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social status (OSS) and subjective social status (SSS) have 
an important influence on individuals’ cognition and behav-
ior (Guinote et al., 2015) and help shape the interactions of 
everyday social life (Van Doesum et al., 2017). Currently, 
the theme of the relation between social status and prosocial 
behavior, including altruistic sharing, has attracted consid-
erable attention from both academia and the general public 
(Korndörfer et al., 2015).

As an important subset of prosocial behavior, sharing 
resources with others represents individuals’ willingness to 
sacrifice personal gain out of concern for others (Ongley & 
Malti, 2014); it is altruistic when sharing has no external 
benefit and may even entail a cost to oneself (i.e., performed 
without the expectation of an external reward, Fehr et al., 
2008; Ongley & Malti, 2014). The dictator game (DG) is 

Introduction

Social status, including the objective discrepancy in vari-
ous material resources (mainly referring to income, educa-
tion, and occupation) and the subjective sense of asymmetry 
caused by it, has been known as a profound and ubiquitous 
dimension of social life (Kraus et al., 2012). Objective 
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Abstract
Based on social cognitive theory of social class and the empathy-altruism hypothesis, social status has a negative effect 
on altruistic sharing and empathy may be one of the underlying social cognition mechanisms. The current study com-
prehensively examined the relationship between social status, including both objective (i.e., income and education) and 
subjective (i.e., subjective wealth, power, and prestige status) aspects, and altruistic sharing, as well as the mediating 
role of empathy (i.e., cognitive empathy, positive empathy, and negative empathy) in China. The participants were 1,712 
Chinese adults (63% females; age 30–58; Mage = 38.54 years, SD = 4.16). They were asked to complete an online survey 
that included objective and subjective measurements of social status, self-reported empathy, and a dictator game. The 
results showed that: (1) Objective social status was negatively correlated with altruistic sharing, whereas subjective social 
status was positively associated with altruistic sharing. Particularly, the objective social status factor of education and 
subjective power status seem to play dominant roles. (2) Cognitive and negative empathy played underlying mediation 
mechanisms between social status and sharing. Specifically, a higher income was related to higher cognitive empathy, 
which was positively associated with altruistic sharing. Conversely, education was negatively associated with negative 
empathy, which was positively related to altruistic sharing. The three components of subjective social status were linked 
to altruistic sharing through negative empathy, while subjective prestige status was positively linked to negative empathy, 
and subjective power and wealth status were negatively associated with negative empathy. Overall, these findings implied 
that the relation between social status and altruistic sharing is complex, involving the specific measurement indicators of 
social status. Cognitive and negative empathy are the underlying mediation mechanisms. These findings partly support 
social cognitive theory of social class and provide empirical evidence from China.
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a simple economic paradigm that has been widely used to 
evaluate altruistic sharing because of its simplicity and uni-
form procedure (Forsythe et al., 1994). In a typical DG, the 
proposer (or the ‘dictator’) is given an amount of money 
and dictates how much the anonymous recipient will gain, 
and the recipient does not have the option of rejecting the 
monetary distribution (Forsythe et al., 1994; Klimecki et 
al., 2016). Since DG is a one-shot decision situation and 
the recipient is anonymous, the only motivation the dictator 
chose to share is altruism rather than the expectation of a 
materialistic reward (Kogut, 2012). Therefore, the amount 
that dictators offer represents a measure of altruistic sharing 
(Edele et al., 2013).

Intuitively, it has often been assumed that people with 
abundant resources prefer to share their resources with oth-
ers more than those with fewer resources (Motsenok et al., 
2021). However, in the recent psychology research field, 
researchers have found both OSS and SSS were negatively 
associated with sharing behavior (e.g., Guinote et al., 2015; 
James & Sharpe, 2007; Motsenok et al., 2021; Piff et al., 
2010) and proposed a classical theory, social cognitive the-
ory of social class, to explain the negative association (Kogut 
2012). But several studies have questioned this theory and 
demonstrated some nonnegative patterns (e.g., Korndörfer 
et al., 2015; von Hermanni et al., 2019), illustrating that the 
association between social status and altruistic sharing is 
complex and needs further exploration and validation, espe-
cially in countries undergoing rapid economic development 
and traditionally viewed as interdependent, such as China 
(Kraus et al., 2012).

In addition, social cognitive theory of social class (Kraus 
et al., 2012) suggests that the level of social status elicits 
reliable social cognition, such as empathy, guiding percep-
tions and understanding of the actions and intentions of 
others and the social environment. Meanwhile, the empa-
thy-altruism hypothesis (Batson et al., 2015) claims that 
empathy produces altruistic motivation and is one predic-
tor of prosocial behavior (Morelli et al., 2014). Therefore, it 
is reasonable to speculate that empathy may have a role in 
the linkage mechanism between social status and altruistic 
sharing. However, few studies have considered the role of 
different aspects of empathy.

Given the above, the present study examines whether 
social cognitive theory of social class holds in a Chinese 
sample and explores whether and how different types of 
empathy bridge the linkage between social status and altru-
istic sharing. By addressing these issues, the study will 
help articulate the basic psychological association between 
objective material discrepancy, subjective perception of 
social rank and individuals’ perception and interaction with 
others, as well as further help promote altruistic sharing 
behavior.

