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Abstract:

The primary purpose of this study was to investigate relationships between aggression,
empathy, and life satisfaction during the COVID-19 pandemic. The main aim was to
analyse the contribution of empathy components (empathic concern, personal distress,
perspective-taking, and fantasy) above reactive and proactive aggression in predicting
life satisfaction. The Reactive-Proactive Aggression Questionnaire (RPQ), Interpersonal
Reactivity Index (IRI), Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS), Single Item on Overall Life
Satisfaction (OLS), and Single Item on Overall Happiness (OH) measures were applied
to 418 students in private higher education (232 male, 186 female). The participants’ age
ranged from 18 to 34, with a mean age of 21 years (SD =3.18). Results showed that reactive
aggression negatively predicted satisfaction with life and overall happiness, while
proactive aggression did not significantly predict indicators of life satisfaction. Empathic
concern showed a significant positive effect on satisfaction with life, while personal
distress showed a significant adverse effect on all indicators of life satisfaction.
Aggression and empathy together accounted for 14% of the variance in the satisfaction
with life and 5% of the variance in overall life satisfaction and overall happiness.
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Empathy added incremental variance in explaining life satisfaction after controlling for
aggression. The results highlight the importance of reactive aggression and emotional
empathy in the explanation of life satisfaction.

Keywords: reactive aggression, proactive aggresion, empathy, life satisfaction, COVID
19, private higher education

1. Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted individuals' quality of life and psychosocial
functioning in many aspects of their lives. Reduced social contacts, lockdown, fear for
health and existence, uncertainty around the long-term implications of COVID-19, and
blocking of goals are circumstances that lead to frustration. The frustration-aggression
hypothesis based on the psychodynamic approach (Dollard & Ford, 1939) proposed that
frustration leads to aggression. A longitudinal study of mental health and well-being in
the UK during the COVID-19 pandemic on 3077 adults conducted in three waves
between the spring and autumn 2020 (O'Connor et al., 2020) has shown increased rates
of suicidal ideation among young adults (18-29 years), and moderate to severe levels of
depressive symptoms and loneliness. These results were similar for ethnic minorities and
White in the UK.

All levels of education, including private higher education, have been influenced
by COVID-19 limitations, including rapid adaptations to virtual learning (Qureshi et al.,
2020), and a significant reduction of social contacts between students and professors.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, college students experienced psychological
distress related to high anxiety, depression, low sleep quality, and stress which reduced
life satisfaction and personal wellbeing as a whole (Duond, 2021; Evans et al., 2021; White,
2021). A recent study conducted by Hu et al. (2021) on a large sample of Chinese college
students has shown that empathy increases the effect of hope (i.e. perceived ability to
achieve goals) on post-stress growth, defined as re-establishing psychological balance
after stressful or traumatic events. These results imply that empathy can play a significant
role in increasing desired outcomes and decreasing undesired outcomes.

The impact of the pandemic on aggression and aggressive behaviour among the
student population is not well explored. However, it is reasonable to expect that
aggression can contribute to maladaptive anti-social behaviours, including anger and
hostility, lower protective behaviours, and breaking “social distancing” rules to avoid
spreading infection. Given the above findings and given that the role of aggression and
empathy in predicting life satisfaction has not been sufficiently examined, one aim of this
study was to contribute to a better understanding of these relationships. We are
particularly interested in whether aggression moderates relationships between affective
and cognitive empathy components and life satisfaction among students in private
higher education.
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2. Literature review

