes,	with	an	
average	of	6–	9 students	participating	per	class	across	the	four	grades	(M = 39,	SD = 12).	Parental	
report	SES	was	gathered	with	parental	consent	form;	100%	(n = 155)	of	parents	indicated	that	
their	family	had	an	‘average	income’.

All	children	with	parental	consent	were	invited	to	participate.	Based	on	our	exclusion	cri-
teria,	the	data	from	eight	children	were	removed	from	this	analysis	(i.e.	n = 1	Croatian	child	
in	Serbian	class,	n = 7	Serbian	children	in	Croatian	class).	The	analyses	focused	on	children	
who	identified	as	the	ethnicity	consistent	with	the	language	of	their	class,	reflecting	the	re-
ality	of	most	children	 in	Vukovar	 (Čorkalo	Biruški	et	al.,	2020).	The	 final	 sample	 included	
155 students	(76 male,	79	female)	with	ages	ranging	from	6	to	11	(M = 8.77,	SD = 1.15;	64.5%	
Croatian/35.5%	Serbian).

Procedure

Children	completed	the	tasks	during	a	20-	min,	one-	on-	one	session	with	a	trained	research	as-
sistant	in	a	designated	quiet	area	of	their	schools.	Research	assistants,	undergraduate	or	graduate	
students	of	the	University	of	Osijek,	were	trained	as	part	of	the	Helping Kids!	lab.	Experimenters	
practiced	and	followed	a	script	written	first	in	English	and	then	translated	into	both	Croatian	and	
Serbian.	Tasks	were	delivered	using	tablets	or	laptops	via	Qualtrics	software	in	the	language	of	
participants’	ethnic	backgrounds	(see	sample	response	scales	in	Appendix	A).

Informational	flyers	were	delivered	alongside	the	parental	consent	forms	to	ensure	informed	
consent.	Each	child	participant	also	provided	assent	prior	to	each	testing	session.

The	session	began	with	demographic	questions	for	each	child.	Each	task	began	with	an	in-
troductory	slide	where	the	researcher	provided	a	brief	overview,	reassured	the	participant	that	
there	were	no	right	or	wrong	answers,	and	asked	if	 they	had	any	questions	before	beginning.	
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After	completing	the	testing	session,	children	received	a	certificate	and	a	small	prize.	The	Ethics	
Committee	approved	all	procedures	at	Queen's	University	Belfast.

Measures

Quantity	contact

Children	responded	to	how	much	time	they	would	like	to	spend	with	the	out-	group	(e.g.	[Serbian/
Croatian])	children	using	a	5-	point	Likert	scale	(adapted	from	Tausch	et	al.,	2007).	This	construct	
has	been	similarly	assessed	among	youth	in	settings	of	intergroup	conflict,	with	relevant	predic-
tive	validity	(e.g.	Armstrong	et	al.,	2016;	McKeown	&	Taylor,	2017,	2018;	Tausch	et	al.,	2007).	The	
points	on	the	scale	were	illustrated	clocks	ranging	from	0 = none of my time	(nothing	coloured	
in	on	the	clock	face)	to	4 = all of my time	(fully	coloured-	in	clock	face).	Higher	scores	indicated	
more	time	spent	with	out-	group	children.

Quality	contact

Children	 used	 a	 4-	point	 Likert	 scale	 using	 thumbs	 up/down,	 ranging	 from	 0  =  always bad	
(thumbs	down)	to	3 = always good	(thumbs	up),	to	indicate	what	they	thought	the	quality	of	their	
experiences	with	out-	group	(e.g.	[Serbian/Croatian])	children	would	be	(adapted	from	Tausch	
et	al.,	2007).	A	similar	single	item	of	this	construct	has	been	used	with	youth	in	conflict-	affected	
settings	(e.g.	Brown	et	al.,	2007;	McKeown	&	Taylor,	2017,	2018).	Higher	scores	indicated	more	
positive	quality	contact.

