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Fostering empathy in children through storytelling: A Protocol for Scoping Review

Introduction

Rationale

Social scientists and researchers all over the world agree that empathy is a vital and

advantageous trait during childhood development. This is primarily because, by fostering

empathy, people are able to regulate emotion, develop connections, and engage in prosocial and

altruistic behaviours. In children, empathy aids as far as making new friends, creating close, long

lasting emotional connections, preventing bullying or antisocial behaviours, and helping them

integrate better within their society. Storytelling has been shown on several occasions to be one

of the most effective means of promoting this trait especially among children. Indeed, no matter

the age, everyone seeks interaction and belonging, and storytelling creates this sense of

belonging. Stories have the power to engage, influence, teach and inspire listeners. (Peterson,

2017). Stories do more than create a sense of connection; they build familiarity, trust and allow

the listener to enter the story where they are, making them more open to learning (Boris, 2017).

There are four primary forms of storytelling; oral, visual, written and digital. As one of

the oldest storytelling forms, oral storytelling is passed on through spoken words. Members of

ancient societies would share stories by chanting, singing, reciting poetry, or reciting stories

verbatim. For instance, in ancient Greece, people often crowded around great storytellers like

Homer, who would create an emotional bond with his audience when he told them a tale of epic

battles and lost love. Similarly, for tens of thousands of years, humans have also told stories

visually, as the visual medium is a simple and straight-foward way of conveying ideas, messages

and stories. Ancient cave paintings, engraving and hieroglyphics depicting events, animals,



figures with human characteristics, are some of the ways people told visual stories for many

years. The ancient Egyptians, for example, used pictographic symbols to communicate

information and tell stories. Written storytelling on the flip side has been present for as long as

there have been written words. From ancient scrolls and scriptures such as the Torah, Bible and

Quran to modern texts such as novels, biography, newspapers and postcards, people steadily tell

stories through writing. Finally, digital storytelling, which is the most recent and versatile form

of storytelling, is the transmission of stories through several electronic means such as television,

internet, films and radios. Digitally, we can access a seemingly endless collection of captivating

stories from throughout the history of humanity with a simple click of the mouse.

These forms are not only ways of discussing important events across human societies, but

also means of entertainment and education (Molly, 2001; Lawrence & Paige, 2013). This is

fundamentally because when people listen to a good story, rich in detail, full of metaphor and

expressive of character, they tend to immerse and transport themselves into that same situation

(Peterson, 2017).

According to recently published studies, several notable mechanisms are behind people's

immersion with stories. However, the main theoretical explanation is that stories become more

engaging and absorbing to listeners through “narrative transportation,” a complex interaction

between language, text, and imagination which creates a strong state of cognitive and emotional

immersion that deeply engages the listener into the world of the story (Gerrig, 1993; Green &

Brock, 2000; Oatley, 2016; Irimiás, Mitev & Michalkó, 2021).

Van Laer, De Ruyter, Visconti & Wetzels (2014) define narrative transportation as the

extent to which a story plot activates a listener's imagination and empathy with the story

characters, which leads them to experience suspended reality during story reception. Story



listeners typically become transported through two main components: Imagination and empathy.

The imagination or mental imagery component suggests that the listeners generate vivid images

of a story plot, such that they feel as though they are experiencing the events themselves.

Empathy implies that the listener or story receiver tries to understand the experience of a story

character, that is, to know and feel their world in the same way.

By way of illustration, when immersed in a story, you start to experience the emotional

experience that the main characters or just the characters in general are experiencing. If they are

going through a very emotional moment and they experience a sense of loss, you experience that

sense of loss with them, which is why people cry when watching a movie or reading a

sentimental novel. What is also remarkably interesting about the immersive process, is that when

you leave the story world, the story is still felt and you carry that experience with you as a

memory or an experience that you have had which is now a part of you. Hence, narrative

transportations helps reframe personal experiences, broaden perspectives, deepen emotional

processing abilities, regulate self-models and emotional experiences, and significantly increase

empathy toward others (Bal & Veltkamp, 2013; Djikic, Oatley & Moldoveanu, 2013; Tamir,

Bricker, Dodell-Feder & Mitchell, 2016; Irimiás, et. al, 2021).