2.1. Aggression and life satisfaction

Aggression is a complex phenomenon that has been defined as a behaviour performed
with the intent to hurt or harm others (Coie & Dodge, 1997; Crick & Grotpeter, 1995).
There are different forms of aggressive behaviour (e.g., physically, verbally, overt,
indirectly, etc.) that pertain to the ways aggression is expressed. In order to understand
the specific impact of aggression on social relations, it is essential to distinguish the forms
of aggression and the different functions of aggression: reactive and proactive aggression
(Poulin & Boivin, 2000). According to Dodge & Coie (1987), the function of reactive
aggressive behaviour is to mitigate the threat (perceived or imagined) but not to achieve
some assigned goal. On the other hand, reactive aggression is a reaction to an external
stimulus subjectively interpreted as a provocation, threat, frustration, or prevention of
achieving a goal). Reactive aggressive behaviour is violent and impulsive, accompanied
by hostile facial expressions, negative affect, and the loss of control (Poulin & Boivin,
2000). Contrary, proactive aggression is instrumental, predatory, planned, “cold-
blooded”, occurs regardless of provocation due to anticipation of a desirable goal or due
to domination over others (Dodge & Coie, 1987; Raine et al., 2006).

Aggression is often investigated in the context of antisocial, criminal behaviour,
and concerning socially malevolent personality traits called the Dark Triad
(Machiavellianism, narcissism, and psychopathy). Studies have shown that both reactive
and proactive aggression was associated with psychopathy (Cima et al., 2013; Dini¢ &
Wertag, 2018; Pechorro et al., 2015; Soki¢, 2017), and Machiavellianism (Barlett, 2016;
Dini¢ & Wertag, 2018).

Previous studies have failed to sufficiently examine the relationship between
aggression and life satisfaction indicators among the student population. Relationships
between aggression and spiritual life satisfaction among the university students in Jordan
indicated that high levels of spiritual well-being (meaning/peace and faith) significantly
negatively related to physical and verbal aggression, hostility, and anger (Alorani &
Alradaydeh, 2017). The results of a study conducted by Cevik (2017) on university
students in Turkey showed that satisfaction with life positively related to anger control
and harmful to all anger dimensions (i.e. anger-out, and suppressed anger (anger-in).

Both reactive and proactive aggression positively correlated to social anxiety, trait
anxiety, absence of close friends, and paranoid ideation (Raine et al., 2006), and so we can
expect hostile relations between reactive and proactive aggression and indicators of life
satisfaction.

2.2. Empathy and life satisfaction

Empathy is a multidimensional concept defined as the “reactions of one individual to the
practical experiences of another” (Davis, 1983). Empathy includes the affective and cognitive
components and has a central place in social interactions (Lawrence et al., 2004). The
affective (emotional) component of empathy reflects the emotional response to the other
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person’s mental state, while the cognitive component represents the cognitive assessment
of the other person’s perspective or mental state (Shamay-Tsoory et al., 2009). According
to Davis (1983), empathy consists of four specific aspects: empathic concern and personal
distress (an emotional component of empathy), and perspective-taking and fantasy (a
cognitive component of empathy). Empathic concern represents feelings for others and
should be related to sensitivity and emotionality. Personal distress represents a tendency
to adopt the psychological point of view of others and should be associated with anxiety
and low self-esteem. Perspective-taking help to anticipate the behaviour and understand
the emotional states of others, and therefore should be positively related to better social
functioning and rewarding interpersonal relationships. Fantasy reflects a tendency to
identify with characters in fictional situations (movies, books) and help others; therefore,
it may be associated with emotionality (Davis, 1980; Davis, 1983). Previous studies have
shown a positive association between empathy and happiness among students; scores on
perspective-taking and compassionate care were significantly positively related to
happiness scores (Ozcakir et al., 2016). Empathy is also related to good communication
skills and optimism (Hojat et al., 2015). Different quality of life domains were positively
correlated with perspective taking and personal distress scores (Paro et al., 2014).

3. The study

This study aims to extend the understanding of the relationships between aggression,
empathy, and life satisfaction. The main goal of this study is to explore the contributions
of empathy components above reactive and proactive aggression in predicting life
satisfaction. Additionally, we will investigate the moderation (interacting) effect of
proactive and reactive aggression on the relationship between empathy components and
indicators of life satisfaction. Although there is a body of research linking aggression and
life satisfaction as well as empathy and life satisfaction, to the best of our knowledge,
there is no study that has explored both aggression and empathy in the prediction of life
satisfaction among students. In previous studies that explored aggression's contributions
in the prediction of life satisfaction, aggression emerged as the strong negative predictor
of life satisfaction (Alorani & Alradaydeh, 2017; Cevik, 2017). However, these studies
were not examined different functions of aggression.

