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Objective: This study investigated how belief in a just world (BJW) influences 
prosocial behavior tendency (PBT) through psychological resilience (PR), and 
examined how empathic capacity (EC) moderates this mediation process.

Method: Data were collected from 955 Chinese university students 
(Mage = 19.5 years, SD = 1.3; 65.6% female) using validated scales measuring 
BJW, PBT, PR, and EC.

Results: Three key findings emerged: (1) BJW positively predicted PBT both 
directly (β = 0.301, p < 0.001) and indirectly through PR; (2) EC moderated the 
relationship between BJW and PR, with the positive association being stronger 
for individuals with lower EC (b = 0.45, p < 0.001) compared to those with higher 
EC (b = 0.23, p < 0.01); (3) The indirect effect of BJW on PBT through PR was 
stronger for individuals with lower EC, indicating a moderated mediation effect.

Conclusion: These findings advance our understanding of prosocial behavior 
by identifying distinct pathways through which beliefs and emotional capacities 
interact. The results suggest that interventions to promote prosocial behavior 
should be  tailored based on individual differences in empathic capacity, with 
different approaches needed for high versus low EC individuals.
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1 Introduction

Prosocial behavior has long been a subject of interest for researchers in psychology, 
sociology, and related fields. It encompasses a wide range of actions, from everyday acts of 
kindness to more substantial forms of helping behavior, such as volunteering and charitable 
giving (Lim and DeSteno, 2016). The importance of understanding the factors that influence 
prosocial behavior has been highlighted by its numerous benefits, both for individuals and 
society as a whole. For example, engaging in prosocial behavior has been linked to increased 
well-being, better mental health, and stronger social connections (Curry et al., 2018; Hui et al., 
2020). Moreover, prosocial behavior is essential for building and maintaining cohesive 
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communities and promoting social harmony (Biglan et al., 2020). This 
is particularly relevant in Chinese society, where rapid social 
transformation and economic development have led to changing 
patterns of social interaction and support among young adults, 
especially university students (Zhang et al., 2024).

Among the various psychological factors that have been examined 
in relation to prosocial behavior, belief in a just world (BJW) has 
emerged as a notable construct. BJW refers to the belief that the world 
is a fair and orderly place where people generally get what they deserve 
(Lerner, 1980). Individuals with a strong BJW tend to believe that good 
deeds are rewarded and bad deeds are punished, which can influence 
their attitudes and behaviors toward others (Hafer and Sutton, 2016). 
This belief system may be particularly salient in Chinese culture, where 
traditional values emphasizing karma and moral reciprocity align 
closely with just-world beliefs (Tian et al., 2019). Several studies have 
investigated the relationship between BJW and prosocial behavior, with 
mixed results. While some research has found a positive association 
between BJW and prosocial behavior (Bègue et al., 2008; Jiang et al., 
2017), others have reported no significant relationship or even a 
negative association (Ucar et al., 2019). These inconsistent findings 
suggest that the relationship between BJW and prosocial behavior may 
be more complex than initially thought and may be influenced by other 
factors, such as psychological resilience and empathic capacity.

The context of Chinese university students provides a unique and 
important setting for examining these relationships. First, Chinese 
university students face distinct pressures and challenges, including 
intense academic competition, career uncertainty, and the need to 
balance traditional values with modern aspirations (An et al., 2024). 
Second, they represent a generation that has grown up during China’s 
rapid social and economic transformation, potentially influencing their 
beliefs about justice and their approach to prosocial behavior 
(Chobthamkit et al., 2024). Despite the growing body of research on 
the relationship between BJW and prosocial behavior, there are still 
significant gaps in our understanding of this topic within this specific 
context. First, the role of psychological resilience as a potential 
mediator in the relationship between BJW and prosocial behavior has 
not been thoroughly investigated. Psychological resilience, which refers 
to an individual’s ability to adapt and cope with adversity and stress 
(Fletcher and Sarkar, 2013), has been shown to be positively associated 
with prosocial behavior (Datu and Restubog, 2020; Kındap-Tepe and 
Aktaş, 2021). This is particularly relevant for Chinese university 
students who must navigate significant academic and social pressures 
while maintaining their psychological well-being. Second, the 
moderating role of empathic capacity in the relationship between BJW 
and prosocial behavior has not been adequately explored. Empathic 
capacity, which involves the ability to understand and share the 
emotions of others, has been consistently linked to prosocial behavior 
(Decety et al., 2016; Van der Graaff et al., 2018). Understanding these 
relationships in the Chinese university context is crucial for developing 
culturally appropriate interventions to promote prosocial behavior and 
psychological well-being among this population.

1.1 The direct effect of belief in a just world 
on prosocial behavior tendency

The relationship between Belief in a Just World (BJW) and 
Prosocial Behavior Tendency (PBT) can be  understood through 

Conservation of Resources (COR) theory (Hobfoll, 1989), which 
positions BJW as a key cognitive resource that facilitates prosocial 
engagement. Within this resource-based framework, BJW functions 
as a fundamental psychological resource that individuals can leverage 
to maintain and enhance their capacity for prosocial behavior (An 
et al., 2024; Guo et al., 2022; Reinhardt et al., 2023).

COR theory suggests that individuals strive to obtain, retain, and 
protect resources that enable goal achievement and well-being 
(Hobfoll, 1989). BJW serves as such a resource by providing cognitive 
frameworks that support prosocial action through multiple 
mechanisms. First, as demonstrated by just-world theory (Lerner, 
1980), BJW acts as a resource that helps individuals maintain cognitive 
consistency when faced with others’ needs. When encountering 
situations of injustice or suffering, individuals with strong BJW 
experience cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1957), motivating them to 
engage in prosocial behaviors to restore their sense of justice and 
reinforce their belief system.

Self-perception theory (Bem, 1972) complements this 
resource-based understanding by explaining how BJW as a 
resource gets reinforced through behavioral feedback. When 
individuals with high BJW engage in prosocial actions, they 
interpret these behaviors as confirmatory evidence of their beliefs, 
creating what Kleinke and Meyer (1990) describe as a resource 
enhancement cycle. This cyclical process helps explain the 
consistent positive relationship between BJW and PBT observed in 
empirical research.