Out-	group	friends

Children	also	indicated	how	many	of	their	close	friends	are	from	the	out-	group	(e.g.	[Serbian/
Croatian]),	described	as	‘friends	you	spend	a	lot	of	time	with	and	have	lots	of	fun	with’.	They	
responded	using	a	4-	point	Likert	 scale	 (0 = none,	1 =  some,	2 = most,	3 = all),	 illustrated	
with	an	increasing	number	of	stick	figures	(adapted	from	Paolini	et	al.,	2004).	Similarly,	sim-
ple	 measures	 of	 friendships	 across	 ethnic	 boundaries	 have	 been	 used	 with	 this	 age	 group	
(Armstrong	et	al.,	2016;	Killen	et	al.,	2010;	Vezzali	et	al.,	2012).	Higher	scores	indicate	more	
out-	group	friends.

Perceived	intergroup	conflict

Researchers	 presented	 a	 cartoon	 of	 two	 gender-	matched	 children	 struggling	 over	 a	 toy	 to	 as-
sess	perceived	conflict	and	described	it	as	an	example	of	‘conflict’	(adapted	from	Dautel,	2012).	
Children	indicated	how	much	conflict	they	perceived	between	Croats	and	Serbs	in	Croatia	using	
a	5-	point	Likert	scale	ranging	from	1 = none	(smallest,	tiny	balloon)	to	5 = a whole lot	(largest	
balloon),	illustrated	with	increasing	sized	balloons.	Higher	scores	suggest	more	perceived	inter-
group	conflict.
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General	empathy

Three	items	were	used	to	assess	general	empathy	(e.g.	child	no	one	wanted	to	play	with;	child	
was	sad	or	in	trouble;	injured	animal)	(Nesdale	et	al.,	2005).	Children	responded	how	they	would	
feel	using	a	4-	point	Likert	scale,	illustrated	with	cartoon	faces	displayed	emotions	ranging	from	
4 = very awful	(big	frown	and	a	tear)	to	1 = not happy/not sad	(neutral,	straight-	line	mouth);	re-
sponses	were	coded	such	that	higher	scores	indicated	more	empathy.	The	internal	consistency	of	
this	scale	was	adequate	(α = 0.66)	and	did	not	improve	if	any	item	was	removed.

Out-	group	empathy

Two	 items	 were	 used	 to	 measure	 empathy	 for	 an	 out-	group	 member	 (e.g.	 [Serbian/Croatian]	
child	was	 injured;	 [Serbian/Croatian]	child	was	sad)	were	adapted	 from	the	general	empathy	
scale	(Nesdale	et	al.,	2005).	Children	used	the	same	4-	point	Likert	scale	with	cartoon	faces	about	
how	they	would	feel.	The	internal	consistency	was	also	adequate	(α = 0.67);	the	average	of	the	
two	items	was	calculated,	and	higher	scores	indicated	more	out-	group	empathy.

Data analytic plan

The	primary	model	was	tested	in	a	multiple	group	framework	in	MPlus.	All	single-	item	meas-
ures	were	included	as	a	manifest	variable.	A	latent	variable	was	fitted	to	general	empathy,	which	
had	three	indicators,	and	the	two-	item	out-	group	empathy	was	included	as	a	composite	mani-
fest	variable.	To	account	for	potential	multicollinearity,	all	predictors	were	allowed	to	correlate	
(Dorman	et	al.,	2013).	Model	 fit	was	evaluated	using	established	criteria:	Tucker	Lewis	Index	
(TLI)	and	comparative	fit	index	(CFI) ≥ 0.90,	root	mean	square	residual	(RMSEA)	and	standard-
ized	root	mean	square	residual	(SRMR) ≤ 0.08	(Hu	&	Bentler,	1999).	To	account	for	the	potential	
that	data	are	missing	at	random,	the	paths	were	also	estimated	using	full	information	maximum	
likelihood,	which	produced	unbiased	coefficients	(Enders,	2010).