Given that, in this study, we will examine the contributions of the different
function aggression and affective and cognitive components of empathy in predicting life
satisfaction indicators.

Since reactive aggression includes anger, hostility, frustration, impulsivity,
antisociality, physical violence, low affiliation, poor relationships (Pechorro et al., 2015;
Poulin & Boivin, 2000), and good social relations are necessary for happiness (Diener &
Seligman, 2002), reactive aggression is expected to be negatively related to life satisfaction
indicators.

Based on the theory that proactive aggression comprises dysregulated responsive
emotional system and blunted affect (Raine et al., 2006), and empirical evidence showing
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that proactive aggression is related to psychopathy (Patrick, 2001), callous-unemotional
traits (Frick et al, 2003), social adversity and parasitic lifestyle (Hare et al., 1999) proactive
aggression is expected to be negatively related to life satisfaction indicators.

Out of the empathy components, we predict that empathic concern will have
positive relations with an indicator of life satisfaction due to the theoretical assumption
that empathic concern represents positive feelings for others, sensitivity, and
emotionality (Davis, 1983). Since personal distress is theoretically linked to anxiety and
low self-esteem, we predicted that scores on personal distress would be negatively
associated with the indicators of life satisfaction (Davis, 1980; Davis, 1983).

Therefore, we expect that personal distress will remain a significant negative
predictor of life satisfaction indicators. Since perspective-taking theoretically could help
to understand the emotional states of others, better social functioning, and build good
interpersonal relationships (Davis, 1983), we expect positive relations between
perspective-taking and life satisfaction indicators.

4. Methods

4.1. Participants and procedure

The sample consisted of 418 students in private higher education colleges located in
Zagreb (Croatia) (232 male, 186 female), majoring in entrepreneurship economics (60%),
tourism and hotel management (21%), and engineering (19%). The participants’ age
ranged from 18 to 34, with a mean age of 21 years (SD = 3.18). Data were collected online
during the lockdown in the first half of 2021. Students participated voluntarily, and
testing was anonymous. All participants provided informed consent and were then asked
to complete the self-report questionnaires. In addition, they were provided with detailed
information about the purpose and procedure of the study and received no course credit
for participation. The study protocol was authorised by the Research Ethics Panel of the
Oxford Business College.

4.2. Instruments

4.2.1. Aggression

Aggression was measured by the Reactive-Proactive Aggression Questionnaire (RPQ;
Raine et al., 2006). The RPQ is a self-report measure that distinguishes reactive and
proactive aggression and consists of 23 items: 11 items which measure reactive aggression
(e.g., How often have you reacted angrily when provoked by others, How often have you
gotten angry when frustrated), and 12 items which measure proactive aggression (e.g.,
How often have you had fights with others to show who was on top, How often have
you used physical force to get others to do what you want). In addition, the participants
were asked how often they had ever engaged in a specific aggressive behaviour by using
a three-point scale (0 - never; 1 - sometimes, or 2 - often). Total aggression scores are the
sum of scores in proactive and reactive aggression scale scores. Confirmatory factor
analysis showed a two-factor structure of the RPQ. In the current study, responses for
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these items ranged from 0 to 2 and demonstrated good internal reliability coefficients for
the reactive aggression scale (a = .81) and the proactive aggression scale (a = .80).

4.2.2. Empathy

Empathy was assessed by the 28-item Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRL; Davis, 1983).
The IRI is a 28-item self-report instrument consisting of four separate, seven-item
subscales designed to measure affective and cognitive dimensions of empathy. Affective
dimension includes empathic concern (e.g., I often have tender, concerned feelings for people
less fortunate than me), and personal distress (e.g., I sometimes feel helpless when I am in the
middle of a very emotional situation) subscales. Cognitive dimension includes fantasy
(e.g., When I watch a good movie, I can very easily put myself in the place of a leading character),
and perspective-taking (e.g., I believe that there are two sides to every question and try to look
at them both) subscales. The items are scored on a six-point scale (from 1 = does not
describe me to 6 = describes me very well). The IRI was translated and used in previous
research in Croatia (Soki¢, 2017; Soki¢ & Wertag, 2018). In the present study, Cronbach's
alpha coefficients for the empathic concern, personal distress, fantasy, and perspective-
taking subscales were .71, .71, 72 and .74, respectively. The IRI has demonstrated validity
and stability correlating with other empathy tests (Davis & Franzoi, 1991).

