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Abstract:

Objective: This study aimed to examine the structural model of empathy prediction based on social
status and horizontal-vertical individualism/collectivism with the mediating role of mentalization
among mental health therapists.

Methods and Materials: This basic research employed a descriptive—correlational design using
structural equation modeling. The statistical population included 991 therapists in Tehran, from
which 280 participants were selected via systematic random sampling. Data were collected using
the Basic Empathy Scale, Horizontal-Vertical Individualism/Collectivism Questionnaire,
Mentalization Questionnaire, and a researcher-made Social Status scale, and analyzed through

G858 diily, descriptive statistics and SEM techniques.
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Findings: Results indicated that social status (=0.47, p<0.001), individualism/collectivism

(B=0.45, p<0.001), and mentalization (f=0.36, p<0.001) had significant positive direct effects on
empathy. Social status (=0.52, p<0.001) and cultural orientations ($=0.58, p<0.001) significantly
predicted mentalization. Indirect effects via mentalization were also significant (B=0.114, p=0.008;

Revised: 02 April 2026 B=0.128, p=0.021). Model fit indices confirmed a good fit.
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Conclusion: The findings highlight that socio-cultural factors combined with mentalization
capacity significantly enhance therapists’ empathy, providing a foundation for designing
Final Publish: 22 December 2026 educational and professional interventions in mental health settings.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Empathy is widely recognized as one of the most
fundamental competencies in psychotherapy, serving as a
cornerstone for effective therapeutic alliance, emotional
attunement, and  successful  treatment  outcomes.
Contemporary research emphasizes that therapist empathy is
not merely a dispositional trait but a dynamic, context-
sensitive capacity shaped by social, cultural, and
psychological factors (Lachance et al., 2024; Nissen-Lie et
al., 2023). Empirical evidence has consistently demonstrated
that higher levels of therapist empathy are associated with
improved patient outcomes, greater engagement, and
enhanced therapeutic rapport, whereas diminished empathy
can undermine the therapeutic process and even contribute
to treatment failure (Diener et al., 2025; Moyers & Miller,
2013). Accordingly, understanding the antecedents and
mechanisms underlying empathy in therapists has become a
central concern in psychotherapy research.

Recent theoretical developments suggest that empathy
should be conceptualized within a broader socio-cultural
framework rather than as an isolated psychological
construct. Social status, for instance, has been identified as a
critical contextual factor influencing empathic processes, as
it shapes individuals’ access to resources, interpersonal
experiences, and social cognition (Hittner & Haase, 2021).
Individuals with higher social status may demonstrate
greater cognitive flexibility and emotional regulation,
thereby facilitating empathic engagement, although
hierarchical structures can also attenuate sensitivity toward
others under certain conditions (Redding & Cobb, 2023).
Parallel to this, cultural orientations such as individualism
and collectivism—particularly in their horizontal and
vertical dimensions—play a pivotal role in structuring
interpersonal behavior and emotional responsiveness.
Horizontal collectivism, characterized by equality and
mutual interdependence, tends to foster empathic concern,

whereas vertical individualism, emphasizing competition

and hierarchy, may constrain empathic responsiveness
(Cheng, 2025; Shammout et al., 2022).

In addition to socio-cultural variables, cognitive—
affective mechanisms are essential in explaining how
empathy develops and operates. Among these,
mentalization—the capacity to understand and interpret
one’s own and others’ mental states—has been identified as
a foundational process underlying empathic functioning
(Sendergaard et al., 2023). Mentalization enables therapists
to accurately infer clients’ emotions, intentions, and beliefs,
thereby enhancing therapeutic responsiveness and relational
depth. Studies have shown that therapists with higher
mentalization abilities are more effective in forming strong
therapeutic alliances and navigating complex interpersonal
dynamics (Nissen-Lie et al., 2023; Steindl et al., 2023).
Furthermore, emerging research highlights the importance
of integrating cultural awareness and relational sensitivity
into therapeutic practice, suggesting that empathy is
inherently embedded in broader systems of meaning, power,
and identity (Dominguez et al., 2025; Levitt & Whelton,
2024).

Despite these advances, there remains a significant gap in
the literature regarding the integrative examination of social
status, cultural orientations, and mentalization within a
unified structural framework. In particular, the mediating
role of mentalization in linking socio-cultural variables to
empathy has received limited empirical attention.
Addressing this gap is crucial for developing comprehensive
models that capture the complexity of empathic processes in
psychotherapy. Therefore, the present study aims to propose
and test a structural model in which empathy is predicted by
social status and horizontal—vertical
individualism/collectivism, with mentalization serving as a
mediating mechanism.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a fundamental research
design using a descriptive—correlational approach based on
structural equation modeling. The statistical population

consisted of all mental health therapists affiliated with the
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Psychological Association in Tehran, totaling 991
individuals. From this population, a sample of 280
participants was selected using systematic random sampling.
The sampling procedure involved selecting every fifth
individual from an ordered list to ensure adequate
representation of the population.

