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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Altruistic behaviors among nurses can play an important role in
improving professional interactions, supporting patients, and enhancing the quality of care, while
empathy and self-compassion are among the key psychological constructs associated with such
behaviors. This study aimed to develop and test a predictive model of altruistic behaviors in nurses
based on empathy, considering the mediating role of self-compassion.

Methodology: This descriptive-correlational study was conducted among nurses working in
hospitals in Tehran. A total of 330 nurses were recruited through non-random voluntary sampling,
of whom 316 provided analyzable data. Participants completed the Mehrabian and Epstein
Empathy Scale, Neff Self-Compassion Scale, and Ahmadi Altruistic Behavior Questionnaire. Data
were analyzed using SPSS and AMOS through structural equation modeling with maximum
likelihood estimation.

Findings: The structural model demonstrated acceptable fit indices (x*/df=2.78, GFI=0.904,
AGF1=0.867, CFI1=0.910, and RMSEA=0.075). Empathy had a significant positive effect on self-
compassion ($=0.370, P=0.001), while self-compassion significantly and positively predicted
altruistic behaviors (=0.540, P=0.001). The direct effect of empathy on altruistic behaviors was
significant (=0.416, P=0.001), and its indirect effect through self-compassion was also significant
(B=0.203, P=0.001). The total effect of empathy on altruistic behaviors was =0.616, and empathy
together with self-compassion explained 63% of the variance in altruistic behaviors.

Conclusion: Empathy was associated with nurses’ altruistic behaviors both directly and indirectly
through self-compassion, indicating that self-compassion constitutes an important mediating
mechanism in this relationship. Accordingly, interventions aimed at strengthening empathy while
fostering self-compassion may provide an effective basis for promoting supportive and altruistic
behaviors among nurses.

Keywords: Altruistic behaviors, Empathy, Self-compassion, Nurses, Structural equation
modeling.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Nursing is one of the most demanding health-care
professions because it requires continuous interaction
with patients, sustained emotional involvement, rapid
decision-making, and repeated exposure to pain,
suffering, uncertainty, and death. These occupational
demands can place considerable psychological
pressure on nurses and may gradually diminish the
emotional resources required for high-quality
interpersonal care. Evidence from health-care settings
has shown that nurses are particularly vulnerable to
stress, anxiety, and burnout when professional
demands become intense or prolonged (Shanafelt et al.,
2020; Zhang et al., 2020). In such circumstances,
prosocial and altruistic behaviors become especially
important  because they facilitate cooperation,
voluntary helping, emotional support, and actions
directed toward improving the welfare of patients and
colleagues. Prosocial behavior in the workplace
encompasses voluntary actions intended to benefit
other individuals, groups, or organizations and is
associated with more constructive interpersonal and
organizational outcomes (Hart, 2024). Within nursing
environments, such behaviors can contribute to better
teamwork, work-environment optimization,
organizational functioning, and quality of care
(Feather et al., 2018). Prosocial service behavior
among nurses is also related to the quality of
organizational ~communication and  emotional
experiences at work (Kim & Jang, 2019), while
resilience and prosocial tendencies may support
adaptive functioning among professionals working in
demanding care contexts (Marti-Vilar et al., 2022).
Consequently, identifying psychological factors that
facilitate altruistic behavior among nurses is important
for both occupational health and the humanization of
patient care.

Empathy is one of the most theoretically relevant
antecedents of altruistic and prosocial behavior. It
involves the capacity to recognize, understand, and
respond to the emotional and psychological states of
others, thereby creating a motivational foundation for
helping and supportive actions. Empathy has long
been regarded as an important mechanism underlying
prosocial behavior because perceiving another
person's distress can activate concern and motivate
actions intended to reduce that distress (Decety et al.,
2016; Dovidio et al.,, 2017). Neurocognitive evidence
likewise indicates that components of empathy can
predict everyday prosocial behavior (Morelli et al.,
2014). In health care, empathy is particularly

significant because it facilitates understanding of
patients' experiences while supporting more
responsive and humane clinical relationships (Decety,
2020). A systematic review of empathy in health care
has further emphasized its importance for professional
interaction and care processes (Nembhard et al., 2023).
Among nurses specifically, empathy has been
identified as a predictor of prosocial behavior
(Wahyuni, 2019), and the combination of empathy and
moral sensitivity has been associated with more
humanized and prosocial nursing care (Suazo et al.,
2020). Similarly, empathy and emotion management
contribute to the development of a work environment
oriented toward humanized nursing practice (Pérez-
Fuentes et al., 2020). From a motivational perspective,
empathy may translate the recognition of another
person's needs into a willingness to act on their behalf
(Spaulding, 2024), and research in other interpersonal
contexts has also linked empathy with helping
behavior through cognitive and moral mechanisms
(Hu et al., 2023). In clinical nurses, empathy is
additionally embedded within a broader network of
emotional and communicative competencies related to
occupational well-being (Li et al., 2021).

