
Three Degrees of Separation: Gender Differences in Emotional Reactions  

Kelly Laliberty, Nina Franza, Dominique Treboux & Paul Ginnetty, St. Joseph’s College, New York 

Abstract 
 
This research investigated the effects of the distance of the narrator from an event on 
participants’ emotional responses, including personal emotions, empathy and sympathy. 
Participants read a narrative which described the story of a car accident and resultant death 
of a young man.  Three  conditions were used  reflecting different  types of narratives  in  that  
the narrator had a different relationship to the victim: (1) close relationship (2) distant 
relationship and (3) no relationship. Narratives were randomly assigned to 170 participants. 
After reading the assigned narrative, participants rated their emotional reactions (“The story 
makes me feel…”), feelings of empathy (“I think the family feels…”), and feelings of sympathy 
(“I feel…for the family”).  Results indicated that females reported higher personal emotions 
than males across all three conditions. There were no gender differences in levels of empathy 
and sympathy in the close and distant relationships; however, females reported significantly 
higher levels of empathy and sympathy when there was no relationship of the narrator to the 
victim. 

Introduction 

Method 

Measures 
 

Narrative Perspective 
 

Adapted dramatic perspective loss narrative (i.e., car accident) utilized by Habermas and Diel (2010) 

• Close Relationship: Narrated by the brother of the victim 

• Distant Relationship: Narrator tells the story told to him by his mother, who heard 
from her coworker about the coworker’s family member 

• No Relationship: Narrator tells the story that was seen on a news broadcast 

 

Descriptive Statistics on all Variables 

Conclusions 
 

Emotional Responses as a Function of Gender 

Variable  M  SD  Range 
Potential  

Range 
Actual  

α 

Personal Emotions 
 

15.27 5.08 4-28 4-28 .71 
 

Empathy 24.74 3.84 4-28 4-28 .76 

Sympathy 18.21 5.63 4-28 4-28 .62 

Experiences of Loss 2.98 1.65 0-∞  0-8 N/A 

Narration Types 

Close Relationship 
(n=59)  

 
Growing up, my older brother, John, and I 
had always been very close. Although we 
were barely a year and a half apart in age, 
we were very different. I was the more 
outgoing one, while my brother spent most 
of his time in front of a computer monitor. 
One night, a friend of his called the house 
and invited him to join a small group of 
guys who were heading off on a ski trip the 
following morning. John, as usual, passed 
on the opportunity and returned to his 
computer. But my mother pressed the 
issue, saying “It’s about time you did 
something other than just hanging around 
your room.” It took some convincing, but 
my brother finally called back his friend 
and agreed to go along on the trip. The 
weather channel had said it was supposed 
to snow that night, but that conditions 
would clear up by the morning. The next 
day my parents and I waved goodbye to 
them and then went about our daily 
routine. That night during dinner, the 
phone in the den rang. No sooner had my 
mother answered than I heard her gasp and 
call out my brother’s name. That was 
followed by a crashing sound. My father 
and I ran in to see what had happened. My 
mother was sobbing and had collapsed to 
the floor.  The phone lay at her side. We 
couldn’t make out what she was trying to 
say but could tell that something terrible 
had happened. My father picked up the 
receiver and tried to make sense of the 
words of the policeman who was on the 
other end of the line. Despite the initial 
encouraging forecast, the weather had 
turned real bad up there because of some 
intense lake-effect snow. The car John was 
riding in had hit a patch of ice, spun out of 
control and careened into a tree.  All four of 
the occupants were pronounced dead upon 
arrival at the local hospital.   
 

Distant Relationship 
(n=60) 

 

Yesterday, my mother came home from work 
and insisted on telling me a story about her 
coworker’s daughter’s cousin. The cousin, Ryan, 
had a brother named John. Growing up, Ryan 
and John had always been very close. Although 
they were barely a year and a half apart in age, 
they were very different. While Ryan was more 
outgoing, John spent most of his time in front a 
computer monitor. It seems that one night, 
John’s friend called the house and invited him to 
join a small group of guys who were heading off 
on a skip trip the following morning. John, as 
was his usual tendency, initially passed on the 
opportunity. But his mother was able to 
convince him that it was about time he did 
something other than just hanging around his 
room. So John finally called back his friend and 
agreed to go along on the trip. The weather 
channel has said it was supposed to snow that 
night, but that conditions would clear up by the 
morning. That next day John’s parents and 
brother Ryan waved goodbye and then went 
about their daily routine. That night during 
dinner, the phone in the den rang. The mother 
answered the phone, whereupon Ryan and his 
father heard her gasp and call out John’s name. 
That was followed by a crashing sound. The two 
of them ran in to see what had happened. The 
woman was sobbing and had collapsed on the 
floor. The phone lay at her side. Ryan and his 
father couldn’t make out what she was trying to 
say but could tell that something terrible had 
happened. The father picked up the receiver and 
tried to make sense of the words of the 
policeman who has on the other end of the line. 
Despite the initial encouraging forecast, the 
weather had turned real bad up there because of 
some intense lake-effect snow. The car John was 
riding in had hit a patch of ice, spun out of 
control and careened into a tree. All four of the 
occupants were pronounced dead upon arrival 
at the local hospital.  

