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Abstract

Although evidence exists on the impact of family functioning and purpose in life on attitudes toward abortion, studies
examining factors that could moderate this link are sparse. The present study explored empathy as a moderator in the links
between family functioning and purpose in life and attitude towards abortion among Nigerian undergraduates. Using a cross-
sectional design, 387 undergraduates aged 17-28years (77 male, 310 female; mean age = 20.82, SD = 2.07) were conveniently
sampled. These participants completed relevant measures of family functioning, purpose in life, empathy, and attitudes
towards abortion. The results revealed that family functioning, purpose in life, and empathy were significantly and positively
associated with negative attitude towards abortion. Interestingly, empathy moderated the relationship between purpose in life
and attitude towards abortion, such that undergraduates with high, moderate, and low levels of empathy had higher negative
attitude towards abortion. These findings highlight the need for interventions that strengthen family support, promote a sense

of purpose, and enhance empathy to shape informed attitude towards reproductive rights and healthcare services.
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Introduction

Abortion is a major global reproductive and public
health concern globally [1]. Itis a serious issue in the physical
domain of human development, in the sense that life, which
is expected to change progressively, is being destroyed or
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terminated. Ithaswide-ranging consequences for the physical,
social, emotional, and psychological development and well-
being of people, particularly undergraduate students, and
is typically portrayed as a one-sided debate with opposing
opinions [2,3]. However, this simplistic framing ignores the
complexities of the issue, as scholars and critics argue that
abortion cannot be reduced to a simple pro-choice position
(referring to the idea that women have the right to autonomy
over their own bodies as well as informed decisions about
their reproductive choices, health and well-being) or pro-life
position (referring to the idea that Zygote/embryo/fetus is
an animate structure that has the probability of becoming a
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human, so abortion ought to be an illegal action) because it
involves complex ethical, legal, and social considerations [4-7].

Abortion, referred to as the process of removing the
fetus from the womb, resulting in pregnancy termination
[1], can be induced (if it is artificially performed for
therapeutic or personal reasons) or not induced (when it
occurs spontaneously and miscarriage occurs) [8]. Abortion
can also be considered safe (if performed in hospitals) and
unsafe (when performed outside hospitals, probably due to
restrictive laws and social stigma attached) [9]. Evidence
shows that unsafe abortions are common in developing
countries [1]. With 15% of unsafe abortions occurring among
females under the age of 20, abortion is a major global public
health concern, particularly among adolescents [10].

Between 2015 and 2019, an estimated 73 million
abortions occurred each year globally, reflecting a 61%
increase in unwanted pregnancies resulting in abortion since
the 1990s [9,11].

In Nigeria, the prevalence of abortion among female
undergraduates is estimated at 79.5% [12], thus posing a
serious threat due to its social and health consequences
which include decreased educational attainment, maternal
mortality, infertility, and lasting health problems [13]. Nigeria
has some of the toughest abortion laws in the world, making
itillegal except in life-threatening instances: abortion doctors,
risk up to 14 years in prison, collaborators face three years,
and abortion patients face seven years [14-17]. Beyond these
legal restrictions, social norms and personal beliefs influence
abortion attitudes in Nigeria, limiting access to reproductive
healthcare [17]. Young adult females are expected to remain
in chaste until marriage, and premarital pregnancies are
stigmatized and have serious cultural consequences [18].
Pregnant unmarried young adult females may face familial
rejection, financial difficulties, academic failure, and public
humiliation [19,20]. Many of them seek abortions to avoid
financial problems and social stigma [21,22]. Strict societal
views contribute to poor sexual and reproductive health (SRH)
outcomes despite the fact that some legislative frameworks
provide access to safe abortion [23,24]. Many girls experience
coercive parenting, unwanted pregnancy continuation, and
failed abortion attempts in restrictive settings [25].

