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Introduction: Kindergarten teachers who empathize with toddlers experience a great risk of burnout and emotional disturbance. This 
is referred to as compassion fatigue, in which teachers’ empathy experience is reduced. This study proposed a moderated mediation 
model to identify the risks of compassion fatigue and its protective factors for developing evidence-based clinical interventions.
Methods: In this cross-sectional study, self-report measures were administered to 1049 kindergarten teachers to observe their 
mindsets toward children, motivation for teacher empathy, job stress, social support, and compassion fatigue. The PROCESS macro 
(SPSS 23.0) was used to assess the moderated mediation model.
Results: The results demonstrated that motivation for teacher empathy mediated the negative relationship between kindergarten 
teachers’ mindsets toward children and compassion fatigue. Moreover, job stress and social support moderated the relationship 
between kindergarten teachers’ mindsets toward children and motivation for teacher empathy. However, this effect was not observed in 
the negative relationship between kindergarten teachers’ mindsets toward children and compassion fatigue.
Conclusion: The proposed moderated mediation model was found to be valid. Furthermore, the study findings have practical 
implications for developing evidence-based interventions for addressing kindergarten teachers’ compassion fatigue.
Keywords: compassion fatigue, mindsets toward children, empathic motivation, kindergarten teachers

Introduction
Empathy is a multifaceted construct that involves vicariously resonating with others’ experiences (ie experience sharing), 
actively inferring others’ thoughts and intentions (ie mentalizing), and the motivation to alleviate others’ suffering (ie 
compassion).1,2 Additionally, it plays a critical role in establishing successful human interactions.3,4 Although providing 
care can benefits others, it may lead to negative consequences involving cognitive5 and emotional6 costs and compassion 
fatigue for the providers.7–9 Compassion fatigue, also termed as secondary traumatization, is used to describe the 
emotional distress resulting from secondhand exposure to another person’s traumatic stress.10,11 In the DSM-5, clinicians 
and researchers acknowledged secondary traumatization as an indirect exposure to trauma due to “learning that the 
traumatic events occurred to a close family member or close friend.”12

Compassion fatigue has received substantial attention in clinical psychology over the last three decades.13 Generally, 
compassion fatigue refers to an individual’s reduced ability or interest in being empathic as a consequence of experien
cing others’ traumatizing events.8,9,14,15 Compassion fatigue is typically associated with physical symptoms (eg exhaus
tion, headaches, and sleep disturbance), behavioral symptoms (eg anger, absenteeism, and attrition), and psychological 
symptoms (eg emotional exhaustion, depression, and loss of hope).9,13,16,17

Compassion fatigue is a universal psychological state that anyone can experience; it has been studied in many clinical 
groups,18 including nurses,17,19 physicians,20,21 consultants,22,23 and counselors.24 Recently, researchers in the education 
field have focused on compassion fatigue.25 Koenig et al conducted a pilot study to explore the relationship between 
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burnout and compassion fatigue among Canadian educators.26 Similarly, Inbar and Shiri adopted a qualitative approach 
using in-depth interviews to evaluate perceived compassion fatigue among elementary and high school teachers in Israel.27 

The existing research demonstrates that elementary and high school teachers are at a risk of developing compassion 
fatigue.26 However, few studies have focused exclusively on kindergarten teachers, who are likely to be the first to identify 
children’s suffering and distress. In China, governments are recruiting more kindergarten teachers as part of the imple
mentation of the National Plan for Medium- and Long-Term Education Reform and Development by 2035. For example, 
the number of kindergarten teachers has increased from 2.43 million in 2017 to 3.19 million in 2021. However, the number 
of age-appropriate children (aged 3–6 years) has increased from 25.49 million to 48.05 million in the same period.28 Under 
these high child–teacher ratios, Chinese kindergarten teachers encounter more suffering and adverse emotional events 
because children need them to empathize on a daily basis; thus, teachers often experience job stress and emotional 
problems.29 For instance, several researchers believe that kindergarten teachers must interact with children every minute 
of the workday and tolerate a higher level of emotional demands than teachers of other higher grades.30,31 Moreover, Li et al 
found kindergarten teachers in China to be under long-term pressure, with more than 50% of them experiencing burnout.32 

Thus, similar to other social practitioners, kindergarten teachers provide emotional labor because they experience a high 
frequency and intensity of empathic situations on a daily basis,33 increasing their risk of developing compassion fatigue. 
However, few studies have focused on compassion fatigue or identified its risk and protective factors.

