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The Moderating Role of Empathy in the Association
Between Parental Support and Adolescent Aggressive

and Delinquent Behavior
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The present two-wave longitudinal study addressed the role of affective empathy and parental support in aggressive and delinquent
behavior in a sample of 323 adolescents (158 boys, 165 girls). Self-report questionnaires were used to assess affective empathy, per-
ceived support from parents, delinquency, and aggression. Guided by theories on children’s differential susceptibility to socialization,
we expected adolescents with different levels of empathy to vary in their responsiveness to parental support. In agreement with our
hypothesis, empathy moderated the relation of perceived parental support with aggressive and delinquent behavior. Controlling for
the effect of gender and for the stability of aggression and delinquency, higher perceived parental support was predictive of lower
levels of aggression at age 15, but only for adolescents high in empathy. Remarkably, adolescents low in empathy not only appeared
to benefit less from parental support, but even showed more aggression and delinquency at age 15 when they perceived their parents

to be more supportive at age 14. Aggr. Behav. 38:368-377, 2012.

© 2012 Wiley Periodicals, Inc.

Keywords: empathy; parental support; aggression; delinquency; adolescence

INTRODUCTION

The prevalence of aggressive and delinquent behav-
ior among adolescents is cause of great concern. In
2010, over 30% of the Dutch adolescents reported
having been involved in acts such as theft, vandal-
ism, and aggression in the past year [Van der Laan
and Blom, 2011]. A better understanding of fac-
tors that may prevent adolescents from developing
these kinds of behavior is, therefore, of great impor-
tance. Empathy is believed to be an important factor
helping adolescents to refrain from aggressive and
delinquent behavior [e.g., Davis, 1996; Miller and
Eisenberg, 1988]. Parental support has also been
found to be beneficial for adolescents’ psychological
adjustment, and social behavior [e.g., Helsen et al.,
2000; Branje et al., 2008]. However, there is little in-
formation on the combined effects of empathy and
parental support on the development of aggressive
and delinquent behavior. Children and adolescents
who show little empathy may be less responsive to
the emotional expressions of their parents and may
therefore be less affected by parental socialization ef-
forts [Blair, 2003]. Thus, adolescents’ empathy may
moderate the association between parental support
and aggressive and delinquent behavior. The aim of

the present study is to examine the effects of empathy
and parental support, and their interaction, on ag-
gression and delinquency in a community sample of
adolescents.

Empathy and Aggressive and
Delinquent Behavior

Empathy is generally defined as the ability to
understand and to share another’s emotional state,
and includes both a cognitive and an affective
component. Cognitive empathy refers to the ability
to understand another’s internal state, whereas
affective empathy refers to an experience of emotions
consistent with those of the observed person [Cohen
and Strayer, 1996; Hoffman, 2001]. Affective em-
pathy may engender sympathy or empathic concern
for another [Eisenberg, 2000; Hoffman, 2001].
Furthermore, dispositional empathy or the general
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ability to show empathy can be distinguished from
situational empathy or the transient affective reaction
elicited in concrete situations. Although mean levels
of dispositional empathy tend to increase during
adolescence, rank-order stability is substantial [Davis
and Franzoi, 1991]. The current study will look at
dispositional empathic concern.

Especially the affective component of empathy is
assumed to play a pivotal role in the inhibition of ag-
gressive and delinquent acts [e.g., Shechtman, 2002;
Jolliffe and Farrington, 2011]. The observation of the
victim’s expressions of fear or sadness should lead to
a sharing of these negative emotions in the aggres-
sor, resulting in feelings of empathic concern. This,
in turn, may motivate the aggressor to increase the
victim’s well-being by stopping the harmful behavior
[Davis, 1996; Feshbach and Feshbach, 2009]. Individ-
uals high in empathy are more responsive to others’
emotional expressions and therefore are expected to
be more likely to inhibit harmful behavior than indi-
viduals low in empathy.

