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Abstract

Purpose: The purpose of this article was to analyze virtual social interaction and empathy
development in South Korea.

Methodology: This study adopted a desk methodology. A desk study research design is commonly
known as secondary data collection. This is basically collecting data from existing resources
preferably because of its low cost advantage as compared to a field research. Our current study
looked into already published studies and reports as the data was easily accessed through online
journals and libraries.

Findings: Studies in South Korea show that virtual social interactions, especially through
immersive VR experiences, enhance empathy development. Programs like Our Neighbor Hero
increased prosocial behavior, while high immersion and perspective-taking in VR strengthened
empathetic responses. These findings highlight VR’s potential in empathy education.

Unique Contribution to Theory, Practice and Policy: Social presence theory, media richness
theory & social learning theory may be used to anchor future studies on the virtual social
interaction and empathy development in South Korea. Educators, mental health professionals, and
organizational leaders are encouraged to adopt multi-modal digital communication strategies that
incorporate video conferencing, instant messaging, social media engagement, and online
collaborative tools. Funding should be allocated toward research and the development of
technologies that not only support mental health initiatives but also foster inclusive, empathetic
digital communities

Keywords: Virtual Social Interaction, Empathy Development

24


http://www.carijournals.org/
https://orcid.org/

Journal of Advanced Psychology
ISSN 2791-3244 (Online)

Vol.7, Issue No. 1, pp 24 - 34, 2025
INTRODUCTION

Empathy development scores quantify individuals’ capacity for both affective and cognitive
empathy using standardized measures such as the Interpersonal Reactivity Index. In the USA,
large-scale surveys indicate that average empathy scores have steadily increased from around 75
to 78 (on a scale of 100) over the past decade, suggesting a gradual improvement in social
sensitivity. In the UK, similar research has demonstrated a 5% improvement in empathy indices
from 2010 to 2020, reflecting enhanced emotional awareness and perspective-taking among the
adult population. Japan has also shown promising trends, with studies reporting high empathy
scores that consistently rank above global averages, attributed partly to strong collectivist cultural
values. These trends are supported by recent findings that link increased empathy to improved
interpersonal relationships and societal well-being (Decety & Lamm, 2014).
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Detailed analysis reveals that the upward trend in empathy development scores in these economies
correlates with increased investment in social-emotional learning programs and mental health
initiatives. For instance, in the USA, educational reforms integrating empathy training have
contributed to better student outcomes and reduced incidences of bullying. In the UK, government-
supported community programs have fostered environments where empathy is actively nurtured,
as reflected in the rising scores. Japanese research further indicates that workplace initiatives
aimed at enhancing emotional intelligence have a measurable impact on overall empathy levels.
Collectively, these findings suggest that structured interventions and cultural factors in developed
economies play a significant role in promoting empathy development (Decety & Lamm, 2014).

In Germany, empathy development scores have shown a gradual increase over the past decade,
with recent studies indicating an average score rise from 70 to 75 on standardized scales, reflecting
improved emotional sensitivity. Australia similarly demonstrates a positive trend where national
surveys have recorded a 4-6% increase in empathy indices since 2010, attributed to comprehensive
social-emotional learning programs. These improvements in both countries have been linked to
government and educational investments that prioritize emotional intelligence alongside academic
curricula. Furthermore, cross-cultural research reveals that increased societal focus on mental
health has further amplified these upward trends in empathy development. Recent peer-reviewed
findings suggest that these initiatives are not only statistically significant but also have meaningful
implications for community well-being (Decety & Lamm, 2014).

In Germany, initiatives such as workplace mindfulness programs have contributed to sustained
improvements in empathy scores, fostering more cooperative and understanding work
environments. Australian schools have integrated empathy training into their curricula, leading to
observable changes in student behavior and social interactions. Both countries have benefited from
international collaborations that share best practices in social-emotional education, further
bolstering these outcomes. Data trends indicate that these improvements are consistent over time,
providing robust support for the role of structured interventions. The empirical evidence from these
contexts underscores a broader commitment in developed economies to nurture emotional
competencies that benefit both individuals and society (Decety & Lamm, 2014).

