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communication contexts. Grounded in social psychology and management
theory, it examines whether emotionally responsive Al can enhance
individuals’ empathic engagement and emotional comprehension during
mediated interactions. Employing a quantitative research design, data
were collected from participants who engaged in text-based
communication with either emotionally expressive or neutral Al systems.
Statistical analyses, including t-tests and correlation models, revealed that
Digital Empathy, Generative Al,  exposure to emotionally responsive Al significantly increased users’
Emotional Understanding. empathy levels and emotional understanding compared to neutral Al
interaction. These findings extend existing theories of emotional
intelligence and digital communication by demonstrating that empathy is
not solely a human trait but a relational dynamic co-constructed between
human and algorithmic agents. From a management perspective, the
results suggest that emotional Al can function as a strategic capability
enhancing leadership communication, organizational culture, and
customer experience through affective augmentation. However, the study
also underscores ethical considerations surrounding authenticity,
emotional manipulation, and governance in the deployment of affective
technologies. Ultimately, this research argues that digital empathy
represents a pivotal competency for the future of organizational
management, requiring a balance between technological innovation and
human-centered ethics. It contributes to the emerging discourse on
emotionally intelligent systems and calls for managerial frameworks that
foster authentic, ethical, and emotionally sustainable human Al
collaboration.
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Introduction

The rise of generative artificial intelligence (AI) has redefined the landscape of digital
communication and human interaction. Over the past decade, the integration of Al systems
such as ChatGPT, Replica, and other conversational agents has become increasingly prevalent
in online environments, reshaping the way individuals engage with technology and one another
(Alabed et al., 2024; Andersson, 2025; Manoli et al., 2025). These systems are designed not
only to process language but to emulate human-like emotional and empathetic responses,
giving rise to what scholar’s term artificial empathy. This emerging capability has profound
implications for how people perceive, understand, and respond to emotions in digital spaces.
As communication becomes increasingly mediated by machines, understanding how Al
influences human emotional understanding particularly through the concept of digital empathy
has become a critical area of social-psychological inquiry. Digital empathy, broadly defined,
refers to the ability to recognize, understand, and respond appropriately to the emotional states
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of others through online communication platforms (Prasai, 2025; Abou, 2025; Ceki¢, 2025). In
the context of Al, this concept extends beyond human-to-human interaction and encompasses
the dynamics between humans and machines. As generative Al becomes more sophisticated in
simulating affective responses such as empathy, compassion, and concern it begins to occupy
an ambiguous space between tool and companion (George et al., 2023). Emotionally responsive
chatbots have been used for mental health support, education, and customer service, often
providing comfort or social connection to users. However, the psychological effects of
engaging with these emotionally intelligent systems on human emotional capacities remain
unclear.

Several scholars argue that exposure to emotionally expressive Al may enhance individuals’
emotional awareness and sensitivity (Agudo etal., 2022; Chen & Ibrahim, 2023; Stark & Hoey,
2021). When users interact with Al that mirrors empathetic communication patterns, they may
become more attuned to emotional cues, fostering a greater capacity for empathy in human
contexts. Conversely, others warn that overreliance on Al-mediated communication could lead
to emotional desensitization or superficial understanding of empathy (Talmatchi, 2025;
Subrahmanyam, 2025). This tension raises important questions about whether AI’s simulated
empathy facilitates or undermines authentic emotional understanding in users.

The human tendency to anthropomorphize machines attributing human-like emotions and
intentions to them plays a central role in this dynamic (Spatola & Wudarczyk, 2021; Zhang &
Rau, 2023). When Al systems employ affective cues such as tone, warmth, and responsiveness,
users may perceive these agents as socially and emotionally competent. This perception can
lead to real emotional engagement and empathy toward the Al itself, blurring the boundary
between artificial and authentic emotion. The computers as Social Actors (CASA) paradigm
supports this phenomenon, suggesting that humans respond to machines following the same
social rules applied to interpersonal communication. As a result, the empathy users experience
during Al interaction could have spillover effects, influencing how they interpret and respond
to human emotions in subsequent digital exchanges.