Support for the negative relation between affective
empathy and aggressive behavior was found in sev-
eral cross-sectional studies in adolescent samples. For
instance, affective empathy appeared to be negatively
linked to relational aggression for boys and girls aged
13-16 [Endresen and Olweus, 2001] and for boys aged
13-17 [Jolliffe and Farrington, 2011]. Higher affective
empathy was also found to be associated with lower
verbal, physical, and indirect aggression in early ado-
lescents [Kaukiainen et al., 1999]. In some studies the
negative association between affective empathy and
aggression was only found for male adolescents [e.g.,
Loudin et al., 2003; Caravita et al., 2009]. Few lon-
gitudinal studies investigated the association between
empathy and aggression in adolescence. Lower affec-
tive empathy at age 13 predicted a persistent trajec-
tory of aggression and vandalism from age 11 to 17
among boys [Carrasco et al., 2006]. In another lon-
gitudinal study, higher empathic concern at age 11
predicted lower overt and relational aggression 1 year
later [Batanova and Loukas, 2011]. Thus, both cross-
sectional studies and the few available longitudinal
studies show that higher empathy is related to lower
levels of aggression in adolescence concurrently and
over time.

For the relation between empathy and delinquency,
the results of previous studies are less consistent. For
instance, Robinson et al. [2007] found a group of
adolescent incarcerated offenders not to have lower
scores on a self-reported empathy scale than a con-
trol group, although the offenders did show less emo-
tional empathy in reaction to videotaped stimulus ma-
terial than the control group. However, in a study
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among students with a mean age of 20 years, self-
reported empathic concern was found to be signif-
icantly negatively related to delinquency [Schaffer
et al., 2009]. Furthermore, a meta-analysis across 14
studies showed emotional empathy to be negatively re-
lated to offending, although the effect size was small
[Jolliffe and Farrington, 2004]. Longitudinal studies
on the relation between emotional empathy and delin-
quency in adolescence are scarce. Higher empathy
was significantly associated with lower delinquency
2 years later in a sample of adolescents aged 14-19
at the first measurement [Bandura et al., 2003]. In a
study among boys from low-income families, lower
empathy at age 12 predicted higher moral disengage-
ment at age 15, which in turn predicted higher levels
of delinquency at age 17 [Hyde et al., 2010]. Thus, the
results of several studies and a meta-analysis show
affective empathy to be negatively related to delin-
quency in adolescence.

Parental Support and Aggressive
and Delinquent Behavior

Parental support is believed to be an important fac-
tor in preventing adolescents from developing aggres-
sive and delinquent behavior [see Branje et al., 2008].
Adolescents who perceive their parents as available
for support when needed and who feel encouraged
by their parents are less likely to show aggressive or
delinquent behavior than adolescents who experience
the relationship with their parents to be less support-
ive. In previous research, parental support was found
to be negatively related to both aggression [e.g., Arim
etal., 2011] and delinquency [e.g., Barnes et al., 2000].

Negative relations between perceived parental sup-
port and aggressive behavior were found in several
cross-sectional studies [e.g., Carlo et al., 1999; Estévez
et al., 2006] and also in few longitudinal studies. For
instance, perceptions of parental nurturance at age 10
predicted lower levels of indirect and direct aggression
at age 12 for girls, whereas parental nurturance at age
12 was predictive of less aggressive behavior at age 14
for boys [Arim et al., 2011]. Furthermore, a study on
the impact of corporal punishment and parental sup-
port showed that not persistent corporal punishment
per se, but the lack of parental support and involve-
ment that often accompanies a harsh parenting style,
increased the adolescent’s risk for developing delin-
quent and aggressive behavior [Simons et al., 1994].
Thus, parental support is negatively related to aggres-
sive behavior during adolescence both concurrently
and over time.

Parental support was also found to be negatively
related to delinquency in several cross-sectional stud-
ies [e.g., Windle, 1992; Dekovi¢ et al., 2003]. A
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meta-analysis [Hoeve et al., 2009] showed parental
support to be negatively related to delinquent
behavior across 72 studies and a total of 49.960
(mainly adolescent) subjects. Furthermore, in a longi-
tudinal six-wave study, adolescents who reported high
family support showed lower initial delinquency lev-
els and showed less increase of delinquency over time
[Barnes et al., 2006]. Meeus et al. [unpublished work]
found similar effects in a 6-year longitudinal study
for single adolescents aged 12 till 20 years. Thus, a
lack of parental support appears to be a risk fac-
tor in the development of delinquent behavior during
adolescence.