Given the greater prevalence of abortion among
adolescents and young adults [26,27] and its significant
consequences, it calls for an examination of the factors
that could impact attitude towards abortion among
undergraduates, which comprise mostly adolescents
and young adults. The present study considered family
functioning and purpose in life as two factors. The study
further aimed to explore whether empathy moderates the
association between family functioning and purpose in life

Ugwu ]I, et al. Exploring the Role of Empathy in the Associations of Family Functioning and

with abortion attitudes. These findings can inform tailored
interventions aimed at enhancing the reproductive health of
undergraduates.

According to Roncone R, et al. [28], family functioning is
the quality of interactions between family members and their
ability to adapt to obstacles while maintaining a nurturing
environment. Relatively few studies have examined how
family functioning influences attitudes towards abortion.
However, studies have investigated related subjects, such as
how family dynamics influence reproductive choices or how
society perceives abortion. For instance, studies have found
that adolescents from cohesive and communicative families
reported more supportive parentalinvolvementwhen seeking
abortions, suggesting that positive family dynamics promote
candid conversations about reproductive choices [29,30].
Conversely, dysfunctional family situations may result in
negative views of abortion since family attitudes frequently
impact personal beliefs [31]. Furthermore, Osborne D, et al.
[3] found that opposition to abortion is linked to gender-
role beliefs and traditional family structures, emphasizing
the significance of familial ideology in shaping views on
abortion. Pacheco and Kreitzer [31] found that people whose
mothers believe in traditional gender roles were more likely
to reject legal abortion than those whose mothers believe
in progressive values. Moreover, Arambepola, et al. [32]
revealed that women with larger families or closely spaced
pregnancies might engage in unsafe abortion procedures
regardless of their socioeconomic position. Research on
how family functioning affects attitudes towards abortion,
particularly in the undergraduate population, is lacking.

This study further considers purpose in life as a factor
thataffects attitude towards abortionamong undergraduates.
Purpose in life refers to a person’s sense of meaning in life,
which encompasses their understanding of their own values
and contributions to the world [33-35]. Numerous positive
outcomes have been linked to a strong sense of purpose
in life, including increased psychological well-being and
meaning-making [36], resilience to stress [37], engagement
in healthier behaviors such as physical activity and quitting
smoking [38], and greater perceived support and security
during crises [39]. There appears to be a scarcity of studies
directly examining the relationship between an individual’s
sense of purpose in life and their attitude towards abortion.
Religion, political affiliation, cultural norms, purpose-driven
advocacy, and increased awareness of reproductive justice
are among the factors that have been extensively researched
in relation to abortion attitudes [40,41]. However, little is
known about how a people’s perceived meaning or purpose
in life influences their attitudes. This gap suggests the need
to explore how purpose in life could influence people’s
attitudes toward difficult moral and societal issues, such as
abortion. We aimed to bridge this gap in the literature.
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The moderating role of empathy in the associations of
family functioning, purpose in life and abortion attitudes
is another important pathway examined in this study.
Empathy, which refers to a wide range of cognitive and
affective responses to other people’s experiences, including
sharing and understanding [42], has been linked to prosocial
activities such as caring for others [43,44] and a decline in
stigma and conflict [45,46]. Because individuals frequently
show empathy for both pregnant women and unborn
children, research has shown that opinions on abortion tend
to remain consistent across time [47-49].

Embree RA [50] demonstrated that participants’ empathy
for the unborn was moderate in 64% of cases and high in 17%
of abortion cases. Cheng ], et al. [51] found that empathy for
the pregnant woman was positively associated with support
for both traumatizing abortions (like pregnancies caused by
rape) or elective (like when a mother decides she no longer
wants the child), whereas empathy for the unborn revealed a
negative relationship across the abortion categories. Although
scholars have called for the inclusion of empathy in mental
health interventions related to abortion [52], the role of
empathy in attitude towards abortion remains underexplored.

