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Abstract: Cooperative movement activities provide a distinctive social context in which 

young people coordinate actions, communicate intentions, respond to others, and work 

toward shared outcomes. These processes may be especially relevant to empathy 

development in culturally diverse youth groups because cooperative physical activities create 

repeated opportunities for interaction across differences in cultural background, 

communication style, prior experience, and social identity. This paper examines the 

conceptual relationship between cooperative movement activities and empathy development 

in culturally diverse youth groups. The framework integrates developmental psychology, 

social psychology, physical-activity research, cooperative learning theory, social identity 

perspectives, and intergroup contact theory. Existing research suggests that physical 

education and sport can support social-emotional development, including cooperation and 

empathy, particularly when activities are intentionally structured to promote meaningful 

interdependence, participation, perspective taking, and positive intergroup contact. Because 

no original participant dataset was supplied, the manuscript adopts a simulation-based 

conceptual design. Illustrative empathy scores of 2.71, 3.64, and 4.46 represent low, 

moderate, and high cooperative-movement exposure, while simulated contribution indicators 

of 49%, 44%, and 38% represent cooperative interaction, perspective taking, and intergroup 

contact. These values are conceptual illustrations rather than empirical estimates. The 

analysis proposes that cooperative movement activities may support empathy through shared 

goals, reciprocal coordination, communication, perspective taking, and constructive 

intergroup contact. However, benefits are not automatic. Exclusion, unequal participation, 

culturally insensitive instruction, poorly structured competition, and negative peer 
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interactions may weaken potential outcomes. Future research should use longitudinal and 

experimental designs, validated empathy measures, systematic observation, participation 

records, and multilevel analysis to examine both individual and group-level processes. 

 

Keywords: Cooperative Movement Activities; Empathy Development; Culturally Diverse 

Youth; Social Psychology; Developmental Psychology; Physical Activity; Cooperative 

Learning; Intergroup Contact; Perspective Taking; Social-Emotional Development;  

1. Introduction 

Background 

Youth development occurs through continuous interaction between individual characteristics 

and social environments. During childhood and adolescence, young people develop 

increasingly sophisticated capacities to understand the emotions, intentions, perspectives, and 

experiences of other people. These capacities are influenced by family relationships, peer 

interaction, educational experiences, community participation, and opportunities to encounter 

individuals with different backgrounds. Empathy is particularly important because it can 

support interpersonal understanding, prosocial behaviour, cooperation, and constructive 

responses to social difference. 

Physical activity environments represent an important but comparatively distinctive context 

for social development. Unlike many classroom activities that can be completed individually, 

movement-based activities often require participants to coordinate their bodies and actions 

with others. Cooperative movement activities can involve shared tasks, paired challenges, 

group problem solving, synchronized movement, relay-based cooperation, team-based games, 

and other forms of physical participation in which successful completion depends partly on 

interpersonal coordination. These conditions create opportunities for participants to observe 

others' needs, adjust their behaviour, communicate, and respond to social feedback. 

The developmental significance of such experiences depends on how the activity is 

organized. A movement activity can be highly cooperative when participants have genuinely 

interdependent goals and must contribute to one another's success. In contrast, simply placing 

young people in the same physical space does not necessarily create meaningful cooperation. 

The social architecture of the activity therefore becomes central to understanding potential 

psychological outcomes. 
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Research on physical education has increasingly examined social-emotional development as 

an important outcome alongside motor competence and physical activity. An intervention 

study examining social-emotional skills in physical education reported improvements in 

empathy, cooperation, self-control, emotional understanding, and broader social skills among 

students exposed to a structured program. Frontiers Similarly, a class-randomized multisport 

intervention found advantages in motor and prosocial skills among children receiving 

enriched physical education, with relationships among intervention exposure, motor 

development, and prosocial outcomes examined through mediation pathways.  

Cultural diversity adds another important dimension to the issue. Culturally diverse youth 

groups may bring together participants whose languages, traditions, social expectations, 

communication patterns, and prior experiences differ. These differences can create 

opportunities for learning, but they can also create misunderstanding when participants lack 

familiarity with one another's perspectives. Cooperative activities may provide a structured 

environment in which interpersonal contact becomes necessary for successful task 

completion. 

The potential role of intergroup contact is particularly relevant. Research with young children 

has shown that extended contact can be associated with improved intergroup empathy and 

more positive outgroup attitudes, with direct intergroup friendship influencing the conditions 

under which these relationships occur. Wiley Online Library Research examining an inner-

city youth sport-for-development program similarly found that positive intergroup contact 

was associated with understanding others' perspectives, trusting relationships, changes in 

youth behaviour, and community-level outcomes.  