Empathy, which is a key predictor of human behaviour, fundamentally refers to being

capable of understanding or experiencing what another person is going through from their

perspective. It entails a shift from concern for self to concern for others, and develops alongside

gains in self-other differentiation, perspective taking, and emotion regulation (Knafo,

Zahn-Waxler, Van Hulle, Robinson & Rhee, 2008; Conte Ornaghi, Grazzani, Pepe & Cavioni,

2019). Empathy is a common emotional trait expressed by children, and it is primarily learnt

through perception and/or imagination of what they observe. Children are highly imaginative and

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.586862/full#B42
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their imagination serves as a fundamental building block for empathy. For instance, when

children engage in imaginative play, they imagine how someone else in such a situation would

feel, and they always want to play the role of the protagonist simply because they understand that

it is not fun to be unlikeable. Storytelling has this same imaginative effect on children. As

Cognitive Psychologists Johnson, Huffman and Jasper (2014) suggest, simply telling or listening

to a story, even if fictitious, can increase our empathy towards others we may have initially

viewed as being “outsiders”. By imagining themselves in someone else’s place, they are actively

and positively challenged to accommodate other people's feelings.

Empirical research has also shown that from a biologically standpoint, listening to a

captivating story triggers the secretion of the oxytocin in the brain. Oxytocin is a hormone

primarily responsible for emotions such as empathy and sympathy. In one study conducted by

Brockington, Moreira, Buso, Gomes da Silva, Altszyler, Fischer & Moll (2021) on a group of

hospitalised children, researchers found a rapid increase in oxytocin and a sharp reduction in

cortisol and pain, after just one storytelling session. A good explanation for this is that people

often look to other people’s stories for inspiration by identifying other people's emotions and

connecting it with their own. The emotional connection built when listening to a story, as

opposed to reading raw facts or data, is far more stronger and pushes people to act in an altruistic

or prosocial manner. The strong empathetic bond established as a result of being mesmerised in

stories can unconsciously modify attitudes, beliefs, and moods (Green, Brock, & Kaufman,

2004).



Objectives of the Study

A scoping report was chosen to appropriately summarise the literature as the number of

articles on storytelling is relatively small but dispersed. Overall, this study aims to identify all

relevant quantitative and qualitative literature in the area of storytelling and empathy in children

( specifically Grade schoolers) aged between 5 to 12 years, by adopting the Arksey and O'Malley

(2005) framework. The primary objectives of this study includes;

1. Mapping out the evidence that exists on the link between storytelling and empathy.

2. Summarise how empathy is operationalised in the context of engaging in storytelling

interventions.

3. Summarise the evidence of empathy outcomes following storytelling intervention.



Methods 

Study design 

This scoping report will provide a comprehensive overview of the up-to-date literature on

storytelling interventions and empathy outcomes among primary school children. The study

follows the five stage framework for scoping reviews identified by Arksey & O'Malley (2005):

1. Identify research questions.

2. Identify relevant studies.

3. Study selection.

4. Chart the data.

5. Collate, summarise, and report results.

Research questions

As the title of this study suggests, the primary research question for this scoping review is

"What are the key findings concerning the relationship between storytelling interventions and

empathy outcomes among primary school children?". The following sub-questions will guide the

data charting in accordance with the objectives of the review:

1. What evidence exists on the relationships between storytelling and empathy among

primary school children?

2. How is empathy operationalised in the context of the storytelling?

3. What is the effectiveness of storytelling interventions in fostering empathy among

primary school children as reported by literature?



Information Sources 

Following the scoping review guidelines provided by Arksey and O'Malley, the

underlisted electronic databases will be searched;

1. MEDLINE (Ebsco, Ovid & Pubmed).

2. Scopus.

3. PsycINFO.

4. PsycArticles.

5. CINAHL.

6. Cochrane.

Reference lists of articles and journals would be screened to locate additional studies.