The Role of Kindergarten Teachers’ Mindsets Toward Children
According to Figley’s multifactor model of compassion fatigue, empathy is a leading cause of compassion fatigue.8,9 

Empathy deficit is considered one of the hallmark symptoms of compassion fatigue. Several recent studies have 
emphasized that empathy is often a motivating phenomenon.34 For example, the empathic motivation framework theory 
posits that there exist at least three approaches (positive affect, affiliation, and social desirability) and three avoidances 
(suffering, material costs, and competition) that drive individuals to approach or avoid empathy, respectively.34 

Furthermore, Keysers and Gazzola proposed an empathic propensity-ability dissociation theory, categorizing empathy 
into ability and propensity dimensions. Empathic ability, a potential and relatively stable trait, is the empathy expressed 
in optimal situations, while empathic propensity is the tendency of expressing empathy (similar to empathic motivation) 
when influenced by certain situations.35 These theories suggest that empathy deficits might occur in the absence of ability 
and the absence of motivation for empathy.36 Therefore, we hypothesized that compassion fatigue, a type of empathy 
deficit, might also occur due to the absence of empathic motivation.

In addition, the achievement goal theory suggests that mindsets have motivational effects.37 Individuals with malle
able mindsets (ie ability is malleable and unstable) have stronger behavioral motivation than those with fixed mindsets (ie 
capacity is fixed and immutable).38 Moreover, subsequent studies have found that these different mindsets are prevalent 
in other psychological attributes, such as emotional management and personality.39 Intriguingly, recent studies have 
found that people have different mindsets regarding empathy. Schumann et al demonstrated that people who believed that 
empathy could be developed (ie a malleable mindset) could exert more empathic effort than those who thought that 
empathy could not be developed (ie a fixed mindset).40 Similarly, Weisz et al found that individuals with a malleable 
perspective of empathy showed stronger empathic motivation and accuracy.41

Teaching is a social interaction between pupils and teachers,42,43 and teachers have mindsets about both themselves 
and their students (eg students’ abilities).44,45 Intriguingly, these mindsets have motivational effects. Ge et al divided the 
theories of student abilities according to two different mindsets. Teachers with malleable mindsets regarding students’ 
abilities may think that their abilities are unstable and can be enhanced through acquired efforts. In contrast, teachers with 
a fixed mindset regarding students’ abilities may believe that their abilities are unchangeable. These researchers found 
that teachers’ mindsets regarding students’ abilities could significantly predict teacher empathy and that empathic 
motivation mediated this relationship.45

According to the empathic motivation framework theory and empathic propensity-ability dissociating theory, empathy 
is often a motivating phenomenon, and empathic motivation is a significant predictor of empathy.34,35 Thus, we propose 
that kindergarten teachers’ mindsets toward children could predict their compassion fatigue and that motivation for 
teacher empathy plays a mediating role in this relationship.
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The Effects of Job Stress and Social Support
In addition to individual factors (eg kindergarten teachers’ mindsets toward children), compassion fatigue is context- 
dependent.46 Extensive research has recently established a strong relationship between job stress and compassion fatigue. 
Choi et al recruited 305 nurses working in children’s hospitals and found a significant positive correlation between job 
stress and compassion fatigue.47 Similarly, O’Callaghan et al conducted a quantitative cross-sectional survey and showed 
that job-associated stress could significantly predict compassion fatigue.48 Furthermore, job satisfaction, in contrast to job 
stress, was highly predictive of decreased compassion fatigue and increased compassion satisfaction. These findings 
suggest that job stress negatively affects compassion.

Unlike job stress, social support is presumed to be a protective factor that relieves or reduces compassion fatigue. Yu 
and Gui explored the relationships among social support, compassion satisfaction, and compassion fatigue.49 They 
reported that compassion satisfaction and compassion fatigue directly affect mental health and that perceived social 
support could directly improve compassion satisfaction and protect against compassion fatigue. Moreover, another study 
found family support (ie social support) to be a significant contributor to compassion satisfaction and reduced compas
sion fatigue.50 Robertson et al claimed that specific and accessible support would reduce the potential effects of 
compassion fatigue and stress-related illnesses among diagnostic radiographers. Thus, we believe that social support 
might protect kindergarten teachers from compassion fatigue.51

The Present Study
As compassion fatigue is a serious threat to mental health,46,52 identifying the factors that shape compassion fatigue among 
kindergarten teachers is important for developing clinical interventions. This study investigated the relationships among 
Chinese kindergarten teachers’ mindsets toward children, compassion fatigue, motivation for teacher empathy, job stress, and 
social support. Building on previous studies,34,35,40,45,47,50,53 a moderated mediating model was proposed (see Figure 1) to 
assess the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1: Kindergarten teachers’ compassion fatigue is negatively predicted by their mindsets toward children.

