
1

Jennie Warmouth, PhD

Creating Change Symposium 

January 23, 2019

Children & 

Animals:

Widening

the 

Circle 

of 

Empathy 



2



3

Children & Animals

75%

(Melson, 2013)
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Human-Animal Interaction & Child Development

Ownership of dogs and cats during childhood and adulthood is associated with higher 

empathy scores later in life (Daly & Morton, 2009).

Many children consider pets to be their friends, playmates and confidants (Melson, 

2001). 

Positive role models and interactions with companion animals → compassion for 

animals;

witnessing cruelty to animals → powerful indicator for future conduct disorders 

(Ascione, 2005; Flynn, 2000). 



5

Distress of 

another

Attention & 

Perception
Emotion

Motivatio

n
Behavior

Empathy & 

Over-arousal

Empathy & 

Emotional 

Regulation

Pro-Social 

Desire to Help

From Empathy to Action 



6

“Empathy as a cognitive-socioemotional-moral development process”

(Myers, Sounders & Brexell, 2009)
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Moral 
Development

Empathy for other’s 

life conditions

Empathy for others

Egocentric Empathy

Global Empathy

(Hoffman, 1982)

The child begins by experiencing all 
emotion as shared within the global and 
egocentric stages, progresses to a phase 
of recognizing and mirroring similarities 
between the self and other, and 
ultimately obtains the ability to draw 
much further connections across 
individuals, groups, physical distance, 
and time.
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(Vygotsky, 1978)
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• Framing (language, behavior)

• Modeling 

• Increasing knowledge (self, other, Like Me)

• Providing Experiences (direct interaction, connection)

• Practice (child must attempt to understand what the animal is experiencing to 

know what the animal needs to be happy, positive reinforcement)

• Activating Imagination (perspective taking dialogue, mimicry, role-play, 

storytelling)

Best Practices in Empathy Focused Educational 

Programming  

(Seattle Aquarium, 2018)
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(Wamouth, 2017)
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Perspective 
Taking
• Perceptual

• Cognitive

• Affective
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“Like Me” Processing

JW: Dozer is large. 

He weighs seventy-five pounds.

Isaac: I weigh like sixty-four pounds.

(Warmouth, 2017)
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JW: When Dozer is sitting inside of his kennel at PAWS, I want you to imagine

what he actually sees. Pretend you are him inside of that kennel. What does 

he see and think and feel? 

Austin:  He sees all these other dogs in kennels. He feels sad.

Samina:    He sees some people adopting other dogs.

Austin: It makes you very sad.

(Wamouth, 2017)
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Jenna: I think he feels hurt…..He feels hurt like sad that they dropped him off.

JW: Abandoned?

Jenna: Yeah, abandoned him.

Destiny: What’s abandoned?

JW: Abandoned is when you’ve been left.

Destiny: Alone. I’ve been abandoned, too….I felt the same.

(Wamouth, 2017)
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Brandon: I think he feels scared on the outside but he might feel excited on the inside 

for someone to come.

JW: Brandon is sharing that it’s possible to feel two things at once. Dozer might 

be acting scared on the outside while feeling hope on the inside. Austin, 

have you ever felt that way with your new foster family?

Austin: Yeah. Before when I was first moving, I was thinking inside of my head, 

“What if they just want to hurt me or beat me up?”

Austin: I was like Dozer. 

(Wamouth, 2017)
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“Like Me” TheoryAndy Meltzoff established the “Like Me” 

theory of infant development to describe how 

babies recognize cross-modal equivalences 

between acts they see others perform and 

their own felt bodily movements. 

This recognition of self–other equivalences in 

action gives rise to interpreting others as 

having similar psychological states such as 

perceptions and emotions. The ‘like me’ nature 

of others is the starting point for social 

cognition (Meltzoff, 2007).
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Dozer says, “Hi. My name is Dozer! 

Sometimes I am full of 

energy…other times I’m a couch 

potato!  I would like a new home.  I 

am brave. I will stand up for you 

because I love you with my heart. I 

want a good home. Please do not 

return me. I am looking for a 

forever family to repair my life and 

renew my spirit. I want to rewrite

my story with you! I will repay you 

with love and kisses!”

(Wamouth, 2017)



24Positive Reinforcement

(Wamouth, 2017)
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Further distance 

between child’s 

innate response 

and focal animal’s 

traits 

(Wamouth, 2017)



26Inferred Cognitive and Affective Perspective Taking 
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Photo by Christina Mittermeier, Nat Geo



29Compassionate 

Action:

Writing on behalf of 

animal to directly 

impact her status

(Wamouth, 2017)



30• Pro-Social and Pro-Welfare Behavior Documented Post Program:

• Child participants return as “volunteer mentors” to incoming classes of 

writers 

• Child participants and their families walk to the public library to use the 

Internet to check on the pets’ status and to research responsible pet care 

(knowledge seeking)

• Child participants (and their parents) take stray and unwanted animals to the 

shelter for rehoming and teach others in their network to do the same

• Child participants forsake birthday gifts in lieu of collecting pet supplies to 

donate

• Child participants manage schoolwide supply drives for the animal shelter

• Child participants have noticed injured wild animals in the community and 

have had the knowledge and confidence to take responsible action (seeking 

adult assistance)
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Empathic Concern ---> Compassionate Action

• Implement the best practices in empathy-focused education that is meaningful to the audience and 

meets them “where they are”

• Make clear actionable steps that children and families CAN take to make a difference

• Provide positive reinforcement (important to partner with caregivers/family
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Take Away Questions:

If people mirror similarities between the self and other, and ultimately 
obtain the ability to draw much further connections across individuals, 
groups, physical distance, and time….how will you connect with your 
audience’s incoming perceptions in order to widen their circles of 
empathy? 

How might perspective taking exercises enhance your program’s wildlife 
conservation objectives? 



33

Questions?

JennieMW@gmail.com

mailto:W@gmail.com
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(Wamouth, 2017)
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From Empathy to Action

Pro-Conservation 

Behaviors

(Peters, D., & Calvo, R.A., 2014) 


