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Human-annotated labels are used for both training and evaluating machine learning models in subjective 
domains.  As we show in this paper, the quality of these labels is poor when there is high disagreement 
among human annotators.  We term this the controversial labeling problem.  Through three related 
studies in the context of identifying sexist content using crowdsourced labelers, we establish the 
prevalence and implications of the controversial labeling problem.  We propose Cognitive Empathy 
Priming as a strategy to improve labeling and demonstrate that this scalable, low-cost treatment 
increases annotators’ ability to take others’ perspectives and thereby improves the accuracy in a 
subjective labeling task.  We find that state-of-the-art open source Large Language Models (LLMs) have 
increased performance when trained using empathy-primed labels.
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