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Abstract

One of the key ingredients of social, emotional and intercultural competencies, which contributes

significantly to a positive and inclusive classroom climate is empathy (Zorza, 2015). Empathy enables us

to understand others and feel connected with them (Eisenberg, et al., 1996). High ability of empathy,

which includes cognitive (e.g. taking the perspective of another) and emotional components (e.g. personal

distress), is associated with numerous positive effects on relationships and behaviour (e.g. prosocial
behaviour), while the lack of it is associated with many negative effects (e.g. aggression) (Davis, 1980).

Establishment of positive relationships with others and empathy are associated with psychological

well-being of students (Shanafelt et al, 2005). The aim of the present study was to analyse the

associations between empathy, perceived classroom climate and well-being among students of the

8th-grade. We will present the analysis from three EU countries (N: Slovenia: 107, Sweden: 86, and

Croatia: 79) who participated in the pilot of the European Erasmus KA3+ Hand in Hand project.

We analysed predictive power of empathy (IRI; Davis, 1980) and the perceived classroom climate

(Positive class climate; Stöber, 2002) on the well-being (WEMWBS; Stewart-Brown et al., 2011). Results

show, that in all countries, personal distress (one component of empathy) is an important predictor of the

student’s well-being. Results are discussed in light of guidelines for school practice.
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1. Introduction

Subjective well-being of students and its predictors have high importance in the promotion of

adolescents positive functioning. One of them is empathy (Shanafelt et al., 2005) that enables us to

understand others and feel connected with them (Eisenberg, et al., 1996). It represents one of the key

ingredients of social, emotional and intercultural (SEI) competencies, which contribute significantly to a

positive and inclusive classroom climate (Zorza, 2015). High ability of empathy, which includes

cognitive (fantasy and perspective taking) and emotional components (emphatic concern and personal
distress) (Davis, 1980), is associated with numerous positive effects on relationships and behaviour

(e.g. prosocial behaviour; Decety et al., 2016), while the lack of it is associated with many negative

effects (e.g. aggression; Jolliffe & Farrington, 2006). It has been shown that empathy (and via its positive

effect on the positive relationships with others), is connected to higher perceived psychological

well-being of students (Shanafelt et al., 2005). Furthermore, the positive classroom climate, which

involves positive relationships, classroom management, and structure, is also connected to well-being

(Cocoradă & Orzea, 2017). The aim of the present study was to analyse the associations between

empathy, perceived classroom climate and well-being among students of the 8th-grade in three EU

countries.
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2. Method

2.1. Participants
A convenience sample of 8th-grade (13 to 14-year-olds) students from three EU countries

(N: Slovenia: 107; 47,7 % males; Sweden: 86; 44,2 % males; and Croatia: 79; 68,4 % males) were invited

to participate in the pilot of the Hand in Hand project, which aims to increase the social, emotional

(e.g. self-awareness, self-management) and intercultural competencies of students and school staff.

2.2. Instruments
Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI; Davis, 1980) was used as a measure of empathy. It consists

of four scales; two of them labelled as emotional empathy (empathic concern, personal distress) and the

other two as cognitive empathy (perspective taking, fantasy). Each has 7 items on a 4-point Likert scale
(1 – “Never”, 4 – “Often”). Cronbach's alpha scores ranged from .65 to .74 (Slovenia) and .61 to .79

(Sweden) and from .66 to .76 (Croatia). Positive class climate (Positives Klassenklima-KLAKL; Stöber,

2002) was used to measure the perceived positive classroom climate. It includes 10 items on a 4-point

Likert scale (1 - “Strongly disagree”, 4 - “Strongly agree”). Cronbach's alpha scores ranged from .68

(Slovenia) and .76 (Sweden) to .78 (Croatia). The Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Well-being Scale

(WEMWBS; Stewart-Brown et al., 2011) was used to assess the perceived well-being of students. It

consists of 14 items on a 4-point Likert scale (1 – “Never”, 4 – “Often”). Cronbach's alpha scores ranged

from .78 (Slovenia) and .79 (Croatia) to .86 (Sweden).

