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A B S T R A C T

Research on empathy often distinguishes between affective and cognitive empathy, but there is limited knowl-
edge regarding the application or measurement of these two dimensions of empathy among female youth,
especially forensic samples of female youth. The main aim of the present study was to examine the psycho-
metric properties of the Basic Empathy Scale (BES) among a Portuguese sample of female youths (N = 377),
composed of incarcerated female juvenile offenders (n = 103) and school youths (n = 274). The two-factor
structure of the BES obtained a good fit among the school sample, but the fit among the forensic sample was
poor. Both samples demonstrated adequate psychometric properties in terms of Cronbach's alpha, omega co-
efficient, mean inter-item correlations, corrected item-total correlation range, and criterion validity. However,
some caution is advised when using the BES with female youth involved in the juvenile justice system, par-
ticularly with incarcerated female youth.

© 2017.

1. Introduction

Due to its complexity, empathy has been defined in a variety of
a ways. From a developmental standpoint, empathy is typically de-
fined as an affective response or arousal that is derived from under-
standing another's emotional state or feelings in a particular situation
(Eisenberg, Shea, Carlo, & Knight, 1991). These and other common
definitions of empathy emphasize the affective components. However,
it is widely accepted that empathy includes both affective and cogni-
tive components that differ in their developmental trajectories, each
exerting various influences on empathic behavior (Ang & Goh, 2010;
Baron-Cohen & Wheelwright, 2004; Davis, 1980; Decety & Jackson,
2004; Eisenberg & Eggum, 2009). In general, affective features are
typically defined as arousal to or resonation and congruence with an-
other's emotional state (Blair, 2005; Hoffman, 1987; Singer & Lamm,
2009). In contrast, cognitive empathy is often considered synonymous
with perspective taking abilities, such as being able to imagine or take
the perspective of another in order to understand what they may be
feeling (Davis, 1980, 1983; Decety, 2010).
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In general, empathy is believed to play an important role in social
cognition and prosocial behavior (Decety, 2010). For instance, empa-
thy is thought to be important in the inhibition of aggression and pro-
motion of prosocial behavior (Eisenberg & Eggum, 2009). To this end,
shared negative arousal between individuals often results in distress,
and serves as a signal that activates empathic concern and thus pro-
motes prosocial behavior. When this shared arousal is absent, there is
no motivation to act in order to decrease any discomfort promoted by
the negative arousal (Decety & Michalska, 2010). So for those indi-
viduals who do not experience this arousal or distress, they may con-
tinue to engage in antisocial or aggressive behavior as they cannot un-
derstand or experience the distress they may be afflicting on others
(Jolliffe & Farrington, 2006).

1.1. Development of the Basic Empathy Scale

Given the relevance of empathy in understanding antisocial or ag-
gressive behavior, it is important to have an adequate measure that
captures the multidimensionality of empathy. A measure that can cap-
ture both affective and cognitive components of empathy may be es-
pecially useful since cognitive empathy may demonstrate a stronger
association with offending behavior (van Langen, Wissink, van Vugt,
Van der Stouwe, & Stams, 2014). Over the years, a variety of self-re-
port measures of empathy have been developed including, but not lim-
ited to, the Hogan Empathy Scale (HES; Hogan, 1969), the Question-
naire Measure of Emotional Empathy (QMEE; Mehrabian & Epstein,
1972), and more recently the Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI;
Davis, 1980). However, these measures of empathy have several noted
limitations. They often equate sympathy with empathy, are not de-
signed to or do not adequately capture the cognitive component
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of empathy, and the validation of many of these measures has mainly
relied on university samples (Jolliffe & Farrington, 2006). This third
limitation is especially important as validation within university sam-
ples may have resulted in the creation of measures that fail to capture
the components of empathy that may be most relevant to antisocial or
offending behaviors or generalizable to an adolescent population.

Thus, in an attempt to address the limitations of previous instru-
ments, Jolliffe and Farrington (2006) developed the Basic Empa-
thy Scale (BES). They validated a 20-item BES scale in a mixed
gender adolescent sample of high school students in England, find-
ing strong support for a two factor structure (cognitive and affec-
tive empathy) as well as adequate construct validity with the BES
demonstrating expected associations with other measures of empa-
thy or personality constructs such as conscientiousness or agreeable-
ness (Jolliffe & Farrington, 2006). Since that time, the BES has been
validated in a wide variety of mixed gender school and community
samples from France (D'Ambrosio, Olivier, Didon, & Besche, 2009),
Italy (Albiero, Matricardi, Speltri, & Toso, 2009), and China (Geng,
Xia, & Qin, 2012). Confirmatory factor analyses across these stud-
ies consistently supports the two factor structure of the BES with in-
ternal consistencies across samples ranging from α = 0.66–0.81 and
0.73–0.85 for cognitive and affective factors respectively. In addi-
tion, across these different cultures, the BES scales demonstrate the
expected positive associations with other empathy scales (Albiero et
al., 2009; D'Ambrosio et al., 2009), and measures of prosocial behav-
iors (Albiero et al., 2009; Geng et al., 2012) and show negative asso-
ciations with measures of internalizing disorders (D'Ambrosio et al.,
2009) or emotional problems (Geng et al., 2012). More recently, a
Portuguese 16-item adapted version of the BES has been validated in
a large community sample of adolescents, with four items having to
be removed in order to achieve an acceptable two-factor measurement
model (Anastacio, Vagos, Nobre-Lima, Rijo, & Jolliffe, 2016).