Gray literature will be searched through ProQuest Dissertations & Theses A&I to identify

unpublished studies relevant to this review. 

Table 1. Search terms to be used in the database searches.

Population Intervention Outcomes

Child*

Preteen*

Preadolescen*

Grade schooler*

Primary school

Storytelling

Narrative

Stories

Fiction

Empath*

Compassion

Perspective taking abilities

Caring



Inclusion criteria

a) Articles published in English.

b) Studies where storytelling interventions or similar programs, such as story exchange,

narrative and restorative practice, are the main focus of the research.

c) Studies where empathy is the primary or secondary outcome of storytelling interventions.

d) Studies carried out in school or an academic environment (i.e. Library).

e) Studies which have children (Specifically primary, elementary or grade schoolers) as the

population of interest. According to the CSO Ireland (2016), primary school children are

defined as being between 5 and 12 years of age.

f) Peer-reviewed publications.

g) Qualitative, quantitative, mixed-methods, literature reviews and meta-analyses.

Exclusion criteria

a) Articles published in languages other than English.

b) Studies where storytelling interventions are not central to the research.

c) Studies that do not report outcomes related to empathy.

d) Studies that focus on populations other than primary school children (Example;

Kindergarten, Nursery, Preschoolers, Adolescents or Secondary school and above).

e) Editorials, blogs, forums, commentaries and opinion pieces



Study selection

In order to remove duplicates from search results, the EndNote software will be used to

thoroughly screen and manage reference information. There will be a narrative presentation of

the study selection procedure along with a PRISMA flow chart (Page, McKenzie, Bossuyt,

Boutron, Hoffmann, Mulrow, Shamseer, Tetzlaff, Akl, Brennan, Chou, Glanville, Grimshaw,

Hróbjartsson, Lalu, Li, Loder, Mayo-Wilson, McDonald, McGuinness, Stewart, Thomas, Tricco,

Welch, Whiting & Moher, 2021), with the reasons for exclusion described in the report.

Data extraction

In a pre-pilot study, a random selection of articles will be used to test the data extraction form.

Data extracted will include:

a) Publication data: authors, year, title, journal.

b) Country of origin.

c) Context of intervention (e.g. schools, community, health institutions).

d) Study method: quantitative, qualitative, mixed-method, review.

e) Sample size.

f) Participants: age, gender, education level.

g) Study aims and objectives.

h) Description of storytelling intervention.

i) Empathy outcomes: What were the described outcomes? How were they operationalised?

What measures were used?



j) Main findings.

k) Evidence of suitability of storytelling as a tool for fostering empathy.



Results

The results of this review will be reported using the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic

reviews and Meta-Analysis extension for Scoping Reviews (PRISMA-ScR) Tricco et al. (2018).

The results will address the primary research question and describe a summary of the available

literature on storytelling interventions among primary school children's ability to express

empathy. The findings will be organised according to the aims of this review, identifying

common denominators in the application of storytelling as a tool to develop empathy. A

summary of how empathy is operationalised as an outcome of storytelling intervention will be

provided. Ultimately, the data collated will synthesise the validity and effectiveness of

storytelling interventions in fostering empathy.



Discussion

A scoping review of storytelling interventions and empathy outcomes among children has never

been conducted due to a lack of literature. This report wants to fill this gap by summarising what

is known about this issue. This report aims to summarise the effectiveness of storytelling when it

comes to promoting empathy in childhood. The results from this report will provide an updated

description of the available research in the field. In addition, the findings of this review will

potentially inform future research into the effectiveness of storytelling interventions and point to

the gaps in knowledge.



Limitations

Due to the fact that some studies might not be indexed or published, this review has potential

limitations. The search terms were nonetheless carefully defined in order to cover most of the

available literature and a strategy chosen to identify the relevant grey literature.
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