Nevertheless, empathy is not invariably beneficial
when it occurs in the absence of adequate emotional
self-regulation. Repeated exposure to patients'
suffering may cause empathic engagement to become
psychologically  costly, particularly among
professionals who lack sufficient resources to regulate
emotional arousal. Different components of empathy
have shown distinct relationships with burnout among
health-care professionals, indicating that intense
affective engagement may sometimes contribute to
emotional exhaustion (Delgado et al, 2023). In
intensive-care settings, empathy, self-compassion,
exhaustion, and secondary traumatic stress appear to
operate within an interconnected psychological
system (Moreno-Jiménez et al., 2023). Self-compassion
may therefore represent an important internal resource
through which nurses can remain sensitive to others
while protecting themselves against excessive self-
criticism and emotional depletion. Self-compassion
involves responding to one's own difficulties with
kindness, recognizing suffering as part of common
humanity, and maintaining balanced awareness rather
than becoming overwhelmed by negative experiences
(Neff, 2016). It has been positively associated with
psychological well-being (zZessin et al, 2015) and
inversely associated with maladaptive processes such
as rumination, avoidance, and depressive symptoms
(Krieger et al., 2013). Compassion-focused perspectives
similarly propose that compassionate self-relating can




reduce threat-based and self-critical responding
(Gilbert, 2014). Research among health-care
professionals suggests that mindfulness, compassion,
and self-compassion can function as important
resources for  psychological adaptation and
professional functioning (Conversano et al., 2020; Raab,
2014), while self-compassion has also been associated
with more adaptive stress and coping processes (Sirois
et al., 2015). Self-insight and caring attitudes toward
oneself may further contribute to psychological well-
being (Frank, 2021), and therapeutic approaches
incorporating self-compassion have emphasized its
value in managing difficult emotional experiences
(Friedman, 2018).

Importantly, self-compassion does not appear to
promote selfishness or withdrawal from others.
Longitudinal evidence indicates that self-compassion
can contribute to the development of gratitude and
prosocial behavior (Yang et al., 2021), and
developmental research has demonstrated that self-
compassion can coexist with empathy and other-
oriented prosocial behavior (Marshall et al., 2020). A
recent multilevel meta-analysis also confirmed a
positive association between self-compassion and
prosocial behavior toward others (Liu et al., 2025),
while  self-compassion combined with social
responsibility has been associated with greater
prosocial behavior (Paga & Amir, 2025). Furthermore,
empathy and self-compassion may operate together in
explaining social behavior; evidence has shown that
both constructs can mediate associations involving
prosocial and antisocial outcomes (Liu et al., 2023).
This suggests that empathy may heighten awareness
of another person's needs, whereas self-compassion
may preserve the emotional resources required to
transform empathic concern into sustained helping
behavior. Because mediation analysis can clarify the
psychological process through which a predictor is
related to an outcome (lgartua & Hayes, 2021),
examining self-compassion as a mediator provides a
theoretically meaningful approach to understanding
how empathy may contribute to altruistic behavior
among nurses. Accordingly, the present study aimed
to develop and test a predictive model of altruistic
behaviors in nurses based on empathy, considering
the mediating role of self-compassion.

Methodology

The study employed a descriptive-correlational design
based on structural equation modeling. The statistical
population consisted of nurses working in hospitals in
Tehran. Based on sample-size considerations for
structural equation modeling, 330 nurses were
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initially recruited through non-random voluntary
sampling, and data from 316 participants were
sufficiently complete for final analysis. Eligibility
criteria included employment as a nurse in a hospital
in Tehran, at least one year of work experience,
willingness to participate, and provision of informed
consent. Participants completed three instruments.
Empathy was assessed using the 33-item Mehrabian
and Epstein Empathy Scale, which evaluates multiple
dimensions of empathic functioning. Self-compassion
was assessed using the 26-item Self-Compassion
Scale, encompassing self-kindness, self-judgment,
common humanity, isolation, mindfulness, and over-
identification. Altruistic behavior was measured using
the 13-item Altruistic Behavior Questionnaire, which
evaluates ordinary and emergency altruism. Data were
classified and analyzed using SPSS and AMOS.
Before testing the structural model, univariate
normality was examined using skewness and kurtosis,
multicollinearity was evaluated using tolerance and
variance inflation factor indices, and multivariate
normality was assessed using Mahalanobis distance.
Structural equation modeling with maximum
likelihood estimation was subsequently applied to
evaluate the hypothesized direct and indirect
pathways and overall model fit.

