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Empathy  

 

Is your child having difficulty understanding others’ 
emotions?  

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

LET’S TALK ABOUT IT 
 
Children who have difficulty being part of a back-and-forth conversation may be having 
difficulty with emotional awareness and emotional reciprocity. Emotional awareness and 
reciprocity means knowing your own feelings about a topic, being able to read other’s 
emotions, and offering emotional support as needed. Young children use words like sad 

Is your child:  

• Not understanding why someone is crying?  

• Having trouble understanding other people’s emotions?  

• Misidentifying emotions of characters in a book? 

• Noticing every tiny detail in a story but not the perspective of characters? 

• Not showing care and concern for others? 

• Making rude comments to peers without realizing it? 

• Getting in trouble for pushing kids out of his or her way in line for recess? 

• Not knowing how to respond to the emotions of peers? For example, if a 

friend cries about grandma passing away, might your child miss the 

opportunity to offer comfort and instead say, “Well, she was really old” or 

“that’s the life cycle”?  
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and happy. They notice if someone else is crying or upset. Children with social 
reciprocity offer comfort and ask questions about people’s feelings. As they get older, 
children get better and better at identifying and understanding a vast range of emotions. 
Children and teenagers can express and understand complex emotional states. Some 
children seem to be disconnected emotionally. If you ask how they feel, you get “I don’t 
know” as a response. Your child may say he “never thinks about feelings.” He might 
puzzle over the question or give a highly intellectual answer. 

CLINICAL DESCRIPTION 

Emotional reciprocity and emotional awareness may be absent or impaired for a 

number of reasons. These skills are important. To make strong connections with others, 

it is helpful to be able to understand how the other person feels and to be empathic 

when considering the other person’s emotional experience.  

If a person is only able to focus on her own emotions and not on other peoples’ 

emotions, it may feel unpleasant to be with her. If someone is unable to have insight 

into his own emotions or someone else’s, making a deeper social connection is very 

challenging.  

Children, teens, and adults with Autism Spectrum Disorders often struggle with 

emotional awareness and emotional reciprocity. When evaluated through tasks on the 

ADOS-2, a person might say, “I don’t know” to all emotion questions.  

He might describe things that make him feel happy or afraid but fail to offer any 

explanation of what it feels like. Someone who says “skiing makes me happy” may 

respond to “what does happy feel like?” with “it feels like getting on a pair of skis.” This 

response is an action not an emotion. For comparison, here is a response that includes 

awareness of emotion. Happy feels like “a light feeling in my chest and a warm ray of 

sunshine touching my heart.”  

Inattention associated with ADHD could also lead to some of these challenges because 

failing to pay attention to the other person impacts your ability to notice emotions. 

Anxiety, depression, or trauma may lead to impaired emotional reciprocity because it is 

better to bury those feelings, it is hard to trust others and it is emotionally painful to 

consider anyone’s feelings. In differentiating the emotional and the ASD-related causes 

for this deficit, consider whether the individual is literal and concrete or emotionally 

wounded/traumatized or anxious [1]. 

 

WHAT TO DO IF YOUR CHILD STRUGGLES WITH UNDERSTANDING 

EMOTIONS 

 

To help your child with empathy, practice with storybook characters and movie actors. 

You can read stories with a younger child and discuss the plot afterward, focusing on 
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the emotions and not just on the details of the story. Try watching a T.V. show with no 

volume and see if your child can guess how the characters are feeling.  

Comment on your own feelings and why you feel that way. “Mom is really stressed out 

because of this traffic. I’m going to take a deep breath and try to find a fun song for us to 

listen to on the radio.”  

It can be helpful to name and label your child’s feelings and to help him determine what 

may have triggered that emotion. For example, “You look really excited, and you have a 

lot of energy. I wonder if you are excited about Mary’s birthday.”  

Research shows that labeling strong emotions can help to bring down the intensity, 

which is the foundation of the new term ‘name it to tame it’ by Dan Siegel and Tina 

Payne-Bryson [6]. For more significant problems with empathy, it would be a good idea 

to reach out to the school counselor or school psychologist and to consider having your 

child join a lunch bunch or social skills group to practice empathy skills.  