Recent studies have expanded our understanding of how BJW 
functions as a psychological resource across various contexts. Research 
has examined BJW’s role in employee voice behavior (Li et al., 2014), 
resilience development (Lin et al., 2022), and responses to global crises 
like the COVID-19 pandemic (Wu et al., 2018; Li et al., 2022; Serrano-
Montilla et al., 2021). These studies demonstrate how BJW serves as a 
stable resource that supports prosocial engagement across different 
situations and challenges.

The resource function of BJW has been further illuminated 
through moral identity and social identity frameworks. Aquino and 
Reed II. (2002) showed how moral identity enhances the resource 
potential of BJW by linking it to individuals’ self-concept. Recent 
research by Rullo et al. (2022) found that moral identity symbolization 
moderates how effectively individuals can deploy BJW as a resource 
for prosocial behavior, suggesting that the resource value of BJW 
varies with individual characteristics.

While previous research has established BJW’s role as a 
psychological resource, several theoretical gaps remain. First, most 
studies have focused on direct relationships rather than examining the 
resource mechanisms through which BJW enables prosocial behavior. 
Second, although both cognitive beliefs and emotional capacities have 
been identified as distinct resources, their interaction in promoting 
prosocial behavior remains underexplored. Third, existing research 
has predominantly examined these resource dynamics in Western 
contexts, raising questions about their cultural universality. The 
present study addresses these gaps by examining how BJW as a 
resource operates through psychological resilience, interacts with 
empathic capacity, and functions within Chinese cultural contexts.

Based on COR theory and the substantial evidence demonstrating 
BJW’s role as a prosocial resource, we propose: Hypothesis 1: An 
individual’s Belief in a Just World (BJW) positively relates to their 
Prosocial Behavior Tendency (PBT).
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1.2 The mediating role of psychological 
resilience

Within the Conservation of Resources (COR) framework, 
psychological resilience (PR) functions as a dynamic resource-building 
mechanism that transforms initial resources like BJW into sustained 
capacities for prosocial action. COR theory posits that individuals not 
only strive to protect existing resources but also invest them to develop 
new resource reservoirs (Hobfoll, 1989). In this process, BJW serves 
as a primary resource that enables the development of psychological 
resilience, which in turn facilitates prosocial behavior through 
enhanced resource management capabilities.

The resource development process from BJW to psychological 
resilience operates through multiple mechanisms identified by COR 
theory. First, individuals with strong BJW possess cognitive resources 
that allow them to view challenges as temporary and manageable 
rather than as permanent threats to their resource base (Lin et al., 
2022). This cognitive appraisal pattern facilitates resilience development 
by promoting adaptive resource conservation strategies. Second, BJW 
creates a sense of predictability and control that serves as a foundational 
resource for building psychological resilience (Wu et al., 2018).

Research consistently demonstrates how BJW functions as a 
resource catalyst for psychological resilience across various contexts. 
Studies have found that individuals with higher BJW demonstrate 
enhanced resource development through greater adversity adaptation, 
more effective stress management resource deployment (Li et  al., 
2022), and improved emotional regulation resource utilization (Zhang 
et al., 2020). These findings align with COR theory’s principle that 
initial resources facilitate the acquisition of additional resources.

The connection between psychological resilience and prosocial 
behavior can be understood through COR theory’s resource investment 
principle. When individuals possess greater psychological resilience, 
they have more resources available to invest in prosocial actions. PR 
functions as what Hobfoll (2011) terms a “resource caravan,” providing 
individuals with multiple resources they can deploy in helping 
situations. Resilient individuals are better equipped to handle the 
potential resource costs associated with prosocial behavior, as they 
maintain robust resource reserves that can be activated when needed.

Empirical evidence supports this resource-based understanding 
of the PR-prosocial behavior relationship. Studies have shown that 
resilient individuals more effectively deploy their resources across 
various prosocial contexts, including volunteering (Wu et al., 2018), 
helping behaviors (Li et al., 2022), and charitable giving (Zhang et al., 
2020). This relationship appears particularly strong in challenging 
contexts, where resilience resources become crucial for maintaining 
prosocial engagement.

Based on COR theory and the empirical evidence supporting 
these resource dynamics, we propose: Hypothesis 2: Psychological 
resilience mediates the relationship between belief in a just world and 
prosocial behavior tendency, functioning as a resource-
building mechanism.

1.3 The moderating role of empathic 
capacity

Within COR theory, empathic capacity (EC) operates as a 
resource multiplier that enhances the efficiency of resource conversion 

processes. Specifically, EC influences how effectively individuals can 
transform their BJW resources into psychological resilience (Hobfoll, 
2002). This conceptualization of EC as a resource multiplier provides 
a novel theoretical explanation for its moderating role in the BJW-PR 
relationship within the broader resource dynamics of 
prosocial behavior.

EC functions as a resource multiplier through several mechanisms 
identified in COR theory. When individuals possess higher EC, they 
more effectively utilize their existing resources, particularly in social 
contexts (Davis, 1983). This enhanced resource utilization occurs 
because EC encompasses both cognitive and affective components, 
including perspective-taking and empathic concern (Decety and 
Jackson, 2004), which facilitate more efficient social resource 
development processes. These components enable individuals to build 
stronger support networks that serve as additional resource reservoirs 
strengthening the relationship between BJW and resilience.

Research demonstrates that individuals with higher empathic 
capacity show more efficient resource conversion patterns in 
translating their just-world beliefs into psychological adjustment and 
well-being (Lin et  al., 2022). This suggests that EC enhances the 
resource-building potential of BJW, leading to more effective resilience 
development. Studies have shown that the combination of high BJW 
and high EC creates particularly effective resource synergies in 
promoting positive psychological outcomes and adaptive coping 
strategies (Li et al., 2022).

Drawing from the Social–Emotional Processing Model (Lemerise 
and Arsenio, 2000) and integrating it with COR theory, EC primarily 
influences how individuals process and convert their belief-based 
resources into resilience capabilities. Previous research has established 
this resource conversion link between BJW and PR, with studies 
suggesting that individuals with stronger BJW tend to exhibit higher 
levels of PR through more effective resource utilization patterns 
(Bartholomaeus and Strelan, 2019; Ucar et al., 2019).