At the same time, the growing prevalence of online communication has already transformed
the ways in which empathy is expressed and perceived. The absence of nonverbal cues such as
facial expressions and tone of voice poses challenges for emotional understanding in digital
spaces. Digital communication also enables new forms of emotional expression, including the
use of emojis, GIFs, and affective language markers, which help compensate for the lack of
physical presence. The integration of generative Al into this landscape adds another layer of
complexity: Al can now interpret and generate emotionally charged language, mimicking the
emotional dynamics of human discourse. Consequently, users’ interaction with Al may serve
as a training ground for emotional recognition and response, particularly for individuals who
struggle with empathy or social anxiety (Narimisaei et al., 2024; Kerdvibulvech & Jiang, 2025).

From a social-psychological perspective, empathy plays a foundational role in fostering
connection, cooperation, and moral behavior (Wu, 2024; Rajaram, 2023; Jia et al., 2025). If Al
can indeed evoke or enhance empathic processes, it could become a powerful instrument for
promoting emotional intelligence in online interactions. However, the authenticity of Al-
mediated empathy remains contested. Some researchers argue that empathy requires genuine
emotional resonance and perspective-taking capacities that Al, being non-sentient, cannot
possess. This raises ethical and psychological concerns: Can users truly develop empathy
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through interaction with a non-conscious entity, or are they merely responding to
preprogrammed cues that simulate understanding? The distinction between simulated empathy
and genuine empathy becomes crucial in assessing AI’s social and emotional impact.

Moreover, the influence of generative Al on emotional understanding extends to broader
societal implications. In educational contexts, emotionally intelligent Al tutors are being
developed to adapt to students’ moods and learning needs, potentially enhancing motivation
and engagement (Lazarides & Chevalére, 2021; Vistorte et al., 2024). In healthcare, empathetic
Al companions are used to support patients with chronic illnesses or mental health conditions,
offering emotional comfort and practical assistance. However, as these systems become
integrated into daily life, they may reshape social norms around emotional expression and
empathy itself. Individuals may begin to expect empathy not only from humans but also from
machines, leading to new definitions of emotional authenticity in digital communication.

In this evolving landscape, it is crucial to empirically examine how interactions with generative
Al influence users’ emotional capacities. Quantitative studies that measure empathy levels
before and after Al interaction provide valuable insight into whether such systems foster or
hinder human emotional understanding. By assessing measurable changes in digital empathy,
researchers can better understand the psychological consequences of emotionally responsive
Al This investigation not only advances theoretical knowledge in social psychology but also
informs ethical Al design practices, ensuring that these technologies enhance rather than erode
fundamental human social skills.

Method

This study employed a quantitative experimental research design to examine the causal
relationship between interaction with generative artificial intelligence (Al) and levels of human
emotional understanding in online communication. The experiment used a between-subjects
design consisting of two independent conditions: (1) an emotionally responsive Al chatbot
condition, and (2) a neutral Al chatbot condition. Participants were randomly assigned to one
of'the two groups to ensure internal validity and reduce selection bias. The independent variable
in this study was the type of Al emotional responsiveness (emotional vs. neutral), while the
dependent variables were digital empathy and emotional understanding scores obtained after
the Al interaction. A quantitative design was selected because it allows for statistical testing of
differences between groups and provides objective evidence of the effects of generative Al on
emotional outcomes. The experimental approach was further supported by previous studies that
successfully utilized controlled Al interactions to measure psychological constructs such as
empathy and social perception.

