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 The purpose of this study is to empirically examine the effects of compassion experienced by small-
to-medium enterprise (SME) employees on affective commitment through authenticity and positive 
emotion. This study was conducted with 200 employees working at SMEs located in South Korea. 
The results show that the relationships between compassion and authenticity, between authenticity 
and positive emotion, between positive emotion and affective commitment, and between compas-
sion and affective commitment were significant. In addition, the relationship between compassion 
and affective commitment was significantly double-mediated by authenticity and positive emotion. 
The results provide a meaningful implication that SME employees would build authenticity and 
positive emotions by experiencing compassion and that those who build authenticity and positive 
emotions would enhance their affective commitment. 
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1. Introduction 
 
The organizational members’ compassions occur as an act of responding to the physical and mental suffering of colleagues, 
subordinates, and supervisors or to the suffering caused by interpersonal relationships between colleagues and between su-
pervisors and subordinates. Suffering can be defined as experiencing distress that causes ontological bitterness (Reich, 1989). 
Such suffering may be stimulated by illness or injury, death of a loved one, and mental trauma that could occur at the work-
place (Harvey, 2001). This personal empathy acts as a source of caring and healing for other struggling members of the 
organization (Dutton et al., 2002; Wuthnow, 1991). After the 9/11 terrorist attacks in 2001, Dutton and his colleagues formed 
the Positive Organizational Scholarship (POS) and have actively conducted research on compassion, positive emotion, posi-
tive work-related identity, job crafting, etc. Their research on compassion has mainly relied on qualitative approaches, case 
studies to be specific, and Lilius et al. (2008) have developed compassion scales to apply in their research. Conducting a study 
on compassion, Moon et al. (2014) found the positive relationship between corporate social responsibility (CSR) and com-
passion, and Hur et al. (2016) found the positive effects of compassion and positive work-related identity on performance 
variables. Empirical studies on compassion, qualitative or quantitative, have consistently increased since Lilius et al. (2008) 
conducted an empirical study on the causal relationships among compassion, positive emotion, and affective commitment. To 
advance the previous qualitative and/or quantitative studies on compassion within an organization, this study empirically 
examined how compassion experienced by SEM employees would be associated with affective commitment through authen-
ticity and positive emotion.  
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Therefore, this study provides an implication that when SME employees, who are known to have a high level of job stress 
and emotional exhaustion, share compassion in their organization, they feel authenticity and build positive emotions about 
their organization, which eventually lead to a stronger affective commitment to their organization. That is, this study practi-
cally suggests that if SME employees experience compassion as an act of caring in response to the suffering of others, they 
would feel authenticity about the experienced compassion and form positive emotions with other employees and thereby make 
a stronger affective commitment to their organization.  
 
2. Conceptual framework 
 
2.1 Compassion and authenticity 
 
Compassion means not only the ‘high-quality connection’ (HQC) with others but also the act of caring in response to the 
suffering of others in terms of cognitive, emotional, and behavioral dimensions; it is distinguished from other emotions in that 
it entails acts of reaction to the suffering (Dutton et al., 2002; Frost et al., 2000; Solomon, 1998). Compassion experienced by 
members within an organization is manifested as acts of responding to not only the mental and physical suffering experienced 
by colleagues, subordinates, and supervisors but also the suffering arising from interpersonal relationships among organiza-
tional members. Terms similar to compassion include sympathy, projection, and identification. Sympathy refers to the transfer 
of others’ feelings to myself; projection means the transfer of my feelings into others, and identification indicates feeling a 
sense of oneness with others (or others’ feelings) or the organization. Research on compassion has been actively conducted 
since 1990, and Dutton at the University of Michigan's POS has been at the center of the research. Researchers at the POS 
claim that compassion represents a state of emotion that expresses a warm heart, courtesy, and authentic act of caring, regard-
less of any presumptuous motive (Dutton et al., 2002). Compassion is also a relational process entailing good deeds that help 
to recognize the suffering of others, sympathize with their mental suffering, and reduce the suffering (Solomon, 1998). There-
fore, when SME employees experience mental and physical distress due to job stress and emotional exhaustion at their work-
place, they are likely to show authentic behaviors based on the affect control theory (Grandey, 2003). Because compassion is 
a relational process that pays attention to the suffering of others, results in empathy with the suffering, and triggers an authentic 
behavior to relieve the suffering in some way, SME employees experiencing compassion are expected to show authentic 
behaviors (Kanov et al., 2004). Miller (2007) regards organizational members’ compassion as an emotional work with au-
thenticity that occurs naturally in mind, not as an emotion caused by artificial effort. In other words, organizational members 
experiencing compassion would feel it as an authentic behavior because compassion as an emotional work means that organ-
izational members support each other genuinely and voluntarily from the bottom of their hearts. Therefore, based on previous 
studies on the relationship between compassion and authenticity and on the affect control theory, this study set the following 
hypothesis: 
 
