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Abstract

The overall objective of the study is to investigate whether the understanding of animals and their living 
conditions is a way for child’s emphatic ability. One interesting question is in what way children show that 
they are developing empathy. Do children show some change in the way they talk about animals and their 
living conditions?  How is this change revealed? The theoretical basis of this study is based on Martin 
Hoffman’s research (2000) which emphasizes the importance of learning and of encouraging empathy in 
children. The study design is qualitative and was conducted using conversations with child participants, 
notes, photographs and video recordings of the children working with the teaching material “cat picture” 
and dog picture”. The participants comprised of 52 children aged between 3-5 years, divided into a main 
group and a control group with 26 children, 12 girls and 14 boys in each group. The results show that 
there is a difference in the two testing occasions between the main group and the control group. As the 
main group were given opportunities to think and reflect and work with the material, ideas about thoughts 
on ethical issues could emerge and developed further. Sustainable development must begin with the chil-
dren. This is the best investment that any society can make. 
Key words: animals, empathy, ethics, preschool children. 

Introduction    

There are many reasons for considering using animals in educational work with children 
in kindergarten. Children and animals can easily enter into close and trusting relationships 
that could result in positive effects on child development, including the strengthening of self-
esteem, a greater ability to take responsibility and a feeling of better self-control. Animals 
stimulate being present in the moment, provide love and security without words as that can be 
misunderstood or forgotten. Animals often have a decisive impact on a child that can sometimes 
be greater than the influence of parents and other people (Melson, 2001). Several international 
studies show that children, who have a close relationship with an animal in the home or come 
into contact with animals in a sympathetic way in school, develop greater empathy for both 
animals and humans (Myers, 1998; Poresky, 1990; Vizek-Vidovic, Stetic & Bratko, 1999).

This study is based on a collaborative project year 2012 with an animal protection as-
sociation in Sweden (Animal Welfare Sweden). Teaching materials for use in preschool with 
animal pictures and additional exercises are examined. 

The teaching materials have a scientific basis (Hoffman, 2000) and were prepared by 
Kerstin Malm, PhD in ethology and Day Einarsson, educationalist. This is the first scientific 
based study that tests the material. Because the material is new, it has not previously been used 
in preschools. The idea is that when the children use the teaching material they are coached to 
take the perspectives of others and to understand their own role in a situation. Through targeted 
conversations and exercises based on the animal pictures, children in kindergarten can practice 
their empathy and develop the ability to express themselves and take a position on issues in 
life.
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Problem of Research

Being able to see someone else’s perspective is the basis for an empathetic and respect-
ful behavior and a higher moral reasoning. The relationships between showing care, to know 
the different forms of empathy and have a good sense of justice is strong.  That way the ability 
to put oneself in someone else’s situation is a very important part of empathy, care and matters 
of right and wrong. The relationships between caring, know various forms of empathy and to 
have a good sense of justice are strong. Taking perspective provides a higher degree of care and 
thoughts of caring. It also leads to the highest stage of reflecting independently around moral-
ity of fairness, where higher moral values are pursued. In children and young people one have 
found a correlation between the ability to take a perspective, to feel sympathy and pro-social 
reasoning. To train and encourage young people’s moral development, the ability to take a per-
spective is together with reflection very effective (Juujärvi, Myyryb & Pesso, 2010).  

Empathy is not only a word but also a disputed concept. Empathy, according to Gallie 
(1956) is synonymous with “immersion, intensive understanding, commitment and compas-
sion”, illustrating that words can have different meanings, different conceptual content, for their 
interpreters. In this study empathy is interpreted mean affinity and understanding for people, 
animals, nature, and their living conditions. The links between showing on cares and experienc-
ing different forms of empathy and having a good sense of Justice are strong, according to Da-
mon (1984) and Juujarvi, Myyryb and Pesso (2010). A US report (Ascion, 2001) discusses how 
children become violent toward animals. Children’s violence against towards animals needs 
attention because is a warning signal. An article by Dadd’s (2002) noted that a training pro-
gramme a focusing on the child’s relationship to animals had an effect on children’s ability to 
empathize with both animals and humans. The current study stresses the importance of teaching 
children about empathy as early as in kindergarten. In view of the importance of early interven-
tion, the overall objective of the study is to investigate whether the understanding of animals 
and their living conditions is a way for child’s emphatic ability. One interesting question is how 
children show that they have developed empathy. Is there some change in the way they talk 
about animals and their living conditions? How is this change manifested?

