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Empathy—the capacity to identify others' needs and 
emotions, and to provide supportive care that meets those 
needs—is central to the formation and maintenance of 
close relationships. Parents' empathy is associated with 
children's secure attachment and self-regulation (Borelli 
et  al.,  2021; Oppenheim et al.,  2001; Stern et al.,  2015). 
In adolescence, empathy and prosocial behavior toward 
peers are associated with higher-quality friendships (see 
Portt et al., 2020), characterized by greater closeness and 
more effective conflict management (Chow et al., 2013). 
Adolescents' self-reported empathy has been linked to 
peer-reported romantic desirability (Bower et al., 2015) 
and friendship satisfaction (Meuwese et  al.,  2017), sug-
gesting that empathic behavior may be socially rewarded 
and reinforced by one's peers. Moreover, empathic ca-
pacities in adolescence have been shown to prospectively 
predict increased life satisfaction 2 years later (Son & 
Padilla-Walker,  2020) and enhanced social functioning 
well into adulthood (Allemand et al., 2015).

Developmental theory and research view empathy 
as a multidimensional construct, including (1) cogni-
tive capacities such as perspective-taking, identifying 

others' emotions, and understanding their experiences; 
(2) emotional tendencies to feel concern for others' wel-
fare and to resonate with their emotions (while remain-
ing well-regulated and other-focused; Decety,  2015; 
Eisenberg, 2000, 2018); and (3) empathy-related prosocial 
behaviors, such as providing help, support, or comfort 
when needed (Eisenberg, 2018). From an evolutionary per-
spective, the cognitive, affective, and behavioral dimen-
sions of empathy are thought to be central components 
of the mammalian caregiving system (MacLean,  1985), 
which functions to provide protection, care, and safety 
to ensure the survival of offspring (Bowlby, 1969/1982), 
but which also facilitates bonding in one's broader so-
cial group (Hrdy,  2009). From this perspective, one's 
first experiences of empathic care likely come from adult 
caregivers, who serve as primary socialization agents 
supporting children's emerging capacity for empathy, 
which may carry forward into later adult caregiving—
thus contributing to intergenerational cycles of empathic 
care (Eisenberg et al., 1991, 1992; Stern, 2016).

In the present paper, we take a closer look at the 
transmission of empathy across three generations from a 
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Abstract
This study examined the development of empathic care across three generations in 
a sample of 184 adolescents in the United States (99 female, 85 male; 58% White, 
29% African American, 8% mixed race/ethnicity, 5% other groups), followed from 
their family of origin at age 13 into their parenting years (through their mid-30s). 
Mothers' empathic support toward adolescents at age 13 predicted teens' empathy 
for close friends across adolescence (13–19 years). Participants' empathic support 
for friends in late adolescence predicted more supportive parenting behavior in 
adulthood, which in turn was associated with their children's empathy at age 
3–8 years. Results suggest that individuals “pay forward” the empathic care they 
receive from parents, and that skills developed in adolescent friendships may 
inform later parenting.
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developmental perspective. We focus on adolescence as 
a sensitive period for the development of the social brain 
(Blakemore,  2008), during which models of empathic 
caregiving acquired in the home environment may be fur-
ther refined and elaborated through close relationships 
with peers (Allen et al., 2023; Stern et al., 2021). We then 
present empirical evidence that empathic capacities de-
veloped in adolescent peer relationships may be a critical 
but unexamined mechanism linking experiences of pa-
rental care to caregiving behavior in the next generation.

Intergenerational transmission of empathic care

Previous research has shown positive associations be-
tween parents' and children's empathy. A series of stud-
ies by Eisenberg, Fabes, and colleagues revealed links 
between multiple measures of parents' empathy toward 
others and young children's empathy-related responses to 
video clips of strangers (Eisenberg et al., 1991, 1992; Fabes 
et al., 1990). In adolescence, researchers have found con-
current associations between mothers' and adolescents' 
self-reported empathic concern and perspective-taking 
(Hawk et al., 2013). Further, mothers' perspective-taking 
positively predicted adolescent perspective-taking over 
a 4-year period for girls, but not for boys (van Lissa 
et al., 2014). Similarly, a cross-sectional study of Belgian 
adolescents and their mothers found significant links 
between mother and teen self-reported empathy, which 
were partly mediated by teen-reported maternal sup-
port; moreover, adolescent perspective-taking predicted 
teen-reported friendship quality, mediating the link be-
tween maternal support and adolescent friendship qual-
ity (Soenens et al., 2007). All measures were assessed at a 
single time point, however, thus limiting the conclusions 
that can be drawn regarding mediation.

Notably, one meta-analytic review reported mixed 
findings regarding the association between parents' and 
children's empathy, with a mean correlation of only .07 
for mothers and −.01 for fathers (Strayer & Roberts, 2004). 
Moreover, the majority of research on the intergenera-
tional transmission of empathy specifically in adolescence 
(a) has relied exclusively on self-report, (b) has examined 
empathy within a relatively narrow time period, (c) has 
focused only on two generations, (d) has not explored par-
ents' empathy for their child specifically, and (e) has not 
yet measured teens' empathy during observed interac-
tions with peers or close friends. The present paper aims 
to address these gaps by drawing on a multimethod, 25-
year longitudinal study of adolescents, their parents, close 
friends, and later in development, their own offspring.

