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A B S T R A C T

Most corporate empathy
programs are built on a flawed
assumption — that proximity to
suffering naturally produces
empathy, and that empathy
naturally produces changed
behavior. The research does not
support either step.

Unstructured empathic exposure reliably
produces distress rather than compassion.
Distress, unlike compassion, is not
sustainable as a prosocial motivator. The
transformative approach addresses this
through three participant behaviors —
practiced inside a facilitation architecture —
that engage three dissociable empathy
systems and convert empathic arousal into a
durable disposition.

188
fMRI studies meta-
analyzed for the three-
system model
Schurz et al. 2021

g = 0.51
adjusted effect of
structured empathy
training (18 RCTs)
Teding van Berkhout &
Malouff 2016

515
studies confirming
intergroup contact
reduces prejudice via
empathy
Pettigrew & Tropp 2006

8–12
spaced experiences per
year — the practical
floor for durable
capacity
Lally et al. 2010

C O N T E N T S  &  A B S T R A C T

In this brief.



M ost corporate empathy programs assume
that proximity to suffering naturally produces

empathy, and that empathy naturally
produces changed behavior. The research does not
support either step in that chain.

Unstructured empathic exposure reliably produces
distress rather than compassion, and distress — unlike
compassion — is not sustainable as a prosocial
motivator. Programs designed around exposure without

facilitation architecture are not merely incomplete.
Without the processing architecture that converts
empathic arousal into compassion, they can
be counterproductive.

The transformative approach addresses this problem
through three keystone behaviors that participants
practice during volunteer experiences: perspective-
taking, meaning-making, and reflective practice. This

document argues that these three behaviors map onto
three distinct, neurologically grounded components of
the empathy system — and that together they form a
facilitated sequence that converts raw empathic

exposure into sustainable compassion.

S T R U C T U R A L  D I S T I N C T I O N

Architecture is not
outcome.

The Brief–Guide–Debrief (BGD) cycle is the
facilitation architecture — the sequence the

volunteer leader executes. The three keystone
behaviors are what happens inside the
participant within that architecture.

Each facilitation move is designed to trigger a

specific participant behavior, but the move
does not guarantee the outcome. A Brief can
be delivered flawlessly and a participant can

still fail to engage perspective-taking.

Distinguishing facilitation from outcome is
essential for anyone trying to measure whether

empathy actually changed — not just whether

the program ran.

F I G U R E   1 . 1  Facilitation architecture (top row) triggers, but does not guarantee, participant behavior (bottom row).

F A C I L I T A T O R  M O V E

The Brief
→

F A C I L I T A T O R  M O V E

The Guided
Experience →

F A C I L I T A T O R  M O V E

The Debrief

A R C H I T E C T U R E  ( E X E C U T E D  B Y  L E A D E R ) O U T C O M E  ( O C C U R R I N G  I N  P A R T I C I P A N T )

P A R T I C I P A N T  B E H A V I O R

Perspective-Taking
Cognitive empathy · mentalizing

↓

P A R T I C I P A N T  B E H A V I O R

Meaning-Making
Motivated empathy · appraisal

↓

P A R T I C I P A N T  B E H A V I O R

Reflective Practice
Distress→compassion ·
consolidation

0 1  P U R P O S E

The flawed assumption
most programs are built on.

Frame, humanize, set safety

Equal-status contact with agency

Structured group reflection



0 1 A F F E C T I V E

The felt sharing of
another's emotional state.

S H A R E D  E M O T I O N A L  S T A T E

N E U R A L
C O R R E L AT E

Anterior insula ·
anterior
cingulate cortex
(the pain matrix)

T R A I N A B I L I T Y

Low &
unsustained

R I S K  P R O F I L E Most prone to
distress when
unprocessed

The component most activated by
proximity to suffering — and the
one most prone to producing
distress when left unfacilitated.

0 2 C O G N I T I V E  ·
M E N TA L I Z I N G

The inferential modeling
of another's perspective.

