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background
Gratitude, empathy and humility have been defined as 
personality dispositions, as complex interpersonal emo-
tions, and as states that prompt people to be more pro-
social. However, studies on the associations between these 
emotions and authenticity are scarce. The main purpose of 
this study was to analyze the mediation effect of gratitude 
and empathy on the association between humility and 
perceived false identity.

participants and procedure
The number of participants who took part in the survey 
was equal to 220 university students (91% female). Students 
completed questionnaires concerning humility (BSHS 
scale), gratitude (GQ scale), empathy (QCAE inventory), 
and perceived false self (POFS scale).

results
The results confirmed significant correlations between 
gratitude, empathy and authenticity, but not with humil-

ity. Further analysis revealed that gratitude and affective 
and cognitive empathy explain 9% of the perceived false 
identity level. The findings confirmed the mediation effect 
of gratitude on the associations between (1) humility and 
false self, (2) affective empathy and false self, but not be-
tween cognitive empathy and false self. The results also 
indicated that humility may influence authenticity indi-
rectly via gratitude, but not via dimensions of empathy.

conclusions
The findings confirm the significance of gratitude and cog-
nitive empathy as dispositions that promote a  feeling of 
being authentic. On the other hand, the relationship be-
tween affective empathy and false self was positive.

key words
gratitude; humility; empathy; perceived false self

Do positive emotions prompt people to be more 
authentic? The mediation effect of gratitude  
and empathy dimensions on the relationship 

between humility state and perceived false self

corresponding author – Katarzyna Tomaszek, Ph.D., Department of Psychology, Institute of Pedagogy, University 
of Rzeszow, 24 Księdza Józefa Jałowego Str., 35-010 Rzeszow, Poland, e-mail: ktomaszek@ur.edu.pl

authors’ contribution – A: Study design · B: Data collection · C: Statistical analysis · D: Data interpretation · 
E: Manuscript preparation · F: Literature search · G: Funds collection

to cite this article – Tomaszek, K. (2023). Do positive emotions prompt people to be more authentic? The mediation 
effect of gratitude and empathy dimensions on the relationship between humility state and perceived false self. 
Current Issues in Personality Psychology, 11(4), 297–309. 

received 14.10.2021 · reviewed 20.02.2022 · accepted 28.04.2022 · online publication 14.11.2022

original article

Katarzyna Tomaszek

Department of Psychology, Institute of Pedagogy, University of Rzeszow, Poland

 
 This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 
International (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0). License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/)



Do positive emotions prompt people to be more authentic?

298 current issues in personality psychology

Background

Humility, gratitude, and empathy are defined as char-
acter strengths, as factors shaping interpersonal rela-
tions. Particularly, all of them encourage individuals 
to present behaviors that benefit others at a variety 
of costs to the self, not only in materials terms but 
also in terms of devoted time or personal effort spent 
on helping (Gurnani &  Sethia, 2019; Lishner et  al., 
2016; Xiao et al., 2021). Their definitions suggest that 
feeling them enriches knowledge about oneself as 
well as increasing personal growth (Derksen et  al., 
2021; Homan & Hosack, 2019; Jafari, 2020). Despite 
the unquestionable conceptual connections between 
these emotions, studies on the associations between 
them have received insufficient attention. Moreover, 
the relationship between these emotions and false 
self-construct has not been examined yet in Poland. 

Humility, gratitude and empatHy –  
tHe tHeoretical background  
of tHe current study 

Humility was defined as the dispositional quality of 
an individual, a hypoegoic state that includes a spe-
cific attitude to oneself indicated by a decrease in self-
focus, e.g. the reflection that something or someone 
greater than the self exists (Frostenson, 2016; Nielsen 
& Marrone, 2018). Humility is connected with lack of 
arrogance in relation to others. According to Davis 
et al. (2012), humility is not something possessed by 
an individual per se, but is an interpersonal judgment 
about the person that we create. Humility is an emo-
tion that is important in both self-knowledge and 
the effectiveness in building relationships (Albrecht, 
2015). Wright et al. (2018) distinguished two dimen-
sions of humility, e.g. low self-focus and high other 
focus. Humility is built from four components: accu-
rate self-awareness, appreciation of others, openness 
to feedback, and transcendence perspective (Nielsen 
& Marrone, 2018). However, Kruse et al. (2017) pos-
ited that humility fluctuates over time depending 
on social contexts. The state approach to humility 
research makes it possible to explore whether the 
dynamics in humility change the individuals’ behav-
iors (ego-inflating actions) or emotional responses 
(e.g. expressing gratitude or empathy) to a variety of 
life or daily events, or a combination of these factors 
and other individual characteristics. Therefore, in the 
current study, the momentary humility conceptual-
ization was applied. 