Developing caregiving capacities in adolescence

Previous research has explored the contributions 
of genetics (Abramson et  al.,  2020, 2023), parental 

socialization (Eisenberg et  al.,  2015), and attachment 
(Stern & Cassidy,  2018) to the development of empathy 
in adolescence. A less-explored possibility is that experi-
ences of empathic care from parents may give children 
a core relational skillset that allows them to forge and 
maintain positive relationships with peers (as suggested 
by Soenens et al., 2007). These peer relationships, in turn, 
may provide a critical context in which to practice giving 
and receiving care in adolescence (Costello et  al.,  2023; 
Stern et  al.,  2021), with potential downstream conse-
quences for adult relationships (Loeb et al., 2021). In this 
way, models of caregiving experienced within the parent–
child relationship (i.e., a vertical relationship character-
ized primarily by empathic care from parent to child) may 
become generalized beyond the family and honed within 
friendships with peers (i.e., horizontal relationships char-
acterized by mutual seeking and provision of empathic 
care). This ontogenetic account aligns with phylogenetic 
perspectives, which suggest that empathy evolved to moti-
vate parental care of offspring (Bowlby, 1969/1982; George 
& Solomon, 2008) and then generalized to other members 
of one's social group (Decety et al., 2012; MacLean, 1985). 
We refer to this as the peer-caregiving model and provide 
a preliminary test of this possible pathway in the present 
study, while acknowledging that genetics, socialization, 
and attachment undoubtedly play important roles as well.

The caregiving system has roots in early ontogeny, 
with young children showing rudimentary empathic ten-
dencies by the second year of life (Vaish & Hepach, 2020). 
But more advanced caregiving capacities may not come 
online until adolescence—a period marked by rapid 
changes in the developing social brain (Blakemore, 2008; 
Crone & Achterberg,  2022), increasing autonomy from 
parents, and heightened sensitivity to peer influence 
(Allen et al., 2022; Allen & Tan, 2016). Researchers have 
recently suggested that gaining “caregiving competence” 
is a critical developmental task of adolescence that fore-
casts adult social functioning across multiple domains 
(Allen et  al.,  2023). For example, competence at pro-
viding emotional support to friends in adolescence has 
been shown to predict supportive behavior in adult ro-
mantic relationships, over and above supportiveness in 
adolescent romantic relationships (Costello et al., 2023). 
Adolescents' capacity for empathy specifically has been 
shown to predict social competence more than two de-
cades later (Allemand et al., 2015).

Theory and research point to a clear relation be-
tween caregiving processes in adolescent friendships and 
long-term romantic relationship functioning (e.g., Allen 
et al., 2020; Costello et al., 2023; Furman, 1999), but less is 
known about whether adolescent friendships play a role 
in building caregiving capacities that translate to another 
key type of adult relationship: parenting. Specifically, it is 
possible that caregiving capacities initially experienced 
in the home and then developed further in mutually re-
sponsive relationships with peers during adolescence 
will cascade forward to promote empathic care toward 
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one's own offspring in adulthood. Particularly within 
close friendships, responding to friends' emotional and 
instrumental needs with understanding, support, and 
emotional attunement may strengthen the “muscle” of 
empathic care in ways that prepare adolescents for the 
future task of parental caregiving. Teens' ability to pro-
vide empathic care in a future parenting role may, in 
turn, contribute to empathy in their children. This idea, 
however, has never been tested empirically.

The present study

The present investigation draws on a 25-year longitu-
dinal study of adolescents' social development to ex-
amine how individual differences in empathic care are 
transmitted across three generations (G). Building on 
previous two-generation models, we test long-term as-
sociations between parents' (G1) and adolescents' (G2) 
empathy, and between adolescents' empathy and their 
own children's (G3) empathy. Moving beyond previous 
self-report measures, we leverage observations of dy-
adic interactions to measure parents' empathic care to-
ward teens, as well as teens' empathic care toward close 
friends, observed annually over a 7-year period. As a 
starting point, we focus on mothers' empathic care for 
teens (due to data availability and alignment with previ-
ous research) but acknowledge the importance of fathers 
as an area for future work. Extending the research on 
the central importance of peers for adolescent social de-
velopment (Allen et al., 2022), we provide an initial test 
of the peer-caregiving model by examining the potential 
link between adolescents' empathic care in close friend-
ships and their later caregiving behavior toward their 
own children. Although the lack of long-term research 
in this area necessarily renders this study as somewhat 
exploratory, three specific hypotheses were assessed:

Hypothesis 1.  Mothers' empathic support for 
adolescents (G1) will predict teens' capacity to 
provide similar empathic care to their close 
friends across adolescence (G2, ages 13–19).

Hypothesis 2.  The capacity to provide 
empathic support to close friends in late 
adolescence (ages 17–19) will predict more 
supportive parenting behavior in response to 
children's distress.

Hypothesis 3.  More supportive, and less 
nonsupportive, parental responses to chil-
dren's distress will be associated with chil-
dren's empathic behavior toward others (G3). 
Given that the G3 variables were available 
only at one timepoint for a subset of the sam-
ple, tests of this hypothesis are regarded as 
exploratory.

M ETHOD

Participants

This report draws from an ongoing longitudinal inves-
tigation of adolescent social development in familial 
and peer contexts, beginning in 1998. Adolescents were 
originally recruited from the seventh and eighth grades 
of a public middle school drawing from suburban and 
urban populations in the mid-Atlantic United States. Of 
students who were eligible to participate, 63% agreed to 
participate either as target participants or as peers who 
participated in interaction tasks with the target teen. 
Students who had already served as close peer inform-
ants in the study were not eligible to serve as primary 
participants.

