
 

 

Reading for Empathy 

Launching EmpathyLab’s 2023 Book Collection 

Have you noticed how often the word ‘empathy’ appears in news, current affairs, even in sport? 

Empathy is a core life skill. It is a vital component of human interaction. Without it, communities 

divide and relationships crumble. Empathetic children can forge better friendships, regulate their 

feelings, tend to be happier and more settled at school and go on to be better workmates, parents 

and members of society.  

The good news is that we are not born with a fixed amount of empathy1, we can develop it 

throughout our lives. And a powerful way of building empathy skills is through reading.2  When we 

read a compelling story, we identify with the characters and almost feel as if we are transported into 

the narrative. When we feel empathy for characters, we are practicing the skills we can use in real-

life situations.  

EmpathyLab is a community interest company founded in 2015 to promote the empathy-boosting 

power of books and reading. We work with schools and libraries, authors, illustrators and publishers 

offering programmes; activities and resources that enable those living and working with children to 

maximize the  impact of day to day reading, not just to support literacy, but also to support social 

and emotional skills, particularly empathy. 

One of EmpathyLab’s key programmes and a major event in the EmpathyLab calendar is the launch 

of our annual Read for Empathy book collection. The 2023 collection was published on 8 February. It 

includes sixty-five books, forty for 3–11-year-olds and twenty-five for those aged 12-16 and is a 

mixture of picture books; graphic novels; poetry; non- fiction; first chapter books and novels. 

Each year publishers submit books for consideration and the final collection is selected by a panel of 
teachers, librarians and children’s book experts including the Open University’s own Professor 
Teresa Cremin.  
 
The books are assessed against a specific range of criteria, including how well they enable readers to 

practice key empathy skills such as perspective taking; building emotional vocabulary; demonstrating 

empathic communication and taking action for good. We are also looking for books with expertly 

 
1 Baron-Cohen, S. (2012). Zero degrees of empathy : a new theory of human cruelty and kindness. London: 
Penguin. 
 
2 https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20190523-does-reading-fiction-make-us-better-people accessed  
22/01/2023 

https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20190523-does-reading-fiction-make-us-better-people


crafted characters which provide insight into challenging life circumstances and expand children’s 

experience and understanding of the world.  

The 2023 collection represents the best of contemporary writing for children and young people from 

a diverse range of  authors and illustrators. It brings together titles from larger and smaller children’s 

publishers and reflects themes and issues that children and young people are exposed to day-to-day 

allowing them to explore their feelings safely within the confines of the story. 

Many memorable characters leap from the pages of these books, helping young  readers learn how 

empathy can transform difficult lives. In The Golden Hour by Niki Smith,  some amazing friends and a 

sensitive counsellor help Manuel confront deep trauma. In the powerful title My Sister Again by 

Sophie Cameron, a bereaved sister is forced to explore what it means to be human and in Has 

anyone seen Archie Ebbs by Simon Packham, poverty and homelessness gradually diminish Archie 

until he is invisible. 

There are books that focus on changing society for the better, for example Fight Back by A.M. Dassu 

which challenges racism and extremism; Saving Sorya: Chang and the Sun Bear by Trang Nguyen 

which explores environmental activism and The Secret Sunshine Project by Benjamin Dean features 

a sister standing proudly as an LGBTQIA+  ally.  

Developing emotional vocabulary is an important empathy skill and for 2023, the collection includes 
a new section with seven picture books exploring some of the complex emotions that confront 
young children. For example, Goliath, the gorilla in Storm Goliath by James Sellick and Craig 
Shuttlewood  struggles to deal with his anger, whilst Linzie Hunter’s  What If, Pig? deals with an 
anxious pig who over-thinks every situation. 
 
Even though many of the books tackle difficult and uncomfortable situations, the key message that 
this collection conveys is hope. Tumbling from these pages are stories of empathy from friends and 
families, and so many characters wanting to make a difference and role modelling social action. We 
hope that that schools and libraries will find in the primary and secondary collections, books that will 
inspire and excite readers, broadening experience, connection and understanding.  
 
The launch of the Read for Empathy Collection also marks the start of the countdown to Empathy 

Day on 8 June 2023. A day long online festival featuring many of the authors and illustrators in the 

collection. Check out Empathy Lab’s website for details and to find out about Mission Empathy, this 

year’s Empathy Day challenge for children and young people. https://www.empathylab.uk/empathy-

day-2023 
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