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Abstract

This study analyses the relationship between empathy in adolescents and the practice of
different types of physical activity.

Atotal of 727 subjects from two public schools, aged between 12 and 19 years, participated
in the study. To assess cognitive and affective empathy, the HIFDS self-report was used and
questions from the PAQ-A questionnaire were adapted to obtain data associated with the
level and type of physical activity practised. Not only was a statistical analysis and compari-
son between groups carried out according to gender and physical activity practice, but also,
among subgroups according to the physical activity practised.

Female students reported higher levels of affective and cognitive empathy than their male
peers. Students who practice artistic physical activities show greater affective and cognitive
empathy in comparison with other activities. Likewise, people who practice physical activi-
ties show higher values in both empathies compared to “non-practising” people.

In short, adolescents who participate in organised physical activities show greater empathy
than their peers who practise free physical activities or do not practise any physical activity,
with those of an artistic nature favouring the development of empathy in both dimensions.
Furthermore, higher levels of affective and cognitive empathy are observed in female stu-
dents than in their male peers.

Keywords: physical activity, empathy, adolescents, mental health, psychology.

Resumen

El presente estudio analiza la relacion entre la empatia en adolescentes y la practica de
distintos tipos de actividad fisica.

Participaron 727 sujetos con edades comprendidas entre 12 y 19 afios, pertenecientes a
dos centros educativos publicos. Para evaluar la empatia cognitiva y afectiva se utiliz6 el
autoinforme HIFDS y se adaptaron preguntas del cuestionario PAQ-A para conocer datos
asociados al nivel y tipo de actividad fisica practicada. Se realizé un andlisis estadistico y de
comparacion entre grupos segun el género y la practica de actividad fisica, asi como entre
los subgrupos segun la actividad fisica practicada.

Las alumnas mostraron niveles superiores de empatia afectiva y cognitiva respecto de sus
compafieros. El alumnado que practica actividades fisicas artisticas muestra mayor empatia
afectiva y cognitiva estableciendo comparaciones con otras actividades. Asimismo, las per-
sonas que practican actividad fisica muestran mayores valores en ambos tipos de empatia
respecto a las personas “no practicantes”.

En definitiva, los y las adolescentes que participan en actividades fisicas organizadas mues-
tran mayor empatia que sus compafieros y compafieras que practican actividad fisica libre
0 no practican actividad fisica, siendo las de las de indole artistico favorecedoras del de-
sarrollo de la empatia en ambas dimensiones. Asimismo, se observa niveles mas altos de
empatia afectiva y cognitiva en las alumnas que en sus compafieros varones.

Palabras clave: actividad fisica, empatia, adolescentes, salud mental, psicologia.
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AHHOTaUMS

B faHHOM mcCnes0BaHWM aHaNU3MPYeTCs B3aMMOCBS3b MeX/y 3MMaTueid y NoApoCTKOB 1
MPaKTUKOM PasfnYHbIX BUAOB GU3NYECKOI aKTUBHOCTY.

B nccnegoBaHn NpuHay yvactme 727 ncnolTyeMblX B Bo3pacTe oT 12 fo 19 net u3 AByx
roCyapCTBEHHbIX LWKOA. [Ins OLeHKN KOTHUTUBHOW 1 adPeKTUBHOI IMNATUN UCMONb30-
Bancs onpocHuk HIFDS, a Bonpock! 13 onpocHuka PAQ-A 6bi1n afanTupoBaHsl Ans nony-
UeHMs AaHHbIX, CBA3aHHbIX C YDOBHEM 1 BUAOM QU3MYeCKO akTUBHOCTUW. Bbin npoBejeH
CTaTUCTUYECKWNIA aHaNW3 1 CPaBHEHMEe MeXAy rpynnaMm B 3aBMCMMOCTY OT Moa 1 NpakTu-
Ky GU3MYECKOii aKTVBHOCTY, @ TaKXKe MeXAy NOATrpynnamMun B 3aBUCKMOCTM OT NPaKTuKye-
MO $pU3NYeCcKolr aKTUBHOCTY.