A final sample of 184 adolescents (99 females, 85 
males) and their parents was first assessed at age 13 and 
reassessed annually. The sample was demographically 
diverse and representative of the community from which 
it was drawn: 107 adolescents (58%) identified as white, 
53 (29%) as African American, 15 (8%) as of mixed race or 
ethnicity, and 9 (5%) as being from other identity groups. 
Adolescents' parents reported a median family income in 
the $40,000–$59,999 range at the initial assessment.

This study utilizes observational data collected at 
age 13 (M = 13.35, SD = 0.64), 14 (M = 14.27, SD = 0.77), 
15 (M = 15.21, SD = 0.81), 16 (M = 16.35, SD = 0.87), 17 
(M = 17.32, SD = 0.88), 18 (M = 18.38, SD = 1.04), and 19 
(M = 19.66, SD = 1.07). Each year, target adolescents 
nominated their closest friend to be included with them 
in the study. Close friends were defined as “people 
you know well, spend time with, and whom you talk 
to about things that happen in your life.” Friends were 
same-gender peers, close in age to participants (i.e., 
their ages differed by less than a month from target ad-
olescents, on average). Close friends reported that they 
had known participants for an average of 4.01–7.66 years 
(SD = 2.90–5.17) across the various assessment periods, 
with later ages characterized by longer mean friendship 
durations.

Beginning in early adulthood, researchers tracked 
which participants had biological children. A total of 
74 participants (40% of the original sample) had at least 
one child by the time of the present analyses. When chil-
dren were between the ages of 3 and 8 years (M = 4.98, 
SD = 1.01), target participants (Mage = 30.53, SD = 3.66; 
range: 22.62–37.70) were invited to complete a set of ques-
tionnaires assessing parenting and child development.

Missing data

Data were missing for two reasons: (a) attrition of G2 
participants and (b) the fact that not all G2 participants 
who remained in the sample had children (G3). Analyses 
were conducted to examine each type of missing data.
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Attrition of G2 participants

Mean retention rates between annual assessments were 
high (95%). Of the 184 G2 participants who participated 
in the initial assessment, 160 (87%) participated in at 
least one close peer assessment in late adolescence (ages 
17–19). There were no significant differences in baseline 
characteristics (gender, family income, maternal or ado-
lescent empathy at the initial assessment) between par-
ticipants who dropped out and those who remained in 
the study through late adolescence.

Availability of G3 child data

Of the 74 G2 participants who reported having children, 
70 consented to provide data on at least one child when 
they were between the ages of 3 and 8 years. In total, data 
were available for N = 114 children (G3). G2 participants, 
who provided G3 child data, were more likely to be fe-
male (i.e., mothers), χ2(1, N = 184) = 8.09, p = .004; all other 
comparisons were nonsignificant.

To address missing data in longitudinal analyses, full 
information maximum likelihood (FIML) was used with 
analyses, including all variables that were linked to future 
missing data (i.e., where data were not missing completely 
at random). These procedures have been found to yield 
least biased estimates when all available data are used 
for longitudinal analyses (vs. listwise deletion of missing 
data; Arbuckle, 1996; Mueller & Hancock, 2010). Thus, 
the full sample of 184 was included in analyses of G1–G2 
empathy. Following previous research with 3-generation 
data (e.g., Bailey et al., 2009; Blake et al., 2023), G2–G3 
analyses were conducted separately, focusing on the sub-
sample of 70 G2 participants for whom child data were 
available, yielding a total N = 114 children for analyses 
of G3.

Procedure

All procedures were approved by the university's eth-
ics review board. Adolescents and their peers provided 
informed assent, and their parents provided informed 
consent before each interview session. Once participants 
reached age 18, they provided informed consent. In the 
initial introduction and throughout each session, confi-
dentiality was explained to all family members, and ado-
lescents were told that their parents would not be informed 
of any of the answers they provided. A Confidentiality 
Certificate, issued by the U.S. Department of Health 
and Human Services, protected all data from sub-
poena by federal, state, and local courts. Participants 
were compensated and, when necessary, transportation 
and childcare were provided to participating families. 
Observations of mother–teen and teen–peer interactions 
took place in-person, in structured laboratory sessions. 

Questionnaires regarding young children (G3) were sent 
to participants in the form of a paper packet by mail and 
as a survey link via email, to be completed by the partici-
pant at home.

Measures

Mothers' empathic care for teens (observed at 
age 13)

Parents and adolescents were observed in a 6-minute dy-
adic interaction in the Supportive Behavior Task (Allen 
et al., 2001), in which teens asked their parent for help with 
a “problem they were having that they could use some 
advice or support about.” Parents' supportive behaviors 
toward the target teen were coded using the Supportive 
Behavior Task Coding System (Allen et al., 2001).

Following previous research (Stern et al., 2021), four 
core dimensions of empathy were averaged to create a 
composite maternal empathy score for analyses: moth-
ers' emotional support provision, instrumental support pro-
vision, emotional engagement, and accurate identification 
of the teen's problem (described below). All interactions 
were double-coded by independent coders and then av-
eraged across coders to enhance reliability (intraclass 
correlation coefficient [ICC] = .89).

Emotional support provision describes the degree to 
which the parent understands and supports the feelings 
raised by their adolescent, through processes such as 
expressing understanding, naming the teen's emotion, 
eliciting further emotion, or making a commitment to be 
emotionally available. Scores range from 0 (no attempt 
to emotionally support) to 4 (clear recognition of emo-
tional distress, attempts to draw the speaker out, and 
clear expressions of warmth, concern, and sympathy 
throughout most of the interaction).