The role of empathy in moderating the impact of family
functioning and purpose in life on attitude towards abortion
can be best understood through the lens of moral foundation
Theory [53-55]. This theory posits that individuals’ moral
judgments are influenced by innate modular foundations,
which are shaped by cultural and social contexts [53-55].
Within this framework, empathy may moderate the link
between family functioning, meaning in life, and abortion
attitudes by influencing individuals’ moral reasoning. In
families with high open communication and emotional bond,
empathy may encourage care- and fairness-based moral
reasoning that is reflected in more empathetic abortion

attitudes [56,57]. By contrast, tight or dysfunctional
families with high levels of loyalty, authority, and sanctity
may internalize stronger moral absolutism and therefore
generate more restrictive attitudes toward abortion [58-60].

Moreover, undergraduates who perceive their life as
meaningful tend to solve moral issues such as abortion
with respect to others’ well-being [40,61]. However, to what
extent purpose in life translates into empathetic abortion
attitudes may be contingent on individual levels of empathy,
depending on whether the empathy is directed towards the
pregnant woman or the fetus [47-49,51]. In addition, highly
empathic individuals may extend their sense of purpose in
empathy and contribute to challenging moral dilemmas to
the point that more sophisticated abortion perceptions are
facilitated [62]. Individuals with a high sense of purpose and
low empathy can rigidly adhere to ideological beliefs to the
extent that less empathic abortion perceptions are enhanced
[63]. Thus, empathy may be a significant moderator that
determines whether family functioning and a sense of
purpose contribute to open-mindedness or reinforce rigid
moral assumptions in relation to abortion.

To the best of our knowledge, this study is the first to
examine empathy as a moderator in the links between
family functioning and purpose in life with attitude
towards abortion. It is thus hypothesized that (a) family
functioning will predict attitude towards abortion among
undergraduates, (b) purpose in life will predict attitude
towards abortion among undergraduates, (c) empathy will
predict attitude towards abortion among undergraduates,
(d) empathy will significantly moderate the link between
family functioning and attitude towards abortion among
undergraduates, and (e) empathy will significantly moderate
the link between purpose in life and attitude towards
abortion among undergraduates.

with attitude towards abortion among undergraduates.

Figure 1: Conceptual model for the moderating role of empathy in the relationship of family functioning and purpose in life
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Methods
Participants and Procedure

Participants for the present study were 387
undergraduates aged 17 to 28 years (mean age = 20.82, SD
= 2.07) from the University of Nigeria Nsukka. Participants
were selected using convenience sampling. Of the total
sample, 77 were males and 310 were females. Participation
in the study was voluntary. Regarding religion, the majority
(98.4%, n=381) were Christians, Muslims were represented
with 1.3% (n=5) while 3% (n = 1) were others. The
Institutional Review Board (IRB) of the University of Nigeria
approved the study protocol and procedures. The data
collection for this study was aided by two trained research
assistants. The researchers approached the participants in
their faculty quadrangles, classrooms, lodges, and hostels.
Only individuals who consented were given the survey
to complete, as participation was entirely voluntary. The
researchers informed the participants about the nature of
the study, the tasks they would perform, and the identity
of the researchers. Participants were informed that their
personal information would be kept confidential and that
they could withdraw from the study at any time without
facing any consequences. In addition, they were urged to be
as honest as possible in their responses.

The ability to read and comprehend English, as well
as being an undergraduate, constitutes the criteria for
inclusion in this study. Given that all the questionnaire items
were written in simple English, the majority of participants
had no trouble understanding them. Each participant
required approximately 30 to 45 minutes to complete all
questionnaire items. As soon as the participants completed
the questionnaire, they returned it. Data collection ran
between early December 2023 and late February 2024.
Four hundred and twenty (420) copies of the questionnaire
were administered to the participants individually, but
only 400 copies (98.59%) of the total questionnaire, were
completed and returned to the researchers. Three hundred
and eighty-seven (387) copies were used for the analysis due
to incomplete data.