However, when the BES has been studied among high risk or
delinquent samples of youth, this measure does not always conform to
the original two factor structure. For instance, in a mixed gender sam-
ple of high risk Hispanic youth involved in gangs, results supported a
two factor, 7-item adapted BES scale that excluded negatively worded
items in order to achieve a better fit to the data (Salas-Wright, Olate,
& Vaughn, 2012). Using a sample of male Portuguese juvenile of-
fenders, Pechorro, Andershed, Ray, Maroco, and Gonçalves (2015),
Pechorro, Ray, Salas-Wright, Maroco, and Gonçalves (2015) found
support for both the original 20-item version of the BES as well as
the adapted 7-item BES produced by Salas-Wright et al. (2012). De-
spite research validating the BES in high risk samples of males, no
one has examined the psychometric properties among incarcerated fe-
male youth. Given the broad literature base suggesting empathy dif-
ferences between males and females as well as the increasing rates of
aggression and violence among female adolescents over the last two
decades (Moretti, Catchpole, & Odgers, 2005; Tracy, Kempf-Leonard,
& Abramoske-James, 2009), it is important to explore whether the
BES appropriately captures the underlying components of empathy in
an incarcerated female adolescent sample.

1.2. Gender differences in empathy and antisocial outcomes

Gender differences in empathy are apparent from a very early age.
For example, at ages 3 to 4 months, females are able to discriminate
facial expressions better than their male counterparts as evidenced
by their responses to maternal still-face paradigms (McClure, 2000).
In addition, throughout childhood and adolescence, females tend to
demonstrate higher levels of empathy and corresponding prosocial be-
havior (for review see Chaplin & Aldao, 2013). The transition into

adolescence, especially around puberty, widens the gender gap even
further between males and females (Lam, Solmeyer, & McHale, 2012)
suggesting this may be an important period for empathy develop-
ment. Notably, these gender differences in empathy appear to be de-
velopmentally stable throughout the lifespan (Michalska, Kinzler, &
Decety, 2013) with females consistently demonstrating higher levels
of empathy than males and individuals who demonstrate higher lev-
els of empathy earlier on in development continue to remain higher in
empathy throughout development (Eisenberg et al., 1999).

This well-established gender difference in levels of empathy and
associated prosocial behavior between males and females has been
cited by criminologists and psychologists to help explain why males
engage in criminal offenses, especially violent offenses, at higher
rates than females and also have higher rates of recidivism (Broidy,
Cauffman, Espelage, Mazerolle, & Piquero, 2003; Katsiyannis,
Zhang, Barrett, & Flaska, 2004). However, while males have a sub-
stantially higher prevalence rate of antisocial behavior than females
(Lahey et al., 2000; Moffitt & Caspi, 2001; Rutter, Giller, & Hagell,
1998), rates have been increasing in the past years for women (e.g.,
Tracy et al., 2009). This is in part due to the field acknowledging
that there may be differences in phenotypic expressions of antisocial
behavior between males and females. For example, females may be
more likely to evidence their aggression towards family members or
be aggressive in the home (Robbins, Monahan, & Silver, 2003) and
may also be more likely to use manipulative behavior in their crimi-
nal acts, while men are more likely to engage in aggressive behavior
that results in more violent crimes (Forouzan & Cooke, 2005). In ad-
dition, there is evidence to suggest that female youth who engage in
delinquent or antisocial behavior experience more disparate outcomes,
such as persistently high rates of comorbid psychological symptoms,
increased instance of substance dependence, poor quality of roman-
tic relationships, and physically abusive relationships (Moffitt, Caspi,
Rutter, & Silva, 2001; Pajer, 1998; Schnittker & John, 2007). For ex-
ample, Moffitt et al. (2001) found among those female youth in a com-
munity sample diagnosed with Conduct Disorder (CD), 72% also met
criteria for a depressive or anxiety disorder diagnosis between the ages
of 11 to 21. High comorbidity rates are also present in incarcerated
samples, where female youth may have higher rates of almost all di-
agnoses including affective, anxiety, and substance dependence diag-
noses (Karnik et al., 2009). In addition, the effects of juvenile delin-
quency for females carries over into their role as mothers evidenced
by increased use of substances during pregnancy and raising children
who are more physically aggressive (Tzoumakis, Lussier, & Corrado,
2012). Taken together, there is strong evidence for gender differences
in empathy as well as antisocial behavior and its associated outcomes.
Thus, it is important to determine whether empathy, as measured by
the BES, can be validly assessed in female populations, particularly
those that exhibit higher forms of antisocial or aggressive behavior.

Consistent with extant research showing clear differences in em-
pathic behavior between males and females, previous validation stud-
ies of the BES have also demonstrated that females tend to score
higher in empathy, with effect sizes being more pronounced for the
affective empathy component (Albiero et al., 2009; Anastacio et al.,
2016; D'Ambrosio et al., 2009; Geng et al., 2012; Jolliffe &
Farrington, 2006; Salas-Wright et al., 2012) and no differences have
been found between males and females in the factor structure of the
BES. However, while past research has only examined the psychome-
tric properties of the BES in community samples or small sub-samples
of high risk female adolescents (e.g., Salas-Wright et al., 2012), there
has yet to be an examination of the BES in a detained sample of fe-
male adolescents.
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1.3. Current study

The aim of the present study is to examine the psychometric prop-
erties of the BES, extending its cross-cultural application among a
Portuguese sample of incarcerated female juvenile delinquents and
community youths. To our knowledge this is the first study examin-
ing psychometric properties of the BES among incarcerated female
youths. Psychometric properties such as internal consistency, factor
structure, and criterion validity of the BES among a sample of incar-
cerated and community female adolescents will be examined. Specif-
ically, we will examine the associations between cognitive and affec-
tive empathy with theoretically relevant criteria such as psychopathic
personality traits, aggression, social desirability, and CD symptoms.
It was predicted that: (1) the two-factor structure of the BES would
be replicated among the current sample of incarcerated female youths
and school youths; (2) the BES would show adequate levels of inter-
nal consistency; (3) the BES would show negative associations with
existing measures of psychopathic traits, aggression, social desirabil-
ity and CD symptoms.