M O D E L I N G  A N O T H E R ' S  M I N D

N E U R A L
C O R R E L AT E

Temporoparietal
junction · medial
prefrontal cortex

T R A I N A B I L I T Y

Moderate, short-
term

R I S K  P R O F I L E Less prone to
distress; effects
can decay

What they believe, expect, and feel
— constructed from outside, not
from imagining your own response
in their situation.

0 3 M O T I V AT E D

The regulated choice
of whether to engage
empathically at all.

A P P R O A C H

A V O I D

N E U R A L
C O R R E L AT E

Valuation
circuitry · mPFC
(a process, not a
region)

T R A I N A B I L I T Y

Durable

R I S K  P R O F I L E Most directly
linked to
sustained
prosocial
behavior

A valuation process governed by
cost-benefit appraisal — empathy
is approached when expected to
reward, avoided when expected to
cost. Zaki, 2014

D I S S O C I A B L E

These three systems separate cleanly in behavior and in brain (Kanske et al., 2015). The three
keystone behaviors do not all target the same system. Perspective-taking engages cognitive
empathy. Meaning-making operates on motivated empathy. Reflective practice regulates
affective empathy and converts distress into compassion. A program addressing only one of
these is leaving the others untouched — by design, if unknowingly.

§ 0 2  ·  E M P A T H Y  A R C H I T E C T U R E P A G E   0 4

0 2  E M P A T H Y  A R C H I T E C T U R E

Empathy is three systems, not one.
The field's current consensus — established through coordinate-based meta-analysis of neuroimaging
data across 188 fMRI studies — is that empathy decomposes into at least three dissociable systems
with overlapping but non-identical neural signatures. Schurz et al., 2021



S O U R C E Y E A R K E Y  F I N D I N G H O W  T O  U S E

Schurz, Radua, Tholen et al.
Human Brain Mapping

2021 Coordinate-based meta-analysis across
188 fMRI studies. Empathizing, affective
mentalizing, and cognitive mentalizing
have overlapping but dissociable neural
correlates.

The most comprehensive synthesis
of empathy neuroscience to date.
Authoritative source for the three-
system model. Cite when
establishing that empathy is not a
single capacity.

Kanske, Böckler, Trautwein &
Singer
NeuroImage (EmpaToM)

2015 Behaviorally and neurally separates
empathy from Theory of Mind within a
single task. TPJ tracks mentalizing;
anterior insula tracks affective empathy.

Real-time dissociation of the two
systems. Cite for the TPJ/insula
functional distinction. Supports
precision about which keystone
engages which system.

Zaki
Psychological Bulletin

2014 Reframes empathy as a motivated,
regulated process governed by
approach/avoidance appraisal of costs
and benefits — not a fixed trait or
automatic reflex.

Foundation for the meaning-making /
motivated-empathy connection.
Explains why design must reduce the
perceived cost of empathic
engagement.

§ 0 2  ·  E V I D E N C E P A G E   0 5

E V I D E N C E  ·  E M P A T H Y  A R C H I T E C T U R E

Sources behind the three-system model.



Whether empathy can be developed through intentional
practice has been studied through randomized

controlled trials and systematic reviews. The answer is
yes — with two qualifications that change the design
problem entirely.

Teding van Berkhout and Malouff's 2016 meta-analysis
of 18 RCTs found a moderate, adjusted effect size
(g = 0.51) for empathy training in adult populations.
Programs combining social contact, structured

reflection, and motivated engagement outperformed
information-only approaches.

The more important source for program design is a
2024 systematic review in Psychological Bulletin (Yang

et al.) that disaggregates by empathy type across 110
studies. Durable training gains — effects sustained at
follow-up — occurred in behavioral and motivational
empathy. Gains in affective empathy were small and

unsustained; gains in cognitive empathy were
moderate in the short term but also decayed.