Based on this resource multiplication understanding, we propose: 
Hypothesis 3: Empathic capacity moderates the relationship between 
belief in a just world and psychological resilience, such that the 
resource conversion process is enhanced when empathic capacity 
is higher.

1.4 The moderated mediation model

The moderated mediation model, viewed through Conservation 
of Resources (COR) theory, represents an integrated resource system 
where BJW, psychological resilience, and empathic capacity interact 
through sophisticated resource conversion and multiplication 
processes. This system explains how initial cognitive resources (BJW) 
are transformed into behavioral outcomes (prosocial behavior) 
through resource development mechanisms (PR) that vary in 
efficiency based on resource multipliers (EC) (Miller and 
Hastings, 2019).

COR theory suggests that resource dynamics operate through 
complex pathways where the effectiveness of resource conversion 
varies based on individual differences in resource configurations 
(Hobfoll, 2001). The strength of indirect effects through psychological 
resilience varies not only with EC levels but also with the specific types 
of resilience resources being developed and the contexts in which they 
are deployed. This selective enhancement explains why the indirect 
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effect may be stronger in some situations and for certain aspects of 
prosocial behavior than others. When individuals possess higher 
levels of empathic capacity, they can more efficiently leverage their 
just-world beliefs to build psychological resilience, particularly in 
contexts requiring social–emotional resources (van den Bos and 
Bal, 2016).

The resource-based perspective illuminates why this moderated 
mediation occurs through what Hobfoll (2011) terms “resource 
caravans.” When individuals possess higher levels of empathic 
capacity, they can more effectively convert their just-world beliefs into 
psychological resilience resources, which in turn provides more 
resources for engaging in prosocial behavior. This creates what COR 
theory describes as resource gain spirals, where psychological 
resources reinforce and amplify each other’s effects (Yin and 
Wang, 2023).

This integrated model aligns with recent research showing that the 
effectiveness of psychological resources often depends on their 
interaction with other personal capabilities and characteristics (Li 
et  al., 2022; Balliet et  al., 2018). The model addresses calls in the 
literature for more complex, theoretically-grounded explanations of 
how personal beliefs and capabilities combine within resource systems 
to influence prosocial behavior.

The resource dynamics in this model operate differently across EC 
levels. For individuals with lower EC, the BJW-PR-PBT pathway 
represents what Hobfoll et  al. (2018) terms a “focused resource 
channel,” where belief resources must be  converted to resilience 
resources through more direct but potentially less efficient pathways. 
Conversely, individuals with higher EC possess what COR theory 
describes as “resource redundancy” (Winterich et al., 2013), allowing 
them to access multiple pathways for converting beliefs into 
resilience resources.

These differential resource patterns explain why the indirect effect 
of BJW on prosocial behavior through psychological resilience varies 
with EC levels. The moderated mediation reflects what recent research 
describes as “conditional resource conversion” (Zhang et al., 2024), 
where the efficiency of resource transformation processes depends on 
the availability and effectiveness of resource multipliers like 
empathic capacity.

Therefore, we propose: Hypothesis 4: The indirect effect of belief 
in a just world on prosocial behavior tendency through psychological 

resilience is moderated by empathic capacity, with the resource 
conversion process being more efficient when empathic capacity 
is higher.

In summary, these hypotheses propose a moderated mediation 
model in which BJW predicts PBT, with PR acting as a mediator and 
EC as a moderator. It suggests that the indirect effect of BJW on PBT 
through PR is moderated by EC. Specifically, for individuals with 
lower EC, the indirect effect of BJW on PBT through PR is expected 
to be  stronger, meaning that BJW has a greater impact on PBT 
through PR. Conversely, for individuals with higher EC, the indirect 
effect is expected to be weaker, suggesting that the impact of BJW on 
PBT through PR is less pronounced. This hypothesizes highlights the 
complex interplay between BJW, PR, EC, and PBT, and suggests that 
the relationship between these variables is conditional on an 
individual’s level of empathic capacity, as shown in Figure 1.

This study contributes to existing literature in three ways through 
a resource-based lens. First, it examines the psychological mechanisms 
through which BJW resources are converted into prosocial behavior 
via PR as a key resource development mechanism. Second, it 
investigates how individual differences in EC affect the efficiency of 
resource conversion processes between BJW and prosocial behavior. 
Third, by conducting this research in a Chinese university context, it 
extends our understanding of these resource dynamics beyond 
Western settings. These contributions help clarify the complex 
resource pathways leading to prosocial behavior and suggest practical 
implications for promoting prosocial tendencies among young adults 
through resource optimization strategies.

2 Methodology

2.1 Participants

After finalizing the measurement instruments, the 
questionnaires were entered into the Wenjuanxing (Questionnaire 
Star) system to generate online links for easier distribution and 
completion. The entire survey data collection took place between 
May and July 2023, with random distribution across psychology 
health courses in multiple majors at several universities in Sichuan 
Province. A total of 1,000 questionnaires were distributed, with 955 

FIGURE 1

Conceptual model.
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completed responses received, resulting in a 95.5% response rate. 
The main reasons for excluding questionnaires included excessively 
short response times (e.g., an average of less than 3 s per item), 
incomplete responses with too many missing items, or participants 
withdrawing mid-survey or requesting to withdraw after completion. 
During the survey, participants were instructed to complete the 
questionnaires independently and respond truthfully based on the 
provided guidelines. Participants had full autonomy to decide 
whether to discontinue or withdraw from the study and have their 
data deleted during or after completion. Upon finishing, participants 
received a small stationery gift as compensation for their 
participation. Prior to commencing the study, approval was obtained 
from the Ethics Committee of the Sichuan Psychological 
Association, and participants were informed about the overall 
process, with informed consent and voluntary participation 
fully respected.

The participant characteristics covered a diverse range of 
undergraduate majors, including education, mathematics, medicine, 
management, and others. Additionally, 65.6% of the participants were 
female, with a mean age of 19.5 ± 1.3 years. The grade level distribution 
was primarily from first-year to fourth-year students, with higher 
proportions in the first (47.3%) and second (27.7%) years. Overall, the 
participant sample exhibited characteristics representative of the 
general population of Chinese college students of the same age group, 
supporting the generalizability of the study’s findings to broader, 
similar populations to a certain extent.