4.2.3. Life satisfaction

Life satisfaction was measured by the reviewed version of Satisfaction with Life Scale
(SWLS, Pavot & Diener, 1993), Single Item on Overall Life Satisfaction (OLS), and Single
Item on Overall Happiness (OH). The single-item happiness scale was found to be
reliable and valid (i.e. psychometrically adequate) (Abdel-Khalek, 2006).

The Satisfaction with Life Scale estimates the cognitive component of subjective
well-being, using 5 items (e.g. “The conditions of my life are excellent”, ,,So far I have
gotten the important things I want in life”) on a 7 point scale ranging from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). In this study, the SWLS showed adequate psychometric
characteristics (a = .82). In an effort to verify the factor structure of the SWLS, we
performed a principal-axis factor analysis. The analysis resulted in a single factor
solution. This factor accounted for 50.85 % of the variance of the scale.

A Single Item on Owverall Life Satisfaction (OLS). This measure assesses overall life
satisfaction by using the following question: “Taken all together, do you satisfied with
your life?”. Participants responded on a 0-10 scale with only the extreme values labelled
1 (completely dissatisfied) and 10 (completely satisfied).

A Single Item on Overall Happiness (OH). This measure assesses overall happiness
by using the following question: “Do you feel happy in general?” Participants responded
on a 0-10 scale with only the extreme values labelled 1 (minimum) and 10 (maximum).
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5. Data analysis

Zero-order correlations (the Pearson's correlation coefficient) were calculated to
determine the relationship between aggression, empathy, and subjective well-being
components, zero-order correlations (the Pearson's correlation coefficient) were
calculated. In order to assess the relationships of each aggression dimension and empathy
dimensions with life satisfaction indicators while controlling for the overlap with other
aggression and empathy dimensions, three regression analyses were computed. After
controling gender and age in Step 1, reactive and proactive aggression were entered in
Step 2. Empathic concern, personal distress, fantasy and perspective-taking were entered
in Step 3.

To test for possible gender differences in relations between aggression and
empathy as predictors and subjective well-being variables as criteria, a hierarchical linear
regression model was performed with gender entered at Step 1, aggression and empathy
variables (reactive aggression, proactive aggression, empathic concern, personal distress,
fantasy, and perspective-taking) entered at Step 2, and six gender x aggression/empathy
interactions entered at Step 3. There was no significant increase in R? (R?A) on the third
step for life satisfaction (AF [6,404] = 0.55, p = .767), overall life satisfaction (AF [6,404] =
0.51, p=.803), and overall happiness (AF [6,404] =0.33, p = .923). These results have shown
that no gender x aggression/ empathy interaction was found. Given this, we reported
findings for regression analyses for the whole sample (including male and female
participants).

6. Results

6.1. Descriptive statistics and the intercorrelations between all study variables
Descriptive statistics, reliabilities, and bivariate correlations between the variables are
displayed in Table 1. All scales and subscales demonstrated good internal consistency
(Cronbach’s alpha of .70 and above). Bivariate correlations showed that both functions of
aggression were negatively related to perspective-taking and satisfaction with life.
Reactive aggression was positively related to personal distress and fantasy. Also, reactive
aggression was negatively related to overall life satisfaction and happiness, while
proactive aggression was negatively related to empathic concern. Empathic concern was
positively related to satisfaction with life, while personal distress was negatively related
to satisfaction with life, overall life satisfaction, and overall happiness. On the bivariate
level, perspective-taking was positively related to life satisfaction. Bivariate correlations
of all variables with age were not statistically significant (ranging from 0.01 for personal
distress to 0.07 for reactive aggression).

