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EMPATHY IN THE DIGITAL WORLD:
DEVELOPING EMOTIONAL AND SOCIAL
SKILLS THROUGH MEDIA EDUCATION

Sonja Trifunovska

ABSTRACT

I n today’s contemporary society, media and technology represent the primary means

through which young people experience and interpret the world. The rise of social

networks, online games, communication applications, and their constant use has im-
posed the need to strengthen emotional and social skills for safe and responsible use
of the internet space. Within this framework, empathy in the digital world emerges as a
key competence that should be developed in young people from an early age in order to
preserve the human dimension of screen-based communication. This paper explores
the role of media education in fostering empathy in the digital world, that is, the ability
to understand the feelings of others in online communication. The research was con-
ducted through a survey questionnaire among students aged 10 to 15, with the aim of
determining the level of their empathy in the digital world and the influence of media
literacy on behavior in online communication. The results indicate that media education
plays a significant role in the development of emotional and social skills among young
people, particularly in the development of empathy, respect, tolerance, and the ability to
recognize the consequences of one’s online actions. The paper also proposes concrete
pedagogical approaches and activities that can be applied in the teaching process to
develop empathy in communication via the internet. The conclusion emphasizes that
media literacy is an essential part of the educational process, contributing to young in-
dividuals not only applying their digital skills and using media, but also becoming aware,
sensitive, and responsible citizens of the digital society—an essential prerequisite for
creating healthy interpersonal relationships and a safe online community.

empathy, emotional skills, social skills, medialiteracy, online communication
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1. Introduction

In contemporary society, marked by intensive technological development and in-
creasing digitalization of everyday life, the way children and young people commu-
nicate has undergone significant transformation. The digital world, especially social
networks and online platforms, has become the dominant space for socialization,
expression, and information exchange, inevitably influencing the development of
emotional and social competencies. Empathy represents a fundamental emotional
and social skill that enables understanding of the feelings, thoughts, and needs of
others, as well as appropriate responses in different social situations. Since com-
munication in a digital environment takes place without direct contact, non-verbal
signals, and emotional nuances present in face-to-face interaction, it can often lead
to misunderstandings, reduced sensitivity to others’ emotions, and the emergence
of negative forms of behavior such as offensive comments, exclusion, cyberbullying,
and hate speech. In this context, developing empathy is not only a challenge but also
a necessity for creating a safe, supportive, and responsible digital communication
environment based on respect, understanding of diversity, careful and ethical expres-
sion, recognition of others’ emotions, and awareness of the consequences of one’s
own behavior in the online space.

This professional paper focuses on empathy among the age group of 10 to 15 years,
as this is a period of intensive psychosocial development. During this phase, children
gradually transition from childhood to adolescence, strengthening their need for ac-
ceptance, belonging, and self-affirmation. At the same time, they increasingly use digi-
tal media as a means of communication, entertainment, and learning. The way they de-
velop their emotional and social skills during this period can have a long-term impact
on their behavior, peer relationships, and participation in society.

Media education is recognized as one of the key mechanisms for supporting the
development of empathy in the digital world. It is not limited solely to the technical use
of media, but also includes critical thinking, recognition of ethical aspects of online
communication, responsible sharing of content, and awareness of the consequences
of one’s behavior in the digital space. Through media education, students are enabled
to recognize emotions behind digital messages, demonstrate respect and understand-
ing for diversity, and respond with empathy in various communication situations.

Research on empathy in a digital context is particularly important from an educa-
tional perspective, as schools play a significant role in shaping young people’s values
and behavior. Integrating media literacy and emotional learning into teaching can con-
tribute to the prevention of negative phenomena in the online space and to building a
positive school climate based on mutual respect and cooperation.

The aim of this professional paper is to examine the level and manifestations of
empathy among students aged 10 to 15 in a digital context, as well as to analyze
the role and importance of media education in the development and enhancement of
their emotional and social skills. Through analysis of students’ attitudes, experiences,
and habits related to digital communication, the paper seeks to highlight the need
for a systematic and continuous approach to empathy development. Additionally, it
emphasizes the importance of educational interventions that contribute to creating
aware, responsible, and empathetic young individuals capable of humane and ethical
interaction in digital society. For these reasons, the analyses and conclusions of this
research are expected to contribute to a deeper and more comprehensive understand-
ing of the needs and challenges students face in digital communication, as well as to
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provide clear guidelines for creating and improving educational policies and pedagog-
ical interventions aimed at systematically integrating media education and empathy
development into curricula, in order to foster responsible, ethical, and socially sensitive
behavior among students in the digital environment.