Gratitude is understood as a sense of thankfulness 
and joy for what one possesses, and it is experienced 
when people receive something valuable and ben-
eficial (Emmons & McCullough, 2004). Additionally, 
gratitude refers to the awareness of a positive person-
al outcome that was freely bestowed upon the indi-

vidual by others (Bono et al., 2004) and which in turn 
increases later prosociality (Oliveira et al., 2021). The 
most often used measurement of gratitude – the Grat-
itude Questionnaire (GQ) proposed by McCullough 
et al. (2002) – captures mostly its emotional compo-
nent. In this approach, gratitude is “a generalized ten-
dency to recognize and respond with grateful emo-
tion to the roles of other people’s benevolence in the 
positive experiences and outcomes that one obtains” 
(McCullough et al., 2002, p. 112). As the current study 
mostly tries to examine the associations between 
positive emotions and false self, McCullough and col-
leagues’ gratitude emotional perspective was applied.

Empathy “bridges the gap between self-experi-
ence and that of others” (Wilkinson et al., 2017, p. 19). 
This complex emotion predicts whether an observer 
would provide help when confronted with a request 
to do so, but also as an altruistic, fully voluntary ges-
ture when help is needed, although the beneficiary 
does not ask for it (Nowakowska, 2022). Reik’s model 
of the empathy process includes identifying with 
the interlocutor, incorporating the other person’s 
emotions, understanding the other’s emotions, and 
separating oneself from them (Reik, 1948, as cited in 
Mora-Pelegrín et al., 2021). More specifically, experi-
encing empathy requires the emergence of three core 
processes: (1) an emotional process defined as shar-
ing someone’s emotion, (2) a cognitive process indi-
cating that the person is capable of taking the other’s 
perspective, and (3) a motivational process of show-
ing and feeling compassion and wanting to help (Hall 
&  Schwartz, 2019). The multidimensional approach 
to empathy with affective (the ability to experience 
and share the emotions of others) and cognitive di-
mensions (the ability to understand the emotions of 
others) (Reniers et al., 2011) is most common in em-
pirical studies and was used in the current project.

Humility, gratitude and empatHy –  
tHe evidence for interrelationsHips

Kruse et al. (2014) confirmed the strong mutual asso-
ciation between humility and gratitude, i.e. “practic-
ing gratitude fosters humble thoughts and feelings, 
which, in turn, may promote even more gratitude, 
which further boosts humility, and so on” (Kruse 
et  al., 2014, p. 817). Johnson (2019) believes that 
empathy requires intellectual humility and that it 
is impossible to imagine emotional states of others 
without it. Humility also encourages people to adopt 
another’s perspective and act in an other-enhancing 
way (Hendijani &  Sohrabi, 2019). In other words, 
it helps to diminish the impact of the self-centered 
perspective when we analyze and make social judg-
ments about others. Past studies also indicated the 
positive relation between empathy and gratitude (La-
sota et al., 2020). The abovementioned findings sug-
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gest that humility may facilitate an empathetic per-
spective and the feeling of gratitude.

tHe psycHological view of autHenticity 

Rivera et  al. (2019) discussed authenticity in two 
ways: (a) a  veridical objective approach, determin-
ing whether the person really is living/behaving 
authentically, according to objective standards, and 
(b)  a  non-veridical subjective approach (perceived 
authenticity), in which the judgments about authen-
ticity are derived, and the subjective state comes 
from the question whether the person feels authentic. 
Based on this approach, Weir and Jose (2010) defined 
the perceived false self as the inauthenticity observed 
in behaviors caused by social demands. In the current 
study, the subjective veridical approach to authentic-
ity was used, as the participants assessed their feel-
ing of being inauthentic. In this view the false self is 
two-dimensional, comprising (1) the false self, which 
refers to hiding true thoughts, beliefs, feelings, and 
motives in social situations, and (2) social concern, 
which refers to behaviors in which a person desists 
from presenting their own beliefs and behaviors be-
cause of external social norms and standards. Harter 
et al. (1996, p. 360) claimed that lack of authenticity is 
“the extent to which one is acting in ways that do not 
reflect one’s true self as a person”, or the ‘real me’. 

autHenticity and empatHy

According to Bialystok and Kukar (2018), authentic-
ity and empathy are engaged in a give-and-take re-
lationship; however, they are not fully actualized at 
the same time. Empathy promotes social orientation 
and cooperation; thus people may hide true thoughts 
and feelings to avoid social conflicts (Rumble et al., 
2009). Moreover, family members’ empathy may fa-
cilitate the quality of social interactions and increase 
the influence of others on a person’s behaviors and 
judgments (Michałek-Kwiecień, 2020). In addition, 
pro-social orientation may facilitate the ability to 
take the perspective of others, recognize their feel-
ings, and empathize with their emotional states. In 
this context, it is worth mentioning the dual empathy 
in couples, which highlights the role of other-orient-
ed focus (Kaźmierczak &  Karasiewicz, 2021). Thus, 
fear of losing positive relationships with relatives 
may encourage one to hide true beliefs and thoughts. 
However, studies give mixed results in this area. 