Hypothesis 2: Motivation for teacher empathy moderates the relationship between kindergarten teachers’ mindsets 
toward children and compassion fatigue.

Hypothesis 3: Job stress moderates the mediating effect among kindergarten teachers’ mindsets toward children, 
motivation for teacher empathy, and compassion fatigue.

Hypothesis 4: Social support moderates the mediating effect among kindergarten teachers’ mindsets toward children, 
motivation for teacher empathy, and compassion fatigue.

Figure 1 The conceptual model of moderated mediation framework among the five major variables.
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This study provides new insights into the role of kindergarten teachers’ mindsets toward children and motivation for 
teacher empathy in the context of compassion fatigue.

Materials and Methods
Participants
The local Kindergarten Review Board approved the study protocol. Advertisements for study participation were broad
cast using two instant messaging chat tools (WeChat and QQ Software) popular in China. All participants provided 
online written informed consent before participating in the survey. A total of 1068 teachers were recruited from Chinese 
kindergartens in Zhejiang Province. However, 19 participants were excluded from the data screening process because of 
missing data pertaining to important study variables or because their completion time was less than three minutes. The 
final valid sample included 1049 kindergarten teachers (1039 females and ten males; Mage = 30.64 years, SDage = 8.17). 
Among them, 626 teachers (59.7%) were from urban areas, 423 (40.3%) from rural areas, 415 (39.6%) did not have 
titles, 363 (34.6%) had secondary titles, 251 (23.9%) had primary titles, 19 (1.8%) had senior titles, and 1 (0.1%) had 
a special title. Participants’ average years of teaching was 9.32 years (SD = 7.92).

Instruments
Kindergarten Teachers’ Mindsets Toward Children
The kindergarten teachers’ mindsets toward children questionnaire developed by Ge et al.45 Comprising three items (eg 
“The level of children’s learning abilities is stable to some extent, and children cannot change it”) was used to assess the 
teachers’ mindsets toward children’s abilities. All items were measured on a five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly 
disagree, 5 = strongly agree). After converting the reverse-scored items (eg “Children’s learning ability is unlikely to 
change”), higher scores indicated a more malleable mindset toward children’s learning abilities. This questionnaire has 
a reasonable reliability when conducted within Chinese culture,45 and it exhibited high internal consistency (Cronbach’s 
α = 0.88) in the present study.

Kindergarten Teachers’ Motivation for Empathy
The kindergarten teachers’ motivation for empathy was measured using the Motivation for Teacher Empathy (MTE) 
questionnaire developed by Ge et al.45 This questionnaire assessed the intensity of the motivation for teacher empathy in an 
educational context. The MTE comprises three items according to the concept of empathy (ie cognition, emotion, and 
behavior). One example item is “When a child is in a bad mood, I want to know what they are thinking at that moment.” The 
items were measured on a five-point Likert scale ranging from “1 = strongly disagree” to “5 = strongly agree.” Researchers 
have found that the MTE has good reliability among Chinese teachers.45 The internal consistency coefficient (Cronbach’s 
α) was 0.75 in the present study.

Kindergarten Teachers’ Compassion Fatigue
Sun et al revised and normalized the Chinese version of the Compassion Fatigue Short Scale (C-CF Short Scale) based 
on the CF Short Scale.54,55 The revised scale (13 items; scored on a ten-point Likert scale, from “1 = rarely/never” to “10 
= very often.”) is extensively used in Chinese culture.55 For this study, we adapted the Compassion Fatigue for 
Kindergarten Teachers (CF-kt) Scale based on the C-CF Short Scale.56 Specifically, we modified the items so they 
were applicable in the context of kindergarten teachers. For example, we revised “I frequently feel weak, tired, or 
rundown because of my work as a caregiver” to “I frequently feel weak, tired, or rundown because of my work as 
a kindergarten teacher.” The CF-kt Scale, similar to the CF Short Scale, assesses two aspects of compassion fatigue in 
kindergarten teachers: job burnout (eight items) and secondary stress (five items). Participants rated the frequency of how 
often they found each item to be applicable on a ten-point Likert scale ranging from “1 = rarely/never” to “10 = very 
often.” The confirmatory factors analysis (CFA) showed good structural validity (χ2/df = 12.56, RMSEA = 0.11, CFI = 
0.89, TLI = 0.87, SRMR = 0.07). Additionally, both the scale (Cronbach’s α = 0.86) and the two aspects of compassion 
fatigue (Cronbach’s α = 0.88 for job burnout and 0.85 for secondary stress) had high internal consistency.
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Job Stress
Job stress in kindergarten teachers was measured using the Subjective Stress Scale.57 The scale includes four items (eg “I 
feel a great deal of stress because of my job” and “Very few stressful things happen to me at work”) rated on a five-point 
Likert scale from “1 = strongly disagree” to “5 = strongly agree.” After appropriate reversals, the sum of the four items 
indicated the subjective job stress score. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for this scale was 0.78.

