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A B S T R A C T   

We proposed a model wherein high intrinsic motivation for work activities fosters high empathy and empathy 
promotes prosocial behavior, which contributes to greater social support. The results showed that employees 
with high intrinsic motivation for work activities had greater empathy, and intrinsic motivation was significantly 
related to social support through empathy and in turn prosocial behavior. This study elucidates the factors that 
underlie individuals’ empathy and extends our understanding of the beneficial function of intrinsic motivation 
beyond the achievement domain to caring for others and enhancing social support in the social domain.   

1. Introduction 

Empathy—the ability to understand others’ experiences vicar
iously—is one of most critical components of human adaptive social 
functioning (Cameron et al., 2019; Davis, 2017). Previous research has 
shown that empathic individuals tend to have better conflict manage
ment skills and cooperate with others more often while being more 
satisfied with their relationships (Davis, 2017). Furthermore, empa
thetic individuals are more likely to engage in prosocial behavior to 
benefit others (Hafenbrack et al., 2020) and protect vulnerable others 
from harm, and less likely to engage in aggressive actions (Davis, 2017). 
However, a meta-analysis by Konrath et al. (2011) reports that young 
adults’ dispositional empathy has declined over the past 30 years. Given 
the beneficial effects of empathy, an important research question con
cerns what promotes the capacity of empathy. Therefore, the present 
study explores whether intrinsic motivation for work serves as an 
antecedent of empathy. As many adults spend the majority of their 
daytime at work, and as work experience contributes to personality 
changes in adulthood (Woods et al., 2020), exploring the antecedents of 
empathy in terms of work-related variables is critical to advancing our 
knowledge of what promotes empathy. 

Here, we focus on the possibility that intrinsic motivation for work 
activities may serve as an antecedent of empathy. Intrinsic motivation 
refers to individuals’ tendency to engage in an activity for the enjoyment 

of the work itself (Ryan & Deci, 2001). As the most autonomous type of 
motivation characterized by people’s innate desire for learning and 
growing, intrinsic motivation mobilizes the effort and energy needed for 
an activity for its own sake, without external rewards or threats (Ryan & 
Deci, 2001, 2017). Recent research has explored empathy as a motivated 
phenomenon such that individuals avoid or seek empathetic engage
ment depending on its perceived costs and benefits (Cameron et al., 
2019; Ferguson et al., 2020; Zaki, 2014). Specifically, Cameron et al. 
(2019) demonstrated that people tend to prefer to avoid empathy- 
eliciting situations because they perceive empathy as cognitively 
“effortful”, and these cognitive costs can motivate people to avoid 
empathy. Integrating the emerging work on empathy with past research 
on conservation of resource (COR) theory (Hobfoll et al., 2018) and the 
broaden-and-build theory (Fredrickson, 2013), we delineate how high 
intrinsic motivation for work activities can reduce the empathy avoid
ance tendency and amplify the empathy approach tendency, and in turn 
enhances perceived social support through prosocial behavior. Then, we 
empirically test the indirect effects of intrinsic motivation for work on 
social support through empathy and in turn prosocial behavior. 

We aim to contribute to empathy literature by extending the scope of 
the antecedents of empathy by demonstrating the role of intrinsic 
motivation, while past research has focused on variability in other- 
oriented processes such as valuing another’s welfare (Batson et al., 
2007) and dark triad personality traits (Jonason et al., 2013). We also 
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hope to extend our knowledge of beneficial functioning of intrinsic 
motivation beyond self-focused achievements to caring for others and 
enhancing social support in the interpersonal domain. 