The Moderating role of Empathy

Although rearing experiences, such as parental sup-
port, are believed to have beneficial effects for psy-
chological adjustment, a growing number of studies
shows that the degree to which children are responsive
to parental socialization efforts may be affected by
certain child characteristics [e.g., Kochanska, 1997;
Caspi and Moffitt, 2006; Klein Velderman et al.,
2006]. Belsky’s [1997, 2005] theory on differential sus-
ceptibility suggests that the particular characteristics
that make children more vulnerable to environmen-
tal adversity also make them more likely to bene-
fit from supportive contextual influences. Although
most of the empirical studies on differential suscepti-
bility have focused on the effects of early rearing influ-
ences, there is some evidence suggesting that beyond
early childhood, environmental influences may also
differentially affect children and adolescents with dif-
ferent characteristics [Branje et al., 2010; Essex et al.,
2011]. Thus, although parental support seems to be
negatively related to the development of delinquent
and aggressive behavior during adolescence, for some
adolescents this association may be stronger than for
others.

An individual characteristic that may make
adolescents differentially susceptible to parental
support is empathic concern. Individuals low in
empathic concern for others may care less about
having warm and affective relationships and may
therefore be less affected by socialization efforts
than individuals who show more empathic concern
[Lahey et al., 1999]. Furthermore, adolescents low
in empathy are less sensitive to the communicatory
signals that are given by emotional expressions of
their parents and may have difficulties in interpreting
these signals [Blair, 2003]. This may result in a lower
susceptibility to the effects of parental support and
approval.

Evidence from cross-sectional studies in clinical
samples showed that for children who lack empa-
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thy, parenting was unrelated to externalizing behavior,
suggesting that a lack of empathy inhibits the effects
of parenting [e.g., Wootton et al., 1997; Oxford et al.,
2003; Edens et al., 2008]. However, the children in
these clinical samples not only displayed little empa-
thy but were also characterized as unemotional and
lacking feelings of guilt. Few studies have examined
the combined effects of empathy and parental support
in community samples. Only one study [De Kemp
et al., 2007] investigated the moderating role of em-
pathy in the relation between parental support and
aggressive and delinquent behavior in adolescence.
The association between parental support and ag-
gressive and delinquent behavior appeared not to be
moderated by empathy in this study. However, this
could be due to the design of the study in that em-
pathy was measured at the second time point. Thus,
although results of studies in clinical samples sug-
gest that the effect of parenting on aggressive and
delinquent behavior may differ for children varying
in empathy, there is a lack of studies in commu-
nity samples on the moderating role of empathy in
adolescence.

Gender Differences

Gender differences in empathy, parental support,
and aggressive and delinquent behavior are well-
established in the literature. Previous studies consis-
tently found girls to score higher on empathy than
boys, especially when empathy is self-reported [e.g.,
Eisenberg and Lennon, 1983; Davis and Franzoi,
1991; Olweus and Endresen, 1998]. For aggressive and
delinquent behavior, boys generally show higher levels
than girls [e.g., Moffitt and Caspi, 2001; Card et al.,
2008]. Furthermore, previous studies found girls to re-
port more parental support than boys [Helsen et al.,
2000]. In the current study, gender differences in em-
pathy, aggression, delinquency, and parental support
will be examined, and gender will be included as a
covariate in further analyses to control for gender dif-
ferences.

Research Aims and Hypotheses

The aim of the present study is to investigate the
effects of emotional empathy, parental support, and
their interaction on adolescents’ aggressive and delin-
quent behavior. We expect adolescents who report
lower affective empathy to show more aggressive
and delinquent behavior than adolescents who report
higher levels of affective empathy. Further, we hypoth-
esize perceived parental support to be negatively re-
lated to aggression and delinquency. Moreover, we
expect that parental support will interact with em-
pathy in the prediction of aggressive and delinquent



behavior. Highly empathic adolescents are expected
to be more susceptible to the beneficial effects of
parental support as well as the adverse effects of a
lack of support, than adolescents with low empathy.
Therefore, parental support is predicted to be more
strongly related to changes in aggressive and delin-
quent behavior in highly empathic adolescents than
in adolescents with low empathy.