Social status and altruistic sharing

Social status is a multifaceted construct (e.g., Highlander 
& Jones, 2021; Piff et al., 2010; Savage et al., 2013) that 
represents both the objective material substance of social 
life (i.e., income, education, occupation) and an individual’s 
subjective conception of the social status rank of others in 
society (Adler et al., 1994). These facets of social status 
have offered a different perspective on how social status 
associates with the lives and identities of individuals, as 
well as life outcomes (Piff et al., 2010; Tan et al., 2020).

Recent research has demonstrated that altruistic sharing 
differences across different social statuses emerge early in 
human development (4–5 y of age). These studies showed 
that children from lower social status families tend to share 
more stickers than their counterparts from upper social sta-
tus families (Guinote et al., 2015; Miller et al., 2015). In 
addition, the same finding was also observed in adults. Piff 
and his colleagues (2010) found that individuals with lower 
social status might be more likely to prioritize the interests 
of others over their own to adapt to the adverse environment 
and show much more prosocial behavior than their upper 
social status counterparts. Moreover, in addition to long-
term “real” poverty, even a temporary perception of social 
rank can alter one’s prosociality (Piff et al., 2010; Piff & 
Robinson, 2017). For example, in a recent study, Motsenok 
and Ritov (2021) found that, when social status was momen-
tarily activated, participants of lower perceived social posi-
tion were significantly more willing to donate money than 
those of relatively high perceived social status.

Except for empirical studies, researchers offer unique 
theoretical perspectives on the inner psychological mecha-
nism to illustrate the linkage between different social sta-
tuses and individuals’ prosocial behavior. One of the most 
dominant conceptual frameworks is the social cognitive 
theory of social class proposed by Kraus et al. (2012). The 
core view of this theory is that different social statuses elicit 
different social cognitive patterns in individuals. Specifi-
cally, individuals with low social status are characterized 
by contextualist social-cognitive tendencies, which are an 
external orientation to the environment and are motivated 
by “managing external constraints, outside threats, and 
other individuals”, while individuals from high social status 
are characterized by solipsistic social-cognitive tendencies, 
which are an individualistic orientation to the environment 
and motivated by “internal states, goals, and emotions”. 
Thus, fewer resources are available for low social status 
individuals, which directly influences stability in their daily 
life and work and finally leads low social status individu-
als to be more external-oriented and more other-focused, as 
well as to act much more prosocially to adapt to the environ-
ment (Piff & Robinson, 2017).

1 3

27402



Current Psychology (2023) 42:27401–27414

Although previous studies offer convincing evidence and 
theoretical support for the negative relationship between 
social status and sharing, several studies have questioned 
the validity of the negative relation according to social cog-
nitive theory of social class (Korndörfer et al., 2015; Liu & 
Hao, 2017; Stamos et al., 2020; Van Doesum et al., 2017; von 
Hermanni et al., 2019). For example, Stamos et al. (2020) 
planned two direct replications of the studies of Piff et al. 
(2010) but did not find a substantial link between social sta-
tus and sharing. Korndörfer and his colleagues (2015) found 
positive effects of social status on sharing based on several 
large and representative international samples: Higher OSS 
and SSS individuals were more likely to make charitable 
donations. Given this information, there is a need to test the 
validity of social cognitive theory of social class.

Objective and subjective assessments of social 
status

Social status is broadly measured by two metrics: the objec-
tive levels of material resources (OSS, or objective socio-
economic status SES) and individuals’ perceptions of social 
standing compared with others in society (SSS). OSS is typ-
ically assessed in three indices: individual financial wealth, 
education, and occupational prestige. Among them, income 
and education were two commonly used indicators of OSS 
in prior studies (e.g., Kraus et al., 2009; Van Doesum et al., 
2017). On the other hand, SSS defines social status based 
on individuals’ perception of their position within a society, 
which is commonly measured by the single-item MacAr-
thur Scale of Subjective Social Status (Adler et al., 1994). 
Although social status is measured through OSS and SSS, 
only a weak or moderate correlation (range from 0.30 to 
0.60) is expressed in these two indicators (Tan et al., 2020). 
This finding implied that these two social status assessment 
indicators are relatively independent and that individuals 
with more material resources may not necessarily perceive 
that they occupy higher social status ranks relative to oth-
ers in society (Kraus et al., 2012). Therefore, these different 
measures of social status may be linked to related outcomes 
by different patterns (Korndörfer et al., 2015). As the report 
of APA’s task force on SES indicated (American Psycho-
logical Association, 2007), “it is generally more informative 
to assess the different dimensions of SES and understand 
how each contributes to an outcome under study rather than 
merge the measures (Page 11).”

Although most related studies found that OSS and SSS 
converge in their influence on prosociality, some studies have 
suggested inconsistent results. For example, in one study 
(see Van Doesum et al., 2017, Study 2), the relation between 
reports of income and prosociality was not significant, while 
the social status ladder was positively significantly related 

to volunteering. Hence, to provide empirical evidence to 
resolve this debate, we follow previous researchers’ strat-
egies of employing social status by multiple indicators, 
including both OSS (e.g., income and education) and SSS 
(e.g., wealth, power, and prestige). These multiple and dif-
ferent measures of social status help examine how differ-
ent facets of social status link to altruistic sharing in unique 
ways and distinguish the findings above.

