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Abstract 

 

Prosocial behavior play a significant role during global crises. Furthermore, positive behaviors, 

such as empathy and social responsibility, can alleviate the severity stressful events. The current 

study investigated these positive behaviors and their role in developing prosocial behavior during 

COVID pandemic in 381 university undergraduate students at King Saud University in Saudi 

Arabia. To measure social responsibility, empathy and prosocial behavior, the researcher has 

used Social Responsibility Scale, Toronto Empathy Questionnaire, and Prosocial Behavior Scale.  

The t-test, the Pearson correlation coefficient, and Macro program Process have used to analyze 

the links between the research variables prosocial behavior, social responsibility, and empathy. In 

relation to the pandemic, social responsibility and empathy were associated with prosocial 

behavior. Moreover, empathy mediated the association between social responsibility and prosocial 

behavior. Furthermore, men had higher prosocial behavior and social responsibility then women 

while, women had higher empathy then men. Our results offer new insights into the roles that 

positive factors play in improving the mental health of university students during pandemics 

situation.  
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Introduction 

 

Globally, the stressful events such as COVID pandemic have triggered an unprecedented 

psychological and social crisis, especially among university students who experienced an absence 

of physical classes and a lack of social life, affected their mental health and social activity [1], [2], 

[3]. With increasingly negative impact of global crises on individuals, these crises must be 

confronted by endorsing more positive social behaviors [4], [5]. Therefore, it is crucial that we 

focus on factors that improve mental health, which in turn contribute to combating the effects of 

global crises. 

  

Prosocial behavior, e.g., helping, donating, and sharing, plays a positive role in improving the 

mental health of students whose communities have been exposed to health crises or natural 

disasters. This type of positive behavior also increases the level of life satisfaction [4]. Moreover, 

prosocial behavior also benefits the recipients of help and thus contributes to the recovery from the 
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negative impact of global health crises [6]. Therefore, the levels of prosocial behavior of university 

students should be improved [7]. However, during COVID pandemic, little has been known about 

the prosocial behavior of university students and the factors influencing it. 

 

Problem Statement 

 

 Prosocial behavior represents one of the most vital aspects of human interaction and becomes 

particularly evident during times of crises and disasters [1]. During the COVID-19 pandemic, a 

noticeable decline in prosocial behavior was observed among university students [5]. Dhar et al., 

(2020) reported that university students experienced social isolation, which adversely affected their 

social functioning. Therefore, it is essential to identify and examine the factors that contribute to 

enhancing prosocial behavior among this population. 

 

Prosocial behavior, social responsibility, and empathy are highly influential factors in confronting 

health crises such as the COVID pandemic [8]. Previous studies found that social responsibility is 

related to social behavior [9]; [10]; [8]). Social responsibility can predict the social behavior of 

individuals [9]. Desrumaux et al., (2015) have reported that more responsible university students 

are more positive towards others. Responsible individuals are concerned about the needs of others 

and tend to help others, which is a form of prosocial behavior. Such students are more capable of 

feeling social responsibility towards members of their community and thus exhibit various positive 

prosocial behaviors, such as altruism, comforting, and donating [12]. Additionally, social 

responsibility is one of the main pillars of prosocial behavior during the health crises [13]. For 

example, in public areas, university students feel social responsibility and thus exhibit prosocial 

behavior, such as adhering to precautionary measures (e.g., wearing face masks and maintaining 

sufficient physical distance in public places) [14]. Additionally, they help those who are affected, 

either physically, socially, or even financially. For instance, responsible individuals donate to 

people who have lost their jobs due to the stressful events to alleviate negative consequences [15]. 

  

Social responsibility might affect the occurrence of social behavior through a certain path [9]. 

Cehajic et al., (2009) found that responsibility predicts empathy. Individuals who take 

responsibility are more empathetic towards others. Additionally, they tend to relate to others, 

sharing their emotions and feelings [16]. Conversely, lack of responsibility may produce negative 

feelings and decrease empathy [17]. Having sufficient empathy leads to wide forms of prosocial 

behavior such as cooperating and helping [18]; [19]. Empathy enhances an individual’s ability to 

face crises and help others [20]. According to Hoffman (2008), empathy is the main driver of 

prosocial behavior. Furthermore, it is an essential topic of positive psychology and an important 

indicator of positive behaviors such as altruism [22]. University students with high empathy have 

a higher level of prosocial behavior [8]. Empathetic individuals perceive the negative feelings of 

others and feel their distress, which makes them more interested in others and willing to help them 

[23]. Although the relationships between social responsibility, empathy, and prosocial behavior 
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have not yet been investigated, it has been suggested that empathy links social responsibility with 

prosocial behavior. 