autHenticity and Humility

Humble persons are characterized by a self-regulato-
ry capacity that fosters pro-social tendencies (Owens 

et al., 2013). Humility mitigates human vices, e.g. hu-
bris, arrogance, egoistic attitude, self-aggrandizement 
(Nielsen &  Marrone, 2018). Therefore, humility is 
usually recognized by an accurate or balanced self-
concept, and the ability to notice others’ worth (Kruse 
et al., 2014). A humble person is capable of acknowl-
edging and accepting their own limitations and weak-
nesses, as well as of seeking diverse feedback (Nielsen 
& Marrone, 2018). Moreover, even if they receive neg-
ative feedback, which is usually connected to expe-
riencing a significant ego threat, humble people can 
appreciate this and do not self-disparage themselves 
(Kruse et al., 2014). This is because humility is strong-
ly related to an affirmed and secure identity and „for-
getting of the self” (Tangney, 2000). To a certain ex-
tent, this may also promote being more authentic as 
the humble person accepts their weaknesses and does 
not try to present themselves as someone else.

autHenticity and gratitude

Homan and Hosack (2019) stated that gratitude am-
plifies the good in people’s lives because this emotion 
strengthens the ability to see the good in themselves 
(e.g. people are more aware of their own personal 
qualities and resources). As a result, the individual’s 
self-compassion and self-acceptance increase. The 
authors found that gratitude also guides people to 
search for good things in others. What is more, ac-
cording to the broaden-and-build theory of positive 
emotions, such emotions broaden individuals’ modes 
of momentary thought and behavior repertoire, and 
as a consequence people’s thinking and behavior are 
more flexible when necessary (Fredrickson, 2004). In 
addition, individuals are able to appreciate the pres-
ent moment as something that is given them and can 
develop new perspectives of self and the world by in-
tegrating all benefits (Kardaş & Yalçin, 2021). Among 
the broadening aspects of human life stemming from 
positive emotions such as gratitude are enriched 
psychological resources, e.g. developing identity and 
sense of orientation (Fredrickson, 2004). Some of the 
past studies confirmed that gratitude strengthens the 
individual’s positive beliefs about self and increases 
self-esteem (Li et al., 2012). Therefore it should also 
encourage people to show their true thoughts, feel-
ings and behaviors in public situations, that is to be 
more authentic. 

tHe present study

To date, only a  few studies have explored the rela-
tionships of humility, empathy and gratitude with 
self construct indicators. In addition, none of them 
examined all these variables together. Thus, this study 
aimed to examine four hypotheses: 
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H1: High humility and gratitude and low empa-
thy will predict a lower level of perceived false self. 

As mentioned in the introduction, humility and 
gratitude strengthen self-worth and authenticity 
(Homan & Hosack, 2019; Kruse et  al., 2014), while 
empathy increases the interpersonal orientation, 
which may cause a  tendency to hide true feelings 
and beliefs in social situations.

H2: Humility will directly and indirectly predict 
the level of perceived false self via gratitude.

The upward spiral between humility and grati-
tude indicates that gratitude may be considered as 
an antecedent of humility and vice versa, and that 
humility may enhance the awareness of social re-
sources via externally focused emotions such as 
gratitude (Kruse et al., 2014). It is also worth noting 
that humility is related to low self-focus and enables 
people to focus on other people and on the world 
around them (Kruse et al., 2017). This may help in 
taking a broader perspective that allows one to per-
ceive and appreciate the good that man has received 
from others but also from force majeure, e.g. God, 
nature, or fate. In addition, Hussong et  al. (2019) 
defined gratitude as a  cognitively mediated, socio-
emotional process that refers to a feeling of appre-
ciation, happiness, or joy because of gift/benefit, that 
is not due to personal effort but to a benefactor’s free 
and unrestricted intentions to give. Such an external 
focus and pro-social perspective seem to be linked 
to a shift away from an egoistic orientation. Consid-
ering that both gratitude and humility make people 
re-examine what they know about themselves, to ac-
cept their weaknesses and to acknowledge personal 
strengths, such conditions may encourage them to 
be more authentic. 

H3: Gratitude will mediate the association be-
tween empathy and perceived false self. 

Because gratitude requires the ability to recog-
nize human emotions and connect them properly to 
social situations (Nelson et  al., 2013), it may serve 
as a mediator between the emotions that reinforces 
not overestimating self-worth and openness to oth-
ers (e.g. humility) (Spezio et al., 2019) and the ability 
to understand emotions of others (e.g. empathy) ap-
pearing in the interpersonal context. More specifi-
cally, understanding of gratitude involves an under-
standing of the mental state of the other person, e.g. 
the benefactor (Tudge et  al., 2015). Such a  process 
requires the cognitive ability to identify and under-
stand other people’s emotions and an altruistic mo-
tivation. The positive judgment and emotions aimed 
at and concerning the other person can create con-
ditions in which the person feels accepted enough, 
which may encourage him/her to reveal individual 
true emotions and beliefs. As such, the perceived au-
thenticity may increase.