1.1. Intrinsic motivation and empathy 

Although humans have the innate tendency to care for others in 
distress, people avoid or approach empathetic engagement depending 
on the perceived cost and benefits of empathy opportunity (Zaki, 2014). 
Recently, Cameron et al. (2019) demonstrated that people avoid 
empathy because they consider empathy to be cognitively costly. In 
their free choice selection task, participants perceived the choice of 
empathizing with a child refugee in a picture as more mentally 
demanding and aversive and less efficacious than the detached choice of 
objectively focusing on the external features of refugees; this led to 
empathy avoidance responses. Further, the emotionally demanding 
nature of empathy may also motivate empathy avoidance tendency 
(Zaki, 2014). Because sharing pain in others generates emotional 
distress and makes people feel emotionally exhausted and drained, 
anticipated empathy fatigue may lead people to distance themselves 
from empathy opportunities to avoid being emotionally exhausted 
(Cameron et al., 2016). 

This motivated account of empathy is particularly important for 
understanding empathy avoidance tendencies in the workplace. Many 
activities at work require deliberate, effortful, and resource-intensive 
self-control processes to inhibit or modify automatic responses to 
maintain goal-directed behaviors (Rivkin et al., 2018). This self-control 
process constantly consumes some regulatory resources, and when they 
feel depleted, people must choose how to devote their regulatory re
sources; they tend to prioritize their in-role tasks over helping coworkers 
(Trougakos et al., 2015). Therefore, as empathy is perceived as hard 
work (Cameron et al., 2019), they are more likely to avoid empathetic 
engagement by preserving themselves from the loss of resources that 
they need to reserve for successful work performance. This expectation 
is consistent with COR theory. According to COR theory (Hobfoll et al., 
2018), resource loss has a disproportionately greater impact on people 
than resource gain, and they strive to protect their resources against 
resource loss. Further, when they feel fatigue or a lack of resources, they 
tend to use defensive tactics to protect what they have left. Thus, it 
seems likely that individuals at a workplace are less able to respond to 
empathy opportunities and distance themselves in preventing a poten
tially resource-depleting experience so that they can invest resources in 
maintaining high priority task goals. 

We suggest that individuals with high intrinsic motivation for work 
activities have an advantage in maintaining high resource availability 
for their work activities, which promotes empathy. Trougakos and 
Hideg (2009) suggest that intrinsic motivation results in higher perfor
mance by not only decreasing the use of self-regulatory resources due to 
harmonious and efficient regulation, but also replenishing people’s pool 
of resources as they experience enjoyment while working. Consistent 
with this notion, using daily diary surveys, Demerouti et al. (2012) 
showed that participants with higher intrinsic motivation felt more 
vigorous at the end of the day. Another diary study by Rivkin et al. 
(2018) found that highly intrinsic motivation of flow experiences relates 
to low ego-depletion and low need for recovery and high subjective 
vitality. ten Brummelhuis et al. (2011) showed that employees with low 
intrinsic motivation reported resource loss after burnout, showing the 
loss cycle of burnout whereas burnout did not result in resource loss 
among employees with high intrinsic motivation. These results support 
that intrinsic motivation enhances regulatory resource availability by 
reducing the risk of depletion of regulatory resources and replenishing 
regulatory resources. We thus argue that high intrinsic motivation for 
work activities may offset the anticipated empathy fatigue associated 
with the cognitive cost of empathy. Because individuals with high 
intrinsic motivation generally have more regulatory resources to deal 
with their work demands, they are more likely to respond 

empathetically to another’s need for empathy. By contrast, individuals 
with lower intrinsic motivation are more vulnerable to resource loss 
from their work activities and thus more likely to avoid empathy, seeing 
another in distress as a potential stressor that threatens resource loss. 