If your child really struggles with the empathy needed to form friendships, it may be 

worthwhile to consider an evaluation with a psychologist. It is possible that your child 

has an underlying disability that is at the root of these challenges. 

 

SIMILAR SYMPTOMS 
 
If your child is struggling with a similar problem, not directly addressed in this section, 
see the list below for links to information about other related symptom areas. 
 

• Social Communication (Socializing): children with limited empathy are likely to 
struggle with social communication and pragmatic skills 

• Attention [7,8] (Focusing): some children struggle with empathy because they are 
inattentive to other’s feelings, comments, and reactions 

• Restricted Patterns of Behavior or Interests (Repetitive Behavior, Perseverating, 
Rigidity, Rigid Behavior): some children lack empathy because they are 
preoccupied with their own interests and ideas 

• Anxiety (General Anxiety, Social Anxiety): some children lack empathy because 
they avoid social interaction due to their own anxiety. Lack of social practice may 
lead to poor perspective taking, which is a pre-requisite for empathy 

• Depression: many depressed individuals are internally focused and preoccupied, 
which may lead to poor perspective taking or empathy 

 

POTENTIAL DISABILITIES 

Children who have significant problems in this area may have any of the following 

potential disabilities. *Note, this information does not serve as a diagnosis in any way. 

See the ‘Where to Go for Help’ section for professionals who can diagnose or provide a 

referral. 
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• ADHD: includes deficits in attention that can cause someone to miss important 
emotional cues (because of inattention). ADHD is characterized by challenges 
with sustained attention, hyperactivity and impulsivity [7, 8] 

• Autism Spectrum Disorder: includes deficits in social communication and 
restricted interests or behaviors. Challenges with empathy and social-emotional 
reciprocity influence social communication 

• Anxiety or Depression: includes significant symptoms of anxiety or depression 
that may lead to denial or avoidance of emotional topics 

• PTSD or Attachment: includes traumatic experiences. Individuals who have 
experienced something traumatic, including poor or inconsistent care, may 
appear to have blunted emotions and may struggle with emotional content that 
can be triggering or lead to re-experiencing negative events 

 
 

 

 

 
WHERE TO GO FOR HELP 

 
If your child is struggling with this symptom to the point that it is getting in the way of his 
learning, relationships, or happiness, the following professionals could help; they may 
offer diagnosis, treatment, or both. 
 

• CLEAR Child Psychology: to obtain a customized profile of concerns for your 
child, or to consult ‘live’ with a psychologist  

• Psychologist or Neuropsychologist:  to provide an evaluation for diagnostic 
clarification 

• Psychotherapist: to provide CBT interventions have been shown to be effective in 
helping children with ASD make gains in recognizing and understanding 
emotions, improving perspective taking and social skills and managing co-
occurring depression and anxiety 

 
 
These professionals may recommend the following tests for this symptom: 
 

• WISC-V: This measure of intelligence provides information on abilities in verbal 
comprehension, fluid reasoning, visual spatial, working memory, and processing 
speed. Understanding a child’s cognitive profile can help us understand strengths 
and weaknesses that may be associated with ASD. The WISC-V can also help 
guide what other measures need to be administered to get a better picture of 
overall functioning. This test may be very broad, including language, motor, 
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attention, memory, executive functioning, sensory processing, emotions, 
behavior, and more. 

• ADOS-2 Module 3: This measure is an assessment of social communication and 
restricted, repetitive behavior. This test is used to rule in or out the presence of 
an Autism Spectrum Disorder. The ADOS-2 gives information that can guide the 
formation of treatment goals 

• Roberts, BASC-3, Clinical Interview, RCMAS, CDI-2, Human Figure Drawing, 
Brief Projective Measures: These measures are projective assessments and 
emotional assessments that include drawing tasks, open-ended questions, 
interviews, rating scales, and sometimes storytelling, as part of a 
neuropsychological or psychological evaluation 
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