Research Focus

The theoretical basis for this study is Martin Hoffman’s research (2000). In his clas-
sic work “Empathy and Moral Development” he points out the meaning for learning and the 
importance of stimulating empathy in children. Social learning is needed to trigger and en-
hance empathy and the pro-social emotions that it gives rise to. The compassion and care that 
most people feel for their family and close friends need, according to Hoffman, systematically 
trained to include others in the vicinity, those not known and ultimately everyone at any time. 
But in highly individualistic societies and communities where competition and contending are 
set as the target, the will to help others is usually weakened.        

One important task in moral teaching is to overcome the partial in the strong empathy 
that many feel for their loved ones according to Hoffman (2000). In addition to needing the right 
conditions in order to develop the ability to empathize can be limited by other circumstances. 
Growing up under authoritarian conditions constitutes the biggest risk to not development an 
empathetic moral norm (Hoffman, 2000). The development of empathy is associated with how 
moral thinking matures in young people (Damon, 1984). Empathy therefore needs to be trained, 
together with the identification of the self. That these two are developed in parallel would mean 
that they are both necessary for the capacity of moral reasoning. In order to provide children 
and young people’s self and empathy to grow side by side, we should give them the possibility 
of identification of self and empathy in all four stages. How quickly we develop through these 
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steps is individual and we must be encouraged at all levels in order to be able to go through the 
steps in the most complete and individually suited way possible. We then get individuals who 
are well equipped for moral thinking and can detect and reveal thoughts and thinking systems 
that do not correlate to an empathic moral norm (Demon, 1984).

Methodology of Research 

Sample of Research

The participants in the study comprised 52 children aged 3-5 years, divided into a main 
group and a control group of 26 children, with 12 girls and 14 boys in each. The 52 children 
attend four kindergartens in four different neighbourhoods in a city in Sweden. In designing 
the study, the aim was to get a spread of preschools representing children from different neigh-
bourhoods and backgrounds. The preschools are given the fictitious names, Hedgehog, Crab, 
Chaffinch and Lion. In the study breakdown of the number children participating are as follows: 
Hedgehog, 16 children (8 in the main/ 8 in control group), Crab, 14 children (7 in the main / 7 
in the control group), Chaffinch, 12 children (6 in the main / 6 in control group) and Lion, 10 
children (5 in the main / 5 in the control group).

      
Instrument and Procedures

The study is qualitative in nature and was conducted through conversations with the chil-
dren, notes, photographs and video recordings of the children’s work with the teaching material 
“Cat Picture” and Dog Picture “. The introductory and final conversations were conducted by 
the author of this article, based on the children’s perspective (Pramling Samuelsson & Asplund 
Carlsson, 2008; Sommer, Pramling Samuelsson & Hundeide, 2010). Visits were made to four 
different preschools, two different occasions for the main group and one occasion for the con-
trol, per preschool. On the first occasion the exercises were introduced to the children in the 
main group. On the second occasion the  exercises were followed up and the children and pre-
school teacher in the main group were questioned about the content, to see if they showed that 
they had developed the capacity for empathy and, if so, has this was manifested.  The second 
visit took place about two months after the first time. On the second occasion the children in 
the control group were also asked questions in order to find out how they talked about ethical 
issues using the material as background (Mishler, 1986). The main group had been working 
on ethical issues in connection with the exercises which the control group had not.  Between 
visits 1 and 2 the teachers worked with the children who had been introduced to the exercises 
(the main group). They worked with the exercises two days a week over a two month period by 
following the instructions from the introduction. The preschool teachers wrote notes and they 
used a video camera to record at each exercise to document the children’s progress. These notes 
were the basis for the analyses

The study was designed to have access to a spread of preschools representing children 
from different neighbourhoods and backgrounds, not to show the similarities or differences due 
to socioeconomic backgrounds, but to obtain as a representative sample as possible.