2. Material and methods

2.1. Participants

The sample was composed of 377 female participants (N = 377;
Mage = 16.23 years; SDage = 1.38 years; range = 14–19 years) re-
cruited from forensic and school contexts. Of this total, 103 par-
ticipants (n = 103; Mage = 16.41 years; SDage = 1.19 years;
range = 14–18 years) formed the forensic sample and 274 participants
(n = 274; Mage = 16.17 years; SDage = 1.44 years;
range = 14–19 years) formed the school sample. The female inmates
were recruited from the three juvenile detention centers managed by
the Portuguese Ministry of Justice that admit female detainees. They
were all detained by the court's decision, the strictest sanction a Por-
tuguese court can impose. The females from a school context were re-
cruited from public schools of the Lisbon, Algarve, and Coimbra re-
gions. All the participants were informed about the nature of the study
and asked to voluntarily participate.

The participants were mainly white Europeans (forensic sam-
ple = 59.2%; school sample = 90.1%) from an urban background
(forensic sample = 97.1%; school sample = 100%) with a low socioe-
conomic status (forensic sample = 60.2%; school sample = 39.1%).
The detained youths had their crime onset (M = 12.50 years;
SD = 1.56 years) and first criminal problems with the law
(M = 13.27 years; SD = 1.55 years) early in their lives. Most were
detained before they were 16 years old (M = 15.90 years,
SD = 1.04 years) due to having committed serious and violent crimes
(e.g., robbery, assault).

2.2. Measures

The Basic Empathy Scale (BES; Jolliffe & Farrington, 2006) is
a 20-item self-report measure designed to assess empathy in youths.
The BES was developed as a concise and coherent scale with the aim
of measuring two distinct factors: affective empathy (11 items), and
cognitive empathy (9 items). Each item is scored on a five-point ordi-
nal scale (ranging from 1 = Strongly disagree to 5 = Strongly agree).
Scores are calculated by reverse-scoring the appropriate items and
then summing the items to obtain the total score and the factor scores.
Higher scores indicate an increased presence of the associated char-
acteristics. The Portuguese validation of the BES (Pechorro et al.,

2015) was used. Internal consistency reliability statistics for the BES
are presented below.

The Youth Psychopathic Traits Inventory (YPI; Andershed,
Gustafson, Kerr, & Stattin, 2002; Andershed, Kerr, Stattin, &
Levander, 2002) is a 50-item self-report measure designed to assess
the core personality traits of the psychopathic personality constella-
tion in youth aged 12 years old and up. Each item is scored on an
ordinal 4-point Likert scale (ranging from 0 = Does not apply at all,
to 3 = Applies very well). The YPI consists of 10 subscales (with 5
items each) designed in line with Cooke and Michie's (2001) three-di-
mensional conceptualization of the psychopathy construct, namely:
the Grandiose-Manipulative dimension, the Callous-Unemotional di-
mension, and the Impulsive-Irresponsible dimension. More specifi-
cally, the Grandiose-Manipulative dimension consists of the Dishon-
est charm, Grandiosity, Lying, and Manipulation subscales; the Cal-
lous-Unemotional dimension consists of the Callousness, Unemotion-
ality, and Remorselessness subscales; the Impulsive-Irresponsible di-
mension consists of the Impulsivity, Thrill-seeking, and Irresponsibil-
ity subscales. Higher scores reflect an increased presence of the char-
acteristics associated, namely psychopathic traits. The Portuguese ver-
sion of the YPI was used (Pechorro et al., 2015; Pechorro, Ribeiro da
Silva, Andershed, Rijo, & Gonçalves, 2016). The internal consistency
for the current study, estimated by Cronbach's alpha, was 0.94.

The Inventory of Callous-Unemotional Traits (ICU; Essau,
Sasagawa, & Frick, 2006; Kimonis et al., 2008) is a 24-item self-re-
port scale designed to assess callous and unemotional traits in youths
derived from the callous-unemotional (CU) subscale of the Antiso-
cial Process Screening Device (APSD; Frick & Hare, 2001; Pechorro,
Hidalgo, Nunes, & Jiménez, 2016). Each item is scored on a
four-point scale (ranging from 0 = Not at all true, to 3 = Definitely
true). Scores are calculated by reverse-scoring the appropriate items
and then summing the items to obtain a total score. Using confirma-
tory factor analysis it was possible to identify three independent fac-
tors, namely: Callousness (11 items), Uncaring (8 items), and Un-
emotional (5 items). Higher scores indicate an increased presence of
the associated characteristics. The Portuguese validation of the ICU
(Pechorro, Hawes, Gonçalves, & Ray, 2017; Pechorro, Ray, Barroso,
Maroco, & Gonçalves, 2016) was used. The internal consistency for
the current study, estimated by Cronbach's alpha, was 0.86.

The Reactive-Proactive Aggression Questionnaire (RPQ; Raine et
al., 2006) is a self-report measure appropriate for use with youths in
late adolescence and young adults that distinguishes between reactive
and proactive aggression. The RPQ consists of 23 items rated on a
3-point ordinal scale (0 = Never, 1 = Sometimes, and 2 = Often). A to-
tal of 11 items assess reactive aggression (e.g., “Reacted angrily when
provoked by others”) and 12 items assess proactive aggression (e.g.,
“Hurt others to win a game”). Summed scores provide measures of
reactive or proactive aggression, as well as total aggression. Higher
scores indicate higher levels of aggression. The Portuguese valida-
tion of the RPQ (Pechorro, Kahn, Ray, Raine, & Gonçalves, 2017;
Pechorro, Ray, Raine, Maroco, & Gonçalves, 2017) was used. Internal
consistency for the present study, estimated by Cronbach's alpha, was
0.90.

