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Abstract
Purpose: Understanding psychological and social factors such as communication, empathy, cohesion, etc.,
which influence successful sports performance, is one of the top priorities in applied sports psychology.
Therefore, the purpose of this study was to examine the relationship between empathy and social motivation in
male and female athletes and non-athletes.
Methods: The Balanced Emotional Empathy Scale (BEES) and the Social Motivation Questionnaire (SMQ)
were distributed online among students from various universities, and 153 completed questionnaires were
analysed. Following data collection, correlations between empathy and social motivation scales were examined
separately in male and female athlete and non-athlete groups using Pearson and Spearman correlation tests,
considering data distribution.
Results: Results showed that in the male non-athlete group, only the Information Seeking subscale was
significantly correlated with expressive empathy, whereas in male athletes, the Information Seeking subscale
was significantly correlated with participatory empathy. In the female non-athlete group, a significant negative
correlation was found between the Information Seeking subscale and empathy toward others. However, in
female athletes, the Regulation of Emotion subscale was significantly correlated with emotional susceptibility,
reactive empathy, expressive empathy, and participatory empathy.
Conclusion: The present findings support the Socioemotional Selectivity Theory, particularly in the athlete
group. Moreover, sport—regardless of type or experience—can be regarded as a context conducive to fostering
healthy social behaviors.
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Extended Abstract
Background and Purpose

Social behaviors are essential for human
survival, societal stability, and psychological
health. Empathy, a complex construct
involving cognitive understanding, affective
sharing, and spontaneous behavioral imitation,
is crucial for enhancing interpersonal
relationships, social harmony, and mental
well-being.  Socioemotional  Selectivity
Theory (SST) proposes that people engage in
social interactions driven mainly by goals
related to information gathering, emotional

management, and psychological stability.
Sports, inherently social and interactive,
present an ideal context to investigate the
dynamics between empathy and social
motivation. Thus, this study aimed to examine
these relationships among athletes and non-
athletes, paying particular attention to gender
differences.

Materials and Methods

This descriptive-correlational study involved
153 university students (63 males, 90 females;
aged 20-40 years) from different faculties at
the University of Tehran. Participants were
classified into athletes, who had at least one
year of regular participation in organized
sports, and non-athletes, who had no
structured sports involvement. Participants
completed the Balanced Emotional Empathy
Scale (BEES) developed by Mehrabian and
Epstein (1972) and the Social Motivation
Questionnaire (SMQ) through an online
platform. Pearson and Spearman correlation
analyses were used, based on data normality
checks, to explore relationships within each
gender and  athletic-status  subgroup
separately.
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Results

The analyses identified distinct patterns of
correlation across groups. Among athletes,
higher scores in Information Seeking (IS)
correlated positively with emotional stability,
suggesting athletes who actively sought social
information displayed greater emotional
steadiness. Emotion  Regulation (ER)
positively correlated with multiple empathy
dimensions, reinforcing its importance for
empathy enhancement among athletes. In
contrast, non-athletes exhibited a significant
negative correlation between 1S and empathy
directed toward others, suggesting differing
social motivational tendencies. Gender-
specific analyses further clarified these results:
Male non-athletes showed a negative
correlation between IS and expressive
empathy, whereas male athletes exhibited a
positive  correlation between IS and
participatory empathy. Female non-athletes
showed negative correlations between 1S and
empathy toward others, whereas female
athletes  displayed significant  positive
correlations between ER and multiple
empathy subscales.

Conclusion

This study emphasizes the relevance of
Socioemotional  Selectivity Theory for
understanding the complex relationships
between empathy and social motivation,
particularly ~ among  athletes.  Sports
participation, regardless of sport type or
experience level, provides a meaningful
context for cultivating adaptive social
behaviors.  Notable gender differences
underline the necessity of implementing
gender-sensitive  strategies  in  sport
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psychology interventions aimed at enhancing
social-emotional skills.
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