Data were collected using four standardized instruments:
the Basic Empathy Scale, which measures cognitive and
affective dimensions of empathy; the Horizontal-Vertical
Individualism/Collectivism Questionnaire, which assesses
cultural  orientations across four dimensions; the
Mentalization Questionnaire, which evaluates reflective
functioning and the ability to interpret mental states; and a
researcher-developed Social Status Questionnaire designed
to measure perceived social standing across multiple
dimensions. All instruments employed Likert-type response
formats and demonstrated acceptable levels of reliability and
validity.

Participants completed the questionnaires either online
via email or through secure digital platforms. Ethical
considerations were strictly observed, including informed
consent, voluntary participation, confidentiality of
responses, and secure data storage. Data analysis was
conducted at both descriptive and inferential levels.
Descriptive statistics included means, standard deviations,
skewness, and kurtosis indices. Inferential analysis was
performed using structural equation modeling to test the
hypothesized relationships among variables, including direct
and indirect effects.

Findings

The results indicated that the proposed structural model
demonstrated a satisfactory fit to the data, as evidenced by
acceptable fit indices. Descriptive analyses confirmed that
all variables were normally distributed, allowing for the use
of parametric statistical techniques.

Path analysis revealed that social status had a significant
positive direct effect on empathy. Similarly, horizontal—
vertical individualism/collectivism exerted a significant

positive direct effect on empathy. Mentalization also showed

a significant positive direct effect on empathy, indicating
that higher levels of mentalization were associated with
greater empathic capacity among therapists.

Furthermore, social status and cultural orientations both
had significant positive direct effects on mentalization.
These findings suggest that therapists with higher perceived
social status and more adaptive cultural orientations are
more likely to possess stronger mentalization abilities.

The mediation analysis, conducted using bootstrap
procedures, demonstrated that mentalization played a
significant mediating role in the relationships between social
status and empathy, as well as between cultural orientations
and empathy. The indirect effects were statistically
significant, indicating that the influence of social and
cultural variables on empathy is partially transmitted
through mentalization processes.

Overall, the findings support the hypothesized model,
highlighting the interconnected roles of social status, cultural
orientation, and mentalization in shaping empathy among
mental health therapists.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study provide compelling evidence
for a multidimensional understanding of empathy in
psychotherapy, emphasizing the interplay between socio-
structural, cultural, and cognitive—affective factors. The
significant direct effect of social status on empathy suggests
that therapists’ perceived position within social hierarchies
influences their capacity for emotional attunement and
interpersonal sensitivity. This relationship may be explained
by the role of social status in shaping self-efficacy, access to
psychosocial resources, and exposure to diverse
interpersonal experiences, all of which contribute to
enhanced empathic functioning.
effects of  horizontal-vertical

further

The  observed
individualism/collectivism underscore  the
importance of cultural context in empathy development.
Cultural orientations that emphasize equality, mutual
respect, and relational interdependence appear to facilitate

empathic engagement, whereas orientations rooted in
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hierarchy and competition may inhibit it. These findings
highlight the necessity of incorporating cultural competence
into therapist training and practice, as cultural values
fundamentally shape the ways in which therapists perceive
and respond to clients’ experiences.

The central role of mentalization as both a direct predictor
and a mediator of empathy represents a key contribution of
this study. Mentalization serves as a cognitive—affective
bridge that translates socio-cultural influences into empathic
responses. By enhancing therapists’ ability to interpret
mental states, mentalization fosters deeper understanding
and more attuned interactions with clients. The mediating
effects identified in this study suggest that interventions
aimed at strengthening mentalization may have downstream
benefits for empathy, particularly in contexts where social or
cultural factors may otherwise constrain empathic capacity.

These findings have important implications for clinical
training and professional development. Specifically, they
suggest that fostering empathy in therapists requires a

holistic approach that addresses not only individual skills but
also broader socio-cultural and cognitive dimensions.
Training programs should incorporate components that
enhance mentalization, promote cultural awareness, and
address issues related to social identity and power dynamics.
Additionally, organizational environments that support
reflective practice and emotional processing may further
contribute to the development of empathic competencies.

In conclusion, this study advances the understanding of
empathy in psychotherapy by proposing and empirically
validating a comprehensive structural model that integrates
social status, cultural orientation, and mentalization. The
results highlight the complex and interdependent nature of
empathic processes and underscore the importance of
adopting integrative frameworks in both research and
practice. By recognizing the multifaceted determinants of
empathy, mental health professionals can better design
interventions and training programs that enhance therapeutic

effectiveness and ultimately improve client outcomes.
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