The Socially Desirable Response Set-5 (SDRS-5; Hays, Hayashi,
& Stewart, 1989) is a 5-item unidimensional self-report measure de-
signed to assess the degree to which self-report responses may be in-
fluenced by social desirability, i.e., the tendency to give socially de-
sirable responses. The items were drawn from the Marlowe–Crowne
(MC) form A (Reynolds, 1982), an 11-item short form measure devel-
oped from the 33-item Marlowe–Crowne Scale (Crowne & Marlowe,
1960). An advantage of the SDRS-5 relative to many existing mea-
sures is the subtle nature of the items. The Portuguese validation
of the SDRS-5 (Pechorro, Ayala-Nunes, Nunes, Oliveira, &
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Gonçalves, 2016) was used. Internal consistency for the present study,
estimated by Cronbach's alpha, was 0.70.

A self-report CD scale was also created based on the 15 crite-
ria used to assess CD (see e.g., Skilling, Quinsey, & Craig, 2001).
The 15 dichotomous items (coded 0 = No; 1 = Yes) were summated
to obtain a total continuous score. Thus, higher scores indicate a
higher number of positively endorsed indicators of CD. Based on the
Kuder-Richardson coefficient, the internal consistency of the CD scale
was considered good (0.89). DSM-5's Conduct Disorder diagnosis
(CD; American Psychiatric Association, 2013) was assessed only re-
garding the forensic sample, using the official diagnostic criteria (i.e.,
the standard method described in the DSM-5).

In addition, a questionnaire was constructed to describe the so-
cio-demographic and criminal characteristics of the participants. This
questionnaire included variables such as participants' age, ethnic
group, geographic classification of residence (rural vs. urban), level
of schooling completed, socioeconomic status, parental marital sta-
tus. Socioeconomic status (SES) was measured by considering both
parental level of education and profession, appropriate to the Por-
tuguese context (Simões, 1994).

2.3. Procedures

Authorization to translate and validate a Portuguese version of
the BES was obtained from the first author of the scale (Jolliffe &
Farrington, 2006). Appropriate procedures (e.g., avoiding item bias
or differential item functioning) were followed during the translation
and retroversion (Hambleton, Merenda, & Spielberger, 2005). The ini-
tial translation from English into Portuguese was completed by the
first and last authors of this article, who made sure that young peo-
ple would be able to properly understand the meaning of the items.
The questionnaire was then independently back-translated into Eng-
lish by a native English speaker with considerable professional expe-
rience in translating psychology-related scientific texts. The original
and the back-translated items were compared for non-equivalence of
meaning, and discrepancies were revised until no semantic differences
were detected between the English version and the Portuguese version
(i.e., the translated items had the same or very similar meanings as the
original English items).

Authorization to assess detained female youths was obtained from
the General Directorate of Reintegration and Prison Services of the
Portuguese Ministry of Justice. The detainees were informed about the
nature of the study and asked to voluntarily participate. The partici-
pation rate was approximately 89%. Motives for not participating in-
cluded refusal to participate (6%), inability to participate due to not
understanding the Portuguese language (4%) and inability to partici-
pate due to security issues (1%). Authorization to assess youths in the
school context was obtained from the General Directorate of Educa-
tion of the Portuguese Ministry of Education, and parental permission
was obtained for all children. The participants, students from public
schools of the Lisbon, Algarve and Coimbra regions, were informed
about the nature of the study and asked to voluntarily participate. The
participation rate was approximately 84%. Participants who were un-
willing or unable to collaborate were excluded. The measures were ad-
ministered by means of individual face-to-face interviews in an appro-
priate setting. Some of the information (e.g., sociodemographic vari-
ables) was obtained from self-reports, and institutional files were also
used to complement the information obtained (e.g., prior criminal ac-
tivity and detentions).

2.4. Analytic strategy

The data were analyzed using SPSS v24 (IBM Corp, 2016) and
EQS 6.3 (Bentler & Wu, 2015). The factor structure of the Portuguese
language version of the BES was assessed with Confirmatory Factor
Analysis (CFA) performed in EQS 6.3 (Bentler & Wu, 2015), with the
robust estimation methods. Goodness of fit indices were calculated,
including Satorra-Bentler chi-square/degrees of freedom, comparative
fit index (CFI), incremental fit index (IFI), root mean square error of
approximation (RMSEA), and Akaike Information Criterion (AIC). A
chi-square/degrees of freedom value < 5 is considered adequate, ≤ 2
is considered good and values = 1 are considered very good (Maroco,
2014; West, Taylor, & Wu, 2012). A CFI ≥ 0.90 and RMSEA ≤ 0.10
indicate adequate fit, whereas a CFI ≥ 0.95 and RMSEA ≤ 0.06 indi-
cate good model fit (Byrne, 2006). The incremental fit index is also
known as Bollen's IFI; values that exceed 0.90 are regarded as accept-
able. In terms of the AIC, lower values indicate a better relative qual-
ity of the model (West et al., 2012).

The CFA was performed on the original scale items and items with
standardized loading above 0.30 were considered. Modification in-
dexes were used to improve the measurement model. Polychoric cor-
relations were used with robust methodologies to perform the CFA be-
cause they provide more accurate estimates for ordinal items (Byrne,
2006). Cronbach's alpha (α) and omega (ω) coefficients (considered
satisfactory if above 0.70), mean inter-item correlations (MIIC; con-
sidered good if within the 0.15–0.50 range), and corrected item-to-
tal correlation ranges (CITCR; considered adequate if above 0.20)
were used to assess reliability (Clark & Watson, 1995; Nunnally &
Bernstein, 1994). The omega coefficient was used in the present re-
search because it is currently considered a better estimator of relia-
bility than alpha (see Revelle & Zinbarg, 2009). Pearson correlations
were used to analyze associations between scale variables and Spear-
man correlations were used to analyze associations between ordinal
variables and scale variables (Leech, Barrett, & Morgan, 2015). Cor-
relations were considered low if below 0.20, moderate if between 0.20
and 0.50, and high if above 0.50.