H4: Humility will directly and indirectly predict 
perceived false self through empathy.

The theoretical justification for the direct rela-
tionship between the state of humility and perceived 
false self came from the common observation that 
the emotional states interfere with self-judgments 
and behaviors. More specifically, the emotion-
as-direct-causation asserts that current emotions 
guide behavior and judgment, and vice versa (De-
Wall et  al., 2016). Affective states motivate people 
to authenticity (Lenton et  al., 2012). Past studies 
have confirmed that self-judgments of authenticity 
are affected by several factors, e.g. the positivity of 
the behavior and the stringency of their construals 
of authenticity (Jongman-Sereno &  Leary, 2020). 
Moreover, the self-concordance model proposed by 
Sheldon and Elliot (1998) posited that people are 
authentic if there is a fit between their situational 
goal strivings and their personal values. The lack of 
congruency (the lack of correspondence between 
implicit and explicit motives) is connected to low-
er emotional well-being (Schultheiss &  Brunstein, 
2010). As such, also momentary emotions may be 
related to fluctuation in false self. The mediation ef-
fect of empathy on the association between humility 
state and false self is related to a theory of relational 
humility. This construct is defined as the perception 
of another person that consists of two judgments: 
(a) whether the person is other-oriented, rating the 
ability to act modestly by regulating self-oriented 
emotions and inhibiting socially off-putting expres-
sions of those emotions; (b) whether the person has 
realistic self-esteem, rating the accuracy of self-
view. This approach asserts that humility promote 
strengthening social bonds, leads to greater group 
acceptance, and can help repair relationships be-
cause it involves integrity of intrapersonal, interper-
sonal, and motivational qualities (Davis et al., 2012). 
The conditions described above are also important 
in feeling and expressing empathy, as at the same 
time, to feel empathy, an individual must recognize 
another person’s emotional state, have an ability to 
share these feelings and the motivation to be com-
passionate (Hall & Schwartz, 2019). Since empathy 
is a pro-social emotion, it usually results in reactions 
to meet the needs of the object of empathy accord-
ing to one’s own opinion (Depow et  al., 2021). In 
other words, adaptive empathy allows us to learn 
according to others’ needs and adjust our own em-
pathic response based on feedback (Kozakevich 
et al., 2021). Because humility encourages people to 
notice others’ meaning by diminishing egoistic per-
spective (Kruse et al., 2014), it was expected that it 
may reinforce the cognitive ability to think about, 
understand, and sympathize with other people’s 
mental states. Such empathetic orientation increases 
social connectedness (Depow et al., 2021). However, 
it may in turn create the conditions not to reveal 
one’s true self for fear of spoiling close relationships 
with others (see Figure 1).



Katarzyna Tomaszek

301volume 11(4), 3

ParticiPants and Procedure

participants

The participants were university students from 
the fields of pedagogy, therapy and psychology in 
their 2nd, 3rd and 5th years of study, with a major-
ity of women (n = 200, 91% of the sample) and aged 
M = 24.05 years, SD = 5.28.

procedure

The study was conducted in 2020 (paper-pencil meth-
od of collecting data with n = 111 students) and in 
2021 (online data collection with n = 109 students). 
All participants provided informed consent before 
completing the survey. Approval for this study was 
obtained from the Ethics Committee of the Institute 
of Psychology at the Pedagogical University of Kra-
kow (no. 1/09/2021).

measurements

Brief State Humility Scale (BSHS) by Kruse et  al. 
(2017). The scale is a  6-item tool to measure mo-
mentary humility (e.g. “I feel that I do not have very 
many weaknesses”). The participants answer the 
question how they feel at the moment and rate each 
item from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). 
However, the 3-item Polish version was used in the 
current research project, because of good psycho-
metric properties (e.g. EFA: 58.35% of the explained 
variances, loadings ranged from .46 to .88; reliability: 
α = .60, ɷ = .68). 

Cognitive and Affective Empathy Questionnaire 
(QCAE) by Reniers et  al. (2011) in the Polish ver-

sion by Lasota et al. (2020). The QCAE scale consists 
of 31  items that measure two main components of 
empathy: cognitive (e.g. “I can sense if I am intrud-
ing, even if the other person does not tell me”), and 
affective (e.g. “I am happy when I am with a cheer-
ful group and sad when the others are glum”). The 
participants respond on a 4-point Likert scale from 
1 (I disagree) to 4 (I agree).

The Gratitude Questionnaire (GQ; McCullough 
et  al., 2002) is a  6-item scale (e.g. “I am grateful to 
a wide variety of people”) with a 7-point Likert scale 
rated from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) 
(Kossakowska & Kwiatek, 2014).