CTyAeHTbl XEeHCKOro nona nokasann 6onee BbICOKWA ypoBeHb apPeKTUBHOW W KOTHU-
TVBHOW 3MMATUN, YeM X CBEPCTHUKK MYXCKOro rnona. CTyAeHTbl, NPaKTUKyoLme Xya0-
XEeCTBeHHY QU3nYeckyro AedTenbHOCTb, 4EMOHCTPUPYIOT 6oee BbICOKMIA YpOBeHb ad-
GeKTVIBHOW W KOrHUTVBHOW 3MNaTUK MO CPaBHEHWIO C APYTMMU BUAAMU edTelbHOCTY.
AHanornuyHo, NAY, NPakTUKyoLLme Gr3nNYeckyro akTUBHOCTb, NOKa3blBatoT bonee BbICO-
Kue 3Ha4eHUst 0601X TUMOB 3MNATUN MO CPABHEHMIO C “HEMPAKTUKYLWUMU” THABEMU.

BKpatue, NoAPOCTKM, yuYacTBytoLLMe B OPraHN30BaHHOW GU3MYECKON AesTenbHOCTY, je-
MOHCTPMPYIOT 6oee BbICOKYH IMNATUIO, YeM WX CBEPCTHUKM, KOTOPbIE MPaKTUKYHT CBO-
60AHYI GM3NYECKYI0 aKTUBHOCTb MW HE NMPAKTUKYIOT GM3MUYECKYI0 aKTUBHOCTb, MPUYeM
3aHATUS XyAOXKECTBEHHO iesTeNbHOCTBI0 61aroNpUsTCTBYHOT PA3BUTHO IMMNATMN B 060X
n3MepeHusx. Kpome Toro, 6onee BbicokMe ypoBHY adeKTUBHON 1 KOTHUTUBHOM 3MNaTn
HabNoAALTCA Y CTYAEHTOK, YeM Y UX CBEPCTHUKOB MY>XCKOrO Nona.

Kntouessie ciosa: q)VI3VIHeCKaH aKTUBHOCTb, 3MNaThA, NOAPOCTKU, NCUXNYECKOe 340P0BbE,
ncuxonorma, nCMxonoruns.

Introduction

Empathy can be defined as a construct related to a subject’s emotional response based
on their ability to understand and share the emotions of another person (Marin-Lépez
et al.,, 2019). Marin-Lépez et al. (2019) note that this construct is fundamentally made
up of two dimensions: the cognitive dimension, which is responsible for understand-
ing the emotions of others, and the affective dimension, which allows experiencing
the emotional of people.

During adolescence, numerous personality changes occur and the development of
pro-social and empathic behaviours is enhanced (Jekauc et al., 2017; Silke et al., 2018).
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Adolescents with greater empathic competence show a secure attachment relation-
ship with their parents, acceptance and affective experiences, along with a repertoire
of behaviours such as help, respect, and compassion, among others (Paez & Rovella,
2019); being empathy a construct that increases with age throughout adolescence
(Zabala et al., 2018). Regarding gender, several authors argue that there are differenc-
es at this stage, with girls showing greater empathy than boys (Gémez Sanchez et al.,
2019; Paez & Rovella, 2019).

In recent years, some studies that address aspects of adolescents’ health have be-
gun to develop, which analyse their health in relation to psychology, their emotions,
mental health or the prevention of risk behaviours from a more holistic approach. (Li-
ma-Serrano & Lima-Rodriguez, 2014). In this line, recent research has shown positive
influences of physical activity on the development of different psychosocial aspects
of the adolescent population. Thus, a positive influence of physical activity has been
demonstrated on various attributes such as emotional intelligence (Stenseng et al.,
2015; Vaquero et al., 2020), positive affection among peers, cognitive and emotional
empathy (Ménaco et al., 2017), on prosocial behaviours (Chowhan & Stewart, 2007),
as well as on self-concept, social perception, group inclusion and academic outcomes
(Martinez & Gonzalez, 2020) or on adaptability, mood and social relationship building
(Vaquero et al., 2020; Vaquero et al., 2018).