3. Results

The first step in assessing the psychometric properties of a Por-
tuguese version of the BES among females was to examine the de-
scriptive statistics for each of the BES items (see Table 1). Some of
the items of the forensic sample indicated potential problems such as
the median coinciding with the lower value of the item range (e.g.,
item 4), low mean (e.g., item 4), incomplete item ranges (e.g., item 9
and 15), and very high kurtosis (e.g., item 20). Floor and ceiling ef-
fects for the BES total (20/100 and 100/100, respectively), the Affec-
tive dimension (11/55 and 55/55, respectively) and the Cognitive di-
mension (9/45 and 45/45, respectively) were also examined and were
considered present if > 15% of respondents achieved the lowest or
highest possible score, respectively (Terwee et al., 2007). Results in-
dicated that none were found for the BES total scale (forensic sample:
floor = 0%, ceiling = 0%; school sample: floor = 0%, ceiling = 0%),
the Affective dimension (forensic sample: floor = 0%, ceiling = 0%;
school sample: floor = 0%, ceiling = 0%), and the Cognitive dimen-
sion (forensic sample: floor = 0%, ceiling = 11.7%; school sample:
floor = 0.04%, ceiling = 5.8%).

The second step was to attempt to replicate, by means of CFA us-
ing the ML Robust method, the factor structures proposed for this in-
strument. Table 1 displays the goodness-of-fit indexes that were ob-
tained. We were able to find support in terms of goodness-of-fit in-
dexes for the original two-factor model of the BES for the school
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Table 1
Descriptive statistics for BES items among the forensic and school samples.

Forensic/school Median Mean(SD) Range Skewness Kurtosis

Item 1 4/4 4.06(1.02)/3.91(0.98) 1–5/1–5 − 0.89/− 0.47 0.34/−0.64
Item 2 4/4 3.69(0.91)/3.50(1.02) 1–5/1–5 − 0.42/−0.42 0.13/− 0.08
Item 3 5/4 4.27(0.99)/4.11(0.91) 1–5/1–5 − 1.37/−0.98 1.33/0.92
Item 4 1/3 1.85(1.23)/3.06(1.52) 1–5/1–5 1.27/−0.03 0.48/− 1.43
Item 5 3/3 2.89(1.23)/2.62(1.18) 1–5/1–5 − 0.04/0.26 − 0.74/− 0.77
Item 6 4/4 3.92(0.98)/3.77(0.95) 1–5/1–5 − 0.90/−0.48 0.69/−0.22
Item 7 4/4 3.63(1.10)/3.55(1.11) 1–5/1–5 − 0.38/−0.39 − 0.51/− 0.47
Item 8 4/3 3.68(1.02)/3.39(1.07) 1–5/1–5 − 0.21/− 0.33 − 0.60/−0.40
Item 9 4/4 3.77(0.93)/3.69(1.00) 2–5/1–5 − 0.33/−0.47 − 0.71/−0.30
Item 10 4/4 3.85(0.95)/3.62(0.98) 1–5/1–5 − 0.67/−0.45 0.24/-0.07
Item 11 3/3 2.69(1.24)/3.20(1.28) 1–5/1–5 0.08/−0.14 − 1.06/− 1.00
Item 12 4/3 3.52(0.94)/3.43(1.01) 2–5/1–5 − 0.10/−0.35 − 0.87/− 0.25
Item 13 3/3 3.01(1.28)/2.57(1.17) 1–5/1–5 0.03/0.30 − 1.04/− 0.76
Item 14 4/4 3.95(0.85)/4.00(0.88) 2–5/1–5 − 0.48/−0.97 − 0.37/1.36
Item 15 2/2 2.21(0.99)/2.38(1.16) 1–4/1–5 0.16/0.58 − 1.14/− 0.52
Item 16 4/4 4.13(0.86)/3.96(0.85) 2–5/1–5 − 0.90/−0.66 0.39/0.47
Item 17 3/2 2.83(1.10)/2.33(1.06) 1–5/1–5 − 0.06/0.26 − 0.28/−0.87
Item 18 4/3 3.61(1.12)/3.28(1.16) 1–5/1–5 − 0.28/−0.30 − 0.81/−0.68
Item 19 4/4 4.12(1.01)/3.76(0.89) 1–5/1–5 − 1.04/−0.51 0.51/0.29
Item 20 4/4 4.26(0.85)/4.09(0.85) 1–5/1–5 − 1.50/−0.70 3.15/0.24

Mean(SD) = Mean (Standard-deviation).

sample. That is, across all fit indices, the two-factor model of the BES
showed superior fit compared to the one-factor model and all fit in-
dices met the recommended cutoffs after modifications were made to
include error covariances among some of the items (see Table 2). Al-
ternatively, however, while the two-factor model showed superior fit
compared to the one-factor model for the forensic sample, the fit in-
dices did not meet conventional cutoffs even when modifications were
made to the model. The model was then modified by excluding the
items with loadings below 0.30 (i.e., item 4 and 15) but the fit indices
did not significantly improve. We also tested a 16 item adapted ver-
sion of the BES by Anastacio et al. (2016), but the model also did not
present a good fit.

Table 3 shows the item loadings for the two-factor original model
structure estimated with the ML Robust method for both samples.
The majority of the items for the two-factor model met cutoff cri-
teria (> 0.30) across both samples. That is, the items consistently
loaded on their respective scales (i.e., affective and cognitive empathy
scales). However, items 4 and 15 failed to reach the 0.30 cutoff value

Table 2
Goodness of fit indices for the different models of the BES.