2.2 Measure

2.2.1 Prosocial tendencies measure
The Prosocial Tendencies Measure (PTM) is an instrument used 

to assess six types of self-reported prosocial tendencies in adolescents. 
The PTM was originally developed by Carlo and Randall (2002), and 
later translated and revised by Kou et al. (2007) to adapt it for use with 
Chinese adolescents based on research findings related to prosocial 
behavior in this population. The PTM consists of 26 items scored on 
a five-point scale, with 1 indicating “not at all like me” and 5 indicating 
“very much like me.” After revision, the PTM demonstrated good 
psychometric properties, with internal consistency reliabilities of 0.71 
for the public subscale, 0.78 for the anonymous subscale, 0.76 for the 
altruistic subscale, 0.74 for the compliant subscale, 0.73 for the 
emotional subscale, and 0.76 for the emergency subscale.

2.2.2 Belief in a Just World Scale
The Belief in a Just World Scale (BJWS) is an instrument used to 

measure an individual’s belief in a just world, which assesses the extent 
to which people believe they live in a world where people generally get 
what they deserve. The original scale was developed by Dalbert (2001), 
and a Chinese version was later revised by Su et  al. in 2012. The 
revised scale consists of 13 items divided into two subscales: General 
Belief in a Just World and Personal Belief in a Just World. Responses 
are scored on a 6-point scale, with 6 indicating “strongly agree” and 1 
indicating “strongly disagree.” The overall scale demonstrated good 
internal consistency, with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.885. The subscales 
of Personal Belief in a Just World and General Belief in a Just World 
had Cronbach’s alphas of 0.794 and 0.854, respectively.

2.2.3 Connor-Davidson Resilience Scale
The Connor-Davidson Resilience Scale (CD-RISC) is an 

instrument used to measure an individual’s resilient responses when 
facing adversity, trauma, tragedy, threats, or other significant life 
stressors. The CD-RISC was originally developed by Connor and 
Davidson (2003), and was later revised by Hu and Gan (2008) for use 
with Chinese populations. The revised CD-RISC consists of 27 items 
spanning five dimensions: goal-oriented, interpersonal assistance, 
family support, emotion control, and positive cognition. Responses 
are scored on a 5-point scale, with 1 indicating “not true at all” and 5 
indicating “true nearly all the time.” The revised scale demonstrated 
good internal consistency, with a test–retest reliability of 0.83.

2.2.4 Interpersonal reactivity index
The Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI) is a self-report 

questionnaire developed by Davis (1980) to measure empathy. The scale 
consists of 22 items across four dimensions: Fantasy Scale, Personal 
distress, Perspective taking, and Empathic concern. Responses are rated 
on a 5-point Likert scale. The perspective taking subscale assesses an 
individual’s tendency to adopt others’ psychological viewpoints, while 
the fantasy subscale measures the extent to which an individual 
imaginatively transposes themselves into the feelings and actions of 
fictitious characters. The empathic concern subscale evaluates an 
individual’s feelings of warmth, compassion, and concern for others, 
and the personal distress subscale assesses an individual’s own feelings 
of anxiety and discomfort when witnessing others’ negative experiences. 
The IRI has been widely used in research to investigate the 
multidimensional nature of empathy and its relationship with various 
psychological constructs, such as prosocial behavior (Eisenberg and 
Miller, 1987), emotional intelligence (Schutte et al., 2001), and moral 
reasoning (Skoe, 2010). The scale has demonstrated good psychometric 
properties, with acceptable internal consistency and test–retest reliability 
(Siu and Shek, 2005). In the current study, the Cronbach’s α coefficient 
for EC was 0.80, indicating good internal consistency. The internal 
consistency reliability coefficients for the four subscales are: Perspective 
Taking: α  = 0.81; Fantasy: α  = 0.66; Empathic Concern: α  = 0.58; 
Personal Distress: α = 0.79. These properties make it a valuable tool for 
understanding the complex nature of empathy.

2.3 Data analysis

The data analysis strategy involved several steps using SPSS 25 and 
the PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2022). First, preliminary data screening 
was conducted to examine missing data patterns, identify outliers, and 
assess normality assumptions. Descriptive statistics and Pearson 
correlation analyses were performed to examine the relationships 
among all study variables (Belief in a Just World, Prosocial Behavior 
Tendency, Psychological Resilience, and Empathic Capacity). The 
hypothesized moderated mediation model was tested using Model 7 
of PROCESS macro version 4.0 (Hayes, 2022). This model examines 
whether the indirect effect of an independent variable (BJW) on a 
dependent variable (PBT) through a mediator (PR) varies as a 
function of a moderator (EC). The analysis included: Testing the direct 
effect of BJW on PBT; Examining the mediating role of PR; Assessing 
the moderating effect of EC on the BJW-PR relationship; Testing the 
conditional indirect effects at different levels of EC.
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Prior to main analyses, we validated the measurement structure of 
each construct through Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) using 
AMOS 26.0. After confirming good model fit for all constructs (BJW 
(CFI = 0.959, TLI = 0.947, RMSEA = 0.075),PBT (CFI = 0.879, 
TLI = 0.851, RMSEA = 0.094),PR (CFI = 0.919, TLI = 0.909, 
RMSEA = 0.066), EC (CFI = 0.908, TLI = 0.902, RMSEA = 0.092)), 
we proceeded with manifest variable analysis using factor scores, which 
incorporates measurement model information while enabling efficient 
testing of our moderated mediation hypotheses through PROCESS macro.

Bootstrapping procedures with 5,000 resamples were employed to 
test the significance of the indirect effects and generate bias-corrected 
95% confidence intervals. The index of moderated mediation was 
examined to determine whether the indirect effect significantly varied 
across levels of EC. Simple slopes analyses were conducted to probe 
significant interaction effects at different levels of EC (−1 SD, 
Mean, +1 SD).

Since this study employed questionnaire measures for all variables, 
common method bias was assessed using Harman’s single-factor test. 
This involved conducting an exploratory factor analysis (EFA) on all 
items. Common method bias would be indicated if a single factor 
emerged or if the first factor accounted for more than 50% of the 
variance (Podsakoff et al., 2003). The EFA results showed that the first 
factor accounted for 38.09% of the variance, below the 50% threshold, 
suggesting no severe common method bias.

