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Abstract

This research aims to examine the relationships between empathy, prosocial behaviour, and
personality factors among Saudi undergraduate students. In total, 394 Saudi undergraduates
participated in the study, which employed the prosocial behaviour scale (PBC), international
personality item pool (IPIP), and Toronto empathy questionnaire (TEQ). The Pearson
correlation analysis was used to investigate the associations between the research variables,
while process macro analysis used to examine whether empathy mediates the association
between agreeableness and prosocial behaviour. The research findings indicate that
personality factors are related to empathy. Saudi undergraduates who show higher degrees
of empathy would also show high degrees of prosocial behaviours. In addition, personality
factors were similarly associated with prosocial behaviour. The results also show that
empathy mediates the relationship between prosocial behaviour and agreeableness. The
results of this study expand the existing literature review on prosocial behaviour by explaining
how personality factors influence prosocial behaviour through the mediation role of empathy.
Keywords: Prosocial Behavior, Personality Factors, Empathy, Undergraduates.

Introduction

Prosocial behaviour is one of the most considerable types of positive behaviour that promote
social relationships (Fabes, Carlo, Kupanoff, & Laible, 1999). It is a useful behaviour directed
at others too (Eisenberg & Miller, 1987). This positive behaviour is a broad, multi-component
structure comprising assistance, participation, cooperation, and donation (Fabes & Eisenberg,
1998). However, young people tend to live in a selfish environment in which they seek
personal accomplishments and ignore others (Finkelstein, 2010). Studies have revealed the
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low level of prosocial behaviour among young people, which is an indicator that may have
severe consequences on their behaviour (Caprara, & Pastorelli, 1993). A decrease in this
behaviour can have negative effects on the personal and social levels (Carlo et al., 2014).
Individuals who have a low level of prosocial behaviour can have weak social skills (Stormshak,
Bierman, Bruschi, Dodge, & Coie, 1999). According to McDonald, Wang, Menzer, Rubin, and
Booth-LaForce (2011), the low prosocial behaviour leads to an imbalance in social relations.
The lowering of the level of prosocial behaviour amongst the youth increases their level of
violence and aggression (McMahon et al, 2013). It may even be an indication of crimes
(Hamalainen & Pulkkinen, 1995). Therefore, it is important to consider carefully the steps for
raising the level of prosocial behaviour.

In the past few decades, psychologists have examined the determinants of prosocial
behaviour and the factors that influence it (Grant and Mayer, 2009). Prosocial behaviour is a
challenging field of study, as it is difficult to understand why individuals participate in
behaviours that are beneficial to others and what costs an individual who performs positive
behaviour has to bear, especially because in some cases individuals may put their lives at risk
to help others (Penner, Dovidio, Piliavin, & Schroeder, 2005). Psychologists propose various
reasons why people engage in prosocial behaviour (Batson & Powell, 2003). Research has
identified the major role of empathy in prosocial behaviour (Eisenberg, & Miller, 1987;
Eisenberg et al., 1991; Roberts, & Strayer, 1996). Other research has revealed the significant
role that personality factors (extraversion, neuroticism, conscientiousness, agreeableness,
and openness) play in prosocial behaviour. Every factor of personality has considerable
impact on behavior (Batson, 1987; Ma, Shek, Cheung, & Lee, 1996; Pisheh et al., 2014). In the
context, this study focuses on examining the factors that play an effective role in prosocial
behaviour.

Literature Review

Personality Factors and Prosocial Behaviour

Personality factors (extraversion, neuroticism, conscientiousness, agreeableness, and
openness) influence various elements including prosocial behaviour (Thielmann, Spadaro, &
Balliet, 2020). Personality factors are internal factors that affect thinking and emotion, which
lead individuals to act pro-socially (Shah & Rizvi, 2016). In fact, research has already found
that personality factors influence prosocial behaviour positively (Brown and Taylor, 2015).
Afolabi (2013) studied factors that influence prosocial behaviour among 358 undergraduate
students in Nigeria and found that all personality factors are related to prosocial behaviour
and that conscientiousness has a great influence on the behaviour of university students. In
another study, Hilbig, Glockner, and Zettler (2014) found that students with a high level of
agreeableness are more involved in prosocial behaviour and are more helpful to others. Kline,
Bankert, Levitan, and Kraft (2019) also observed that agreeableness and openness are related
to prosocial behaviour. Agreeable individuals have good relationships with others and they
seek to help others in need. Conversely, personality factors may negatively affect prosocial
behaviour too. According to Guo, Sun, and Li (2018), neuroticism limits the level of prosocial
behaviour. Researchers also explained that the neurotic individuals are less empathetic,
which leads them to not care for or respond to the needy and those around them.
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Personality Factors and Empathy