These findings suggest that physical activity environments may provide more than 

opportunities for exercise. When appropriately structured, they can create social situations in 

which young people repeatedly encounter different perspectives and learn to coordinate their 

behaviour with peers. 

However, it would be inappropriate to assume that all sport or movement participation 

produces positive social outcomes. Organized sport can provide opportunities for 

communication, conflict resolution, empathy, and positive peer relationships, but these 

outcomes depend on the social environment and quality of the experience. The American 

Academy of Pediatrics has noted that organized sport can provide social opportunities and 

support development of skills such as communication, conflict resolution, and empathy.  
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The present paper therefore focuses specifically on cooperative movement activities, rather 

than physical activity in general. The distinction is important because the proposed 

mechanism depends on interpersonal coordination and shared responsibility. 

Problem Statement 

The main issue addressed in this paper is the lack of a clear distinction between general 

physical activity and socially structured movement experiences. Young people may take part 

in physical activities without having meaningful interactions with their peers. For this reason, 

the frequency of physical activity alone may not fully explain changes in empathy. 

A second issue is the way empathy is often treated as a single outcome of sport participation. 

Empathy has several dimensions. It includes cognitive processes, such as understanding 

another person's point of view, as well as affective responses to another person's emotions. 

Movement-based interventions may influence these dimensions through different social and 

psychological processes. 

A third issue relates to cultural diversity. Interaction among young people from different 

cultural backgrounds may create valuable opportunities for perspective taking. At the same 

time, differences in communication styles, expectations, and social norms may lead to 

misunderstanding. Cooperative activities therefore need to be studied in relation to both the 

structure and quality of interaction between culturally diverse participants. 

A fourth concern is unequal participation. Cooperative activities do not always lead to 

inclusive experiences. Some participants may dominate decisions, while others may remain 

less involved. When this happens, opportunities for mutual communication and perspective 

taking become limited. 

A fifth issue is the difference between simple contact and meaningful contact. Bringing 

young people from different cultural groups together does not automatically create positive 

relationships. Research on intergroup contact shows that the conditions surrounding 

interaction play an important role. Studies involving young children also suggest that 

extended contact may influence intergroup relationships through empathy when suitable 

conditions are present.  

The central problem can therefore be expressed as follows: 

How may structured cooperative movement activities contribute to empathy development 

among culturally diverse youth, and what interpersonal and contextual mechanisms may 

influence this relationship? 
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Research Motivation 

The first motivation for this research is the need to examine youth development from a 

broader perspective rather than focusing only on physical outcomes. Physical education and 

sport environments provide opportunities for social and emotional development through 

cooperation, communication, and shared experiences.  

The second motivation comes from the growing importance of culturally diverse youth 

settings. Schools, community programs, recreational organizations, and youth development 

initiatives often bring together young people from different cultural and social backgrounds. 

Cooperative activities may provide a practical setting in which participants learn to 

understand and work with others. 

The third motivation is theoretical. Empathy development can be studied through 

developmental, social, and intergroup perspectives. Cooperative movement activities are 

especially relevant because they combine physical participation with communication, 

coordination, and interpersonal interaction. 

The fourth motivation is practical. If cooperative movement activities are shown to support 

empathy development, they may complement existing approaches to social-emotional 

learning. Their use in educational and youth settings still requires stronger evidence about the 

mechanisms involved and the conditions under which positive outcomes occur. 

2. Literature Review 

Empathy as a Developmental and Social Capacity 

Empathy is commonly understood as the ability to understand and respond appropriately to 

another person's emotional or psychological state. Current approaches often distinguish 

between cognitive empathy and affective empathy. Cognitive empathy involves 

understanding another person's perspective, while affective empathy involves responding 

emotionally to another person's experiences. 

This distinction is important in youth development because cooperative activities may 

support each form of empathy in different ways. Cognitive empathy may develop when 

participants need to understand what a teammate is trying to do, why someone is struggling, 

or how another person interprets a situation. Affective empathy may become more relevant 

when participants respond to a peer's frustration, excitement, disappointment, or success. 

Empathy does not develop only through verbal instruction. Social interaction gives young 

people repeated opportunities to interpret behaviour, emotions, and reactions. Movement 
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activities often make these interactions more immediate because participants need to 

coordinate their actions in real time. 

Cooperation also provides direct feedback. When a participant ignores the needs of others, 

the group may struggle to complete a shared task. When participants respond to one another 

and adjust their behaviour, coordination often becomes easier. These experiences make the 

social consequences of individual actions more visible. 

Cooperative Learning and Movement 

Cooperative learning focuses on structured interaction in which learners work together 

toward shared goals instead of simply taking part in the same activity. Physical education 

provides a suitable environment for this type of learning because cooperation can be built 

directly into movement-based tasks. 