Perceptions of False Self (POFS; Weir & Jose, 2010) 
is a scale composed of 16 items scored using a 5‐point 
Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly 
agree). The scale captures how much a person reacts 
in line with perceived external standards rather than 
self-generated internal standards (e.g. “I say what 
I think even if it is different to the opinion of others”). 
The Polish version of the POFS scale was used in this 
study because of good psychometric properties (EFA 
with one factor solutions: 35% of the explained vari-
ances in perceived false self, loadings ranged from 
.25 to .74, only two items did not reach the statistical 
criteria for loadings over .40, i.e. item 15 (.25), and 
item 16 (.33); reliability: α = .83, ɷ = .86).

data analysis

Descriptive statistics (M, SD, Pearson’s correlation) 
were calculated for continuous variables to describe 
the sample’s characteristics. Linear regression was 
used to test the predictive power of gratitude, empa-
thy and humility (independent variables) for false self 
(dependent variable). Process Macro v. 3.3 by Hayes 
(2013) was used to examine the mediation effects 

Note. a-a2, b-b2, c/c’ – testing paths.

Figure 1

Theoretical models of tested relationships between positive emotions and perceived false self 

Perceived  
false self (Y)

Humility (X)

Empathy  
dimensions (M2)

Gratitude (M1)

Multiple mediation model (models 4-5)

c/c’

a1 a2 b1 b2

Perceived  
false self (Y)

Humility, empathy 
dimensions (X)

Gratitude (M)

Simple mediation effect (models 1-3)

c/c’

a b
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(model 4, 6). SPSS (vs. 22.0) was employed for data 
evaluation. The JASP package was used to calculate 
the reliability of the scales. A Monte Carlo power anal-
ysis for indirect effects with two parallel mediators 
was performed (Schoemann et al., 2017). The power 
of 0.82 (p < .05) was reached with 180 participants (for 
conditions: (a) r = .04 between: X-Y variables; X-M1; 
Y-M1, and M1-M2; (b) r = .02 between X-M2; Y-M2). 

results

tHe relationsHip between positive 
emotions and perceived false self

The skewness and kurtosis indicated a  normal dis-
tribution for all variables. The Pearson’s analysis 
revealed that the humility is positively related only 
to gratitude. The false self negatively correlated with 
gratitude and cognitive empathy, but not with humil-
ity and affective empathy. Gratitude was positively 
associated with both empathy dimensions. Affec-

tive empathy and cognitive empathy were correlated 
positively with each other. All of the correlations 
were low (see Table 1). 

As expected, higher gratitude and both empathy 
dimensions (but not humility) were predictors of 
a lower false self and explained 9% of the variances in 
POFS (F(4, 214) = 6.08, p < .001, R2 = .10, adj. R2 = .09) 
(H1 was partially supported) (see Table 2).

basic mediation effects of gratitude 
on tHe associations of Humility 
and dimensions of empatHy 
witH perceived false self (models 1-3)

Gratitude was positively associated with two in-
dependent variables, i.e. humility and affective em-
pathy, but not with cognitive empathy (paths a). As 
expected, in all three tested models, the mediator was 
negatively related to the dependent variable (path b). 
Furthermore, the significant relationship between 
cognitive empathy and perceived false self became 

Table 1

Descriptive statistics and Pearson’s correlations (N = 220)

Variables Min./max. M (SD) Skewness Kurtosis 1 2 3 4 5 α/ɷ

1.  Humility  
state

7/21 16.25 
(3.22)

–.55 .03 – .60/.68

2. Gratitude 11/42 33.08 
(6.22)

–.93 .67 .16* – .80/.82

3.  Perceived 
false self

22/71 42.26 
(9.33)

.37 –.01 .01 –.24*** – .83/.86

4.  Cognitive 
empathy

37/75 56.73 
(7.80)

.03 –.53 .03 .14* –.15* – .88/.88

5.  Affective  
empathy

20/47 36.03 
(4.86)

–.24 .12 .07 .23*** .08 .23** – .73/.75

Note. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.

Table 2

Positive emotions as predictors of perceived false self 

Independent variables B SE β 95% CI

LL UL

Humility state .11 .19 .04 –.26 .49

Gratitude –.41 .10 –.27*** –.61 –.21

Cognitive empathy –.18 .08 –.15* –.34 –.02

Affective empathy .33 .13 .17* .07 .59

Summary of the regression model: F(4, 214) = 6.08, p < .001, R2 = .10, adj. R2 = .09
Note. *p < .05, ***p < .001; LL – lower bound 95% confidence interval; UL – upper bound 95% confidence interval; Durbin-Watson 
test for the regression model = 2.03.
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insignificant (model 2, path cʹ), and the insignificant 
association between affective empathy and false self 
became significant (model 3, path cʹ) after inserting 
the mediator. Judging by the effects of the mediator 
on the association between humility and affective 
empathy and perceived false self, we can see that the 

abovementioned simple mediations were confirmed. 
The relationship between independent and dependent 
variables was higher in models 1 and 3 (path cʹ). How-
ever, the indirect effect of cognitive empathy on false 
self via gratitude was insignificant. Thus, H2 and H3 
were partially confirmed (see Table 3, Figures 2-4).