Preschools in various districts were contacted by telephone. Four kindergartens were 
chosen based on the principle that the children come from several districts. Information letter 
to educators and parents were handed over on an initial visit. The parental information letter 
contained an information letter which had to be completed if the parent gave permission for the 
child to participate in the study. The Swedish Research Council’s research ethics (www.vr.se) 
regarding information requirements, consent requirements, confidentiality and use of results 
have been adhered to in this study. This means that all those who participated in the study will 
remain anonymous and have been assigned fictitious names.
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Data Analysis

The qualitative approach was inspired by phenomenographic analysis where the focus is 
on identifying qualitatively different ways of experiencing a phenomenon (Pramling Samuels-
son & Asplund Carlsson, 2008; Simeonsdotter Svensson, 2009). In this study, this meant trying 
to understand what capacity the children have for empathy and compassion for both animals 
and has they show or express it. When processing the data all, 52 children’s expressions, narra-
tives, talk and body language have been analysed.

Interviews with the children and child-to-child conversations, own and preschool teach-
er’s notes, photographs and video recordings formed the basis of the analysis and interpretation 
process. The two occasions with the main group were analysed separately and together, as well 
as the occasions with the control group.

The interpretation process in a phenomenographic analysis can be considered as a chain 
of interpretations based on the whole and the parts and whole (Marton, Beaty & Dall’Alba, 
1993; Marton & Pong, 2005). Interpretation of whole and part are linked mostly by hermeneu-
tics and the hermeneutic spiral (Gadamer, 1999). Part and whole must be related to each other 
in a reasonable manner in order to be credible, which can also be related to how phenomeno-
graphic inspired analysis is used in this study. The interpretation from the entirety to the parts 
was conducted in order to increase understanding of the collected data. Interpretation and un-
derstanding of the process involves an understanding of the context, the whole increases, which 
also changes the understanding of the individual parts. Notes from the preschool teachers were 
analyzed according to their experience of the exercises with the children in terms of accessibil-
ity, relevant content for learning and child’s interest. Representative quotes of statements by the 
children supported the meaning of the conversations. 

Results of Research

The results present quote from ethical conversations with the children about the two 
animal images, a cat and a dog. The educational material should primarily be seen in a Swedish 
context, the Swedish preschool with a link to the preschool curriculum (Pramling Samuelsson, 
Sommer & Hundeide in print) but can also, of course, be seen in an international context.

When educators in preschool use teaching materials they become an instrument in the 
work of following the curriculum.  Working with these exercises, gives the children the oppor-
tunity to strengthen their capacity for empathy and compassion with both animals and humans. 
This can be done in a variety of ways, but should start from the children’s interest in a learning 
situation (Pramling Samuelsson & Johansson, 2006; Pramling Samuelsson & Asplund Carls-
son, 2008).

Examples of the children think and say about the ethical dilemmas are presented using 
quotations from the conversations about the images. The exercise is called “How does the ani-
mal feel? - How do I feel”? The results of the analysis present some examples from all four pre-
schools taken from the main group introduction and final times. The statements represent the 
results of the study and are a representative sample. The control group’s results are highlighted 
in the discussion and discussed in relation to the main group`s performance.

Exercise - How does the animal feel - How do I feel?

In this exercise, the children from the four kindergartens (Hedgehog, Crab, Chaffinch 
and Lion) sit in a circle on the floor. The children look at and talk about the images of a cat and a 
dog, which lie on a mat on the floor. Introductory exercises were conducted with the main group 
in April 2012 and the final exercises with the main group and the only period with the control 
group look place in June 2012.
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Cat Picture

The first picture is of a cat which was the subject of the conversation with the children. 
What do you think the cat wants to tell us? Is it afraid? Or is it perhaps a bit curious or does it 
wants to tell us something? Children from Hedgehog and Crab participate in this exercise. Four 
children in the main group, Alva, Hjalmar, Vera and Johan and four in the control group Sara, 
Simon, Ida and Ivar are used to present the responses to the exercise.

	

Figure 1: Cat outdoor. Illustrations by Kerstin Malm. 