The	step-	up	approach	in	the	multiple	group	framework	was	used	to	explore	potential	major-
ity/minority	group	differences	in	the	link	from	predictors	to	out-	group	empathy	(Brown,	2006).	
First,	the	model	was	estimated	with	all	paths	estimated	separately	for	each	group.	In	each	sub-
sequent	‘step’,	a	single	path	was	constrained	to	be	equal	across	groups;	if	the	model	fit	was	not	
significantly	worst,	determined	by	the	χ2	difference	test	and	a	change	in	CFI < 0.01	(Cheung	&	
Rensvold,	2002),	the	constraint	was	retained.	If	the	model	fit	significantly	worse,	that	path	was	
allowed	to	be	estimated	separately	for	each	group.	The	step-	up	approach	systematically	identifies	
the	most	parsimonious	model	for	the	data	while	allowing	for	distinct	group	differences	to	emerge	
(Brown,	2006).

RESULTS

Preliminary analyses

The	means,	standard	deviations,	ranges	and	bivariate	correlations	for	the	demographic	variables	
and	each	construct	are	displayed	in	Table	1.	A	latent	variable	was	fitted	to	general	empathy	in	
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the	multiple	group	framework;	 there	were	no	significant	group	differences	 in	the	factor	 load-
ings	 (Table	 2)	 and	 it	 was	 a	 good	 fit	 to	 the	 data	 (N  =  155,	 χ2(3)  =  0.73,	 p  >  .05;	 CFI  =  1.00;	
TLI = 1.07;	SRMR = 0.019;	RMSEA = 0.00	(CI:	0.000,	0.099)).	Within-	subjects	t-	tests	were	also	
conducted	to	explore	differences	among	closely	related	constructs.	Children	reported,	on	aver-
age,	significantly	higher	general	empathy	(M = 2.20,	SD = 0.68)	compared	to	out-	group	empathy	
(M = 1.77,	SD = 0.79;	 t(153) = 8.55,	p <  .001),	as	well	as	significantly	higher	quality	contact	
(M  =  2.27,	 SD  =  0.77)	 compared	 to	 out-	group	 friends	 (M  =  1.23,	 SD  =  0.90;	 t(153)  =  12.43,	
p < .001).	Although	correlated,	these	tests	support	the	approach	of	including	each	construct	as	a	
discrete	variable.

Primary analyses

To	examine	the	predictors	of	out-	group	empathy,	the	step-	up	approach	in	multiple	group	frame-
work	found	no	significant	differences	 in	the	regression	paths	between	children	from	majority	
and	minority	backgrounds	(Table	3).	Namely,	all	paths	were	able	to	be	constrained	across	the	
groups	with	a	single	estimated	coefficient.

The	final	model	was	a	good	fit	to	the	data	(Figure	1;	N = 155,	χ2(59) = 54.66,	p > .05;	CFI = 1.00;	
TLI = 1.03;	SRMR = 0.086;	RMSEA = 0.00	(CI:	0.000,	0.060))	and	all	predictors	were	allowed	to	
correlate	(Table	4).	As	expected,	there	was	a	significant	link	between	general	empathy	and	out-	
group-	specific	empathy	(β = 0.72,	p < .001).	Regarding	the	demographic	variables,	age	was	pos-
itively	related	to	out-	group	empathy	(β = 0.19,	p = .003);	that	is,	older	children	reported	higher	
out-	group	empathy	compared	 to	younger	children.	There	was	no	significant	difference	 in	 the	
level	of	out-	group	empathy	between	boys	and	girls	in	this	sample.