Social Support
Social support among kindergarten teachers was assessed using the Multi-dimensional Scale of Perceived Social 
Support.58 The scale assesses three aspects of social support: support from an individual’s family (eg “I get the emotional 
help and support I need from my family”), friends (eg “I can count on my friends when things go wrong”), and 
significant other (eg “There is a special person with whom I can share my joys and sorrows”). Participants indicated their 
agreement or disagreement with the 12 scale items on a seven-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly 
agree). This scale is widely used and has good reliability and validity in Chinese culture.59 CFA showed good structural 
validity (χ2/df = 16.74, RMSEA = 0.12, CFI = 0.93, TLI = 0.90, SRMR = 0.04). Additionally, both the scale (Cronbach’s 
α = 0.95) and the three aspects of social support (Cronbach’s α = 0.88 for family, 0.91 for friends, and 0.89 for the 
significant other) had high internal consistency.

Demographic Information
Information on the participants’ sociodemographic characteristics, such as age, gender, area (urban or rural), teaching 
experience (eg “How many years have you been working?”), and titles were collected.

Procedure
The research procedures conformed to the ethical standards of the 1964 Declaration of Helsinki and were approved by the 
Jinhua Polytechnic Review Board. The study was conducted through a web-based survey via a Chinese survey website 
(https://www.wjx.cn). Before the survey was conducted, all participants were required to sign an informed consent form (eg 
“the responses to the questionnaires would be anonymous and confidential, which would be used only for academic research” 
and “you are at liberty to quit at any time”), and were given instructions on how to complete the survey. Then, the participants 
filled out a demographic questionnaire and provided responses with regard to the other scales. The collected data included 
information on the theories of children’s abilities, motivation for teacher empathy, compassion fatigue among kindergarten 
teachers, job stress, and social support. On average, the participants took approximately 10 minutes to complete this task. 
Once completed, they were debriefed about the study’s purpose and thanked for their participation.

Statistical Analysis
First, the crucial variables’ descriptive statistics and partial correlations were calculated using SPSS (version 23.0). 
Second, the hypothesized mediation model (kindergarten teachers’ mindsets toward children → motivation for teacher 
empathy (mediator) → kindergarten teachers’ compassion fatigue) was tested using Model 4 of the PROCESS macro 
(version 3.3) for SPSS.60 Third, the moderating effects of job stress and social support on motivation for teacher empathy 
and kindergarten teachers’ compassion fatigue were tested using Model 2. Finally, the moderating effects of job stress 
and social support on the mediating effects were assessed using Model 10. After variable centralization, a meaningful 
indirect effect was identified in the mediation and moderation analyses, depending on whether zero was outside the 95% 
confidence interval (CI).61 The models were tested using 5000 bootstrap samples.

Results
Preliminary Analyses of the Major Variables
Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics and partial correlation analysis for the major variables, while controlling for gender, 
age, teaching experience, areas, and titles. Kindergarten teachers’ mindsets toward children were significantly and 
positively correlated with motivation for teacher empathy (r = 0.26, p < 0.001) and social support (r = 0.16, p < 0.001) 
and was negatively correlated with compassion fatigue (r = −0.18, p < 0.001). Motivation for teacher empathy was 
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significantly and positively correlated with social support (r = 0.37, p < 0.001) and negatively correlated with compassion 
fatigue (r = −0.17, p < 0.001). In addition, kindergarten teachers’ compassion fatigue was significantly and positively 
correlated with job stress (r = 0.41, p < 0.001) and negatively correlated with social support (r = −0.29, p < 0.001). Job stress 
was significantly and negatively correlated with social support (r = −0.12, p < 0.001). Finally, we analyzed the demographic 
differences among the major variables. The results of an independent samples t-test demonstrated that the motivation for 
empathy for kindergarten teachers from urban areas (M = 18.29, SD = 2.66) was marginally and significantly higher than 
that of kindergarten teachers from rural areas (M = 17.97, SD = 2.78; t(1047) = 1.87, p = 0.06). No other demographic 
differences among the major variables were statistically significant.