3 Results

3.1 Descriptive analysis

The descriptive statistical results and partial correlations 
controlling for gender are shown in the Table 1 (N = 955). Belief in a 
Just World (M = 42.29, SD = 9.56) showed a weak but significant 
positive correlation with Prosocial Behavior Tendency (M = 89.15, 
SD = 15.27; r = 0.111, p < 0.001). Psychological Resilience (M = 78.25, 
SD = 16.82) demonstrated significant positive correlations with both 
Belief in a Just World (r = 0.352, p < 0.001) and Prosocial Behavior 
Tendency (r  = 0.346, p  < 0.001). Empathic Capacity (M  = 57.58, 
SD  = 12.55) was positively correlated with Belief in a Just World 
(r = 0.145, p < 0.001) and Prosocial Behavior Tendency (r = 0.242, 
p  < 0.001), while showing a non-significant correlation with 
Psychological Resilience (r = 0.058, p > 0.05).

3.2 Moderated meditation analysis

All moderated mediation analyses in this study were conducted 
while controlling for gender effects. The present study employed a 

moderated mediation analysis to investigate the complex relationship 
between Belief in a Just World (BJW) and Prosocial Behavior 
Tendency (PBT), with Psychological Resilience (PR) serving as a 
mediator and Empathic Capacity (EC) as a moderator. The analysis 
utilized Model 7 of the PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2022), with 5,000 
bootstrap samples and a sample size of 955 participants.

The model predicting Psychological Resilience demonstrated 
significant explanatory power [F(3, 951) = 78.287, p < 0.001], accounting 
for 24.8% of the variance in PR (R2 = 0.248). Both Belief in a Just World 
(β = 0.733, t = 14.049, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.618, 0.842]) and Empathic 
Capacity (β = 0.168, t = 4.214, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.067, 0.259]) exhibited 
significant positive associations with PR. Notably, a significant interaction 
effect between BJW and EC was observed (β = −0.009, t = −3.061, 
p < 0.01, 95% CI [−0.020, −0.001]), indicating that the influence of BJW 
on PR is moderated by EC (see Table 2; Figure 2). To elucidate the nature 
of this moderation effect, a conditional effects analysis was conducted. 
The results revealed that the positive relationship between BJW and PR 
remained significant across all levels of EC. However, the magnitude of 
this relationship demonstrated a decreasing trend as EC increased, with 
effects of 0.83 (p < 0.001) at low EC, 0.72 (p < 0.001) at medium EC, and 
0.59 (p < 0.001) at high EC (see Table 3).

The model predicting Prosocial Behavior Tendency also 
demonstrated significant explanatory power [F(2, 952) = 108.882, 
p < 0.001], accounting for 25.6% of the variance in PBT (R2 = 0.256). 
Both BJW (β = 0.301, t = 5.763, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.159, 0.437]) and 
PR (β = 0.369, t = 12.380, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.291, 0.449]) exhibited 
significant positive associations with PBT (see Table 2). These results 
suggest that individuals with higher levels of BJW and PR tend to 
display greater prosocial behavior tendencies. The analysis further 
revealed a significant direct effect of BJW on PBT, indicating that BJW 
influences PBT independently of the mediating effect of PR. However, 
the indirect effect of BJW on PBT through PR demonstrated a more 
nuanced pattern, varying as a function of EC. The indirect effect was 
strongest at low levels of EC (Effect = 0.35, BootSE = 0.05, 95% CI [0.27, 
0.46]), moderate at medium levels of EC (Effect = 0.31, BootSE = 0.04, 
95% CI [0.24, 0.39]), and weakest, though still significant, at high levels 
of EC (Effect = 0.25, BootSE = 0.04, 95% CI [0.16, 0.33]) (see Table 4).

Collectively, these findings provide empirical support for a 
moderated mediation model in which the relationship between Belief in 
a Just World and Prosocial Behavior Tendency is partially mediated by 
Psychological Resilience, with this mediation effect being moderated by 
Empathic Capacity. The results reveal a complex interplay between these 
constructs, highlighting the importance of considering both mediating 
and moderating factors in understanding the mechanisms underlying 
prosocial behavior tendencies. Specifically, while BJW demonstrates 
both direct and indirect effects on PBT, the strength of the indirect effect 
through PR varies inversely with EC levels. These findings contribute to 
a more nuanced understanding of the factors influencing prosocial 

TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics and correlations among all variables.

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4

1. Belief in a Just World 42.29 9.56 1

2. Prosocial Behavior Tendency 89.15 15.27 0.111*** 1

3. Psychological Resilience 78.25 16.82 0.352*** 0.346*** 1

4. Empathic Capacity 57.58 12.55 0.145*** 0.242*** 0.058 1

N = 955, Controlling for gender. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. M, Mean; SD, Standard Deviation.
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behavior and underscore the need for multifaceted approaches in future 
research and interventions aimed at promoting prosocial tendencies.

The simple slopes analysis, as illustrated in Figure 3, revealed a 
significant interaction between Belief in a Just World (BJW) and 
Empathic Capacity (EC) in predicting Psychological Resilience. 
Three distinct patterns emerged across EC levels: individuals with low 
EC (−1 SD) demonstrated the steepest positive slope (b  = 0.83, 
SE = 0.12, p  < 0.001, ranging from −0.40 to 0.35), indicating the 
strongest positive association between BJW and resilience; those with 

mean EC showed a moderate positive relationship (b  = 0.72, 
SE = 0.09, p < 0.001, ranging from −0.20 to 0.45); and those with high 
EC (+1 SD) exhibited the flattest slope (b = 0.59, SE = 0.11, p < 0.001, 
ranging from −0.05 to 0.50). The divergence of slopes at low BJW 
levels suggests that high empathic capacity serves as a protective 
factor when belief in a just world is weak, while the relative 
convergence at high BJW levels indicates that strong belief in a just 
world may partially compensate for differences in empathic capacity. 
These findings illuminate the complex interplay between cognitive 
beliefs and emotional competencies in fostering psychological 
resilience, particularly emphasizing the compensatory effect of high 
empathic capacity when belief in a just world is challenged.

4 Discussion

In this study, a moderated mediation analysis was conducted to 
test four hypotheses concerning the relationships between Belief in a 
Just World (BJW), Prosocial Behavior Tendency (PBT), Psychological 

TABLE 2 Regression model analysis.