Instrumental support provision reflects the degree to 
which the parent provides help to address their adoles-
cent's presented problem. Behaviors indicative of instru-
mental support given include recognizing that a problem 
exists, offering plans for how to solve the problem, keep-
ing the conversation directed toward a solution, and 
making a commitment to help find a solution to the 
problem. Scores range from 0 (no instrumental planning 
of how to solve the problem) to 4 (clear attempts and 
commitment to find a solution to the problem and con-
sistent incorporation of the person's needs throughout 
most of the interaction).

Emotional engagement captures the extent to which 
the parent appears to be connected and emotionally 
engaged with their adolescent and is assessed inde-
pendently of the support topic discussed. Engagement 
reflects how closely the parent is attending to what their 
adolescent is saying by following up on what the teen 
says, leaving them time to talk, asking questions about 
the topic, and demonstrating active listening. Scores 
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range from 0 (shows no or very few signs of interest in 
what the other person is saying, body posture generally 
turned away, little or no eye contact) to 4 (clearly fo-
cused on and responsive to the other person during the 
majority of the interaction, demonstrates real connec-
tion and interest).

Interpretation of the teen's problem focuses on the ex-
tent to which the parent appears to accurately recognize 
and understand the concern(s) raised by their adoles-
cent. Scores range from 0 (clearly and strikingly does 
not interpret or understand the fundamental problem 
correctly) to 4 (clearly understands and fully appreciates 
what the problem is and demonstrates this either directly 
or indirectly through suggestions and responses).

Teens' empathic care for close friends (observed 
at ages 13–19)

Adolescents also were observed in the same Supportive 
Behavior Task (Allen et al., 2001) with their nominated 
closest friend at ages 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, and 19. In this 
version of the task, the target teen was asked to provide 
their friend with help in response to their friend's self-
selected problem, and the teen's own supportive behavior 
was coded using the Supportive Behavior Task Coding 
System (Allen et al., 2001). All interactions were double-
coded by independent coders and then averaged across 
coders to enhance reliability.

At each time point, the same four dimensions were 
coded and then averaged to derive a score for adolescents' 
empathic support for peers: emotional support provision, 
instrumental support provision, emotional engagement, 
and interpretation of the peer's problem. ICCs for the total 
empathy score at each of the seven time points (ages 13–
19) ranged from .67 to .84, in the “good” to “excellent” 
range for this statistic (Cicchetti & Sparrow, 1981).

Parental responses to child distress 
(participant self-report about behavior toward 
child at ages 3–8)

Participants with young children reported on their 
parenting behavior using the Coping with Children's 
Negative Emotions Scale (Fabes et  al.,  2002). In this 
measure, parents read 12 hypothetical scenarios in which 
their child expresses a negative emotion (e.g., “my child 
loses some prized possession and reacts with tears”). 
For each scenario, parents rate how likely they would 
be to respond in each of six different ways on a scale 
from 1 (very unlikely) to 7 (very likely). Responses are 
averaged to create six subscales of parental responses 
in two broad domains: (1) supportive parental responses 
to child distress (comprising subscales of emotion-
focused responses, problem-focused responses, and ex-
pressive encouragement) and (2) nonsupportive parental 

responses to child distress (comprising subscales of pu-
nitive responses, minimization responses, and personal 
distress). Cronbach's alpha in the present sample was 
.96 for supportive responses and .98 for non-supportive 
responses.

Child empathy (target participants' parent 
report about child behavior at ages 3–8)

Participants with young children completed the Social 
Skills Improvement System–Rating Scales (Gresham 
& Elliott,  2008), a 79-item parent-report measure as-
sessing children's developing social skills and behavior. 
Participants rate how often their child has demonstrated 
specific behaviors in the last 2 months, using a 4-point 
frequency scale from 0 (never) to 3 (almost always). The 
measure includes 6 items assessing children's empathy, 
including “tries to understand how others feel” and 
“tries to comfort others.” Cronbach's alpha for the em-
pathy subscale was .87.

RESU LTS

Preliminary analyses

We first examined distributional properties of the data 
and simple correlations among variables of interest. 
Descriptive statistics and Pearson correlations are sum-
marized in Table 1. Maternal empathy toward teens at 
age 13 was positively related to adolescents' empathy 
toward close friends in middle and late adolescence. 
Supportive parental responses to child distress in adult-
hood were positively associated with empathic care for 
close friends in middle and late adolescence, whereas 
nonsupportive parental responses were not significantly 
related to empathy in adolescence (though coefficients 
were negative). Child empathy was positively associated 
with supportive parental responses to child distress (see 
Table 1 for coefficients).

Adolescents' empathy for close friends showed mod-
erate test–retest stability between subsequent years 
(rs:  .19–.51; mean r = .32), which likely reflects not only 
measurement error but also developmental change over 
time and the presence of different friendships at different 
ages.

Principal analyses

Analyses were conducted in MPlus Version 7 (Muthén 
& Muthén,  1998–2017), using FIML to handle missing 
data. Adolescent gender and family income (calculated 
as a percentage of the federal poverty line) were included 
as a priori covariates. Results are described below and 
summarized in Tables 2 and 3.
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Hypothesis 1

To test intergenerational patterns of empathy from G1 
to G2, we conducted a set of linear growth models. First, 
to characterize the overall trajectory of adolescents' em-
pathic care for friends from ages 13 to 19, an uncondi-
tional growth model was run with scores at each of the 
seven assessment points (see Table 2, Model 1). The aver-
age slope was significant and positive, suggesting small 
increases in adolescents' empathic support for friends 
over time. There was significant variance in the intercept 
(p < .001), but not the slope (p = .283), suggesting individ-
ual differences in adolescents' initial levels of empathic 
support, but invariance in their developmental trajec-
tory from age 13 to 19.