S-Bχ2/df IFI CFI RMSEA(90% CI) AIC

Forensic sample
BES 1-factor 4.71 0.57 0.57 0.19(0.18–0.20) 461.85
BES 2-factora 2.40 0.84 0.84 0.12(0.10–0.13) 65.93
BES 2-factor (i4, i15)b 2.53 0.87 0.86 0.12(0.11–0.14) 68.96
BES 2-factor (16i)c 2.85 0.84 0.84 0.14(0.12–0.15) 85.19
School sample
BES 1-factor 11.32 0.76 0.76 0.20(0.19–0.21) 1585.75
BES 2-factord 2.83 0.96 0.96 0.08(0.07–0.09) 138.18

S-Bχ2 = Satorra-Bentler chi-square; df = degrees of freedom; IFI = Incremental Fit
Index; CFI = Comparative Fit Index; RMSEA (90% CI) = Root Mean Square Error
of Approximation (90% confidence interval); AIC = Akaike Information Criterion;
ML = Maximum Likelihood; BES 2-factor (i4, i15) = items 4 and 15 excluded due to
loadings below 0.30; BES 2-factor (16i) = BES 16 items version adapted by Anastacio
et al. (2016).
a Included error covariance between items 3 and 14, 1 and 6, 5 and 16.
b Included error covariance between items 3 and 14, 6 and 1, 5 and 16.
c Included error covariance between items 9 and 12, 3 and 12, 3 and 14.
d Included error covariance between items 5 and 17, 15 and 17, 6 and 10, 9 and 10.

Table 3
Item loadings for the confirmatory two-factor robust structure of the BES.

BES items
Factor 1
F/S

Factor 2
F/S

Affective dimension
1. My friend's emotions don't affect me much. 0.48/0.74
2. After being with a friend who is sad about something I
[…].

0.31/0.76

4. I get frightened when I watch characters in a good scary
movie.

–/0.31

5. I get caught up in other people's feelings easily. 0.52/0.45
7. I don't become sad when I see other people crying. 0.75/0.83
8. Other people's feelings don't bother me at all. 0.87/0.84
11. I often become sad when watching sad things on TV or
[…].

0.34/0.58

13. Seeing a person who has been angered has no effect on
[…].

0.42/0.41

15. I tend to feel scared when I am with friends who are
afraid.

−−/0.51

17. I often get swept up in my friend's feelings. 0.60/0.47
18. My friend's unhappiness doesn't make me feel anything. 0.67/0.65
Cognitive dimension
3. I can understand my friend's happiness when she/he […]. 0.58/0.76
6. I find it hard to know when my friends are frightened. 0.56/0.77
9. When someone is feeling ‘down’ I can usually
understand […].

0.64/0.74

10. I can usually work out when my friends are scared. 0.63/0.75
12. I can often understand how people are feeling even […]. 0.70/0.75
14. I can usually work out when people are cheerful. 0.70/0.86
16. I can usually realize quickly when a friend is angry. 0.90/0.81
19. I am not usually aware of my friend's feelings. 0.85/0.85
20. I have trouble figuring out when my friends are happy. 0.77/0.86

BES = Basic Empathy Scale; F/S = forensic/school samples.

in the forensic sample. Due to the low loadings, items 4 and 15 were
excluded from any subsequent analysis regarding the forensic sample.

Table 4 presents the correlations between the BES total and its di-
mensions among the two samples. Not surprisingly, the dimensions
correlated somewhat stronger with the total score across both sam-
ples. However, while the correlations between the Affective dimen-
sion and the Cognitive dimension of the BES were significant, the
strength of the correlations were moderate for the school sample and
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Table 4
Correlations matrixes for the forensic and school samples.

BES total BES affective BES cognitive

Forensic sample
BES total 1
BES affective 0.79⁎⁎⁎ 1
BES cognitive 0.74⁎⁎⁎ .16ns 1
School sample
BES total 1
BES affective 0.86⁎⁎⁎ 1
BES cognitive 0.79⁎⁎⁎ 0.36⁎⁎⁎ 1

BES = Basic Empathy Scale; BES affective = BES affective dimension; BES
cognitive = BES cognitive dimension.
⁎⁎⁎ Significant at the 0.001 level; ns = non-significant.

weak and non-significant for the forensic sample. Tests for equal-
ity of the correlations for two independent samples were conducted
to determine if the correlations between the Affective and Cognitive
scales were significantly different between the two samples (Cohen
& Cohen, 1983). However, the results showed that the Affective and
Cognitive dimensions for the two samples were not significantly dif-
ferent from one another (z = − 1.84, p = 0.07).

Table 5 displays Cronbach's alphas, omega coefficients, mean in-
ter-item correlations, and corrected item-total correlation range for the
BES for both samples. Values for the Cronbach's alphas and omegas
can be considered satisfactory and these were consistent across the
two samples. For the most part, the mean inter-item correlation and the
corrected item to total correlations confirmed what was found in terms
of internal consistency suggesting good internal reliability. Consistent
with the factor loadings reported above, the removal of items 4 and 15
improved the results obtained in terms of internal consistency.

The criterion validity of the BES with the YPI, the ICU, the RPQ,
the SDRS-5, and CD symptoms are presented in Table 6 separately
for the forensic and school samples. We discuss these associations for
the forensic and school samples separately. For the forensic sample, a
significant negative correlation emerged between the YPI Callous-Un-
emotional dimension and the BES Total score. This is not too sur-
prising given the conceptual overlap between CU traits and lacking
empathy. Somewhat unexpectedly, however, the BES Total score was
positively correlated with scores on the RPQ Total and RPQ Reac-
tive as well as CD symptoms. In terms of the BES subscales, the Af-
fective dimension was negatively correlated with the Callous-Unemo-
tional dimension of the YPI and positively correlated with the RPQ
Reactive scale. There were positive correlations between the YPI To-
tal, Grandiose-Manipulative, and Impulsive-Irresponsible scales and
the BES Cognitive subscale. Additionally, the BES Cogni

Table 5
Cronbach's alphas, omega coefficients, mean inter-item correlations, and corrected
item-total correlation range.

Alpha Omega MIIC CITCR

Forensic sample
BES total 0.82 0.88 0.21 0.21–0.67
BES Affective 0.81 0.82 0.32 0.30–0.73
BES Cognitive 0.86 0.90 0.41 0.37–0.76
School sample
BES total 0.90 0.93 0.31 0.22–0.66
BES Affective 0.85 0.86 0.34 0.30–0.69
BES Cognitive 0.93 0.94 0.59 0.63–0.80

BES = Basic Empathy Scale; Alpha = Cronbach's alpha; Omega = omega coefficient;
MIIC = mean inter-item correlation; CITCR = corrected item-total correlation range.