Mediation Model
Based on our hypotheses, we examined the mediating role of motivation for teacher empathy in the relationship between 
kindergarten teachers’ mindsets toward children and compassion fatigue using Model 4 (the PROCESS macro in SPSS), 
with gender, age, teaching experience, areas, and titles as covariates. As shown in Table 2, kindergarten teachers’ 
mindsets toward children had a significant and positive effect on motivation for teacher empathy (B = 0.21, p < 0.001, 
95% CI [0.16, 0.26]), whereas motivation for teacher empathy had a significant and negative effect on kindergarten 
teachers’ compassion fatigue (B = −0.97, p < 0.001, 95% CI [−1.47, −0.48]). Motivation for teacher empathy had 
a significant and negative direct effect on kindergarten teachers’ compassion fatigue (B = −1.01, p < 0.001, 95% CI 
[−1.42, −0.59]); the indirect effect on kindergarten teachers’ compassion fatigue through motivation for teacher empathy 
was also negative and significant (B = - 0.21, 95% CI [−.34, −1.00]), contributing to 16.98% of the total effect. These 
results suggest that motivation for teacher empathy partially mediated the relationship between kindergarten teachers’ 
mindsets toward children and compassion fatigue.

Table 1 Descriptive Statistics and Correlation Coefficients among the Major Variables

Variables M SD KTMC MTE KTCF JS SS

KTMC 11.36 3.18 –
TEM 18.16 2.71 0.26*** –

CF 46.09 21.61 − 0.18*** − 0.17*** –

JS 15.05 3.03 − 0.02 0.02 0.41*** –
SS 62.39 12.82 0.16*** 0.37*** − 0.29*** − 0.12*** –

Note: ***p < 0.001. 
Abbreviations: KTMC, kindergarten teacher’s mindsets toward children; MTE, motivation for teacher empathy; KTCF, 
kindergarten teacher’s compassion fatigue; JS, job stress; SS, social support.

Table 2 Results of the Mediation Analysis (Model 4)

M: MTE Y: KTCF

B SE 95% CI B SE 95% CI

X: KTMC 0.21*** 0.03 [0.16, 0.26] −1.01*** 0.21 [−1.42, −0.59]

M: TEM – – – −0.97*** 0.25 [−1.47, −0.48]

U1: Gender 0.04 0.83 [−1.59, 0.26] 4.59 6.71 [−8.58, 17.76]
U2: Age 0.02 0.02 [−0.02, 0.67] −0.39* 0.15 [−0.68, −0.09]

U3: TE 0.02 0.02 [−0.02, 0.05] 0.14 0.16 [−0.16, 0.45]

U4: Areas − 0.20 0.17 [−0.52, 0.06] 1.23 1.34 [−1.40, 3.86]
U5: Titles − 0.09 0.05 [−0.18, 0.01] −1.05** 0.39 [−1.82, −0.28]

R2 = 0.09, F = 17.02*** R2 = 0.06, F = 9.95***

Notes: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01,***p < 0.001. 
Abbreviations: KTMC, kindergarten teacher’s mindsets toward children; MTE, motivation for 
teacher empathy; KTCF, kindergarten teacher’s compassion fatigue; TE, teacher experiences.
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Moderation Model
Model 2 (the PROCESS macro in SPSS) was adopted to examine the moderating role of job stress and social support in 
the relationship between kindergarten teachers’ mindsets toward children and motivation for teacher empathy, and 
between kindergarten teachers’ mindsets toward children and compassion fatigue. As shown in Table 3, the interaction 
effect of kindergarten teachers’ mindsets toward children and the moderating variables for motivation for teacher 
empathy (ie job stress (B = −0.02, p < 0.01, 95% CI [−.04, −0.01]) and social support (B = −0.01, p < 0.001, 95% CI 
[−.01, −0.01])) were significant. However, these interaction effects were not found in the relationship between kinder
garten teachers’ mindsets toward children and compassion fatigue. A simple analysis showed that when both job stress 
and social support were high (M+1SD), the motivation for teacher empathy was not significantly predicted by kinder
garten teachers’ mindsets toward children.

