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Background: Despite the significance of psychological distress in reducing performance and quality
of life, few studies have investigated the role of positive variables such as empathy. Particularly in
Iran, limited evidence exists regarding the relationship between the dimensions of empathy and
emotion regulation strategies with psychological distress, indicating a research gap and highlighting
the necessity of the present study. Exploring this topic can enrich the domestic literature and inform
the design of preventive and promotive interventions in the field of mental health.

Aims: The present study aimed to predict psychological distress based on empathy dimensions and
the mediating role of cognitive reappraisal.

Methods: This study employed a correlational design using structural equation modeling. The
statistical population comprised all students of Shahed University, Tehran, enrolled in the 2019-2020
academic year. The sample included 270 students selected through cluster sampling. Data were
collected using the Interpersonal Reactivity Index (Davis, 1983), the Emotion Regulation
Questionnaire (Gross & John, 2003), and the Kessler Psychological Distress Scale (Kessler et al.,
2003). Relationships between variables were examined using Pearson correlation, and the proposed
model was tested via structural equation modeling. The maximum allowable alpha level for
hypothesis testing was set at 0.05 (p< 0.05). Data analysis was conducted using SPSS 23 and AMOS
26.

Results: Affective empathy had a significant negative direct effect on cognitive reappraisal
(p= 0.002), while cognitive empathy had a significant positive direct effect on this strategy
(p= 0.001). Affective empathy also showed a significant positive direct effect on psychological
distress (p= 0.001), whereas the direct effect of cognitive empathy on this variable was negative but
non-significant (p= 0.162). Cognitive reappraisal was significantly and negatively associated with
psychological distress (p= 0.032). Mediation analysis revealed that cognitive reappraisal significantly
mediated the relationships between affective empathy (p= 0.001) and cognitive empathy (p= 0.025)
with psychological distress.

Conclusion: The findings indicate that balancing affective and cognitive empathy, along with
employing adaptive emotion regulation strategies—particularly cognitive reappraisal—can
effectively reduce psychological distress and promote mental health among students. Therefore, it is
recommended that university-based interventions focus on teaching emotion regulation skills and
strengthening cognitive empathy to prevent mental health problems.
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Introduction

University students, particularly in Iran, face multiple
developmental and life challenges that threaten their
mental health, including heavy academic workloads,
employment and financial concerns, and identity and
social transitions (Kabiri et al., 2023; Ruiz & Lopez,
2024; Yousefi et al., 2024). Evidence indicates a high
prevalence of depression, anxiety, and stress in this
population, with more than one-third of Iranian
students experiencing at least one serious symptom of
psychological distress (Mahdavinoor et al., 2025;
Sabet et al., 2024). Psychological distress is a
multidimensional  construct that encompasses
symptoms such as anxiety, depression, reduced
motivation, and social difficulties, leading to
consequences including decreased academic
performance and an increased risk of developing
more severe mental disorders (Sonmez et al., 2023;
Singh et al., 2023).

One important construct in explaining psychological
distress is empathy, which is generally divided into
affective and cognitive dimensions (Huang et al.,
2025; Thompson et al., 2022). Affective empathy
refers to the emotional resonance and sharing of
others’ feelings, which can impose a high emotional
load and has been linked to elevated anxiety and
depression (Hua et al., 2021). In contrast, cognitive
empathy refers to the deliberate understanding and
interpretation of others’ perspectives and emotions,
offering a potential protective role against mental
health problems (Huang et al.,, 2020). Previous
studies have demonstrated that high levels of
affective empathy combined with low levels of
cognitive empathy are associated with increased
psychological distress (Hllsemann et al., 2025;
Khanjani et al., 2015; Zhang et al., 2021).

Alongside  empathy,  emotion  regulation—
particularly the strategy of cognitive reappraisal—is
a crucial factor in mitigating psychological distress
(Keskiner et al., 2024; Riepenhausen et al., 2022).
Cognitive reappraisal involves reinterpretation of an
event in a more adaptive way to reduce the intensity
of the emotional response, with empirical evidence
supporting its effectiveness in decreasing anxiety and
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depression (Yeh et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2022).
Research has shown that emotion regulation can
mediate the relationship between empathy and
psychological distress (Mu et al., 2025; Liu et al.,
2023). However, no comprehensive study has yet
simultaneously examined the differential roles of
affective and cognitive empathy and the mediating
role of cognitive reappraisal in relation to
psychological distress among Iranian university
students. The present study was conducted to address
this gap.