Table 3

Indirect effects from simple mediation models by bootstrap method (models 1-3)

Number  
of model

Path Unstandardized 
coefficients

Standardized  
coefficients

95% CI

B β SE LL UL

Model 1 Humility → Gratitude → Perceived 
false self

–.11 –.04 .02 –.08 –.01

Model 2 Cognitive empathy → Gratitude → 
Perceived false self

–.04 –.03 .02 –.08 .01

Model 3 Affective empathy → Gratitude → 
Perceived false self

–.12 –.06 .03 –.13 –.01

Model 4 Humility → Gratitude → Perceived 
false self 

–.10 –.04 .02 –.08 –.004

Humility → Cognitive empathy → 
Perceived false self

.00 .00 .01 –.02 .02

Humility → Gratitude → Cognitive 
empathy → Perceived false self

–.01 –.002 .00 –.01 .00

Model 5 Humility → Gratitude → Perceived 
false self

–.13 –.04 .02 –.09 –.01

Humility → Affective empathy → 
Perceived false self

.01 .01 .01 –.01 .03

Humility → Gratitude → Affective 
empathy → Perceived false self

.01 .01 .004 –.0001 .02

Figure 2

Simple mediation effect of gratitude on the relationship 
between humility and perceived false self

Gratitude

.15* –25**

Perceived  
false self

Humility  
state

Model 1
Note. *p < .05, **p < .01.

.04 (c’)

.01 (c)

Figure 3

Cognitive empathy indirect effect on perceived false 
self via gratitude

Gratitude

.13 –23**

False self  
baseline

Cognitive  
empathy

Model 2
Note. *p < .05, **p < .01.

–.12 (c’)

–.15* (c)
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mediation effects of gratitude  
and empatHy on tHe association 
between Humility and perceived false 
self (models 4-5)

Two multiple mediation models with two mediators, 
namely (1) gratitude and cognitive empathy (2) grati-
tude and affective empathy, were examined. Both 
were found to be significant (F(3, 215) = 5.83, p < .001, 
R2 = .07; F(3, 215) = 6.27, p < .001, R2 = .08). 

In model 4, the direct effect (B = .12, p = .509, 95% 
CI [–.25; .51]) of humility on perceived false self was 
at an insignificant level. The direct path from humil-

ity to gratitude (B = .29, β = .15, p = .023, 95% CI [.04; 
.55], path a1) was significant, but the path to cogni-
tive empathy (B = –.004, β = –.002, p = .979, 95% CI 
[–.33; .32], path a2) was insignificant. The path from 
the first mediator (gratitude) to the second (cogni-
tive empathy) was also insignificant (B = .16, β = .13, 
p = .065, 95% CI [–.01; .33]). The path from the me-
diator to false self, namely, from gratitude (B = –.36, 
β = –.24, p <  .001, 95% CI [–.55; –.16]) was signifi-
cant (path b1) and from cognitive empathy (B = –.14, 
β = –.12, p = .073, 95% CI [–.30; .01]) was insignificant 
(path b2). The indirect effect of humility on perceived 
false self (1) via gratitude was at a  significant level 
(B = –.10, β = –.04, 95% CI [–.08; –.004]), (2) via cog-
nitive empathy (B =  .00, β =  .00, 95% CI [–.02; .02]) 
was insignificant, (3) and via gratitude and cognitive 
empathy (B = –.01, β = –.002, 95% CI [–.01; .00]) was 
insignificant (see Table 3, Figure 5).

In model 5, the direct effect of humility on per-
ceived false self (B = .11, p = .552, 95% CI [–.26; .49]) 
and the relationship between the independent vari-
able and affective empathy (B = .05, β = .03, p = .562, 
95% CI [–.15; .25], path a2) were insignificant. The 
paths between humility and gratitude (B  =  .29, 
β =  .15, p =  .023, 95% CI [.04; .55], path a1) and be-
tween gratitude and affective empathy (B  =  .17, 
β = .22, p = .001, 95% CI [.07; .27]) were significant. 
The associations between both mediators and the 
dependent variable were at a significant level (path 
b1: B = –.42, β = –.28, p < .001, 95% CI [–.63; –.22]; 
and path b2: B =  .27, β =  .14, p =  .036, 95% CI [.02; 
.53], respectively). The indirect effect of humility on 
perceived false self via (1) gratitude was significant 
(B = –.13, β = –.04, 95% CI [–.09; –.01]), (2) affective 
empathy was insignificant (B =  .00, β =  .00, 95% CI 

Figure 4

Simple mediating effect of gratitude on affective  
empathy and perceived false self relationship

Gratitude

.22*** –.28***

Perceived  
false self

Affective  
empathy

Model 3
Note. *p < .05, ***p < .001.

.14* (c’)

.08 (c)

Figure 5

Mediation effect of gratitude and cognitive empathy 
on the association between humility and perceived 
false self 

Perceived  
false self

Humility  
state

Cognitive  
empathy

Gratitude

Model 4
Note. *p < .05, **p < .01.