Moderated Mediation Model
Based on the mediation and moderation analysis, the moderated mediation model was examined using Model 10 (the 
PROCESS macro in SPSS). As shown in Table 4 and Figure 2, after controlling for the covariates, motivation for teacher 
empathy was significantly and positively predicted by kindergarten teachers’ mindsets toward children (B = 0.18, p < 0.001, 
95% CI [0.13, 0.23]); this predicted effect was moderated by job stress (B = −0.02, p < 0.01, 95% CI [−.04, −0.01]) and 
social support (B = −0.01, p < 0.001, 95% CI [−.01, −0.01]). Kindergarten teachers’ compassion fatigue was significantly 
and negatively predicted by their mindsets toward children (B = −0.86, p < 0.001, 95% CI [−1.23, −0.49]), but this predicted 
effect was not moderated by job stress (B = −0.03, p = 0.62, 95% CI [−.15, 0.09]) or social support (B = 0.001, p = 0.75, 95% 
CI [−.02, 0.03]). Additionally, kindergarten teachers’ compassion fatigue was significantly and negatively predicted by 
motivation for teacher empathy (B = −0.52, p < 0.001, 95% CI [−.99, −0.05]). In summary, these results suggest that the 
mediating effects of kindergarten teachers’ mindsets toward children, motivation for teacher empathy, and compassion 
fatigue were moderated by job stress and social support.

Table 3 Results of the Moderation Analysis (Model 2)

Y: MTE Y: KTCF

B SE 95% CI B SE 95% CI
X: KTMC 0.18 *** 0.02 [0.13, 0.23] −0.95*** 0.19 [−1.31, −0.59]
W: JS 0.06 * 0.03 [0.01, 0.11] 2.70*** 0.19 [2.32, 3.08]

X×W − 0.02 ** 0.01 [−0.04, −0.01] −0.02 0.06 [−0.13, 0.10]

Z: SS 0.07 *** 0.01 [0.06, 0.08] −0.37*** 0.05 [−0.47, −0.28]
X×Z −0.01 *** 0.002 [−0.01, −0.01] 0.01 0.01 [−0.02, 0.04]

U1: Gender −0.16 0.78 [−1.68, 1.37] 1.02 6.01 [−10.77, 12.81]

U2: Age 0.001 0.02 [−0.03, 0.03] −0.25 0.13 [−0.52, 0.01]
U3: TE 0.02 0.02 [−0.01, 0.06] 0.11 0.14 [−0.16, 0.38]

U4: Areas −0.16 0.15 [−0.46, 0.14] 0.58 1.20 [−1.77, 2.93]

U5: Titles −0.07 0.05 [−0.16, 0.02] −0.60 0.35 [−1.29, 0.09]

R2 = 0.21, F = 27.36*** R2 = 0.25, F = 35.52***

The conditional indirect effect of X on Y

B SE 95% CI
W: M-1SD Z: M-1SD 0.37 0.04 [0.28, 0.45]

Z: M+1SD 0.13 0.04 [0.06, 0.21]

W: M+1SD Z: M-1SD 0.22 0.04 [0.15, 0.30]

Z: M+1SD − 0.01 0.04 [−0.09, 0.08]

Notes: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. 
Abbreviations: KTMC, kindergarten teacher’s mindsets toward children; MTE, motivation for teacher empa
thy; KTCF, kindergarten teacher’s compassion fatigue; JS, job stress; SS, social support; TE, teaching experiences.
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The conditional indirect effects were analyzed, which revealed that the indirect effects of motivation for teacher 
empathy were significant among kindergarten teachers who reported low job stress (M-1SD) and social support (M-1SD) 
(B = 0.37, SE = 0.04, 95% CI [0.28, 0.45]); low job stress (M-1SD) and high social support (M+1SD) (B = 0.13, SE = 
0.04, 95% CI [0.06, 0.21]); and high job stress (M+1SD) and low social support (M-1SD) (B = 0.22, SE = 0.04, 95% CI 
[0.15, 0.30]), but not high job stress (M+1SD) and high social support (M+1SD) (B = - 0.01, SE = 0.04, 95% CI 
[−0.09, 0.08]).

Table 4 Results of the Moderated Mediation Analysis (Model 10)

M: MTE Y: KTCF

B SE 95% CI B SE 95% CI
X: KTMC 0.18*** 0.02 [0.13, 0.23] − 0.86*** 0.19 [−1.23, −0.49]

M: MTE – – – − 0.52* 0.24 [−0.99, −0.05]

W: JS 0.06* 0.03 [0.01, 0.11] 2.73*** 0.20 [2.35, 3.11]
X×W −0.02** 0.01 [−0.04, −0.01] −0.03 0.06 [−0.15, 0.09]

Z: SS 0.07*** 0.01 [0.06, 0.08] −0.34*** 0.05 [−0.43, −0.24]

X×Z −0.01*** 0.002 [−0.01, −0.01] 0.001 0.01 [−0.02, 0.03]
U1: Gender −0.16 0.78 [−1.68, 1.37] 0.94 6.00 [−10.83, 12.71]