Importantly, like OSS, SSS can also be seen as a com-
posite index, which is not simply explained by the economic 
rank-related process but also reflects power and prestige. 
However, the SSS is sometimes referred to as subjective 
SES, which measures an individual’s SSS using socioeco-
nomic indicators such as income (Highlander & Jones, 
2021). According to Kraus et al. (2012), SSS characteristics 
are rank-related, which are not simply explained by subjec-
tive SES. There are another two rank-related processes—
social power and social prestige. Social power refers to 
one’s relative control over resources and ability to admin-
ister punishments (Fiske, 2010; Keltner et al., 2003; Magee 
& Galinsky, 2008). Social prestige is defined as the respect 
and admiration one enjoys in the eyes of members of social 
groups (Anderson et al., 2012; Maner, 2017) argued that 
SSS could not be simplified to one dimension. Research-
ers collected a national online sample of adults and exam-
ined their OSS (income and education), subjective SES, and 
sense of power and prestige. The results showed that these 
important indicators were relatively independent, which 
implied that the study results of the relation between social 
status and prosocial behavior would be limited if only one 
or part of the components of SSS were taken into consider-
ation. However, few previous studies have considered the 
three indicators of SSS simultaneously, and only a few stud-
ies have examined whether the position of power or prestige 
an individual occupies in the social hierarchy influences 
sharing. For example, Guinote et al. (2015) found that when 
individuals’ perception of social status—defined as the pres-
tige, reputation, and esteem that individuals hold in the eye 
of others—was temporarily manipulated, individuals who 
experienced low status showed more prosocial behavior. 
Therefore, despite the acknowledged importance of social 
power and prestige for sharing, whether they are associated 
with altruistic sharing independently or differently remains 
largely unknown. Here, we adapted the MacArthur Scale 
of Subjective Social Status and adopted a more holistic 
approach to understanding the respective role of the three 
SSS indicators on sharing.

Taken together, guided by the relevant evidence and the-
ory above, the present study’s overarching aim is to exam-
ine the relation between social status, both OSS and SSS, 
and altruistic sharing as well as validate the social cognitive 
theory of social class in China.
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empathy encompasses cognitive empathy and affective 
empathy (Blair, 2005; Smith, 2006). Cognitive empathy is 
defined as one’s tendency to understand another person’s 
mental state (Blair, 2005; Smith, 2006). Affective empathy 
indicates an individual’s emotional response to others’ emo-
tions (Deutsch & Madle, 1975), which incorporates affec-
tive empathy for positive emotions (i.e., positive empathy) 
and negative emotions (i.e., negative empathy) (Morelli et 
al., 2015; Yue et al., 2016). Previous studies have focused 
on the association with negative emotions but have ignored 
positive emotions (Andreychik & Lewis, 2017). However, 
Andreychik and Migliaccio (2015) examined the potential 
separability of positive and negative empathy and demon-
strated that each has different influences on prosocial behav-
ior. Other studies showed that affective empathy, rather than 
cognitive empathy, significantly predicts people’s altruistic 
sharing behavior (Artinger et al., 2014; Edele et al., 2013; 
Gummerum & Hanoch, 2012), while in a Chinese cultural 
context, cognitive rather than affective empathy works in 
predicting adults’ altruistic sharing (Li et al., 2019). There-
fore, what is not known is whether cognitive empathy 
instead of affective empathy bridge the linkage between 
social status and altruistic sharing in China, and whether 
positive and negative empathy bridge the relation between 
social status and altruistic sharing differently.

Collectively, another goal in this study is to examine the 
mediating role of different empathy compositions in the 
relation between social status and altruistic sharing; spe-
cifically, we took positive, negative, and cognitive empathy 
into consideration simultaneously and compared the differ-
ent mediators.

Current study

In summary, we adopt a more holistic approach to investi-
gate the relation of social status with sharing and the role of 
different components of empathy in the connection based 
on social cognitive theory of social class and the empathy-
altruism hypothesis (see Fig.  1 for a conceptual model). 
Here, we sought to extend previous research by testing the 
model in China.

China has a unique social environment and cultural 
background. On the one hand, it is generally agreed that 
Chinese culture is characterized by collectivism and influ-
enced deeply by Confucian culture (Zhang & Han, 2021). 
This Chinese value system highlights the maintenance of 
group wellbeing and interdependent social relationships 
and networks (Chen & Lei, 2012; Zhao et al., 2019). Differ-
ent from the Western value system, individual behavior is 
closely linked to social responsibility for the group and rela-
tive status within the social hierarchy in the Chinese value 
system (Chen & Lei, 2012). For example, within Chinese 

Empathy as an underlying pathway

Empathy is defined as the ability to understand others’ per-
spectives and experience affective reactions to others’ emo-
tional states (Eisenberg et al., 2002); this ability is one of 
the fundamental aspects of social competence and a major 
motivating force driving prosocial behavior (e.g., Batson et 
al., 1981; Batson et al., 1997). To our knowledge, whether 
empathy can mediate the relation between SES and sharing 
remains unknown because no study has as yet addressed this 
issue. Nevertheless, some theories and studies have inde-
pendently examined the relation between social status and 
empathy, as well as the association between empathy and 
altruistic sharing.

