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     “Dr. Corey Emanuel, a gifted media psychologist, has written a timely and emotionally intelligent examination of what happens when a society becomes desensitized to human suffering. Blending psychology, media analysis, and cultural critique, The Empathy Crisis challenges readers to confront how emotional distancing and digital culture are reshaping our collective humanity. Provocative, compassionate, and deeply relevant.”—Gregory Canillas, PhD


    “Dr. Corey Emanuel’s The Empathy Crisis is a timely, humane reckoning with how fast-changing technology, globalization, and fractured media leave us disconnected from one another. Blending rigorous scholarship with vivid, lived stories, Emanuel traces how empathy erodes into apathy and offers a compelling roadmap for rebuilding a collective sense of belonging. A must-read for those seeking real talk and real stories about our collective social future.”—Dr. Tara L. Conley, associate professor of media and journalism, Kent State University
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    For those of us questioning whether empathy still exists—and how to live it and hold on to it.
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    CHAPTER ONE


    Gen D


    The Rise of a Desensitized Generation


    Empathy is an ambiguous concept and there is no consensus on its definition.


    —ROSARIA ET AL. 2019



  I WAS BULLIED AS A KID. NOT EVERY DAY. NOT ALWAYS BY the same people. But enough to leave a mark. I wasn’t a star athlete. I didn’t play outside much—severe allergies kept me indoors. I liked to read. I felt things deeply. I was sensitive. And for some reason, those traits made me a target. You know the rest—insert the name calling, the whispers, the confrontations over girls who liked me. This is one of the earliest instances of the lifelong dance we do with empathy. We internalize the moments when we didn’t receive it—because we were the ones getting bullied. Or we stood by in silence, maybe out of complicity or maybe because we didn’t want to catch strays. Or maybe . . . you were the bully.


    Regardless of where you stood, the scene probably still lingers—the silence or the laughter. The pointing, the snickering, the nervous smiles. The way the crowd fed off the spectacle. And if you were the one getting bullied—and lucky—maybe there was that one friend who found you in the aftermath and asked, “Are you okay?”


    I’d love to say I was one of the kids who stood up to the bullies when I wasn’t in the line of fire. But the truth is, I rarely did. I watched; I stayed quiet—I let silence become my shield. When you’ve been on the receiving end of an attack, silence can mean survival. It’s how you cope when you feel powerless. So yeah, I was part of the muted—perceivably complicit—group. That was certainly most comfortable . . . for me. But over time, that comfort became something more collective. The silence that I once used to protect myself I started seeing everywhere—reflected back at me in others. What once felt like personal self-preservation started to look like collective emotional disconnection—cultural detachment.


    Over the years since my grade school days, I’ve observed that this kind of detachment didn’t stop on the playground. We just got better at it. Nowadays, silence equals scrolling. Nervous smiles are literally GIFs. The pointing and snickering now live in comment sections across every popular app. What once played out in school hallways now unfolds on a global stage—amplified and accelerated by apps that claim to be “for you.” And yet, the real problem has never been the platform. It’s us. We’re Generation D—the Desensitized Generation.


    Psychologist Marshall McLuhan once challenged the traditional belief that content is king. Instead, he argued that the medium itself—the vehicle for the message—shapes our behavior more profoundly. I agree with McLuhan. But I want to take it one step further. If we’re the creators, users, designers, and drivers of these mediums, then we must interrogate the role we play in sustaining them. Because if the medium is the message, then what does it say about us when the medium thrives on our worst impulses?


    We’ve reached a pivotal moment—one where we can no longer function in the ways we’ve grown used to. The rising discourse around what many are calling an empathy crisis tells me I’m not alone in this belief. For most of my life, I’ve held on to the idea that if enough ripples gather, they form a wave. Maybe this book is just a ripple—but I hope it’s the kind that stirs something deeper. Because naming the crisis is only the beginning. As with the first stage of grief, we must begin by acknowledging what’s been lost. And here’s the hard truth: You don’t just lose empathy—not as an individual and certainly not as a society—without participating in its erosion. The rise of what I call Generation D isn’t a coincidence. It’s a reflection of everything we’ve absorbed, ignored, reposted, laughed at, dismissed, and numbed ourselves to. But underneath that desensitization is something more human: the fading sense of belonging. Empathy and belonging are intertwined. To feel for others, you must believe—on some level—that they are part of your “us.” That they matter. That you matter. That we all matter.


    EMPATHY EXISTS ON A SPECTRUM


    Empathy, at its core, is a way of connecting—emotionally, cognitively, and even somatically—with someone else’s experience. It’s often described as feeling with rather than simply feeling for, though what that actually requires—and what it doesn’t—is far more nuanced than we tend to acknowledge. At minimum, empathy asks us to allow another person’s perspective to matter, even when it unsettles us.


    But when we talk about empathy, we rarely talk about its shadow: apathy. Apathy shows up when we choose not to take that step. It’s a kind of psychological distancing—a pulling back from care, from feeling, from responsibility. It wears the faces of numbness, detachment, and indifference—especially in moments that most demand our humanity. Moments like slavery. The Holocaust. The war in Gaza.


