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Abstract

Empathy is an important aspect of understanding socialization and human nature. Past
studies also showed that research findings on empathy are inconsistent in explaining the
relationship between empathy and subjective well-being. Hence, this study examines the
relationship between empathy and subjective well-being among university students. A total
of 272 students were selected as participants, which was retrieved using convenient
sampling. Toronto Empathy Questionnaires and the Malaysian version of the Personal Well-
Being Index (PWI) were used to measure empathy and subjective well-being. A cross-sectional
descriptive correlational design was used in the present study. Statistical Package of Social
Sciences (SPSS) is software for data management that is used in analyzing data using
descriptive and inferential statistical analysis. The results of the analysis found that there is a
significant positive relationship between empathy and subjective well-being score (r = .18,
p<.003). The results of the present study verify that empathy is related to the subjective well-
being of a university student. Future studies have suggested focusing on the influence of
empathy on subjective well-being from a larger perspective involves many domains.
Keywords: Empathy, Subjective Well-Being, Students, Pro-Social, Emotion, Cognitive

Introduction

Empathy is an important aspect of understanding socialization and human nature. It
encompasses a range of emotional states, starting with the desire to care for someone,
anticipating help, and continuing to the extent an experience of feelings that perfectly match
with the others (Elena, 2020). Empathy is generally described as understanding feelings,
possibly sharing, and responding to others' experiences. It is essential in maintaining good
human relations. It can be stimulated by physical or expressed emotions. The concept of
empathy is empirically proven linked to emotional regulation, which plays an important role
in shaping individual feelings to match the emotional states of others (Zaki 2020). In that
sense, both parties are mutually motivated to continue their life especially when facing
misfortune or conflict. Geiger et al. (2024) found that the nature of empathy predicts whether
a person forms the same goal to mutually feel better in everyday life.
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According to Aghoubi Jami et al. (2021), empathy is a factor in shaping social life,
especially in today's challenging life. There are two aspects in defining empathy which cover
affective and cognitive. Affective refers to an ability to feel other people's emotions, while
the cognitive aspect is the process by which individuals capability to understand other's
emotions. The similarity of the two perspectives is sharing the same painful experience
(Yaghoubi Jami and Walker 2022). Research by Kaltwasser et al. (2017) discovered that the
ability to accurately interpret emotional expressions is based on the facial expressions
exhibited by an individual. In particular, empathy is roughly understood to induce a greater
knowledge about the other and to encourage prosocial behavior such as helping, comforting,
and cooperating.

Empathy and sympathy are two words that vary significantly from each other
(Bourgault et al., 2015). It is an overlap in meaning because they are both used to describe
how we share another person's feelings or emotions. Although these two words are
dissimilar, they are frequently used erroneously in interchange. Researchers often focus only
on cognitive processes and ignore the emotional processes of the situations that explain
empathy (Dohrenwend 2018; Winter et al. 2022). Besides, empathy is commonly understood
to be a complex psychological construct (Coll et al., 2017). It refers to the capability to
comprehend and share others' feelings, while sympathy is about feeling pity and sadness for
someone's unlucky faith. Barker et al. (2022) described empathy as “a conscious mental effort
to understand someone’s story”. Some researchers feel that empathy has a good influence
but some believe that empathy will bring a negative influence to individuals. In contrast,
sympathy is a process of emotional sharing between individuals who sympathize with other
individuals, usually not resulting in altruistic behavior and this has indeed distinguished the
meaning of sympathy from empathy (Greiner 2021). Therefore, empathy and sympathy have
similarities which both are core components of social-emotional development (Yavuz et al.,
2024).