Regarding	predictors	related	to	intergroup	contact	theory	and	altruism	born	of	suffering,	the	
only	significant	link	between	the	intergroup	contact	dimensions	assessed	and	out-	group	empa-
thy	was	for	quality	contact	(β = 0.21,	p = .006).	In	other	words,	neither	the	quantity	of	time	spent	
with	the	out-	group	nor	the	number	of	out-	group	friends	were	related	to	out-	group	empathy	in	
the	final	model.	As	a	follow-	up,	an	exploratory	model	was	tested	that	also	included	the	interac-
tion	of	quantity	and	quality	contact;	there	was	no	significant	effect	of	this	interaction	term	on	
out-	group	empathy.	Finally,	greater	perceived	conflict	was	significantly	related	to	more	out-	group	
empathy	(β = 0.15,	p = .01).	In	sum,	out-	group	empathy	was	higher	among	older	children,	those	
with	higher	general	empathy,	better	quality	contact	and	who	perceived	greater	conflict	between	
the	groups.	This	pattern	of	findings	was	not	different	for	children	from	the	majority	or	minority	
group.

T A B L E  2 	 Chi-	square	difference	test	for	the	CFA	of	dispositional	empathy	for	Croat	and	Serb	children

Chi- square df CFI

Unconstrained	model 16.51 9 0.96

Constrained	model 16.99 13 0.98

Note: Based	on	the	chi-	square	values,	the	constrained	model	does	not	fit	significantly	worse	than	the	unconstrained	model.	The	
CFI	also	indicates	improvement	in	the	constrained	model.
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DISCUSSION

Among	children	 in	Vukovar,	Croatia,	who	were	 raised	a	generation	after	 the	war,	a	multiple	
group	path	analysis	found	no	differences	in	the	pattern	of	predictors	of	out-	group	empathy	across	
the	majority	(Croat)	and	minority	(Serb)	communities.	General	empathy,	or	how	empathetic	the	
child	reported	to	be	overall,	was	strongly	related	to	out-	group	empathy.	While	age	also	predicted	
out-	group	 empathy,	 gender	 did	 not.	 More	 specifically,	 out-	group	 empathy	 was	 higher	 among	
11-	year-	olds	compared	to	6-	year-	olds.

Regarding	the	intergroup	contact	dimensions,	our	hypotheses	had	mixed	support.	Although	
quality	contact	was	positively	related	to	out-	group	empathy,	the	quantity	of	contact	and	the	num-
ber	of	out-	group	friends	did	not	significantly	relate	to	out-	group	empathy.	Differing	from	other	

T A B L E  3 	 Chi-	square	difference	test	for	predictors	of	out-	group	empathy	for	Croat	and	Serb	children

Chi- square df CFI

Unconstrained	model 51.23 52 1.00

Age 51.65 53 1.00

Girl 52.17 54 1.00

Dispositional	empathy 53.53 55 1.00

Quantity	contact 53.84 56 1.00

Quality	contact 53.87 57 1.00

Out-	group	friends 54.11 58 1.00

Perceived	intergroup	conflict	(constrained	model) 54.66 59 1.00

Note: Based	on	the	chi-	square	values,	the	constrained	model	does	not	fit	significantly	worse	than	the	unconstrained	model.

F I G U R E  1 	 Multiple	group	final	model	predicting	out-	group	empathy	among	majority	(Croat;	64.5%)	and	
minority	(Serb;	35.5%)	children	in	Vukovar,	Croatia	(N = 155,	M = 8.77,	SD = 1.15 years	old;	51%	female).	All	
predictors	allowed	to	correlate	and	standardised	coefficients	reported;	*p < .05;	**p < .01;	***p < .001.
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settings	of	intergroup	conflict	(Turner	et	al.,	2013),	the	number	of	cross-	group	friends	were	not	
related	to	empathy	in	the	final	model.	Future	research	might	examine	if	this	pattern	of	findings	
is	related	to	age	effects.	For	example,	age	is	related	to	the	number	of	out-	group	friends	but	not	
other	contact	dimensions.	As	children	age,	they	have	greater	autonomy	and	mobility	outside	the	
school	classroom	and	family	context.	Thus,	by	late	childhood	/	early	adolescence,	they	may	be	
able	 to	 form	more	friendships	across	group	lines.	This	 finding	with	primary	school-	aged	chil-
dren	is	consistent	with	the	developmental	changes	found	in	a	previous	study	with	older	youth;	
out-	group	friendships	were	higher	among	16	compared	to	12-	year-	olds	in	Vukovar	(Ajdukovic	&	
Čorkalo	Biruški,	2008).	Qualitative	work	with	children	ages	11	to	15 has	also	found	examples	of	
these	potential	age	effects	shaping	the	number	of	out-	group	friends	(Reidy	et	al.,	2015).	Those	
findings	are	also	supported	by	a	recent	review	of	how	intimate	contact	or	close	and	meaningful	
relationships	or	interactions	may	change	across	the	lifespan	(Marinucci	et	al.,	2021).	Given	that	
all	dimensions	of	contact	were	interrelated,	one	implication	may	be	to	promote	more	quantity	
and	quality	contact	so	that	children	have	the	opportunity	to	make	out-	group	friends	as	they	age.