METHOD
Participants

The current sample of 323 adolescents (158 boys,
165 girls) was drawn from the ongoing CONAMORE
longitudinal study [CONflicts And Management Of
RElationships; Meeus et al., unpublished work] in
which 938 adolescents annually completed a battery
of questionnaires at school from early adolescence
on. The 323 adolescents of the current study not only
participated in the school assessments, but also in
home visits in which the adolescent and both parents
filled out questionnaires. This so-called ‘family sam-
ple’ was selected from the total sample as follows: first,
we asked all adolescents who came from two-parent
Dutch families (n = 656) if they were willing to par-
ticipate with both parents in additional home visits.
Second, because of the restricted financial budget for
the study, out of the 401 families who accepted this in-
vitation, 323 were randomly selected to participate in
the family sample. The current study uses data of two
measurement waves with a 1-year interval from the
family sample. Mean age of the adolescents at Time 1
of the current study was 14.30 (SD = .53), and 98.4%
of the adolescents lived with both parents. Different
levels of education were represented, with approxi-
mately 49% at schools preparing for university, 34%
preparing for higher education, and 17% for lower-
level jobs. The main ethnic identity of all adolescents
was Dutch [for a full description of the sample and
procedure see Van Doorn et al., 2011].

t-tests were performed to examine whether there
were differences between adolescents of two-parent
Dutch families who participated in the family sample
(n = 323) and those who participated in the school
assessments only (n = 333). There were no differences
in delinquency (P = .10), aggression (P = .54), and
perceived parental support (P = .09) between the two
groups. Differences in adolescent empathy could not
be tested, because only adolescents of the family sam-
ple completed this questionnaire.

Procedure

Adolescents participating in this study came from
various high schools located in the province of
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Utrecht, The Netherlands. Both adolescents and their
parents received written information before the start
of the study, and were required to provide informed
consent. Interviewers visited the schools and asked
participants to gather in classrooms to fill out a
questionnaire. During annual home visits, adoles-
cents filled out an additional questionnaire. Results
were processed anonymously. Each wave, families re-
ceived €27 for participation and adolescents received
an additional amount of €10 for participating at
school.

Measures

Affective empathy. A Dutch version of Bryant’s
[1982] Index of Empathy for Children and Adoles-
cents (IECA) was filled out by the adolescents during
the home visit at Time 1. This 22-item questionnaire
assesses dispositional affective empathy. Adolescents
were asked to indicate how strongly they agreed or
disagreed with the items on a 9-point scale (—4 =
strongly disagree to +4 strongly agree). A study on
the structure of the IECA [De Wied et al., 2007]
showed that the IECA consisted of two factors, with
the items of the first factor reflecting responsiveness
to another person’s sadness, and the items of the sec-
ond factor reflecting attitudes rather than feelings. For
the current study, mean scores were calculated from
the seven items of the IECA in which responsiveness
to another person’s sadness is measured. This sub-
scale showed good construct validity and the items
are relevant to affective empathy [De Wied et al.,
2007]. Sample items are “seeing a boy/girl crying
makes me feel like crying” and “it makes me sad to
see a boy/girl who can’t find anyone to play with”.
Cronbach’s alpha of the scale Empathic Sadness was
.82.