Instruments

Purpose in Life Questionnaire (PIL)

The PIL scale, developed by Crumbaugh JC, et al. [64], is a
20-item measure of a person’s sense of meaning and purpose
in life. The PIL particularly assesses people’s perceptions of
the purpose and direction of their life, drawing from Viktor
Frankl’s existential psychology and logotherapy [65]. It is a
4-point Likert scale, with 1 denoting “strongly disagree” and
5 denoting “strongly agree.” Higher scores indicate a greater
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sense of purpose, whereas lower scores suggest existential
frustration or loss of meaning in life (frequently linked to
Viktor Frankl’s concept of noogenic neurosis). PIL has been
validated in a number of studies, including undergraduate
populations in various cultural situations. For example, in
the U.S. sample of undergraduates, Schulenberg SE, et al. [66]
reported a Cronbach’s alpha of.86 for the PIL-Short Form
while Temane L, et al. [67] reported a Cronbach’s alpha of
.85 in a South African undergraduate sample, indicating good
internal consistency. In the present study, the items yielded
high internal consistency reliability, with a Cronbach alpha
of .79.

Abortion Attitudes Scale (ABAS)

The ABAS, developed by Taylor MG, et al. [68], is a
12-item measure that assesses support or opposition to
abortion. It asked respondents if they agreed or disagreed
with statements regarding abortion rights, accessibility, and
ethical considerations using a 4-point Likert scale, with 1
denoting “strongly agree” and 4 denoting “strongly disagree.”
Higher scores on this scale indicate less support for abortion
(i.e., higher scores reflect more opposition to abortion).
Sample items include: “Abortion is not acceptable under any
circumstances,” and “It is better to have the baby and put
it up for adoption than an abortion. "Taylor MG, et al. [68]
reported a Cronbach’s alpha of .92 for the ATAS, indicating
high internal consistency. The ABAS has been utilized across
various samples of young people and has been found to be
robust in assessing young adults’ attitude towards abortion.
For example, Tutic-Groksa I, et al. [69] found an excellent
reliability coefficient (Cronbach’s alpha) of .92, indicating
high internal consistency. In the present study, the ABAS items
yielded a high internal consistency reliability (Cronbach’s
alpha) of .79.

Empathy Component Questionnaire (ECQ)

Batchelder L, et al. [70] developed the Empathy
Components Questionnaire (ECQ), a 28-item measure
that assesses individual differences in empathy across
cognitive and affective domains. The ECQ assesses drive
(motivation) and ability (capacity) within the cognitive and
affective components of empathy using a 4-point Likert
scale ranging from 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 4 (“strongly
agree”). The items were adapted from well-known
empathy measures, specifically, 22 items from the Empathy
Quotient’s (EQ-Short) short form, which was based on the
original 60-item EQ. Sample items include “It is easy for me
to understand why other people feel the way they do” and
“I try to look at everybody’s side of a disagreement before
I make a decision.” Batchelder, et al. [70] reported that the
subscales’ Cronbach’s alpha coefficients ranged from .73
to .80, indicating good internal consistency in their initial
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validation study. The reliability of the ECQ was further
assessed in subsequent studies. For example, Ge, et al. [71]
found that the total scale had Cronbach’s alpha values of
.89, with subscale alphas of .83 for cognitive ability, .80 for
cognitive drive, .84 for affective ability, and .81 for affective
drive, indicating good internal consistency. Ge, et al. [71]
reported that the total reliability coefficient supports the
use of the ECQ composite score. With a Cronbach’s alpha of
.70, the ECQ showed acceptable internal consistency in the
present study.