Personality factors are not only related to prosocial behaviour but also are associated with
empathy. Personality is considered as a set of traits that influence empathy (Decety, 2011) .
According to De Aguiar, Formiga, and Cantinilo (2017 )personality factors contribute to the
level of empathy. Agreeableness, extraversion, conscientiousness, and openness increase the
level of empathy. However, neuroticisms reduce the level of empathy. Likewise ,Song and Sh
(2017) noted that Chinese medical students are characterised by a high level of agreeableness
and openness, conscientiousness, and neuroticisms which in turn contribute to influence their
empathy positively or negative.In line with this ,Melchers, Li, Haas, and Reuter
(2016)reported that individuals with agreeableness, conscientiousness, and openness are
more likely to empathize others in need .Karmakar, Chatterjee, and Dogra (2017) found that
agreeableness enhances individual feelings and raises the level of empathy. Personality
factors, especially agreeableness, play a crucial role in improving the empathy of university
students (Costa, Alves, Neto, Marvao, Portela, & Costa, 2014).

Empathy and Prosocial Behaviour

According to Telle and Pfister (2015), empathy is an internal factor and is closely related to
prosocial behaviour. Davis and Franzoi (1991) indicated that empathy is a personal skill that
links individuals with the outside world and allows them to understand the painful feelings of
others and help them. Evidence indicates that empathy is an essential component that
stimulates prosocial behaviour and a high degree of empathy leads to a trend towards
prosocial behaviour (Hoffman, 2008). Similarly, Sze, Gyurak, Goodkind, and Levenson (2012)
explored the associations between empathy and prosocial behaviour by watching a film
depicting the needy individuals. The researchers found that sad scenes stimulate empathy
and predict greater prosocial behaviour in the future. Taylor, Eisenberg, Spinrad, Eggum, and
Sulik (2013) reported that empathy is the main element behind the occurrence of prosocial
behaviour. Individuals' high empathy predicts more prosocial behaviour in the future.
Johnson (2012) conducted two studies. He noted in the first study that fairy tales contribute
to improving the empathy of the participants. In the second study, the individuals who
participated in the first study showed a high prosocial behaviour compared to those who did
not participate in the first study. According to Lockwood, Seara-Cardoso, and Viding (2014),
empathy is an emotional and psychological indicator that can dramatically raise the level of
prosocial behaviour. Across the decades, investigation and modelling of the relationship
between prosocial behaviour and empathy has led to consideration of the latter as a great
motivator as well as determining factor in the incidence of prosocial behaviour (Gordon,
2014).

Based on the existing literature on empathy, prosocial behaviour, and personality factors, it
was established that all variables relate to one another. However, their common relationships
are not well understood. Theoretically, the empathy-altruism hypothesis mentioned that
empathy has a key role in prosocial behaviour (Batson et al., 1988). This hypothesis explains
why empathy, when influenced by certain personality factors and in particular,
agreeableness, will lead to prosocial behaviour. Hence, the aim of this research is to explain
these associations more clearly, in terms of the role of empathy in mediating the relationship
between prosocial behaviour and agreeableness.
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Objectives of the Study

This study aims to investigate the relationship between empathy, prosocial behaviour, and
personality factors. Furthermore, its other objective is to determine if empathy has a
mediating role in the relationship between personality factors and prosocial behaviour.

Hypotheses of the Study

Hi: Personality factors would be related to prosocial behaviour.

H.: Personality factors would be related to empathy.

Hs: Empathy would be positively associated with prosocial behaviour.