Although participation in physical activities and sports can bring psychological or
emotional benefits, some authors suggest that mere participation in physical activi-
ties or sports does not guarantee the development of these behaviours. Therefore, it
is essential that the reference person generates a positive environment in the teams
for these behaviours to be cultivated (Gano-Overway, 2014). In physical activity, there
is a wide variety of elements that can influence, in one way or another, the psychoso-
cial aspects of the individuals who practice it, for example, the type of physical activity
performed, the way it is carried out, the presence or absence of a guide, among other
variables.

Free-type physical activity implies that the subject, although he/she may interact with
other people, does not follow a routine, neither structured nor scheduled, whereas in
organised activities, there is contact with a group and the management of a teacher,
monitor or trainer (Benitez-Sillero et al., 2021). Traditionally, the variable participation
in physical activity has been studied by referring to that which the person performs
in all their free time (Fraguela-Vale et al., 2020), and taking into account physiological
variables such as energy consumption, time or intensity of practice. However, other
variables such as organisational ones, which may have a more significant impact on
certain psychosocial aspects, have not been sufficiently considered (Benitez-Sillero et
al., 2021). For instance, depending on gender, it has been observed that boys prefer
more competitive physical activities and girls prefer those that are performed more
freely and individually, presenting a lower motivation for them (Isorna et al., 2014;
Pérez-Soto et al., 2017, Fraguela-Vale et al., 2020). In this sense, adolescents who
practice sports activities within the framework of extracurricular activities show high-
er levels of self-efficacy, prosocial behaviours or social responsibility than those who
do other types of activities or do not do extracurricular activities (Carreres-Ponsoda
et al., 2012). They also show a higher interpersonal factor of emotional intelligence,
including empathy (Amado-Alonso et al., 2019). Despite this, there are still few studies
that analyse the relationships among the different types of physical activity according
to their characteristics (Castro-Sanchez et al., 2018), highlighting those that make a
classification according to their psychomotor and socio-motor characteristics by Parle-
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bas (2001). Within the latter, it has been found that athletes who play non-contact
sports have a greater ability to identify and value emotions than athletes who play
contact sports (Gallardo-Pefia et al., 2019). Different studies affirm that adolescents
who practice non-contact collective sports are the ones who have the highest lev-
els of self-concept and those who practice individual sports with contact the lowest
(Chacén-Cuberos et al., 2020), while athletes in the collective modality with contact are
the ones who best manage their emotions (Castro-Sanchez et al., 2018).

Concerning empathy, it has been observed that participation in school and federated
sport is related to greater affective empathy (Holt et al., 2012). Empathic responses
may even be reduced in competitive out-groups (Richins et al., 2018). In relation to the
Physical Education subject, students with greater empathy, especially cognitive empa-
thy, show a more positive attitude towards the subject (Gdmez Sanchez et al., 2019).

Taking into account the scarce information in the literature regarding the relationship
between participation in different types of physical activities and sports and how these
affect the development of empathy in adolescents, the present study hypothesises
that subjects involved in physical activities will show greater empathy than those who
do not participate in physical activities.

Therefore, the study has the following objectives:

+ To analyse the relationship between participation in physical activities and em-
pathy in adolescents.

+ To compare empathy according to the degree of organisation and modality of
the physical activity practised.

Methods

Design

This is an explanatory, cross-sectional study, where the sample was selected by con-
venience.

Participants

A total of 727 students participated in the study with an age range of 12 to 19 years
with an average age of 14.81 years and a standard deviation of 1.71 years. Of this sam-
ple (n=363; 49.9% were girls and n=364; 50.1% were boys. They attended two public
schools in Cordoba, Andalusia (Spain), in a medium socio-economic context.