Dependent 
variables

Independent 
variables

R R2 F β t Bootstrap 
LLCI

Bootstrap 
ULCI

Psychological 

Resilience

BJW 0.498 0.248 78.287 0.733 14.049*** 0.618 0.842

EC 0.168 4.214*** 0.067 0.259

BJW × EC 0.009 −3.061** −0.020 −0.001

Prosocial behavior 

Tendency

BJW 0.506 0.256 108.882 0.301 5.763*** 0.159 0.437

PR 0.369 12.380*** 0.291 0.449

**p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. BJW, belief in a just world; EC, empathic capacity; PR, psychological resilience; LLCI and ULCI are the lowest and highest values of the confidence interval, 
respectively.

FIGURE 2

Path analysis of the moderated mediation model.

TABLE 3 Conditional effects of BJW on PR at different levels of EC.

EC.Level Effect SE t p 95% CI

Low (45) 0.83 0.06 13.97*** <0.001 [0.72, 0.95]

Medium (57) 0.72 0.05 13.81*** <0.001 [0.61, 0.82]

High (70) 0.59 0.07 8.77*** <0.001 [0.46, 0.72]

***p < 0.001. EC levels represent the 16th, 50th, and 84th percentiles.

TABLE 4 Conditional indirect effects of BJW on PBT through PR at 
different levels of EC.

EC.Level Effect BootSE BootLLCI BootULCI

Low (45) 0.35 0.05 0.27 0.46

Medium (57) 0.31 0.04 0.24 0.39

High (70) 0.25 0.04 0.16 0.33

BootLLCI and BootULCI represent the lower and upper bounds of the 95% bootstrap 
confidence intervals.
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Resilience (PR), and Empathic Capacity (EC). The results provided 
comprehensive support for all hypotheses: BJW positively predicted 
PBT (H1); PR mediated the relationship between BJW and PBT (H2); 
EC moderated the relationship between BJW and PR, with the 
positive relationship being stronger for individuals with lower levels 
of EC (H3); and EC moderated the indirect effect of BJW on PBT 
through PR, with the indirect effect being stronger for individuals 
with lower EC levels (H4). To interpret these complex relationships, 
we  employ Conservation of Resources (COR) theory as our 
overarching theoretical framework, which enables us to understand 
these findings through the lens of psychological resource dynamics. 
Within this framework, we  conceptualize BJW as an initial 
psychological resource that facilitates the development of 
psychological resilience (resource development stage), which in turn 
enables prosocial behavior (resource deployment stage). Empathic 
capacity functions as a resource multiplier, selectively enhancing the 
efficiency of resource development processes. This resource-based 
perspective allows us to integrate insights from multiple theoretical 
traditions – including cognitive dissonance theory, self-perception 
theory, broaden-and-build theory, and social-cognitive theory – into 
a coherent explanatory framework. The following sections examine 
how these psychological resources interact systematically to influence 
prosocial behavior, moving from resource development through 
deployment to an integrated understanding of the complete 
resource system.

4.1 BJW as a primary resource base: 
resource activation and development

Within Conservation of Resources theory, belief in a just world 
represents a primary psychological resource that enables the 
acquisition and development of other resources for prosocial 
engagement. This foundational resource operates through three 
distinct resource activation and multiplication mechanisms, each 
contributing to the transformation of belief resources into 
behavioral resources.

First, through the lens of cognitive dissonance theory (Festinger, 
1957), BJW activates resource deployment through psychological 
pressure for resource consistency. When individuals with strong just-
world belief resources encounter situations that threaten their 
resource base (e.g., witnessing injustice), they experience what Elliot 
and Devine (1994) term “resource inconsistency pressure.” This 
pressure mobilizes existing resources toward prosocial behavior as a 
means of maintaining resource stability and protecting their 
fundamental belief resources. The resource pressure creates action-
oriented states that facilitate the conversion of belief resources into 
behavioral resources.

Second, self-perception theory (Bem, 1972) illuminates how this 
resource activation creates self-reinforcing resource gain cycles. As 
individuals deploy their resources in prosocial actions, they interpret 
these behaviors as evidence supporting their just-world belief 

FIGURE 3

Interaction effect between belief in a just world (BJW) and empathic capacity (EC) on psychological resilience.
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resources, creating what Kleinke and Meyer (1990) describe as 
“resource amplification loops.” This process explains why individuals 
with stronger BJW resources consistently demonstrate higher levels of 
prosocial engagement – their helping behaviors become integrated 
into their resource base, further strengthening their belief resources 
through what Mohiyeddini and Montada (1998) term “behavioral 
resource integration.”

Third, these resource dynamics manifest through specific 
behavioral pathways that Bègue (2014) identifies as resource 
investment channels. Individuals with strong BJW resources 
demonstrate enhanced capability in what Ucar et al. (2019) describe 
as “resource conversion efficiency” – the ability to transform prosocial 
intentions into concrete actions through optimized resource 
allocation. This transformation occurs through sophisticated resource 
deployment patterns, where just-world beliefs guide both the direction 
and intensity of resource investment in helping efforts. For instance, 
these individuals show greater persistence in prosocial activities, 
viewing setbacks as temporary resource challenges rather than 
fundamental threats to their resource base.

The direct BJW-PBT relationship also reveals distinct patterns in 
resource processing and response to helping opportunities. Those with 
stronger just-world belief resources demonstrate what Jiang et  al. 
(2017) term “proactive resource deployment orientation”  – they 
actively seek opportunities to invest their resources in helping others 
rather than merely responding to explicit resource demands. This 
proactive orientation stems from their fundamental belief that 
prosocial resource investments contribute to maintaining a just world, 
creating what COR theory describes as a more stable and predictable 
resource environment.