Further, the positive emotions experienced by individuals with high 
intrinsic motivation while working may amplify the empathy approach 
tendency by making them feel close to others. The motivated account of 
empathy suggests that empathy motives likely evolved to optimize in
dividual survival by limiting cooperative resources to the ingroup coa
lition, which is adaptive for survival, and individuals therefore explicitly 
or implicitly experience approach motivation to empathize with ingroup 
targets while excluding the outgroup (Zaki, 2014). According to the 
broaden-and-build theory (Fredrickson, 2013), the momentary experi
ence of positive emotion (e.g., interest, joy) broadens the scope of 
cognitive and social awareness and connectedness. Laboratory experi
ments confirm that induced positive emotion increases one’s tendency 
to see outgroup members as “us” (Dovidio et al., 1998) and reduces own- 
race bias in Caucasian participants’ recognition of Black and White faces 
(Johnson & Fredrickson, 2005). Therefore, it seems likely that high 
intrinsic motivation facilitates the empathy approach tendency, as 
positive emotion may broaden the ingroup-boundary. Indeed, Nelson 
(2009) reported that compared to conditions of neutral states or nega
tive emotions, induced positive emotions consistently result in greater 
empathy for a person with a dissimilar cultural background. Therefore, 
we hypothesize that individuals’ intrinsic motivation for work activities 
is positively associated with their empathy. 

Hypothesis 1. Intrinsic motivation for work activities will be posi
tively related to empathy. 

1.2. Empathy, prosocial behavior, and social support 

Much evidence shows that empathy is a critical antecedent of pro
social behaviors that benefit others. For example, Davis (1983) found 
that individual differences in empathy significantly predicted empathic 
emotion, which were positively associated with helping. Using func
tional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI), Rameson et al. (2012) 
showed that higher self-reported empathetic responses to sad images 
were associated with greater neural activity in medial prefrontal cortex 
(MPFC), and that activity in MPFC predicted daily friend helping 
behavior in a diary survey followed by the fMRI session. Further, 
organizational research has identified empathy as one of the factors 
driving prosocial behaviors or citizenship-related behaviors. Employees 
experiencing high empathy are more likely to engage in prosocial be
haviors at work (e.g., Hafenbrack et al., 2020). We therefore expect that 
empathy would have a positive relationship with prosocial behaviors, 
and that through the effects of empathy on prosocial behaviors, em
ployees with high intrinsic motivation are more likely to engage in 
prosocial behaviors in the workplace. Moreover, although empathy is an 
important mediator here, we suspect that intrinsic motivation may in
fluence prosocial behavior through other mechanisms as well. Thus, we 
only propose partial mediation. 

Hypothesis 2. Empathy will be positively related to prosocial 
behaviors. 

Hypothesis 3. Empathy will partially mediate the relationship be
tween intrinsic motivation and prosocial behaviors. 

Previous research suggests that helping promotes social support by 
fostering reciprocal relationships (Halbesleben & Wheeler, 2015; Kahn, 
1990). Bowling et al. (2004) suggest that people are motivated to 
reciprocate to maintain a balance between the amount of social support 
they receive and give to avoid feeling indebted or guilty when they 
reciprocate less than they receive. Thus, people who provide their co
workers with more help tend to have more coworker social support in 
reciprocity. Furthermore, Halbesleben and Wheeler (2015) demon
strated the reciprocal pattern of helping such that a coworker’s helping 
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behavior enhances a recipient’s perceived social support, which leads to 
helping behavior aimed at that coworker. We thus expect that em
ployees who provide more prosocial behavior will have high social 
support, and that helping behavior mediates the relationship between 
empathy and social support. Furthermore, we predict that intrinsic 
motivation will be positively associated with social support via the 
pathway of empathy and prosocial behavior. Given that there may be 
other mediating mechanisms that can account for the effects of intrinsic 
motivation on social support, we only expect partial mediation here. 

Hypothesis 4. Prosocial behavior will have a positive relationship 
with perceived social support. 

Hypothesis 5. Prosocial behavior will partially mediate the relation
ship between empathy and perceived social support. 

Hypothesis 6. Intrinsic motivation for work activities will have a 
partial indirect relationship with perceived social support through 
empathy and in turn prosocial behavior. 