Family Functioning Questionnaire (FFQ)

The Family Functioning Questionnaire (FFQ), a 24-item
self-report tool developed by Roncone R, et al. [28], assesses
family functioning within the context of psychoeducational
family interventions. The FFQ assesses three primary
dimensions: personal, communicative, and problem-
solving abilities. A 4-point Likert scale, with 1 denoting
“strongly disagree” and 4 denoting “strongly agree,” was
used to rate each item; higher scores indicated better
family functioning. “In our family, we discuss problems and
look for solutions together” (Problem-Solving), “Family
members express their feelings openly” (Communication
Skills), and “We support each other in achieving Personal
Goals” (Personal Goals) are a few examples of the FFQ items.
With Cronbach’s alpha coefficients of .84 for the total scale
and.83 for Problem-Solving, .71 for Communication Skills,
and .66 for Personal Goals, Roncone R, et al. [28] initial
validation study showed acceptable internal consistency
for the subscales and supported the use of the FFQ as a
composite scale. The FFQ has been used to evaluate family
dynamics in several studies, proving its usefulness in a
range of settings. For instance, Zebrea T, et al. [72] reported
a Cronbach’s alpha of .82 for the total scale for Ethiopian
sample, indicating good internal consistency. In the present
study, the FFQ demonstrated a Cronbach’s alpha of .84 for
the total scale, confirming its reliability in assessing family
functioning.

Design and Statistics

A sample size of approximately 108 respondents was
deemed adequate by an a priori power analysis (G*Power
3.1.9.7) based on the expected effect size (f2 =.10) with an
alpha level of .05, and a statistical power of .90 [73]. This
study used a cross-sectional survey design. The correlations
between the variables were examined using Pearson’s
correlation analysis, and the study’s hypotheses were tested
using the Hayes PROCESS Macro-based moderation analysis.
Moderation analysis allows for a more thorough examination
of complex relationships in data, providing vital insights
into the underlying mechanisms and external variables that
influence results [74].

Results

In Table 1, family functioning was positively correlated
with purpose in life (r =.56, p<.01), empathy (r =.25, p<.01),
and attitude towards abortion (r = .28, p<.01), meaning
that undergraduates with better family functioning were
more likely to be empathic and opposed abortion. Similarly,
purpose in life was positively correlated with empathy (r =
.27, p<.01) and attitude towards abortion (r = .25, p<.01).
Moreover, empathy was positively related to attitude
towards abortion (r = .28, p<.01). The correlation between
age and level of study was positive and significant (r = .59,
p<.01), but age was negatively correlated with attitude
towards abortion (r = -.17, p<.01). Gender was positively
correlated with purpose in life (r = .17, p<.01), empathy (r
=.31, p<.01), and attitude towards abortion (r = .14, p<.01),
indicating that female students found more meaning in life,
were more empathic, and had more oppositional attitude
towards abortion compared to their male counterparts,
reflecting more opposition to abortion). The level of study
was negatively related to attitude towards abortion (r =
-.13, p<.01), indicating that students with higher levels of
education held less opposition towards abortion. Marital
status was not related to any of the study variables.

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1 Age 20.82 2.07 -
2 Gender - - 39 -
3 LOS - - 59%* -0.06 -
4 Marital Status - - 0.03 -0.04 -0.08 -
5 Family Functioning 73.12 7.43 -0.01 0.1 -0.08 -0.01 -
6 Purpose in Life 75.74 8.97 -0.03 7% -0.07 -0.04 56 -
7 Empathy 79.23 8.25 0.02 31 0.03 0.01 25%* 27** -
8 Abortion Attitude 40.27 6.01 - 17%* 4% - 13%* -0.06 28 25%* 28** -

Table 1: Pearson’s correlations of demographics, family functioning, purpose in life, empathy and attitude towards abortion

among undergraduates.
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Variables B | B | 1T | P | 9owa | r | F
Family Functioning
Age -0.41 0.17 -2.4 0.017 [-.75,-.07] 0.16 11.72(6, 377)***
Gender 0.48 0.76 0.63 0.527 [-1.01, 1.96]
Level of Study -0.18 0.3 -0.6 0.547 [-.76, .41]
Family Functioning (FF) 0.17 0.04 4.28 0 [.09, .25]
Empathy (E) 0.15 0.04 4.08 0 [.08,.23]
(FF)x (E) 0.01 0 1.17 0.241 [-.00,.01]
Purpose in Life

Purpose in Life (PL) 0.11 0.03 3.29 0.001 [.05,.18] 0.15 10.77(6, 377)***
Empathy (E) 0.16 0.04 4.27 0 [.09, .23]
(PL) x (E) 0.01 0 2.16 0.032 [.00,.01]

Table 2: The Hayes PROCESS Macro results for prediction of attitude towards abortion among undergraduates by family
functioning, purpose in life and empathy, with age, gender and level of study as control variables and empathy as the moderator.