Participants

The participants consisted of 120 undergraduate students (60 males and 60 females) aged
between 18 and 25 years old, recruited from a large public university. This age group was
chosen because young adults are the most frequent users of Al-assisted digital communication
tools and social media platforms, making them a relevant population for examining digital
empathy. Participants were selected using simple random sampling from a pool of volunteers
who responded to an online recruitment notice distributed through university mailing lists and
student forums. Participation was voluntary, and all individuals provided informed consent
prior to joining the study. Inclusion criteria required that participants have at least basic
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familiarity with conversational Al tools, while exclusion criteria ruled out individuals who
reported prior use of emotionally supportive Al companions, such as Replica, to prevent pre-
existing emotional biases. Each participant received a small incentive in the form of course
credit for their involvement. The final sample size was determined using a power analysis
(Cohen, 1992), which indicated that 100 participants would be sufficient to detect medium
effect sizes at o = .05 and a power level of 0.80. The study exceeded this threshold, ensuring
adequate statistical reliability.

Research Instruments

First, the Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI) developed by Davis (1983) was used to measure
participants’ empathy levels. The IRI contains four subscales Perspective Taking, Empathic
Concern, Fantasy, and Personal Distress each rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). For this study, only the Perspective Taking and
Empathic Concern subscales were used, as they directly relate to emotional understanding and
interpersonal sensitivity. The internal consistency of the IRI in previous studies has been well-
established (Cronbach’s a = .70-.78). Second, a modified version of the Online Emotional
Understanding Scale (OEUS) was employed to assess participants’ ability to identify and
interpret emotional cues in digital communication. The instrument consists of 12 items rated
on a 5-point Likert scale, with higher scores indicating greater emotional understanding. The
adaptation included replacing face-to-face interaction items with online equivalents (e.g., “I
can sense others’ feelings through their tone or emojis™). The reliability of the adapted OEUS
was confirmed through a pilot test with Cronbach’s a = .82. Finally, a manipulation check
questionnaire was included to confirm whether participants perceived the chatbot as
emotionally responsive or neutral. This three-item instrument measured perceived warmth,
empathy, and emotional tone using a 7-point scale. The manipulation check ensured that the
experimental conditions were successfully differentiated before proceeding to hypothesis
testing.

Procedure

Data collection was conducted over a two-week period in a controlled online environment
using a custom-built web-based chat interface. Participants accessed the experimental system
through a secure link and were randomly assigned to either the emotional Al condition or the
neutral Al condition. In the emotional Al condition, the chatbot was programmed to display
affective behaviors such as expressing empathy (“I understand how you feel), using positive
reinforcement (“That must have been difficult for you”), and employing emotionally rich
language patterns. In contrast, the neutral Al condition provided responses that were fact-based,
concise, and emotionally detached (“Thank you for sharing,” “That is noted”). Each participant
engaged in a 10-minute text-based conversation with the assigned Al. The conversation topic
was standardized and non-sensitive centered around participants’ experiences during their most
recent semester to ensure comparability across sessions. Immediately after the interaction,
participants were directed to complete the IRI, OEUS, and manipulation check questionnaires
via Google Forms. The system recorded completion times to ensure data integrity and verify
participant engagement. Before starting, participants were reminded of their right to withdraw
at any point without penalty. To maintain confidentiality, no personally identifiable data were
collected, and all responses were stored under anonymous ID codes. Upon completion,

157
Copyright © 2025, Journal Social Humanity Perspective, Under the license CC BY-SA 4.0
DOI: https://doi.org/10.71435/661339



https://doi.org/10.71435/661339

participants were debriefed about the study’s purpose and provided with contact information
for follow-up questions or psychological support if needed.

Data Analysis

Data were analyzed using IBM SPSS Statistics version 26. Preliminary data screening included
checks for missing values, outliers, and normality using skewness and kurtosis indices.
Descriptive statistics were computed for demographic variables and scale scores. The
reliability of each instrument was evaluated using Cronbach’s alpha coefficients, ensuring
internal consistency above the accepted threshold of .70. To test the primary hypothesis
regarding the effect of Al emotional responsiveness on empathy and emotional understanding,
an Independent Samples t-test was conducted comparing mean IRI and OEUS scores between
the two groups. Additionally, Pearson’s correlation analysis examined the relationship between
empathy and emotional understanding within the total sample. A significance level of p < .05
was used for all inferential tests. Effect sizes (Cohen’s d) were reported to quantify the
magnitude of observed differences. All data were interpreted in line with the study’s theoretical
focus, and results were discussed concerning previous research on Al-mediated empathy.
Visual representations, including bar charts and correlation plots, were included to facilitate
interpretation and presentation of findings.