 

Furthermore, gender may strongly affect the level of prosocial behavior [24]. It is believed that 

women are more prosocial than men [25]; [26]; [27]. Nevertheless, men contribute more than 

women to prosocial behavior [28]. Moreover, gender determines the type of prosocial behavior. 

Men are superior to women in prosocial behavior that requires physical effort, such as the work of 

firemen and lifeguards, whereas women participate emotionally and financially [24]. On the other 

hand, previous research has reported gender differences in empathy, indicating that women tend to 

demonstrate a higher ability to empathize with others across various situations [28] ; [29]. However, 

Deng et al.,(2023) found no significant gender differences in empathy. With regard to social 

responsibility, some studies have shown that men exhibit higher levels of social responsibility than 

women [30] ; [31]. In contrast, women have been found to play a crucial role in social 

responsibility, particularly in its emotional and social dimensions [32]. Nonetheless, differences in 

the levels of prosocial behavior, empathy, and social responsibility between men and women during 

global crises are still unknown. 

 

 

The abovementioned studies suggest that social responsibility, empathy, and gender influence 

prosocial behavior. However, these studies such as the study of Silke et al., (2021) showed the 

effect of social responsibility on prosocial behavior in general. Thus, this study attempted to delve 

deeper by examining social responsibility factors and the extent of their effects on empathy and 

prosocial behavior among students at King Saud University in Saudi Arabia during the COVID 

pandemic. Furthermore, empathy probably plays a crucial role as a mediator in the relationship 

between social responsibility and prosocial behavior. 

 

 Significance of the Study 

 

This study is significant because its findings contribute to enhancing the prosocial behavior of 

university students. In addition, the research highlighted the importance of factors such as social 

responsibility and empathy, and their roles in improving prosocial behavior. The study provided 

substantial value by examining the mediating role of empathy in the relationship between social 

responsibility and prosocial behavior. Moreover, the results offered important evidence that 

enriches the existing literature on prosocial behavior and its influencing factors. Finally, this study 

may assist professionals who focus on student-related issues and affairs.                                         
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Objective of the Study 

 

This study objected to identify the relationships between social responsibility, empathy, and 

prosocial behavior. Moreover, this study examined the mediating influence of empathy in the 

relationship between social responsibility and prosocial behavior. Finally, the study compared the 

differences between men and women in social responsibility, empathy and prosocial behavior.   

  

Study Hypothesis 

 The following hypothesis were formulated:  

Hypothesis 1. 

A positive and statistically significant association exists between social responsibility (self-

responsibility, religious responsibility, collective responsibility, and national responsibility) 

empathy among university students. 

Hypothesis 2. 

A positive and statistically significant association exists between social responsibility (self-

responsibility, religious responsibility, collective responsibility, and national responsibility) 

prosocial behavior among university students. 

Hypothesis 3. 

A positive and statistically significant association exists between empathy and prosocial behavior 

among university students. 

Hypothesis 4 

Empathy is a mediator in the association between social responsibility and prosocial behavior. 

Hypothesis 5. 

There is a statistically significant difference in prosocial behavior among university students 

according to the gender variable ( men, women). 

Hypothesis 6. 

There is a statistically significant difference in empathy among university students according to the 

gender variable (men, women). 

Hypothesis 7. 

There is a statistically significant difference in social responsibility among university students 

according to the gender variable (men, women). 
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Limitations  

The location of the study was in Riyad, Saudi Arabia. Additionally. The sample of this study was 

only university students.  

 

Operational Definition  

prosocial behavior: the prosocial behavior’s operational definition in the study referred to the 

score of university students on the Adult Prosocialness Instrument (API ) Caprara et al. (2005). 

Empathy: The operational definition of empathy in the study referred to score of university 

students on the Toronto Empathy Questionnaire (TEQ) (Spreng et al, 2009). 

 

Social Responsibility: the operational definition of social responsibility in this study referred to 

score of university students on the Social responsibility scale (Osman, 2010). 

 

Materials and Methods 

Sample Of the Study 

This study was conducted among university students between November 2021 and April 2021 after 

the pandemic had been relatively controlled and normal daily life was being restored in Saudi 

Arabia. Paper questionnaires were collected from 381 university students from King Saud 

University, of which 188 (49%) were male and 193 (51%) female. 