Effective cooperative activities usually involve positive interdependence. Participants depend 

on one another's contributions to achieve a common objective. This dependence encourages 

communication, responsibility, and coordination. 

The developmental value of cooperative structures has been examined within physical 

education research. Studies on social-emotional skills training have reported improvements in 

empathy and cooperation following structured interventions.  

Research involving a multisport enriched physical education program also examined motor 

and prosocial development. Participants involved in the enriched program showed stronger 

prosocial skills.  

These findings suggest that the design of an activity influences social outcomes. They also 

show why structured educational interventions should be distinguished from general 

participation in sport. 

Movement and Social-Emotional Development 

Physical education may support social-emotional development because it places young 

people in repeated situations involving cooperation, communication, rule following, 

emotional regulation, and interpersonal judgement. 

A 2021 intervention examining social-emotional skills in physical education reported 

statistically significant differences between intervention and control groups in empathy, 

cooperation, self-control, emotional understanding, and overall social skills. Frontiers These 

findings support the view that well-structured physical education experiences may contribute 

to social-emotional development. 
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The processes behind these changes still require attention. Physical activity by itself may not 

explain such outcomes. Social interaction, cooperation, feedback, and intentional teaching 

strategies appear to play an important role. 

The literature therefore supports a contextual interpretation of movement-based youth 

development rather than viewing these outcomes as a result of physical activity alone. 

Intergroup Contact 

Intergroup contact theory provides another useful foundation for this topic. Contact between 

members of different social groups may influence attitudes, perceptions, and relationships 

when suitable conditions are present. 

In youth settings, cooperative activities may create structured forms of contact because 

successful participation depends on communication, coordination, and mutual adjustment. 

Through these experiences, participants may become more familiar with peers from different 

social or cultural backgrounds. 

Research by Vezzali and colleagues found links between extended contact, greater intergroup 

empathy, and more positive attitudes toward outgroups among Italian and immigrant 

elementary school children. Direct intergroup contact also influenced some of these 

relationships.  

This finding is important because empathy may act as one of the processes through which 

social contact influences intergroup attitudes. Cooperative movement activities that 

encourage young people to understand one another's experiences may create similar 

opportunities for perspective taking. 

The quality of contact remains important. Negative, unequal, or poorly structured interaction 

may increase social distance instead of reducing it. 

Cultural Diversity and Youth Sport 

Cultural diversity in youth sport creates opportunities for social learning, but it may also 

create challenges. Participants may differ in language, communication styles, cultural norms, 

family expectations, and previous experiences with sport. 

A sport environment that treats cultural differences as barriers may reproduce existing social 

divisions. In contrast, an environment based on shared goals and reciprocal contribution may 

help participants build common experiences while still respecting individual cultural 

identities. 
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Research from youth sport-for-development settings supports this view. One inner-city youth 

sport program involving diverse participants found that intergroup contact contributed to 

trusting relationships, changes in youth behaviour, and a stronger sense of community pride. 

The quality of contact was also influenced by program design, perspective taking, supportive 

leaders, and available resources.  

These findings suggest that cultural diversity alone does not determine social outcomes. The 

way interaction is organized has a major influence on participants' experiences. 

Perspective Taking 

Perspective taking is closely connected to empathy because people need to understand 

another person's point of view before they are able to respond appropriately to their 

experiences. 

Cooperative movement tasks create natural opportunities for perspective taking. A participant 

may need to notice when a teammate is struggling, change the way instructions are explained, 

adjust movement speed, or reconsider a preferred strategy. 

Such experiences may become especially important when participants have different levels of 

physical ability or experience. Cooperation often requires more experienced participants to 

adjust their behaviour so that less experienced peers remain meaningfully involved. 

The same process applies across cultural differences. Participants may need to clarify 

communication, understand different interpretations, and adapt the way they interact with 

others. 

Group Belonging and Shared Goals 

Shared goals may direct attention away from social differences and toward collective 

achievement. Cooperative tasks may therefore create a common group identity around the 

activity while allowing participants to maintain their own cultural identities. 

A sense of belonging also influences whether young people feel safe enough to communicate 

openly. When participants feel accepted, they may feel more comfortable asking questions, 

expressing uncertainty, or sharing perspectives that differ from those of the group. 

For this reason, group belonging may support the interpersonal processes involved in 

empathy development. 
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Social-Emotional Learning Through Physical Education 

Social-emotional learning includes areas such as self-awareness, self-management, social 

awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-making. Cooperative movement 

activities may involve several of these skills at the same time. 

For example, participants often need to manage frustration, communicate clearly, understand 

social cues, and make decisions that influence the whole group. 