Findings

The preliminary analyses supported the assumptions
required for structural equation modeling. Skewness
and kurtosis values for the observed variables were
within acceptable limits, tolerance values exceeded
the minimum acceptable level, and variance inflation
factor values were below problematic thresholds,
indicating no serious multicollinearity. Evaluation of
the hypothesized structural model demonstrated an
acceptable fit to the observed data. The chi-square
value was 242.02 with 87 degrees of freedom,
yielding a y¥df ratio of 2.78. The goodness-of-fit
index was 0.904, the adjusted goodness-of-fit index
was 0.867, the comparative fit index was 0.910, and
the root mean square error of approximation was
0.075. Collectively, these indices indicated that the
proposed model adequately represented the
relationships among empathy, self-compassion, and
altruistic behavior.

Path analysis showed that empathy had a positive and
statistically significant effect on self-compassion
(p=0.370, b=0.425, SE=0.081, P=0.001). Self-
compassion, in turn, had a positive and significant
direct effect on altruistic behavior (=0.540, b=0.369,
SE=0.078, P=0.001). The direct effect of empathy on
altruistic behavior was also positive and significant
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(B=0.416, b=0.326, SE=0.083, P=0.001). In addition
to this direct association, empathy exerted a
significant indirect effect on altruistic behavior
through  self-compassion  ($=0.203, b=0.157,
SE=0.047, P=0.001). The total effect of empathy on
altruistic behavior was =0.616 (b=0.483, SE=0.099,
P=0.001). Because both the direct and indirect
pathways were statistically significant, the findings
supported a partial mediating role for self-
compassion. The coefficient of determination for
altruistic behavior was R2?=0.63, indicating that
empathy and self-compassion jointly explained 63%
of the variance in nurses' altruistic behavior.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that empathy is an
important  psychological predictor of altruistic
behavior among nurses. Nurses who are more capable
of recognizing and understanding the emotional states
and needs of others appear more likely to engage in
supportive, cooperative, and helping behaviors. In
clinical settings, empathic sensitivity may allow
nurses to recognize not only explicit requests for
assistance but also less visible emotional and
interpersonal needs. Consequently, empathy can
reduce the psychological distance between the nurse
and the recipient of care and facilitate the transition
from recognizing another person's distress to taking
constructive action on that person's behalf.

The significant direct effect of self-compassion on
altruistic behavior further indicates that caring for
oneself and caring for others are not competing
orientations. Nurses who respond to their own
mistakes, limitations, and stressful experiences with
greater kindness and psychological balance may retain
more emotional resources for helping patients and
colleagues. Reduced self-criticism and more adaptive
emotional regulation may prevent excessive internal
preoccupation with guilt, failure, or inadequacy,
thereby preserving attention and motivation for other-
oriented behavior. This mechanism is particularly
relevant in nursing, where exposure to high
workloads, difficult clinical outcomes, and
emotionally challenging encounters can rapidly
consume psychological resources.

The positive pathway from empathy to self-
compassion also suggests that sensitivity to human
emotional experience may extend both outward and

inward. Nurses who are more capable of
understanding vulnerability and suffering may be
better positioned to recognize their own difficulties as
legitimate human experiences rather than interpreting
them exclusively as personal inadequacies. However,
empathy without adequate self-regulation may
increase emotional burden. Self-compassion may
therefore function as a psychological balancing
mechanism that allows nurses to remain empathically
engaged without becoming overwhelmed by the
emotional costs of repeated exposure to suffering.

The most important contribution of the study is the
confirmation of the mediating role of self-
compassion. The significant indirect pathway
suggests that part of the association between empathy
and altruistic behavior can be explained by the extent
to which empathic nurses also maintain a
compassionate relationship with themselves. Because
the direct effect of empathy remained significant, self-
compassion represents a partial rather than complete
mediator. Thus, empathy can independently promote
altruistic behavior, while an additional portion of its
influence operates through self-compassion. The
relatively high proportion of explained variance
further suggests that the combination of interpersonal
sensitivity and adaptive self-relating provides a
meaningful psychological framework for
understanding altruistic behavior among nurses.

In conclusion, the proposed structural model received
empirical support and showed that empathy and self-
compassion are important correlates of altruistic
behavior in nurses. Empathy was directly associated
with greater altruistic behavior and also indirectly
related to it through increased self-compassion. Self-
compassion itself emerged as a substantial positive
predictor of altruistic behavior, and together the two
psychological constructs explained 63% of its
variance. These findings indicate that sustainable
altruistic behavior in nursing may depend not only on
nurses' capacity to understand and respond to others'
suffering but also on their ability to relate to their own
difficulties with kindness, acceptance, and emotional
balance. Interventions that simultaneously strengthen
empathic skills and self-compassion may therefore
provide a promising foundation for promoting
supportive interpersonal behavior, preserving nurses'
psychological resources, and enhancing the human
quality of nursing care.
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