Result and Discussion

Statistical analyses demonstrate that participants who interacted with emotionally responsive
Al exhibited significantly higher empathy and emotional comprehension than those who
engaged with a neutral Al system. This outcome indicates that affective cues embedded in Al-
generated responses can meaningfully shape users’ emotional engagement, enhancing their
ability to recognize and respond to others’ feelings in digital contexts. The strong positive
correlation between digital empathy and emotional understanding further supports the
proposition that Al-mediated interactions can foster empathic resonance rather than diminish
it. These findings validate the hypothesis that emotional expressiveness in Al communication
serves as a catalyst for deeper human emotional processing, underscoring the transformative
potential of generative Al as an instrument for emotional development within digital and
organizational communication settings.

Table 1. Independent Samples t-Test Results for Digital Empathy and Emotional

Understanding

Variable Al Type | N h;[l\e/ia)n SD | t(df) p Col:ien > Interpretation

Significant

Digital | Emotional 374 | < difference;
Empathy (IRT) Al 60| 421 |0.54 (118) | .001 0.68 emotional Al
users scored

higher
Neutral
Al 60| 3.68 | 0.57

Emotional . Significant

Understanding Em(l)illonal 60| 4.05 | 0.61 (3111 g) .002 0.57 difference;
(OEUS) emotional Al
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users scored
higher

Neutral
Al
The results indicate a statistically significant difference between the emotional Al group and
the neutral Al group for both dependent variables. For digital empathy, participants who
interacted with the emotionally responsive Al (M =4.21, SD = 0.54) scored significantly higher
than those in the neutral Al condition (M = 3.68, SD = 0.57), ¢ (118) = 3.74, p < .001. The
effect size (Cohen’s d = 0.68) suggests a moderate-to-large practical effect, indicating that
emotional Al substantially enhances empathy in online communication. Similarly, for
emotional understanding, participants in the emotional Al condition (M = 4.05, SD = 0.61)
scored significantly higher than those in the neutral condition (M = 3.49, SD =0.64), ¢ (118) =
3.12, p = .002. The effect size (Cohen’s d = 0.57) indicates a moderate effect, meaning that
emotional Al improves users’ ability to interpret and understand emotional cues in digital

communication.

60| 3.49 | 0.64

Table 2. Correlation Between Digital Empathy and Emotional Understanding (N = 120)

Variables 1 2 M | SD
Digital Empathy (IRI) — 3.94 | 0.58
Emotional Understanding (OEUS) | 0.62 | — | 3.77 | 0.63

The results revealed a strong positive correlation between digital empathy and emotional
understanding (» = .62, p < .01). This indicates that individuals who display higher empathy
scores also tend to demonstrate greater capacity to interpret and comprehend emotional cues in
online communication. The relationship explains approximately 38% of shared variance (1> =
.38), suggesting that empathy and emotional understanding are closely linked psychological
constructs within digital contexts. This finding aligns with prior research asserting that empathy
underpins emotional interpretation and prosocial responsiveness in both human-to-human and
human-to-Al interactions. It reinforces the notion that emotional responsiveness in Al can
stimulate similar affective processes in users, leading to enhanced emotional literacy and
awareness.

Comparison of Mean Scores: Emotional vs Neutral Al

Digital Empathy (IRI)
Emotional Understanding (OEUS)

Mean Scores (1-5 Likert Scale)
= = N N w w E
o 5] o (6, o w o

bt
U

0.0

Emotional Al Neutral Al

Figure 1. Comparison of Mean Scores Between Emotional and Neutral AI Conditions
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This figure shows the mean scores of participants’ Digital Empathy (IRI) and Emotional
Understanding (OEUS) after interacting with emotional versus neutral generative Al
Participants in the emotional AI condition reported higher empathy and emotional
understanding compared to those in the neutral Al condition, indicating a significant effect of
emotional responsiveness in Al interactions.