Research on social competence interventions in physical education has highlighted the value 

of cooperative teaching and learning approaches. A 2020 study described cooperative 

structures and rotating roles as strategies for encouraging empathy and broader social 

competence. Frontiers 

These findings support the design of movement activities in which interpersonal learning is 

an intentional part of the experience rather than an accidental outcome. 

Positive Youth Development 

Positive youth development frameworks focus on strengths, relationships, competence, 

confidence, character, and connection. Sport and recreational settings may provide 

opportunities for young people to develop these qualities through interaction and 

participation. 

Organized sport may support communication, conflict resolution, empathy, leadership, 

positive peer relationships, and community involvement. American Academy of Pediatrics 

Positive outcomes still depend on the quality of the sport experience. Supportive adult 

leadership, meaningful participation, suitable levels of challenge, and healthy peer 

relationships all influence developmental outcomes. 

Cooperative movement activities are especially relevant because interpersonal coordination 

forms a central part of the activity rather than serving as a secondary feature. 

3. Research Gap 

The existing literature shows that physical education and sport provide meaningful 

opportunities for social-emotional development, including empathy and cooperation. Despite 

this evidence, several important research gaps remain. 

First, physical activity and empathy are often studied as broad concepts without enough 

attention to the structure of the movement experience. Cooperative activities may involve 
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psychological and social processes that differ from those involved in individual exercise or 

competitive sport. 

Second, research does not always clearly separate the physical, cooperative, and intergroup 

aspects of youth activity. As a result, it becomes difficult to identify whether social outcomes 

are linked to movement itself, interpersonal cooperation, cultural interaction, or a 

combination of these factors. 

Third, culturally diverse youth groups require specific attention because interpersonal contact 

may lead to positive or negative outcomes depending on the quality and conditions of 

interaction. Research on intergroup contact highlights the importance of contact quality, 

mutual understanding, and interpersonal relationships.  

Fourth, empathy includes different dimensions, yet many interventions rely on broad 

measures of social skills. More focused research should distinguish cognitive perspective 

taking from affective responsiveness. 

Fifth, much of the existing evidence comes from school-based physical education and 

organized sport. Community recreation programs and culturally diverse youth groups have 

received less research attention. 

Sixth, more longitudinal research is needed to determine whether changes in empathy 

continue after the intervention or activity period has ended. 

Seventh, research should examine whether cooperative movement activities influence 

empathy in similar ways across different cultural groups. Factors such as previous social 

experiences, language familiarity, and group status may shape how participants respond to 

cooperative activities. 

The principal research gap is therefore the limited integration of cooperative movement 

structure, empathy development, and culturally diverse intergroup interaction within a single 

research framework. 

4. Novelty / Proposed Contribution 

The proposed contribution is a Cooperative Movement–Empathy Development Framework. 

The framework proposes the following conceptual sequence: 

Cooperative Movement Activity → Shared Goal Interdependence → Interpersonal 

Coordination → Perspective Taking → Empathy Development 
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A parallel pathway is proposed: 

Cultural Diversity → Intergroup Interaction → Familiarity and Understanding → Intergroup 

Empathy 

The two pathways converge through: 

Positive Group Climate + Inclusive Participation → Stronger Empathic Development 

The framework does not assume that cooperative movement automatically leads to empathy 

development. Instead, it suggests that stronger empathic development is more likely when 

four conditions are present: meaningful interdependence, reciprocal participation, 

psychologically supportive interaction, and opportunities for perspective taking. 

The model also recognizes several possible barriers. Unequal participation, exclusion, 

communication difficulties, stereotyping, excessive competition, and culturally insensitive 

facilitation may weaken the proposed relationship. 

This framework therefore presents empathy development as an interactional process rather 

than a direct result of physical activity exposure. 

5. Research Objectives / Research Questions 

The present study examines how cooperative movement activities may contribute to empathy 

development within culturally diverse youth groups. The conceptual approach focuses on 

shared goals, interpersonal coordination, perspective taking, group belonging, and intergroup 

contact. 

The study also aims to provide a foundation for future empirical research that separates the 

effects of physical activity from the effects of cooperation and culturally diverse social 

interaction. 

Research Objectives 

 To examine the conceptual relationship between cooperative movement activities and 

empathy development among culturally diverse youth. 

 To examine how shared goals and positive interdependence may create opportunities for 

perspective taking. 

 To distinguish cognitive empathy from affective empathy within movement-based youth 

programs. 

 To examine the potential role of intergroup contact in empathy development. 

 To examine group belonging and interpersonal support as contextual factors. 

 To identify activity structures that may support reciprocal cooperation. 
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 To identify social conditions that may reduce the developmental value of cooperative 

movement activities. 