Instruments

Empathy

Empathy was assessed using the How I Feel in Different Situations Questionnaire HIFDS
(Bonino et al., 1998; Feshbach et al., 1991; Caravita et al., 2009), which uses two differ-
ent dimensions of empathy: cognitive and affective. The affective one was measured
by seven questions about sharing the feelings of others (e.g., when someone tells me
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a nice story, I feel as if the story is happening to me), and cognitive empathy was mea-
sured by five items describing the understanding of others’ feelings (e.g., I can recog-
nise, earlier than many other children, that others’ feelings have changed) (Feshbach
etal., 1991). Participants were asked to rate the degree of truthfulness of each item us-
ing a four-point scale (from 1 = never true to 4 = always true). The internal consistency
values of the test were for affective empathy a =.82 and for cognitive empathy a =.87.

Physical Activity

To determine the level of physical activity, two questions were asked. The first of them
was based on the first question of the PAQ-A questionnaire (Martinez-Gémez et al.,
2009) although it was modified to some extent.

Question 1. Physical activity in your free time: Have you done any activity in the last 7
days (last week)? If yes, how many days have you done them?

Students answer a number from 0 to 7.

Question 2. Do you regularly attend any kind of physical activity classes, sport...? Indi-
cate the type of activity and days of the week.

Students answer with a number from 0 to 7 according to the days of the week they do
the activity.

According to the answers to questions 1 and 2, the corresponding values were deter-
mined for 2 categories: the first being leisure-time physical activity, according to the
answer to question 1, and the second one participation in organised physical activity,
according to the answer to question 2. We can define leisure-time physical activity
as that which includes activities practised both freely and organised, while organised
physical activity is only that which is repetitive over time, dependent on some club or
entity and directed by some person. In both cases, the compulsory school hours of
Physical Education of students are not counted.

From the second question, answers were obtained to categorise a new variable, called
type of organised physical activity, according to the students’‘ answers. This third physi-
cal activity variable is grouped into the categories presented in table 1 (Benitez-Sillero
et al., 2021). This classification does not refer exclusively to regulated or federated
competition. It was decided to establish a differential category for “volleyball” and
“football” from the rest of the team sports. In the first case because it is a sport without
contact with the opponent, and in the second because of the large number of students
playing it.

In order to group the sports modalities according to their characteristics, the criteria of
Parlebas’ motor praxiology (2001) were followed according to the communicative logic
of the game modalities and the interactions among participants, recently presented
by Benitez-Sillero et al. (2021), which are shown in table 1.

Table 1
Definition of the type of organised physical activity practised and their groupings.

Type of actvitiy Definition
practised
0. Not practising Subjects who do not practice any activity.
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Type of actvitiy Definition

practised

1. Individual Individual activities such as athletics, cycling and swimming.
2.ACO Activities to improve physical fitness like pilates, Crossfit.

3. Dance Dance activities.

4 Rhythmic gymnastics

5. Tennis,
Badminton

6. Paddel tennis

7. Wrestling

8. Volleyball

9. Team

10. Football

Sport modalities groups

Competitiveness

Individual or collective
component

Contact

Opposition

Procedure

Rhythmic gymnastics sport in individual and group mode

Individual racket sports such as tennis and badminton.

Racket sports in pairs.

Wrestling activities such as karate, judo, kickboxing y boxing.
Volleyball team sport

Other team sports without including basketball and handball.
Football team sport.

Definition and activities considered

In the activities, there is a confrontation between the participants
to overcome each other. The activities considered non-competitive
were "Physical conditioning" (ACO) and "dance".

It is determined if there is cooperation and motor communication
with at least one other subject to achieve the common objective of
the essence of the activity. The activities considered as individual
were: the individual category (athletics, cycling and swimming),
physical fitness, dance, rhythmic gymnastics, tennis, and
badminton.