4.2 The resource transformation process: 
psychological resilience as a resource 
converter

Within COR theory, psychological resilience functions as a critical 
resource conversion mechanism, transforming initial belief resources 
(BJW) into sustainable prosocial behavioral resources. Broaden-and-
build theory (Fredrickson, 2001) illuminates how BJW resources 
generate positive emotional experiences that build psychological 
resilience resources. When individuals encounter challenges in 
resource deployment during helping situations, their just-world belief 
resources activate what Bartholomaeus and Strelan (2019) identify as 
“resource-building appraisals.” These appraisals manifest in three 
distinct resource enhancement processes: accelerated recovery of 
depleted resources after helping activities, improved resource 
conservation during challenging prosocial encounters, and increased 
capacity for sustained resource deployment despite temporary 
depletion. Through repeated activation, these processes create what 
Fredrickson (2013) terms “stable resource reservoirs,” enabling 
individuals to maintain prosocial resource investment even under 
conditions of resource stress.

Social-cognitive theory (Bandura, 1991) further explicates the 
specific resource conversion mechanisms through which 
psychological resilience facilitates prosocial behavior. Cheng et al. 
(2020) identify three sequential and interactive resource management 
processes. First, strategic resource allocation involves optimizing the 
distribution of available resources across helping goals based on 

resource capacity assessment. Second, resource mobilization 
encompasses selecting efficient resource deployment strategies and 
adapting them to specific situational resource demands. Third, 
resource maintenance focuses on sustaining helping behavior under 
pressure while implementing what Wu et  al. (2018) describe as 
“resource conservation strategies.” These processes explain why 
individuals with higher psychological resilience resources 
demonstrate more sustained prosocial engagement, particularly in 
situations requiring long-term resource commitment or facing 
significant resource barriers.

The resource conversion process also operates through 
sophisticated resource reappraisal mechanisms (Gross and John, 
2003), where resilient individuals transform potentially resource-
depleting helping situations into opportunities for resource growth 
and expansion. This transformation process, as documented by Li 
et  al. (2022), involves three distinct resource enhancement 
components: cognitive restructuring of resource challenges, emotional 
resource regulation during helping encounters, and resource recovery 
optimization after prosocial engagement. These components work 
together to create what COR theory terms “resource gain spirals,” 
reducing resource exhaustion and enhancing resource recovery from 
helping-related stress, thereby creating more sustainable patterns of 
prosocial resource deployment that can be  maintained over 
extended periods.

4.3 The resource regulation function: 
empathic capacity as resource multiplier 
and moderator

Within COR theory, empathic capacity functions as a 
sophisticated resource multiplier and regulatory mechanism, 
determining the efficiency of resource conversion between just-world 
beliefs and psychological resilience. Through moral identity theory 
(Aquino and Reed II., 2002), individuals with higher empathic 
capacity possess expanded resource portfolios that include advanced 
emotional recognition resources, sophisticated perspective-taking 
capabilities, and enhanced social sensitivity mechanisms. Hardy et al. 
(2014) demonstrate how these additional resources create multiple 
independent pathways for developing psychological resilience, 
reducing their reliance on just-world beliefs alone. High-EC 
individuals can simultaneously process others’ emotional states, 
maintain emotional boundaries, and regulate their helping responses – 
capabilities that Eisenberg et al. (2010) show contribute directly to 
psychological resilience independent of just-world beliefs.

The differential strength of the BJW-PR relationship across EC 
levels emerges from distinct patterns in resource acquisition and 
utilization efficiency. Zhang et  al. (2020) reveal that high-EC 
individuals demonstrate superior resource acquisition capabilities 
through three mechanisms: rapid emotional information processing, 
efficient emotional resource conservation, and accelerated resource 
recovery after helping episodes. These capabilities allow them to build 
psychological resilience through multiple complementary channels, 
including direct emotional processing, social connection, and 
meaning-making processes. Mohiyeddini and Montada (1998) show 
that these individuals can maintain psychological stability even when 
their just-world beliefs are challenged, as their emotional resources 
provide alternative support mechanisms.
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Conversely, individuals with lower empathic capacity demonstrate 
what Staub (2015) terms “resource-restricted resilience.” Without 
sophisticated emotional processing resources, they rely heavily on 
cognitive belief systems for psychological stability. This dependency 
manifests in three specific ways: slower recovery from emotional 
exhaustion during helping situations (Ito and Brotheridge, 2003), 
greater vulnerability to emotional contagion when witnessing others’ 
distress (Balconi and Canavesio, 2013), and reduced capacity for 
simultaneous helping demands (Ruci et al., 2018). These limitations 
make just-world beliefs critical for their psychological resilience, 
explaining the stronger mediation effect in this group.

The resource substitution patterns further illuminate the 
moderating effect. High-EC individuals can substitute emotional 
resources for belief-based resources when facing challenges to their 
just-world beliefs, maintaining psychological resilience through what 
Tajfel and Turner (1979) identify as flexible resource deployment. In 
contrast, low-EC individuals show limited resource substitution 
capabilities, leading to what Hoyt and Price (2015) term “resource 
rigidity” – an inability to compensate for belief system challenges 
through alternative resource channels. This rigidity makes the 
relationship between their just-world beliefs and psychological 
resilience more pronounced but potentially more vulnerable 
to disruption.

4.4 The integrated resource system: 
understanding resource network dynamics

Through COR theory, the moderated mediation effect represents 
a dynamic resource ecosystem where BJW, psychological resilience, 
and empathic capacity interact through sophisticated resource 
exchange networks. Hayes’ (2018) framework helps us understand 
how these resources combine to create what we  term “differential 
resource cascades”  – distinct patterns of prosocial resource 
deployment that vary systematically across individual resource 
portfolios and situational contexts. Lin et al. (2022) demonstrate how 
these resource cascades explain variations in prosocial consistency 
through multiple interactive processes operating simultaneously at 
cognitive, emotional, and behavioral resource levels.

For individuals with lower empathic capacity, the BJW-PR-PBT 
pathway represents what Eisenberg et  al. (2010) identify as a 
“concentrated resource channel.” This resource concentration 
manifests through intensified reliance on belief-based resource 
motivation, heightened resource vulnerability during belief system 
challenges, and variable resource deployment efficiency across 
contexts. These characteristics explain why these individuals 
demonstrate what COR theory terms “resource deployment 
fluctuation”  – their prosocial behavior shows greater variation 
across situations due to heavy dependence on single-channel 
resource pathways. The concentrated nature of their resource 
system makes them particularly susceptible to resource depletion 
when facing sustained helping demands or multiple 
simultaneous challenges.