Guided by the social cognitive theory of social class 
framework (Kraus et al., 2012; Piff et al., 2010), people with 
lower social status suffer from fewer resources and lower 
social rank, which results in contextualist tendencies that 
focus more on the external environment and other individu-
als, leading to greater empathy. In contrast, individuals with 
higher social status have abundant resources and greater 
social rank, giving rise to solipsistic tendencies, which are 
more individualistic, focusing on their internal states, goals, 
and emotions. Thus, social cognitive theory of social class 
hypothesizes that individuals of higher social status may be 
less empathetic. In one study, individuals with low social 
status could better identify the emotional states of others 
than those with high social status (Piff et al., 2010). How-
ever, some other researchers hold the view that people of 
higher social status tend to process information in a more 
integral way, which is beneficial for them to accurately 
understand others’ feelings; furthermore, more powerful 
people usually experience more positive emotions, which 
makes them more likely to understand others’ perspectives 
and share their feelings (Mast et al., 2020).

According to the empathy-altruism hypothesis (Batson 
et al., 2015), empathy helps elicit altruistic motivation with 
the purpose of contributing to the welfare of others. Numer-
ous studies have established a link between altruism and 
empathy (see review Eisenberg et al., 2010). For example, 
Klimecki et al. (2016) found that an increase in experienced 
empathy predicted an increase in altruistic sharing. Edele et 
al. (2013) also showed a positive relation between empathic 
traits and altruistic sharing. Other studies have also found a 
significant association between empathy and sharing behav-
ior (Farrelly et al., 2015; Gummerum & Hanoch, 2012), 
which confirms the empathy-altruism hypothesis (Batson et 
al., 2015). Taken together, the related theories and empirical 
evidence support a basis for empathy serving a mediating 
role between social status and altruistic sharing.

However, there are still some debates about the above 
findings. In prior studies, psychologists proposed that 
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empathy plays a more important role in the mediation effect 
between social status and sharing.

Materials and methods

Participants

Convenience sampling was used to recruit participants. A 
total of 2,200 Chinese adults from two provinces (Beijing 
and Shandong) were initially recruited, and 1,712 of them 
(63% females; age 30–58; Mage = 38.54 years, SD = 4.16) 
completed the survey. The rest of the participants were 
excluded from the data analysis because they did not com-
plete the question as requested (the sum of the amount they 
kept and transferred to an anonymous recipient was not 
equal to the amount they were given in the DG game, or 
they selected the same choice in all questions of the empa-
thy test).

Procedure

All participants completed the questionnaire through the 
survey link posted on web survey platforms. The informed 
consent form was shown on the front page of the online 

Confucian culture, a balanced society requires individuals 
of a high rank within the social hierarchy (i.e., power) to 
restrain their own desires and attend to the needs and wel-
fare of others (Zhong et al., 2006). However, on the other 
hand, China’s economy has sustained high-speed and aston-
ishing growth through the implementation of the reform and 
opening policy and the victory in the fight against poverty. 
According to Kraus et al. (2012) this economic advance-
ment in an interdependent culture may lead to an increase in 
solipsistic social cognitive pattern, which goes against the 
traditional value system. Therefore, based on social cogni-
tive theory of social class, we hypothesize that OSS and SSS 
are negatively associated with sharing behavior.

In addition, according to social cognitive theory of social 
class and the empathy-altruism hypothesis, there is evidence 
that social status is associated with empathy (Mast et al., 
2020; Piff et al., 2010) and that empathy is closely related 
to altruistic sharing (Edele et al., 2013; Farrelly et al., 2015; 
Gummerum & Hanoch, 2012; Klimecki et al., 2016). Thus, 
we proposed that empathy mediates the link between social 
status and sharing behavior. At the same time, consider-
ing the different patterns of relation between empathy and 
altruism in different cultures, cognitive empathy rather 
than affective empathy was a predictor of altruistic sharing 
in China (Li et al., 2019). We hypothesize that cognitive 

Fig. 1  Conceptual model
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three dimensions of empathy. Therefore, this study adapted 
the measurement of empathy from two authoritative tools: 
the Chinese version of the Questionnaire of Cognitive and 
Affective Empathy (QCAE, Liang et al., 2019; Reniers et 
al., 2009) and the Chinese version of the Positive Empa-
thy Scale (PES, Morelli et al., 2015; Yue et al., 2016). 
Both scales have excellent reliability and validity values 
in the Chinese population (e.g., Liang et al., 2019; Yue et 
al., 2016). By adaptation, this study developed an empathy 
scale consisting of three dimensions: (a) cognitive empathy 
(11 items, e.g., Before I do something, I try to consider how 
my friends will react to it; α = 0.91); (b) positive empathy 
(7 items, e.g., I typically feel happy when others around me 
are smiling; α = 0.91); and (c) negative empathy (5 items, 
e.g., I get very upset when I see someone cry; α = 0.80). 
Each item is rated on a 4-point scale (ranging from 1 = very 
much unlike me to 4 = very much like me). Higher scores 
indicate higher levels of empathy. The result of confirma-
tory factor analysis (CFA) showed good structural validity: 
χ²(227) = 2398.092, CFI = 0.89, RMSEA = 0.06.

