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Objective: The aim of this study was to examine the structural fit of the relationship
between horizontal-vertical individualism—collectivism and empathy in mental health
therapists with the mediating role of mentalization.

Methodology: This study was fundamental in purpose and descriptive—correlational
in method using structural equation modeling. The statistical population included 991
mental health therapists in Tehran, from which 280 participants were selected through
systematic random sampling. Data were collected using the Jolliffe and Farrington
Empathy Questionnaire (2006), the Horizontal-Vertical Individualism—Collectivism
Scale by Sivadas et al. (2008), and the Fonagy Mentalization Questionnaire (2018).
Data analysis was conducted using descriptive statistics and structural equation
modeling techniques.

Findings: The results indicated that horizontal-vertical individualism—collectivism
had a positive and significant direct effect on empathy (f=0.45, p=0.001).
Mentalization also showed a positive and significant direct effect on empathy (=0.36,
p=0.001). Additionally, individualism—collectivism had a significant direct effect on
mentalization (p=0.58, p=0.001). Bootstrap analysis revealed a positive and significant
mediating effect of mentalization in the relationship between cultural orientations and
empathy (B=0.128, p=0.021). Model fit indices (}*/df=2.29, RMSEA=0.053,
GF1=0.96, CFI=0.99, AGFI=0.88) indicated a good model fit.

Conclusion: The findings demonstrate that horizontal-vertical individualism—
collectivism influences therapists’ empathy both directly and indirectly through
mentalization, highlighting the critical role of mentalization in transforming cultural
orientations into empathic professional behavior.

Keywords: Horizontal-vertical individualism—collectivism, mentalization, empathy,
mental health therapists, structural equation modeling
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Empathy is widely recognized as a foundational competency in psychotherapy, playing a decisive
role in shaping therapeutic alliance, client engagement, and treatment outcomes. Contemporary evidence
suggests that therapist empathy is not merely a desirable interpersonal quality but a central mechanism
through which psychological change is facilitated (Diener et al., 2025; Nissen-Lie et al., 2023). The presence of
empathic attunement allows therapists to accurately perceive and respond to clients’ internal experiences,
thereby fostering trust and promoting emotional regulation. Conversely, insufficient empathy has been
described as potentially harmful, even “toxic,” to the therapeutic process, contributing to alliance ruptures
and diminished treatment effectiveness (Moyers & Miller, 2013). As such, identifying the determinants of
empathy in therapists has become a critical concern in clinical psychology.

Recent theoretical and empirical developments highlight the multifaceted nature of empathy,
emphasizing its cognitive, affective, and social dimensions. Research indicates that empathy is shaped by
individual differences, professional competencies, and contextual factors, including cultural orientations
and social environments (Aafjes-van Doorn et al., 2025; Lachance et al., 2024). For example, therapists’
dispositional traits and interpersonal skills, such as active listening and emotional presence, are integral
to empathic responsiveness (Basha et al., 2025). At the same time, certain personality characteristics,
including narcissistic tendencies, may impair empathic functioning by disrupting emotional processing
and perspective-taking abilities (Baskin-Sommers et al., 2014). These findings underscore the complexity of
empathy as a dynamic construct influenced by both stable traits and situational variables.

From a sociocultural perspective, empathy is deeply embedded within broader cultural frameworks
that shape how individuals perceive and relate to others. Cultural orientations, particularly individualism
and collectivism, have been shown to influence interpersonal sensitivity, emotional expression, and
prosocial behavior (Li, 2024; Nezlek & Humphrey, 2023). Horizontal and vertical dimensions of these
orientations further refine our understanding of cultural variability, distinguishing between egalitarian and
hierarchical relational patterns (Pham et al., 2024). Studies suggest that collectivistic orientations, especially
those emphasizing horizontal relationships, are associated with higher levels of empathy due to their focus
on interdependence and social harmony (Shanbour-Srour et al., 2025). In contrast, vertical individualism,
characterized by competition and status differentiation, may constrain empathic engagement. These
cultural dynamics highlight the importance of examining empathy within specific sociocultural contexts.

In addition to cultural influences, social structural factors such as perceived social status and
relational positioning play a significant role in shaping empathic tendencies. Empirical findings indicate
that individuals’ subjective and objective social status can influence their propensity for altruistic and
empathic behaviors (Wei et al., 2023). Interestingly, popularity and social recognition do not necessarily
correspond with higher empathy; in some cases, they may even predict lower empathic responsiveness
(Field et al., 2025). Such findings suggest that empathy is not uniformly distributed across social hierarchies
but is contingent upon complex interactions between social positioning and psychological processes.