2.3. Procedure
From December 2017 to March 2018, students completed a battery of questionnaires tapping SEI

competencies and demographic variables either in the paper version (Slovenia and Croatia) or online

(Sweden). For the purpose of this study, we only present data for the selected measures. Reliability tests,

descriptive statistics, t-test and multiple linear regression for each country were calculated with IBM

SPSS Statistics 21.

3. Results

In Table 1, we can see the means and standard deviations for the samples from each participating

country. Both, Slovenian students as Croatian, report more frequently experiencing emphatic concern

than Sweden students, (t (186) = 4,128, p = .000 and t (158) = - 2,104, p = .037). On the other hand, the

Croatian students report the most frequently experienced personal distress, significantly higher than in
Sweden that has the lowest average at this scale, t (157) = - 2,347, p = .020. There were no statistically

significant differences between countries on other scales.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of empathy, classroom climate and well-being of students across countries.

Slovenia Sweden Croatia
M SD M SD M SD

Empathy
            Fantasy 2,523 0,650 2,483 0,617 2,570 0,627

           Empathic concern 2,964 0,497 2,693 0,502 2,853 0,637
Perspective taking 2,613 0,499 2,594 0,637 2,613 0,532

         Personal distress 2,297 0,529 2,159 0,618 2,357 0,561
Positive class climate 2,580 0,388 2,555 0,462 2,491 0,484
Well-being 3,063 0,398 3,100 0,534 3,184 0,438

In Table 2, multiple linear regression for each country is presented, with all four subscales of

empathy and classroom climate as predictors included. Personal distress, a subscale of empathy is a

significant negative predictor in all participating countries and the only significant one in the Croatian

sample. If we use personal distress as our only predictor of the selected outcome, it explains 20,6 %

(Slovenia), 12,1 % (Sweden) and 9,6 % of the well-being’s variance. In the Slovenian sample, emphatic

concern is also an important positive predictor. In Sweden, that has 40,7 % of the well-being variance

explained, another empathy subscale (fantasy) is an important positive predictor, and as the only one from
our samples, has a significant contribution of the positive classroom climate to the explained variance.
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Table 2. Four components of empathy and positive class climate as predictors of well-being across countries.

B (SE) ß t R2 R2*

Slovenia (F (5, 98) = 7,293, p = .000)
Constant 3,210 (,357) 8,987***
Fantasy -,008 (,062) -0,014 -0,137
Empathic concern ,210 (,091) 0,265 2,309*
Perspective taking -,023 (,090) -0,029 -0,253
Personal distress -,381 (,70) -0,513 -5,441***
Positive class climate ,069 (,093) 0,069 0,750 ,271 ,234

Sweden (F (5,69) = 9,454; p =.000)
Constant 2,106 (,436) 4,834***
Fantasy ,362 (,101) 0,400 3,567**
Empathic concern ,046 (,126) -0,041 -0,361
Perspective taking -,066 (,099) -0,075 -0,669
Personal distress -,366 (,101) -0,405 -3,628**
Positive class climate ,459 (,127) 0,379 3,610** ,407 ,364

Croatia (F (5,72) = 3,888; p =004)

Constant 2,701 (,410) 6,595***
Fantasy 0,012 (,078 0,017 0,154
Empathic concern 0,088 (,086) 0,127 1,026
Perspective taking 0,159 (,092) 0,192 1,729
Personal distress -0,277 (,096) -0,352 -2,875**
Positive class climate 0,175 (,100) 0,193 1,761 ,213 ,158
Notes. *** p ≤ 0.001; ** p ≤ 0.01; * p ≤ 0.05 (significant ß’s in bold); t = t-test value; SE = standard error; B = estimated value of
raw regression coefficient; ß = estimated standardized value of regression coefficient; R2 = percentage of explained variance;
R2* = adjusted percentage of explained variance with the included variables.

4. Conclusions

Our study shows that personal distress (one aspect of empathy), is an important predictor of
well-being in all participating countries. This supports the development of an international programme,
aiming at reducing its influences. Students that have troubles in regulating their emotions (and
distinguishing between their own and feelings of others) and get overwhelmed when someone is in
distress (the focus is on themselves and not on the other person) report lower well-being than their peers
in all participating countries. One of the examples of intervention could be focused on self- and others
awareness (e.g. how to distinguish between our own feelings and feeling of others) and on self-regulation
(e.g. regulation of own emotions, thoughts, actions).
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