Altruistic Sharing

A single-trail anonymous DG was used to evaluate the par-
ticipants’ altruistic sharing (Forsythe et al., 1994; Kuang et 
al., 2021), which read as follows:

Imagine that you have ¥100. Now you have the right to 
decide how much you want to keep for yourself and how 
much (if any) you want to transfer to another anonymous 
stranger: you will keep ¥_____; you will share ¥______ to 
the stranger.

The amount participants choose to give to an anonymous 
stranger (ranging from 0 to 100) represents their willingness 
to share.

Data analyses

We first examined normality and outliers before data analy-
ses. All variables met the normality standard (skewness < 2, 
kurtosis < 7; West et al., 1995). No outliers were identi-
fied. Correlation analysis and the variance inflation factor 
(VIF) were used to avoid problems with multicollinearity. 
We used SPSS 23.0 to perform the preliminary analyses. 
The following path analysis models were performed using 
Mplus 7.4 to examine the relations between social status, 
empathy and altruistic sharing. In addition, the mediating 
role of empathy in the relation between social status and 
altruistic sharing was tested using the bootstrapping confi-
dence interval (CI) method with 1,000 bootstrap samples. 
Finally, the False Discovery Rate method (FDR; Benjamini 
& Hochberg, 1995) was applied to reduce Type I error as a 
result of multiple testing in the path analysis process.

questionnaire, in which participants were told they were 
taking part in the project voluntarily, and they were allowed 
to refuse to complete the survey or to submit it at any time. 
The participants could complete and submit the question-
naire in their free time within one week. The recruitment 
and data collection procedures in this study were approved 
by Beijing Normal University’s institutional review board.

Measures

OSS

OSS was measured based on the two most commonly used 
indicators, education and total income in the previous year 
(Kraus et al., 2009). Education refers to the highest level 
of educational attainment, which was categorized into eight 
groups (1 = lower than elementary school, 2 = elementary 
school, 3= middle school, 4 = high school, 5 = junior col-
lege, 6 = bachelor’s degree, 7 = master’s degree, 8 = doctor’s 
degree and above). Income was assessed by an open-ended 
question that asked participants to indicate their family’s 
total income (in ten thousand Chinese yuan) in the past 
year. Income was log-transformed because it was severely 
positively skewed, and then education and log-transformed 
income were standardized for subsequent data analysis (Li 
et al., 2020).

SSS

The tool for measuring subjective SES was adapted from the 
MacArthur Scale of Subjective Social Status (Adler et al., 
1994). Specifically, the single expression of “social status” 
in the original measurement was split into three different 
components of social status: wealth, power, and prestige. 
The scale consists of three 10-rung ladders represent-
ing subjective wealth/power/prestige status. Participants 
were presented with these ladders and given the following 
explanation:

The ladder indicates the level of wealth/power/prestige 
an individual has in Chinese society. The bottom of the 
ladder represents the least wealthy/powerful/prestigious 
people. The top of the ladder represents people who are the 
wealthiest/most powerful/most prestigious.

Then, participants were asked to indicate their position 
on the ladder (1 = the lowest, 10 = the highest). These three 
scores were standardized separately and used as indepen-
dent continuous variables in the data analysis.

Empathy

Although empathy was regarded as a multidimensional con-
struct, no tool was created to comprehensively measure the 
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significantly negatively correlated with negative empathy (r 
= -0.15 ~ -0.10, ps < 0.001), except for subjective prestige 
status (r = 0.03, p > 0.05). In addition, there were no obvious 
relation between social status and positive empathy.

The association between social status and altruistic 
sharing

We constructed two path analysis models to test the relation 
between social status, empathy and altruistic sharing (see 
Table 2). All five categories of social status were simultane-
ously entered into Model 1 to examine the direct association 
between social status and altruistic sharing. Then in Model 
2, we included all constructs of social status and empathy at 
once to examine the direct linkage of social status and empa-
thy with sharing behavior. All the models were controlled 
for gender, age, and region. For social status, the results of 

Results

Preliminary analyses

Table  1 shows descriptive statistics and bivariate correla-
tions between the main variable measures in this study. 
All correlation coefficients were below 0.70, indicating an 
acceptable level of multicollinearity (Dormann et al., 2013). 
The results showed that altruistic sharing was negatively 
correlated with participants’ education (r = -0.15, p < 0.001) 
and income (r = -0.10, p < 0.001). Additionally, subjective 
wealth (r = 0.05, p < 0.05), power (r = 0.10, p < 0.001), and 
prestige (r = 0.10, p < 0.001) status and three dimensions 
of empathy (r = 0.08 ~ 0.13, ps < 0.001) were positively 
correlated with altruistic sharing. For empathy, five social 
status factors were significantly positively (r = 0.12 ~ 0.14, 
ps < 0.001) correlated with cognitive empathy but were 

Table 1  Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations of the main variables (N = 1,712)
Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
OSS
1. OSS (education) 5.07 1.24
2. OSS (income) 21.77 22.25 0.58***