A growing body of research has established the importance of empathy in various
disciplines. Past studies have introduced the idea that empathy affects responses to another
person’s emotions and it has been discussed in previous studies for a long time. (Geiger et al.,
2023). It can be seen clearly in the contexts of living in a collectivist and socio-centric society
practices in which each of society members cares for each other in all aspects of life. This
situation will encourage members to have a high level of interdependence. This kind of
attitude makes each individual have an emotional attachment and tend to have higher
cognitive empathy (Yaghoubi Jami et al. 2019). Research on empathy also has been conducted
from various perspectives including medical perspectives (Bourgault et al. 2015; Dohrenwend
2018), education (Bialystok & 2018), and psychology Depow et al., (2021). The diversity of
definitions and measures continues to proliferate (Vachon & Lynum 2016) across both basic
and applied research fields. Many researchers believe in the concept of empathy and its
ubiquitous presence speaks to the important role it is seen to play in social interactions and
human well-being. The impact of empathy is rarely discussed from a perspective that points
out the negative impacts of empathy and most the opinions agree that empathy leads to
positive emotion that will only bring good to mankind.

Various studies have shown that subjective well-being is positively related to empathy
where empathy will have a positive effect on an individual's subjective well-being (Depow et
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al. 2021). Subjective well-being is a multi-perspective construct explaining one’s evaluations
of everyday emotional experiences and life satisfaction and has been associated with
different aspects of trait empathy. Despite previous research identifying subjective well-being
and empathy which focuses on the mechanisms mediating the relationship between the two
constructs remain largely unclear (Katsumi et al., 2021). According to O’Brien et al., (2008),
people with higher empathy reported more satisfaction with their lives, more positive affect,
less negative affect, and fewer depressive symptoms. It was found that people with higher
empathy are more interested in positive relationships with others and are more inclined to
see their social interactions as meaningful and positive which can bring them happiness and
positive effects (Wei et al. 2011 ). However, several studies have shown that empathy is not
always beneficial and even affects subjective well-being (Van Lissa et al. 2017). Most of the
previous work tends to look at the fact that empathy is related to emotion, but the link with
subjective well-being is somehow overlooked.

Some researchers believe that individuals with higher empathy have an interest in
positive relationships with others and will be more likely to perceive their social interactions
as meaningful and positive. This in turn can push the individual towards happiness and
positive effects (Wei et al. 2012). However, several studies have shown that empathy is not
always beneficial and may even lead to side effects (Van Lissa et al. 2017). Manczak et al.
(2016) in his study also said that empathy has the potential to affect the physical because the
attitude or behavior of empathy toward others may give an additional burden to the
individual. In addition, Van Lissa et al. (2017) also stated that there is a comparison between
teenagers with moderate and low empathy compared to teenagers with high empathy. This
is because teenagers who have a high level of empathy are more likely to be involved in
conflicts with their parents. Teenagers who have high empathy are more sensitive to
disagreements with their parents, they can detect even small disagreements that other
teenagers don't notice. Overall, the development of empathy is related to subjective well-
being. However, excessive empathy may be harmful and require more attention through the
conscious mind.

Previous studies have shown that empathy research mostly relates to the helping
profession such as social work and also medical perspectives. These two perspectives closely
need the person to relate to the practice that requires the worker to care for others to fulfill
patient or client needs and conditions. It is an important skill for nurses and doctors because
it allows them to understand and communicate with patients and their families on an
emotional level, thereby making more positive outcomes possible and increasing patient
satisfaction. Previous studies focus on empathy toward others as a mediator in the
association between attachment avoidance and subjective well-being (Wei et al., 2011).
Another study conducted on empathy and subjective well-being was in the form of a
systematic literature review (Chan et al.,, 2021). Little research has examined the direct
relationship between empathy and Subjective well-being (Hablado & Clark 2020). The present
study sought to further explore the relationship between empathy and subjective well-being
among university students. Besides, this study also examines whether students in the stream
of study will increase subjective well-being in social sciences and sciences students. The
hypothesis of this study specifically is to examine whether there is a significant relationship
between empathy and subjective well-being in university students with non-medical
backgrounds.
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Method

Participants and procedures

This sample was recruited among undergraduate students (n=272) from one of the public
universities in Selangor, Malaysia. The participants included 136 students from the social
sciences and 136 from the sciences program. The age range was 19 to 25. Convenience
sampling is one of the non-probability sampling techniques used in this study. The units are
chosen for the sample based on their ease of availability for the researcher. Study participants
were recruited via invitation to complete an online survey questionnaire using Google Forms.
Participants who participated in the study were given chocolate as a small token of
appreciation.