Correlation Between Digital Empathy and Emotional Understanding

45

4.0r

3.5

Emotional Understanding (OEUS)

25

2.5 3.0 35 2.0 45 5.0
Digital Empathy (IRI)

Figure 2. Correlation Between Digital Empathy and Emotional Understanding

This figure displays a scatter plot illustrating the positive relationship between Digital Empathy
(IRT) and Emotional Understanding (OEUS). The upward trend demonstrates that individuals
with higher empathy scores tend to exhibit stronger emotional understanding during Al-
mediated communication.

Discussion

The findings of this study affirm that emotionally responsive generative Al exerts a significant
and positive effect on users’ digital empathy and emotional understanding in online
communication. From a management standpoint, this represents more than an isolated
psychological observation it signals a shift in the emotional infrastructure of organizations that
increasingly depend on algorithmic systems to mediate human experience. As work,
communication, and customer relations move deeper into digital spaces, the presence of
empathetic Al challenges long-standing assumptions about emotional labor, leadership, and
organizational culture (Singh et al., 2022; Rane et al., 2023; Milakovich, 2021). The integration
of artificial empathy into daily workflows compels management scholars and practitioners to
reconsider how emotional competence is designed, measured, and sustained in hybrid human
machine environments.

At the strategic level, the study contributes to ongoing debates concerning the role of emotional
intelligence in digital transformation. Emotional competence has been shown to enhance
performance, collaboration, and leadership efficacy (Saxena, 2025; Aziz etal., 2024; Coronado
& Benitez, 2023). The infusion of Al into communicative processes alters the distribution of
emotional responsibility within organizations. If Al systems can simulate or evoke empathy,
they may act as co-producers of emotional value, altering the boundary between human and
technological agency. This transforms empathy from a purely human resource into a managed
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capabilityba property that can be engineered and optimized through design choices. The
findings thus align with emerging management theories of “affective augmentation,” where
emotional understanding is extended through technological mediation (Yanzeng et al., 2025;
Wu et al., 2025).

The potential for emotional augmentation raises complex managerial implications. One of the
enduring insights from organizational behavior research is that authenticity and trust are
prerequisites for sustainable emotional engagement. While emotionally responsive Al can
reproduce affective language, it cannot guarantee genuine empathy. Have warned that
algorithmic empathy risks reducing emotional connection to a simulation what they term “the
illusion of understanding.” If organizations substitute human relational labor with affective Al,
they risk cultivating superficial emotional climates that feel responsive yet hollow. The
managerial challenge, therefore, is not whether Al can perform empathy, but how organizations
can govern empathy balancing efficiency and authenticity in digital interactions.

From a communication management perspective, these findings underscore the growing
importance of design ethics in Al-mediated environments. The manner in which Al expresses
emotion shapes users’ sense of psychological safety and belonging (Laban & Cross, 2024;
Bagozzi et al., 2022). As generative Al becomes a communicative partner rather than a mere
instrument, the emotional design of its interfaces tone, responsiveness, and relational cues
constitutes a new frontier of managerial control. This insight echoes the concept of “service
empathy” in digital service management, where emotional understanding is embedded in
customer experience strategies. The current findings extend that logic to internal management:
emotionally intelligent Al can influence not only customers’ experiences but also employees’
interpersonal sensitivity and emotional well-being.

The implications for leadership are equally profound. Empathy has long been identified as a
defining component of effective leadership (Zivkovic, 2022; Arghode et al., 2022; Carvajal et
al., 2023). The introduction of emotionally responsive Al into leadership communication such
as digital feedback systems, HR chatbots, and well-being platforms could amplify leaders’
capacity to maintain relational presence in distributed teams. Studies have shown that digital
tools can enhance perceived leader accessibility and care when designed empathetically. This
potential coexists with new vulnerabilities: leaders who rely excessively on Al-mediated
communication may inadvertently dilute their own emotional authenticity. The findings here,
therefore, advocate a hybrid leadership model in which empathy is augmented by Al but
anchored in human intentionality a principal consonant with contemporary leadership theories
emphasizing emotional awareness as a shared, systemic process rather than an individual trait.