SSS
3. SSS (wealth) 4.75 1.64 0.19*** 0.34***

4. SSS (power) 3.68 2.01 0.04 0.16*** 0.59***

5. SSS (prestige) 4.52 2.11 − 0.03 0.00 0.49*** 0.63***

Empathy
6. Cognitive empathy 2.99 0.48 0.12*** 0.14*** 0.14*** 0.13*** 0.13***

7. Positive empathy 3.44 0.50 0.03 0.01 0.02 0.01 0.05* 0.41***

8. Negative empathy 2.86 0.52 − 0.15*** − 0.12*** − 0.12*** − 0.10*** 0.03 0.26*** 0.34***

Altruistic sharing
9. Altruistic sharing 18.95 18.56 − 0.15*** − 0.10*** 0.05* 0.10*** 0.10*** 0.09*** 0.08*** 0.13***

Note. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001

Table 2  Association between OSS, SSS, empathy, and altruistic sharing
Model 1 Model 2
β b SE FDR-corrected p value β b SE FDR-corrected p value

Covariates
Gender (1 = male) -0.005 -0.209 0.922 0.821 0.003 0.109 0.934 0.947
Age 0.008 0.035 0.115 0.821 0.011 0.048 0.113 0.819
Region (1 = Beijing) 0.054 2.068 1.355 0.339 0.039 1.471 1.347 0.504
OSS
OSS (education) -0.119 -2.213 0.566 < 0.001 -0.123 -2.283 0.563 < 0.001
OSS (income) -0.020 -0.378 0.627 0.765 -0.031 -0.579 0.623 0.553
SSS
SSS (wealth) 0.030 0.577 0.587 0.652 0.039 0.719 0.584 0.480
SSS (power) 0.079 1.473 0.634 0.080 0.083 1.530 0.629 0.049
SSS (prestige) 0.019 0.357 0.635 0.765 0.002 0.042 0.631 0.947
Empathy
Cognitive Empathy 0.064 2.457 1.036 0.049
Negative Empathy 0.093 3.277 0.928 < 0.001
Positive Empathy 0.022 0.829 1.027 0.576
Note: b represents unstandardized coefficients, β represents standardized coefficients, and SE represents standard error
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SE = 0.034, p < 0.001) was associated with higher nega-
tive empathy, which, in turn, was associated with higher 
altruistic sharing (indirect effect = 0.219, p < 0.01, 95% CI 
[0.055, 0.383]). However, higher education (β = − 0.083, 
SE = 0.030, p < 0.05), subjective power status (β = − 0.134, 
SE = 0.034, p < 0.001) and subjective wealth status (β = 
− 0.078, SE = 0.032, p < 0.05) were related to lower nega-
tive empathy, which, in turn, was related to higher altru-
istic sharing (indirect effect = -0.148, -0.248 and − 0.140, 
ps < 0.05, 95% CI [-0.279, -0.017], [-0.411, -0.068] and 
[-0.272, -0.008]).

Discussion

The present study examined the relation between social sta-
tus and altruistic sharing and the mediation of empathy. The 
results partly confirmed social cognitive theory of social 
class. Specifically, objective education was significantly 
negatively linked to altruistic sharing, while subjective 
power status was positively linked. In addition, there were 
several indirect pathways in the linkage between social sta-
tus and altruistic sharing.

Different effects of OSS and SSS on altruistic sharing

In this study, we comprehensively considered various com-
ponents of social status and compared the relation between 
each component and altruistic sharing. The results of this 
study partially support our hypotheses. Specifically, two 

Model 1 showed that higher education was associated with 
lower altruistic sharing (β = − 0.119, SE = 0.566, p < 0.001), 
and subjective power status was marginally positively asso-
ciated with altruistic sharing behavior (β = 0.079, SE = 0.634, 
p = 0.08). For empathy, the results of Model 2 showed that 
higher cognitive empathy (β = 0.064, SE = 1.036, p < 0.05) 
and negative empathy (β = 0.093, SE = 0.928, p < 0.001) were 
associated with greater altruistic sharing behavior. In addi-
tion, we also used VIF to check multicollinearity, and all 
models met the most recommended acceptable guidelines of 
non-multicollinearity with VIF less than 10 (O’brien, 2007).

The mediation effect of empathy between social 
status and altruistic sharing

To explore whether different constructs of social status were 
indirectly linked to altruistic sharing through empathy, we 
conducted Model 3 which includes five social status factors 
simultaneously. Figure  2 shows the path analysis results, 
and the model fit was satisfied, χ2(3) = 2.012, CFI = 1.000, 
TLI = 1.022, SRMR = 0.004. The results showed that only 
income was indirectly linked to altruistic sharing through 
cognitive empathy. Specifically, higher levels of income 
(β = 0.111, SE = 0.034, p < 0.01) were related to greater cog-
nitive empathy, which, in turn, had a positive association 
with altruistic sharing (indirect effect = 0.151, p < 0.05, 95% 
CI [0.016, 0.286]).