Ha: Empathy would mediate the association between agreeableness and prosocial behaviour.

Methodology
This section presents the participants, measurement, and data analysis for this study.

Participant

The researchers collected the data from a sample of 394 undergraduates across three
universities in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia in December 2019. The sample included 178 (45.2%) male
and 216 (54.8%) female; more than 26% respondents were 21 years old and 25.6% 20 years
old. Most respondents were from King Saud University (54.8%), followed by Imam
Muhammad bin Saud University (32.7%), 12.5% of the respondents were from Majmaah
University.

Measurement

The researchers have used the prosocial behaviour scale prepared by Cabrara et al. (2005) to
measure the prosocial of individuals. The items refer to the tendency involved in prosocial
behaviour such as cooperation and helping behaviour towards others. The scale includes 16
phrases, and these phrases are in a positive direction. This questionnaire was followed by a
five-point Likert scale for indicating whether the statement was: never, rarely, sometimes,
always, or permanently (Caprara et al., 2005). The overall score refers to an individual's
participation in prosocial behaviour. The higher scores on this questionnaire indicate a high
level of prosocial behaviour. In this research, the scale was shown to be highly reliable using
the alpha-Cronbach coefficients (0.933).

Personality factors: To examine students' personality factors, the international personality
item pool (IPIP) is used (Goldberge, Johnson, Eber, Hogan, Ashton, Cloninger & ,Gough, 2006).
This questionnaire follows the five-factor model. It consists of 50 items that depict the
importance of 5 personality factors (neuroticism, extraversion, conscientiousness,
agreeableness, and openness). Each type of personality has 10 items and every phrase is
based on the 5-point Likert scale "very inaccurate, moderately inaccurate, neutral,
moderately accurate, very accurate" with a value of 1 to 5, ranging from very inaccurate to
very accurate. The Cronbach Alpha of personality factors is as follows: neuroticisms 0.832,
extraversion 0.911, agreeableness 0.851, conscientiousness 0.871, and openness 0.870,
which means that all personality factors had acceptable reliability.

Empathy: The Toronto empathy questionnaire was utilised to measure undergraduates'

empathy. This scale consists of sixteen items that contain positive statements thatare 1, 3, 5,
6, 8, 9, 13, 16. It also embraces reverse elements which are 2, 4, 7, 10, 11, 12, 14, 15. The
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measurement of the phrases are never = 0; Rarely = 1; Sometimes = 2; Often = 3; Always = 4
(Spreng et al., 2009). Indeed, the reliability of the empathy questionnaire is (0.917) which
indicates a high reliability.

Data analysis

SPSS was utilized to analyse the data. Pearson correlation was applied to investigate the
relationship between empathy, prosocial behaviour, and personality factors. Besides, process
macro was used to ascertain whether there is mediation for empathy in the relation between
agreeableness and positive behaviour.

Results/Findings

This study was hypothesised that conscientiousness, extraversion, openness, and
agreeableness are positively associated with prosocial behaviour, whereas neuroticism is
negatively associated with prosocial behaviour. Table 1 shows that all personality factors had
relationships with prosocial behaviour. Extraversion (r=0.109, p <.05), conscientiousness
(r=0.260, p <.01), agreeableness (r= 0.475, p <.01), and openness (r=0.162, p <.01) were
positively associated with prosocial behaviour. Thus, Hia supported. Moreover, a neuroticism
(r =-.89, p <.05) was negatively related to prosocial behaviour. Hence, Hi, and Hip was
supported.

Table 1

The association between Personality Factors, Empathy, and Prosocial behavior
Personality Factors Empathy Prosocial behavior

Coefficient Sig. Coefficient Sig.

Extraversion .077 .064 .109 .015
Neuroticism -.005 458 -.089 .039
Conscientiousness .109 .015 .260 .000
Agreeableness 424 .000 475 .000
Openness 172 .000 .162 .001

Note. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

The results indicated that undergraduates who had extroversion, agreeableness,
conscientiousness, and openness were found involved in prosocial behaviour activities.
Meanwhile, an increase in neuroticism limits the prosocial behaviour of undergraduates.