The components most programs try to move directly —
feeling more deeply, seeing more clearly — are precisely

the ones that do not stick without ongoing spaced
practice. The components that do durably change are
behavioral and motivational, which is exactly where the

keystone behaviors operate.

F I G U R E   3 . 1  What durably trains, and what decays —
gains disaggregated by empathy type.

Yang et al., 2024 · Psychological Bulletin

AFFECTIVE small · decays

COGNITIVE
moderate · short-
term

BEHAVIORAL durable ✓

MOTIVATIONAL durable ✓

The keystone behaviors are designed to
operate where the evidence shows training

actually sticks.

M I N D S E T  I S  A  D E S I G N  V A R I A B L E

Individuals who hold a malleable view of

empathy — who believe empathic capacity
can grow — show greater training gains and
sustain them longer than those who view it as
a fixed trait. Schumann, Zaki & Dweck, 2014

The Brief can seed this mindset before the
experience begins. That is a specific,
evidence-based design instruction.

D E S I G N  I M P L I C A T I O N

Repetition and spacing matter. The evidence points to 8–12 structured
experiences per year, and the Brief should establish a malleability frame —
empathy as a capacity that develops — before the encounter begins.

§ 0 3  ·  T R A I N A B I L I T Y P A G E   0 6

0 3  T R A I N A B I L I T Y

Empathy is trainable — with two
qualifications most programs ignore.



K E Y S T O N E
B E H A V I O R

E M P A T H Y
S Y S T E M

N E U R A L
S I G N A T U R E

F A C I L I T A T I O N
M O V E

C O N N E C T I O N

0 1 Perspective
-Taking

Cognitive
empathy

Mentalizing

TPJ · mPFC

Other-modeling
The Brief S T R O N G *

0 2 Meaning
-Making

Motivated
empathy

Empathic choice

Valuation · mPFC

Self-referential
appraisal

The Guided
Experience

M O D E R AT E

(regulatory)

0 3 Reflective
Practice

Distress →
Compassion

+ consolidation

Insula/ACC →
mOFC

Ventral striatum

The Debrief M O D E R AT E –
S T R O N G

* Strong connection, with conditions — see Keystone 1.

§ 0 4  ·  M A P P I N G P A G E   0 7

0 4  T H E  M A P P I N G

Three behaviors. Three systems.
One facilitated sequence.
Each keystone behavior engages a distinct component of the empathy system, triggered by a distinct
facilitation move. The columns below are the spine of the rest of this paper.



In the volunteer context, perspective-taking means the
participant genuinely trying to see the encounter
through the community member's eyes, not through the

frame of a helper arriving to assist.

The neural mechanism is well established. The
temporoparietal junction (TPJ) performs self–other
distinction: the cognitive work of decoupling your own

perspective from someone else's and representing
theirs as distinctly theirs. The medial prefrontal cortex
(mPFC) holds and reasons about the content of that

other person's internal states.

In fMRI research by Tusche, Böckler, Kanske, Trautwein
& Singer (2016), TPJ activity tracked the degree of
perspective-taking independently from the anterior

insula's tracking of empathic concern — two separate
structures, two separate processes, in the same task.

The dehumanization context.

Harris and Fiske (2006) found that extreme out-groups
— those perceived as low-warmth and low-competence
— fail to engage mPFC at all, instead activating regions
associated with disgust and object processing. The

Brief's humanizing function is, in the most literal
sense, an attempt to reactivate the neural circuitry
that processes others as fully human before the
encounter begins.

F A C I L I T A T I O N  S P E C I F I C A T I O N  ·  B A T S O N

1 9 9 7

Two prompts. Two outcomes.

Not a subtle theoretical point. A Brief that
prompts "imagine how you would feel" risks
generating the very distress the Debrief is
designed to convert.

F O R  P E R S P E C T I V E - T A K I N G  T O  W O R K ,  F O U R
C O N D I T I O N S

01 K E Y S T O N E  B E H A V I O R

Perspective-Taking.
Triggered by: The Brief. The deliberate attempt to construct another person's mental and emotional
standpoint — what they believe, expect, fear, and want — from a position outside your own.

