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Abstract 
 

The current study examined the relative contributions of attachment and 
socialization as predictors of empathy, volunteering and motivations for 
volunteering (i.e., self-enhancement, altruistic, social, religious). Established 
self-report measures were administered to 144 college students. Females 
reported greater empathy, more general parental socialization efforts, and 
altruistic volunteer motives than males. For males, parental socialization 
practices emerged as the strongest predictor of empathic concern and 
attachment to mother predicted perspective taking. For females, attachment 
to mother was the strongest predictor of empathic concern. Parental 
socialization practices and attachment were not related to volunteering 
behaviors or motives. Results of this study suggest that there are different 
influences on the development of empathy for males and females.   
 

Measures 
 
Parenting Variables 
 
 Parent Attachment 
 
Parent Subscale of the Inventory of Parent Attachment  (IPPA; Armsden & Greenberg, 1987) 
•50-item 5-point Likert-type scale rated from 1 (Almost Never or Never True) to (Almost Always of Always True). 
• Assesses 3 attachment dimensions of relationships with mothers and fathers: trust, communication and alienation/anger 
(reversed scored). 
 

• Sample items: I feel angry with my mother, I don’t get much attention from my father.  
 

 Parental Socialization Practices 
 
A modified version of the Prosocial Practices Measure (PPM; Carlo, McGinley, Hayes, Batenhorst, & Wilkinson, 2007) was used 
to assess dimensions of socialization practices related to involvement benefiting others.  
•23-item-Likert-type scale rated from 1 (Did not describe your parents well) to 5 (Described your parents very well).  
 

•Sample item: Your parents signed you up to participate in fundraising activities for charity.  
 

•Religious Emphasis Scale  (RES; Altemeyer, 1988) 
• 4-items directly referencing the socialization of religion were rated from 0 (no emphasis was placed on the behavior) to 5 (a 
very strong emphasis was placed on the behavior).  
 

•Sample item: Taking part in religious youth groups. 
 
Prosocial Orientation: 
 
Interpersonal Reactivity Index  (IRI; Davis, M. H., 1983) was used to assess empathic concern and perspective taking. 
•    14-item 5-point Likert scale rated from 1 (does not describe me well) to 5 (describes me very well).  
 

•Empathic Concern (7 items): Sample item: I often have tender, concerned feelings for people less fortunate than me.  
 

•Perspective Taking (7 items): Sample item: I believe that there are two sides to every question and try to look at them both. 
 

Survey of Personal and Social Development  (Jessor, R., Costa, F., & Turbin, M., 2003) 
• Participation in volunteering activities were rated from 1 (none) to 6 (more than 15 hours a week).   

 
• Volunteering (1 item): Sample item: Doing volunteer work? 
 

Volunteer Motivation Inventory (VMI; Clary, Snyder & Ridge, 1992). 
• 46-item 5-point Likert-type scale rated from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree). 
• The 12 motives for volunteering were combined into smaller categories (Self-Enhancement, Altruistic, Religious, and Social). 

 
• Altruistic (23 items): Sample item: I volunteer because I feel compassion toward people in need.  
• Self-Enhancement (18 items): Sample item: I volunteer because volunteering helps me work through my own personal 

problems. 
• Social (9 items): Sample item: The social opportunities provided by the agency are important to me.  
• Religious (1 item): Sample item: I volunteer because volunteering fits in with my religious beliefs.  
 

Introduction 

Method 
Participants 

• 144 undergraduate students (55 males and 89 females) 
from a small private suburban commuter college.  

•Average age : 20 years, SD=1.53 

•88% Caucasian (n=127) 

• Year in college 

•7.6% freshman (n=11) 

•27.1% sophomore (n=39) 

•52.1% juniors (n=75) 

•13.1% seniors (n=19) 

•92% (n=133) living with family  

Results 
Descriptive statistics: Means, Standard Deviations, Alpha Coefficients and Skewness 