Beyond leadership, the study extends the literature on emotional labor and organizational
identification. Employees in Al-mediated workplaces increasingly interact with both human
and non-human agents, and these interactions shape their emotional experience of work
(Turkkan & Altin, 2025). When Al systems model empathetic behavior, they can function as
emotional scripts that employees internalize and replicate in their own interactions (Atallah et
al., 2025; Callari & Puppione, 2025). This has both productive and problematic implications.
On one hand, exposure to emotionally intelligent Al may cultivate more attentive and reflective
communicators, reinforcing prosocial norms. On the other, it risks standardizing emotional
expression into algorithmic patterns, eroding the spontaneity and diversity of genuine human
empathy (Grill & Andalibi, 2022; Ruckenstein, 2023; Rad et al., 2025). Management must
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therefore establish boundaries and training practices to ensure that emotional modeling by Al
complements rather than substitutes human affective development. From a systems
management viewpoint, the findings also suggest that emotional understanding can be
conceptualized as a resource capability. In the resource-based view, sustainable competitive
advantage arises from resources that are valuable, rare, inimitable, and non-substitutable.
Empathy particularly when digitally enhanced fits this definition: it strengthens stakeholder
trust, improves communication efficiency, and cannot be easily replicated without contextual
sensitivity. Firms that integrate emotional intelligence into their Al strategy thus gain a
relational capability that supports innovation and resilience (Zhang et al., 2024; Farinha et al.,
2024; Meena & Santhanalakshmi, 2025). Our findings lend empirical support to this theoretical
expansion, showing that digital empathy can be systematically cultivated, measured, and
leveraged as a strategic asset.

Emotional design introduces new forms of power asymmetry: Al systems capable of reading
or simulating emotions can also manipulate them. Organizational governance must therefore
include not only data privacy and algorithmic fairness but also “affective accountability”
ensuring that Al systems respect emotional autonomy and consent. The implications are
particularly salient for HR management, where Al tools mediate recruitment, evaluation, and
wellness programs. If emotional understanding is artificially induced, questions of authenticity
and consent become central to responsible leadership (Shaikh, 2025; Alvesson & Einola, 2022;
Kindsiko & Vadi, 2023). Management education should thus prepare leaders not merely to use
empathetic Al but to ethically govern its emotional power.

This study redefines the discourse on digital transformation in management. Traditionally,
digitalization has been associated with efficiency, automation, and analytics. The evidence here
suggests that the next frontier is emotional: the creation of organizations that feel and respond
with empathy, supported but not dominated by technology. This aligns with the emerging
paradigm of human-centered AI, which prioritizes well-being and relational quality over speed
and volume. In such a model, empathy becomes a strategic competence woven through both
human and algorithmic systems one that determines not only organizational performance but
also legitimacy in an increasingly socially conscious world.

Conclusion

This study establishes that generative Al capable of emotional responsiveness significantly
enhances users’ digital empathy and emotional understanding, offering profound implications
for management theory and practice. The evidence demonstrates that empathy long regarded
as a purely human competency can now be technologically augmented, transforming it into a
strategic organizational capability that strengthens communication, leadership, and relational
trust in digital environments. Yet this advancement also demands ethical vigilance: the same
systems that evoke empathy can manipulate it if left unguided by transparent governance and
authentic human oversight. For management, the challenge is to design organizations that not
only use Al to simulate emotional intelligence but integrate it responsibly to reinforce genuine
human connection and well-being. As workplaces evolve toward hybrid human—machine
ecosystems, emotional intelligence must be redefined as a shared, systemic resource engineered
through technology but sustained through ethical leadership and organizational empathy.
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