I M A G I N E - O T H E R

"Imagine what

they experience."

+ Reliably
produces

empathic
concern

+ Other-oriented;
predicts helping
behavior

I M A G I N E - S E L F

"Imagine how you

would feel."

− Produces
concern

pluspersonal
distress

− Simulates your
own aversive
experience

Psychological safety in the group0 1

An imagine-other (not imagine-self) framing0 2

Closure of construal distance through specific
human stories — not statistical abstractions

0 3

Low perceived threat from the encounter0 4



S O U R C E Y E A R K E Y  F I N D I N G H O W  T O  U S E

Harris & Fiske
Psychological Science

2006 Extreme out-groups (homeless, addicts)
fail to engage mPFC — processed more
like objects than people. Humanizing
stories reactivate the network.

Primary support for the Brief's
humanizing function. Note scope:
strongest evidence is for extreme low-
warmth/low-competence targets.

Tusche, Böckler, Kanske
et al.
J. Neuroscience

2016 TPJ tracks degree of perspective-taking
independently from insula tracking of
empathic concern — two distinct
structures, two distinct functions,
dissociated within a single task.

Cite for neural specificity: perspective-
taking recruits TPJ-mediated
mentalizing, not the affective empathy
system.

Batson, Early & Salvarani
PSPB

1997 Imagine-other perspective-taking produces
empathic concern. Imagine-self produces
concern plus personal distress.
Behaviorally distinct outcomes.

Critical facilitation specification. The
Brief must use imagine-other framing.
Directly actionable instruction for
facilitators.

Huang, Peng & Simmons
Group Processes & Intergroup
Relations

2021 P-curve analysis confirms evidential value
but effect sizes are more fragile and
context-dependent than commonly
reported. Backfire risk is real.

Use to justify the conditions the Brief
must satisfy. Pre-empts the backfire
objection by naming and designing
around the documented risk conditions.

Pettigrew & Tropp
JPSP

2006 515-study meta-analysis. Intergroup
contact reduces prejudice (mean r = −.21).
Reduced anxiety and increased
perspective-taking are verified mediators.

Cite for the proximity-to-empathy
mechanism. Pair with Paluck et al.
(2019) for current evidentiary picture.

Paluck, Green & Green
Behavioural Public Policy

2019 Re-evaluation restricting to 27 RCTs with
delayed outcomes. Contact effects are real
but more modest, particularly for adult
racial/ethnic prejudice.

Cite alongside Pettigrew & Tropp to
represent the current evidentiary state
honestly for the Empathy Project's likely
population.

§ 0 5  ·  E V I D E N C E P A G E   0 9

E V I D E N C E  ·  P E R S P E C T I V E - T A K I N G  &  T H E  B R I E F

Six sources behind the Brief's design.



It is not a cognitive summary of events. It is the
integration of the experience into self-concept — and it is
the mechanism that determines whether a single
empathic episode remains episodic or begins to shape a

sustained disposition.

The connection to empathy here is regulatory rather
than activational. Meaning-making does not switch on
perspective-taking or trigger affective resonance. What it

does is operate on what Zaki (2014) calls motivated
empathy: the cost-benefit appraisal that governs
whether a person chooses to engage empathically in
the future.

When a participant constructs the meaning "this
person's experience is real and relevant to me, and what
I did here mattered," they lower the perceived cost and

raise the perceived value of future empathic
engagement. That is the mechanism that converts a
one-time empathic episode into motivation to engage
again. Cameron, Harris, and Payne (2016) demonstrated

this directly.

T H R E E  D E S I G N  C O N D I T I O N S  D O  T H E  W O R K

01 Agency
The participant has a meaningful
task they can actually accomplish.
Empathic distress is a product of

perceived lack of coping resources;
agency preserves the sense that
you can act, which is what prevents
resonance from collapsing

into distress.

