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Abstract 
 

Background: Today, ethics has become an integral part of human life and moral behavior plays an important 
role in improving the performance and effectiveness of organizations. As a result, this study aimed to determine 
the role of emotional and cognitive empathy, moral metacognition and quality of life in predicting moral be-
havior nurses. 
Method: The present study was cross-sectional from type of correlation. The study population includes nurses 
the hospitals of Varamin city in 2019 (N=359) which from them 200 nurses were selected as a sample by 
stratified random sampling method. Data were collected by the questionnaires of emotional and cognitive 
empathy (Reniers et al), moral metacognition (McMahon & Good), quality of life (WHO) and moral behavior 
(Swanson & Hill). Data were analyzed by Pearson correlation coefficient and multiple regression with enter 
model methods in SPSS-19 software. 
Results: The findings showed that emotional empathy, cognitive empathy, moral metacognition and quality 
of life had a positive and significant relationship with moral behavior of nurses. In addition, the variables of 
emotional and cognitive empathy, moral metacognition and quality of life were able to predict 56% of the 
changes in moral behavior of nurses (P<0.01). 
Conclusion: According to the results, to improve the moral behavior of nurses, their emotional and cognitive 
empathy, moral metacognition and quality of life can be improved.  
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Introduction 
 

Today, ethics has become an integral part of human 
life and research from many different angles (1). 
Ethics is a complex structure for which no single 
definition can be found. For example, the behav-
iorist approach, unlike the cognitive approach, 
looks at values and ethics from the perspective of 
its external influences (2). One of the most popular 
fields of research on ethics is moral behavior, which 
means a set of prosocial behaviors with respect for 
people with different racial and cultural back-
grounds, which is learned through punishment and 
reward (3). Moral behaviors are behaviors that are 
both for the benefit of others and for the benefit of 
the individual, and the ultimate criterion for evalu-
ating it is conscience (4). The four factors influenc-
ing ethical behaviors include moral sensitivity (in-
terpreting situations and being aware of ethical 
challenges), moral judgment (ability to recognize 
and find different solutions to ethical challenges), 
moral motivation (having a willingness and com-
mitment to ethical behaviors), and moral personal-
ity (insistence on doing moral behaviors) (5). 
One of the factors related to moral behavior is 
emotional and cognitive empathy, which is an im-
portant concept in the context of social interactions 
(6). Empathy as a complex and multidimensional 
concept means the ability to understand others and 
experience their feelings and cognitions and pro-
vide appropriate responses to them, which plays an 
important role in performing social and moral be-
haviors (7). Empathy has two parts: emotional and 
cognitive. Emotional empathy means providing 
emotional response to the emotional responses of 
others and creating an emotional reciprocal rela-
tionship with them, and cognitive empathy means 
understanding and recognizing the mental and psy-
chological states and views of others (8). The results 
showed that empathy had a positive and significant 
relationship with moral sensitivity and trans-social 
behaviors (6). In another study, it was found that 
empathy and moral behavior had a complex and 
significant relationship (9). Other research results 
showed a positive and significant relationship be-
tween empathy and empathetic concern with moral 
behavior (10). In another study, it was reported that 

emotional and cognitive empathy had a significant 
positive relationship with anonymous, altruistic, 
emotional, critical, and obsessive societal behaviors 
(11). 
Another factor related to moral behavior is moral 
metacognition (12). Metacognition is a comprehen-
sive and relatively stable knowledge about beliefs 
related to the cognitive system that plays an im-
portant role in regulating this cognitive system (13). 
Ethical metacognition reflects an individual's 
knowledge and awareness of his or her nature, prin-
ciples, and ethical processes that are used when 
conducting ethical evaluations and conducting 
moral behaviors (14). The results showed that ethi-
cal metacognition played an important role in moral 
decision-making and behaviors (12). In another 
study, it was found that moral metacognition had a 
significant positive effect on moral behavior (15). 
Other research results indicate the effective role of 
moral metacognition in predicting moral behavior 
(16). 
Another factor related to moral behavior is quality 
of life (17), which as an important part of feeling 
healthy includes physical, psychological and social 
aspects and includes physical, financial, emotional, 
psychological and social satisfaction (18). Quality of 
life is a comprehensive and multidimensional con-
cept that means the perception of cultural contexts 
based on personal goals, expectations and stand-
ards and plays an important role in psychological 
health (19). The results showed that there was a 
positive and significant relationship between quality 
of work life and moral behavior (17). In another 
study, it was found that the quality of life of em-
ployees had a positive and significant relationship 
with ethical beliefs and ethical lifestyle (20). Other 
research results showed a direct and positive effect 
of quality of work life on ethical culture (21). 
It is very important to study the ethical behavior of 
employees because of its role and importance in im-
proving the performance and effectiveness of or-
ganizations and its importance in health care organ-
izations, especially nurses because of their role in 
caring for patients and maintaining and promoting 
their health. In addition, although much research 
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has been done on moral behavior, it has paid less 
attention to the role of emotional and cognitive em-
pathy, moral metacognition, and quality of life. 
Therefore, one of the existing research gaps is not 
paying attention to the role of these variables and 
their ability to predict ethical behavior. Another im-
portant point is which of these variables plays a 
greater role in this prediction. As a result, this study 
aimed to determine the role of emotional and cog-
nitive empathy, moral metacognition and quality of 
life in predicting moral behavior of nurses. 

