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Abstract

Background and Aims: Caring behaviors among medical students are influenced by psychological
factors such as emotional support and empathy, which play a crucial role in improving the quality of
care and patient communication. This study aimed to investigate a structural equation model
examining the mediating role of empathy in the relationship between emotional support and caring
behaviors among medical students.

Materials and Methods: This descriptive-correlational study with a structural equation modeling
approach was conducted during the 2024-2025 academic year on 196 medical students at Sabzevar
University of Medical Sciences. Participants were selected using proportionate stratified random
sampling, and the sample size was determined based on the Krejcie and Morgan table. Data were
collected using the Wolf Caring Behaviors Scale, the Mehrabian Empathy Questionnaire, and the
Zimet Perceived Social Support Scale. Data analysis was performed using SPSS version 23 and
partial least squares structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM) in SmartPLS version 3. The level of
statistical significance was set at p < 0.05.

Results: Empathy significantly mediated the relationship between emotional support and caring
behaviors (indirect path coefficient = 0.15, p < 0.001). Both emotional support (p = 0.29, p < 0.001)
and empathy (B = 0.30, p < 0.001) also exerted significant direct effects on caring behaviors.
Specifically, emotional support facilitated understanding of patients' needs by reinforcing cognitive-
emotional patterns, whereas empathy enhanced the quality of interactions and minimized clinical
errors through greater sensitivity to these needs.

Conclusion: Empathy significantly mediated the relationship between emotional support and caring
behaviors, with both factors exerting independent influences on these behaviors. Strengthening
empathy and cultivating emotionally supportive environments could improve caring behaviors among
medical students and elevate the quality of healthcare delivery.
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