H1: Compassion experienced by SME employees is positively associated with authenticity. 
 
2.2 Authenticity and positive emotion 
 
Previous studies on authenticity and positive emotion emphasized the importance of emotion (Ashkanasy & Tse, 2000; Michie 
& Gooty, 2005). Some studies on authenticity revealed that authenticity enhanced positive emotion (Walumbwa et al., 2008; 
Avolio & Mhatre, 2012). The causal relationship between authenticity and positive emotion can be explained by the emotional 
contagion mechanism. Emotional contagion is a process of social influence in which an individual or organization affects an 
emotional state or behavior (Schoenewolf, 1990; Barsade, 2002). Ilies et al. (2005) suggest that organizational members who 
feel authenticity are likely to experience positive emotion through positive self-awareness and high-quality connection (HQC) 
based on emotional contagion. Accordingly, the stronger the feeling of authenticity, the stronger the experience of positive 
emotion. Furthermore, authenticity promotes positive interpersonal relationships among supervisors, subordinates, and col-
leagues (Walumbwa et al., 2008). Such positive interpersonal relationships can be a driving force and motive of positive 
emotion, as revealed in previous studies (Haller & Hadler, 2006; Stephens et al., 2012). Therefore, this study set the following 
hypothesis based on the previous research on authenticity and positive emotion and on the emotional contagion mechanism. 
 
H2: Authenticity felt by SME employees is positively associated with positive emotion. 
 
2.3 Positive emotions and affective commitment 
 
According to Staw and Barsade (1993), organizational members who experience more positive emotions engage in more 
social activities in the organization than those who do not. Fredrickson (2001) also claimed that positive emotion experienced 
by organizational members led to positive affect like emotional attachment and contributed to reducing the dysfunction of 
negative emotions like cynicism. Hatfield, Cacioppo, and Rapson (1993) argued that positive emotion experienced by organ-
izational members could also be transferred to other members. Such positive emotion and positive affect turned out to have a 
positive effect on overall organizational effectiveness, job satisfaction, and affective commitment (George & Brief, 1992). 
Weiss and Cropanzano (1996), drawing on the affective events theory, suggested that emotion and affect formed affective 
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factors on job satisfaction and commitment when performing a task in the organization, arguing for a significant causal rela-
tionship between positive emotion and affective commitment. Therefore, previous studies on positive emotion revealed that 
those who were satisfied with their life and work made a higher affective commitment and job performance than those who 
were not. Likewise, Brief and Roberson (1989) revealed that organizational members’ positive emotions over the last few 
weeks had a significant effect on their overall job satisfaction, and Fisher (2000) confirmed that emotions, positive affect, and 
negative affect were important antecedents of organizational performance. Furthermore, Lilius et al. (2008) empirically found 
that positive emotions had a significant positive effect on affective commitment. Therefore, this study set the following hy-
pothesis based on the empirical research on positive emotion and affective commitment and on the affective events theory 
(Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996). 
 
H3: Positive emotion formed in SME employees is positively associated with affective commitment. 
 