2. Literature Review

The development of digital technologies and the mass use of the internet and social
networks have significantly transformed the way children and adolescents communi-
cate, learn, and build social relationships. Today’s younger generations grow up in an en-
vironment where digital communication is an integral part of everyday life, and online in-
teractions often replace or supplement direct contact. According to data from UNICEF’s
research report Childhood in a Digital World (2025), the number of children accessing
the internet from home has significantly increased over the past 20 years. These findings
are based on analysis of survey data from 78 countries, areas, and territories partici-
pating in the OECD Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA). The data
indicate that in these wealthier countries, as many as 97% of surveyed 15-year-olds had
access to the internet at home. In such a digital context, empathy is recognized as a key
socio-emotional competence enabling positive and responsible interaction.

Classical theories of empathy, such as those by Martin L. Hoffman (2000), define
empathy as the ability to recognize and experience the emotions of others, while more
recent models distinguish between cognitive empathy (understanding others’ perspec-
tives) and affective empathy (emotional response to others’ feelings) (Decety & Jackson,
2004). These aspects of empathy are particularly significant in digital communication,
where non-verbal cues are limited or entirely absent.

Research shows that digital communication can have a dual effect on the develop-
ment of empathy among children and adolescents. On one hand, the online environment
enables connection with people from different cultures and contexts, contributing to the
development of tolerance and understanding. On the other hand, anonymity, physical dis-
tance, and the speed of communication can lead to reduced sensitivity to others’ emo-
tions and the emergence of negative behaviors such as cyberbullying and hate speech
(Slonje, Smith & Frisén, 2013). Numerous international studies indicate that children and
young people who spend a significant amount of time in online communication without
appropriate support and education exhibit lower levels of empathetic behavior. Konrath,
O’Brien, and Hsing (2011) observed a trend of declining empathy among young people
over recent decades, partially associating it with increased use of digital media. Similar-
ly, Turkle (2015) emphasizes that constant online connectivity can weaken the capacity
for deep empathetic face-to-face communication.

Special attention in the literature is given to the age period of 10 to 15 years, con-
sidered critical for the development of social and emotional skills. At this age, children
develop greater self-awareness and awareness of others, while the influence of peers
and the digital environment becomes more pronounced (Steinberg, 2014). Research by
Livingstone and Smith (2014) shows that adolescents are particularly vulnerable to neg-
ative aspects of online interaction, yet simultaneously open to learning and developing
positive digital habits when provided with appropriate education.

In this context, media education emerges as a key factor for developing empathy
and social responsibility in the digital world. According to Hobbs (2010), media literacy
encompasses not only technical ability to use media, but also critical understanding
of content, ethical evaluation, and active, responsible participation in media culture.
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UNESCO (2021) emphasizes media and information literacy as an essential compe-
tence for 21st-century citizens, particularly in the context of digital communication and
social networks.

Research linking media education and empathy points to positive effects of system-
atic educational interventions. Schultze-Krumbholz et al. (2016) demonstrate that pro-
grams combining media literacy and social-emotional learning significantly reduce par-
ticipation in cyberbullying and increase empathetic responses among students. Similar
findings are reported by Jones et al. (2017), where integrating empathy into teaching
contributes to improved interpersonal relationships and more responsible online behav-
ior. Additionally, social-emotional learning (SEL) programs implemented across various
educational systems worldwide show significant benefits for the development of em-
pathy and digital responsibility. According to the meta-analysis by Durlak et al. (2011),
students participating in SEL programs exhibit improved social skills, greater empathy,
and lower levels of problematic behavior, including in digital environments.

Despite the growing body of research on digital media and their impact on child and
adolescent development, analysis of relevant literature indicates significant research
gaps. A large proportion of existing studies focus primarily on negative consequences
of digital media use—such as addiction, exposure to risky content, and cyberbullying—
while the potential of media education as a preventive, developmental, and educational
mechanism remains insufficiently explored. Furthermore, empirical studies targeting the
10 to 15 age group and examining empathy within the broader context of digital com-
munication and online interactions are lacking. This limitation reduces understanding
of the complex processes through which the digital environment can also contribute to
positive socio-emotional development among young people.

It can therefore be concluded that there is a clear need for further systematic, meth-
odological, and interdisciplinary research examining the role of media education in the
development of empathy and socio-emotional skills among children and adolescents.
Such research is essential for creating and improving effective educational policies and
pedagogical practices that adequately respond to the challenges of contemporary dig-
ital society and contribute to the development of responsible, ethical, and empathetic
young citizens.