It is estimated if there is direct body-to-body interaction between
the subjects who face each other to achieve different objectives
in the activity. The activities with contact were: wrestling, team
sports and football.

It is determined whether there is a duel situation in which at

least two components of the activity have antagonistic goals and
interact with each other by establishing a counter-communication.
The activities in which there was no opposition were: "individuals",
"ACO", "dance" and "rhythmic gymnastics".

The present study was conducted after obtaining the respective permissions from the
participants’ schools, as well as informed consent forms signed by their families. All
national and international ethical standards, such as the Helsinki declaration and per-
sonal data protection laws, were followed. The project was also approved by the Hu-
man Research Ethics Committee of the University of Cordoba (11/12/2019). The par-
ticipating students were informed of the objective of the study and the anonymous,
confidential and voluntary nature of their participation in the study was emphasised.
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Data analysis

After an analysis of the normality of the sample with the Kolgomorov-Smirnov test, a
non-parametric sample analysis was performed. The Mann-Whitney U test was used
to analyse the differences according to sex, free and organised physical activity and
according to sex by type of organised physical activity practised. The Kruskal Wallis
test was also performed for comparisons according to the type of physical activity
practised and an Ad-Hoc analysis using the Mann-Whitney U-test of the subgroups
according to sex. The coding and analysis of the data were done with SPSS, version 25.
In the Kruskal Wallis comparisons by gender, the paddle tennis category was removed
for girls, as there was only one subject and comparison was not possible.

Findings

Firstly, a descriptive analysis of the sample was performed according to gender, with
the girls’ values being significantly higher (p=.000) in affective empathy (M=2.80:
SD=.578) than the boys’ (M=2.35: SD=.633) and in cognitive empathy (p=.000), with
girls (M=3.12: SD=.609) and boys (M=2.76: SD=.801).

Table 2 shows the results according to the practice of organised activity, with no sig-
nificant differences overall, but there were significant differences in the differentiation
by sex, with affective empathy being higher in boys and cognitive empathy higher in
girls. When considering the physical activity carried out in leisure time, this was not
sensitive to any significant difference.

Table 2
Results of the empathy dimensions as a function of organised or free physical activity practice

Organised physical activity

Total sample Boys Girls
Not They p Not They p Not They p
practising  practice practising  Practicec practising  practice
n=333 n=394 n=333 n=394 n=333 n=394
Affective  2.55(.672) 2.60 239 2.25(.677) 242 .014  2.77 (.575) 2.80 .302
(.623) (.594) (.580)
Cognitive  2.90 (.740) 2.98 148 2.70(.828) 2.76 476 3.04(.628) 3.19 .019
(.721) (.776) (.579)
Fres physical activity
Total sample Boys Girls
Not They p Not They p Not They p
practising  practice practising  practice practising  practice
n=203 n=517 N=88 n=271 n=115 n=246

Affective  2.57 (.654) 2.58 941 2.32(.675) 2.36 644 2.77(.567) 2.82 408
(.644) (.620) (.581)

Cognitive  2.90 (.727) 2.96 406 2.71(.805) 2.78 .500 3.05(.625) 3.15 170
(.735) (.802) (.598)

Note. p <.05; Mean (Standard Deviation)
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Subsequently, in the analysis according to the type of organised physical activity prac-
tised with regard to affective empathy (Table 3), the highest levels were found in sub-
jects who practised “rhythmic gymnastics” and “dance”, compared to those who did
not practise any physical activity, those who practised “individual” sports and those
who played “football”. Likewise, those who practised “wrestling” sports had lower lev-
els than the ones who practised “dance”, “rhythmic gymnastics” or “individual” sports.
In the comparisons in each sex between the different subgroups, in the boys, the
“wrestling” activity stood out for its lower levels and the differences between those
who played “football”, with higher levels than the ones who did not practise it. Among
the girls, the higher levels of “rhythmic gymnastics” were more prominent than “tennis
or badminton”, “wrestling” and “football”. In the comparisons between each activity
group according to gender, girls who “did not practice”, those who did “individual”,
“ACO", “wrestling” and “team” activities showed significantly higher levels than boys in

the same type of physical activity.