Table 6
Correlations with other measures and variables for the forensic and school samples.

BES
Forensic/school

BES affective
Forensic/school

BES cognitive
Forensic/school

YPI Total 0.06ns/− 0.20⁎⁎ − 0.17ns/− 0.23⁎⁎⁎ 0.27⁎⁎/−0.08ns

YPI Grandiose-
Manipulative

0.17ns/−0.17⁎⁎ − 0.07ns/− 0.16⁎⁎ 0.33⁎⁎/−0.11ns

YPI Callous-
Unemotional

− 0.23⁎/− 0.41⁎⁎⁎ − 0.38⁎⁎⁎/− 0.43⁎⁎⁎ 0.07ns/− 0.22⁎⁎⁎

YPI Impulsive-
Irresponsible

0.11ns/0.04ns − 0.07ns/−.03ns 0.22⁎/0.11ns

ICU total 0.02ns/− 0.41⁎⁎⁎ 0.03ns/− 0.32⁎⁎⁎ 0.01ns/− 0.35⁎⁎⁎

ICU Callousness 0.04ns/− 0.22⁎⁎⁎ 0.09ns/− 0.22⁎⁎⁎ − 0.04ns/− 0.14⁎

ICU Uncaring 0.04ns/− 0.43⁎⁎⁎ − 0.13ns/− 0.24⁎⁎⁎ 0.20⁎/− 0.49⁎⁎⁎

ICU Unemotional − 0.04ns/− 0.31⁎⁎⁎ 0.07ns/− 0.30⁎⁎⁎ − 0.15ns/− 0.20⁎⁎

RPQ total 0.21⁎/0.09ns 0.15ns/−0.08ns 0.20⁎/−0.08ns

RPQ Reactive 0.21⁎/−0.10ns 0.20⁎/−0.07ns 0.17ns/−0.10ns

RPQ Proactive 0.17ns/−0.05ns 0.08ns/−0.06ns 0.18ns/−0.03ns

SDRS-5 0.13ns/0.03ns 0.15ns/0.06ns 0.03ns/−0.02ns

CD symptoms 0.30⁎⁎/0.04ns 0.14ns/0.02ns 0.32⁎⁎/0.04ns

BES = Basic Empathy Scale; YPI = Youth Psychopathic Traits Inventory;
ICU = Inventory of Callous-Unemotional Traits; RPQ = Reactive-Proactive Aggression
Questionnaire; SDRS-5 = Social Desirability Response Set – 5; CD
symptoms = Conduct Disorder symptoms score as a scale.
⁎⁎⁎ Significant at the 0.001 level.
⁎⁎ Significant at the 0.01 level.
⁎ Significant at the 0.05 level; ns = non-significant.

tive subscale showed positive correlations with the ICU Uncaring sub-
scale, the RPQ Total, and CD symptoms.

For the school sample the correlations between the BES total and
the dimensions of the YPI were significant and negative with the ex-
ception of the Impulsive-Irresponsible scale which was unrelated to
the total BES score. The Callous-Unemotional dimension showed the
strongest negative correlation with the BES. At the BES dimension
level, the Affective scale was negatively correlated with all of the YPI
scales with the exception of the Impulsive-Irresponsible dimension, to
which it was unrelated. The Affective dimension was also negatively
correlated with the ICU total and all three of its subscales. The Cogni-
tive dimension showed the same pattern of correlations with the ICU
and its subscales as the Affective dimension; however, the only cor-
relation that emerged as significant with regard to the YPI was the
YPI Callous-Unemotional subscale (negatively). Interestingly, for the
school sample the BES was unrelated to the RPQ and CD symptoms.

Comparisons between the forensic and school samples revealed no
significant differences between BES total scores (F = 1.736, p = 0.19,
Mforensic = 69.96, SDforensic = 9.47, Mschool = 68.22, SDschool = 12.06),
Affective empathy scores (F = 0.167, p = 0.68, Mforensic = 34.17,
SDforensic = 6.83, Mschool = 33.80, SDschool = 7.96), and Cognitive em-
pathy scores (F = 3.436, p = 0.07, Mforensic = 35.80, SDforensic = 5.76,
Mschool = 34.42, SDschool = 6.66). Mean affective empathy scores from
school samples of both English (Jolliffe & Farrington, 2006) and
French (D'Ambrosio et al., 2009) female adolescents were markedly
higher (English: M = 40.3, SD = 5.8; French: M = 41.90, SD = 4.71)
to those reported in both our forensic and school samples
(d = 0.93–1.32); however, there was little difference in cognitive em-
pathy scores (English: M = 35.0, SD = 3.9; French: M = 36.17,
SD = 3.94; d = 0.07–0.31).

4. Discussion

The primary aim of this study was to assess the psychometric
properties of the BES among school-based and forensic samples of
Portuguese female adolescents. In order to examine the construct va
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lidity of the BES we tested the factor-structure of the BES among both
samples using confirmatory factor analysis. The internal consistency
of the BES and its dimensions were tested using conventional mea-
sures (e.g., Cronbach's alpha, mean inter-item correlations, item-total
correlations). Finally, we examined correlations for the BES total and
its dimension with measures of theoretically relevant external criteria
(i.e., psychopathy, aggression, and conduct disorder symptoms) across
the two distinct samples. The findings regarding these aims are dis-
cussed below within the context of prior research along with limita-
tions of the current study and implications for future research.