3. Research Methodology

The aim of this research is to examine the experiences, attitudes, and perceptions
of students aged 10 to 15 regarding empathy in their online communication. Special
emphasis is placed on how students understand and practice empathy and respect
when using digital platforms, as well as on the role of educational activities in support-
ing and developing these socio-emotional skills. The research was conducted using
a quantitative approach, with a survey questionnaire as the primary data collection
instrument. The research design is descriptive-analytical, aiming to gain insight into
students’ experiences, attitudes, and perceptions related to empathy in digital com-
munication. This approach allows systematic examination of the prevalence of certain
behaviors and attitudes, as well as identification of educational and social factors as-
sociated with empathy development in the digital environment.

The research sample consists of 320 students aged 10 to 15, covering late child-
hood and early adolescence—a period particularly significant for social and emotional
development and intensive use of digital technologies. The research was conducted
in 23 primary schools located in 18 municipalities across the country, enabling rela-
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tively broad geographical representation and diversity of socio-educational contexts.
Schools and students were selected based on availability, with efforts made to include
students from different environments (urban and rural) in order to obtain a more real-
istic national-level picture.

A structured questionnaire with 10 questions was used as the research instrument,
designed to examine students’ experiences, attitudes, and perceptions regarding em-
pathy in online communication. The questionnaire was age-appropriate and formulat-
ed in clear and understandable language.

The questions addressed the following thematic areas:

» frequency of internet and social media use for communication;

» awareness of others’ emotions during online communication;

» responses to online insults;

» perception of the impact of digital communication on others’ feelings;
» importance of empathy and respect in the digital space;

» role of school and educational activities in empathy development.

Questions were closed and semi-open, allowing for quantitative analysis as well as
additional clarification of students’ views.

Following data processing, statistical analysis was conducted to derive relevant and
applicable conclusions regarding empathy in online communication. For clearer and
more transparent presentation, results were also displayed through graphical visualiza-
tions, enabling better understanding of behavioral patterns, attitudes, and perceptions
related to empathy in digital communication platforms. The conclusions of this research
carry significant potential for shaping and improving media education strategies and
may serve as a foundation for developing educational policies that enable comprehen-
sive and systematic integration of media and digital education into curricula, with par-
ticular focus on empathy, respect, and responsible behavior in young people’'s online
communication.

4. Findings / Results

The results presented in this chapter provide a detailed insight into the complex dy-
namics of empathetic behavior among young people aged 10 to 15 within their digital so-
cialization. Empirical data collected through this research confirm the initial thesis that
the digital space is not merely a neutral information channel, but a specific psychosocial
context actively reshaping respondents’ emotional reactions. Analysis of responses in-
dicates a clear differentiation between cognitive empathy - the ability of students to ra-
tionally understand others’ positions - and affective empathy: the capacity for authentic
emotional resonance under conditions of reduced non-verbal cues.

The research included 320 students aged 10 to 15 from 23 primary schools in 18 mu-
nicipalities. Of these, 8.4% were aged 10, 16.3% aged 11, 24.7% aged 12, 29.4% aged 13,
19.7% aged 14, and 1.6% aged 15.
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BospacTt

320 responses

@ 10 roguHu
@ 11 roguHm
@ 12 rognHu
@ 13 rognHu
@ 14 rognHn
@ 15 rognHu

Results from the questionnaire analysis are as follows:

Question 1: “How often do you use the internet or social networks to communicate
with others?”
48.8% answered very often, 35.3% often, 13.7% sometimes, 1.2% never, and 0.9% rarely.

KOnKy Y4eCcTo KOPUCTULL MHTEPHET MM COLIMja/THM MPEXHM 3a KOMYHUKaLWMja co Apyrun?

320 responses

@ MHory yecTo
@ Yecro

@ MoHekoralll
® Petvo

@ Hukoraw

Question 2: “When you write an online message, do you think about how the other
person might feel?”
54.4% answered always, 27.5% often, 13.1% sometimes, 3.4% never, and 1.6% rarely.

Kora nuwuyBall oHNajH Nopaka, Aany pasMuciyBall Kako MoXe Aa ce NovyBCcTBYyBa ApyraTa

JINYHOCT?
320 responses

® Cexoraw
® Yecro

@ MoxexoraLwy
@ Petro

@ Hukoraw
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“Have you ever seen offensive messages or comments online?”
88.1% answered yes, and 11.9% no.