In relation to cognitive empathy (Table 3), the subjects practising “dance” activities
showed higher levels than those who “did not practise”, “wrestled “ and played “foot-
ball”, whereas those practising “rhythmic gymnastics” had higher levels than those
practising “wrestling” sports. In the gender comparisons between the different sub-
groups, no differences were found between boys and girls, with “rhythmic gymnas-
tics” and “dance” having higher levels than “non-players”, “individual” sports and “foot-
ball” players. However, “individual” sports players show higher values than “football”
players. In the comparisons between each activity group according to gender, girls

had higher levels in “non-players”, “ACO", “volleyball” and “team” sports.

The results are shown below, grouping the sports activities according to their charac-
teristics based on the logic of the game and the interactions of the participants.

When it comes to affective empathy, some differences can be seen according to
whether the activity practised involves “contact” or “non-contact” (Table 4). Higher
values of affective empathy stand out in subjects who practice non-contact physical
activities. Also noteworthy are the differences between the subgroups with “contact”
and with “opposition” over the “non-practitioners”, the latter showing higher values
than the practitioners of modalities with these characteristics, with special relevance
in boys. Likewise, in boys, according to the concept of “cooperation” in the activity, the
highest values were found in disciplines where “cooperation” and participation were
“collective”, as is the case with practitioners of “competitive” modalities.

As far as cognitive empathy is concerned, (Table 5) it was also significant, on the

7]

whole, in the concepts of “opposition”, “contact” and “non-competitiveness” involved
in the activities. Differences among practitioners in “non-contact”, “non-opposition-
al” and “non-competitive” disciplines are highlighted over practitioners with “contact”
and “oppositional” and over “non-practitioners”. In terms of gender, differences were
found that were very similiar to those found globally, with no differences found in

their peers.
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Table 4

Analysis of affective empathy as a function of the characteristics of the physical activity based on the logic of the game

and the interactions of the participants.

Affective Total sample Boys Girls
Subgroup Inter M Intra n Inter M Intra n Inter M Intra
Group  (DE)  Groupss Group (DE)  Groups Group  (DE)  Groups
(P (P () () () ()
Competition
0.No practice 333 .056 2.55 1* 144 .086 2.25 2* 189 554 2.77
(.672) (.677) (.575)
1.Non- 85 2.75 0*,2* 21 2.37 64 2.88
competitive (.615) (.506) (.598)
2.Competitive 309 2.56 1* 198 2.42 0* m 2.81
(.621) (.604) (.573)
Individual-Collective Cooperation
0.No practice 333 773 2.55 144 .01 2.25 2%* 189 747 2.77
(.672) (.677) (.575)
1.Individual 186 2.61 76 2.30 2* 110 2.84
(.649) (.596) (.592)
2.Collective 208 2.59 143 248  1*0** 65 2.83
(.602) (.586) (.566)
Contact
0.No practice 333 <.001 2.55 1** 144 087 2.25 2* 189 453 2.77
(.672) (.677) (.575)
1.No contact 195 2.74  Q**2*** 55 2.43 140 2.86
(.611) (.583) (.580)
2.With contact 199 2.47 HRE 164 2.41 0* 35 2.75
(.610) (.633) (.586)
Opposition
0.No practice 333 <.001 2.55 1%%* 144 .086 2.25 189 .098 2.77
(.672) (.677) (.575)
1.No 146 277 Q0 2%** 40 243 2* 106 2.91
opposition (.629) (.610) (.586)
2.0pposition 248 2.50 il 179 2.42 1* 69 2.73
(.647) (.593) (.562)