In Table 2, age, gender and level of study were added
as covariates. Age was significantly associated with attitude
towards abortion (3 = .17, p<.05). The B showed that older
undergraduates had more opposition to abortion. Gender
(B =.76, p>.05) and level of study (8 = .30, p>.05) were not
significantly associated with attitude towards abortion.
Family functioning was significantly associated with attitude
towards abortion (§ =.04, p<. 001).

The Bshowed thateachunitincrease infamily functioning
was associated with .17 unit increase in attitude towards
abortion, indicating that undergraduates with better family
functioning were more likely to exhibit oppositional attitude
towards abortion. Empathy was significantly associated with
attitude towards abortion (8 = .04, p<.001). The B showed
that each unit rise in empathy was associated with .15 unit
increase in attitude towards abortion.

These results indicate that family functioning and
empathy are associated with more oppositional attitude
towards abortion. The interaction between family
functioning and empathy for attitude towards abortion was
not significant (f§ = .00, p>.05), indicating that empathy did
not moderate the relationship between family functioning
and attitude towards abortion among undergraduates.

The R2 of .16 for the model indicated that 16% of the
variance attitude towards abortion were explained on
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account of the entire variables, {F (6, 377) = 11.72}. In Table
2, purpose in life was significantly associated with attitude
towards abortion (8 = .03, p< .01). The B showed that each
unit increase in purpose in life was associated with .11
unit increase in attitude towards abortion, indicating that
undergraduates with higher purpose in life were more likely
to hold oppositional attitude towards abortion.

The interaction between purpose in life and empathy on
attitude towards abortion was significant (§ = .00, p>.05),
indicating that empathy moderated the relationship between
purpose in life and attitude towards abortion. The slope of
the interaction shown in Figure 1 indicates that purpose
in life was significantly related to attitude toward abortion
for undergraduates who were high, moderate, and low in
empathy.

Specifically, undergraduates with low empathy exhibited
a stronger positive association between purpose in life and
anti-abortion attitude. Conversely, for individuals with high
empathy, purpose in life was only weakly related to abortion
attitudes, suggesting a potential weakening effect of higher
empathy in the link between purpose in life and attitude
towards abortion.

The R2 of .15 for the model indicated that 15% of the

variance on attitude towards abortion were explained on
account of the entire variables, {F (6, 377) = 10.77} Figure 2.
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attitude towards abortion among undergraduates.

Figure 2: The Interaction slope showing the moderating role of empathy in the relationship between purpose in life and

Discussion

The main aim of this study was to investigate whether
empathy moderates the relationship between family
functioning and purpose in life and attitude towards
abortion among Nigerian undergraduates. Consistent
with previous studies on the impact of family dynamics on
abortion attitudes [30-33], the researchers found that family
functioning is associated with oppositional attitude towards
abortion. Thus, our findings support our hypothesis that
family functioning predicts attitude towards abortion among
undergraduates. The positive communication, emotional
support, and shared values that undergraduates from
functional families may internalize are likely to encourage
more conservative or oppositional views on abortion. This
may be explained by the moral principles that are valued
in harmonious family settings, such as the value of life
and authority, which frequently influence people’s moral
frameworks for making decisions [53].

Thus, families that prioritize emotional closeness,
open communication, and shared values may cultivate a
sense of moral obligation that results in more anti-abortion
attitudes [75]. It may be that when individuals grow up in
environments where values are strongly articulated and
reinforced, their attitude towards abortion become more
ideologically rigid. Such environments may limit exposure
to alternative perspectives, further reinforcing conservative
views of abortion. By contrast, individuals from dysfunctional
or less supportive family structures may experience more
ambivalence or less defined stances on the issue, as they may
lack the moral coherence and guidance provided by more
cohesive family dynamics.