U2: Age 0.001 0.02 [−0.03, 0.03] −0.25 0.13 [−0.52, 0.01]
U3: TE 0.02 0.02 [−0.01, 0.06] 0.12 0.14 [−0.15, 0.39]

U4: Areas −0.16 0.15 [−0.46, 0.14] 0.50 1.20 [−1.85, 2.84]

U5: Titles −0.07 0.05 [−0.16, 0.02] −0.63 0.35 [−1.32, 0.05]

R2 = 0.21, F = 27.37*** R2 = 0.26, F = 32.83***

The conditional indirect effect of X on Y

B SE 95% CI
W: M-1SD Z: M-1SD 0.37 0.04 [0.28, 0.45]

Z: M+1SD 0.13 0.04 [0.06, 0.21]
W: M+1SD Z: M-1SD 0.22 0.04 [0.15, 0.30]

Z: M+1SD − 0.01 0.04 [−0.09, 0.08]

Notes: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01,***p < 0.001. 
Abbreviations: KTMC, kindergarten teacher’s mindsets toward children; MTE, motivation for teacher 
empathy; KTCF, kindergarten teacher’s compassion fatigue; JS, job stress; SS, social support; TE, teacher 
experiences.

Figure 2 The results of the moderated mediating model. 
Notes: The model showed no-standardized coefficients, and the solid lines mean significant coefficients, and the dashed line means insignificant effects. Figures in brackets 
are total effect of “kindergarten teacher’s mindsets toward children” on “kindergarten teacher’s compassion fatigue.” *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
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Discussion
Kindergarten teachers provide emotional labor that require expressing empathy with high intensity and frequency on 
a daily basis.30–32 However, existing literature has paid little attention to their compassion fatigue. This study aimed to 
identify the risk and protective factors that shape kindergarten teachers’ compassion fatigue by proposing a moderated 
mediation model for kindergarten teachers’ mindsets toward children, motivation for teacher empathy, job stress, social 
support, and compassion fatigue, as shown in Figure 1. As hypothesized, kindergarten teachers’ compassion fatigue was 
significantly and negatively predicted by their mindsets toward children, and motivation for teacher empathy significantly 
mediated this relationship. Moreover, job stress and social support moderated the mediating effect among kindergarten 
teachers’ mindsets toward children, motivation for teacher empathy, and compassion fatigue. The present study provides 
insight into kindergarten teachers’ mindsets toward children, motivation for teacher empathy, and compassion fatigue, 
identifying factors for developing clinical interventions.

The Role of Kindergarten Teachers’ Mindsets Toward Children
The present study indicated that kindergarten teachers’ compassion fatigue was significantly and positively predicted by 
their mindsets toward children, which supports Hypothesis 1 and is consistent with results from previous studies.40,41,45 

Schumann et al measured and induced mindsets of empathic ability, and examined their effects on empathic effort.40 

They found that individuals with a malleable mindset about empathy (ie believing empathy can be developed) showed 
greater empathic effort than individuals with a fixed mindset about empathy (ie believing empathy cannot be extended). 
Another study supported the role of mindsets of empathic ability and found that creating interventions for a malleable 
mindset about empathy could strengthen empathic motivation.41 Similarly, Ge et al found that the teachers’ mindsets 
toward students’ abilities can significantly and positively predict teacher empathy.45 One possible explanation for the 
current study’s findings is that empathy is a choice based on costs and rewards.62–64 Thus, when kindergarten teachers 
have a fixed mindset toward children’s abilities and believe that these abilities are unchangeable, they experience feelings 
of helplessness and even empathize with the children.45 Thus, kindergarten teachers with fixed mindsets toward 
children’s abilities showed more compassion fatigue than those with malleable mindsets toward children’s abilities.

Mediating Effect of Motivation for Teacher Empathy
The relationship between kindergarten teachers’ mindsets toward children and compassion fatigue was mediated by 
motivation for teacher empathy, supporting our second hypothesis. Following the results of previous studies, motivation 
for teacher empathy mediated the relationship between mindsets toward students’ abilities and teacher empathy.45 This 
result is consistent with the empathic motivational framework theory, which posits that empathy is not always an 
automated process but a motivational phenomenon.34 Thus, empathic motivation has emerged as a new perspective on 
empathy deficits. Additionally, according to the empathic propensity ability-dissociating theory, empathy results from the 
interaction of empathy ability and disposition, and variations in empathy may occur due to differences in ability and 
motivation.35 Kajonius and Björkman found that the Dark Triad (subclinical Machiavellianism, psychopathy, and 
grandiose narcissism) are generally cognizant of empathizing, but have a low disposition to do so.65 As an empathy 
deficit,9,14 compassion fatigue among kindergarten teachers might be strongly influenced by empathic motivation.