.04 (c’)

.01 (c)

.15*

.13

–.002 –.24** .12

Figure 6

Mediation effect of gratitude and affective empathy 
on the association between humility and perceived 
false self

Perceived  
false self

Humility  
state

Affective  
empathy

Gratitude

Model 5
Note. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.

.04 (c’)

.001 (c)

.15*

.22**

–.03 –.28*** .14*
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[–.01; .03], and (3) gratitude and affective empathy 
was insignificant (B  =  .00, β  =  .01, 95% CI [–.0001; 
.02]. H4 was confirmed only with regard to the in-
direct effect of humility on perceived false self via 
gratitude (see Table 3, Figure 6). 

discussion

The broaden-and-build theory of positive emotions 
assumes that the feeling of positive affective states 
supports human functioning in many areas, includ-
ing developing personal resources. Following this 
thesis, the present study investigated the associa-
tions between gratitude empathy, humility, and per-
ceived false identity. 

Higher gratitude and cognitive empathy and 
lower affective empathy predicted lower false self. 
Humility was found to be an insignificant predic-
tor. These findings suggest that feeling empathy may 
negatively affect one’s own behavior by discouraging 
individuals from revealing their true beliefs and emo-
tions; however, the cognitive process of identifying 
others’ emotions had an opposite effect. Past stud-
ies have produced mixed results for characteristics 
that are correlated with empathy. For example, some 
studies have confirmed that empathy is connected 
to positive outcomes (e.g. increase in well-being, de-
crease in depression), while other findings suggest 
that it leads to burnout and social withdrawal, hyper-
competition or immorality (Depow et al., 2021). The 
results of this study are consistent with the Depow 
et  al. (2021) conclusions, that people, even though 
they notice other people’s emotional states, are not 
always willing to empathize with them. Therefore, 
the process of empathy often is not completed (lack 
of affective and motivational stages). As a result, the 
person, although recognizing other people’s emo-
tions, ignores them, which may be associated with 
presenting artificial, inauthentic reactions, e.g. utter-
ing clichés instead of showing true feelings. As such, 
the perceived false self may increase.

According to the results, humility was associated 
with perceived false self only indirectly via gratitude. 
The insignificance of the direct effect of state humility 
on false self is surprising. The findings may be related 
to the dark side of this feeling. Expressing humility 
may have a detrimental effect on personal resources. 
For example, Yang et al. (2019) found that it may lead 
to emotional depletion, adverse work-related out-
comes (i.e. turnover intentions), and work-to-family 
conflicts. As such, humility may also affect other per-
sonal resources e.g. self-judgments. Expressing the 
feeling of humility may be suppressed due to differ-
ent motives. For example, Roberts et al. (2021) found 
that individuals often hide their successes from close 
relatives (react in a too humble way) because of pa-
ternalistic motives. Unfortunately, suppressing hu-

mility has negative relational costs and leads people 
to negative feelings and resource loss. Furthermore, 
social standards about expressing vs. suppressing hu-
mility are not clear. On the one hand, exaggerated 
self-promoting behaviors are often negatively as-
sessed by society, which is related to the rule “it is not 
nice to brag”. On the other hand, some social norms 
upgrade assertive behaviors in which the person ap-
preciates her/his success, and hiding the feeling of 
self-pride may be perceived as not authentic (“false 
modesty”). As such, the social standards may lead to 
either being too humble or hiding humility. This may 
interfere with either the tendency to deny this feel-
ing or express it. Both may affect personal judgments 
in different ways. Additionally, humility is a complex 
construct and depends on people’s general ethical 
orientation, autonomy, life goals, religious practices, 
and reactions to disagreement (Wright et al., 2018). 
These factors were not controlled for in the current 
study, but they might be important in determining 
why state humility is not directly associated with 
perceived authenticity. 

The indirect relationship between humility and 
false self via gratitude is partially consistent with 
empirical evidence that humility may play a key role 
(antecedent, mediator or consequence) in feeling pos-
itive emotions such as gratitude (Kruse et al., 2017). 
Layous et  al. (2017) confirmed that this emotional 
state mediates the association between gratitude and 
motivation to become a better person by increasing 
the belief that one deserves the help of a  benefac-
tor. However, Kruse et  al. (2014) identified humble 
feelings as a state that facilitates greater sensitivity 
to gratitude. Specifically, it activates a  more other-
oriented perspective in social situations. Moreover, 
induction of gratitude, which promotes external fo-
cus and inhibits internal focus, can increase humility, 
because this emotion also decreases self-focus (Kruse 
et  al., 2014). In the light of this study, momentary 
humility through higher gratefulness may manifest 
itself as a behavior change consisting of the tendency 
to show real emotions, beliefs, or thoughts. In other 
words, humility may enhance the individual’s reac-
tions in line with perceived self-generated internal 
standards but only by reinforcing a grateful attitude. 
This effect may be related to the beliefs about who 
we actually are in different social settings. The self-
perception may be “incongruent and in order to de-
crease self-discrepancy, individuals have to regulate 
or modify their perceptions, feelings, and actions to 
change their self-views according to the particular 
feedback or with the standards of desired behavior” 
(Mestvirishvili & Mestvirishvili, 2021, p. 31). Humil-
ity can facilitate behaviors consistent with the ideal 
self (i.e. reducing egoistic attitude and arrogance) 
and gratitude may increase self-reflection of social 
roles and people’s reactions and thereby encourage 
responses in a more authentic way.