Note. Intergroups differences relate the 3 groups and intragroups differences at post-hoc level 2 to 2. M= Mean; (SD)= Standard

deviation. *p <.05; ***p <.01; ****p <.001.
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Table 5

Analysis of cognitive empathy as a function of physical activity characteristics based on game logic and participant

interactions.
Cognitive Total sample Boys Girls
Subgroup Inter M (DE) Intra n Inter M (DE) Intra n Inter M Intra
Group Groups Group Groups Group  (DE)  Groups
(P () () () (p) (P
Competition
0.No practice 333 .069 2.55 1** 144 265 2.70 189 .01 3.04 1**
(.672) (.829) (.629)
1.No 85 2.75 0**2* 21 2.61 64 3.30 0%*,2%
competition (.615) (.700) (.574)
2.Competitive 309 2.56 1* 198 2.81 mm 3.13 1*
(.621) (.790) (5.76)
Individual-Collective Cooperation
0.No pracrice 333 .320 2.88 144 310 2.70 189 .079 3.04 1*
(.704) (.829) (.628)
1.Individual 186 2.99 76 271 110 3.19 0*
(.716) (.788) (.587)
2.Collective 208 2.95 143 2.84 65 3.19
(.733) (.633) (.569)
Contact
0.No practice 333 .002 2.90 1** 144 609 2.70 189 .034 3.04 1**
(.704) (.829) (.629)
1.No contact 195 310  Q**2** 55 2.78 140 3.23 0**
(.635) (.733) (.544)
2.With 199 2.85 1** 164 2.80 35 3.06
contact (.788) (.801) (.694)
Opposition
0.No practice 333 .010 2.90 1** 144 595 2.70 189 .039 3.04 1*
(704) (.829) (.629)
1.No 146 3.1 0**2* 40 2.77 106 3.24 0*
opposition (.637) (.727) (.551)
2.0pposition 248 2.89 1* 179 2.8 69 3.13
(.764) (.797) (.617)

Note. The intergroup differences relate the 3 groups and the intragoups differences at post-hoc level 2 to 2. M= Mean; (SD)=

Standard deviation. *p <.05; ***p < .01; ****p < .001.
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Discussion

One of the aims of this study was to examine whether there is any relationship be-
tween physical activity practice and levels of empathy in adolescents, more specifically,
to find out whether organised versus free physical activity practice makes a difference.

Previous literature shows that empathy levels would be moderated by the gender
variable. In general, male adolescents show lower levels of prosocial and empathic
behaviours than girls, which could be explained by the influence of social roles and be-
havioural patterns that have an effect on the learning and expression of expected be-
haviours for boys and girls (Van der Graaff et al., 2018). In this study, girls were found
to obtain higher values than their male peers in both affective and cognitive empathy,
coinciding with previous studies (Gdmez Sanchez et al., 2019; Paez & Rovella, 2019).
This general tendency is maintained when the organised physical activity variable is
incorporated. However, it can be seen that boys who practice organised physical activ-
ity show greater affective empathy than their peers who do not practice, and girls who
practice show greater cognitive empathy than the ones who do not (Gano-Overway,
2014; Ménaco et al., 2017). These differences are not observed when the analyses
incorporate free physical activity (Carreres-Ponsoda et al., 2012; Amado-Alonso et al.,
2019). Based on these data, it could be understood that there is a relationship be-
tween participating in organised physical activities and an improvement in the levels
of intragroup empathy, regardless of gender.