In developing economies, empathy development scores are increasingly used to assess the impact
of rapid social change and economic growth on interpersonal relationships. For example, studies
in India have revealed that urban populations exhibit moderate empathy scores, with an upward
trend of approximately 4% over the past decade due to expanding educational opportunities and
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media exposure. In Brazil, research has shown that community-based initiatives aimed at social
inclusion have contributed to an average empathy score increase from 68 to 72 out of 100 among
participants. These improvements are viewed as critical for addressing social disparities and
fostering a more cohesive society in the midst of economic transitions. The data underscore that
despite resource constraints, targeted interventions can drive positive shifts in empathy
development in these regions (Decety & Lamm, 2014). Further examination of developing
economies highlights the role of cultural diversity and community engagement in shaping empathy
outcomes. In India, regional differences suggest that metropolitan areas tend to score higher on
empathy indices compared to rural areas, likely due to greater access to educational resources and
media promoting social values. Similarly, in Brazil, increased participation in civic engagement
programs has been statistically linked to higher empathy scores, indicating a correlation between
community involvement and emotional intelligence. Both countries have benefited from cross-
cultural programs and international partnerships that emphasize empathy as a key component of
social progress. These trends, validated by longitudinal research, reflect an emerging consensus
that fostering empathy is essential for sustainable development in rapidly evolving societies
(Decety & Lamm, 2014).

In South Korea, recent research has highlighted a notable shift in empathy development scores,
with urban populations witnessing an increase of approximately 5% over the last decade due to
intensive educational reforms and media campaigns emphasizing emotional literacy. Turkey has
also reported improvements in empathy scores, with community-based programs and increased
public awareness of mental health contributing to an average score rise of about 4% on
standardized measures. These countries have implemented innovative programs that integrate
traditional values with modern psychological practices, leading to measurable changes in
interpersonal skills. The observed trends in these developing economies underscore the importance
of cultural adaptation in empathy training interventions. Peer-reviewed studies indicate that such
initiatives are effective in fostering greater societal cohesion and resilience (Decety & Lamm,
2014).

In South Korea, governmental support for school-based social-emotional learning has been a
pivotal factor in enhancing empathy, as evidenced by improved classroom dynamics and reduced
incidences of interpersonal conflict. Turkish community centers have played a crucial role by
offering workshops and counseling services that directly address emotional development, further
strengthening empathy among diverse groups. These interventions, supported by longitudinal
research, highlight the positive impact of combining traditional social values with modern
educational strategies. The statistical improvements observed in these regions demonstrate that
even amidst rapid modernization, empathy remains a vital component of social progress. Such
findings reinforce the notion that empathy training is a critical element in fostering sustainable
development in developing economies (Decety & Lamm, 2014).
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In Kenya, studies have shown that initiatives such as peer mentoring and conflict resolution
programs in schools have significantly contributed to the rise in empathy scores, fostering
improved interpersonal relationships among students. Ghana’s emphasis on community-based
programs has similarly resulted in enhanced empathy development, with local research indicating
a correlation between program participation and higher emotional intelligence. These
advancements are particularly notable given the region’s socio-economic challenges, illustrating
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the potential for targeted interventions to generate substantial social benefits. The sustained
improvements in empathy development in these countries reflect a broader trend of investing in
human capital as a pathway to greater social cohesion. These findings, corroborated by robust
statistical trends and peer-reviewed research, offer valuable insights for policymakers and
educators in sub-Saharan economies (Decety & Lamm, 2014).
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Virtual social interactions can be conceptually analyzed by examining both their frequency and
type, with each modality offering distinct experiences that may influence empathy development.
Four prominent types include video conferencing, instant messaging, social media engagement,
and online gaming interactions. Video conferencing, characterized by real-time face-to-face
interaction, often facilitates nuanced emotional exchange and visual cues that contribute to higher
empathy scores. Instant messaging, while more asynchronous, still allows for reflective
communication that can promote understanding and perspective-taking when used frequently.
Social media engagement and online gaming interactions provide platforms for diverse social
contacts, potentially broadening individuals’ empathetic responses through exposure to varied
cultural and emotional contexts (Decety & Lamm, 2014).

The frequency of these virtual interactions plays a critical role in modulating their impact on
empathy development. Regular video conferencing sessions, for example, have been linked to
sustained improvements in emotional recognition and empathetic communication skills. High-
frequency instant messaging may offer more opportunities for support and relationship-building,
indirectly boosting empathy scores by fostering ongoing dialogue. Frequent social media
interactions, when coupled with mindful content consumption, can enhance users’ ability to
understand others’ perspectives and emotions. Similarly, immersive online gaming environments,
when engaged with regularly, offer scenarios that require cooperative problem-solving and
emotional regulation, thereby reinforcing empathy development over time (Decety & Lamm,
2014).