 

 

 

Study Instruments 

Social Responsibility: to measure the social responsibility of university students, the Social 

Responsibility Scale was used that prepared by Osman (2010). It contains 43 phrases distributed 

over 4 factors (self-responsibility 12 items (1-12), religious 10 items(13-22), collective11 items 

(23-33), and national responsibility 10 items (34-43). The scale follows the 5-point Likert scale: 

5=strongly agree,4= agree, 3=not sure, 2=disagree, and 1=strongly disagree. Thus, the minimum 

total score for the scale is 43, while the maximum total score is 215 with higher scores indicating 

higher level of social responsibility. 

Social Responsibility Scale Reliability   

Table 1: Social Responsibility Reliability   

Scale Cronbach's alpha N of items 

Personal Responsibility 0.81 12 
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Religious Responsibility 0.74 10 

Collective Responsibility , 0.84 11 

National Responsibility 0.69 10 

 

Cronbach's alpha was used to ensure the reliability of this scale, and the following α values were 

obtained: 0.81, 0.74, 0.84, and 0.69 for personal, religious, collective, and national responsibility, 

respectively, indicating good reliability. 

 

Empathy: to measure empathy, the Toronto Empathy Questionnaire by Spreng et al, (2009) was 

used. It contains 16 positive or negative statements, which are rated as always (4), often (3), 

sometimes (2), rarely (1), or never (1). The minimum possible score on the scale is 1, while the 

maximum possible score is64, with higher scores reflecting higher level of empathy. 

Empathy Scale Reliability   

Table 2: Empathy Reliability   

Scale Cronbach's alpha N of items 

Empathy 0.84 16 

 

 Cronbach's alpha was 0.84, indicating high reliability. 

 

Prosocial Behavior: to measure prosocial behaviors (e.g., helping, donating, and sharing), the 

Prosocial Behavior Scale was used that prepared by Caprara et al. (2005). It includes 16 items, 

which are rated by the Likert scale: 4=permanently, 3=sometimes, 2=rarely, and 1=never. The 

minimum possible score on the scale is 16, while the maximum possible score is 64, with higher 

scores reflecting higher level of prosocial behaviors [33].  

Prosocial Behavior Scale Reliability   

Table 3: Prosocial Behavior Reliability   

Scale Cronbach's alpha N of items 

Personal Responsibility 0.87 16 

 

Cronbach's alpha was 0.87, indicating high reliability. 



 
 

 

Vol (2), Issue (3), 2025   
 
International Journal of Innovative Insights in the Social and Natural Sciences                      

7 

ISSN (P): 2960-1347          ISSN (O): 2960-1355 

 

 

Procedure 

This research was approved by the Scientific Research Ethics Board at King Saud University, 

Riyadh, Saudi Arabia. Participants were informed that the data collected would be used for 

scientific purposes and that they had the right to withdraw from participating whenever they 

wished. 

 

Students first completed a form with their demographic information. The questionaries were 

completed in the following order: social responsibility, empathy, and prosocial behavior. 

Afterwards, thanks and gratitude were extended to the participating students, questionnaires were 

collected, and the purpose of the study was revealed. This process took approximately 25–35 min. 

 

Data Analysis  

SPSS 24.0 was used to analyze the links between the research variables. The t-test was conducted 

to assess whether there is a gender difference in prosocial behavior. The Pearson correlation 

coefficient was used to assess the association between prosocial behavior, social responsibility, and 

empathy. Macro program Process 3.4 was used to examine the role of empathy as a mediator in the 

relationship between social responsibility and prosocial behavior. 

 

Results  

Hypothesis 1. 

A positive and statistically significant association exists between social responsibility (self-

responsibility, religious responsibility, collective responsibility, and national responsibility) 

empathy among university students. 

 

Table 4: Correlations Between Social Responsibility, and Empathy. 

Social Responsibility Empathy 

Correlation value P 

Self-responsibility .065 .053 

Religious responsibility  .455 .000 

Collective responsibility .105 .01 

National responsibility .161  .000 
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Religious (r = 0.455, p < .000), collective (r = 0.105, p < .000), and national responsibility (r =0.161, 

p < .000) were positively linked with empathy (Table 4).  Hence, hypothesis 2 is mostly supported. 

 

 

Hypothesis 2. 

A positive and statistically significant association exists between social responsibility (self-

responsibility, religious responsibility, collective responsibility, and national responsibility) 

prosocial behavior among university students. 

 

Table 5: Correlations Between Social Responsibility, and Prosocial Behavior. 