Parental support. The amount of perceived sup-
port from mothers and from fathers was measured at
Time 1, using the support subscale of the short ver-
sion of the Network of Relationships Inventory [NRI;
Furman and Buhrmester, 1985, 1992]. The support
subscale consists of 12 items tapping several relation-
ship qualities like affection, companionship, and ad-
miration (e.g., “does your mother like or approve of
the things you do?” or “how much does your father
really care about you”). Adolescents filled out the
questionnaire for the perceived support from moth-
ers and from fathers separately. Items are rated on
a S5-point Likert scale (ranging from 1 = a little or
not at all to 5 = more is not possible). Previous stud-
ies provided support for the reliability and validity
of the NRI [Furman and Buhrmester, 1985, 1992].
In the current sample Cronbach’s alpha was .89 for
perceived support from mothers and .90 for perceived
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support from fathers. The scores of perceived sup-
port from mothers and from fathers were highly cor-
related (r = .73, P < .001), and therefore were av-
eraged to compose one score for perceived parental
support.

Aggression. The Direct and Indirect Aggression
Scale [Bjorkqvist et al., 1992] was used to measure ag-
gression at Time 1 and Time 2. In the current study,
the 17 items of two subscales were used: the subscale
direct aggression (e.g., “I kick or strike the other one”
or “I call the other one names”) and indirect aggres-
sion (e.g., “I spread vicious rumors as revenge” or “I
tell others not to associate with that person”). Both
subscales have good reliability and construct validity
[Bjorkvist et al., 1992]. Adolescents indicated on a 4-
point Likert scale ranging from ‘never’ to ‘four times
or more often’, whether they show certain behaviors
when they are angry at someone in the classroom. A
total aggression score was computed by averaging the
scores of the 17 items of direct and indirect aggres-
sion Cronbach’s alpha of the total aggression scale
was .88 at Time 1 and .89 at Time 2. A logarithmical
transformation was used on the scores on aggression
to reduce skewness.

Delinquency. At Time 1 and Time 2, informa-
tion about delinquency of the participants was de-
rived from a 16-item questionnaire from Baerveldt
et al. [2003], designed to measure minor offences.
Adolescents were asked to indicate on a 4-point scale
ranging from never to four times or more how often
they had shown certain forms of delinquent behavior
(e.g., ‘stolen a bike, ‘deliberately broken something at
the street’) during the last 12 months. Results of the
study of Baerveldt and colleagues [2003] provide sup-
port for the internal consistency and validity of the
measure. Cronbach’s alpha in the current sample was
.83 at Time 1 and .82 at Time 2. The scores on delin-

quency were logarithmically transformed to reduce
skewness.

RESULTS

Prior to testing study hypotheses, gender differences
in all measures were assessed in preliminary anal-
yses (see Table I). Girls scored significantly higher
on empathy than boys, ¢ (321) = —12.37, P < .001.
There were no gender differences in perceived parental
support (p = .54). Boys reported higher levels of ag-
gressive behavior than girls, F (1, 321) = 26.70, P <
.001, and boys also reported higher levels of delin-
quent behavior than girls, F (1, 321) = 21.48, P <
.001. There was no significant difference between age
14 and age 15 mean levels of aggressive behavior
(P = .08) and delinquent behavior (P = .29). Table 11
shows the bivariate correlations for all study variables.
As expected, adolescents who reported higher empa-
thy scored lower on aggression and on delinquency at
both age 14 and 15 than adolescents who reported
lower empathy. Higher perceived parental support
was associated with lower aggression at age 14 (but
not age 15) and with lower delinquency at both age
14 and 15.

Two hierarchical linear regression analyses were
performed to test the main effects of empathy and
perceived parental support at age 14 in the prediction
of aggression and delinquency at age 15. Interactions
between empathy and parental support were entered
to the regressions to test the hypothesis that empathy
would moderate the relationships between parental
support and aggression and between parental support
and delinquency. The scores on empathy and parental
support were centered before creating the interaction
terms. Gender was recoded into a dummy variable
(0 = female, 1 = male). In each regression analy-
sis, the predictors were entered in three hierarchical

TABLE 1. Mean Scores for Boys and Girls on Empathy, Parental Support, Aggression (Log Transformed), and Delinquency

(Log Transformed)
Total (N = 323) Boys (n = 158) Girls (n = 165) Boys vs. girls
M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) ‘