Since we found high -correlations between predictor variables, we run
multicollinearity diagnostics in each of the models by estimating variance inflation
factors (VIF). The VIF value was 1.72 for reactive aggression, 1.74 for proactive
aggression, 1.52 for empathic concern, 1.31 for personal distress, 1.19 for fantasy, and 1.33
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for perspective-taking. These results indicated that multicollinearity was not a problem
in the present study because of VIF < 10 for all predictors (Vittinghoff et al., 2012).

Table 1: Descriptive statistics, internal reliability, and correlations for study variables (N = 418)

Variables 1. 2. 3.EC | 4.PD 5.F | 6.PT 7. 8. 9.
1. Reactive aggression (.81)

2. Proactive aggression .58 (.80)

3. Empathic concern .02 -.18 (72)

4. Personal distress 22 .06 40 (71)

5. Fantasy A1 -.08 32 A7 (72)

6. Perspective-taking -.25 -31 .36 -.02 .25 (74)

7. Satisfaction with life -.20 -.20 2% -.23 .06 18 (.82)

8. Overall life satisfaction -.10* -.06 -.07 -.18 -.09 .01 52 n.a.

9. Overall happiness -15% -.04 -.05 -17* -.07 .03 .55 75 | na.
Mean 11.06 335 | 2451 | 18.84 | 2417 | 2429 | 4513 | 7.99 | 8.02
SD 4.04 3.41 5.14 5.02 5.41 4.51 6.39 | 1.50 | 1.52
Note: Cronbach alpha (i.e. internal reliability coefficients; ct) appear in parentheses along the main
diagonal. Maximal range of response for reactive and proactive aggression scales: 0-23, empathic
concern, personal distress, fantasy, and perspective-taking subscales: 1 -5, satisfaction with life scale: 1
-7, and for overall life satisfaction and overall happiness: 0-10

n.a. = not applicable

Bolded values are significant at p <.001, ** p <.01, ,* p <.05 (two-tailed tests)

6.2. Hierarchical linear regression analyses

In order to test the predictive power of reactive and proactive dimensions of aggression
and four empathy components (empathic concern, personal distress, fantasy, and
perspective-taking) in explaining subjective well-being components (i.e. satisfaction with
life, overall life satisfaction, and overall happiness, three hierarchical regression analyses
were conducted. Gender and age were entered as control variables in the first step,
aggression dimensions were entered in the second step, and the four empathy
components were entered in the third step. Results of hierarchical regression analyses
(see Table 2) showed that predictors together explained 14% of the variance in satisfaction
with life (AF [6,409] = 10.71, p < .001), 5% of the variance in overall life satisfaction (AF
[6,409] = 3.59, p < .01), and 5% of the variance in overall happiness (AF [6,409] = 3.58, p <
.01).

In the second step, the results showed that reactive aggression was a significant
negative predictor of satisfaction with life and overall happiness, while proactive
aggression had no significant contribution in the prediction of any components of
subjective well-being. (Table 2). Percentage-wise, both dimensions of aggression together
accounted for 5% of the variance in satisfaction with life, and 3% of the variance in overall
happiness. In the third step, empathy components together accounted for an increase of
9% of the variance in satisfaction with life, 4% of the variance in overall life satisfaction,
and 2% of the variance in overall happiness. In the third step, reactive aggression became
a non-significant predictor of satisfaction with life. Also, reactive aggression remained a
significant negative predictor of overall happiness. In both steps, proactive aggression
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had no significant contribution in the prediction of any components of subjective well-
being. In the third step, the results showed that empathic concern uniquely positively
predicted satisfaction with life, while personal distress negatively predicted all
components of subjective well-being. The other two components of empathy (fantasy and
perspective-taking) showed no significant contribution to predicting subjective well-
being components.