2. Method 

Our sample included 480 employees from various organizations in 
South Korea. They were recruited from training programs at their in
stitutions and voluntarily participated in this study. Data collection was 
performed before the programs. Through a survey, we attained data on 
511 employees after omitting 21 cases with incomplete or invalid re
sponses. We identified 13 univariate outliers (> ± 3SD) and 18 multi
variate outliers (Cook’s distance >1); after removing them, the final 
dataset consisted of 480 participants (33% female) with an average age 
of 36.65 years (SD = 0.83). Due to the space limit, we provided detailed 
information regarding the sample, measures, control variables and data 
analyses including power analysis in the supplementary materials.1 

2.1. Measures 

Participants responded to all measures on a 7-point Likert scale (1 =
disagree very much, 7 = agree very much). Reliability for each scale is 
displayed in Table 1. 

2.1.1. Intrinsic motivation for work activities 
We measured intrinsic motivation for work activities using the four- 

item scale of Guay et al. (2000). An example item is “I think that my 
work is interesting”. 

2.1.2. Empathy 
Empathy was measured with five items from Roh and Suh (2014). An 

example item is “I can easily put myself in other people’s shoes.” 

2.1.3. Prosocial behavior 
We use eight items from the scale of Podsakoff et al. (1990). An 

example item is “I help others who have heavy work loads”. 

2.1.4. Social support 
We used four modified items from Acitelli and Antonucci (1994) that 

assessed social support. An example item is “There are people I confide 
in about things that are important to me”. 

3. Results 

Table 1 presents the means, standard deviations, reliabilities, and 

zero-order correlations among variables. We conducted confirmatory 
factor analysis (CFA) to test the discriminant validity of intrinsic moti
vation, empathy, prosocial behavior, social support, and organizational 
commitment. The results revealed that the five-factor model fit the data 
well, χ2(284) = 632.44, CFI = 0.96, TLC = 0.96, RMSEA = 0.05, SRMR 
= 0.04, and all factor loadings were significant. Further, the five-factor 
model fit the data significantly better than a single factor model, Δ 
χ2(10) = 2878.32, p < .01, demonstrating the discriminant validity 
among the variables. 

To test the hypotheses, we first examined a full mediation model 
wherein intrinsic motivation predicts empathy, which in turn predicts 
prosocial behavior and then social support. This model showed an 
acceptable fit to the data, χ2(312) = 723.21, p < .01, CFI = 0.96, TLC =
0.95, RMSEA = 0.05, SRMR = 0.06. Then, we tested a partial mediation 
model that includes additional direct paths from intrinsic motivation to 
prosocial behavior and social support (see Fig. 1), χ2(310) = 681.40, p <
.01, CFI = 0.96, TLC = 0.95, RMSEA = 0.05, SRMR = 0.05. The chi- 
square difference test indicated that the partial mediation model had a 
better fit than the full mediation model, Δ χ2(2) = 41,81, p < .01, and the 
direct paths were significant. Next, we examined whether empathy 
predicts social support and found that the path between empathy and 
social support was not significant. Therefore, we accepted the partial 
mediation model as the final model2 (see Fig. 1). The link between 
intrinsic motivation and empathy was significant (B = 0.35, SE = 0.04, 
95% CI [0.28, 0.43]), empathy was positively associated with prosocial 
behavior (B = 0.52, SE = 0.05, 95% CI [0.41, 0.63]), and prosocial 
behavior has a positive relationship with social support (B = 0.65, SE =
0.09, 95% CI [0.48, 0.84]). These results respectively support Hypoth
eses 1, 2, and 4. Further, consistent with Hypotheses 3, 5, and 6, bias- 
corrected bootstrapping procedures showed that the indirect effects 
from intrinsic motivation to prosocial behavior through empathy were 
significant (B = 0.18, SE = 0.02, 95% CI [0.14, 0.23]), empathy was 
significantly associated with social support through prosocial behavior 
(B = 0.34, SE = 0.05, 95% CI [0.24, 0.44]), and intrinsic motivation 
significantly related to social support through empathy and then pro
social behavior (B = 0.12, SE = 0.02, 95% CI [0.08, 0.16]). 

4. Discussion 

This study tested whether intrinsic motivation for work is associated 
with individuals’ empathy and the mediating role of empathy in the 
relationship of intrinsic motivation with prosocial behavior and social 
support. We found that employees with high intrinsic motivation re
ported high empathy, high prosocial behavior, and high social support, 
and intrinsic motivation was positively related to social support through 
empathy and prosocial behavior, supporting the sequential mediation in 
the proposed hypotheses. 