Empathy

Age 14 22 (1.68) —-.76 (1.44) 1.15 (1.33) —12.37"
Parental support

Age 14 3.58 (.58) 3.52 (.59) 3.56 (.57) 61
Aggression

Age 14 .88 (.14) 92 (.14) 85 (.14) 407"

Age 15 .87 (.14) 91 (.14) .83 (.12) 5.20""
Delinquency

Age 14 75 (.10 77 (.11) 72 (.08) 4,89

Age 15 75 (.10 77 (.12) 73 (.09) 3.65™

Note. ™ P < .001.
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TABLE I1. Intercorrelations Between Affective Empathy (Age
14), Parental Support (Age 14), Aggression (Log Transformed,
Age 14 and 15), and Delinquency (Log Transformed, Age 14 and
15)

. Affective -
empathy
(age 14)
2. Perceived 22 -
parental
support
(age 14)
3. Aggressive —.14
behavior
(age 14)
4. Delinquency — 25" —30™ 37T -
(age 14)
5. Aggressive —.16" .11 637 37T -
behavior
(age 15)
6. Delinquency —.20
(age 15)

Note. " P < .05; 7P < .01;

sk sk sk sk sk

—.19 33 2 40 -

sk

P < .001.

steps: (i) gender and aggression or delinquency at age
14, (ii) parental support and empathy at age 14, (iii)
the interaction of empathy and parental support. In
Table III, standardized beta coefficients, R-squares
and changes in R-squares are reported for each step
of the two hierarchical regressions. Significant interac-
tions were examined applying the Johnson-Neyman
technique with use of the computational tool pro-
vided by Hayes and Matthes [2009] that identifies for
which regions in the range of the moderator variable,
effects of the focal predictor on the outcome variable
are statistically significant [Bauer and Curran, 2005;
Hayes and Matthes, 2009].
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The first hierarchical regression was conducted on
aggression at age 15 with empathy, perceived parental
support, and the interaction of empathy and parental
support as predictors. The results from the second
step of the model show that, after controlling for ag-
gression at age 14, empathy and perceived parental
support at age 14 could not predict aggression at
age 15. However, in the third step, the interaction
of parental support contributed significantly to the
prediction of aggression (see Table III). Thus, the as-
sociation between parental support and aggression
differs for adolescents varying in level of empathy. Us-
ing the Johnson—Neyman technique [see Hayes and
Matthes, 2009], the interaction was probed, reveal-
ing that for adolescents with empathy scores higher
than 1.57 standard deviations above mean, the effect
of perceived parental support on aggression was sig-
nificantly negative (P < .05, significant coefficients
ranging from b = —.04 to b = —.05). Remarkably,
for adolescents with empathy scores lower than 1.84
standard deviations below mean, higher perceived
parental support was associated with higher aggres-
sion scores (P < .05, ranging from b = .04 to b = .05).
Figure 1 visualizes the interactive effect by showing
simple slopes for adolescents with high and low em-
pathy scores (1 SD above and below mean).

The second hierarchical regression was conducted
on delinquency at 15 years with empathy and per-
ceived parental support, and the interaction of empa-
thy and parental support as predictors. Again, results
of the second step of the analysis showed that per-
ceived parental support and adolescent empathy at
age 14 did not predict delinquency at age 15, but the
interaction of parental support and empathy in the
third step did contribute significantly and negatively

TABLE III. Longitudinal Hierarchical Regression Analyses Predicting Aggression (Log Transformed) and Delinquency (Log Trans-
formed) at Age 15 as a Function of Parental Support and Empathy, and the Interaction of Parental Support and Empathy

Aggression (age 15)

Delinquency (age 15)

R? AR? B R? AR? B
Step 1 41 41 51 ST
Sex 157 .01
Deling./aggression 59" 1
(age 14)
Step 2 41 .00 52 .00
Parental support (age .00 .03
14)
Empathy (age 14) .01 —.03
Step 3 42 o1’ .52 o1
Parental support x —.10" —.09"
empathy

Regression equation

F(5,317) = 46.66, P < .001

F(5,317)=69.26, P < .001

ok

Note. "P < .05, P < .01; ™ P < .001.