Ugwu ]I, et al. Exploring the Role of Empathy in the Associations of Family Functioning and

Furthermore, the researchers found that undergraduates
with a higher purpose in life were more likely to hold
oppositional attitude towards abortion. This finding
supports the hypothesis that purpose in life predicts attitude
towards abortion among undergraduates. Extant study
findings indicate that having a strong sense of purpose in
life is linked to psychological well-being, stress resistance,
and adopting healthy behaviours [36-39]. The relationship
between meaning of life and moral or cultural dilemmas,
such as abortion, has not received much attention. This study
bridges this gap by demonstrating that undergraduates with
a stronger sense of purpose may approach moral decisions
with a more rigid belief system, potentially leading to more
opposition to issues such as abortion. Our findings indicate
that undergraduates’ moral opinions are influenced by their
life’s purpose. People with a strong sense of purpose may
take stricter positions on issues such as abortion, which
usually require complex moral and ethical conflicts, since
they are more committed to their beliefs [36].

Additionally, the hypothesis that empathy would
significantly predict attitude towards abortion among
undergraduates was supported by the findings that higher
scores on empathy were associated with more oppositional
attitude toward abortion. This finding is consistent with
some extant literature [63,47] that demonstrated empathy to
be associated with oppositional views of abortion. However,
this does not align with other study findings [56,57], which
have linked empathy to supportive attitude towards abortion.
The present findings suggest that moral reasoning regarding
controversial issues, such as abortion, may be significantly
impacted by individual differences in empathy levels. The
finding that higher empathy levels are linked to stronger
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anti-abortion attitudes suggests that undergraduates who
respond more sympathetically are more likely to hold
moral absolutist views, especially when it comes to matters
involving life sanctity. This implies that people may filter their
moral and ideological beliefs through empathy, reinforce
preconceived ideas, or endorse more rigid moral stances.
People with high empathy may oppose abortion probably
because, putting themselves in the shoes of the embryo or
fetus to be terminated or the pregnant mother who could
lose her life particularly in the case of unsafe abortion, could
feel opposed to abortion at the mere thought of it.

The researchers further found that empathy did not
moderate the relationship between family functioning
and attitude towards abortion among undergraduates.
Therefore, the hypothesis that empathy will significantly
moderate the link between family functioning and attitude
towards abortion among undergraduates was not supported
by the findings. One possible explanation for this finding is
that family functioning, while influential in shaping moral
beliefs [53,54], may exert a more direct influence on abortion
attitudes without the need for empathy as a moderating
factor. When family cohesion is strong, prescriptive norms
and moral frameworks may be internalized so deeply
that they override dispositional characteristics such as
empathy. In such cases, loyalty to family-derived values
may overshadow empathetic concern for the individuals
directly involved in an abortion decision, thereby rendering
empathy’s potential moderating role negligible. The
findings suggest that the attitudes of these undergraduates
toward abortion may already be significantly influenced
by family norms and values, such that empathy becomes
an insignificant factor influencing their views, especially
if they come from harmonious or healthy family systems.
This interpretation aligns with evidence that in collectivist
or tightly knit family contexts, intergenerational value
transmission can dominate individual difference variables
when forming moral judgments [58-60]. It could be inferred
that family dynamics, such as open communication and
emotional support, may directly foster particular opinions
about abortion, such that the moderating role of empathy
may be less significant in this case. This suggests that family
functioning itself may have a stronger impact on attitude
towards abortion than empathy does, particularly when the
family context is already supportive or protective of specific
moral positions.

