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Human Empathy Through the Lens of

Social Neuroscience
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MODULATION OF EMPATHY

Despite the fact that empathy partly relies on bottom-up information processing, which is automatic and
unconscious, we do not always react to others empathetically in the conventional sense of the term. Mass
communication and urban living conditions make us witness the distress and predicament of others on a
daily basis, and yet we do not always respond in prosocial ways. This seems to be counterintuitive to lay
conceptions that consider empathy as an automatic response that should be promoted without restrictions.
However, despite the obvious advantages of understanding another person’s thoughts and feelings,
empathy does not come without costs[85]. Besides, empathy has evolved as an in-group phenomena[9].
Several intra- and interpersonal factors have been identified that facilitate or inhibit the occurrence and
the degree of empathic responses, and thus allow modulation of their associated expenses.
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