Method

This applied study employed a correlational design
utilizing structural equation modeling. The statistical
population included all students enrolled at Shahed
University, Tehran, during the 2019-2020 academic
year. Using cluster sampling, and accounting for an
estimated 10% attrition rate due to incomplete or
invalid responses, questionnaires were distributed to
270 students. Sample size determination followed the
recommendations of Stevens (1970) and Loehlin (as
cited in Cohen et al., 2013), suggesting a minimum of
15 cases per predictor variable and at least 200 cases
for models comprising two to four factors. Inclusion
criteria involved current enrollment at Shahed
University, informed consent to participate, and
sufficient cognitive and communicative ability to
complete the questionnaires, while exclusion criteria
included withdrawal at any stage or incomplete
questionnaires.

Data collection instruments comprised the
Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI) by Davis (1983),
which assesses empathy across four subscales
(Empathic Concern, Fantasy, Perspective Taking, and
Personal Distress); the Emotion Regulation
Questionnaire (ERQ) by Gross and John (2003),
which  measures two  strategies—cognitive
reappraisal and expressive suppression; and the
Kessler Psychological Distress Scale (K10) (Kessler
et al., 2003), which identifies levels of psychological
distress. The reliability and validity of these
instruments have been confirmed in both domestic
and international studies. Validated Persian versions
were administered to the sample, and after removing
invalid responses, the data were analyzed using
SPSS-23 and Amos-26. Pearson correlation and path
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analysis were employed to test the hypothesized
research model.

Results

The present study was conducted with the
participation of 270 students, including 139 males
(51.5%) and 131 females (48.5%). The majority of
participants were single (87.4%), with an age range
of 20 to 40 years and a mean age of 23.66 years. In
terms of academic level, 136 students were pursuing
a bachelor’s degree, 106 a master’s degree, and 28 a
doctoral degree. The study variables included
affective empathy and cognitive empathy as
independent variables, cognitive reappraisal as a
mediating variable, and psychological distress as the
dependent variable. Descriptive statistics revealed
that the mean score of affective empathy (43.48) was
higher than that of cognitive empathy (24.80), with
greater variability observed in affective empathy.
Cognitive reappraisal showed a wide range of
variation, indicating diverse use of this emotion
regulation strategy, while the overall level of
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psychological distress in the sample was moderate.
Univariate normality tests confirmed that skewness
and kurtosis indices for all variables fell within the
acceptable range.

Pearson correlation analysis indicated that affective
empathy had a significant positive relationship with
psychological distress (0.446), whereas cognitive
empathy showed a significant negative relationship
with psychological distress (-0.424), suggesting its
protective role. Cognitive reappraisal  was
significantly and negatively associated with
psychological distress (-0.277), positively correlated
with cognitive empathy (0.204), and negatively
correlated with affective empathy (-0.191). Model fit
indices demonstrated that all values were within
acceptable ranges, confirming the adequacy of the
conceptual model in explaining the data. The
coefficient of determination (R2=0.28) indicated that
affective empathy, cognitive empathy, and cognitive
reappraisal jointly accounted for 28% of the variance
in psychological distress, representing a moderate
explanatory power for the model.

Table 1. Results of Direct Effects in the Model

Standardized

Unstandardized

Type of Effect Coefficient Coefficient Standard Error  tValue p Value
Affective empathy — Cognitive reappraisal -0.226 -0.356 0.115 -3.10 0.002
Cognitive empathy — Cognitive reappraisal 0.304 1.280 0.381 3.64 0.001
Affective empathy — Psychological distress 0.461 0.674 0.110 6.13 0.001
Cognitive empathy — Psychological distress -0.072 -0.304 0.217 -1.39 0.162
Cognitive reappraisal — Psychological distress -0.156 -0.145 0.067 -2.14 0.032