2.4. Compassion and affective commitment 
 
Previous studies show that organizational members experiencing compassion built positive affect and thereby had a greater 
emotional attachment to their organization (Meyer & Allen, 1991). According to the affective events theory, the act of expe-
riencing compassion is perceived as an unusual emotional event, especially within the organization, and organizational mem-
bers show great attachment to the organization as they build positive emotion (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996). Therefore, or-
ganizational members working at SMEs would regard compassion as a source of positive emotion, feel their pride in the 
organization, and think that their organization is a successful one (Cialdini et al., 1976). A positive idea of receiving emotional 
support like compassion in the organization reinforces organizational members’ affective commitment to the organization 
(Rhoades, Eisenberger, & Armeli, 2001). Furthermore, compassion also reinforces the feeling that organizational members 
are being cared for or valuably recognized by the organization, providing a driving force that makes organizational members 
become more affectively committed to the organization or organizational membership beyond their own identity (Meyer & 
Allen, 1991). Finally, because compassion occurring within an organization often arise from its members who are struggling 
with work-related issues, compassionate behaviors not only help balance their lives and work but also reduce the risk of 
conflicts within the role and strengthen affective commitment (Allen, 2001). Therefore, this study hypothesized that compas-
sion would have a positive effect on affective commitment based on previous studies that empirically examined the causal 
relationship between compassion and affective commitment. 
 
H4: Compassion experienced by SME employees is positively associated with affective commitment. 
 
2.5 A double-mediation effect of authenticity and positive emotion on the relationship between compassion and affective 
commitment 
 
Compassion as an act of responding to the suffering of others is felt by organizational members as an authentic behavior 
(Kanov et al., 2004). Organizational members who experience compassion with others feel authenticity about the compas-
sionate behavior because it is the nature of compassion that they are cognitively aware of and affectively feel the suffering of 
others and then respond to the suffering authentically and behaviorally (Stephens et al., 2012). Compassionate behaviors 
within an organization create a high-quality connection (HQC) among members, provoking positive emotions based on the 
emotional contagion mechanism (Schoenewolf, 1990). In other words, members who feel authenticity through others’ com-
passionate behaviors within an organization gain joy, comfort, and hope for the members and the organization while sharing 
positive emotions (Barsade, 2002). Furthermore, organizational members who have formed positive emotions recognize the 
acts of giving and receiving compassion as an event. Based on the affective events theory mentioned by Weiss and Cropanzano 
(1996), positive emotions would enhance organizational members’ affective commitment to performing their duties within 
the organization. Therefore, this study set the following hypothesis to test the double-mediation effect of authenticity and 
positive emotions on the relationship between compassion and affective commitment based on previous studies on the causal 
relationship among compassion, authenticity, positive emotion, and affective commitment. Figure 1 depicts our conceptual 
model. 
 
H5: The relationship between compassion and affective commitment is double-mediated by authenticity and positive emotion 
in that order.  
 

 
Fig 1. Conceptual model 
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3. Material and methods 
 
3.1 Participants and procedures  
 
This study administered surveys with employees working at 10 SMEs located in South Korea. A total of 215 employees 
responded to the survey; excluding 15 surveys with insincere responses or with central tendency, 200 surveys were used for 
data analysis.  
 
3.2 Measurement 
 
3.2.1 Compassion 
 
In this study, we define compassion as an act of responding to the suffering of others. We used three items developed by Lilius 
et al. (2008) to measure compassion: “I often experience compassion at my workplace,” “I often experience compassion from 
my supervisor,” “I often experience compassion from my colleagues.” The items were measured on a 5-point Likert scale, 
and the scale reliability was acceptable (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.765). 
 
3.2.2 Authenticity 
 
This study defines authenticity as an “intrinsic behavior arising from the heart.” Five items used in the study by Price et al. 
(1995) were adapted to measure the construct of authenticity in this study (e.g., “I feel that organization members’ compas-
sionate behaviors are authentic,” “I think that organizational members’ compassionate behaviors reveal themselves”). The 
items were measured on a 5-point Likert scale, and the scale reliability was acceptable (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.730). 
 
3.2.3 Positive emotion 
 
In this study, positive emotion is defined as “the joyful, proud, and inspiring emotions experienced by organizational members,” 
and four items used in Lilius et al. (2008) were employed to measure the construct of positive emotion (e.g., “I am proud of 
everything,” “I am happy about everything”). The items were measured on a 5-point Likert scale, and the scale reliability was 
acceptable (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.725). 
 