 
Material & Methods 
The present study was a cross-sectional-correlation 
study. Population of nurses in Varamin hospitals 
included Shahid Mofteh and 15 Khordad hospitals 
in 2019 (N=359). The sample size was calculated 
based on Cochran's formula (n=186), but finally 
200 nurses were selected as sample group, which 
were selected by stratified random sampling. In this 
method, the list of nurses was sampled by gender 
and sampled in the same proportion. Inclusion cri-
teria include willingness to participate in research, 
minimum associate education, not receiving psy-
chological services in the last three months, no ad-
diction and use of psychiatric drugs and the occur-
rence of stressful events such as divorce and death 
of loved ones in the last three months and exclusion 
criteria include refusal to complete the question-
naires and failure to answer more than ten percent 
of the items. The results of the number and fre-
quency of nurses' demographic information were 
presented in table 1. 
In this study, in addition to the demographic infor-
mation form, the following questionnaires were 
used to collect data. 
Emotional and cognitive empathy question-
naire: This questionnaire was designed with 31 
items in two dimensions of emotional empathy (12 
items) and cognitive empathy (19 items). The items 
are obtained using a four-point Likert scale from 
one to four scores, and the score of each dimension 
is obtained with the total score of its constituent 
items, so the range of emotional empathy scores be-
tween 12 to 48 and cognitive empathy scores be-
tween 19 and 76 and higher scores indicate more 

that feature. The construct validity of the instru-
ment was confirmed by factor analysis and its relia-
bility was obtained by Cronbach's alpha for emo-
tional empathy 0.72 and cognitive empathy 0.87 
(22). In Iran, the reliability of the instrument with 
Cronbach's alpha method for emotional empathy 
was 0.73 and cognitive empathy was 0.79 (23). In 
the present study, the reliability value was calculated 
by Cronbach's alpha method for emotional empa-
thy 0.75 and cognitive empathy 0.84. 

 
Table1: Number and percentage of frequency 

of demographic information in nurses 
Variables Description No Percentage 

Gender Male 111 55.5 

female 89 44.5 

Marriage Married 173 86.5 

single 27 13.5 

Education A.A.S 24 12 

B.A 163 81.5 

M.A 13 6.5 

Work experience 1-5ys 28 14 

 6-10ys 43 21.5 

11-15ys 23 11.5 

16-20ys 47 23.5 

21-25ys 38 19 

26-30ys 21 10.5 

 
Moral metacognition questionnaire: This ques-
tionnaire was designed with 20 items. The items are 
obtained using a five-point Likert scale from one to 
five scores, and the instrument score is obtained 
with the total score of the items, so the range of 
scores between 20 and 100 and a higher score indi-
cates greater moral metacognition. The validity of 
the instrument structure was confirmed by factor 
analysis and its reliability was obtained by 
Cronbach's alpha method of 0.94 (13). In Iran, the 
reliability of the instrument was reported to be 0.90 
by Cronbach's alpha method (15). In the present 
study, the reliability value was calculated by 
Cronbach's alpha method of 0.87. 
Quality of Life Questionnaire: This question-
naire was designed with 26 items. The items are ob-
tained using a five-point Likert scale from one to 
five scores and the instrument score with the total 
score of the items, so the range of scores between 
26 to 130 and higher scores indicate a more desira-
ble quality of life. The content validity of the instru-
ment was confirmed by experts and the construct 
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validity was confirmed by factor analysis and its re-
liability was obtained by Cronbach's alpha method 
in different countries above 0.70 (24). In Iran, the 
reliability of the instrument was reported to be 0.79 
by Cronbach's alpha method (25). In the present 
study, the reliability value was calculated by 
Cronbach's alpha method of 0.83. 
Moral Behavior Questionnaire: This question-
naire was designed with 15 items. Items are ob-
tained using a five-point Likert scale from one to 
five scores, and the instrument score is obtained 
with the total score of the items, so a range of 
scores between 15 and 75 and a higher score indi-
cates more desirable moral behavior. The content 
validity of the instrument was confirmed by experts 
and its reliability was obtained by Cronbach's alpha 
method (0.96) (26). In Iran, the reliability of the in-
strument with Cronbach's alpha method was re-
ported to be 0.76 (27). In the present study, the re-
liability value was calculated by Cronbach's alpha 
method (0.79). 
The research was conducted in such a way that after 
coordination with the managers and officials of 
Shahid Mofteh and 15 Khordad Varamin hospitals, 
a list of nurses by gender was prepared and sam-
pling was performed. For example, the importance 
and necessity of research was stated and they were 