Social Responsibility Prosocial behavior 

Correlation value P 

Self-responsibility .108  .016 

Religious responsibility  .481  .000 

Collective responsibility .251  .000 

National responsibility .157  .001 

 

Moreover, university students who had religious (r =0. 481, p < .000), collective (r =0. 251, p < 

.000), and national responsibility (r = 0.157, p < .001) exhibit prosocial behavior during the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Hence, hypothesis 2 is mostly supported. 

 

Hypothesis 3. 

A positive and statistically significant association exists between empathy and prosocial behavior 

among university students 

Table 6: The Association Between Empathy and Prosocial Behavior.  

Empathy Prosocial Behavior Correlation P 

.209 .000 
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University students who exhibited positive behavior towards others during the COVID-19 

pandemic were empathetic (r= 0.209, p < .000). Hence, hypothesis 3 is supported. 

 

Hypothesis 4 

Empathy is a mediator in the association between social responsibility and prosocial behavior. 

 

 

                                                     

 

 

 

 

                                                                                   

 

Figure 1: Empathy is a Mediator Between Collective Responsibility and Prosocial Behavior. 

 

Collective responsibility predicted empathy (β =0. 082, SE =0.031, P < .05), indicating a direct 

relationship between collective responsibility and empathy (Figure 1). Additionally, collective 

responsibility (β =0.223, SE= 0.046, P < .001) and empathy (β =388, SE=0.057, P < .001) predicted 

prosocial behavior. Furthermore, the indirect coefficient (β =0.033, SE=0.017, 95% CI = 0.0030, 

0.0637) was significant. Hence, hypothesis 3 is supported. This finding reveals that empathy is a 

mediator in the relationship between collective responsibility and prosocial behavior. 

 

Hypothesis 5. 

There is a statistically significant difference in prosocial behavior among university students 

according to the gender variable ( men, women). 

Hypothesis 6. 

There is a statistically significant difference in empathy among university students according to the 

gender variable (men, women). 

Hypothesis 7. 

There is a statistically significant difference in social responsibility among university students 

according to the gender variable (men, women). 

Empathy 

Collective 

responsibility 

 Prosocial 

Behavior c (=0.223), P<.001)   
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Table 7: Independent Sample t-test of Gender Difference. 

Constructs Gender M SD T P 

Prosocial Behavior  

 

Men 3.762 .406 -4.047 .000 

Women 3.584 .450 

Empathy 

 

Men 3.804 .557   -3.736 .000 

Women 4.004 .473 

Social Responsibility  Men 3.863 .402 -4.035 .000 

Women 3.664 .460 

 

Note: M=mean; SD=standard deviation. 

 

There was a difference between genders regarding prosocial behavior (Table 7): men exhibited 

higher prosocial behavior (M = 3.762, SD = .406) than women (M = 3.584, SD = .450). While, 

women exhibited higher empathy (M = 4.004, SD = .473) than men (M = 3.804, SD = 

.557).Moreover, men exhibited higher social responsibility (M = 3.863, SD = .402) than women 

(M = 3.664, SD = .450) Hence, hypothesis 5, 6 and 7 are supported. 

 

Discussion 

This work investigated the links between social responsibility, empathy, prosocial behavior, and 

gender as well as the role of empathy among university students during stressful events such as the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Our results revealed that there was a relationship between social 

responsibility, empathy, and prosocial behavior. Additionally, empathy exhibited mediation in the 

association between social responsibility and prosocial behavior. Furthermore, there was a gender 

difference in prosocial behavior, empathy and social responsibility. This result is valuable for 

specialists and researchers because it reveals the considerable role of prosocial behavior and the 

factors affecting it for preventing and controlling epidemics. 

 

This study demonstrated that the social responsibility of university students was related to their 

prosocial behavior. Students with collective, religious, and national responsibility were more 

involved in prosocial activities, which is in accordance with the results of past studies Manzano 

and Valero(2019); Gutierrez et al., (2011), and Steele et al., (2008). Conversely, individual 

responsibility was not linked to prosocial behavior. This is because of individual self-interest and 
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a stronger focus on personal responsibilities, which leads to an ignorance regarding one’s 

responsibilities towards others. Furthermore, our results revealed that empathetic university 

students act positively in their societies, which is in agreement with the results of Van der Graaff 

et al., (2018), Yoo et al., (2013), and Morelli et al., 2014). Based on the empathy and altruism 

hypothesis, if one is empathetic towards others who are going through crises, this individual feels 

their distress, realizes the need to change their situation, and is thus motivated to help them and 

increase their level of well-being. This signifies that empathy is an essential component of prosocial 

behavior. Additionally, some researchers such as Wang and Todd (2021) have indicated that 

empathy towards others contributes to relieving one’s own distress. Regardless of the motivation, 

empathy is a major driver of prosocial behavior. Hence, it is important to stimulate empathy, as 

empathy greatly contributes to the development of prosocial behavior in university students.  