3.2.4 Affective commitment 
 
This study adopts the operational definition of affective commitment suggested by Allen and Meyer (1990): “Employees' 
emotional attachment to, identification with, and involvement in the organization.” Five out of the eight measurement scales 
developed by Allen and Meyer (1990) were adapted to measure the construct of affective commitment in this study (e.g., “I 
feel ‘emotionally attached’ to my work in this organization,” “I feel a strong sense of belonging to my organization”). The 
items were measured on a 5-point Likert scale, and the scale reliability was acceptable (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.897).  
 
3.2.4 Control variables 
 
We controlled the effects that demographic variables (age, education, religion, term of service, term of continuous service, 
income) might have on the constructs of compassion, authenticity, positive emotion, and affective commitment. Furthermore, 
we controlled other compounding effects that the propensity of individuals might have on the constructs. 
 
4. Results 
 

4.1. Common method bias 
 

A cross-sectional study that measures independent and dependent variables simultaneously with self-reported responses may 
entail a bias (Podsakoff et al., 2003). A Harmon one-factor test (Podsakoff & Organ, 1986) was conducted to see if the 
measurement involves a common method bias issue. The results showed the presence of four distinct factors with eigenvalue 
greater than 1.0, rather than a single factor, and the covariance explained by one factor was 19%, indicating that the common 
method bias is not a serious concern (not a likely contaminant of the measurement) (Podsakoff & Organ, 1986; Podsakoff et 
al., 2003). 
 
4.2. Results of confirmatory factor analysis 
 
The discriminant validity was verified by AVE (Average Variance Extracted), and the internal reliability was examined with 
Cronbach’s alpha coefficients. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were greater than 0.7, and AVEs were greater than 0.6 for all 
latent variables, meeting the traditionally recommended criteria. The χ2 estimate was significant (χ2 (80) = 141.562; p <.001). 
The CFA results are considered satisfactory and are presented in Table 1. 
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Table 1  
Confirmatory Factor Analysis Results 

 CFI TLI GFI NFI RMSEA RMR 

CFA .949 .933 .915 .893 .062 .044 

 Variables 

Compassion Authenticity Positive Emotion Affective 

AVE .729 .714 .736 .780 

 
4.3 Correlation Analysis and Validity Test 
 
Multicollinearity was checked before testing the hypotheses in the structural equation model. Pearson's coefficients were used 
to examine the correlations between latent variables. Regression analysis was conducted to check multicollinearity, and the 
results showed VIFs were between 1.117 and 1.291, indicating no serious multicollinearity issues. The results of the correla-
tion analysis are shown in Table 2 below. 
 
Table 2  
Correlation Analysis Result 

 Mean SD 1 2 3 4 

1. Compassion 3.596 .732 .853    

2. AUT 3.877 .545 .289** .844   

3. PE 4.133 .554 .379** .404** .857  

4. AC 4.056 .617 .326** .260** .221** .883 

Note : *p＜.05, **p＜.01, ***p＜.001 The number in the diagonal is the square root of the AVE, AUT = Authenticity, PE = Positive Emotion, AC = Af-
fective Commitment 
 

4.3. Hypothesis testing: Path analysis 
 

4.3.1 Path coefficients 
 

After confirmatory factor analysis, items with a low factor loading were removed from the model, resulting in three items for 
the construct of compassion, three items for authenticity, four items for positive emotion, and five items for affective com-
mitment. The hypothesis test was based on this final set of measurement items. The model fit of the research model was 
verified through a confirmatory factor analysis. The results of confirmatory factor analysis for the measurement model are 
shown in Table 4, and the results of hypothesis testing are presented in Table 3. First, compassion experienced by SEM 
employees turned out to be positively and significantly associated with authenticity (β = 0.899, p < 0.01), confirming H1. 
Authenticity was positively and significantly associated with positive emotion (β = 0.550, p < 0.01), so H2 is accepted. Third, 
positive emotion turned out to be positively and significantly associated with affective commitment (β = 0.535, p < 0.001), 
supporting H3. Fourth, compassion was positively and significantly associated with affective commitment (β = 0.506, p < 
0.001), confirming H4.  
 