02 Resolution
The disorienting dilemma gets
processed rather than left open. An
unresolved encounter encodes as

an aversive event; a resolved
encounter encodes as a
meaningful one.

03 Equal-status contact
Allport's condition, supported by
Pettigrew & Tropp's meta-analytic

evidence on what makes contact
produce sustained attitude change.
For/to postures violate this — and
generate helper's high (a self-

focused neurochemical reward)
rather than the other-oriented
meaning that drives sustained

engagement.

02 K E Y S T O N E  B E H A V I O R

Meaning-Making.
Enabled by: The Guided Experience. The participant's active construction of significance from the
experience — connecting what happened to who they are, what they value, and what they are prepared
to do.

Agency maintains the participant's sense of
coping capacity — and that, mechanistically,
is what prevents empathic resonance from

tipping into personal distress.

K L I M E C K I  &  S I N G E R  ·  Current Biology ·  2 0 1 4

“



S O U R C E Y E A R K E Y  F I N D I N G H O W  T O  U S E

Zaki
Psychological Bulletin

2014 Empathy as a motivated account:
approach/avoidance appraisals of cost and
benefit govern empathic engagement. The
binding variable for sustained empathy is
motivation, not capacity.

Primary theoretical foundation for
meaning-making's role. The experience
constructs the appraisal. Cite as
mechanism, not outcome.

Cameron, Harris & Payne
Adv. Experimental Social
Psych.

2016 Participants who appraised empathy as
rewarding were significantly more likely to
engage empathically in subsequent
encounters.

Empirical support for the meaning-
making → motivated-empathy pathway.
How an experience gets constructed
shapes subsequent behavior.

Singer & Klimecki
Current Biology

2014 Review framing compassion training as a
coping strategy that helps regulate
empathic distress. Agency and a sense of
coping capacity are central.

Cite for the coping-strategy framing of
compassion, not as a source for a
specific causal mechanism. Use to
frame the agency-maintains-coping
rationale.

Pettigrew & Tropp
JPSP meta-analysis

2006 Equal-status, cooperative intergroup
contact produces the largest and most
durable prejudice reduction effects.

Evidence base for equal-status design.
Effects on racial/ethnic prejudice are
smaller — be appropriately modest
about magnitude.

Schumann, Zaki & Dweck
JPSP

2014 Participants who hold a malleable view of
empathy show greater training gains,
maintained longer. Mindset is a design
variable, not a fixed input.

Argues meaning-making during the
Guided Experience should explicitly
reinforce a growth framing for empathy.

§ 0 6  ·  E V I D E N C E P A G E   1 1

E V I D E N C E  ·  M E A N I N G - M A K I N G  &  T H E  G U I D E D  E X P E R I E N C E

The sources behind the three conditions.



In Mezirow's transformative learning framework, reflective practice metabolizes a
disorienting dilemma into a revised frame of reference. In the empathy literature, it
determines whether affective engagement during an experience consolidates as
empathic distress or as sustainable compassion.

F I G U R E   7 . 1  The distress-to-compassion conversion. Type of processing — not amount of exposure — determines whether the same
empathic exposure consolidates as distress or as compassion.

Klimecki, Leiberg, Ricard & Singer · SCAN · 2014

I N P U T Empathic exposure

Proximity to suffering · arousal · affective resonance

U N P R O C E S S E D

ANTERIOR INSULA +

MID-CINGULATE

Pain matrix activation. Negative affect
rises. Sustained empathic distress.

O U T C O M E

Personal distress
Withdrawal · burnout · self-oriented escape

P R O C E S S E D

MEDIAL OFC +

VENTRAL STRIATUM

Reward and affiliation circuitry recruited.
Positive affect alongside concern.

O U T C O M E

Sustainable compassion
Approach · prosocial motivation · repeat
engagement

The consolidation mechanism.