In terms of organised physical activities, there are differences between the different
types of activities. Firstly, greater affective empathy is observed, with statistically sig-
nificant differences in girls who practice “rhythmic gymnastics”; in relation to sports
such as “tennis or badminton”, “wrestling” or “football”; or in “dancing” compared to
people who “did not practice” physical activity, “wrestled”™ or played “football”. This
could be related to the artistic component (Martin et al., 2018) and to the gender of
people participating in “rhythmic gymnastics” or “dance”, all of whom are women, and
their higher competence in affective empathy (Gdmez Sanchez et al., 2019; Paez & Rov-
ella, 2019). With regard to “wrestling”, significant differences can be seen that show
less affective empathy with respect to peers who participate in “individual”, “dance” or
“football” activities; these differences increase when gender is applied as a differenti-
ating factor in “individual”, “football” or “team” activities in boys and in “rhythmic gym-
nastics” in girls. On the other hand, boys who practise “football” show more affective
empathy than their peers who indicate “not practising” physical activity. Comparing
the physical activities organised according to the gender of the people who indicate
“not practising”, there is a greater affective empathy in girls than in their peers. A
similar trend, although slightly less significant, is observed in “wrestling”. In the same
way, although with an even lower level of significance, it occurs in “individual” sports,
in those who practice “ACO” or in “team” sports (Gémez Sanchez et al., 2019; Paez &
Rovella, 2019).

Regarding cognitive empathy, results with similar trends were found for people who
do “dance”activities. In this case, a general analysis of the participating population
shows that there is greater competence in cognitive empathy in people who prac-
tice “dance” compared to people who indicate “no practice” or who “wrestle” “ or play
“football”; increasing when applying gender as a differential nuance in relation to
“football” and incorporating “individual” activities as far as girls are concerned (Martin
et al., 2018; Gdmez Sanchez et al., 2019; Paez & Rovella, 2019). Concerning “rhythmic
gymnastics”, greater cognitive empathy is observed with respect to “wrestling” in the
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general population, and somewhat in relation to “not practising”, “individual” sports
or “football”. On the other hand, there is greater significance in terms of cognitive
empathy in girls who play “volleyball” or do “team” activities compared to their peers
who play “football”. Girls who play “football” also show less cognitive empathy than
their peers who practice “dance” or “rhythmic gymnastics”, being these results in line
with previous studies (Martin et al., 2018; Gémez Sanchez et al., 2019; Paez & Rovella,
2019).

Considering the groupings of physical activities according to the logic of the game
and the interactions between participants (Parlebas 2011, Benitez-Sillero et al., 2021),
greater affective empathy is observed in non-contact and non-oppositional activities,
in line with previous studies (Gallardo-Pefia et al., 2019). By the same token, people
who do not practice show higher values in this dimension of empathy than their peers
who practice activities “with contact” or “with opposition”. On the other hand, higher
scores are found for boys who engage in “competitive” or “collective” activities. Al-
though in other contexts it has been shown that competition may not favour empathy
(Rusu, 2002), in this case, there are results that indicate that competition has favoured
the development of empathy. Both competition and cooperation may be related to
the values developed by competitive activity, including cooperation (Gémez Sanchez
et al., 2019). Empathy has also been recognised as a precursor of prosociality, with
cooperation being found as a dimension of prosocial behaviour (Gémez Tabares &
Narvaez Marin., 2019).

Conclusions

In the light of the above, it is therefore concluded that adolescents who participate
in organised physical activities show greater empathy than their peers who practise
free physical activity or do not practise any physical activity. Among the organised
physical activities, those of an artistic nature favour the development of empathy in
both dimensions. Non-contact, collective and competitive activities promote the devel-
opment of affective empathy, and non-contact, non-oppositional and non-competitive
activities improve cognitive empathy, especially in girls. This analysis, however, needs
to be further extended in order to consolidate the results and conclusions obtained.

The limitations of the study lie in the non-random and non-representative choice of
the sample. The use of questionnaires may result in bias, although these are volun-
tary and anonymous. Likewise, when categorising the physical activities, other criteria
could have been taken into account, such as less or more competitive and federated
involvement, for example, or experience in the practice.

As future work, a longitudinal study of this study is proposed, as well as the design of
processes to improve empathy among other positive values by means of intervention
designs through physical activity. Future projects could also be developed with more
representative samples to confirm the results of the present study.
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