Furthermore, many studies have highlighted the motivational effect of mindsets, suggesting that motivation for 
teacher empathy can predict kindergarten teachers’ compassion fatigue, and motivation for teacher empathy can be 
predicted by kindergarten teachers’ mindsets toward children.39,40,45,66 Thus, motivation for teacher empathy mediates 
the relationship between kindergarten teachers’ mindsets toward children and their compassion fatigue.

Moderating Effect of Job Stress and Social Support
The current study found that the relationship between kindergarten teachers’ mindsets toward children and motivation for 
teacher empathy was moderated by job stress and social support, which is consistent with the results of previous 
studies.47,48,51 Thus, Hypotheses 3 and 4 were partially supported. When kindergarten teachers have low job stress, their 
mindset toward children can significantly predict motivation for teacher empathy, under either low or high social support. 
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However, when kindergarten teachers have high job stress, their mindsets toward children can significantly predict 
motivation for teacher empathy under low social support, but not high social support. The Job Demands-Control Model 
proposed by Karasek could provide a possible explanation for this result.67 According to this model, the interactions 
between work demands and job control lead to different psychological working experiences. This can result in either 
active or passive employment.68 Individuals with low work demands and job control work passively, whereas those with 
high work demands and job control are more likely to work actively.69 Therefore, high job stress combined with high 
social support might generate a “good stress” effect for kindergarten teachers, weakening the role of individual factors (ie 
kindergarten teachers’ mindsets toward children) in predicting motivation for teacher empathy. Nevertheless, the question 
of the interaction between job stress and social support and its impact on motivation for teacher empathy is far from 
answered and is an exciting area for future research.

Limitations and Future Directions
This study has several limitations. First, it used self-report assessments, which might be susceptible to response bias such 
as social desirability. Further research is needed to collect more objective indicators of the major variables related to 
compassion fatigue among kindergarten teachers. Second, a cross-sectional survey design was adopted, which could not 
confirm the causal relationship among kindergarten teachers’ mindsets toward children, motivation for teacher empathy, 
and compassion fatigue. Future research should adopt longitudinal or experimental designs to determine the causal 
relationships. Finally, the gender ratio was not balanced in the study sample owing to the current preschool education 
profession. Future research should pay more attention to male kindergarten teachers’ compassion fatigue.

Implications for Practice
Despite these limitations, the current study provides insights for developing new interventions for kindergarten teachers’ 
compassion fatigue from the perspective of motivation. Teaching is a social interaction between pupils and teachers.42 

Successful interactions are dependent on understanding pupils’ thoughts and feelings and caring for their welfare; this is 
known as teacher empathy.70–72 As Swan and Riley stated, “teachers teach content instead of teaching students without 
empathy.”73 Numerous studies have suggested that teacher empathy plays a pivotal role in the development of students 
and teachers, including in the contexts of academic performance,74 teacher–student relationships,75 and the professional 
growth of teachers.76

This study found that compassion fatigue, an empathy deficit phenomenon, was widespread among kindergarten 
teachers.9 Providing effective interventions is crucial for kindergarten teachers’ mental health and children’s develop
ment. Based on the study results, it is possible to change kindergarten teachers’ mindsets toward children’s abilities from 
a fixed to malleable mindset to relieve kindergarten teachers’ compassion fatigue. Weisz et al created an intervention 
targeting malleable mindsets toward empathy and found a significant effect on empathic motivation, empathy accuracy, 
and number of friends.41 Furthermore, Gandhi et al found mindsets toward empathy to play a critical role in aggressive 
behaviors.77 Ge et al conducted a survey and found a close relationship between teachers’ mindsets toward students’ 
abilities and teacher empathy.45 In summary, to eliminate kindergarten teachers’ compassion fatigue, they must first 
change their mindsets toward children.

Conclusions
By analyzing the moderated mediating model examining kindergarten teachers’ mindsets toward children, motivation for 
teacher empathy, compassion fatigue, job stress, and social support, this study found that kindergarten teachers’ 
compassion fatigue can be significantly and negatively predicted by their mindsets toward children; further, motivation 
for teacher empathy could mediate this relationship. Moreover, job stress and social support moderated this mediating 
effect. This study suggests that changing kindergarten teachers’ mindsets toward children’s abilities from a fixed to 
malleable mindset may help relieve their compassion fatigue. Future studies should consider situational factors (eg job 
stress, social support) for reducing compassion fatigue, improving kindergarten teachers’ mental health, and promoting 
empathy toward children.
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