    Let’s start with something simple yet critical: Empathy isn’t binary. It doesn’t exist in extremes—either you have it or you don’t. It moves across a spectrum. From the deeply personal to the profoundly collective, empathy comes in layers—individual, group, cultural, societal, and even global. And whether we realize it or not, we’ve all shifted across that spectrum in different moments of our lives. To understand how we got to a generation marked by emotional detachment—what I call Generation D—we have to step back before we can move forward. Because only when we look at the full arc of where we’ve been can we begin to see ourselves clearly.


    Yes, media—in various forms—have played a huge role in shaping our individual and collective capacity for empathy. And that’s not changing anytime soon. But empathy has never been static. Across generations, cultures, and historical moments, it’s evolved—sometimes expanded, sometimes eroded, sometimes redirected.


    I’ve witnessed the shift firsthand. I was a 1980s kid—the only child of a single mom who worked two jobs. TV wasn’t just entertainment in our house—it was company. I grew up on PBS, Nickelodeon, local news, and crime shows like America’s Most Wanted, In the Heat of the Night, and Cops, usually with my grandparents, who doubled as my babysitters. And looking back, there was a direct line from what we were watching on screen to what was happening around us. I was maybe five or six when the phone rang late one night and my mom took me along to comfort a friend—someone I’d later learn had been raped during a breaking and entering. Fast-forward to 2015, and this time I was the one answering the phone. My aunt had been murdered—thrown down a well by her boyfriend. We had to accept we’d never know what really happened. And perhaps equally painful, the court didn’t hand down a life sentence to the only person who had a key to that locked well—her boyfriend. What stayed with me was the spectrum of response: deep compassion from some, indifference and spectacle from others.

 
    When nearly half of Americans say they enjoy true crime, it makes sense. We’ve had a long, intimate relationship with it—some of us more than others. It’s not just a genre; it’s become cultural glue. Our fascination with true crime plays a subtle but powerful role in how we process—or fail to process—empathy. Media scholar George Gerbner once argued that the more time people spend consuming media—especially violent media—the more likely they are to believe the world mirrors what they see on screen. This concept, known as cultivation theory, helps explain how repeated exposure to dramatized violence can distort our sense of reality and gradually dull our capacity for compassion.


    At the same time, research by Kathryn D. Coduto demonstrates how when true crime enthusiasts develop parasocial relationships—one-sided, intimate bonds—with victims or families, a form of empathic engagement takes place. Audiences may leave a comment on a victim’s post or on a memorial page, which can feel like an act of care—like we’re reaching across the screen to say You’re not alone.


    So we arrive at a tension: The same content that can desensitize us to violence can also heighten our compassion in highly specific, curated moments. Our empathy doesn’t disappear—it gets redistributed. And when that happens the risk isn’t that we stop caring altogether, but that we begin caring selectively, reserving our humanity for the stories that capture our attention while others fade into the background.


     

    WHERE APATHY FALLS ON THE EMPATHY SPECTRUM


    The Holocaust—the annihilation of nearly two out of every three European Jews between 1941 and 1945 under Adolf Hitler’s direction—is a haunting reminder that indifference isn’t just a personal flaw; it’s a collective phenomenon. Even then, many people around the world showed little emotional urgency toward the victims. According to the Holocaust Encyclopedia, the American response was shaped not just by distance but by economic fears, xenophobia, and anti-Semitism. But something deeper was at play: cognitive dissonance. For many Americans, truly empathizing with Jewish suffering would have required confronting their own prejudices, fears, and failures. And when someone else’s pain feels unimaginable—or too far removed from our own lived experience—it becomes easier to look away than to lean in. Empathy doesn’t always falter because of cruelty. Sometimes it falters because of emotional self-preservation. To understand the range between empathy and apathy, consider two distinct—but equally telling—forms of emotional distance. One is geographical: the detachment many Americans felt from “Germany’s Holocaust.” The other is psychological: the apathy white Americans showed toward enslaved African Americans—people they lived alongside yet still managed to dehumanize. One form of distance spanned oceans. The other was built not on miles but on denial.


    Much as in their reaction to the Holocaust, white Americans held tightly to their economic concerns, pho-bias, and “-isms”—all of which helped sustain over 400 years of slavery. When slavery was officially abolished in 1865 under President Andrew Johnson, the nation was deeply divided. In the South, the reaction was violent. Many viewed the end of


    

    

  MICROMEDIA MOMENTS AND EVERYDAY APATHY


    

    

    

    

    

WHEN EMPATHY FRACTURES IN REAL TIME


    

    

    

    

   THERE IS NO HUMANITY WITHOUT EMPATHY


    

    

    

 
    

    

WHO IS GENERATION D?


    

    	•Are you fluent in tragedy (i.e., know all the headlines) but hesitant with tenderness?


    	•Do you scroll past grief and parody it seconds later?

 
    	•Have you mastered the art of going viral with your own vulnerability—but struggle to give voice to someone else’s pain?


    	•Do you repost protests but never participate in a way that directly impacts change?


    	•Are you able to name the harm but not always to feel it?


    	•Do you feel everything and nothing, all at once?
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