Additionally, education and three kinds of SSS were indi-
rectly linked to altruistic sharing through negative empathy. 
Specifically, higher subjective prestige status (β = 0.123, 

Fig. 2  The mediation effect of empathy between social status and altru-
istic sharing. Only significant paths are displayed. The values on the 
lines represent standardized coefficients. The covariates were gender, 

age, and region. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001; p is adjusted for 
multiple comparisons using the False Discovery Rated (FDR)

 

1 3

27408



Current Psychology (2023) 42:27401–27414

productivity of labor, which in turn drives earnings. There-
fore, lower-income individuals may experience fewer mate-
rial resources, but individuals with less education may not 
only have less human capital but also lower salary levels 
(Zhao, 2008). Therefore, education as a kind of human capi-
tal that may be more strongly linked to individuals’ cog-
nitive and behavioral patterns. In addition, education is a 
good method to transmit cognitive tendencies and can nur-
ture systems of behavior (Grossmann & Varnum, 2010). A 
series of studies confirmed that a high level of education 
could help shape an independent psychological process, 
and a low level of education nurtures an interdependent and 
contextual psychological process (Hamamura et al., 2013; 
Snibbe & Markus, 2005; Stephens et al., 2011, Study 1). 
For example, a cross-cultural study (Grossmann & Varnum, 
2011) found that people with lower education backgrounds 
exhibited more contextual cognition and more interdepen-
dent self-views in both independent societies (e.g., the U.S.) 
and interdependent societies (e.g., Russia), which may be 
conducive to shaping prosocial behavior (Piff et al., 2010).

Another interesting result was that only subjective power 
status was directly positively linked to altruistic sharing 
when subjective indicators measured social status. Although 
most studies on Western culture hold the view that power 
may lead to some negative outcomes, such as self-interest 
and less sharing behavior (Galinsky et al., 2003; Good-
win et al., 2000), studies in Eastern culture tend to pres-
ent another understanding of power, which conceptualizes 
power as “responsibility” instead of “influence” (Zhong et 
al., 2006). According to Torelli et al. (2020), culture affects 
how power is conceptualized and what its consequences 
are. In the West, power is conceptualized as personalized, 
and high levels of power promote actions to benefit the self 
over others. In contrast, in East Asia, power is conceptual-
ized as socialized, and high levels of power promote actions 
intended to benefit others (Torelli et al., 2020). Therefore, in 
Chinese culture, subjective power status may play a more 
important and dominant role because it is conceptualized 
as socialized and leads to a different result: people with 
higher subjective power status are more likely to share their 
resources with others to benefit others.

The mediation of different types of empathy

As we expected, empathy indeed plays a mediator role in the 
relation between social status and altruistic sharing. How-
ever, we found that only cognitive empathy and negative 
empathy acted as mediators, and no mediation effect of pos-
itive empathy. First, the results showed that cognitive empa-
thy only mediated the relation between income and sharing 
behavior, and the other social status factors were linked with 
altruistic sharing through negative empathy. This implied 

indicators of OSS were negatively correlated with altruis-
tic sharing, whereas three factors of SSS were positively 
associated with altruistic sharing. Moreover, when we took 
different constructs of social status into account simultane-
ously to obtain the independent effect of each one, we only 
found some OSS (i.e., education) or SSS (i.e., subjective 
power status) components were linked to altruistic sharing. 
It seems that education and subjective power status played 
dominant roles.

The results revealed significantly different linkages 
between OSS and SSS to altruistic sharing and partly sup-
ported the social cognitive theory of social class that social 
status was negatively correlated with sharing behavior 
when objective indicators measured social status. Accord-
ing to social cognitive theory of social class, individuals 
with lower social status usually have fewer economic and 
educational resources, which constrains their behavior and 
opportunities and shapes their contextualist social-cognitive 
tendencies; thus, lower social status individuals have to rely 
on others and, thus, become more sensitive to the needs of 
others.

In addition, the results showed that the three indicators of 
SSS were all positively correlated with sharing behavior, in 
contrast the expectations of social cognitive theory of social 
class, this is worth noting. Most previous studies have not 
found controversial effects between the relation of OSS and 
SSS on altruistic sharing; neither have they problematized 
whether the roles of both OSS and SSS in prosociality are 
consistent (Korndörfer et al., 2015; Kraus et al., 2012; Piff 
et al., 2010, 2012). However, our participants were from 
China, which is undergoing an unprecedented drastic and 
accelerated pace of social transition. Therefore, one’s social 
ladder could have been greatly changed or made more com-
plex during such rapid social stratification and urbanization, 
and it may be difficult for individuals to accurately locate 
themselves on the social ladder, presenting inconsistent 
results between subjective and objective social status as 
well as their sharing behavior (Chen & Fan, 2015).

What also surprised us was that education seems to play 
a more dominant role in sharing than income (see Table 2). 
This implied that education might have a predominant and 
unique association with altruistic sharing. Prior research-
ers have proposed that OSS is a compound conception 
and includes material (i.e., income) and nonmaterial (i.e., 
education) resources (Farah, 2017; Rakesh et al., 2021). 
These two factors have different effects on psychological 
outcomes and neural structure (Noble et al., 2012, 2015; 
Rakesh et al., 2021). In particular, education represented 
a kind of human capital, including the skills acquired for-
mally or informally that are helpful in the labor market or 
at home (Duncan & Magnuson, 2012). According to human 
capital theory (Becker, 1964), education drives the marginal 
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change due to economic growth, individuals with greater 
power act more selfishly (Kraus et al., 2012) and show a 
lower level of negative empathy for others, demonstrating 
less prosociality.