Variable n M SD  α Range 
 

Potential 

Range 
 

Actual 

Skew 

Parenting Variables       

 Attachment 

 Mother 141  100.92  17.76  .95 25-125 46-125  -.99 

 Father  136  92.47  21.71  .95 25-125 27-125  -.65 

 Socialization         

 Religious Emphasis 144  9.38  6.41  .94 0-24 0-20   .06 

 General Practices 138  76.70a  18.30  .93 23-115 23-115  -.35 

Prosocial Orientation       

 Empathic Concern 142   21.35a  4.51  .82 0-35 8-28  -.42 

 Perspective Taking 143  17.95  5.37  .82 0-35 1-28  -.28 

 Volunteering Weekly  132  1.84  1.10 n/a 1-6 1-6   1.45 

Motives for Volunteering     

 Altruistic 84  53.04a  8.13  .89 13-65 29-65  -.44 

 Self-Enhancement 79  77.63  15.77  .91 23-115 34-112  -.23 

 Social 83  27.72  8.60  .90 9-45 9-45  -.05 

 Religious  89  2.90  1.43 n/a 1-5 1-5  -.04  

Conclusions 

Summary of Correlations for Scores on the IPA, RES, PPM, IRI, Volunteering and VMI for Males (black 
font) and Females (maroon font).   

Empathy has been related to prosocial behavior including helping, volunteering, and cooperation (Batson, Fultz, 
Schoenrade & Paduano, 1987; Eisenberg, 2000; Eisenberg, Guthrie, Comberland, Murphy, Shepard, Zhou, & Carlo, 2002). 
There have been two central issues in research on empathy: (1) how empathy and prosocial behaviors are developed (i.e., 
through early interactions with others and/or through prosocial socialization) and (2) the relations between empathy and 
altruistic and volunteering behaviors. 
 
Attachment theory has argued that empathy develops within the early years of life. According to attachment theory, based 
on early attachment experiences each individual builds an internal working model and an understanding of the world and of 
him or herself in the context of the world. These internal models enable a person to anticipate and interpret another's 
behavior and plan an appropriate response (Bretherton, 2005).  These internal models would be expected to equip the 
individual with the ability to express empathic feelings and the capacity to understand another’s behavior. Research has 

supported the finding that experiences in parent-child relationships have been related to empathy (Britton and 
Fuendeling,2005; Eisenberg, 2000).  
 
In contrast, socialization theory would argue that parents actively shape their offspring’s values and ideologies through 

moral conversations, youth-group participation, and religious engagement (Hardy & Carlo, 2005). Research found that 
parents foster their children’s prosocial behavior by modeling helping and caring behaviors (Hastings, Utendale, & Sullivan, 
2007) as well as socializing their children through activities such as volunteering, religious engagement, and selfless 
activities (Einof, 2008).  
 
Attachment and parental socialization processes have been independently considered as contributing to the development 
of empathy and volunteering behaviors. The main purpose of this study was to explore the relative contributions of 
attachment and parental socialization procedures on empathy and volunteering. Although both processes have been 
studied independently, it is central to understand that, for example, a parent can be rejecting but insist on having his/her 
child attend religious services and participate in community service. One developmental process (i.e., attachment, 
socialization) can work independently of the other.  
 

Research Hypotheses 
It was hypothesized that empathy and volunteering would be predicted by relationships with parents and parental 
socialization procedures (i.e., moral conversations, youth-group participation, religious engagement). Specifically,   
 
1. Attachment to parents would best predict the emotional component of empathy.  
 
2. Parental socialization practices (i.e., religious, general) would be the best predictor of perspective taking and                                       
      volunteering. 
 
Because there are gender differences in empathy, correlates of attachment, and socialization practices, an additional goal of 
this study was to examine gender differences in the relative contribution of attachment and socialization practices on the 
development of empathy and volunteering. 
  

*p < 0.05 

 
• Results suggest that young adults perceived their mothers and fathers as supportive and trustworthy. Parents highly involved their 

children in various socialization activities (i.e., youth group participation, moral discussions). Parents placed low-moderate 
emphasis on practicing religion (i.e., reviewing religious teachings, discussing morals in religious terms) while their children were 
growing up.  
 

• The predominant motive for volunteering was for altruistic reasons.  
 

• For males, attachment to mother and father was related to general and religious socialization practices. For females, attachment to 
mother and father was solely related to general socialization practices.  