Table 2: Hierarchical linear regression analysis: prediction of satisfaction with life,
overall life satisfaction and overall happiness based on aggression and empathy (N =418)

Satisfaction with life Overall life satisfaction Overall happiness
p p p

Step 1
Gender .08 .05 .04
Age .03 -.03 -.01
R2 .01 .00 .00
Step 2
Gender .06 .06 .07
Age .01 -.04 -.02
Reactive aggression -13% -11 -.20%*
Proactive aggression -12 .01 .09
AR? .05%** 01 03**
Step 3
Gender .08 AT1% 10*
Age .01 -.04 -.03
Reactive aggression -.09 -.06 -.16%
Proactive aggression -.07 -.01 .08
Empathic concern 18%* .00 .01
Personal distress =31 -.19** -.16*
Fantasy .04 -.07 -.04
Perspective-taking .05 -.01 .00
AR? .09%** 04** .02*
Total R? J4 .05** .05*
Note: = standardized regression coefficients values, R = multiple multiple regression coefficients, R? =
coefficient of determination, AR? = the change in R? relative to the previous step in the regression
*p <.05, **p <.01, **p <.001.

6.3. Proactive aggression as a moderator of the relations between empathy and life
satisfaction

In order to investigate the moderation effect of aggression on the relationship between
the empathy and subjective well-being components, a hierarchical linear regression
model was performed with subjective well-being components as the criteria. Aggression
dimensions and empathy components were entered as predictors in Step 1, and the eight
interactions (reactive aggression x empathic concern, reactive aggression x personal
distress, reactive aggression x fantasy, reactive aggression x perspective-taking, proactive
aggression x empathic concern, proactive aggression x personal distress, proactive
aggression x fantasy, proactive aggression x perspective-taking) were entered in Step 2.
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In all models, gender and age were entered as predictors in Step 1 as control variables. A
significant increase in R? in the second step would indicate a moderator role of aggression
on the relationship of empathy and subjective well-being components. Several
moderation effects have emerged. Proactive aggression was a moderator for the
relationship between empatic concern and overall life satisfaction, and empatic concern
and overall happiness.

With increasing scores on proactive aggression, relations between empathy
concern and overall life satisfaction (3 = -.17, p = .04) (Figure 1), and empathic concern
and overall happiness (3 =-.20, p = .02) (Figure 2) became less positive.

8.6
8.4
8.2

—— Low Proactive
aggression

--48--- High Proactive
aggression

78 -
76 -
7.4 -

Overall life satisfaction
(0]

Low Empatic concern High Empatic concern

Figure 1: Moderation effect of proactive aggression on the relationship
between the empatic concern and overall life satisfaction

10
9.5 1
9 A
% g5 | —— Low Proactive
% ' aggression
=1 8 1 --4--- High Proactive
g 75 | aggression
s
g 7
®)
6.5
6

Low Empatic concern High Empatic concern

Figure 2: Moderation effect of proactive aggression on the relationship
between the empatic concern and overall happiness

As we can seen on the Figure 3, with high scores on proactive aggression
relationship between personall distress and overall happiness became more positive (3 =
.16, p=.03).
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The proactive aggression x reactive aggresion interaction was significant for
satisfaction with life (§ = .17, p = .004), with significant increase of R? in the second step
(AR? = .02, p < .01) (see Figure 4). This interactions indicate that the effect of reactive
aggression on satisfaction with life is enervate in high proactive aggression condition.

7. Discussion

The present study examined the relationships between reactive and proactive aggression,
emotional and cognitive components of empathy and indicators of life satisfaction. Also,
this study has explored the role of empathy above aggression in the prediction of life
satisfaction and the interacting effect of proactive and reactive aggression on the
relationship between empathy components and indicators of life satisfaction. Reactive
aggression showed a negative effect on satisfaction with life and overall happiness, which
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is in line with our prediction and findings that reactive aggression is related to harmful
outcomes, sociocognitive deficits, lack of social skills, and disturbed interpersonal
relationships (Pechorro et al., 2015; Poulin & Boivin, 2000). In line with prediction, the
result showed a negative relationship between proactive aggression and satisfaction with
life on the bivariate level. However, this relationship dropped to nonsignificance in
regression analyses, thereby suggesting that the zero-order correlation between proactive
aggression and satisfaction with life was attributable to the overlap of reactive and
proactive aggression. The absence of the expected negative association of proactive
aggression with life satisfaction indicators may be due to proactive aggression being
mainly oriented to materialistic goals, and measured of life satisfaction used in the
present study includes primarily emotional responses on different aspects of life
conditions (Pavot & Diner, 1993; Pavot & Diner, 2008). Besides, proactive aggression is
associated with hedonistic values, which include the pursuit of a high standard of living
and social power, often in the context of exploiting others (Soki¢, 2020).