 

Moreover, our findings revealed that empathy partially mediated social responsibility and prosocial 

behavior. In university students, social responsibility can increase empathy towards communities 

affected by COVID pandemic, and this empathy increases participation in prosocial activities such 

as helping and donating. The mediating model of empathy revealed that social responsibility could 

predict empathy, which is consistent with the results of Cehajic et al., (2009), Mattila and Hanks 

(2012), and Silke et al.,( 2021). During the pandemic, university students experienced a high sense 

of social responsibility and thus empathy towards others. The mediating model also revealed that 

empathy predicts prosocial behavior, which is in agreement with previous studies Silke et al.,( 

2021), Roberts and Strayer (1996). Otherwise, Zheng et al., (2023)Schoofs et al., (2019) have 

reported no significant role of empathy. In fact, individuals who feel responsibility spend more 

time with community members and thus recognize their thoughts, feelings, and pains. As such, they 

empathize with community members, which leads to a desire to help. Furthermore, social and 

health conditions, such as the pandemic, have an important effect on human behavior [8]. In relation 

to the pandemic, medical students, paramedics, and doctors have great responsibilities and 

represent positive models that help raise the positive behavior of university students [43]. 

Enhancing the prosocial behavior of university students greatly contributes to alleviating the 

negative influence of global crises and raising the level of their mental health. Our results reveal 

that empathy partially mediated the influence of social responsibility on prosocial behavior. This 

partial mediation suggests that also other variables are involved, e.g., gratitude and social 

intelligence, and warrant further investigation in future research [44]; [45].  

 

Furthermore, the results of the current study showed that men outperform women in prosocial 

behavior. This result was consistent with the work of McMcMahon et al., (2006; however, most 

previous studies such as work of Charbonneau and Nicol (2002), and Abdullahi and Kumar(2016) 

have found that women exhibit more prosocial behavior than men. A possible explanation is that 

help during the COVID-19 pandemic required physical effort, whether engaging in helping patients 

or exposing oneself to risk and leaving the house to help others. To protect others, e.g., from viral 

infection, women conform more with public health measures than men, which may have limited 

their prosocial behavior during the COVID-19 pandemic [32]. Moreover, the study found that 

women exhibited higher levels of empathy compared to men. This result aligns with the findings 
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of the majority of previous studies such as Rueckert and Naybar (2008) and Rueckert et al., (2011), 

although Clarke et al., (2016) reported no significant gender differences in empathy. With regard 

to social responsibility, the findings indicated that men demonstrated greater social responsibility 

than women. This result is consistent with the work of Rosati et al., (2018) and Bhaduri& 

Brookshire(2015); however, a substantial body of research such as study of Reig- Aleixandre et al., 

(2023) and Cannney & Bielefedt (2015) have shown that women also display strong and 

meaningful forms of social responsibility. A possible explanation is that the differences between 

men and women are neither essential nor fixed, and social responsibility is largely shaped by 

cultural context and socially assigned roles. According to Social Role Theory, individuals behave 

in ways that align with the roles expected of them. In Saudi culture, men are often expected to serve 

as the primary protectors, decision-makers, and leaders during crises. These expectations lead men 

to display more visible forms of social responsibility such as volunteering, fieldwork, and crisis 

management—as observed during the COVID-19 pandemic. In contrast, women tend to exercise 

social responsibility within the family and community in less visible yet equally significant ways. 

 

According to the results of this study, universities should invest in and increase prosocial behavior 

by engaging students, especially women, in charitable social activities dedicated to those affected. 

Furthermore, universities should develop students’ prosocial behavior by teaching subjects that 

focus on social responsibility and empathy.  

 

Study Recommendations 

Research on prosocial behavior and the effects of factors such as social responsibility and empathy 

on university students is relatively limited. Thus, various aspects that influence prosocial behavior, 

such as altruism and personal values, should be explored in future studies. This study used a 

descriptive design to identify links between prosocial behavior, social responsibility, and empathy  

in the absence of information about their causal relationships. It is significant that use   experimental 

design in future studies that  revealed important information about the causes and effects of 

relationships   between these three items, indicating that it has the potential to facilitate further 

observation and manipulation of the effects of social responsibility and empathy on prosocial 

behavior and understanding on how these factors influence prosocial behavior. In the case that 

another pandemic should arise, future work should study prosocial behavior during that pandemic, 

as this would enable comparative studies to be conducted. 
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