These findings contribute to empathy literature. In explaining 
empathy’s context-dependency, emerging work in the motivated ac
count of empathy has shown that situational features that affect in
dividuals’ perceived cost and benefits of empathy can reduce or increase 
their motivation to empathize (Cameron et al., 2019; Ferguson et al., 
2020). However, this line of work is limited by its focus on situational 
features shaping value estimations of the cost or benefit (e.g., monetary 
incentives) inherent to empathic challenges with strangers. Empathy 
opportunities in everyday life occur within the network of one’s daily 
activities, not in a vacuum. Research shows that people’s motivation for 
prosocial behaviors is affected by their feelings of energies or affective 
experience in prior or ongoing activities (Fredrickson, 2013; Trougakos 
et al., 2015). As empathy strongly relates to prosocial behaviors, moti
vation for empathetic engagement for targets might also be affected by 
personal or situational factors that affect one’s resource reservoir or 

1 The data for this article was collected as part of the second author’s 
dissertation project that generated a previous publication (Oh & Roh, 2019); 
however, the variables and research questions do not overlap with this previ
ously published article. 

2 We tested several alternative models and found that they showed a worse fit 
than the final model (see the supplementary materials). 
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experience of emotion, although these factors are not directly related to 
targets or motives for empathic engagement. This study explored this 
possibility by focusing on intrinsic motivation for work activities. Our 
findings showed that, compared to those with low intrinsic motivation, 
employees with high intrinsic motivation showed greater empathy and 
in turn greater social support through prosocial behavior, thus indi
cating that intrinsic motivation for work activities may promote 
empathy. Therefore, our findings contribute to a broader perspective 
into the context-dependency of empathy. 

This study also contributes to intrinsic motivation literature. 
Considerable research has demonstrated that individuals with high 
intrinsic motivation show better performance across all contexts, 
including school, work, and physical domains (see meta-analysis by 
Cerasoli et al., 2014). However, to our knowledge, none of the existing 
research has tested the role of intrinsic motivation in empathy. Thus, our 
findings elucidate the beneficial functions of intrinsic motivation by 
providing novel findings showing that intrinsic motivation is closely 
associated with empathy, prosocial behavior, and social support. Our 
findings also have implications for the broaden-and-build theory. The 
broaden-and-build theory suggests the role of positive emotions in 
building social support, yet little empirical research has investigated 
how experiences of positive emotions promote social support. Therefore, 
our findings contribute to the theory by demonstrating the mediating 
roles of empathy and helping behavior in the link between high intrinsic 
motivation for work (i.e., experiencing positive emotions like joy and 
interest while working) and greater social support. 

The present findings highlight the importance of considering 
intrinsic motivation in interventions to improve empathy and coopera
tion. Developing training programs to increase empathy in the work
place is highly complicated due to work pressures and competition with 
peers (Hafenbrack et al., 2020). Our findings imply that interventions 
for increasing intrinsic motivation may not only benefit one’s self- 
interest in their in-role performance, but also strengthen communal in
terest by promoting empathy and prosociality for coworkers. As satis
faction of need for autonomy increases intrinsic motivation (Ryan & 

Deci, 2017), practitioners should consider autonomy-supportive in
terventions in seeking ways to improve empathy and cooperation; one 
potential evidence-based example is mindfulness intervention. Consis
tent with the autonomy-supporting effects of mindfulness, Donald 
et al.’s (2020) meta-analysis found that mindfulness interventions 
increased intrinsic motivation. Further, Hafenbrack et al. (2020) 
demonstrated that a mindfulness intervention enhanced empathy. Thus, 
practitioners may consider mindfulness interventions to increase 
intrinsic motivation for work, empathy, and prosociality. Meanwhile, as 
recovery experience during nonwork time promotes the replenishment 
of employees’ energy and resources (Bennett et al., 2018), it is important 
to help employees effectively engage in recovery experience, which 
prevents resource depletion that in turn results in the empathy avoid
ance tendency. Chawla et al. (2020) highlighted the importance of 
including mastery-focused activities in effective recovery processes that 
promote next-day well-being and helping behaviors at work. Given that 
mastery experience might promote intrinsic motivation for work by 
satisfying the need for autonomy, future research may extend the pre
sent study by examining whether mastery experience during nonwork 
time facilitates empathy by increasing intrinsic motivation for work. 