Consistent	with	altruism	born	of	suffering	(Staub	&	Vollhardt,	2008;	Vollhardt,	2009),	greater	
perceived	conflict	was	linked	with	higher	out-	group	empathy	in	the	full	model.	When	consid-
ering	the	multiple	influences	on	children's	out-	group	empathy,	there	was	a	direct	effect	of	per-
ceived	conflict.	Complementing	the	growing	work	on	out-	group	empathy	in	conflict	settings	with	
adults,	this	study	offers	an	important	developmental	contribution.	Over	a	generation	has	passed	
since	the	signing	of	a	peace	agreement,	yet	young	children	are	still	aware	of	the	intergroup	ten-
sions	(Taylor	et	al.,	2020b).	For	example,	on	average,	children	reported	‘some’	conflict	between	
Croats	and	Serbs,	with	70%	reporting	that	the	current	intergroup	conflict	ranged	from	‘a	little’	to	
‘a	lot’	in	this	study.	In	previous	mixed	methods	research,	adolescents	in	Vukovar	also	reported	
numerous	forms	of	ongoing	ethnic	tension,	such	as	Serbs	and	Croats	getting	into	fights	or	ethnic	
slurs	 written	 on	 walls	 or	 playgrounds	 (Taylor	 et	 al.,	 2017).	 However,	 that	 awareness	 does	 not	
prevent	children	from	empathising	with	members	of	the	conflict	rival	group.	Given	the	impor-
tance	of	empathy	(Taylor	et	al.,	2020a),	particularly	out-	group	empathy	(O’Driscoll	et	al.,	2021)	
for	children's	prosocial	behaviour	in	conflict	settings	(Moran	&	Taylor,	2021;	Taylor	et	al.,	2021a),	
this	finding	has	implications	for	the	development	peacebuilding	model.	In	addition,	the	findings	
suggest	that	parents	do	not	need	to	protect	their	children	from	knowing	about	the	past	(Reidy	
et	al.,	2015);	they	are	already	aware	of	how	it	affects	the	present.	Instead,	parents	and	schools	
might	constructively	engage	with	their	children	to	talk	about	potential	difficult	topics	such	as	
the	conflict,	which	has	implications	for	developing	out-	group	empathy	(Bar-	Tal	&	Rosen,	2009).	
Beyond	relations	among	conflict	rivals,	these	findings	among	majority	and	minority	groups	in	

T A B L E  4 	 Bivariate	correlations	among	predictors	in	the	final	model

2 3 4 5 6 7

1 Girl −0.01 0.24* −0.05 0.02 −0.08 −0.10

2 Age —	 −0.11 0.12 −0.10 0.28*** −0.25**

3 Dispositional	empathy —	 0.27* 0.22 0.23 −0.05

4 Quantity	contact —	 0.50*** 0.50*** −0.04

5 Quality	contact —	 0.22* −0.04

6 Out-	group	friends —	 0.06

7 Perceived	intergroup	conflict —	

Note: *p < .05;	**p < .01;	***p < .001.
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middle	childhood	support	the	growing	body	of	work	on	empathy	and	intergroup	relations	in	ad-
olescence	(Miklikowska,	2017,	2018;	Taylor	&	McKeown,	2021;	van	Bommel	et	al.,	2021).