Second, mothers' observed empathic support for 
teens at age 13, along with covariates (adolescent gen-
der and family income), were entered as time-invariant 
predictors and allowed to covary (Table 2, Model 2). No 
predictors were significantly associated with the slope; 
thus, the model was trimmed to omit the nonsignificant 
paths. In the final model, mothers' empathic support 
was significantly positively associated with the intercept 
of teens' empathy, centered at age 13, providing support 
for Hypothesis 1. In addition, teen gender was associ-
ated with the intercept, such that girls showed higher 
initial levels of empathic support for friends than boys. 

Family income was unrelated to the intercept for teen 
empathy.

In a third step, G2 parenting behaviors (supportive 
and nonsupportive responses to child distress) were re-
gressed on the intercept and slope of adolescents' empa-
thy, accounting for mothers' empathic support at age 13, 
adolescent gender, and family income. The intercept for 
adolescent empathy was centered at age 19 to focus on late 
adolescence. Once again, there were no significant associa-
tions with the slope, so these paths were trimmed from the 
final model (Table 2, Model 3). Mothers' empathic support 
at age 13 was positively associated with the intercept for ad-
olescent empathy for close friends at age 19. Moreover, the 
intercept for adolescent empathy at age 19 was positively 
associated with supportive parental responses to child dis-
tress in adulthood, but not with nonsupportive responses.

Hypotheses 2 and 3

To test intergenerational patterns of empathy from G2 to 
G3 (Hypotheses 2 and 3), an unconflated multilevel path 
model with G3 children nested within G2 parent partici-
pants was used to separate the within and between com-
ponents of the model (Table 3; see Preacher et al., 2010 
for details and statistical code). Multilevel models reduce 
type I error by accounting for the nonindependence of 

TA B L E  1   Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations among study variables for the three generations: mother (G1), teen (G2), and 
child (G3).

Covariates G1 G2 G3

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13

1. Tn gender (13) -

2. Family income (13) −.14 -

3. Mom empathy (13) .05 .35** -

4. Tn empathy (13) .17* .07 .22** -

5. Tn empathy (14) .35** .05 .10 .40** -

6. Tn empathy (15) .36** .10 .21* .26** .31** -

7. Tn empathy (16) .17* .28** .29** .31** .30** .41** -

8. Tn empathy (17) .24** .13 .18* .22* .40** .51** .51** -

9. Tn empathy (18) −.02 .15 .14 .07 .15 .32** .17 .23* -

10. Tn empathy (19) .09 .07 .21* .30** .14 .36** .25* .19 .19 -

11. Supp responses (22–37) .24* .14 .21* .11 .23 .27 .14 .13 .17 .33* -

12. Non-supp responses (22–37) −.14 −.16 −.15 .17 −.06 −.29 −.05 .02 −.17 −.03 −.29** -

13. Child empathy (3–8) .10 .13 .06 −.07 .05 .05 −.11 −.16 .02 .17 .40** −.19* -

N 184 183 168 165 154 134 139 142 129 106 114 114 112

M 0.54 2.82 2.42 2.11 2.30 2.40 2.31 2.30 2.33 2.42 67.39 27.80 14.15

SD 0.50 1.43 0.75 0.55 0.53 0.53 0.54 0.52 0.59 0.54 10.55 6.52 3.42

Note: Age of assessment is indicated in parentheses. G = generation; Mom empathy = mothers' observed empathic care for teen; Tn empathy = adolescents' observed 
empathic care for nominated closest friend; Supp responses = supportive parental responses to child distress (mean of problem-focused responses, emotion-focused 
responses, and expressive encouragement); Nonsupp responses = nonsupportive parental responses to child distress (mean of punitive responses, minimizing 
responses, and personal distress). Family income is calculated as a percentage of the federal poverty line; teen gender is coded such that 1 = male, 2 = female. Data 
for supportive responses, nonsupportive responses, and child empathy are at the child (G3) level.

Abbreviation: G, generation.

*p < .05; **p < .01.
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observations (e.g., siblings living in the same household; 
Aarts et  al.,  2014) and can disentangle child-specific 
(within-family) versus family-wide (between-family) ef-
fects (e.g., Jenkins et al., 2009). This approach maximizes 
statistical power by including all children in the relevant 
age range within a family (e.g., in cases where a G2 par-
ent participant had more than one child) without errone-
ously inflating the model df. Participants' empathic care 
for close friends in late adolescence (aggregated across 

ages 17–19 to capture multiple observations of empathic 
support during this developmental period) was entered 
as the predictor, participants' self-reported supportive 
and non-supportive responses to their children's distress 
were entered together as intermediary variables, and 
child empathy was entered as the focal outcome; partici-
pant gender and family income were again included as 
covariates. Parental supportive and nonsupportive re-
sponses to distress were allowed to covary.

TA B L E  2   Growth models of G2 adolescent empathy for close friends, observed annually from ages 13 to 19 (N = 184).