 To develop a conceptual framework for future empirical research on movement-based 

empathy development. 

Research Questions 

1. How may cooperative movement activities contribute to empathy development among 

culturally diverse youth? 

2. What role does shared goal interdependence play in perspective taking? 

3. How may repeated interpersonal coordination influence cognitive empathy? 

4. How may affective empathy develop through cooperative movement experiences? 

5. What role does intergroup contact play in empathy development? 

6. How does group belonging influence the relationship between cooperation and empathy? 

7. How may culturally diverse communication affect cooperative interaction? 

8. What characteristics distinguish constructive cooperation from simple co-present physical 

activity? 

9. How may unequal participation influence empathy development? 

10. What contextual conditions may strengthen or weaken the proposed relationship? 

6. Methodology 

Research Design 

The present paper uses a simulation-based conceptual research design. The framework brings 

together ideas from developmental psychology, social psychology, cooperative learning, 

intergroup contact theory, social-emotional learning, and sport pedagogy. 

The design does not present a completed empirical intervention. No original participant 

dataset was provided, so no participants were recruited, tested, or observed for this 

manuscript. 

The conceptual model treats cooperative movement exposure as the main contextual variable 

and empathy development as the primary psychological outcome. 

Interpersonal coordination, perspective taking, group belonging, and intergroup contact are 

considered possible mechanisms within this relationship. 

Cultural diversity is treated as an important contextual factor rather than as a deficit or fixed 

individual characteristic. 
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Dataset / Sample 

No empirical dataset was created for the present manuscript. 

Future research should focus on youth taking part in organized educational, recreational, or 

community-based movement programs that intentionally include participants from different 

cultural backgrounds. 

Recruitment should involve multiple groups rather than depending on a single class, team, or 

organization. 

The sample should include enough diversity to examine whether cooperative experiences 

influence participants in similar ways across different backgrounds. 

Researchers should collect information on age, educational level, previous activity 

experience, language context where relevant, and the length of time participants have been 

involved in the group. 

These factors should be treated as contextual characteristics rather than assumptions about 

individual participants. 

Tools / Techniques 

Future research should use validated measures of cognitive and affective empathy that are 

appropriate for the age of the participants. 

Perspective-taking measures should assess how well participants understand viewpoints that 

differ from their own. 

Affective empathy measures should assess how participants respond to the emotional 

experiences of others. 

Cooperative behaviour should be assessed through a combination of structured observation, 

peer ratings, facilitator ratings, and performance in behavioural tasks. 

Intergroup contact should be measured in terms of frequency, quality, and perceived 

positivity of interaction rather than through demographic composition alone. 

Group belonging should be assessed using established psychological measures adapted to suit 

the age of the participants. 

Social interaction should also be examined through structured behavioural coding. 

Where practical, objective activity measures such as accelerometry should be used to separate 

physical movement exposure from social interaction. 
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Experimental Procedure 

The present manuscript does not report a human-participant experiment. 

A future empirical intervention should begin with baseline measures of empathy, group 

belonging, intergroup attitudes, and cooperative behaviour. 

Participants could then take part in a structured series of cooperative movement activities 

over several weeks. 

The activities should require reciprocal contribution so that one participant cannot complete 

the task on behalf of the entire group. 

Tasks could include coordinated movement, shared problem solving, group navigation, 

partner-based challenges, and cooperative skill activities that do not depend only on athletic 

ability. 

Facilitators should establish clear expectations regarding respect, inclusion, communication, 

and active participation. 

Measurements should be collected at multiple points during the intervention. 

A comparison group taking part in conventional movement activities without structured 

cooperation would help separate the effect of cooperative design from the effect of physical 

activity. 

A second comparison group could take part in cooperative activities without specific 

intergroup objectives. 

This design would help researchers distinguish the effects of physical activity, cooperation, 

and culturally diverse social interaction. 

Evaluation Metrics 

The primary outcome should be the change in validated empathy scores. 

Cognitive empathy and affective empathy should be examined separately when the selected 

measurement tool allows this distinction. 

Secondary outcomes should include perspective-taking ability, cooperative behaviour, 

intergroup attitudes, perceived belonging, social trust, and communication quality. 

Behavioural indicators should include consistency of participation, reciprocal contribution, 

supportive behaviour, and observed responsiveness to peers. 

Where possible, objective movement exposure should also be recorded. This would reduce 

the risk of attributing psychological outcomes to physical activity when those outcomes may 

be more closely related to social interaction. 
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For longitudinal data, multilevel modelling would be suitable because participants would be 

grouped within activity settings. 

Mediation analysis should also be considered to examine whether perspective taking or 

intergroup contact explains part of the relationship between cooperative movement and 

empathy. 

