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Figure 1 Classic theoretical understanding of the relationship between
empathy and prosocial behavior (emotional concepts represented by
solid line circles; behavioral concepts represented by solid line squares)
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Figure 2 (Color online) Three proposed modifications to classical
theories. (a) Four moderating conditions for the transformation of

empathy into prosocial behavior. (b) “Prosocial volatility”. (c) The
relationship between empathy and anxiety
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Classical psychological theories widely assert that empathy plays a pivotal role in facilitating prosocial behavior. In
essence, individuals are more likely to engage in actions beneficial to others when they experience a strong sense of
empathy toward those individuals. Such actions encompass, but are not limited to, rescuing others from suffering,
allocating more resources to them, and resisting unjust treatment they may face. Empathic individuals, in a nutshell,
demonstrate a willingness to sacrifice their own interests for the well-being of others. However, previous empirical studies
focusing on the relationship between empathy and prosocial behavior have yielded heterogeneous findings, challenging
classical theories and prompting a reconsideration. Based on a recent literature review and the ongoing research progress
within our team, the authors propose three corrective suggestions for the aforementioned theory.

First, the relationship between empathy and prosocial behavior is constrained by external conditions, and an increase in
empathy levels does not always guarantee prosocial actions. These conditions include, but are not limited to, the intensity
of empathic experience, personal attributes (such as gender and age), environmental factors (such as the scarcity and
uncertainty of resources), and the relationship between the initiator and recipient of empathy (e.g., whether they are
relatives, friends, or colleagues). In specific cases, empathy might even trigger antisocial behavior. For instance, the authors
recently found that the tendency to engage in corrupt collaboration (which is an antisocial phenomenon) increases as a
function of trait empathy level.

Second, the primary impact of empathy on prosocial behavior lies not in increasing the frequency of its occurrence but in
enhancing its stability. Individuals with higher trait empathy, rather than exhibiting more frequent prosocial tendencies,
demonstrate less volatility across different external conditions. Thus, individuals with higher trait empathy may be
considered as more reliable and accountable partners in social interactions as their responses to environmental changes are
more stable and predictable. The above idea has been supported by our recent experimental studies modulating the scarcity
and uncertainty of resources. Here, please note that the “resources” in our experiments were not monetary resources (which
have been frequently employed in previous research), but some “relieving resources” (such as flu masks during the
pandemic) that could help one or others to get out of trouble. These kinds of resources were used because of their potential
implications in evolution psychology.

Lastly, the facilitating role of empathy in prosocial behavior is achieved through alleviating individuals’ anxiety
experiences related to the external environment. More specifically, the authors believe that stronger anxiety response to
environmental changes during social decision-making processes would make people more focusing on their own risk rather
than others’ well-being. As a result, anxious people are more likely to make more self-serving choices. The authors suggest
that the influence of empathy and that of anxiety on prosocial volatility counteract with each other.

While some of these points have received empirical support, others remain speculative and warrant further exploration.
The authors believe that validating these perspectives will deepen researchers’ understanding of empathy and the essence
of prosocial behavior, thereby contributing to the advancement of social psychological theory. It should be noted that
previous studies conducted by the authors have focused on resource sharing and helping behavior, in which the status of
different participants was imbalanced. Future studies should examine the validity of our “prosocial volatility” hypothesis
for other kinds of prosocial behavior such as cooperation. Additionally, exploring empathic responses to artificial
intelligence agents remains an important avenue for investigation.

empathy, prosocial behavior, altruism, prosocial volatility, anxiety
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