At the cognitive and neurobiological level, empathy is supported by intricate mechanisms
involving both affective resonance and mental state attribution. The mirror neuron system has been
identified as a key neural substrate facilitating the automatic sharing of others’ emotional states (Kielt et al.,
2024). Simultaneously, higher-order cognitive processes enable individuals to interpret and contextualize



these emotional experiences, allowing for nuanced interpersonal understanding (zhang et al., 2024). Social
cognitive theory further emphasizes the role of observational learning and social interaction in the
development of empathic skills, suggesting that empathy can be cultivated through experience and training
(Hijriyah et al., 2024).

A central construct that bridges cognitive and emotional aspects of empathy is mentalization,
defined as the capacity to understand one’s own and others’ mental states. Mentalization is considered a
critical component of effective psychotherapy, as it enables therapists to navigate complex emotional
dynamics and respond adaptively to clients’ needs (Sgndergaard et al., 2023). Empirical research demonstrates
that higher levels of mentalization are associated with improved therapeutic relationships and better
clinical outcomes (Cirasola & Fonagy, 2025). Moreover, mentalization has been identified as a protective
factor against professional burnout and compassion fatigue, enhancing therapists’ resilience in
emotionally demanding contexts (Steindl et al., 2023). Given its centrality, mentalization may function as a
mediating mechanism through which cultural orientations influence empathy.

Attachment theory provides additional insight into the development of mentalization and empathy.
Secure attachment experiences are associated with greater emotional regulation, perspective-taking, and
empathic capacity, whereas insecure attachment may hinder these processes (Ginalska & Cichopek, 2024; Khan
etal., 2025). These developmental pathways suggest that empathy is rooted in early relational experiences
but remains amenable to change through targeted interventions. Indeed, contemporary approaches to
psychotherapy increasingly emphasize the cultivation of mentalization and empathy as core therapeutic
skills (Searight, 2024).

In light of these considerations, the present study seeks to integrate cultural, cognitive, and
relational perspectives by examining the structural relationships between horizontal-vertical
individualism—collectivism, mentalization, and empathy among mental health therapists.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a fundamental research design with a descriptive—correlational approach
using structural equation modeling. The statistical population consisted of all mental health therapists
affiliated with the Psychological Organization in Tehran, totaling 991 individuals. From this population,
a sample of 280 participants was selected using systematic random sampling based on the Krejcie and
Morgan table. Data were collected using three standardized instruments: the Jolliffe and Farrington
Empathy Questionnaire (2006), the Horizontal-Vertical Individualism—Collectivism Scale developed by
Sivadas et al. (2008), and the Fonagy Mentalization Questionnaire (2018). Data collection was conducted
through online questionnaires with informed consent procedures ensuring confidentiality and voluntary
participation. Statistical analyses included descriptive statistics and structural equation modeling to test
the hypothesized relationships among variables.

Findings

The results indicated that horizontal—vertical individualism—collectivism had a positive and
statistically significant direct effect on empathy ( = 0.45, p = 0.001). Mentalization also demonstrated a
significant positive direct effect on empathy (B = 0.36, p = 0.001). Additionally, cultural orientations
showed a significant direct effect on mentalization (B = 0.58, p = 0.001). Bootstrap analysis confirmed a
positive and significant indirect effect of individualism—collectivism on empathy through mentalization
(B =0.128, p = 0.021). Model fit indices supported the adequacy of the structural model, with values
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indicating good fit (y¥/df = 2.29, RMSEA = 0.053, GFI = 0.96, CFI = 0.99, AGFI = 0.88). These findings
collectively suggest that both direct and indirect pathways contribute to the prediction of empathy in
mental health therapists.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate that empathy in mental health therapists is shaped by a
complex interplay of cultural orientations and cognitive—emotional processes. The significant direct effect
of horizontal—-vertical individualism—collectivism on empathy indicates that cultural frameworks play a
foundational role in influencing how therapists perceive and respond to others. At the same time, the
strong effect of mentalization highlights the importance of cognitive—emotional capacities in translating
these cultural tendencies into empathic behavior. The mediating role of mentalization further suggests that
cultural orientations do not operate in isolation but exert their influence through internal psychological
mechanisms that enable understanding of mental states.

These results contribute to a more integrated understanding of empathy by demonstrating that it
emerges from the interaction of sociocultural and psychological factors. The findings imply that enhancing
mentalization skills may serve as an effective pathway for improving empathy among therapists,
particularly in culturally diverse contexts. Moreover, the study underscores the importance of considering
cultural dimensions in therapist training and professional development, as these factors may shape both
the expression and effectiveness of empathic engagement. Overall, the model provides a comprehensive
framework for understanding the determinants of empathy in psychotherapy and offers valuable
implications for research and practice.
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