Limitations and future research

This	study	is	limited	by	the	cross-	sectional	design.	For	instance,	children	who	perceived	more	
intergroup	 conflict	 were	 more	 empathetic	 towards	 their	 out-	group.	 Although	 consistent	 with	
altruism	born	of	suffering,	an	alternative	interpretation	could	be	that	children	who	have	higher	
levels	of	out-	group	empathy	are	more	likely	to	notice	and	report	conflict	in	their	environment.	
Similarly,	children	who	report	higher	 levels	of	out-	group	empathy	may	also	have	other	social	
skills	that	improve	their	contact	experiences	with	out-	group	members,	which	relates	to	greater	
out-	group	empathy.	For	example,	future	research	might	expand	on	previous	meta-	analyses	that	
found	that	empathy	mediated	the	influence	of	contact	on	prejudice	reduction	(Pettigrew	&	Tropp,	
2008)	and	explore	how	it	specifically	affects	out-	group	empathy.	Moreover,	general	empathy	may	
interact	with	other	predictors,	which	could	be	explored	in	future	research.

Second,	although	the	current	analyses	did	not	detect	group	differences	in	the	paths,	it	could	
be	under	powered	to	detect	small	effects.	For	example,	a	priori	statistical	power	calculation	sug-
gested	that	a	sample	size	of	at	least	107	would	be	needed	to	detect	a	medium	effect	(β = 0.15)	
for	regression	with	seven	predictors	(Rosen	et	al.,	2016).	To	explore	potential	group	differences,	
a	sample	size	of	64	per	group	(n = 128)	would	be	necessary	to	detect	a	mean	difference	of	a	me-
dium	effect	size	(d = 0.50)	between	the	majority	and	minority	groups	(power = 0.80,	α = 0.05;	
Rosen	et	al.,	 2016).	We,	however,	only	had	55	children	 from	the	minority	group.	Collecting	a	
larger	sample	of	majority	and	minority	groups	across	multiple	timepoints	will	help	to	untangle	
the	directionality	of	effects	and	dynamic	processes	 influencing	 the	development	of	out-	group	
empathy.

Third,	 future	research	should	diversify	measures	used	in	this	study	beyond	self-	report.	For	
example,	children's	perceived	intergroup	conflict	was	measured	by	one	explicit	item	addressing	
‘conflict’	between	Croats	and	Serbs.	Qualitative	measures	of	children's	understanding	of	conflict,	
such	as	‘draw	and	tell’	(Driessnack,	2006),	in	addition	to	further	demographic	and	parent-	report	
measures	are	needed	to	capture	children's	experience	of	intergroup	conflict	fully.	Intergroup	con-
tact	could	be	assessed	with	larger	scales	or	to	include	both	hypothetical	and	recent	actual	contact.	
Likewise,	empathy	would	benefit	 from	the	 investigation	of	behavioural	measures,	 in	addition	
to	self-	report	measures	Future	research	could	use	physiological	measures	of	children's	affective	
responses	 in	 an	 interaction	 with	 an	 out-	group	 member,	 as	 well	 as	 measures	 of	 actual	 versus	
intended	 behaviour,	 for	 instance,	 sharing	 resources	 or	 helping	 out-	group	 members	 (Moran	 &	
Taylor,	2021).