The Main Group

Occasion 1

Talks on the picture cat of based on the issues raised in the questions above. Examples of 
the statements of the four children in the main group:

1.	 The cat is lonely ... he can’t find his home ... because there is no one at his home 
(Alva at Hedgehog).

2.	 He can’t find his way home ... perhaps he looks ill ... (Hjalmar at Crab).

3.	 She looks happy ... is it a guy? It’s probably a girl ... She is white and sweet ... (Vera 
at Hedgehog).

4.	 I don’t know… think he’s afraid of thunder he looks up (Johan at Crab).

Occasion 2

On the next occasion the questions and conversation about the cat picture were repeated. 
Below are the responses of four children:

Everyone is at work and he is alone and a bit scared of ghosts. I’m always curious if 1.	
there are ghosts. You have to check ... and help the cat get away so he does not get 
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scared. Then my mom and sister come and we can play and everything is fine (Alva at 
Hedgehog).

My grandmother had a cat that was blind. But I usually carry him so he does not hurt 2.	
himself. Otto (comrade) always ... I give him a plaster then ... (Hjalmar at Crab).

I think she might jump up on the balcony and is afraid of falling off... done it before, I 3.	
think. Oh, oh, oh, we have to save it so it doesn´t hurt itself ... is so cute. Be careful of 
falling off the balcony ... dangerous ... (Vera at Hedgehog). 

He’s probably scared ... look ... he looks. Is it thunder or what? He can follow with me 4.	
in the basement. Then he will not be afraid ...how sad. Mom is a bit scared of thunder 
... then I say “not dangerous” (Johan at Crab).

The Control Group

One occasion 
Conversations about the cat picture based on the same questions as that were used in the 

main group. Examples of four children’s responses:

1.	 Don’t think he is happy but I don’t really know (Sara at Hedgehog).

2.	 The cat may be a bit lonely (Simon at Crab).
3.	 He’s out for by himself. I`m not allowed to (Ida at Hedgehog).
4.	 Do you know her coat is white? I can see that (Ivar at Crab).

Comments

In this exercise the children in the main group shows that they have taken one step 
more between times 1 and time 2 in that they have thought and talked about the picture before 
suggesting a specific situation. The children show interest in the picture and all of them are 
involved. Their ideas and thoughts are “deep” and “genuine” in the sense that they experience 
the conversation and the issues as significant. In the control group the children`s responses were 
not as development and can be main group`s responses on the first occasion. 

Dog Picture   

The second image is a dog picture.  In the exercise the children are asked to think about 
the dog: How does it feel? What has it got round its neck? What happened? Does it hurt anyway 
else? How does it feel to be in pain? And do you feel sad then? The answer of four children in 
the main group, Björn, Stina, Sebastian and Rachel from the pre-schools  Chaffinch and Lion 
and four children from the control group, Gunilla, Peter, Veronica and Carl are given below as 
representative of the responses to the questions. 
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Figure 2: Sick dog. Illustrations by Kerstin Malm.

The Main Group

Occasion 1

Conversations about the dog picture on the issues raised by the questions above. Ex-
amples of the statements of the four children in the main group: 

He hurts... in his ear I think ... He probably has a fever (Björn at Lion). 1.	

Is it a sick dog ... my dog is sick too ... in his leg ... in his paw ... He had a 2.	
thing on his neck like that (Stina at Chaffinch).

I think he is sick in his throat ... he has a sore throat ... his whole neck and 3.	
his ears. He is taking medicine (Sebastian at Lion).

Whatever he has hurting him... the poor thing (Rachel at Chaffinch).4.	

Occasion 2

On this occasion a question comes up about the children have had earache at some point 
and continues with questions about they have had pain anywhere else.  How does it feel to be 
in pain? And do you feel sad then? Below are the responses of the four children in the main 
group: 

It hurts a lot ... know that it hurts ... I am sorry then ... If he has a bad ear. Had an ear 1.	
ache ... got medicine and ointment ... dad bought it for me (Björn at Lion).

I hurt yesterday ... mom said I needed to rest ... got a sore throat but didn`t have any-2.	
thing like that on my neck. Poor doggy … he needs to rest (Stina at Chaffinch).

I went to the doctor and showed my rash … my throat  itched … it will be better now 3.	
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with the medicine dad said… it won`t it do so much… am not allowed to eat so many 
sweets it´s a bit of a pity, get a little sad… I can give the dog something so his throat 
gets better. I feel sorry for him (Sebastian at Lion).

It´s probably … he has been bitten by a cat … he has got that so it will get better 4.	
again. Can get an injection.... I got an injection at the doctor. It hurt. Poor thing … I 
know, we will give him some sweets and he`ll get better (Rachel at Chaffinch).

