Journal of Spring 2022. Vol 11. Issue 1

School Psychology and Institutions

Research Paper 8 ‘ )
A comparison of the theory of mind and emotional empathy in students with overt f—

and relational aggression
Hossein. Pira! ™ & Mahboobe. Taher 2*

1. M. A. in Psychology, Shahrood Branch, Islamic Azad University, Shahrood, Iran.
2. Assistant Professor, Department of Psychology, Shahrood Branch, Islamic Azad University, Shahrood, Iran.

Useyour device to scan

andeadarteleontne Pira, H. & Taher, M. (2022). [A comparison of the theory of mind and emotional empathy in students with overt and
EWEI relational ~ aggression  (Persian)].  Journal  of  School  Psychology and Institutions,  11(1):17-29.

L https://dx.doi.org/10.22098/jsp.2022.1491.
O] S d. '} doi: 10.22098/JSP.2022.1491

ABSTRACT

Article Info: The present study was conducted with the aim of comparing theory of mind and emotional
Received: 2018/07/07 empathy in students with communicative and apparent aggression.

Accepted: 2022/02/03 W/EERIekH It was conducted using descriptive research and comparative causal research. The population

consisted of all ages and adolescents of the first and second grades of the Shahrood district in the academic
year of 2017-2018 who were selected using availability sampling amounting to 150 people (75 students
with relational aggression and 75 cases with obvious aggression). Also, the researcher used an explicit
relationship between aggression questionnaire, empathy questionnaire, and eye-meditation and analysis
data they were tested by two independent groups.

The results showed that there was a significant difference between the mean scores of mind
Theory of mind, theory in adolescents with relational aggression and apparent aggression, and between mean scores
emotional empathy, of emotional empathy in adolescents with relational aggression and apparent aggression (p < .05).

communicative and Therefore, we conclude that there is a significant difference between the theory of mind and
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Extended Abstract
1. Introduction
ggression is the most important risk Aggressive  children  may have difficulty

understanding the mental states of others. Theory of
mind (ToM) is one of the most popular theories that
researchers use to refer to a person's abilities in

factor in psychopathology and a sign of
several disorders among children and
adolescents.  Aggression refers to

behavior that isintended to harm inferring others’ mental states such as emotions,
another individual (Ostrov, Murray- feelings, beliefs, intentions and thoughts, in order to
Close, Goodleski & Hart, 2013). predict their behavior. (Dziobek, Rogers, fleck,
Various studies have shown that Bahnemann, Heekeren et al., 2008). Having a ToM

provides better power of choice and reaction,

aggressive children and adolescents C > !
meaning that one can evaluate the intentions of the

generally commit abnormal actions that

are contrary to social values and have a other person and prepare an appropriate response to it
more disordered educational status (Decety & Jackson, 2004). Any damage to the
(Onishi, Kawabata, Kurokawa & development of the ToM creates communication
Yoshida, 2012). barriers. These deficiencies in different stages of
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cognitive processing have a strong effect on the
development of aggressive behaviors (Richel, Mitchell,
Newman, Leonard & Baron Cohen, 2013).

Another variable that is impaired in aggressive children
is empathy. Empathy is a person's capacity to understand
others’ behavior, their feelings, and express the
impressions they form of them. Empathetic behavior has
a positive role in mental health and social adjustment.
Accordingly, children who are more empathetic have
more caring behaviors (Borba, 2001). A study by Strayer
and Roberts (2004) also found that children with low
empathy exhibit more aggressive behaviors. Despite
significant improvements in children's behavioral
performance, the high prevalence of school aggression is
still a serious concern in many parts of the world, and
many ambiguities still remain in the area. Due to the fact
that so far no research has been done on comparing the
ToM and emotional empathy in students with relational
and overt aggression in 12- to 18-year-old Iranians, the
study was devoted to this key and important issue, and
according to the presented discussion, the research
question is whether there is a difference between the ToM
and emotional empathy in students with overt and
relational aggression

2. Materials and Methods

This research was a descriptive-causal study. The
population included all aggressive adolescents in the
first and second high schools of Shahrood in the
academic year 2017-2018. After an initial interview
and consultation with teachers and principals of five
schools, children who had a history of aggressive
behavior in the classroom during the school year were
identified, and for final screening, teachers completed
a relational and overt aggression questionnaire about
students. A total of 150 students (75 students with
relational aggression and 75 students with overt
aggression) who scored a standard deviation above the
mean of the questionnaire were selected as the sample
by availability sampling. To measure aggression,
Overt and Relational Aggression Questionnaire
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(Shahim, 2006) was used. This questionnaire has 21
items in the field of relational and overt aggression.
The Empathy Questionnaire (Davis, 1983) was used to
measure empathy, which consists of 21 items and
assesses the degree of empathy in individuals. The
components are empathetic concern, perspective and
personal confusion. To test the ToM of these students,
The Reading the Mind in the Eyes Test (RMET,;
Baron-Cohen, Wheelwright, Hill, Raste, &
Plumb, 2001) was used, which is a neuropsychological
test related to mind-reading. The revised form of this
test consists of 36 questions, which include
photographs of male and female eyes. Each question
presents four descriptions of the state of mind (one
objective state and three deviant states with the same
emotional value). Using visual information alone,
respondents are asked to choose the word that best
describes the thought or feeling of the eye owner. In
order to collect data, first the necessary permission to
conduct research in public schools (first and second
high school) in Shahrood was obtained from the
Education Department of this city. After selecting five
schools and coordinating with school principals, the
sample group was selected by available sampling
method, after obtaining informed consent, the sample
was selected and responded to the research scales. The
data were analyzed by the independent samples t-test
by the SPSS software.

