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ABSTRACT

In contemporary multicultural societies marked by increasing social diversity and complexity, empathy
defined as the integrated cognitive and affective capacity to understand and vicariously share others' emotional
states—has emerged as an indispensable social competency whose critical developmental window originates in
early childhood. Despite a growing international body of research on empathy development, a systematic synthesis
bridging psychological theory, neuroscientific evidence, and concrete pedagogical practice for early childhood
educators remains limited, particularly within Thai educational contexts. This conceptual review article addresses
that gap by systematically synthesizing theoretical frameworks and empirical evidence examining the relationship
between role play and empathy development in early childhood educational settings. Drawing upon converging
perspectives from developmental psychology, social psychology, and affective neuroscience, the review employs
an integrative literature review methodology (Torraco, 2005), analyzing 34 selected documents sourced from ERIC,
PsycINFO, Google Scholar, and Thai Journals Online (TCI). The synthesis demonstrates that role play functions as a
multidimensional pedagogical mechanism operating through four core psychological processes: perspective-taking,
the provision of emotionally safe experiential spaces, intergroup bias reduction, and the cultivation of deep listening
skills. These processes are theoretically grounded in Bandura's (1977) Social Leaming Theory, Viygotsky's (1978) Zone
of Proximal Development, Davis's (1983) multidimensional empathy framework, and Decety and Jackson's (2004)
neural architecture model of empathy. Empirical evidence further substantiates that systematic, educator-guided
integration of role play significantly enhances both cognitive and affective dimensions of empathy while
simultaneously fostering prosocial behavior and emotional regulation. Practical implementation guidelines including
structured debriefing protocols, stereotype-avoidance strategies, and emotional regulation monitoring are proposed
to optimize pedagogical outcomes. The article concludes that sustained empathy cultivation through role play from
the earliest years of education represents a vital investment in developing prosocial citizens capable of navigating
an increasingly diverse and interconnected world, with implications for both curriculum design and teacher

professional development in Thai early childhood education.
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