The Control Group

One occasion

The conversation about the dog picture is based on the same questions as the main group. 
The responses of the four children:

The dog has a sore head. He has a clean hat on (Gunilla at Lion).1.	

What has he done? It´s probably sick... but I don´t know (Peter at Chaffinch).2.	

Oh dear, he is sick. Is he going to the hospital? (Veronica at Lion).3.	

I know he is stuck in a fence (Carl at Chaffinch).4.	

Comments

As before the conversations about the dog picture show a development in the children’s 
understanding. Children learn that there are different perspectives and starting points that arouse 
their interest in ethical issues concerning animals. Talking to the children, questioning them and 
relating to how they perceive the image, reveals their genuine feelings and experiences. The 
child in the main group shows that their understanding increases both about the animal´s and 
other people´s needs. The responses of the children in the control group can be compared with 
those given by the children group on first occasion. 

Summary Comments

The examples from the children in the main group (26 children) and the control group 
(26 children) representing all 52 children. Data from the 52 children gives a picture of how they 
develop empathy and understanding of animals and their living conditions. All the children in 
the main group worked with the exercises between the initial and final moment. The Hedge-
hog and the Crab attended 8 and 7 children from the main group and the Chaffinch and Leo, 6 
and 5 children. Talks about animal pictures between the first and last time, was conducted and 
documented by preschool teachers. The examples have shown the children’s thoughts about the 
animals and their living conditions.

Discussion 

The Main Group – Control Group
         
The overall objective of the study is to investigate whether the understanding of animals 

and their living conditions is a way for child’s emphatic ability. One interesting question chil-
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dren show children that they can develop empathy. Do children show any change in the way 
they talk about animals and their living conditions? What is that change?        

An important aspect is that a difference emerges between the main group and the control 
group. All the children in the control group had to answer the same questions and talk about 
the same issues as the children in the main group did on the first occasion. The children in the 
main group had the opportunity to think reflect on and work with the material, on the first occa-
sion, allowing their thoughts on ethical issues, to be stimulated and then re-developed in on the 
second occasion. The control group was given the opportunity to reflect on ethical issues, but 
they had not “practiced” on any previous occasion. According to Hoffman (2000) and Myyryb 
and Pesso (2010) working with and doing exercises based on images promotes empathy and 
it is important we stimulate empathy in children. The children in the control group had not 
developed the same answers or questions as those in the main group on the second occasion. 
The control group children responded with relatively few words and found it difficult to see the 
pictures in a wider context. The children in the main group expressed a greater understanding 
of ethical issues. The questions and statements became more developed from the first occasion 
of the second. The children showed that they could empathize with the animal´s needs more 
significantly and also relate the animal´s needs to people’s needs. Above all, the vocabulary of 
the main group of children was more developed because they had the opportunity to express 
themselves based on their previous experience of a picture they could recognize and return to, 
the ability is empathize can be expressed in words, and in this way become a tool for thinking 
(Vygotskij, 1978).

Another method for investigating the topic could be a longitudinal study starting in kin-
dergarten with a follow up in school.  Such a study could provide additional knowledge about 
how children development their capacity for empathy through individualized exercises. 

Conclusions 

In conclusion, the study indicates that using teaching material picturing animals has an 
effect on the development of empathy among preschoolers.  In general, it appears that there is 
a progression from training session 1 to session 2. The progress lies in the development of the 
children´s ability to empathize when they are given opportunities to reflect on and re-evaluate 
earlier stances taken during the training time. There is no measurable difference between girls 
and boys, indicating job of the pre-school’s teachers to work with children in order to reduce 
any differences that may arise later on in elementary school.

This study does not focus on “children in need of special support”, with or without di-
agnoses but the illustrations and exercises could be important for “children in need of special 
support”. They can learn to understand themselves by looking things from a different perspec-
tive.  Their own resources can be developed and their own ability strengthened, which in turn 
strengthens the children´s confidence. 

As the present study shows that exercise develops young children’s capacities for em-
pathy, kindergartens and schools should work with ethical issues. From the perspective of the 
future, it pays to invest in children because they are the foundation of any future society. Prac-
ticing empathy develops ethics and morality and strengthens self-confidence in the children.   
Sustainable development must begin with the children. This is the best investment a society 
can make.
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