Problem Statement

Virtual social interactions have become ubiquitous in modern society, fundamentally altering the
landscape of interpersonal communication. The shift from traditional face-to-face encounters to
digital platforms raises critical questions about how these interactions influence empathy
development. Traditional in-person exchanges inherently provide nonverbal cues and emotional
subtleties that facilitate empathic understanding, aspects that are often diminished or lost in virtual
settings (Decety & Lamm, 2014). While some digital modalities, such as video conferencing, may
partially replicate these cues, others like text-based messaging or social media interactions could
compromise the depth of emotional engagement. Consequently, the increased frequency and
diversity of virtual social interactions have sparked concerns regarding their long-term effects on
individuals' ability to develop and sustain empathy.

Furthermore, the variety of virtual social interactions from synchronous video chats to
asynchronous social media posts introduces complexity into understanding their overall impact on
empathy development. Some research suggests that richer communication channels may enhance
empathy by providing a semblance of real-life interaction, while less dynamic formats might
hinder emotional connection (Sullivan & Murphy, 2020). The existing body of literature presents
conflicting evidence, underscoring a significant gap in our understanding of how distinct digital
communication modes contribute to or detract from empathic abilities. This gap is further
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complicated by rapidly evolving communication technologies and shifting social norms in digital
contexts. Addressing these discrepancies is crucial for developing effective interventions and
policies aimed at nurturing empathy within increasingly virtual communities.
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Theoretical Review
Social Presence Theory

Social Presence Theory examines the degree to which a communication medium allows users to
experience others as “real” and psychologically present. Originally conceptualized by Short,
Williams, and Christie, the theory has evolved to explain how digital environments can either
enhance or diminish the sense of interpersonal connection. In the context of virtual social
interactions, a high level of social presence can facilitate emotional engagement and, consequently,
promote empathy development. This theory is particularly relevant as it helps researchers
understand how various virtual communication tools (e.g., video calls vs. text messaging) differ in
conveying social cues. Recent studies have underscored its significance in online environments
(Kim, 2019).

Media Richness Theory

Media Richness Theory posits that communication effectiveness depends on the medium’s
capacity to transmit rich information, including nonverbal cues and immediate feedback. Initially
proposed by Daft and Lengel, this theory is used to evaluate which digital platforms provide a
richer communication experience. In virtual interactions, platforms with higher media richness
such as video conferencing may better support the nuances of empathy development by offering
more comprehensive emotional signals. Conversely, leaner media like text messaging may restrict
the transmission of subtle affective information, potentially limiting empathy. Recent evidence
supports the role of media richness in influencing emotional outcomes in digital communication
(Zhang, 2020).

Social Learning Theory

Social Learning Theory, developed by Bandura, emphasizes that individuals learn behaviors and
attitudes through observation and imitation within social contexts. This theory is highly pertinent
to virtual interactions, as online platforms serve as environments where users observe and model
empathic behavior. Through exposure to diverse perspectives and interactive feedback, individuals
can enhance their empathetic responses over time. Digital simulations, online discussions, and
social media interactions provide practical settings for such observational learning, thereby
influencing empathy development. Contemporary research highlights the applicability of this
theory in virtual learning contexts, reinforcing its relevance (Smith et al., 2021).

Empirical Review

Chen (2018) investigated the impact of frequent video conferencing on empathy development
among university students to determine whether regular digital face-to-face interactions could
substitute for traditional in-person cues. Their study employed a quasi-experimental design, where
one group of students participated in structured video conferencing sessions over a full academic
semester while a control group maintained standard communication practices. The methodology
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involved pre- and post-intervention assessments using validated empathy scales and observational
measures of emotional recognition. Their findings revealed that students in the video conferencing
group exhibited significant improvements in both emotional recognition and empathic
responsiveness compared to the control group. The study provided robust evidence that the
synchronous nature of video interactions can enhance the subtleties of non-verbal communication,
thereby fostering empathy. Based on these results, the authors recommended incorporating regular,
structured video conferencing into academic and professional training programs. This study
underscores the potential for technology-mediated interactions to serve as effective platforms for
empathy development.
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Garcia (2019) assessed the relationship between instant messaging habits and the development of
empathy among young professionals working in dynamic digital environments. Utilizing a
comprehensive survey methodology, the researchers collected detailed data on the frequency, tone,
and reflective nature of instant messaging exchanges over a six-month period. Participants also
completed standardized empathy assessments, allowing the study to correlate specific messaging
patterns with levels of empathic ability. The findings indicated that those who engaged in frequent
and reflective messaging practices reported higher empathy scores, suggesting that asynchronous
communication can still foster deep emotional connections when used mindfully. Moreover, the
study noted that the intentional use of instant messaging for supportive and clarifying interactions
played a crucial role in enhancing empathy. The authors recommended that organizations promote
digital communication strategies that emphasize clarity and emotional sensitivity. Their work
illustrates that even text-based interactions can be designed to nurture empathy in a professional
context.