Table 1 also shows that conscientiousness (r=0.109, p <.01), agreeableness (r=424, p<. 01),
and openness (r=0.172, p <.01) were positively related to empathy. But there is no association
between extraversion and empathy. Ha; is partly supported. Neuroticism did not correlate
with empathy, and thus Ha, is rejected. The relationships imply that higher degrees of
conscientiousness, openness, and agreeableness lead to higher degrees of empathy.

Hsis hypothesised:
Empathy is positively associated with prosocial behaviour.
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Table 2
Correlation between Empathy and Prosocial Behavior

Prosocial behavior
Coefficient Sig.
Empathy .394 .000
Note. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

Table 2 shows that empathy is positively associated with prosocial behaviour (r=0.394; p
<.01). It was also found that undergraduates with a high level of empathy had a high level of
prosocial behaviour. Therefore, Hs is supported.

H4 hypothesises that empathy mediates the association between agreeableness and
prosocial behaviour.

O Empathy ¢,

Prosocial Behavior

Agreeableness

A

c(0.471, p <0.05)

Figure 1: Association between Agreeableness and Prosocial Behavior Mediated through
Empathy

Figure 1 show that the direct association between agreeableness and empathy was noted
where agreeableness positively predicted empathy (8 =.418, SE = .045, p < .05). Moreover,
agreeableness (6 =.471, SE =.057, p < .05) and empathy (6 =.218, SE = .058, p < .05) positively
predicted prosocial behaviour. In addition, the indirect coefficient was similarly established
as significant (8 = 0.091, SE = 0.030 at the 95% interval level, upper level confidence interval
(ULCI) = 0.1540 and lower level confidence interval (LLCI) = 0.0349). Subsequently, H4 is
supported. This finding suggests that empathy mediates the association between prosocial
behaviour and agreeableness.

Discussion

The aim of this research is to investigate the relationship between empathy, prosocial
behaviour, and personality factors. Furthermore, this study aims to examine the role of
empathy in mediating the relationship between prosocial behaviour and agreeableness.
Firstly, it was first established that associations are present among all research variables
regarding Saudi undergraduates. Secondly, analysis of the correlations between empathy,
agreeableness, and prosocial behaviour recognised the mediating influence of empathy
between both variables.

The findings of this study report that undergraduates who had extraversion, agreeableness,
conscientiousness, and openness were more actively prosocial which corresponds to (Pursell
et al., 2008; Kanacri et al., 2014). The results also show that neurotic undergraduates had low
level of prosocial behaviour. Indeed, neuroticism leads to a decrease in the involvement in
prosocial behaviour activity and that agree with (Chaparro & Grusec, 2016). In fact, these
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findings support the Five Factors Model that explains the extent to which personality factors
are related to behavior, and that each factor has a distinct and unique effect on prosocial
behavior (Caprara et al., 2012). According to this fact, the agreeable has an interest in the
feelings of the needy and thus seeks to share and help them. In addition, the individual who
hold openness tends to participate in new actions, as he believes that his involvement in
prosocial behaviors such as volunteer work is kind of the new experience that contributes to
self-realization. Further, conscience individual considers prosocial behavior as one of the
duties and tasks that could be provide towards their societies and requires to be aware of
others. It also indicates that the extroverted tends to participate in the social activities,
particularly that he is a social person (Muetia, 2016). On the contrary, a neurotic has negative
feelings towards others, which hinders his progress in all positive behaviors including
prosocial behavior (Koffi, 2020).

In this research, it was also noted that undergraduates who hold agreeableness,
conscientiousness, and openness had also high level of empathy. These findings support a
considerable portion of previous studies on the association between personality factors and
empathy (Decety, 2011). For instance, Melchers, et al. (2016) noted that agreeableness,
openness, and conscientiousness are the most significant factors that lead to rising empathy.
However, the findings of this study partly supported De Aguiar, et al. (2017 ); Song and Shi
(2017) who reported that extravert, agreeable, conscious, and openness individuals are more
empathetic compared to neurotic people. Although the report indicated that there are
statistically significant effects of some of the five factors on empathy, it points out that further
investigation into these issues could help researchers improve students' empathy towards the
issues of their society.