Parameter b SE p

Model 1: Unconditional model of Tn empathy (13–19)

Means

Intercept of Tn empathy (centered at age 13) 2.23 0.04 <.001

Slope of Tn empathy (13–19) 0.03 0.01 .002

Variances

Intercept of Tn empathy (centered at age 13) 0.12 0.03 <.001

Slope of Tn empathy (13–19) 0.00 0.00 .238

Intercept with slope −0.01 0.01 .153

Model 2: Mom empathy (13) predicting Tn empathy (13–19)

Intercept of Tn empathy (centered at age 13) on

Mom empathy (13) 0.10 0.05 .046

Tn gender 0.30 0.07 <.001

Family income (13) 0.03 0.03 .275

Slope of Tn empathy (13–19) on

Mom empathy (13) - - -

Tn gender - - -

Family income (13) - - -

Mom empathy (13) with Tn gender 0.02 0.03 .407

Mom empathy (13) with family income (13) 0.39 0.09 <.001

Tn gender with family income (13) −0.10 0.05 .054

Model 3: Slope and intercept of Tn empathy predicting parenting (22–37)

Intercept of Tn empathy (centered at age 19) on

Mom empathy (13) 0.12 0.05 .013

Tn gender 0.15 0.07 .032

Family income (13) 0.04 0.03 .144

Supp responses (22–37) on

Intercept of Tn empathy (centered at age 19) 18.00 6.09 .003

Slope of Tn empathy (13–19) - - -

Non-supp responses (22–37) on

Intercept of Tn empathy (centered at age 19) −3.25 3.48 .351

Slope of Tn empathy (13–19) - - -

Mom empathy (13) with Tn gender 0.02 0.03 .397

Mom empathy (13) with family income (13) 0.39 0.09 <.001

Tn gender with family income (13) −0.10 0.05 .054

Supp with nonsupp responses (22–37) −13.41 7.58 <.001

Note: Age of assessment is indicated in parentheses. Dashes indicate nonsignificant paths that were trimmed from the final model. Mom empathy = mothers' 
observed empathic care for teen; Tn empathy = adolescents' observed empathic care for nominated closest friend; Supp responses = supportive parental responses 
to child distress (mean of problem-focused responses, emotion-focused responses, and expressive encouragement); Nonsupp responses = nonsupportive parental 
responses to child distress (mean of punitive responses, minimizing responses, and personal distress). Boldface indicates significant paths, p < .05.
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Child age was included as an additional level 1 covari-
ate, given that parenting behavior and children's empa-
thy change as children age (Eisenberg, 2018). Results are 
summarized in Table 3. Regarding covariates, parental 
responses to child distress did not differ between moth-
ers and fathers. Participants from higher-income fami-
lies of origin showed greater empathy for close friends at 
ages 17–19, but there were no income-related differences 
in parenting or child outcomes. Child age was not sig-
nificantly related to parenting behavior or child empathy 
in the present sample.

At the between-subjects level, G2 empathy for close 
friends at ages 17–19 predicted more supportive (but 
not nonsupportive) parental responses to child distress 
in adulthood. In turn, supportive (but not nonsupport-
ive) parental responses to distress were associated with 

greater empathy in their young children (G3). At the 
within-subjects level, nonsupportive parental responses 
to an individual child's distress were associated with that 
child's lower empathy; in contrast, supportive responses 
to a child's distress were marginally associated with 
that child's greater empathy, but this did not reach sig-
nificance. Thus, parents' use of relatively more nonsup-
portive responses toward a specific child appeared to be 
more relevant to variation in children's empathy within 
a family, whereas parents' overall use of more supportive 
responses toward their children generally was more rel-
evant to between-family variation in children's empathy. 
Regarding our central hypotheses, the between-subjects 
indirect path from G2 empathic care for friends in ado-
lescence to G3 children's empathy via G2 supportive pa-
rental responses was significant (estimate = 1.39, 95% CI 
[0.01, 2.77], p = .048), whereas the indirect path via non-
supportive responses was not (estimate = −0.05, 95% CI 
[−0.33, 0.24], p = .76) (see Figure 1).

DISCUSSION

The present study is among the first to examine patterns 
of empathic care across three generations using a multi-
method, prospective, longitudinal design spanning ages 
13 to 32; we focused specifically on processes in ado-
lescence as a critical period for empathic development 
(Allemand et al., 2015). Findings revealed that maternal 
empathic care during interactions with teens at age 13 
was associated with teens' own empathic care for close 
friends across adolescence (ages 13–19). Furthermore, 
empathic care for friends in late adolescence emerged 
as a novel predictor of supportive parenting behavior in 
adulthood. At the between-subjects level, participants' 
supportive—but not nonsupportive—parental responses 
to young children's distress were associated with greater 
child empathy. We discuss each of these findings below 
and outline limitations of the current study and avenues 
for future research.

Paying it forward: Mothers' empathy for teens 
predicts teens' empathy for friends

In line with Hypothesis 1, mothers' empathic care to-
ward their teens, observed in a dyadic support task 
at age 13, positively predicted teens' empathic care to-
ward their closest friends in a similar task, adminis-
tered annually across adolescence. Thus, teens who had 
first-hand experiences of receiving empathic care from 
parents (i.e., emotional engagement, understanding of 
the problem, instrumental support, and emotional sup-
port) were better able to “pay forward” a similar pro-
file of empathic care to support their best friends. This 
aligns with, and extends, previous work showing that 
secure attachment at age 14 predicts greater empathy 

TA B L E  3   Multilevel path model of G2 adolescent empathy to G3 
child empathy (N = 114).