Aggr. Behav.
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Perceived Parental Support

Fig. 1. Interaction of perceived parental support and empathy (at 1 SD
and 2 SD above and below mean) in the prediction of aggression (log
transformed) at age 15, accounting for the effects of gender and baseline
levels of aggression.

to the prediction (see Table III), indicating that the
association between perceived parental support and
delinquency differs for adolescents with varying lev-
els of empathy. Probing the interaction revealed that
the negative association between perceived parental
support and delinquent behavior did not reach signif-
icance within the range of the empathy scores in our
sample (for highest empathy score P = .09). How-
ever, for adolescents with empathy scores lower than
1.13 standard deviations below mean, the positive
association between perceived parental support and
delinquency was significant (P < .05, ranging from
b = .02to b = .04). The interactive effect is visualized
in Figure 2, showing simple slopes for adolescents
with high and low empathy scores (1 SD above and
below mean).

09
as ‘_____———_’__-‘
& e e e
g o7 —_——
=
£
5 06
=
0.5 —dr— L ow Enpathy
04 —a = High Empathy
0.3
0 1 2 3 4 =]

Ferceived Parental Support

Fig. 2. Interaction of perceived parental support and empathy (at 1 SD
and 2 SD above and below mean) in the prediction of delinquency (log
transformed) at age 15, accounting for the effects of gender and baseline
levels of delinquency.
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Thus, the findings of the current study indicate that
adolescents’ empathic abilities play a moderating role
in the association between perceived parental sup-
port at age 14 and aggressive and delinquent be-
havior at age 15. Parental support seems to have
more beneficial effects for adolescents high in em-
pathy than for adolescents low in empathy. Whereas
highly empathic adolescents who perceive their par-
ents to be supportive show less aggressive behav-
ior one year later, adolescents low in empathy who
perceive their parents to be supportive even show
more aggressive and delinquent behavior 1 year
later.

DISCUSSION

The aim of the present study was to examine the
effects of adolescent empathy and perceived parental
support on aggressive and delinquent behavior lon-
gitudinally. Convergent with our hypotheses, adoles-
cents” empathy moderated the association between
perceived parental support and aggressive and delin-
quent behavior 1 year later. The associations tended
to be negative for adolescents reporting high empa-
thy, but were positive for adolescents reporting low
empathy. In contrast, there were no main effects of
empathy and of perceived parental support on ag-
gression and delinquency. The results of the current
study correspond with theories emphasizing that chil-
dren vary in their susceptibility to parental support
[Belsky, 1997, 2005; Kochanska, 1997].

Consistent with our expectations, empathy inter-
acted with perceived parental support in the predic-
tion of aggression and delinquency. Only for high
empathic adolescents, perceived parental support
negatively predicted aggression, and marginally sig-
nificant, negatively predicted delinquency. Thus, ado-
lescents high in empathy gain more from parental sup-
port than adolescents low in empathy do, which may
be due to a higher sensitivity to positive parental be-
havior [Blair, 2003]. These results are consistent with
the outcomes of studies in clinical samples, in which
parental influences were differently related to chil-
dren’s adjustment for children who did or did not lack
empathy [Wootton et al., 1997; Oxford et al., 2003].
The current study extended these findings by show-
ing the moderating role of empathy in a community
sample of adolescents and in a longitudinal design.

A remarkable result of our study is that low em-
pathic adolescents not only appeared to benefit less
from perceived parental support, but moreover, ap-
peared to be detrimentally affected by higher per-
ceived parental support. When low empathic adoles-
cents reported higher perceived support from their



parents, they even showed higher levels of aggression
and delinquency 1 year later. A possible explanation
for this finding is that adolescents reporting low em-
pathy have more difficulty with decoding the signals
given by their parents than adolescents high in empa-
thy [Davis, 1996; Blair, 2003]. Low empathic adoles-
cents may interpret the support from their parents as
acceptance of their misbehavior, and therefore their
parents’ efforts to offer them warm and supportive
care may encourage instead of inhibit them to show
aggressive and delinquent behavior. This explanation
may be particularly likely when these low empathic
adolescents not only perceive their parents to be more
supportive, but also experience a lack of control of
their parents. This combination characterizes a per-
missive parenting style.