Lastly,	the	DPM	informs	this	study	design	by	varying	the	identity	of	the	target	when	mea-
suring	children's	empathy.	However,	other	variables	should	also	be	considered	in	the	study	of	
children's	out-	group	empathy	to	mirror	the	complexity	of	real-	life	scenarios	(e.g.,	Neumann	
et	al.,	2013).	Here,	children's	out-	group	empathy	was	measured	for	negative	events	(e.g.	an	
out-	group	member	 is	 injured/sad).	However,	positive	scenarios	can	also	elicit	empathic	 re-
sponses;	 ‘negative	empathy’	and	 ‘positive	empathy’	have	been	found	to	be	related,	but	sep-
arate,	processes	(Andreychik	&	Migliaccio,	2015;	Morelli	et	al.,	2015).	Measuring	children's	
‘positive	empathy’	in	contexts	of	intergroup	conflict	may	inform	best	practices	for	peacebuild-
ing	 through	 promoting	 positive	 shared	 experiences	 (e.g.,	 Telle	 &	 Pfister,	 2015).	 Moreover,	
while	 the	 current	 study	 focuses	 on	 empathy	 towards	 individuals,	 children	 may	 encounter	
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scenarios	 in	 contexts	 of	 intergroup	 division	 in	 which	 they	 feel	 empathy	 towards	 a	 group.	
Future	research	may	investigate	how	engaging	children	in	out-	group	empathy	and	prosocial	
behaviour	at	a	collective	level,	as	a	form	of	collective	action,	can	be	a	powerful	tool	of	civic	
engagement	for	social	change	(Louis,	2009;	Taylor	&	McKeown,	2021;	van	Zomeren	&	Louis,	
2017).

CONCLUSION

These	findings	offer	hope	given	the	importance	of	out-	group-	specific	empathy	towards	con-
flict	rivals	for	peacebuilding	and	social	reconstruction	(e.g.	Taylor	et	al.,	2021b).	Extending	
past	research	that	examined	out-	group-	specific	empathy	in	this	age	group	in	a	conflict	setting	
(O’Driscoll	et	al.,	2021),	this	study	also	included	general	empathy.	That	is,	the	effects	reported	
are	 in	addition	 to	 the	child's	general	empathetic	ability.	Despite	 still	perceiving	 intergroup	
conflict,	children	in	primary	school	report	out-	group	empathy.	Moreover,	even	in	a	divided	
school	setting,	out-	group	empathy	is	higher	in	the	later	years	of	middle	childhood.	Although	
quantity	contact	and	out-	group	friends	did	not,	better	quality	cross-	ethnic	contact	was	posi-
tively	 related	 to	 out-	group	 empathy.	 Over	 a	 generation	 after	 the	 end	 of	 the	 war,	 Vukovar	
remains	 largely	 divided.	 Nevertheless,	 children	 show	 the	 socio-	emotional	 capacity	 for	 im-
proving	intergroup	relations.
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Quantity contact. 
How much time would you like to spend with [Croatian/Serbian] children? 

None                     A Little                     Half                      A Lot              All of my time      

Quality contact.
How good or bad do you think your experiences would be with [Croatian/Serbian] children? 

     Always bad                   Sometimes bad              Sometimes good               Always good 

Outgroup friends.
How many close friends are [Croatian/Serbian]? 

        None                             Some                            Most                               All 

Perceived intergroup conflict.  
The kids in this photo do not get along and this is called conflict. 

How much conflict is there between Croatian and Serbian people here in Croatia? 

 None                A little                Some                   A lot             A whole lot 

Dispositional empathy.  
How would you feel if you heard about a child who can’t find anyone to play with? 

Very Awful                  Awful                Not good          Not Happy/Not Sad 

How would you feel if you heard some children were sad or in trouble? 

Very Awful                  Awful                Not good          Not Happy/Not Sad

How would you feel if you heard that an animal was hurt? 

Very Awful                  Awful                Not good          Not Happy/Not Sad

Outgroup empathy.  
How would you feel if you heard that a [Croatian/Serbian] child was hurt? 

Very Awful                  Awful                Not good          Not Happy/Not Sad

How would you feel if you heard that a [Croatian/Serbian] child was feeling sad? 

Very Awful                  Awful                Not good          Not Happy/Not Sad


