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Research on Roots of Empathy 
 

Since 2000, the Roots of Empathy program has been evaluated in both comparative and 
randomized controlled (experimental) studies designed to measure changes in the behaviour of 
participating students. This research has been conducted in numerous countries across three 
continents. 

 
Evidence of Impact 

 
Key research findings show that Roots of Empathy children perceived a more positive classroom 
environment by the end of the program (e.g. increased sense of classroom belonging and peer 
acceptance). 

 
Independent research has found that Roots of Empathy children experience: 

 
• An increase in social and emotional understanding.1,2 

• An increase in prosocial behaviours (such as sharing, helping and including) and a decrease in aggressive 
behaviours.1,3,,5,7 

• Greater acceptance towards their peers and an increased sense of belonging to a caring and supportive 
classroom.4,6 

• An increase in knowledge of infant development3,7. 
• An increase in empathy7. 
• Long-term effects of reducing aggression.2,5,7 

 
Our Lasting Impact 

 
In 2001, the Government of Manitoba commissioned a three-year study of the Roots of Empathy program, 
measuring prosocial behaviour, physical aggression, and indirect aggression in children. The three target 
grade levels were kindergarten, grade four, and grade eight. Results of the study showed that Roots of 
Empathy children exhibited a decrease in physical and indirect aggression, both immediately and three-years 
after program completion (Santos et al, 2011). The study also found an increase in prosocial behaviours 
(sharing, helping) in children immediately following the program. 

Furthermore, an evaluation of the Roots of Empathy program by researchers at Bern University in 
Switzerland (2015-2017) found that Roots of Empathy children showed a significant decrease in aggression 
and an increase in empathy, when compared with control groups. These results were maintained one year 
after program completion (Latsch et al., 2017). 

 
Finally, a longitudinal evaluation conducted by Queen’s University, Belfast, Northern Ireland, found that 
Roots of Empathy had a measurable and positive impact, demonstrating an increase in children’s prosocial 
behaviour and a reduction in aggressive and difficult behaviour (Connolly, 2018). The study suggests that 
the program may have a sustainable effect in terms of reducing difficult behaviour and further research is 
recommended to explore this. 

 
Within a Roots of Empathy classroom, these changes in student behaviour translate into a community 
where helping, sharing, perspective-taking and peer inclusion are the norm. Looking ahead, new national 
and international studies will expand our understanding of the impact of Roots of Empathy. 

http://www.rootsofempathy.org/
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Additional Research and Support for the Program 
 

A University of Missouri report by Dr. Marvin Berkowitz titled What Works in Character Education: A Report 
for Policy Makers and Opinion Leaders reviewed character education programs and concluded that there was 
scientific evidence of the effectiveness of Roots of Empathy, and particularly strong evidence for its 
potential to reduce aggression and violence.2 

 
“Roots of Empathy is an effective school-based curriculum for fostering the development of student 
character.” (Berkowitz & Bier, 2005) 

 
Researchers at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education at the University of Toronto evaluated the 
degree to which the methods and approaches support social and emotional development.3 They 
concluded that Roots of Empathy is an effective program for developing social and emotional learning, 
based on scientific research on child development and professional experience of leading educators and 
health practitioners. 

 
“By providing many opportunities to see skills modeled, to apply these same skills in real-life situations, and to 
reflect on their learning, the program increases the chances that students will develop competencies that will guide their 
future behaviours and shape their dispositions” (Rolheiser & Wallace, 2005). 

 
Dr. Michael Fullan, Professor Emeritus at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education, at the University 
of Toronto, writes that the program is solidly based on scientific knowledge of the human condition. 

 
“ROE is a simple, brilliant and powerful example of how developing children’s empathy can be a priority and can be 
accomplished with amazing results. The heart is the way to the mind, but they have to be explicitly linked. Roots of 
Empathy is a model of social and academic inclusion”. 

http://www.rootsofempathy.org/
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