
Lack of Empathy: What Does “Lack” Actually Mean?
Absence, limitation, and changing empathic responsiveness

 Orientation: What Can We Learn from the Word “Lack”?
Someone responds thoughtfully to one person's difficult day, then seems to dismiss another person's

comparable concern. What has changed? We can describe a contrast in responses. We cannot tell

from that contrast alone whether the person recognized the second person's feelings, experienced

concern, chose not to respond, or faced a different set of circumstances.

This page explores the language of the empathy criterion, the distinct processes involved in empathy,

and the role of context and time. It is an educational inquiry into observable responses, not a method

for determining anyone's diagnosis or private motives.

Core Principle:

A pattern can continue over time without appearing in every interaction.

A response observed in one moment does not measure a person's complete empathic

capacity.

Recognize what happened. Examine the conditions. Leave the clinical verdict to

qualified professionals.

“Lack” Is Not a Stopwatch or an On–Off Switch

In the familiar DSM-5-TR diagnostic criteria for Narcissistic Personality Disorder (NPD), lack of

empathy is one item within a broader clinical assessment. A diagnosis calls for a persistent

pattern and the required constellation of clinical features; it is not established by one unkind

response, or by counting examples from a relationship. The criterion does not prescribe that a

person's empathic response be absent in every interaction, with every person, at every

moment. Clinical overview: Merck Manual Professional Edition.
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Likewise, one caring response does not establish consistently empathic functioning. The

relevant questions concern the broader pattern, its effects, and the circumstances under which

different responses occur. Those clinical questions require professional evaluation; this page

remains focused on what an observer can and cannot reasonably infer.

Recognition, Feeling, and Response Are Related—Not

Identical

Recognition: Did the person appear to notice or understand another person's feelings and

needs? Emotional responsiveness: Was concern or an affective response evident? Action:

What did the person actually say or do? These processes can diverge; a considerate act may

occur without a visible emotional display, and recognizing distress does not guarantee helpful

action.

Research distinguishes cognitive aspects of empathy, such as understanding another person's

perspective, from affective aspects, such as emotional responsiveness. A clinical review

describes empathic functioning in NPD as more complex than an all-or-nothing absence, while

emphasizing limits in the evidence and variation across individuals and situations. Baskin-

Sommers, Krusemark & Ronningstam (2014): Empathy in NPD.

Important boundary: empathy is not the same as agreement or compliance. A person can

understand another's disappointment while maintaining a reasonable boundary. Conversely,

polite words alone do not establish that the other person's needs have been understood or

respected.

Context, Frequency, and Time

One encounter captures a moment. Repeated encounters may reveal a pattern, especially

when similar concerns receive similar responses. Yet frequency alone does not identify the

cause. Stress, conflict, competing needs, misunderstanding, familiarity, and other contextual

conditions can influence observable responses; which factor matters in a particular case must

be investigated rather than assumed.

The temporal distinction matters too: enduring describes a pattern that persists across time,

not a requirement that every expression occur without a break. The DSM's general approach

to personality disorders considers stable, pervasive difficulties in functioning, rather than a

single episode. Merck Manual: Overview of Personality Disorders.

Page 2 of 6



What Does “Unwillingness” Add?

Some descriptions of the traditional DSM empathy criterion use the wording

unwillingness to recognize or identify with other people's feelings and needs. The indefinite

article an does not mean “more than one instance”; it is simply part of the grammatical

construction. More importantly, the word unwillingness is not a reliable invitation for an outside

observer to declare another person's motive after one exchange.

The DSM-5 alternative model for personality disorders describes impaired ability in empathic

functioning, including the possibility of disproportionate attention to others' reactions when

personally relevant. This alternative model offers a different clinical lens; it does not provide a

test for interpreting an acquaintance's private intentions. Clinical review of the alternative DSM

model.

Empathic Responses and Narcyomics

An empathic response may also be examined through the NarcyVerse model of Narcyomics .

The model explores how attention, validation, access, emotional labor, resources, and other

forms of relational value may be allocated within a system.

If supportive behavior appears more readily under circumstances involving appreciation,

recognition, or another perceived return, the relationship between those conditions and the

observed response may warrant closer examination.