Understanding the relation between social status and altru-
istic sharing as well as the underlying cognition mechanism 
may have implications for fields such as politics, economics 
and education, involving people of different socioeconomic 
statuses, especially in China and countries with similar 
socioeconomic and cultural profiles. For instance, it is bene-
ficial for some charitable organizations to maximize support 
and return under the guidance of this study. School curri-
cula might be modified or interventions could be designed 
to develop students’ empathic tendencies and skills as well 
as increase the level of prosociality. In addition, our study 
contributes somewhat to a breakdown of stereotypes and 
social class bias, which is conducive to developing poli-
cies to reduce increasing social tensions (Ragusa, 2015) and 
alter preferences for redistributions (Durante et al., 2017).

Limitations and future directions

There are some limitations in the present research.
First, the current study relied only on a single-trail mea-

sure of the DG as an indicator of altruistic sharing, while 
the correlation between real-life donations and the amount 
the participants offered in the DG is quite weak (Barraza et 
al., 2011; Baumert et al., 2014). Therefore, in the future, it 
would be beneficial to collect more indicators of sharing to 
yield conclusive results.

Second, as with the prior study using the DG paradigm, 
the information about the recipient is unavailable. Accord-
ing to Kuang et al. (2021), the social identities of the targets 
toward whom prosocial behavior is directed is an important 
reason for the inconsistent conclusion in previous studies. 
Therefore, ecological validity will be higher if future studies 
address this limitation.

A third limitation is that generalizing the results to 
other prosocial behavior requires some caution. Actually, 
prosociality is a complex concept and covers a variety of 
actions that are aimed at benefitting others, such as helping 
and cooperating (Penner et al., 2005). We assessed altruis-
tic sharing in the present study, and future research should 
explore other prosociality forms.

Finally, some effects in this study (e.g., the associations 
between SSS and altruistic sharing) were small. Thus, we 
must be careful not to overstate our conclusion. Meanwhile, 
the small effects implicated a signal for a potential variable. 
For example, according to Callan et al. (2017), subjective 
SES was negatively associated with prosociality only when 
personal relative deprivation (PRD) was incorporated into 

that negative empathy might play a more important role in 
the relationship between social status and altruistic sharing. 
This idea is not as expected but is in line with the traditional 
argument from the philosopher David Hume that judgments 
are based on sentiment and immediate feelings, not reason-
ing (Edele et al., 2013), and the social intuitionist model 
from Haidt (2007) that moral judgment is often based on 
strong, quick and unconscious emotion but not deliberate 
reasoning. This seems to show that the negative emotional 
response tendency toward others instead of understanding 
others’ perspectives might account for the relation between 
social status and altruistic sharing. However, we should not 
neglect that cognitive empathy also mediates the relation 
between income and altruistic sharing. Considering that 
culture is deemed to have an important impact on empa-
thy (Zhao et al., 2019, 2021), we speculate that the possible 
reason to explain the mediation effect of cognitive empathy 
may be culture. For example, in some comparative studies, 
Eastern adults had a higher level of cognitive empathy but a 
lower level of affective empathy than Western adults (Atkins 
et al., 2016; Birkett, 2014; Cassels et al., 2010), which may 
lead to different patterns of mediation effects in different 
cultures. Meanwhile, Li et al. (2019) found that cognitive 
empathy rather than affective empathy was a significant pre-
dictor of Chinese adults’ altruistic sharing behavior. How-
ever, it is noteworthy that the current studies regarding the 
cultural impact on empathy are inconsistent. For instance, 
Melchers et al. (2015, 2016) did not find different cultural 
patterns concerning empathy, which implied that cultural 
differences might not fully explain the results of this study. 
Therefore, this finding emphasizes the necessity to verify 
the mediation effects of different empathy structures in the 
study of the relation between social status and altruistic 
sharing, particularly in cross-cultural populations.

Second, people with higher levels of education, subjec-
tive power, or wealth status were associated with lower neg-
ative empathy, which was related to less prosocial behavior. 
These findings are in accordance with the social cognitive 
model of social class; individuals with higher social status 
have decreased contextualist tendencies, show less empathy 
and share fewer amounts than individuals with lower social 
status (Kraus et al., 2012). Moreover, what we are interested 
in is that there was a positive direct relation between subjec-
tive power status and sharing behavior that is contrary to 
the social cognitive model; however, the indirect pathway 
is the reverse and also fits this theory. This finding leads to 
an interesting discussion and may provide evidence for the 
claim that economic advancement in collectivistic cultures 
may increase egoistic social cognitive patterns. Traditional 
cultural values that regard power as “responsibility” call for 
powerful people to share more resources with others (Torelli 
et al., 2020; Zhong et al., 2006). As social cognition patterns 
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that various components of OSS and SSS might be linked to 
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mechanisms through negative or cognitive empathy may 
also be different. These results examined and supplied the 
existing social cognitive theory of social class and insights 
into a specific culture to help us understand the relation 
between social status and altruistic sharing in the context 
of the rapid economic development of an interdependent 
culture.
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