This study has several limitations. First, with the cross-sectional 
research method, it is impossible to draw a definite causal conclusion. 
Future research could conduct experiments and longitudinal studies to 
test the claimed causality more rigorously. Second, we did not include a 
measure of resource depletion for the underlying mechanisms we used 
to explain the effects of intrinsic motivation for work activities on 
empathy. Future research should investigate variables associated with 
resource depletion or enrichment (e.g., exhaustion and vigor) that 
mediate the link between intrinsic motivation and empathy. 

Third, we did not include job characteristics and work events. Em
ployees experience different levels of resource depletion and recovery 
depending on the occurrence of multiple stressors such as workloads, 
responsibilities, and work events. It is possible that the occurrence of 
additional work-related demands exacerbates empathy avoidance by 
depleting employees’ regulatory reservoir; however, this process might 

Table 1 
Descriptive statistics and intercorrelations among variables.  

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

1. Gender  0.67  0.47           
2. Age  36.65  0.83  − 0.47**          
3. Education  2.16  0.40  − 0.10*  0.15**         
4. Position level  2.69  1.44  − 0.43**  0.75  0.16**        
5. Career-length  9.65  7.30  − 0.33**  0.84  0.08  0.80**       
6. Intrinsic motivation  4.88  1.01  − 0.06  0.11*  0.05  0.13*  0.13* (0.91)     
7. Empathy  5.20  0.80  0.00  0.11*  0.00  0.10*  0.11* 0.45** (0.88)    
8. Prosocial behavior  5.06  0.77  − 0.01  0.14**  0.00  0.09*  0.15** 0.61** 0.65** (0.90)   
9. Social support  4.84  0.98  0.12*  − 0.15**  − 0.03  − 0.16**  − 0.13** 0.43** 0.40** 0.50** (0.91)  
10. Organizational commitment  4.84  1.00  − 0.03  0.06  − 0.02  0.00  0.11* 0.60** 0.31** 0.55** 0.34** (0.91) 

N = 480. Omega (ω) is in parentheses. 
* p < .05. 
** p < .01. 

Fig. 1. Structural equation modeling results. Unstandardized coefficients are presented here. Paths of the control variables are omitted for clarity (see the sup
plementary materials). *p < .05, **p < .01. 
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be attenuated among employees with highly intrinsic motivation 
because they have the strength to maintain a stable resource reservoir. 
Testing this possibility, future research could extend our research to 
examining the variability in state-empathy within a person as a function 
of the personal and situational factors that affect the fluctuations of 
resource depletion. 

Finally, although our sample is from 12 organizations in various 
industries, it only includes office workers, which limits the generaliz
ability of these findings to other jobs. Future research should examine 
the relationship between intrinsic motivation and empathy among more 
diverse jobs and industry sectors, including production and service. Our 
sample is also South Korean, which may limit the generalizability of our 
findings to other cultures. Recently, Deng et al. (2021) found that 
Americans tend to escalate reciprocity in a positive exchange but 
reciprocate in kind in a negative exchange, whereas East Asians tend to 
escalate reciprocity in a negative exchange but reciprocate in kind in a 
positive exchange. It is therefore possible that culture affects the way 
that prosocial behaviors strengthen social support; specifically, proso
cial behaviors may strengthen social support through reciprocity more 
among Americans than East Asians. Future research should thus extend 
the present work by testing whether different cultures moderate the 
relationships among variables in our model. 
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