Measures

Demography

Participants were asked various questions related to the program of studies, academic year,
age, and gender.

The Toronto Empathy Questionnaire

The Toronto Empathy Questionnaire was developed by Spreng (2009) and administered to
measure empathy. This questionnaire contains 16 items and is measured using a 5-point
Likert scale. The participants indicated the degree to which O=Never and 4=Every Time. The
measures were translated into Malay before disseminating to the participants. A Cronbach's
Alpha (a) of 0.79 reported good internal consistency for the 16 items of empathy scale in the
current study. Mean is used to calculate the score by adding the results of each item and
dividing the total by four. High self-reported empathy is indicated by higher scores, and
below-average empathy is indicated by scores below 45.

Personal Wellbeing Index (PWI)

Subjective well-being was assessed using the Personal Wellbeing Index (PWI) introduced by
Cummins and Lau (2005) which consisted of two parts, namely Part 1 is about Overall Life
Satisfaction, and Part 2 consists of eight questions each from the eight domains. The measures
were measured using a Likert scale which is O = not satisfied and 10 = Very Satisfied. The
translation of this PWI test tool into the Malay version was done by Sazlina Kamarulzaman
and Nor Ermalina Hanita Md Tajudin from the Occupational Therapy Program at the Faculty
of Allied Health Sciences, Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia. The convergent validity of this test
tool is 0.78 with the Life Satisfaction scale (Diener, Emmons, Larsen, and Griffin 1985)
reported by Thomas (2005). The mean score of 28 surveys from the population in Australia
has produced a maximum variation of 3.2 percent in subjective well-being (Australian Unity
Wellbeing Index Report 28.0) and it has been found that the Cronbach's alpha reliability of
the test instrument ranges from 0.70 to 0.85 in Australia and overseas. This scale assesses the
quality of an individual's life through eight domains, namely standard of living, health,
achievement, personal relationships, security, community, future assurance, and spirituality.

Results

Descriptives

The gender distribution shows, female participants are more than male participants.
Descriptive statistics regarding the characteristics of the sample are expressed in percentages,
averages, and standard deviations. The age range of the participants was between 19 to 25
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years (Mean= 21.75, S.P.=1.06). The year of study shows the majority are 1st year students’
39.3 percent (n=108) while the second highest number is made up of 3rd year which is a total
of 84 people (30.5%).

Table 4.1
Demographic Information of Participants
Description Variables N (%)
Study Stream Social sciences 136 49.5
Sciences 136 49.5
Gender Men 47 17.1
Female 225 81.8
Academic Year 1 108 39.3
2 78 28.3
3 84 30.5
4 2 0.7
Age 19 3 1.1
20 36 13.1
21 75 27.3
22 84 30.5
23 62 22.5
24 11 4.0
25 1 0.4

The results of the study show that the mean for Empathy (Mean = 47.28, S.D. = 7.24). The
minimum score for the Empathy variable is 22 while the maximum score is 64. Next,
subjective well-being showed Mean= 58.54, while S.D.= 16.66). The minimum score for this
variable is 9 while the maximum score for this variable is 90. The details of empathy and
subjective well-being mean and standard deviation are shown in Table 2.

Table 2
Results of Study Variables
Variables Min Standard Minimum Maximum
Deviation score score
Empathy 47.28 7.24 22 64
Subjective Well-Being 58.54 16.66 9 90

Correlational Analysis

The relationship between empathy and subjective well-being was analyzed using Pearson
Correlation. The results of the analysis found that there is a significant positive relationship
between empathy and subjective well-being score (r =.18, p<.003). The result showed a weak
relationship between both variables. The positive direction demonstrated that participants
with higher empathy scores tend to have higher subjective well-being. The results supported
the hypothesis that there was a significant relationship between empathy and subjective well-
being among undergraduate students taking the social sciences and sciences stream.