Parameter b SE p

Within-family level (N = 114 children)

Child empathy (3–8) on

Supp responses (22–37) 0.06 0.04 .089

Nonsupp responses (22–37) −0.25 0.07 <.001

Child age −0.24 0.27 .362

Supp responses (22–37) with nonsupp 
responses (22–37)

−5.38 3.68 .144

Supp responses (22–37) with child age 0.13 0.38 .723

Nonsupp responses (22–37) with 
child age

0.39 0.27 .153

Between-family level (N = 70 families)

Supp responses (22–37) on

Tn empathy (17–19) 10.66 4.06 .009

Tn gender 3.19 2.48 .198

Family income (13) 0.17 0.70 .805

Non-supp responses (22–37) on

Tn empathy (17–19) −2.82 2.18 .196

Tn gender −0.29 1.54 .851

Family income (13) −0.10 0.44 .825

Child empathy (3–8) on

Supp responses (22–37) 0.13 0.04 .001

Non-supp responses (22–37) 0.02 0.06 .771

Tn empathy (17–19) 0.47 1.19 .691

Tn empathy (17–19) with Tn gender 0.02 0.02 .455

Tn empathy (17–19) with family 
income (13)

0.15 0.06 .014

Note: G = generation. Age of assessment is indicated in parentheses. Tn 
empathy = adolescents' observed empathic care for nominated closest friend; 
Supp responses = supportive parental responses to child distress (mean of 
problem-focused responses, emotion-focused responses, and expressive 
encouragement); Nonsupp responses = nonsupportive parental responses 
to child distress (mean of punitive responses, minimizing responses, and 
personal distress). Boldface indicates significant paths, p < .05.

Abbreviation: G, generation.
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for close friends across ages 16–18 and provides support 
for the interpretation that experiences of parental em-
pathy likely undergird the effects of secure attachment 
on empathic development (Stern et  al.,  2021). Findings 
also align with previous cross-sectional research demon-
strating positive associations between parents' and teens' 
self-reported empathic concern and perspective-taking 
(Hawk et al., 2013)—associations that are partially medi-
ated by parents' supportive caregiving behavior (Soenens 
et  al.,  2007). Notably, the present analyses extend this 
research beyond self-reports, illuminating the effects of 
parental empathy on teens' observed interactions with 
some of the most important social partners of adoles-
cence: close peers.

Adolescents' observed empathic care toward close 
friends showed moderate stability across adolescence, 
as observed in test–retest correlations from one year 
to the next. This individual stability is notable, given 
the frequent changes in adolescents' nominated closest 
peer across assessments. It suggests that the capacity 
to provide empathic care to close others shows a de-
gree of trait-like stability across different social con-
texts, rather than solely being relationship-specific. 
The “trait” interpretation aligns with research show-
ing stability in adolescents' self-reported empathy over 
a 3-year period (Davis & Franzoi,  1991). Alternatively, 
perhaps teens with particular social skills (like empathy) 
tend to select or attract close friends with similar social 
skills (i.e., homophily within social networks; Kossinets 
& Watts, 2009), such that most of their friendships are 
characterized by similar levels of mutual responsiveness 
and reciprocity of support. Indeed, evidence shows that 
adolescents tend to befriend peers with similar levels of 
empathy (Miklikowska et al., 2022).

It is also worth noting that in contrast to popular 
myths of the self-focused or “uncaring” adolescent, 
average scores for teens' empathic care did not dip or 
decline across the study period; indeed, mean empa-
thy scores showed slight increases across the seven 

assessment points from age 13 to 19, in line with previ-
ous work across shorter time periods (see Meeus, 2016). 
Although adolescents' overall levels of empathic support 
for friends showed significant individual differences (in-
tercept variance), their developmental trajectories did 
not (slope invariance), suggesting similar rates of mod-
est growth in empathic abilities in the present sample. 
Thus, G1 mothers' empathic support was positively as-
sociated with overall levels of G2 adolescents' empathic 
support—when intercepts were examined at both age 13 
and age 19—but not with change over time.

Adolescent friendships as a context for 
developing caregiving skills

Moreover, experiences in close adolescent friendships 
may refine interpersonal competencies that help accom-
plish the developmental tasks of early adulthood, such 
as forging romantic relationships (Allen et  al.,  2020; 
Costello et al., 2023; Furman, 1999), honing caregiving 
skills (Allen et  al.,  2023), and, as suggested in the pre-
sent study, becoming a parent. We found partial support 
for Hypothesis 2, demonstrating that adolescents' empa-
thy for close friends in late adolescence predicted later 
parenting behavior, specifically supportive responses to 
their children's negative emotions. Given that empathic 
care for close friends showed moderate stability from 
year to year (despite changes in the close peer across as-
sessments), it is likely that empathy is a trait-like capacity 
that generalizes across relationships and thus may extend 
from peers to progeny. Further, the unique skills encom-
passed in our assessment of empathic care for peers have 
important parallels to parental supportive responses to 
children's distress—including attempting to help solve 
others' problems, taking others' perspective, providing 
emotional support and comfort, and validating others' 
emotions. An additional possibility is that the invest-
ment of empathic care in adolescent close friendships 

F I G U R E  1   Path model of intergenerational patterns of empathic care from adolescents to their children (G2–G3). Solid lines indicate 
significant paths; dashed lines indicate non-significant paths; curved line indicates that predictors were allowed to covary. Numeric path labels 
are unstandardized coefficients for the between-subjects effects, controlling for participant gender and family income (for simplicity, covariates 
are not shown; see Table 3 for estimates). **p < .01.

Supportive parental responses to
child distress

(parent-report, 22-37y)

Adolescent’s empathic
care for close friends
(observed, 17-19y)

Child’s empathy
for others

(parent-report, 3-8)

Non-supportive parental
responses to child distress

(parent-report, 22-37y)

10.66** .13**

.47

-2.82 .02

-5.38
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builds adolescents' social capital in ways that, in their 
childrearing years, pay dividends in the form of stronger 
social support networks and cooperative caregiving 
(Hrdy, 2009).