The results presented in Table 1 indicate the direct
effects of the variables within the research model.
Findings reveal that affective empathy had a
significant negative direct effect on cognitive
reappraisal (p= 0.002), meaning that higher levels of
affective empathy were associated with lower use of
the cognitive reappraisal strategy. In contrast,
cognitive empathy had a significant positive direct
effect on cognitive reappraisal (p=0.001), suggesting
that individuals with higher levels of cognitive
empathy were more likely to use this emotion
regulation strategy. Furthermore, affective empathy
had a significant positive direct effect on
psychological distress (p= 0.001), indicating that
higher affective empathy is linked to increased
psychological distress. On the other hand, the direct
effect of cognitive empathy on psychological distress

was negative but not statistically significant
(p= 0.162), implying that this type of empathy does
not have a substantial direct impact on reducing
psychological distress. Finally, cognitive reappraisal
had a significant negative direct effect on
psychological distress (p= 0.032), suggesting that
greater use of this regulation strategy can help reduce
psychological distress.

As shown in Table 2, the mediating role of cognitive
reappraisal in the relationship between affective and
cognitive empathy with psychological distress was
confirmed (p< 0.05). Specifically, cognitive
reappraisal significantly mediated the relationship
between affective empathy and psychological distress
(p=0.001) as well as between cognitive empathy and
psychological distress (p= 0.025). Overall, the
findings indicate that the independent variables—
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affective empathy and cognitive empathy—affect
psychological distress both directly and indirectly
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through the mediating role of cognitive reappraisal.

Table2. Mediation Analysis of Cognitive Reappraisal using Bootstrapping

Mediation Path

Indirect Effect Standard Error

Lower Bound  Upper Bound p Value

Affective empathy — Cognitive reappraisal
— Psychological distress
Cognitive empathy — Cognitive reappraisal
— Psychological distress

-0.216

0.174

0.036 -0.106 -0.051 0.001

0.042 0.119 0.322 0.025

Conclusion

The present study aimed to examine the role of
empathy dimensions (affective and cognitive) in
predicting psychological distress, with a particular
focus on the mediating role of the emotion regulation
strategy cognitive reappraisal. Findings revealed a
significant positive relationship between affective
empathy and psychological distress, whereas
cognitive empathy exhibited a negative but non-
significant association with this outcome. This aligns
with the “costs of empathy” model (Huang et al.,
2025) and prior research (Hilzman et al., 2025; Hua
et al.,, 2021), suggesting that when the affective
component of empathy outweighs the cognitive
component, it may lead to chronic emotional arousal,
emotional exhaustion, and increased vulnerability to
anxiety and depression. In contrast, cognitive
empathy, which involves the analytical and conscious
understanding of others’ emotional states, helps
prevent excessive immersion in emotional strain and
facilitates psychological adaptation. Nevertheless, the
absence of a statistically significant direct effect in
this study may reflect the influence of cultural and
environmental moderators such as academic stress
and societal attitudes toward mental health.

Results further indicated that cognitive empathy was
positively and significantly associated with cognitive
reappraisal, whereas affective empathy demonstrated
a negative effect on this strategy. This finding is
consistent with research by Thompson et al. (2022)
and Mora-Pelegrin et al. (2021), which shows that
individuals with higher cognitive empathy possess
more capacity to reinterpret stressful events, alter
their emotional meaning, and thereby reduce negative
reactions. Conversely, heightened affective empathy,
due to intense emotional immersion, can diminish
cognitive processing capacity and increase the
likelihood of employing maladaptive regulatory
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strategies. The mediation analysis confirmed that
cognitive reappraisal partially accounts for the
relationship between empathy dimensions and
psychological distress. This outcome supports the
perspective of Riepenhausen et al. (2022) and Yeh et
al. (2020) that cognitive reappraisal is a key
mechanism of psychological resilience. The capacity
to reframe stressful situations not only mitigates the
arousal resulting from affective empathy but also
enhances the protective effects of cognitive empathy.
These findings can inform the development of
educational and intervention programs aimed at
reducing psychological distress among students.
However, limitations—including reliance on self-
report instruments, heterogeneity in academic levels
within the sample, and the correlational nature of the
design—should be acknowledged. Future research is
recommended to employ longitudinal and
experimental designs to clarify causal pathways.
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