In contrast, high-EC individuals demonstrate what Winterich 
et al. (2013) describe as “resource redundancy” – multiple parallel 
resource pathways that create stable foundations for prosocial 
behavior. This resource redundancy operates through parallel 
processing of resource deployment opportunities, simultaneous 

activation of multiple resource motivation channels, and flexible 
resource adaptation across helping contexts. These mechanisms 
explain the maintenance of consistent helping patterns through what 
COR theory identifies as “resource buffering” – the ability to sustain 
prosocial engagement through multiple resource reserves. High-EC 
individuals can maintain stable prosocial behavior even when specific 
resource channels are temporarily depleted or challenged.

The integrated resource system reveals a complex interplay 
between primary and secondary resource networks. BJW functions 
as a foundational resource base, providing the initial resources 
necessary for prosocial engagement. Psychological resilience serves 
as a sophisticated resource conversion mechanism, transforming 
these initial resources into sustainable behavioral patterns. Empathic 
capacity operates as both resource multiplier and regulator, 
determining the efficiency and flexibility of resource utilization 
across different contexts. This integrated perspective demonstrates 
how multiple resource pathways support prosocial behavior through 
complementary mechanisms, creating what we  term “resource 
stability gradients”  – varying levels of sustainable prosocial 
engagement based on individual resource portfolios and 
environmental demands.

4.5 Implications

Our moderated mediation model generates significant theoretical 
and practical implications for understanding and promoting prosocial 
behavior development. The model advances theoretical understanding 
by revealing the complex interplay between cognitive, emotional, and 
behavioral factors in shaping prosocial tendencies (Aquino et  al., 
2009). The finding that EC moderates the indirect effect of BJW on 
PBT through PR demonstrates that prosocial behavior emerges 
through differentiated pathways depending on individual 
characteristics (Decety and Jackson, 2004). This multi-pathway model 
challenges single-factor explanations of prosocial behavior and 
suggests a more nuanced understanding of how personal resources 
interact to produce helping behavior. The varying influence of BJW 
across different EC levels, being more pronounced in individuals with 
lower EC (Bègue, 2014; Lerner, 1980), highlights the compensatory 
nature of psychological resources in prosocial development. This 
advances our understanding of the psychological mechanisms driving 
prosocial behavior (Batson, 2011) by revealing how different resource 
configurations can lead to similar prosocial outcomes through distinct 
developmental trajectories.

The model illuminates the dynamic nature of prosocial resource 
development. When BJW operates through psychological resilience, 
it creates resource amplification cycles, where initial prosocial actions 
strengthen both belief systems and resilience capacity, leading to more 
sustained prosocial engagement. This cyclical process helps explain 
the stability of prosocial tendencies over time and across situations. 
The findings suggest that prosocial behavior emerges not merely from 
isolated psychological factors but from sophisticated interactions 
between beliefs, emotional capacities, and behavioral tendencies, 
creating self-reinforcing patterns of helping behavior.

Our findings advocate for differentiated approaches to fostering 
prosocial behavior (Decety and Cowell, 2014). For individuals with 
lower EC, interventions should focus on strengthening BJW and PR 
through cognitive-behavioral techniques that enhance personal 
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control and resilience (Furnham, 2003; Lerner, 1980). These 
techniques might include structured reflection exercises on successful 
helping experiences, progressive goal-setting in prosocial activities, 
and resilience-building through graduated helping challenges. 
Conversely, for those with higher EC, interventions should emphasize 
empathy and perspective-taking skills through active listening and 
role-playing exercises (Batson et  al., 2015), including advanced 
emotional regulation training and engagement with diverse 
helping contexts.

Organizations and educational institutions can implement these 
insights through comprehensive development programs that assess 
individual resource profiles and create tailored interventions. These 
programs should incorporate progressive challenges that match 
individual resource levels while monitoring intervention effectiveness. 
The model suggests developing age-appropriate prosocial development 
curricula that integrate belief-strengthening and empathy-building 
activities, creating sustainable pathways for prosocial development. 
This tailored approach promises more effective outcomes across 
different individual profiles (Penner et al., 2005; Eisenberg et al., 2010) 
by matching interventions to individual resource configurations and 
enabling long-term behavior change through resource optimization.

4.6 Limitations and future research

Several limitations warrant consideration in interpreting our 
findings. First, our reliance on self-report measures may introduce 
social desirability bias (Aquino et  al., 2009). Second, the cross-
sectional design limits causal inferences about the relationships 
between variables (Maxwell and Cole, 2007). Third, our sample of 
Chinese college students raises questions about generalizability to 
other populations (Henrich et al., 2010). Finally, while comprehensive, 
our model necessarily excludes some potential influences on prosocial 
behavior, such as personality traits and situational factors (Penner 
et al., 2005).

Future research should address these limitations through multiple 
approaches. Longitudinal studies are needed to track the development 
and interaction of these variables over time, providing stronger 
evidence for causal relationships (Ployhart and Vandenberg, 2010). 
The integration of neurophysiological measures could provide 
objective indicators of emotional and cognitive processes, 
complementing self-report data (Lieberman, 2007). Additionally, 
cross-cultural investigations would help determine whether the 
identified moderated mediation effects are universal or culturally 
specific (Markus and Kitayama, 2014). Research should also explore 
additional moderating factors, such as moral reasoning and cultural 
values (Funder, 2009), while intervention studies could test practical 
applications for enhancing prosocial behavior across different EC 
levels (Walton, 2014). These directions would not only address current 
limitations but also advance our understanding of prosocial behavior 
development and promotion across diverse contexts.

5 Conclusion

In conclusion, our study reveals how Belief in a Just World 
influences Prosocial Behavior Tendency through Psychological 

Resilience, with this relationship being moderated by Empathic 
Capacity. Our findings demonstrate that this indirect effect is stronger 
for individuals with lower EC and weaker for those with higher 
EC. These results advance our theoretical understanding of prosocial 
behavior by identifying distinct pathways through which beliefs and 
emotional capacities interact to shape prosocial tendencies. Practically, 
these findings suggest that interventions to promote prosocial 
behavior should be  tailored based on individual differences in 
empathic capacity, with different approaches needed for high versus 
low EC individuals. This research provides a foundation for developing 
more effective, personalized approaches to fostering prosocial 
behavior across diverse populations.
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