Roediger and Karpicke (2006, 2008) demonstrated that
active retrieval — structurally recalling an experience —

substantially outperforms passive re-exposure for long-
term retention. A Debrief is structured active retrieval. It

From event-language to identity-language.

Beyond immediate consolidation, reflective practice over
multiple experiences builds prosocial identity. Grube

and Piliavin (2000) found that as people develop a
volunteer role identity, behavior becomes self-sustaining

03 K E Y S T O N E  B E H A V I O R

Reflective Practice.
Structured by: The Debrief. The post-experience processing of what happened — what was expected,
what was actually encountered, and what the gap between those two means.

Structured processing
(The Debrief)

Active retrieval · reappraisal ·
narrative



S O U R C E Y E A R K E Y  F I N D I N G H O W  T O  U S E

Roediger & Karpicke
Psych. Science · Science

2006/8 Active retrieval (testing effect)
dramatically outperforms passive re-
exposure for long-term retention across
multiple experiments.

The correct mechanistic basis for the
Debrief's consolidation function. The
Debrief works because it is structured
active retrieval — not a closing memory
window.

McGaugh
PNAS · Annu. Rev. Psych.

2013/15 Emotional arousal modulates
consolidation via amygdala-mediated
hormonal pathways. Process unfolds
over hours. No fixed 40-minute boundary.

Cite correctly: emotional arousal
enhances consolidation over hours;
debrief same-day. Do not cite for a 40-
minute window.

Klimecki, Leiberg, Ricard
& Singer
SCAN

2014 Empathy training alone increased
negative affect and pain-matrix activation.
Compassion training reversed the pattern
— reward/affiliation circuitry recruited.

The foundational citation for why
unprocessed empathic exposure is
harmful and why structured reflection
is protective. The spine of the distress-
to-compassion argument.

Powell
Motivation & Emotion

2018 Affective empathy predicted greater
distress, but cognitive reappraisal skill
substantially moderated this. Effective
reappraisers did not experience the
empathy-to-distress trajectory.

The most direct empirical analogue to
the Debrief's regulatory function. A
Debrief is structured group-level
reappraisal.

McAdams & McLean
Curr. Dir. in Psych. Science

2013 Identity is constructed through narrative.
How people narrate formative
experiences — challenge-to-meaning arcs
— predicts generativity and behavioral
consistency.

Mechanistic basis for the Debrief's
identity function. The move from "I did"
to "I am" is this mechanism
operationalized.

Grube & Piliavin
PSPB

2000 Volunteer role identity predicts sustained
volunteering independent of attitudes or
intentions. Behavior becomes identity-
based rather than goal-based.

Primary evidence for the long-term
identity stake of repeated Debriefs. The
cumulative effect is role identity
consolidation, not just memory
encoding.

Aquino & Reed
JPSP

2002 Moral identity centrality reliably predicts
prosocial behavior across varied
contexts. When moral attributes become
core to self-definition, motivation
becomes intrinsic.

Convergent support for the identity-
integration thesis. Cite together with
Grube & Piliavin for dual-source
evidence.

E V I D E N C E  ·  R E F L E C T I V E  P R A C T I C E  &  T H E  D E B R I E F

Two converging traditions — consolidation and
regulation.



F I G U R E   8 . 1  The transformative sequence — moving participants from the personal-distress trajectory toward the empathic-concern
trajectory.

·
Empathic
exposure

Proximity to
suffering,

unprocessed.
Default destination:

distress.

0 1

Perspective-
Taking

The Brief
reactivates the
social cognition

network. Imagine-
other framing

prevents the self-
distress route.

0 2

Meaning-
Making

The Guided
Experience

preserves coping
capacity through

agency, resolution,
and equal-status

contact.

0 3

Reflective
Practice

The Debrief
consolidates the

experience via
active retrieval and
converts arousal
into compassion

through reappraisal
and narrative.

✓
Sustainable
compassion

Approach
motivation · reward
appraisal · prosocial

identity · repeat
engagement.