Finally,itwas found thatempathy significantly moderated
the relationship between purpose in life and attitude towards
abortion, thus supporting the hypothesis that empathy
would significantly moderate the link between purpose in
life and attitude towards abortion among undergraduates.
Specifically, the researchers found that undergraduates
with low empathy exhibited a stronger positive association
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between purpose in life and anti-abortion attitudes, whereas
those with high empathy and purpose in life were only
weakly related to abortion attitudes. This finding suggests
that undergraduates with a high sense of purpose in life may
typically hold more structured, value-driven beliefs [36,37],
but their views on abortion may be tempered by the level
of empathy they feel toward others involved in the issue
and may be unborn children [51]. By contrast, individuals
with low empathy may have more rigid, ideologically driven
views on abortion, where their sense of purpose reinforces
a strong opposition to abortion, regardless of empathetic
considerations.

These findings contribute to the ongoing discussion
on Moral Foundations Theory [53,55], suggesting that
undergraduates with a strong sense of purpose may approach
moral dilemmas, such as abortion, with a focus on care and
fairness if they have high empathy, leading to more nuanced
or open-minded views on abortion [62]. On the other hand,
individuals with low empathy may adhere more strictly to
moral absolutism, resulting in more rigid, anti-abortion
attitudes [58,59]. The researchers urge stakeholders, such
as policymakers, healthcare providers, educators, and
mental health professionals, to prioritize open, empathetic
communication, and evidence-based education when
addressing attitude towards abortion. Policymakers should
create inclusive and non-coercive policies that respect
individuals’ autonomy, while considering the diverse moral
and cultural contexts that shape public opinion. Healthcare
providers must ensure that they offer non-judgmental
and comprehensive reproductive health services, provide
accurate information about abortion, and address the
emotional and psychological needs of those seeking
assistance. Evidence exists regarding the effectiveness of
this approach [76,77]. Educators are encouraged to integrate
discussions about reproductive rights, family dynamics,
and empathy into curricula, fostering critical thinking and
respect for differing perspectives, as this has been shown
to be effective [78,79]. Finally, mental health professionals
should offer support to individuals grappling with complex
emotions regarding abortion, helping them navigate the
psychological consequences of their decisions, and ensuring
that their mental well-being is prioritized. Together,
these stakeholders can contribute to a more informed,
compassionate, and supportive environment for individuals
navigating difficult decisions regarding abortion.

Although the present study provides valuable insights
into the relationship between purpose in life, empathy, family
functioning, and attitude towards abortion, it also has some
limitations. This study relied on self-report measures and a
cross-sectional design, which limits the ability to draw causal
conclusions. Future research could build on these findings by
using longitudinal designs to explore how changes in purpose
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in life and empathy over time influence attitudes toward
abortion. Also, future research could examine how factors
such as political beliefs, religious convictions, and cultural
background interact with life’s purpose to influence attitude
towards abortion among undergraduates. Additionally,
investigating potential moderators or mediators, such
as moral reasoning and social support, could provide a
more nuanced understanding of the factors that shape
abortion attitudes among undergraduates. Despite these
limitations, the present study contributes significantly to the
understanding of how purpose in life and empathy influence
attitude towards abortion, particularly among undergraduate
students. By highlighting the role of family functioning and
empathy in shaping moral perspectives on abortion, it opens
up avenues for further exploration of how individual factors,
such as life purpose and emotional responses, interact with
cultural and familial influences. These findings provide a
foundation for future research and practical applications in
educational, healthcare, and counseling settings.

Conclusion

In summary, the findings contribute to the understanding
of the complex relationship between empathy, family
functioning, purpose in life, and attitude towards abortion.
While empathy was directly associated with more
oppositional attitude towards abortion, it did not moderate
the relationship between family functioning and attitude
toward abortion. However, empathy played a significant
moderating role in the relationship between purpose in life
and abortion attitudes, highlighting that individuals with
a high sense of purpose may experience different abortion
attitudes, depending on their level of empathy. These
findings underscore the importance of considering empathy
as a dynamic factor that shapes individuals’ moral reasoning,
particularly in relation to complex societal issues, such as
abortion. Future research should explore the underlying
mechanisms by which empathy interacts with personal
values and family dynamics to influence moral attitudes.
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