7. Results 

Table 1. Illustrative Empathy Development across Cooperative Movement Exposure 

Cooperative Movement Exposure Illustrative Empathy Score 

Low Exposure 2.71 

Moderate Exposure 3.64 

High Exposure 4.46 

The values illustrate a hypothetical positive relationship between cooperative movement 

exposure and empathy scores. 

Graph 1. Illustrative Empathy Development Across Cooperative Movement Exposure 

 The graph presents a hypothetical upward trend in empathy scores as the level of cooperative 

movement exposure increases. 

The numerical values are simulated for illustrative purposes and should not be interpreted as 

empirical findings. 
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Table 2. Illustrative Factors Associated with Empathy Development 

Social-Development Factor Simulated Contribution (%) 

Cooperative Interaction 49 

Perspective Taking 44 

Intergroup Contact 38 

These values are independent illustrative indicators. They should not be interpreted as 

regression coefficients, explained variance, causal effects, or percentages intended to total 

100%. 

Graph 2. Illustrative Factors Associated with Empathy Development 

 

The graph visually presents the simulated values assigned to cooperative interaction, 

perspective taking, and intergroup contact. 

Statistical / Experimental Findings 

No inferential statistical analysis was conducted because no empirical dataset was available. 

The illustrative empathy score rises from 2.71 under low cooperative movement exposure to 

3.64 under moderate exposure and 4.46 under high exposure. 

The difference between the low and high illustrative conditions is 1.75 score points. 

The second illustrative analysis assigns simulated values of 49%, 44%, and 38% to 

cooperative interaction, perspective taking, and intergroup contact. 
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These values are not empirical estimates. They should not be interpreted as evidence that any 

one factor accounts for a specific percentage of empathy development. 

The purpose of the simulation is to show how future empirical research might present 

differences across exposure levels and examine possible explanatory mechanisms. 

8. Discussion / Critical Discussion 

Results Interpretation 

The illustrative results show a hypothetical positive relationship between cooperative 

movement exposure and empathy development. The simulated empathy score increases from 

2.71 under low exposure to 4.46 under high exposure. Since these values are simulated, they 

do not provide evidence that cooperative movement produces this pattern in real participants. 

The theoretical interpretation still offers a reasonable explanation for how such a relationship 

might develop. Cooperative activities require participants to observe one another, 

communicate intentions, adjust their movements, and respond to the needs of the group. 

Repeated experiences of this kind may create opportunities for perspective taking. 

For example, a participant who notices that a teammate is struggling may adjust their own 

behaviour to support them. Similarly, someone who understands why another participant 

prefers a different strategy may reconsider an earlier judgment. These situations provide 

practical opportunities to practise empathy-related skills through direct interaction. 

This process may be especially relevant in culturally diverse groups, where participants may 

encounter differences in communication styles, expectations, and previous experiences. 

Cooperative tasks may place participants in situations where they need to understand one 

another rather than simply share the same physical space. 

The social environment, though, plays an important role. If an activity encourages 

dominance, excludes less experienced participants, or creates persistent status differences, 

cooperative movement may fail to support the intended developmental outcomes. 

The proposed relationship should therefore be understood as conditional rather than 

automatic. 

Comparison with Previous Studies 

The conceptual interpretation is consistent with intervention research showing that structured 

physical education may support social-emotional development. A 2021 study reported higher 

post-intervention scores in empathy, cooperation, self-control, emotional understanding, and 
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broader social skills among students who participated in social-emotional skills training 

within physical education. Frontiers 

The framework also aligns with research on enriched physical education. A class-randomized 

multisport intervention reported improvements in motor and prosocial skills and examined 

possible pathways linking intervention participation with prosocial development. PubMed 

Research on cooperative learning and social competence interventions also suggests that 

structured teaching approaches may create opportunities to develop empathy and related 

social skills. A 2020 intervention highlighted cooperative learning and role rotation as 

approaches through which students may strengthen social competence. Frontiers 

The intergroup component of the present framework is also consistent with research on 

contact theory. Vezzali and colleagues found that extended contact was associated with 

greater intergroup empathy and more positive attitudes among Italian and immigrant children 

under specific contact conditions.  

The framework also reflects findings from youth sport-for-development research. Studies in 

this area suggest that positive intergroup contact may contribute to trusting relationships, 

behavioural change, and broader community outcomes when supportive program conditions 

are in place.  

Taken together, these studies support the conceptual relevance of cooperation, social 

interaction, and empathy. They do not, though, establish that all cooperative movement 

interventions will produce the same results. 

Why Results May Differ 

Future empirical findings may vary because cooperative movement experiences differ in both 

structure and social context. 

The first source of variation is activity design. Activities based on genuine interdependence 

may provide stronger opportunities for perspective taking than activities participants are able 

to complete independently. 