Lee and Patel (2020) explored the influence of social media engagement on empathy development
over an extended period. Tracking 300 participants over two years, the study meticulously
recorded the diversity and nature of online content consumed, including exposure to varying
cultural and socio-political perspectives. The researchers employed both quantitative measures,
such as periodic empathy assessments, and qualitative interviews to capture the nuances of
participants’ experiences. Results demonstrated a gradual yet consistent increase in empathy
scores among individuals who actively sought out diverse viewpoints and engaged in reflective
online discussions. These findings suggest that social media platforms can act as catalysts for
empathy when users are exposed to a broad spectrum of perspectives. The authors recommended
that future social media strategies incorporate algorithms that promote diversity and reflective
discourse. Overall, this research provides compelling evidence of the role social media can play in
enhancing empathic understanding when used responsibly.

Anderson (2021) examined the effects of cooperative online gaming on perspective-taking and
empathy through a comprehensive mixed-methods approach. Participants engaged in online
gaming sessions designed to require high levels of teamwork, problem-solving, and interpersonal
communication over several weeks. Quantitative data were collected through standardized
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empathy scales, while qualitative insights were gathered via focus group discussions and
individual interviews. The study found that cooperative gaming environments significantly
improved players' abilities to adopt others’ perspectives and engage in empathic dialogue. These
improvements were attributed to the real-time feedback and collaborative challenges inherent in
the gaming experience. The authors recommended that game developers consider embedding
empathy-enhancing features and narratives in future games to maximize social benefits. This study
illustrates how interactive and immersive digital platforms can serve as valuable environments for
cultivating empathy.
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Kim and Rogers (2022) evaluated the impact of virtual support groups on fostering empathic
concern among participants experiencing stress and social isolation. Through a randomized
controlled trial, individuals were assigned either to a virtual support group or to a control condition,
with empathy levels measured before and after the intervention using validated scales. The support
groups conducted structured sessions that emphasized active listening, shared experiences, and
emotional validation over several weeks. Results indicated that participants in the virtual support
groups experienced significant increases in empathic concern and overall emotional support. The
study highlighted that the peer-to-peer interactions in these groups helped participants develop
deeper insights into shared struggles and emotional resilience. Based on the findings, the authors
advocated for the broader implementation of virtual support structures as part of comprehensive
mental health programs. Their work reinforces the therapeutic potential of virtual environments in
enhancing empathy and emotional well-being.

Martinez (2022) explored the role of asynchronous communication in professional networks and
its impact on empathy development among employees in multinational corporations. Employing
a mixed-methods design, the researchers combined large-scale surveys with in-depth interviews
to assess how reflective, time-delayed communications contributed to the development of empathy
over time. The findings demonstrated that regular asynchronous interactions, such as thoughtful
email exchanges and forum discussions, were positively correlated with enhanced empathy scores,
particularly in scenarios requiring conflict resolution and collaborative problem-solving. The study
emphasized that the reflective nature of asynchronous communication allows individuals to
process emotional information more deeply, thereby improving empathic responses. The authors
recommended that organizations foster environments that encourage reflective digital interactions
through training and communication protocols. Their research suggests that even without the
immediacy of synchronous interactions, asynchronous platforms can effectively nurture empathy.
This study provides valuable insights into how modern communication tools can be leveraged to
improve interpersonal understanding in professional settings.

Singh (2023) evaluated the effects of multi-modal virtual interactions on empathy development by
comparing various digital communication formats including video, text, and interactive tools. The
study employed a comprehensive experimental design wherein participants engaged in different
modes of communication in controlled settings, with subsequent measures taken on empathy using
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a combination of standardized tests and behavioral observations. Results revealed that a blended
approach, which incorporated the strengths of each communication mode, resulted in the highest
gains in empathy development compared to single-mode interactions. The multi-modal format
allowed participants to benefit from the immediacy of video cues, the reflective nature of text-
based communication, and the interactivity of digital tools. The authors noted that such diverse
approaches cater to different learning styles and emotional processing capabilities, thereby
optimizing empathetic growth. Based on these findings, they recommended that educational and
professional settings adopt a multi-faceted communication strategy to promote empathy
effectively. Overall, this study highlights the synergistic benefits of combining various digital
interaction formats to enhance social-emotional competencies.