Discussion

The present research aims to examine the relationship between empathy and subjective well-
being among public university students in Selangor. The objective of the study is to measure
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whether there is a relationship between empathy and subjective well-being. The data were
analyzed using Pearson's correlation analysis. The results show a significant positive
relationship between Subjective Well-Being and Empathy (r = .181, p<.003). The positive
relationship means, if the student’s empathy level is high, the subjective well-being level also
is high. In the present study, the relationship is weak but significant between empathy and
subjective well-being.

According to Tran et al. (2022), empathy plays an important role in increasing the subjective
well-being of university students the sample tested is the same as the present study which
involves university students at bachelor's degree students. Empathy in previous studies is also
related to positive attitudes and many positive outcomes. The hypothesis stated that empathy
correlates with subjective well-being is supported. The finding shows there is a relationship
between empathy and subjective well-being. The findings of this study are in line with a study
conducted by Wang Q et al. (2023) which discussed social empathy functions as a partial
mediator between social trust and subjective well-being. The results of the present study are
also constant with previous studies (Wei et al. 2011; Segal, 2012; Zhao et al. 2013; Petrocchi
et al. 2021). According to Tran et al. (2022), empathy plays an important role when it comes
to the subjective well-being of university students.

The present study which focuses on the program of the study is quite different from the
perspective of medical study. From a medical student's perspective, empathy is much easier
to explain because the field of study is related to saving people's lives and treating patients.
Research by Wu et al. (2021), shows that medical students face stress and so many challenges
in handling their patients especially related to death and workloads. The strain also came from
excessive empathy when treating patients. The results of the previous study show indirect
effect of resilience is greater than the subjective well-being that influences empathy when
completing their duty among medical university students. In any circumstances, empathy
needs to be balanced and if it becomes excessive, then resilience should be checked in a way
to achieve subjective well-being (Xiao 2017). The previous study also shows that empathy has
a relationship with the individual's subjective well-being which can lower the level of
subjective well-being and also increase subjective well-being. This can also be supported by
the statement of Shi et al (2021), that university students majoring in medicine will have a
more emotional attachment and be able to balance excessive empathy to ensure that career
demands are balanced. Various studies have also shown that empathy is positively related to
well-being (Chen-Bouck et al. 2021; Depow et al. 2021; Wu et al. 2021).

Conclusion and Recommendations

Empathy is important to everyone in maintaining good human relations and an understanding
of human nature; which relates to a variety of emotional states. This study has several
important implications that can make a meaningful contribution to the understanding of the
influence of empathy and subjective well-being. The results of this study can provide
additional information to the existing study that relates to empathy and subjective well-being.
Even though the information is not so rich and only examines the relationship between
empathy and subjective well-being, however, this information is very important to help in
understanding that empathy has compromised a multi-dimensional construct which is
a cognitive and affective component. It isimportant to know whether empathy and subjective
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well-being are intercorrelated. Besides, In this research note, we bring clarity to the concepts
of empathy and sympathy.

We also found that the included studies were limited by common methodological flaws,
including a lack of control groups and small sample sizes. Limitations also in terms of the
gender proportion which leads to an imbalance in data between male and female students.
Despite facing various limitations of the study, the researcher managed to obtain data that
can successfully answer the research objective. Future studies can focus on a person's
socioeconomic factors because individuals with low socio-economic status may be more
empathetic towards others because they have experienced stressful and difficult situations,
so they more easily understand the perspective of other individuals who are in trouble,
compared to those who have a high socioeconomic status.

In conclusion, our results provide preliminary evidence that a basic understanding of the link
between empathy and subjective well-being can lead to another understanding of more
complicated aspects that can explain both perspectives of empathy and subjective well-being.
Based on this finding, one might think society would be best served by increasing empathy
across all individuals and contexts, but the available evidence is limited. Yet, future
researchers also can investigate which components of empathy move us toward important
goals such as sustaining multi-dimensional well-being.
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