[anwn Hekoraw cu Bugen/a HaBped/MBK Nopakn UM KOMeHTapu Ha I/IHTepHET?

320 responses

® [a
® He

“How do you usually react when you see someone being insulted online?”

31.6% ignore it, 22.8% are unsure how to react, 18.4% support the victim, 17.5% report

the abuse, 3.1% engage in conversation to explain the behavior is inappropriate, and
6.6% provided additional responses describing specific situations.

“Do you think words online can hurt just as much as words face to face?”
59.1% answered very much, 31.3% partially, 7.2% a little, and 2.5% not at all.

[anu cmeTall feka 360poBMTe HA UHTEPHET MOXaT [ja NoBpeaaT UCTO Kako 1 360poBuTe nuLe B
nviuye?

320 responses

@ MHory
@® [enyvHo

@ Manky
@ BoonwrTo He
__-‘

“Do you think it is important to show empathy and respect in digital com-
munication?”
45.6% answered extremely important, 32.5% very important, 15.6% partially, 3.7% a
little important, and 2.8% not important at all.
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[Janun cmeTall feka e BaXXHoO fa ce NoKaXXyBa EMI'IaTMjEI W NMO4YKUT BO AUTKUTanHaTa KOMyHMKEIU,VIja?

320 responses

@ VicknyyuTenHo BaxHo
@ Muory
@ OdenymHo

= | @ Boonwro ve

Question 7: “What do you think helps most in improving communication and under-
standing among students online?”

55.6% chose conversation, 9.1% media literacy education, 3.7% clear rules of behavior,
2.8% support from teachers and parents, 27.5% all of the above, and 1.3% gave other
responses.

Question 8: “Have you learned at school how to behave safely and respectfully online?”
79.1% answered yes, 16.2% unsure, and 4.7% no.

Hanu Bo yyunuuTe cu yLlen/a KaKo fla ce ogHecyBall 6836e,D.H0 M CO NOYUT Ha MHTepHeT?

320 responses

@ la
® He
@ He cym curypeH/Ha

Question 9: “How much do school activities or classes help you better understand
others’ emotions online?”
46.9% answered very much, 34.7% partially, 11.6% a little, and 6.9% not at all.
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KoKy Tv noMaraat y4UIMLLHUTE aKTMBHOCTU MM YacoBU 3a Nofgo6po pasbuparbe Ha eMoLunTe
Ha ApyruTe oHnajH?

320 responses

@® Meuory
® JenymHo
Manky

. @ BoonwiTo He MU Nomaraar

Question 10: “Which school activities help you most in developing empathy and re-
spect in digital communication?”, students were allowed to select more than one an-
swer from the options provided. The results show that the largest proportion of students
believe that workshops and interactive discussions make the greatest contribution to
the development of empathy and respect in digital communication (50.9%). This is fol-
lowed by teamwork and group projects (48.4%), watching and analyzing videos or online
examples related to empathy and respect in online communication (29.7%), as well as
digital games and quizzes with educational content (29.1%). In addition, 27.2% of stu-
dents highlight the importance of conversations with teachers and professional support
staff (pedagogues, psychologists), while 19.4% believe that role-play and simulations
(role-playing, scenarios) contribute to the development of empathy and respect in the
digital environment.

PaboTUnHUUKM U MHTEPaKTUB. ..
Fne;qal-be 1M aHanm3a Ha Bua...
¥Ynorn n cumynauun (urpakb. ..
Tumcka paBota 1 rpynHu np...
AvrntanHu urpyM n KBU30BK C...
PasroBopu co HacTaBHULUW/C. ..

163 (50.9%)
95 (29.7%)

62 (19.4%)

155 (48.4%)
93 (29.1%)
87 (27.2%)

The results of the research indicate that the internet and social networks represent a
central communication space for students aged 10 to 15, highlighting their significant
role in the social and emotional development of young people. According to the respons-
es from the survey questionnaire, students demonstrate a relatively high level of aware-
ness of the emotional impact of online communication and of the importance of empathy
and respect in digital interactions. At the same time, the research confirms that exposure
to offensive and inappropriate content is frequent, pointing to the presence of risks in the
digital environment. Although students largely recognize the negative consequences of
unethical online behavior, the results indicate a limited readiness for active and respon-
sible response in such situations. This points to the need for additional strengthening of
social and emotional competencies, as well as practical skills for constructive action in
the digital space. Furthermore, the results emphasize the significant role of education in
the development of empathy in online communication, with interactive and collaborative
forms of learning being recognized as particularly effective.
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Overall, the research suggests that although there is a basic level of awareness and
generally positive attitudes among students, a more comprehensive and systematic ed-
ucational approach is necessary to support the development of safe, responsible, and
empathetic digital communication.