reassured about the observance of ethical points 
such as confidentiality, privacy of personal infor-
mation, analysis of data in general, and so on. Sam-
ples were then asked to carefully study the question-
naire items and answer them all. It should be noted 
that they were told that there is no right or wrong 
answer and the best answer is the one that reflects 
their true situation. 
Data were collected by the above tools and ana-
lyzed by Pearson correlation coefficient and multi-
ple regression with simultaneous model in SPSS-19 
software at a significance level of 0.05. 

 

Results 
There was no shedding in the samples and analyzes 
were performed for 200 nurses with a mean and 
standard deviation of 41.19±5.27 years. Mean, 
standard deviation and correlation coefficients of 
emotional and cognitive empathy, moral metacog-
nition, quality of life and moral behavior of nurses 
were presented in table 2. 
According to the results of table 2, emotional em-
pathy (r = 0.37), cognitive empathy (r = 0.41), 
moral metacognition (r = 0.52) and quality of life (r 
= 0.29) have a positive relationship with nurses' 
moral behavior and were significant (P <0.01). 

 
Table 2: Mean, standard deviation and correlation coefficients of research variables in nurses 

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 

Emotional empathy 33.29 4.28 1     

Cognitive empathy 44.75 5.92 0.25 1    

Moral metacognition 56.13 7.25 0.44 0.38 1   

Quality of life 87.80 9.64 0.30 0.36 0.27 1  

Moral behavior 52.21 6.90 0.37 0.41 0.52 0.29 1 

Examination of regression hypotheses showed 
that the hypothesis of normality based on Kolmo-
gorov-Smirnov test values was confirmed due to 
significance greater than 0.05 for all five variables 
of emotional empathy, cognitive empathy, moral 
metacognition, quality of life and moral behavior. 
The multiple linearity hypothesis based on vari-
ance inflation factor for the predictor variables 
was rejected by being in the range of 1.24 to 1.83 
due to being smaller than 10. The correlation hy-
pothesis of residuals in the range of 1.5 to 2.5 was 
confirmed. As a result, there were conditions for 

regression. A summary of the results of multiple 
regression with a simultaneous model for predict-
ing nurses' moral behavior based on the variables 
of emotional and cognitive empathy, moral meta-
cognition and quality of life was presented in table 
3. 
According to the results of table 3, the variables of 
emotional and cognitive empathy, moral metacog-
nition and quality of life could significantly predict 
56% of the changes in nurses' moral behavior, 
which according to beta content, the share of 
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moral metacognition was higher than other varia-
bles (P <0.001). 
 

Table 3: Summary of multiple regression results with simultaneous model for predicting ethical 
behavior in nurses 

Variable R R2 df F Sig. Beta t value Sig. 

Emotional empathy      0.25 3.41 0.001 

Cognitive empathy   4   0.28 3.77 0.001 

Moral metacognition 0.75 0.56 195 23.48 0.001 0.36 4.53 0.001 

Quality of life      0.21 3.08 0.001 

 
 

Discussion 
Considering the role and importance of moral be-
havior of nurses in organizational effectiveness, 
patients' satisfaction with the hospital and their 
success and job performance, this study was con-
ducted to determine the role of emotional and 
cognitive empathy, moral metacognition and qual-
ity of life in predicting moral behavior of nurses. 
Findings showed that emotional and cognitive em-
pathy had a positive and significant relationship 
with moral behavior of nurses, which was con-
sistent with the results of previous studies (6, 9-
11). In explaining these results, it can be said that 
empathy plays a motivating role in moral behav-
iors in interpersonal situations. Because cognitive 
and emotional empathy refers to understanding 
and predicting what others may think, feel, or do, 
and how to respond to them. As a result, empathy 
makes people sensitive to the needs of others and 
the situational factors that may create those needs, 
and it would no doubt be ethical to engage in such 
behaviors. Thus, empathy (cognitive and emo-
tional) increases moral behavior (9). Another ex-
planation is that emotional and cognitive empathy 
is an essential element for successful interpersonal 
actions, emotional response to the feelings of oth-
ers and the underlying process of psychological 
change that reduces work problems by sharing 
others 'emotional states, receiving regular feed-
back from interpersonal relationships and aware-
ness of others' feelings. Improves social relation-
ships and appropriate and moral relationships with 
others. Empathy is also an important ability that 
coordinates nurses with patients' feelings and 
thoughts, connects them to the social world, and 