To start, we examined the factor structure of the BES, comparing
the one-factor model against the two-factor model in which the latter
consisted of cognitive and affective aspects of empathy. In general,
and consistent with prior research (e.g., Jolliffe & Farrington, 2006),
we found considerable support for the two factor model of the BES.
This was particularly true for the school sample. It is important to
point out that the two-factor model did not achieve adequate fit with-
out including error covariance between items 3 and 14, 1 and 6, as
well as items 5 and 16. Alternatively, however, the two-factor model,
despite being the best fitting model, failed to meet conventional cut-
offs for model fit indices for the forensic sample. The lack of fit, how-
ever, could be attributed to the small sample size for the forensic sam-
ple. Thus, the BES seems best to capture empathy among female juve-
niles as a multidimensional construct measuring both the affective and
cognitive dimensions. The multidimensional nature of the BES is also
supported given the inter-correlations between the Affective and Cog-
nitive dimensions. That is, the two scales did show some overlap for
the school sample (r = 0.36) suggesting that they are in fact measuring
distinct constructs. However, consistent with other recent work in a
forensic sample (Kahn, Frick, Golmaryami, & Marsee, 2016) the two
scales were unrelated in the forensic sample indicating there may be
a greater divergence in these distinct components of empathy across
detained samples.

Across the different indices for assessing internal reliability, the
BES and its dimensions showed good to excellent reliability for both
the school and forensic samples (Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994). These
estimates of reliability are actually higher than those reported in pre-
vious research with mixed-gender samples (e.g., Albiero et al., 2009;
Salas-Wright et al., 2012). It is also notable that the mean inter-item
correlations and corrected item-total correlations for the Affective
scale among the school sample were outside the recommended cutoffs
(i.e., higher) suggesting that the items may be too homogeneous and
not capturing a broad range of the construct (Clark & Watson, 1995).
Future research, therefore, should conduct more item-level analyses
(e.g., Item Response Theory analysis) in order to better determine the
coverage of the construct given the items included on the BES, partic-
ularly for the Affective scale among females.

Finally, several interesting findings emerged with regard to the cri-
terion validity (Kaplan & Saccuzzo, 2013) of the BES and its asso-
ciation with measures of psychopathic traits, aggression, social desir-
ability and CD symptoms. Perhaps the most consistent finding was
the negative association between the YPI Callous-Unemotional scale
and the BES total scale and its dimensions (with the exception of the
Cognitive scale among the forensic sample). This is not too surpris-
ing given that empathy tends to be most conceptually related to this
aspect of psychopathy (e.g., lack of remorse, lack of guilt, and lim-
ited affective emotions). This association was bolstered by the con-
sistent negative association between the ICU – a more comprehensive
measure of the Callous-Unemotional aspects of psychopathy – and the
BES among the school sample. This is largely consistent with prior
research that has examined the association between the BES and the

ICU in community or school samples (e.g., Muñoz, Qualter, &
Padgett, 2011). It is possible that the lack of significant correlations
for the forensic sample is due, in part, to low power among the foren-
sic sample. On the other hand, the positive association between Cog-
nitive and Uncaring scales found among the forensic sample is con-
sistent with the notion that youth with CU traits may have the abil-
ity to understand and recognize (but not necessarily experience) oth-
ers' emotions (Dadds et al., 2009). The BES did not present signifi-
cant correlations with the SDRS-5 measure of social desirability, sug-
gesting that the responses to the BES were not influenced by the
adolescent's desire to appear more empathic than they actually were.
This is consistent with previous research (e.g., Davis, 1983; Jolliffe &
Farrington, 2006) and contributes to the literature that examines pos-
sible relationships between the BES and different measures of social
desirability.

With regard to aggression and CD symptoms, only significant as-
sociations were found within the forensic sample. Specifically, posi-
tive associations between the BES and the RPQ as well as the BES
and CD symptoms emerged. One possible interpretation of the posi-
tive correlations found in the current study is that girls with height-
ened levels of aggression (particularly reactive aggression) are also
highly emotionally responsive and, in turn, more empathic. Despite
this possibility, these findings are inconsistent with prior research that
typically finds negative associations between measures of empathy
and aggression among adolescents (e.g., Lovett & Sheffield, 2007;
Vachon, Lynam, & Johnson, 2014). It is possible, considering that past
research has focused mainly on samples of boys or mixed samples,
that the association between aggressive behaviors and empathy is dis-
tinct for female adolescents, particularly those involved in the juve-
nile justice system. The prevalence of CD found in the current forensic
sample (85.4%) was higher than those typically found among forensic
samples composed of female youths (Sevecke & Kosson, 2010). Thus,
future research is needed that more thoroughly examines the unique
association between aggression and the different components of em-
pathy among females.

Despite the unique contribution of the current study by examin-
ing the psychometric properties of the BES among a school-based and
forensic sample of females, the findings should be considered in light
of several limitations. First, the cross-sectional nature of the current
study prevented the evaluation of test-retest reliability of the BES as
well as evaluating its predictive utility. Second, the current study did
not include other validated measures of empathy to assess its conver-
gent validity because no other measures of empathy have been vali-
dated among Portuguese youth, nor did it include various other mea-
sures of constructs to assess criterion validity (e.g., sympathy, guilt,
emotional intelligence, etc.). Third, due to the small size of the foren-
sic sample, we were prevented from conducting formal tests of model
fit between the two samples. Additionally, the small sample size may
have resulted in reduced power which, in turn, may have attenuated
many of the associations with external criterion for this sample. Fi-
nally, because most measures included in the current study were based
on self-report, the current study suffers from the various limitations
associated with such measures, including that of response distortion
such as patterns of socially desirable responding.

These limitations aside, the current study provides a unique exami-
nation of the BES by evaluating its factor-structure, reliability, and cri-
terion validity among two unique samples of females. In many ways
the current study suggests that the BES is a valid, multidimensional
measure of empathy which can be used among samples of females,
particularly school-based samples of females. However, the current
study does raise some questions about its use among forensic sam-
ples of females, particularly with regard to its factor structure and
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criterion validity. Thus, further research examining the psychometric
properties of the BES among female samples is needed.
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