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Introduction
Technology does not automatically make people less empathetic, but particular technologies can
shape the conditions under which empathy is easier or harder to practice. Empathy includes several
related capacities: understanding another person’s perspective, responding emotionally to another’s
experience, and translating concern into appropriate action. Digital platforms, communication tools,
weapons, transportation systems, and medical technologies do not affect these capacities in the same
way. Text-based interaction can remove facial expression and tone, recommendation systems can
reward outrage, and remote systems can distance decision-makers from consequences. At the same
time, video calls maintain family relationships across migration, accessibility technologies help
disabled people communicate, and online communities allow people with rare conditions or
marginalized identities to describe their experiences directly. The relevant question is therefore not
whether “technology” destroys compassion as a single force. It is how design, incentives, social
norms, and institutional rules influence what people notice about one another and how much context
they receive before responding. Empathy is shaped through interaction between users and systems
rather than being mechanically erased by devices.

Mediated Communication and the Loss of Social
Cues
Face-to-face conversation provides tone, posture, timing, eye contact, and immediate feedback that
help people interpret uncertainty, distress, humor, and disagreement. Text messages and
asynchronous posts can remove many of these cues, leaving users to fill gaps with assumptions.
Online disinhibition can also reduce restraint because physical distance, anonymity, and weak
accountability make hostile communication easier than it might be in person (Suler, 2004). These
features do not mean that digital communication is emotionally shallow by nature; letters, private
messages, patient groups, and long-distance friendships can be deeply intimate. The risk is greatest
when limited social cues are combined with speed, audience competition, and public reward for sharp
or humiliating responses. Recommendation systems and engagement metrics can intensify the
problem by favoring content that generates rapid reaction before context is available. Under such
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conditions, another person may appear as a username, stereotype, or representative of an opposing
group rather than a complex individual. Empathy weakens when systems reward immediate judgment
more strongly than perspective-taking, clarification, or repair.

Attention, Comparison, and Emotional Saturation
Empathy also depends on attention, and many digital environments compete aggressively for it.
Infinite scroll, autoplay, alerts, short-form video, and rapidly changing feeds reduce stopping cues and
encourage users to move from one emotional stimulus to another. Suffering may appear beside
advertising, humor, personal photographs, and entertainment, giving little time for reflection before
the next item arrives. Continuous exposure to disasters, war, illness, and injustice can broaden
awareness, but it can also produce distress, helplessness, or emotional numbing when viewers have
no meaningful path from feeling to action. Image-centered platforms can create another problem
through constant comparison. Edited photographs, quantified popularity, and influencer culture may
encourage users to judge themselves and others through appearance, status, or lifestyle rather than
lived context. These effects are not created by technology alone; beauty norms, racism, class
hierarchy, and gender expectations predate social media. Digital systems can nevertheless amplify
them by making evaluation continuous and visible. Empathy becomes harder when people are
repeatedly reduced to images, metrics, or decontextualized fragments.

Distance from Consequences and the Visibility of
Harm
Technology can distance people from the consequences of decisions in warfare, consumption, and
everyday convenience. Remote weapons, surveillance interfaces, and automated decision systems
may present human beings primarily as coordinates, targets, or data, reducing direct exposure to
suffering. Long supply chains similarly allow consumers to receive food, clothing, electronics, and
rapid delivery without seeing labor conditions, extraction, pollution, or waste. Distance does not
automatically produce cruelty, and technological systems can improve precision, safety, and
accountability when designed well. The ethical problem arises when interfaces conceal harm or
distribute responsibility so widely that no participant feels answerable for the outcome. Technology
can also reverse this invisibility. Worker testimony, environmental monitoring, satellite imagery, body
cameras, supply-chain data, and digital journalism can reveal conditions that powerful institutions
might otherwise hide. The effect on empathy therefore depends partly on what a system makes
visible and whether people can act on what they learn. Information becomes socially meaningful
when institutions provide channels for redress, support, oversight, or changed behavior rather than
leaving users with repeated exposure and no practical response.
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Technology as an Infrastructure for Connection
and Care
The same networked technologies criticized for reducing empathy can create opportunities for
perspective-taking that were previously difficult or impossible. Migrant families can sustain daily
relationships through video calls; people with rare diseases can find others who understand their
experience; disabled users can participate through captions, screen readers, translation, and
augmentative communication; and communities can document discrimination or emergency needs in
their own voices. Longitudinal research on adolescents has found that social-media use can relate
differently to empathic outcomes depending on how interaction occurs rather than supporting one
simple claim that online contact always reduces empathy (Vossen & Valkenburg, 2016). Digital
witnessing can also support collective action by connecting isolated experiences into recognizable
patterns and directing audiences toward donations, legal support, mutual aid, or civic participation.
These benefits require agency and consent. Sharing another person’s suffering without context can
become spectacle, while well-designed storytelling allows affected people to control how their
experience is represented. Empathy is strengthened when technology supports reciprocal
communication and sustained relationships rather than merely producing brief emotional reactions.

Conclusion
Technology has not uniformly made society less empathetic, but many contemporary systems create
conditions that can weaken sustained attention to other people. Cue-poor communication,
engagement-driven outrage, status comparison, emotional saturation, remote violence, and hidden
supply chains can reduce perspective-taking or make suffering feel abstract. Other technologies do
the opposite by maintaining relationships, improving accessibility, amplifying firsthand testimony, and
coordinating assistance. The most defensible conclusion is therefore conditional: empathy depends on
the interaction among system design, user goals, social context, and institutional rules. Individuals
can help by seeking context, pausing before public judgment, choosing richer communication when
text creates misunderstanding, and refusing to circulate humiliating content. Responsibility cannot be
placed entirely on users, however. Platforms, schools, employers, governments, and designers
influence whether communication rewards accuracy, dignity, harassment, or impulsive reaction.
Reflection on compassion and conversation also cautions against equating emotional immediacy with
reliable ethical judgment (Bloom, 2016; Turkle, 2015). Society should judge technologies by the
relationships and incentives they create rather than by novelty alone, asking whether a system helps
people perceive others as full persons whose experiences and consequences deserve attention.
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