The second factor is facilitator behaviour. Adult leaders influence how participants 

understand cooperation, competition, cultural differences, and interpersonal conflict. 

The third factor is group composition. Participants who already know each other may interact 

differently from participants placed together for the first time. 

The fourth factor is cultural communication. Differences in language or communication 

practices may make cooperation more difficult during the early stages of group interaction. 
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The fifth factor is baseline empathy. Participants begin programs with different levels of 

social-emotional competence. 

The sixth factor is physical ability. When activities depend heavily on athletic performance, 

less-skilled participants may become less involved in the group. 

The seventh factor is status distribution. Repeated dominance by a small number of 

participants may limit reciprocal interaction. 

The eighth factor is group belonging. Young people who feel accepted within the group may 

feel more comfortable communicating, expressing uncertainty, and taking social risks. 

The ninth factor is competition intensity. Cooperative activities placed within highly 

competitive environments may produce different outcomes from activities centred on 

collective success. 

The tenth factor is duration of exposure. Short-term activities may create immediate social 

interaction without leading to lasting developmental change. 

The eleventh factor is the quality of intergroup contact. Research suggests that contact 

conditions influence whether interaction contributes to positive intergroup outcomes.  

The twelfth factor is developmental stage. Younger children and older adolescents may differ 

in their ability to understand complex perspectives and regulate their social responses. 

9. Research Contribution / Implications 

The main contribution of this paper is the integration of cooperative movement, empathy 

development, and cultural diversity within a single social-developmental framework. Instead 

of treating physical activity as inherently developmental, the framework identifies 

interpersonal coordination and perspective taking as important mechanisms. 

A second contribution is the distinction between physical participation and cooperative 

participation. A young person may engage in a high level of physical activity while having 

little meaningful interaction with peers. The proposed framework therefore places greater 

emphasis on the social structure of movement activities. 

A third contribution relates to culturally diverse groups. The framework views cultural 

diversity as an opportunity for perspective taking when interaction is structured in an 

inclusive and supportive way. At the same time, poorly managed differences may contribute 

to misunderstanding or exclusion. 

A fourth contribution is the distinction between cognitive and affective empathy. Future 

empirical studies should examine whether cooperative movement influences the ability to 
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understand another person's perspective differently from emotional responsiveness to another 

person's experiences. 

Practical Implications 

 Design genuine interdependence: Activities should require meaningful contributions 

from several participants rather than allowing one person to control or complete the task. 

 Promote reciprocal participation: Facilitators should make sure that quieter or less 

experienced participants have meaningful opportunities to contribute. 

 Use shared goals: Collective objectives should provide a common focus while still 

respecting individual cultural identities. 

 Rotate responsibilities: Changing roles gives participants opportunities to experience 

different perspectives and responsibilities. 

 Reduce unnecessary status differences: Activities should avoid making physical ability 

the main basis for status within the group. 

 Support culturally responsive communication: Facilitators should establish 

communication norms that encourage respectful clarification when misunderstandings 

occur. 

 Encourage perspective taking: Participants should be encouraged to consider how 

teammates may experience the same activity differently. 

 Monitor group interaction: Facilitators should observe whether participation and 

cooperation are genuinely reciprocal. 

 Avoid equating competition with development: Competitive intensity should not be 

treated as evidence of empathy development. 

 Evaluate psychological outcomes: Programs should assess empathy and social 

development rather than relying only on attendance or physical activity measures. 

10. Conclusion 

Cooperative movement activities provide a potentially useful setting for empathy 

development because they require young people to coordinate behaviour, communicate, 

respond to others, and work toward shared outcomes. These features distinguish cooperative 

movement from physical activity that takes place without meaningful interpersonal 

interaction. The social structure of an activity may therefore matter as much as the amount of 

physical movement involved. 
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The proposed framework suggests that cooperative interaction may support empathy through 

perspective taking, reciprocal coordination, shared goals, and repeated interpersonal 

feedback. In culturally diverse groups, these processes may also create opportunities for 

meaningful intergroup contact. When participants depend on one another to achieve a shared 

objective, cultural differences may become part of the learning process rather than simply a 

demographic feature of the group. 

The illustrative results show a hypothetical increase in empathy scores from 2.71 under low 

cooperative movement exposure to 3.64 under moderate exposure and 4.46 under high 

exposure. These values are simulated and should not be interpreted as empirical evidence. 

Similarly, the simulated indicators for cooperative interaction, perspective taking, and 

intergroup contact are methodological examples rather than statistical estimates. 

