
Cultivating Empathy
Age 10-12 13-15 16-18

Context Rural Tribal Urban

Insight
URL

https://uninhibited.notion.site/Cultivating-Empathy-
2c4074573adb803191e4dd976ccd79d2

Outcome Empathy

WHAT IS EMPATHY?
Empathy is emotional understanding and genuine concern for those who 
menstruate. It goes beyond factual knowledge to feeling and caring about 
others' experiences, challenges, and pain.

■ The 50% Plateau: Empathy reaches only 50-55% across all ages - 
roughly HALF awareness levels. Emotional barriers persist even when 
knowledge is present. This is harder than awareness.

EMPATHY DEVELOPMENT 
TRAJECTORY

10-12 Years: Concrete, family-focused
Empathy for mother and sister experiences

Concern about visible pain - "Does it hurt?"

Relational empathy - people they know and love

Cannot yet sustain empathy beyond immediate circle

13-15 Years: Expanding beyond family
Empathy for classmates and peers

Triggered by first-hand harassment stories

Beginning to feel for people they don't know personally

Risk of performative empathy vs genuine feeling
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16-18 Years: Sustained, principled
Deep, lasting emotional commitment possible

Can maintain empathy without constant reinforcement

Connection to social justice emotions

Can hold complex emotions and ambivalence

CORE STRATEGIES
1. First-Person Narratives
Most Powerful Tool: Stories from those who menstruate trigger empathy 
more than any other method.

Field Finding: "More empathetic when hearing first-hand experiences, 
especially harassment stories"

2. Perspective-Taking Activities
Help boys imagine experiences:

"What if you couldn't access a toilet when you needed it?"

"What if people made fun of something your body does naturally?"

"What if you were in pain but had to pretend you weren't?"

3. Emotional Vocabulary Building
Boys often lack words for emotions. Teach:

Naming feelings: embarrassment, vulnerability, frustration, pain

Expressing concern appropriately

Validating others' experiences

4. Safe Expression Spaces
Boys need permission and safety to express care:

Model emotional expression as facilitator

Normalize concern and caring

Challenge "boys don't care" messaging

Celebrate expressions of empathy
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MEASUREMENT INDICATORS
Age Expression Understanding Action

10-12 "Is she okay?" Recognizes pain
varies

Offers help to family

13-15 Defends against
jokes

Understands stigma
impact

Shows patience with
moods

16-18 Articulates
outrage

Grasps systemic
harm

Sustains support
despite challenges

■ International Research: Eisenberg et al. (2005) in Developmental 
Psychology found empathy capacity increases through adolescence, but 
requires intentional cultivation and practice.

■ SUCCESS CEILING: 50-55% of boys achieve this outcome by program 
end. This plateau reflects both developmental and environmental factors.
■■ RESEARCH: Eisenberg et al. (2005) Developmental Psychology: 
Empathy capacity increases through adolescence but requires intentional 
cultivation. Harder than awareness - emotional barriers persist.
■ 13-15 years show attention and are good listeners. When they hear first-
hand experiences, especially harassment stories, you can see it click for 
them.
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