 
• Females reported feeling greater concern for others, tended to volunteer for more selfless reasons and reported their parents to be 

more actively involved in socializing empathy than males.  
 
•  Results suggest that there are unique influences on the development of empathy and volunteering for males and females.  
 

• For males, general parental socialization practices such as having moral conversations were related to emotional 
empathetic reactions whereas ratings of mothers as trustworthy and supportive were related to perspective taking  

 
• For females, parents’ socialization practices were not predictive of empathy, but perceived relationships  with mothers as 

warm and trustworthy were related to empathy.  
 

• Future research should examine the relative contributions of specific components of parental socialization practices (i.e., moral 
conversations, praise, youth group enrollment) to the development of empathy.  

 
• Finally, research needs to examine the influence of parental socialization and attachment in non-college populations.  

 

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

1.   Mother Attachment     _ .25* .17 .55* .34* .15 .07 .10 .06 .16 .09 

2.   Father Attachment .69*      _ .11 .47* .03 .17 -.07 -.18 -.12 .05 .19 

3.   Religious Emphasis .46* .29*    _ .39* .19 .02 .14 .27* .02 .26 .60* 

4.   Socialization Practices .64* .57* .42*   _ .24* .17 .15 .20 .07 .14 .30* 

5.   Empathic Concern .48* .30* .32*  .51*   _  .13 .27* .46* .31* .33* .03 

6.   Perspective Taking .51* .24 .40*  .47* .58* _ -.08 -.02 .12 .07 -.22 

7.   Volunteering .03 -.08 .15 -.00 .07 .16   _ .45* .38* .27 .28 

8.   Altruistic  .39*  .23 .32  .43* .51* .48* -.07   _ .74* .55* .26 

9.   Self-Enhancement  .21 .09 .20  .26 .39* .39*  .16 .78*     _ .70* .21 

10. Social  .46* .39* .31  .35 .45* .49*  .30 .66* .85*     _ .35* 

11. Religious  .59* .51* .67*  .64* .49* .42* -.18 .63* .47* .49*   _ 

                                                                 Empathic Concern                                                                    Perspective Taking  

Variable  B SE B β  95% CI  B SE B β  95% CI  

Mother Attachment   0.06  0.07   .20 [-0.72, 0.20]  0.15 0.07  .46* [0.01, 0.30] 

Father Attachment  -0.01  0.05  -.03 [-0.10, 0.08]  -0.06 0.05  -.23 [-0.16, 0.04] 

Socialization Practices   0.10  0.05  .38* [0.01, 0.19]   0.05 0.05   .19 [-0.05, 0.16] 

Religious Socialization    0.03  0.11  .04 [-0.19, 0.26]   0.11 0.12  .13 [-0.13, 0.36] 

R2  0.28 0.28 

F  4.40* 4.25* 

Males: Predicting Empathic Concern and Perspective Taking.   

                                                                 Empathic Concern                                                                    Perspective Taking  

Variable B SE B β  95% CI  B SE B β  95% CI  

Mother Attachment   0.07  0.03  .33* [0.01, 0.12]   0.02 0.04  .07 [-0.06, 0.10] 

Father Attachment  -0.02  0.02  -.10 [-0.06, 0.02]   0.02 0.03  .10 [-0.04, 0.09] 

Socialization Practices   0.01  0.03   .06 [-0.06, 0.08]   0.04 0.05  .11 [-0.07, 0.14] 

Religious Socialization    0.07  0.07   .13 [-0.06, 0.20]  -0.05 0.10 -.06 [-0.25, 0.15] 

R2  .15 0.05 

F  3.26* 0.86 

Females: Predicting Empathic Concern and Perspective Taking .   

aGender Differences: Empathic Concern (t (140) = -5.36, p=.000, η2= .41, 95% CI [-5.21, -2.40]); General Socialization Practices (t 
(136) = -2.43, p= .018, η2= .20, 95% CI [-13.92, -1.42]); and Altruistic Motives (t (82) = -3.56, p= .001, η2= .37, 95% CI [-9.62, -2.73]) 

44% 56% 

Volunteering Participation  
(at least 1 or 2 hours per week) 

Participation  

No 
Participation 

*p < 0.05 

*p < 0.05 