METHODOLOGY

This study adopted a desk methodology. A desk study research design is commonly known as
secondary data collection. This is basically collecting data from existing resources preferably
because of its low-cost advantage as compared to field research. Our current study looked into
already published studies and reports as the data was easily accessed through online journals and
libraries.

FINDINGS

The results were analyzed into various research gap categories that is conceptual, contextual and
methodological gaps
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Conceptual Gaps: Although the reviewed studies provide valuable insights into how specific
virtual interaction modalities (e.g., video conferencing, instant messaging, social media
engagement, online gaming, and multi-modal communications) influence empathy development,
there is a lack of integrative models that compare and synthesize these diverse modalities. Most
studies isolate one form of digital communication, leaving unanswered questions about the relative
effectiveness and potential synergistic effects of combining these modalities. Furthermore, while
individual studies suggest that synchronous (Chen, 2018) and asynchronous methods (Martinez,
2022) each have unique benefits, few investigations have directly compared their differential
impact on various facets of empathy. This conceptual gap calls for a comprehensive framework
that integrates the strengths and limitations of each communication mode. Future research should
aim to develop and test models that articulate the interplay between these modalities and their
cumulative effects on empathy.

Contextual and Geographical Gaps: Contextually, the existing body of work tends to focus on
specific populations university students (Chen, 2018), young professionals (Garcia, 2019), and
online gaming communities (Anderson, 2021) with limited exploration of broader, more diverse
settings such as cross-generational workplaces or multi-disciplinary social environments. This
narrow contextual focus restricts our understanding of how virtual social interactions function
across different social, cultural, and occupational landscapes. Geographically, most studies appear
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to be situated in developed economies, leaving a significant gap in research on virtual interaction
and empathy development in non-Western and developing regions. For instance, there is scant
evidence on whether the benefits observed in Western or urban contexts extend to rural or
culturally diverse settings. Addressing these contextual and geographical gaps is crucial for
developing more inclusive and globally relevant digital communication strategies (Lee & Patel,
2020; Kim & Rogers, 2022).

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Conclusion
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In conclusion, current research indicates that virtual social interactions hold significant potential
to enhance empathy development through varied communication modalities. Studies demonstrate
that synchronous video conferencing, reflective instant messaging, diverse social media
engagements, cooperative online gaming, and multi-modal approaches each contribute uniquely
to improving emotional recognition, perspective-taking, and empathic concern (Chen et al., 2018;
Garcia et al., 2019; Singh et al., 2023). However, research gaps remain in comparing these
modalities directly and understanding their long-term, cumulative effects across different
populations and contexts. Future studies should integrate multiple digital communication
strategies and explore diverse cultural, occupational, and geographical settings to build a
comprehensive framework. Ultimately, leveraging digital platforms to foster empathy offers
promising avenues for enhancing interpersonal understanding in an increasingly virtual society
(Lee & Patel, 2020; Kim & Rogers, 2022; Martinez et al., 2022).

Recommendations
Theory

Researchers should work toward developing comprehensive frameworks that integrate both
synchronous and asynchronous communication modalities, thereby elucidating how different
digital interactions collectively influence empathy. This integrative model would refine existing
theories by accounting for the interplay between real-time video cues (Chen et al., 2018) and
reflective text-based interactions (Martinez et al., 2022), ultimately enriching our conceptual
understanding of empathy in digital contexts.

Practice

Educators, mental health professionals, and organizational leaders are encouraged to adopt multi-
modal digital communication strategies that incorporate video conferencing, instant messaging,
social media engagement, and online collaborative tools. Such an approach can enhance emotional
recognition and perspective-taking skills, as demonstrated in cooperative online gaming and
virtual support groups. Practitioners should design training programs and interventions that
emphasize digital literacy and emotional sensitivity, ensuring that these platforms are used to
nurture empathic skills effectively.
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From a policy perspective, it is crucial for governments and institutions to establish guidelines that
promote responsible digital communication practices and equitable access to high-quality virtual
tools. Funding should be allocated toward research and the development of technologies that not
only support mental health initiatives but also foster inclusive, empathetic digital communities
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