Do positive emotions prompt people to be more authentic?

306 current issues in personality psychology

As expected, gratitude mediated the association 
between affective empathy and perceived false self. 
However, the indirect relationship between cognitive 
empathy and perceived false self via gratitude was 
not confirmed. Past studies also revealed differences 
in two empathy facets in relation to psychological 
characteristics and correlates. For example, the emo-
tional component of empathy was found to increase 
the tendency to feel and share the other person’s 
negative states (distress), which can lead to negative 
psychological outcomes, e.g. empathy burnout (De-
cety & Fotopoulou, 2014). In contrast, a high ability 
to identify and understand another person’s affects 
usually leads to more effective helping strategies 
(Hua et al., 2021). One explanation of these different 
patterns may lie in self-consciousness. According to 
Luan and Chen (2020), feeling empathy is mostly re-
lated to private self-consciousness, which indicates 
that the person activates the process of moral values 
in choosing the way of helping others. Similarly, the 
classical concept of gratitude defined it as a moral 
affect (McCullough et  al., 2001). The activation of 
moral judgments indicated by gratitude seems to be 
also associated with the tendency to behave accord-
ing to private standards. This is because gratitude 
may force individuals to re-evaluate their own life/
past opinions about people, which in turn may lead 
to discovering a  positive balance in previous posi-
tive and negative experiences. Therefore, the person 
may be more willing to show authentic reactions. 
On the other hand, a grateful person may want to 
behave in a way which corresponds with the ideal 
self concept, because thinking about what good they 
have received so far in their life may also induce the 
behavioral tendency to react in accordance to what 
kind of person they would like to be. In this con-
text, it is also worth noting that ideal-self contents 
are more accessible for people high in private self-
consciousness (Falewicz & Bąk, 2016), and both em-
pathy and gratitude are related to higher awareness 
of one’s self and social relations in which individuals 
are embedded.

Interestingly, affective empathy was positively 
related to the perceived false self. Empathy often 
takes place in problematic situations in which a per-
son experiences difficult emotions. The empathetic 
person is then faced with the task of supporting the 
interlocutor. However, even in professional help re-
lationships, there is a dilemma whether to show true 
emotions, sometimes negative (e.g. anxiety, help-
lessness), or hide them. This is because the person 
providing the support by expressing true feelings 
builds closeness and a  sincere atmosphere. On the 
other hand, expressing real emotions may be over-
whelming to the person in need. According to Or-
ange (2002), there is an incompatibility of the em-
pathic understanding which was described by this 
author with two main questions: Does remaining 

close to the patient’s emotional perspective require 
the analyst to become dishonest or inauthentic? Or 
conversely, does authentic participation require an 
emotional distance incompatible with empathic un-
derstanding? In other words, to effectively support 
someone, do we need to be dishonest and hide true 
emotions (suppressing the affective empathy), and 
focus only on understanding the other person’s emo-
tions (heightened cognitive empathy)? Although the 
author believes that this is only an apparent contra-
diction and authenticity and empathy are compat-
ible, the question of the relationship between these 
constructs still requires in-depth research. Similarly, 
the current study does not allow us to answer the 
above questions.

The present study contributes to the existing lit-
erature about authenticity in several ways. First, this 
is the first research to examine altogether gratitude, 
empathy, humility and the perceived discrepancy in 
self-view. Moreover, the findings highlighted the im-
portant role of gratitude in linking other emotional 
states with self-judgments. This study also partially 
confirmed that expressing humility (in the sense of 
admitting that this is the feeling that I feel at the 
moment) is related to a higher tendency to express 
gratitude and only in this condition promote the feel-
ing of authenticity. Lastly, the results shed some light 
on the complex relationship of empathy dimensions 
with perceived false self.

limitations

The limitations include the small study sample, cross-
sectional design, using self-reporting measures, and 
the predominance of women over men. Thus, the 
findings cannot be generalized and do not allow for 
causal and directional influences to be determined. 
Furthermore, humility was measured as a  momen-
tary state, and, perhaps due to its measurement, it 
was not directly related to dimensions of empathy 
and perceived false self in this study.

conclusions

The results suggest that gratitude may play a key role 
in changing the perspective from which one looks at 
what oneself and others are like as well as what one 
would reveal to others. In contrast, affective empa-
thy is positively, while cognitive empathy negatively, 
associated with wearing masks in social settings. 
Humility was connected to self-construct only via 
gratitude.
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