Existing research provides a reasonable theoretical and empirical basis for the proposed 

relationship. Studies of physical education interventions have reported improvements in 

empathy, cooperation, and other social-emotional skills. Research on intergroup contact has 

also shown relationships among contact, empathy, and intergroup attitudes under suitable 

conditions. Frontiers Youth sport-for-development research further suggests that structured 

intergroup contact may contribute to trust and broader social outcomes.  

Cooperative movement should still not be treated as an automatic method for developing 

empathy. Outcomes depend on activity design, facilitator behaviour, group climate, inclusion, 

reciprocal participation, and the quality of intergroup interaction. Poorly structured activities 

may reinforce social hierarchies instead of reducing them. 

The central conclusion is that cooperative movement may provide a meaningful context for 

empathy development when activities are intentionally organized around shared goals, 

reciprocal interaction, perspective taking, and inclusive participation. Future empirical studies 

should test this proposition through longitudinal and experimental research using validated 

empathy measures, behavioural indicators, and systematic observation of group interaction. 

11. Limitations 

The main limitation of this manuscript is the absence of original empirical participant data. 

All quantitative values presented in the Results section are simulated and included only to 

demonstrate possible analytical relationships. 
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A second limitation is the complexity of empathy as a construct. Cognitive and affective 

empathy represent different dimensions, and a single overall empathy score may hide 

meaningful differences between them. 

A third limitation relates to cultural diversity. Cultural background should not be treated as a 

simple category because individuals within the same cultural group may differ considerably 

in their experiences, beliefs, and communication practices. 

A fourth limitation is the variation in cooperative movement activities. Different activities 

involve different levels of interaction, interdependence, physical demand, and social 

structure. Findings from one intervention should therefore not be generalized automatically to 

all forms of cooperative movement. 

A fifth limitation involves facilitator influence. Adult leaders may strongly shape the social 

meaning of an activity and should therefore be treated as an important contextual factor. 

A sixth limitation concerns the difference between intergroup contact and positive intergroup 

contact. Increasing the frequency of interaction alone does not guarantee stronger empathy or 

more positive relationships. 

A seventh limitation is the possibility of selection effects. Young people who voluntarily join 

cooperative programs may differ from nonparticipants before the intervention begins. 

An eighth limitation involves measurement. Self-report empathy measures may be influenced 

by social desirability and differences in how participants understand questionnaire items. 

A ninth limitation is the possible gap between empathy and behaviour. Greater empathic 

understanding does not always lead to more prosocial behaviour across every situation. 

A tenth limitation is that short-term improvements may not represent lasting developmental 

change. 

An eleventh limitation concerns physical ability. Movement activities that depend heavily on 

motor competence may unintentionally place less-skilled participants at a disadvantage. 

A twelfth limitation relates to the simulated analytical structure. The illustrative values do not 

establish effect size, statistical significance, mediation, moderation, or causality. 

12. Future Work 

Future research should use longitudinal designs to examine whether repeated participation in 

cooperative movement activities is associated with lasting changes in empathy. Multiple 

assessment points would help separate short-term responses from longer-term developmental 

changes. 
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Experimental research should compare cooperative movement activities with physically 

active but individually structured activities. This comparison would help determine whether 

psychological outcomes are linked specifically to cooperation rather than physical activity 

alone. 

A second comparison should examine cooperative activities with and without culturally 

diverse group interaction. This approach would help clarify whether intergroup contact 

contributes separately to empathy development. 

Future studies should assess cognitive and affective empathy separately. Perspective-taking 

tasks, validated questionnaires, and behavioural measures should be combined to provide a 

broader understanding of empathic development. 

Direct observation should also form part of future research where practical. Researchers 

should record behaviours such as turn-taking, supportive communication, conflict resolution, 

reciprocal assistance, and participation patterns during activities. 

Group-level factors should also receive attention. Multilevel models would help account for 

participants being grouped within shared activity environments. 

Future research should examine facilitator characteristics and teaching practices. Training 

facilitators in inclusive communication and cooperative learning approaches may influence 

the quality of group interaction. 

Researchers should also test whether shared goals play a stronger role in empathy 

development than movement intensity. This comparison would directly examine one of the 

main mechanisms proposed in the framework. 

Cultural responsiveness is another important area for future study. Researchers should 

examine how communication practices, culturally responsive facilitation, and participant 

voice influence cooperative experiences. 

Long-term follow-up is needed to determine whether changes in empathy transfer beyond the 

movement setting into school, family, and community relationships. 

Future studies should also examine whether greater empathy is associated with observable 

reductions in exclusion, interpersonal conflict, or social distance. 

Finally, mixed-methods research should complement quantitative measures by asking young 

people how cooperative activities influenced their understanding of peers. Qualitative 

findings may reveal social processes that standardized empathy measures do not fully 

capture. 
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