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Proposal: 

The knowledge gap addressed by this research 

Feeling and knowing what another one is feeling is a very important aspect of social behavior and of pivotal 

importance for a thriving society. In laboratory setting, empathy is commonly assessed by means of 

questionnaires like the Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI) or the Empathizing/Systemizing Quotient (EQ/SQ), or 

paradigms using non-verbal static stimuli, like the Reading the Mind in the Eyes Test or the Facial Emotion 

Recognition Test. While questionnaires cover different aspects of empathy like perspective taking and 

empathic concern, representing cognitive and emotional empathy respectively, it is mostly a trait measure. 

Studies aiming to assess the biological or cognitive underpinnings of state empathy will commonly make use of 

the aforementioned paradigms. The downside of these paradigms however is that they fail to cover the 

multidimensionality of empathy since the focus is on cognitive empathy. To date, there is a scarcity of tests 

suited to assess the multiple aspects of empathy. 

A second issue is that research has also shown that the ability to perform well on empathy paradigms does not 

consequently mean that people are able to do this in real life possibly due to the high processing demands of a 

complex world containing a wealth of stimuli. While current paradigms usually make use of static stimuli of 

faces and/or bodies, empathy does not take place in a static ‘social vacuum’ and inclusion of more naturalistic 

and dynamic stimuli would aid in capturing the nature of this complex process. 

Setting and Methods-Opportunities 

You will have access to a virtual reality lab and computer specialists who can help to put your ideas into 

practice (programming paradigms), in addition, you will have access to EEG labs and be able to measure 

physiological data (like skin conducatance, heart rate) and endocrine parameters (such as cortisol). 

Impact: Who needs this knowledge? 

- Researchers trying to study the neurobiological underpinnings of the multidimensional social construct 

‘empathy’ (e.g. functional imaging; pharmacological challenge studies) 

- Researchers trying to change social behavior in individuals with mental disorders (e.g. autistic spectrum 

disorder, depression) or in healthy, undiagnosed individuals with sub-optimal empathic skills 

Why I propose this topic? 

For years now I have been studying the effects of psychoactive drugs on social behavior and empathy and I 

have experienced the need to have access to more ecologically valid empathy measures. Therefore, in the last 

years I have designed two new paradigms (one virtual reality paradigm) assessing empathy in a more 

ecologically valid way. 

What do I propose? 

The candidate starts off with a literature search, making an inventory of the currently used paradigms. A next 

project will then be to design one or more paradigms assessing the multifaceted construct ‘empathy’. This will 

be validated against well-established paradigms as identified in the review study. When validated, paradigms 

will used in an online study and data from the online and laboratory study will be compared to test whether 

comparable/reliable data can be gathered when the paradigms are used online. This will result in minimally 

three manuscripts which will be submitted to peer-reviewed scientific journals. 

 



  
Requirements candidate: I’m looking for someone who is very open, positive, with good communication skills, 

pro-active, and not afraid to come with own ideas. You should be able to express yourself in English, both in 

writing and speech. 
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