prevents them from deviating from their job du-
ties. Since one of the prominent characteristics of 
nurses is the ability to empathize with patients and 
perform appropriate and ethical behaviors with 
them, so with increasing emotional and cognitive 
empathy, the amount of moral behavior in nurses 
increases (23). 
Other findings showed that ethical metacognition 
had a positive and significant relationship with 
nurses' moral behavior, which was consistent with 
the results of previous studies (12, 15-16). In ex-
plaining these results, it can be said that people's 
awareness of their moral cognitions is an im-
portant prerequisite for using moral behaviors, 
and people with such characteristics organize their 
activities by examining, designing, guiding, review-
ing, and evaluating cognitive activities and think-
ing about them. Regulating cognitive processes 
and activities increases the success of behaviors 
and reduces failure in them, so with increasing 
moral metacognition, the amount of moral behav-
ior improves (12). Another explanation is that 
based on moral agency, people who in each moral 
situation anticipate their own and others' reactions 
and think about their actions and consequences, 
consider different methods of action, and measure 
the value of each method are more likely to engage 
in behaviors. They do morally. In other words, 
these people perform actions that create satisfac-
tion and value for them and avoid actions that 
cause them dissatisfaction, humiliation, blame and 
harm to others. Thus, having such characteristics, 
which are indicators of moral metacognition, in-
creases the performance of moral behaviors (15). 
Other findings showed that quality of life had a 
positive and significant relationship with nurses' 
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moral behavior, which was consistent with the re-
sults of previous studies (17, 20-20). Explaining 
these results, it can be said that the quality of work 
life increases the vitality, hope, happiness and job 
performance of employees and provides the basis 
for ethical behaviors. Quality of life is achieved 
through fair payments, appropriate and flexible 
working hours, cooperation and consultation with 
employees in organizational decisions, using the 
real capabilities of employees and having expecta-
tions based on it, and increases life satisfaction and 
ethical behaviors (17). Another explanation is that 
the quality of work life is a valuable strategy to im-
prove the ethical culture, and if organizations can 
increase the quality of life and job satisfaction of 
employees and provide conditions in the work-
place so that they feel justice, equality, security, 
growth and promotion opportunities for Express-
ing their abilities and creativity, we can see an in-
crease in employee performance and their growth 
and dynamism (21). As a result, moral behavior in-
creases with the quality of life. 
In addition, the findings showed that emotional 
and cognitive empathy, moral metacognition and 
quality of life had a significant role in predicting 
nurses' moral behavior. In explaining these results, 
it can be said that people have the ability to pro-
vide emotional responses to the emotional re-
sponses of others and establish an emotional re-
ciprocal relationship with them (emotional empa-
thy), understanding mental and psychological 
states and views of others (cognitive empathy), rel-
atively comprehensive knowledge and awareness 
and the stable nature of the person, their moral 
principles and processes (moral metacognition) 
and the desired perception of cultural contexts 
based on personal goals, expectations and stand-
ards (quality of life) in personal and professional 
life face less stressful events, usually alone or with 
helping others overcome challenges by using 
adaptive coping strategies. They usually have 
higher mental health and higher life and job satis-
faction, all of which can play an effective role in 
improving adaptive behaviors, including moral 
ones, in nurses. Another explanation is that emo-
tional and cognitive empathy, moral metacogni-
tion and quality of life are positively correlated 

with many positive psychological indicators such 
as happiness, hope, life satisfaction, health, etc. 
that have the ability to predict moral behavior. As 
a result, when these variables such as emotional 
and cognitive empathy, moral metacognition and 
quality of life enter the regression equation, they 
can significantly predict the moral behavior of 
nurses. 
 

Conclusion 
 
The results showed a positive and significant rela-
tionship between emotional empathy, cognitive 
empathy, moral metacognition and quality of life 
with moral behavior of nurses and the effective 
role of these variables in significantly predicting 
their moral behavior. According to these results, 
planning to improve the ethical behavior of nurses 
by improving emotional and cognitive empathy, 
ethical metacognition and quality of life by hospi-
tal specialists and planners is essential. Therefore, 
health professionals can improve the level of ethi-
cal behavior of nurses by increasing the emotional 
and cognitive empathy, moral metacognition and 
quality of life of nurses with the help of workshops 
and improving working conditions. 

 
Ethical Consideration 
 
In the present study, ethical principles and considera-
tions such as confidentiality of personal information, 
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complete questionnaires was respected. 
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