Although both for aggression and delinquency, the
significant interaction effect indicates more positive
effects of parental support for adolescents with high
empathy scores than for adolescents with low empa-
thy scores, among high empathic adolescents higher
support was only significantly related to lower lev-
els of aggression. The negative association between
perceived parental support and delinquent behavior
1 year later for adolescents with high empathy scores
did not reach significance within the range of scores
in our sample. A possible explanation is that delin-
quency in our assessment mainly involved property
offenses, which are not straightforwardly directed to-
ward persons. For instance, stealing goods from a
shop or damaging public properties does not directly
involve visible harm to a victim, and acts like this may
therefore be less consistently influenced by empathy
and parental support.

We expected that adolescents’ affective empathy
would inhibit aggression and delinquency [Davis,
1996; Miller and Eisenberg, 1988] and that adoles-
cents who feel supported by their parents would also
be less inclined to show aggressive and delinquent be-
havior [Branje et al., 2008]. These hypotheses were
supported by bivariate concurrent associations in the
expected directions, but when we accounted for the
effect of gender and for the stability of aggression and
delinquency, empathy and perceived parental support
at age 14 did not contribute to the prediction of ag-
gression and delinquency 1 year later. However, our
result is in line with a transactional view on children’s
development, which suggests that the interaction be-
tween adolescent and environmental characteristics
likely explain adolescent development better than do
either of these factors on their own [Sameroff and
Chandler, 1975].

Our results should be interpreted in light of some
limitations. First, we used self-reports to assess em-
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pathy, parental support, aggression, and delinquency.
However, it is not likely that our results are inflated
by common method variance, since interaction effects
cannot be artificially created [Evans, 1985]. In fact, we
found significant interactions despite the influence of
common method variance, which offers strong evi-
dence that the interaction effect exists [Siemsen et al.,
2010]. Yet, results might have been different when
using parents’ report of the support they provide,
because adolescents’ perception of parental support
may be influenced by their level of empathy. Second,
probing the interaction showed that only for adoles-
cents with fairly high and low empathy scores the
associations between perceived parental support and
aggression and delinquency are significantly differ-
ent from zero. This may be due to the characteristics
of our sample, consisting of adolescents with rela-
tively high education levels and from two-parent fam-
ilies, which may have reduced the range of empathy
scores. However, our hypothesis that adolescents low
in empathy are less responsive to parental support
was based on findings of studies with clinical sam-
ples. The fact that in our relatively well-functioning
community-based sample we do find support for the
hypothesis that low empathic adolescents benefit less
from parental support than do high empathic adoles-
cents, but that the effects are only significant at the
lower and higher end of the range of scores in our
sample, suggests that it actually is a phenomenon of
more diverse populations. Third, as we used only a
subscale of the IECA [Bryant, 1982; de Wied et al.,
2007], in which responsiveness to another person’s
sadness 1s measured, we do not know whether our
results will hold for affective empathy in general. Fi-
nally, our study is correlational. Therefore, we can-
not draw conclusions about causality, and the effects
we found of perceived parental support on aggres-
sive and delinquent behavior, could include influences
of adolescent behavior on the parent. Experimental
designs are needed to examine whether empathy in-
deed affects adolescents ability to derive benefit from
parental support.

Despite the limitations, we believe the present study
advances our understanding of the role of empathy
and parental support in the development of aggres-
sive and delinquent behavior. By investigating these
associations longitudinally in a community sample,
we extended research that was done in clinical sam-
ples. Empathy indeed appeared to play an important
role in the relation between perceived parental sup-
port and aggressive and delinquent behavior in ado-
lescence. Although perceived parental support is an
important factor in adolescent adjustment, the effects
vary for adolescents with different levels of empathy.
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High empathic adolescents show less aggressive be-
havior when they perceive their parents to be more
supportive, whereas low empathic adolescents seem
not to derive this benefit and even show more aggres-
sive and delinquent behavior when they perceive their
parents to be more supportive.
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