The important distinction is between an empathic experience and the outward delivery of an

empathic response. A change in behavior does not, by itself, establish a change in the person's

underlying capacity for empathy.

Narcyomics provides a framework for examining where relational resources flow, what appears

to be reinforced, and how allocation may change across circumstances.

The delivery of supportive behavior may be observable. The motivation behind that

response remains a separate question.

The Kohut–Kernberg Question: Useful History, Not a

Proven Word Origin
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Heinz Kohut and Otto Kernberg proposed influential but differing theories of narcissistic

personality functioning. Their work belongs in the intellectual background of how clinicians

have understood empathy, self-experience, and relationships.

A comparative review by G. A. Russell (1985) examines their theoretical differences and the

implications of their approaches for understanding and treating Narcissistic Personality

Disorder.

Their theoretical differences do not, on the evidence examined here, establish that either

clinician personally caused the DSM's particular choice of the words lack or unwillingness.

The wording is a starting point for our inquiry, not proof that the DSM intended to define a

precise duration, frequency, motive, or capacity threshold in everyday situations.

Reference: Russell, G. A. (1985). Narcissism and the narcissistic personality disorder: A

comparison of the theories of Kernberg and Kohut.

British Journal of Medical Psychology, 58(2), 137–148. View the research reference →

When a Pattern of Conditional Empathic Response May Be

Observed

A pattern of conditional empathic response may be observed when a person repeatedly

responds to another's feelings or needs under certain circumstances, while comparable needs

receive a different response under other circumstances.

One condition worth examining is the availability of a perceived return. Recognition,

appreciation, social approval, reciprocal support, or increased closeness may accompany an

empathic response. When those benefits are less apparent, the observed response may be

reduced, delayed, dismissive, or absent.

The pattern becomes more informative when similar differences appear across comparable

situations. The inquiry is not simply whether empathy was expressed, but whether changes in

the surrounding conditions correspond with changes in the delivery of empathic behavior.

This distinction separates three related processes: recognizing another person's feelings,

experiencing an emotional response, and choosing how to respond.

Recognition and emotional experience are not always directly observable. The outward

response, however, can be examined in relation to its circumstances, frequency, timing, and

effects.
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Structural Observation

A conditional pattern may become recognizable when the delivery of empathic behavior

changes repeatedly alongside changes in the conditions surrounding an interaction.

Perceived return may be one such condition. Its relationship to the observed response

can be explored without treating it as the established cause of that response.

The pattern concerns when and how empathic behavior is expressed, not a

determination of how much empathy a person possesses.

What This Means

"Lack of empathy" names a clinical feature. It is not permission to convert one observed

response into a permanent description of another person.

Empathic responsiveness may vary across circumstances and over time. A pattern may

become observable when comparable situations repeatedly produce different responses under

different conditions.

The useful distinction is between what was observed, what conditions accompanied the

response, and what remains unknown.

A pattern can continue over time without appearing in every interaction. Its expression

may change with the conditions under which it occurs.

You do not need to diagnose someone to recognize a painful interaction, establish a boundary,

or make an informed decision about your own life.
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Creator's Voice: Is a Lack Always a Constant?

The word lack can sound absolute, as though empathy is either present or 
absent and, once absent, must remain that way.

The clinical significance of a recurring difficulty and the outward expression of 
that difficulty are not necessarily the same thing.

A behavior may vary across environments or become less apparent under 
certain conditions without establishing whether the underlying difficulty has 
changed.

But human behavior unfolds within changing environments. Social 
expectations evolve, relationships change, and popular culture introduces new 
ways of expressing, recognizing, and interpreting empathy.

The outward delivery of an empathic response may change with 
circumstances, experience, social expectations, or the perceived 
consequences of responding.

A person may demonstrate consideration in one setting while showing little 
apparent concern in another. Their responses may also change over time as 
circumstances, relationships, and learned behaviors evolve.

This does not establish whether the person's underlying empathic capacity 
has changed, whether the response was learned, or whether a perceived 
return influenced its delivery. Those remain separate questions.

A lack observed at one point in time does not establish an uninterrupted 
absence across every relationship, environment, or stage of life.

The question is not simply whether empathy appeared or failed to appear. It is 
also worth asking under what conditions the response occurred, how those 
conditions may have changed, and what the available observations can 
actually support.
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