3. Results

In the ToM, the mean score of individuals with
relational aggression (15.146) was significantly higher
than the mean score of individuals with overt aggression
(12.733), and there was a significant difference between
the scores of the ToM of people with relational
aggression and those of people with overt aggression. In
empathy, the mean of individuals with relational
aggression (31.480) was significantly greater than the
mean of individuals with overt aggression (29.06.06)
and there was a significant difference in emotional
empathy between the groups.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and test results for comparing the theory of mind and empathy of two groups with overt
and relational aggression

Variables Mean difference
. Relational aggression 12.733 5.463 2.757 0.007 2.672
Theory of mind -
Overt aggression 15.146 5.257
Relational aggression 29.066 7.16 2.186 0.030 2.413
Empathy -
Overt aggression 31.480 6.325
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4, Discussion and Conclusion

The main purpose of this study was to compare the
ToM and emotional empathy in students with
relational and overt aggression. In the studies
conducted to compare the ToM in people with
aggression, no apparent relationship was found to
match the results. But in the research of Farzadi,
Behroozi and Faramarzi (2016) and Yazdi, Bani-
Jamali and Salemi (2013), it was found that people
with disobedience have lower scores on ToM. Nejati,
Naserpour, Zabihzadeh and Rashidi (2014) showed
that the scores of the ToM of people with criminal
convictions are lower than ordinary people. Also, low
levels of ToM are associated with bullying (Renoff,
Branden Wesgin, 2010; Shakur, Jafi, Boose et al.,
2012; Patterson, 2014), overt relational aggression
(Razavieh and Latifian and Arefi, 2006) and
oppositional defiance.

Aggressive people have difficulty understanding the
mental states of others. People with impaired ToM
have difficulty understanding the thought and beliefs
of other people. They do not understand how their
behavior affects others and also have problems with
social interaction, because they somehow lack
cognitive evaluation of social situations and the ability
to communicate with others and respond appropriately
in its particular social context. Therefore, they cannot
understand that the outside world does not always
match their expectations. They are also unable to
understand how and when a person becomes aware of
one’s own or others’ beliefs, desires and mental states,
and how one uses them to predict others' behaviors.

The results showed that there is a significant
difference between students with relational aggression
and students with overt aggression in empathy. The
study of Farzadi, Behroozi and Faramarzi (2016)
indicated that the score of empathy in people with
oppositional defiance is lower than normal people.
The study of Taher, Abolghasemi, Hajlou and
Narimani (2015) and Begian Kololehmarz, Pajouhenia
and Rezazadeh (2013) and Kash and Krinberg (2011)
showed that empathy training reduces oppositional
defiance and conduct disorder. Nejati, Naserpour,
Zabihzadeh and Rashidi (2014) showed that the
empathy scores of people with criminal convictions
are lower than normal people. People who are
aggressive have less empathy than normal people.
Low empathy is associated with the violation of the
rights of others and can predict future criminal
behavior in adolescents (Shakur, Jafi, Boose et al.,
2012). Empathy is the driving force behind social
behaviors and behaviors that lead to group cohesion,
and empathic people show more kindness and caring
behaviors toward others, are sensitive, and are
concerned about harming others. Therefore, it is said
that these characteristics cannot be observed in
aggressive people or the amount is less in these people;
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however, in this study, it was found that the level of
empathy in people with overt aggression is lower than
in people with relational aggression. Overt aggression
includes harming or threatening to physically harm
another person, such as kicking, pushing, biting,
punching, hitting, and so on. And relational aggression
is done with the intent of damaging the relationship.
Relational aggression is considered as actions that
significantly damage the feelings and friendships of
other children in the peer group and include rejection
and refusal to continue the friendship, removal of the
person from the group of friends and rejection of the
child in group and spread malicious rumors about a
friend in order to damage the social status of peers to
improve their status or try to take revenge on friends
based on their perception of the way friends treat.
Thus, despite the lack of empathy in aggressive people
in general, it was expected that the level of empathy in
relational aggression would be higher than overt
aggression, which the study confirmed. On this basis,
we conclude that by improving the ToM of people,
overt aggression can be reduced and empathy
education can be developed as one of the basic life
skills in students’ curricula. One of the limitations of
this research is its implementation in a city and the use
of a questionnaire which is a self-report tool as a
research instrumnet. We suggest that effectiveness
research in the field of empathy and ToM be done with
follow-up courses. In addition, the empathy model
should be developed based on the information of
Iranian society in a native way and other moderating
variables such as personality traits or control variables
such as parents' emotional status and type of parenting
should be considered.
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