Results build upon previous work linking support 
processes in adolescent friendships to support com-
petencies in adult relationships with romantic part-
ners (Costello et  al.,  2023) by extending the reach of 
friendship support to predict parenting of the next 
generation. Notably, cross-generational links in care-
giving processes involve structural shifts in relational 
dynamics—from seeking and receiving support from 
a vertical relationship with one's parents to providing 
as well as receiving support within a horizontal, egal-
itarian relationship with close friends, to purely pro-
viding support to children in a vertical relationship in 
which the individual now has more power and respon-
sibility. Thus, the egalitarian structure of adolescent 
close friendships may provide a unique opportunity to 
practice autonomous, emotionally regulated, empathic 
caregiving before taking on the more challenging role 
of parenting.

Exploratory findings revealed that supportive pa-
rental responses to children's distress were concur-
rently associated with parent reports of children's 
empathy, providing preliminary evidence of empathy 
transmission to the third generation. Findings align 
with theoretical perspectives that parents' positive 
emotion socialization—particularly their sensitive and 
empathic responses to children's distress—serves as a 
model for children's supportive responses to others, in 
part by fostering secure parent–child relationships and 
emotion regulation capacities (Eisenberg, 2000; Shaver 
et  al.,  2016; Spinrad & Gal,  2018). The present find-
ings are also consistent with previous research link-
ing mothers' supportive responses to distress to young 
children's development of prosocial behavior from 30 
to 42 months (Eisenberg et al., 2019), as well as research 
demonstrating the specificity of parental responsive-
ness to distress as a predictor of children's empathy at 
ages 6–8 (Davidov & Grusec, 2006). Interestingly, no 
links were observed between nonsupportive parental 
responses (including punishment and minimization 
of the child's emotion) and children's empathy. Thus, 
our exploratory findings revealed an indirect path 
from one generation's empathic support for peers in 
late adolescence to the next generation's empathy in 
childhood via positive parenting behavior—specifi-
cally parents' supportive responses to their children's 
emotional distress.

Strengths, limitations, and future directions

Strengths of the study include being among the first 
examinations of empathy across three generations, the 
prospective longitudinal design spanning more than 

two decades, the use of observational methods across 
seven time points in adolescence and emerging adult-
hood, and the consideration of adolescent close friend-
ships as novel predictors of parental caregiving capacity. 
However, findings should be considered in light of the 
study's limitations. First, although our sample was rep-
resentative of the mid-Atlantic U.S. city from which it 
was drawn, generalizability to other cultures and con-
texts may be limited. Similarly, the small sample size, 
particularly for analyses of second-generation parent-
ing and third-generation empathy, highlight the need 
for replication in larger, more diverse samples. Future 
work should integrate measures of culture and context 
to illuminate key moderators of the observed pathways 
(see Stern et al., 2022). Moreover, the present G1 sample 
was comprised solely of mother–adolescent dyads; thus, 
a key direction for future work is to examine the unique 
and interactive roles of fathers and other caregivers.

Second, assessments of G2 parenting behavior and 
G3 child empathy both relied on questionnaires com-
pleted by the target participant at the same time point, 
which raises potential issues of reporter bias, direction 
of effects, and shared method variance. Thus, these 
findings should be regarded as exploratory and warrant 
replication in longitudinal studies examining parenting 
and child empathy over time, to test mediation and the 
direction of effects. On the other hand, it is notable that 
no significant results emerged for nonsupportive paren-
tal responses, which should be subject to the same po-
tential biases, though in the opposite direction. Future 
work should conduct assessments at multiple time points 
in early childhood, ideally incorporating observational 
or biological measures.

Third, previous research shows a clear genetic contri-
bution to empathy (Abramson et al., 2020), which was not 
accounted for in the present study; future work should 
examine the joint contributions of genetics and the so-
cial environment to the development of empathy at dif-
ferent stages of development. It is possible, for example, 
that the social environment plays a relatively stronger 
role in adolescence (due to heightened neural plasticity; 
Blakemore, 2008), but that genetics become increasingly 
important in adulthood.

Finally, a key direction for future research is to ex-
amine moderators of the observed associations between 
mother–teen, teen–peer, and parent–child empathy. As 
suggested previously, pathways may differ by gender, 
racial-ethnic identity, culture and context, and geno-
type. Most importantly, it is possible that certain pro-
tective factors may interrupt intergenerational patterns 
of low empathy that may contribute to cycles of abuse 
and adversity. A particularly rich avenue for research 
with practical applications will be to examine potential 
buffering effects of positive relationships with friends, 
romantic partners, or coparents in adulthood that may 
compensate for negative relationships with parents in 
adolescence.
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CONCLUSION

Individual differences in empathic care are consequential 
for relationship functioning in families, in close friend-
ships, and in the wider social world. The present findings 
provide the first long-term longitudinal evidence for the 
transmission of empathic care across three generations: 
from mother to teen to child. We observed concordance 
between mother–adolescent (G1–G2) and parent–child 
(G2–G3) empathy, replicating previous work, while in-
tegrating observational assessments of empathic care 
across seven time points in adolescence and emerging 
adulthood. Moreover, findings suggest that interactions 
with close friends in adolescence may provide a “training 
ground” in which teens can practice providing care and 
paying forward the empathy they have experienced from 
parents. This aligns with the proposed peer-caregiving 
model of empathic development, in which mutually sup-
portive relationships with peers—particularly during 
adolescence—may strengthen caregiving skills relevant 
to future parenting.
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