Among the empathy dimensions, personal distress showed a negative effect on all
three indicators of life satisfaction. These results are consistent with our hypothesis based
on the conception of personal distress as involving anxiety and low self-esteem (Davis,
1980; Davis, 1983). Expected positive association of empathy concern and satisfaction
with life confirmed the theoretical assumption that empathic concern represents positive
feelings of warmth and sympathy for others, sensitivity, and emotionality (Davis, 1983).
It should be emphasised that empathy concern uniquely positively predicted satisfaction
with life, which indicates the adaptive potential of this dimension of emotional empathy.
In line with our hypothesis, perspective-taking was positively related to satisfaction in
life on a bivariate level. This relationship has become nonsignificance in regression
analyses which suggests that the bivariate correlation between perspective-taking and
satisfaction with life results from overlapping between different empathy dimensions.
Namely, it should be noted that a significant positive correlation between perspective-
taking and empathic concern was found.

Empathy dimensions added incremental variance in explaining all indicators of
life satisfaction after controlling for aggression. These results indicate that empathy
outperforms aggression in predicting life satisfaction.

Furthermore, the results revealed a moderation effect of proactive aggression on
the relations between empathy concern and overall life satisfaction as well as overall
happiness. It has been shown that relations between empathy concern and overall life
satisfaction and empathic concern and overall happiness became less positive on high
scores on proactive aggression. Contrary to that, with high scores on proactive aggression
relationship between personal distress and overall happiness became more positive.
These results indicate that proactive aggression negatively affected relationships between
empathic concern and indicators of life satisfaction, while the impact of proactive
aggression on the relationship between personal distress and overall happiness was
positive.
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8. Conclusion

Taken together, the results of this study indicate that there is a significant impact of
aggression and empathy on life satisfaction. Reactive aggression is a strong risk factor for
satisfaction with life and overall happiness. Empathic concern has adaptive potential and
represents a protective factor for efficiently using emotions, while personal distress has
shown maladaptive potential for personal well-being. These results could be useful for
designing separate prevention and intervention programs to help students regulate and
use emotions in an adaptive, useful way.

8.1 Limitations and future directions

The findings of this study should be considered bearing some limitations in mind. Firstly,
participants were recruited online, and the study sample consisted of a fairly
homogeneous private higher education students. This way of conducting research
greatly reduces the possibility of sample control so that, in fact, we do not know whether
the data on sociodemographic characteristics are true. Although such a sample may be
appropriate for investigating continuous relations between aggression, empathy and life
satisfaction, additional studies with other samples are needed. it would be useful to
repeat this research at a similar age of the forensic or prison population and on a sample
from the general population.

Therefore, although our findings provide preliminary support, they cannot be
generalized to the other populations. The present study employed short self-report
measures of the aggression, empathy and satisfaction with life, which could have affected
socially desirable responsiveness in an effort to present themselves in a favourable light.
To clarify the nature of different functions of aggression and their links to empathy, it is
necessary to use other measures of these psychological constructs, primarily behavioural
measures. In addition, the study was conducted during social isolation caused by the
COVID-19 pandemic, which has drastically affected lifestyles. These circumstances could
have contributed to increased frustration and stress levels in participants, and thus to
increased scores on reactive aggression and personal distress. Therefore, it is proposed
that public health institutions in cooperation with higher education institutions, ensure
the provision of quality and timely psychological services in order to avoid the
consequences of long-term social isolation.
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