5. Discussion and Conclusions

The results of the conducted research offer significant insight into students’ expe-
riences, attitudes, and perceptions regarding empathy in online communication. The
data confirm that the internet and social networks are an integral part of young people’s
everyday communication, making the digital space a key arena for the development of
social and emotional competencies. The fact that almost all students use the internet
for communication, with the majority doing so very often or often, highlights the need for
a systematic approach to education in digital literacy and empathy.

With regard to the ability to recognise and understand the emotions of others in a digital
environment, the results indicate an encouraging level of empathetic awareness among a sig-
nificant proportion of students. More than half of the respondents stated that they always think
about how the other person might feel when writing online messages, while an additional sig-
nificant percentage do so often. This indicates that there is a foundation among students for
the development of empathetic behaviour in online communication. However, the presence
of students who rarely or never think about the emotional impact of their messages points to
the existence of a gap between awareness and practical behaviour, which requires further ed-
ucational intervention. Particularly concerning is the finding that a large proportion of students
have witnessed offensive messages or comments online. This result confirms the prevalence
of online violence and highlights the vulnerability of young people in the digital space. The ways
in which students react in such situations further illustrate the challenge: the most common
response is ignoring the situation or feeling unsure how to act. Although some students stated
that they would support the victim or report inappropriate behaviour, a relatively small percent-
age actively engage in preventing the abuse. This indicates that empathy as an attitude does
not always translate into empathetic and responsible action.

The results also show that students largely recognise the weight and impact of words in
digital communication. Most believe that online words can hurt just as much as words spoken
face to face, and that showing empathy and respect in digital communication is extremely or
very important. These attitudes represent a significant foundation for building a positive digital
culture, but at the same time point to the need for support in their practical application.

The role of the school as a key factor in the development of empathy in online com-
munication is clearly highlighted in the results. A large proportion of students stated
that they have learned at school about safe and ethical behaviour on the internet, and
that school activities help them better understand the emotions of others in the digital
space. Workshops, interactive discussions, teamwork, and group projects stand out as
the most effective activities, indicating that experiential and participatory learning has
the strongest impact on the development of empathy.

Based on the obtained results, it can be concluded that although students demonstrate
awareness of the importance of empathy in digital communication, its further systematic
development is necessary. From this follow the key recommendations for education and
society that emerge from the findings of this research. At the educational level, it is recom-
mended to integrate content on empathy, digital ethics, and media literacy into curricula
not as isolated topics, but as a continuous and interdisciplinary process. Teachers and pro-
fessional support staff should receive additional training in applying interactive methods
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that encourage critical thinking, emotional literacy, and responsible digital behaviour. At
the societal level, the results indicate the need to strengthen cooperation between schools,
parents, and the wider community. Parents should be actively involved through education-
al programmes and campaigns that support empathetic and safe online communication.
In addition, it is necessary to develop clear policies and strategies for the prevention of
online violence and the promotion of a positive digital culture. Only through a joint, coordi-
nated approach can education and society contribute to creating a digital environment in
which empathy, respect, and responsibility are fundamental values.
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7. Appendices

STUDENT QUESTIONNAIRE

Dear students,

This questionnaire is part of a research study entitled “Empathy in the Digital World:
Developing Emotional and Social Skills through Media Education.” The purpose of the
survey is to gain insight into your attitudes, experiences, and habits related to commu-
nication in the digital environment, the use of social networks, and showing empathy
toward others online.

Your participation is anonymous, and the answers will be used exclusively for educa-
tional and research purposes. Through your responses, you contribute to a better under-
standing of how media education can help develop empathy, respect, and responsible
behavior in the digital world.

Thank you for your time and cooperation!

1. How often do you use the internet or social networks to communicate with others?

2. When you write an online message, do you think about how the other person might
feel?

3. Have you ever seen offensive messages or comments on the internet?
4. How do you most often react when you see someone being insulted online?

5. Do you think that words on the internet can hurt just as much as words spoken
face to face?

6. Do you think it is important to show empathy and respect in digital communica-
tion?

7. What do you think helps most in improving communication and understanding
among students online?

8. Have you learned at school how to behave safely and respectfully on the internet?

9. How much do school activities or classes help you better understand other peo-
ple’'s emotions online?

10. Which school activities help you most in developing empathy and respect in digital
communication?
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