Based on the study objectives, the association between prosocial behaviour and empathy was
examined. Research has shown empathy to be positively associated with prosocial behaviour,
wherein undergraduates who showed higher degrees of empathy would act pro-socially. The
research findings align with that of past studies in this area, wherein empathy plays a key
pivot role as regards prosocial behaviour (Deschamps, Schutter, Kenemans & Matthys,
2015; Majdandzic, Amashaufer, Hummer, Windischberger, & Lamm, 2016). Based on Telle &
Pfister (2016), empathy leads individuals to share feelings that contribute towards getting
involved in prosocial behaviour. Davis (2015) considered empathy as an internal driver and a
major determinant of whether a person will help others. Indeed, psychologists indicate that
empathy plays a crucial and major role in pro-sociality.

The findings of this research showed that there are significant associations between
personality factors, empathy, and prosocial behaviour. These findings reinforce the results of
the previous research. However, these relationships do not offer a clear understanding of
how these elements are related to each other. It was therefore useful to examine the
mediating influence of empathy in the relationship between prosocial behaviour and
agreeableness. In this study, it was hypothesised that agreeableness influences the prosocial
behaviours of undergraduates, whereas the relationship between prosocial behaviour and
agreeableness is supposedly mediated by empathy. Research results appear to show that the
relationship between prosocial behaviour and agreeableness is mediated by empathy. The
findings suggest that agreeableness has a direct influence on the empathy of Saudi
undergraduates. According to Graziano, Habashi, Sheese, & Tobin, (2007), agreeableness
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heightens the degree of empathy. Butrus & Witenberg (2013) reported that the youth who
are agreeable express their emotions, especially their empathy, towards others.
Agreeableness was similarly established as a meaningful predictor of empathy among Saudi
undergraduates, as well as a positive indicator of their prosocial behaviour. In this research,
it was established that agreeableness and empathy both have indirect effects on prosocial
behaviour and that the influences point to the considerable mediating role of empathy.
Hypothetically, the empathy-altruism model states that agreeable persons are more
empathetic, which leads to such individuals being more involved in prosocial behaviour.
Prosocial behaviour will not occur unless the person who has an agreeableness personality
shows empathy (Batson, & Powell, 2003). According to Batson (2010), individuals who have
an agreeableness personality understand the situation of the needy, and this touches their
empathy and thus they are looking for ways to help them.

Despite several studies investigating the associations between personality, empathy, and
prosocial behaviour separately, no research has yet investigated these correlations at the
same time. The primary objective of this study is to determine whether empathy has a
mediating role in the relationship between prosocial behaviour and agreeableness. We
believe that our analysis of mediation contributes to deeper understanding of how
personality factors relate to prosocial behaviour and empathy.

Conclusion

This research emphasises the importance of empathy and personality factors regarding
prosocial behaviour among Saudi undergraduates. The results of this study offer support for
future research through the combined effect of agreeableness and empathy to improve the
prosocial behaviour. This study finds that students who had agreeableness were also more
empathetic and that contributed significantly to their participation in prosocial behaviour.
Therefore, the results of this research have implications for university officials and faculty
members in terms of directing students according to their type personalities and empathy
and engaging in prosocial behaviour, which contributes to promoting prosocial behaviour
among students. Students should recognise their personalities and emotions and the officials
and faculty should lead them in a positive direction to help develop their prosocial behaviour.

Limitation and Study Forward

Future research might address the limitations of this study. First, the sample of this study
comprised undergraduate students, and hence the results may not apply to other age groups.
Future researchers should study the factors of personality, empathy, and prosocial behaviour
on children, adolescents, and the elderly. Second, the result of this study can be attributed to
a specific geographical area or the tools used. Expansions of study area and tools may give
more general results. Lastly, the influence of personality factors on prosocial behaviour may
vary through the mediating role of empathy. In such case, it is proposed that evaluations of
other personality factors be included in the analysis of mediation, especially as this research
only examined the mediating role of empathy in correlations between prosocial behaviour
and agreeableness.
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