C O N V E R G E N T  E V I D E N C E  —  A C R O S S  M E T H O D O L O G I E S

i
Neuroimaging
(Singer group)
Establishes the
distress/compassion
distinction at the neural
level. Type of processing
— not amount of
exposure — determines
outcome. The 9-month
ReSource RCT (Valk et al.,
2017) showed module-
specific structural brain
changes.

i i
Behavioral
(Davis IRI)
40+ years of evidence:
Personal Distress and
Empathic Concern are
dissociable subscales
with opposite behavioral
effects. Empathic
concern predicts helping;
personal distress predicts
self-oriented escape.

i i i
Emotion regulation
(Powell, 2018)
Cognitive reappraisal
moderates the empathy-
to-distress relationship.
Reappraisal is real,
documented, and
protective — and the
Debrief is structured
group-level reappraisal.

i v
Intergroup contact
(Pettigrew & Tropp)
515-study meta-analysis.
Empathy is a verified
mediator of attitude
change through equal-
status contact — the
empirically verified
pathway, not intuition.

A N  H O N E S T  F R A M I N G

No study has directly tested the Brief–Guide–Debrief sequence as a distress-moderating, compassion-building protocol in a
corporate volunteer context. The component-level science is solid; the integrated mechanism is a well-grounded hypothesis
assembled from convergent mechanisms.

0 8  T H E  I N T E G R A T E D  C L A I M

From distress to
sustainable compassion.
Taken individually, each keystone behavior engages a distinct component of the empathy system. Taken
in sequence, they form a facilitated arc that addresses the structural problem most corporate empathy
programs ignore.



A single well-facilitated BGD cycle engages the
empathy systems described above. It does not

build durable empathic capacity. The 2024
meta-analysis found that behavioral and
motivational empathy gains were sustained

at follow-up; affective and cognitive gains
were not.

Habit formation research (Lally et al., 2010)
found a median of 66 days to automaticity

across a variety of target behaviors, with a
range of 18–254. The practical minimum for a
sustainable empathic disposition is 8–12
structured experiences per year, spaced at

roughly 1-week, 2-week, and monthly intervals
in the early period.

Programs delivering four or fewer annual
experiences should be represented as

producing genuine state-level activation —
which has real value — but not as building
lasting empathic capacity. That distinction
matters for honest program positioning.

F I G U R E   9 . 1  Cadence — what one, four, and 8–12 spaced
experiences actually produce.

1
E X P E R I E N C E
/  Y E A R

State-level
activation.

No durable
capacity.
Memorable,

not
formative.

≤4
E X P E R I E N C E S
/  Y E A R

Episodic
activation.

Some
consolidation.
Below habit-

formation
threshold.

8–12
E X P E R I E N C E S
/  Y E A R

Spaced
practice. Role

identity
consolidates.
Empathic

disposition
becomes
durable.

What to measure.

M 1

Davis IRI subscales —
separately, not as a
composite
Measure Perspective-Taking and
Empathic Concern separately. The
Personal Distress subscale is the
early-warning measure: if the Guided
Experience is not doing its job,
personal distress rises before
attrition does. Composite empathy
scores miss this signal entirely.

M 2

Language shift across
Debriefs
Code qualitative data across
sessions for the shift from event-
language ("I helped") to role-language
("I'm someone who") — the McAdams
identity mechanism in real time.
Low-cost, high-signal, and produces
evidence unavailable from self-report
instruments alone.

M 3

Repeat-participation rate
within 90 days
A practical operational proxy for the
motivated-empathy shift. If meaning-
making shifted the reward appraisal,
participants should re-engage. If they
don't return, the appraisal didn't shift
— regardless of how positive
immediate Debrief responses were.
(A reasonable operational proxy, not
a derived empirical finding.)

0 9  D E S I G N  &  M E A S U R E M E N T

One experience is activation.
Practice is repetition.
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