 

No Relationship 
(n=57) 

 
I find that watching television is a good way to 
decompress after a long stressful day at the 
office. I usually catch the 6 o’clock news right 
after I get home from work. Last night there was 
this story about this young guy named John and 
three of his friends who had set out on a ski trip 
over the weekend. The reporter gave a little of the 
family background. It seems that John and his 
sibling Ryan had always been very close. 
Although they were barely a year and a half apart 
in age, they were very different. While Ryan was 
more outgoing, John spent most of his time in 
front a computer monitor. One night, John’s friend 
called the house and invited him to join a small 
group of guys who were heading off on a skip trip 
the following morning. John, as was his usual 
tendency, passed on the opportunity. But his 
mother was able to convince him that it was 
about time he did something other than just 
hanging around his room. So he finally called 
back his friend and agreed to go along on the trip. 
The weather channel has said it was supposed to 
snow that night, but that conditions would clear 
up by the morning. The next day John’s parents 
and brother Ryan waved goodbye and then went 
about their daily routine. That night during 
dinner, the phone in the den rang. The mother 
answered the phone, whereupon Ryan and their 
father heard her gasp and call out John’s name. 
That was followed by a crashing sound. The two 
men ran in to see what had happened. The 
woman was sobbing and had collapsed on the 
floor. The phone lay at her side. Ryan and the 
father couldn’t make out what she was trying to 
say but could tell that something terrible had 
happened. The father picked up the receiver and 
tried to make sense of the words of the policeman 
who was on the other end of the line. Despite the 
initial encouraging forecast, the weather had 
turned real bad up there because of some intense 
lake-effect snow. The car John was riding in had 
hit a patch of ice, spun out of control and 
careened into a tree. All four of the occupants 
were pronounced dead upon arrival at the local 
hospital.  

 Empathy has been conceptualized as having cognitive and affective components (Davis, 
1994).  Cognitive empathy is the ability to understand the thoughts and feelings of others (Zaki, 
Bolger & Oschner, 2008).  Sympathy is defined as sharing emotions that are expressed by others 
(Lee, 2005).  Empathy has been related to helping behaviors and the larger domain of altruism 
(Mikulincer, Shaver, Gillath & Nitzberg, 2005).  
 

 Research suggests that the narrator of a story may be influential in eliciting reactions.  
Habermas and Diel (2010) examined the emotional impact of loss in narratives. They contrasted 
elaborate, dramatic and impersonal narrative perspectives across different loss events: loss of a 
grandmother, a dog and a brother. The authors found that the severity of an event (i.e., loss of a 
brother) was the most important factor in determining the strength of an emotional reaction.  
They further found that the elaborate and dramatic perspectives elicited the highest emotional 
responses.  
 

  Consistent with other research findings of gender differences in empathy (Kessler & 
McLeod, 1984; Konrath, Edward. O'Brien & Hsing, 2010; Rueckert, Branch & Doan, 2011), 
Habermas and Diel (2010) found that females were higher in sympathetic responses than males.  
However, genders did not differ in emotional reactions to narratives.   Some research suggests that 
negative life events have a stronger emotional impact on females than males (Kessler & McLeod, 
1984). Rueckert, et. al., (2011) found that women reported higher levels of emotion when 
responding to hypothetical events toward themselves and others. Moreover, levels of empathy in 
females were more affected by the relationship to the person experiencing the event than males. 
These findings suggest differences in emotional responses to narratives as a function of gender. In 
other words, gender may moderate the relationship between type of narrator (i.e., stranger, family 
member, friend) and emotional responses to stories. 
 

 The purpose of our study was to examine the moderating effect of gender on the 
relationship between type of narrator (i.e., first person, second person, and very distant) and 
emotional responses (i.e. emotional reaction, sympathy and empathy).   
 

  It was hypothesized that overall females would report higher levels of personal emotion, 
sympathy, and empathy than males. In addition, it was hypothesized that females would report 
higher levels of emotional reactions than males when the narrator was more closely related to the 
victim than when the narrator was very distant from the victim.  

o Results indicated that over all conditions participants were high in 
personal emotions, empathy, and sympathy. 
 

o However, participants reported higher levels of  empathy than 
personal emotion and sympathy.  In other words, participants were 
better able to understand emotions rather than feel them. 
 

o A number of gender differences emerged.  
 

• Females reported higher levels of personal emotions across all 
three conditions than males. 

 

• There were no differences in empathetic and sympathetic 
responses between males and females in the close and distant 
conditions; however, males reported significantly lower levels of 
empathy and sympathy in the no relationship condition.  

 

• These findings suggest that males and females report similarly 
in terms of empathy and sympathy when reacting to events 
dealing with close and distant relationships, but when there is 
no relationship and the narrator is completely removed from 
the victim, males report significantly lower levels of empathy 
and sympathy than females. 

 
o Findings are consistent with previous research in that gender is a 

meaningful variable with regard to understanding empathetic 
emotions.   
 

o Future research should investigate why there is a differences 
between males’ and females’ responses to stories in which the 
narrator has no relationship to the victim (e.g., news stories). 

 
A 2 (Between; Gender: Male, female) by 3 (Between; Type of Narration: 
Close, distant, no relationship) by 3 (Within; Type of Emotion: Personal 
emotions, sympathy, empathy) ANOVA indicated:  
 

• Interaction Effect: F(2,159)=3.03 p=.05 
• η2=.04 

Participants 

•170 undergraduate students from a small private college.   

• 62.5% Female (n=110)   

•75% Caucasian (n=132);  12.5% Hispanic (n=22) 

• Average age 21.6, SD = 3.76 

Personal Emotion (i.e., “The story makes me feel…”) 

• 7 point Likert-type scale indicating ratings on feeling upset, fearful, angry, fortunate 

Empathy  (i.e., “I think the family feels…”) 

• 7 point Likert-type scale indicating ratings on feeling upset, fearful, angry, fortunate 

Sympathy  (i.e., “I feel…for the family”) 

• 7 point Likert-type scale indicating ratings on feeling upset, fearful, angry, fortunate 

Experiences of Loss 

• Using a checklist, participants were asked about experiences of loss including loss 
of parents, siblings, grandparents, friends. peers, parents of a friend, or other. The 
total number of losses was computed. 

 

Emotion 

Sympathy Empathy 
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