Table 3  
Path Analysis Result 

H Path b SE CR P Test 

H1 Compassion→ Authenticity .899 .274 7.285 <.01 Accept 

H2 Authenticity→ PE .550 .261 8.112 <.01 Accept 

H3 PE → AC .535 .188 9.335 <.001 Accept 

H4 Compassion→ AC .506 .219 7.862 <.001 Accept 

Note : ***p＜.001 PE = Positive Emotion, AC = Affective Commitment 

 
Table 4  
Confirmatory Factor Analysis Result 

 CFI TLI GFI NFI RMSEA RMR 

CFA 
.911 .903 .907 .897 .072 .057 

χ2 (78) = 216.851; p < .001 

 
4.3.2 The double-mediation effect of authenticity and positive emotion on the relationship between compassion and affective 
commitment 
 
The analysis of mediation effects has been widely used to clarify the causal relationship between latent variables in the field 
of business administration (Lee & Choi, 2010), and regression analysis has been used in numerous studies to test mediation 
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effects over the last 30 years (Lee & Choi, 2010). However, the methods used to examine mediation effects in previous studies 
failed to adequately reflect measurement errors and have been known to have a limitation in examining complex and sophis-
ticated mediation models such as a multi-mediation model or a double-mediation model (Luthans & Youssef, 2007; Preacher 
& Hayes, 2008). Ways to overcome the limitation of the conventional approach to examining mediation effects have been 
discussed. One of the most popular alternative ways to examine mediation effects is the ‘Process’ macro using bootstrapping. 
Bootstrapping is useful in determining whether indirect effects are statistically significant (CI95% = LLCI value, ULCI value). 
Using bootstrapping, the indirect effect of authenticity and positive emotion on the relationship between compassion and 
affective commitment were between LL95CI = 0.006 and UL95CI = 0.011. Because zero (0) is not included in 95% CI [.006, 
0.011], the double-mediation effect was confirmed, supporting H5.  

 
Table 5  
Indirect Effects for the Double-Mediation (Authenticity and Positive Emotion) 

 Indirect Effects 

From → To Estimate CI low CI high 

Total indirect effect .036(.050) .014 .096 
Compassion → AUT →AC .024(.050) .001 .068 

Compassion → PE → AC .010(.071) .031 .052 

Compassion → AUT → PE → AC .002(.086) .006 .011 

 

5. Conclusion 
 
5.1. Summary of results  
 
This study empirically found that if SME employees experienced compassion in response to the mental and physical sufferings 
such as job stress and emotional exhaustion in the workplace, they would feel authenticity about the compassionate behaviors 
and form positive emotions, eventually leading to a stronger affective commitment to their organization. All hypotheses es-
tablished in the study were supported, including the double-mediation effect of authenticity and positive emotion on the as-
sociation between compassion and affective commitment. 
 
5.2. Implications 
 
First, this study provides a theoretical implication by empirically examining the causality of authenticity and positive emotion 
in the relationship between compassion and affective commitment, being differentiated from previous studies (Grandey, 2003). 
That is, the study empirically found that the relationship between compassion and affective commitment was significantly 
double-mediated by authenticity and positive emotion, contributing to the theories in this field. Second, the study provides a 
practical implication that by experiencing compassion as an act of caring in response to the suffering arising from excessive 
workloads and jobs stress, SEM employees would feel other organizational members’ compassionate behaviors as being au-
thentic and build positive emotions about the organization, eventually making a stronger affective commitment to the organ-
ization. Third, being differentiated from previous empirical studies by the Positive Organizational Scholarship (POS) on the 
relationships between compassion and performance variables, this study empirically examined the causal relationship of pos-
itive variables such as authenticity and positive emotion, providing a theoretical implication (Williams & Anderson, 1991). 
Thus, this study provides a practical implication that when SME employees experience compassion in response to the suffer-
ing of other employees, they will contribute to forming a positive organizational culture in their company (Dutton, 2003; Frost, 
2003). 
 
5.3. Limitations and future research directions 
 
First, this study collected the data from SME employees sampled in South Korea, having a limitation in generalizing the 
findings. More empirical studies with SME employees in different countries in diverse contexts are warranted for the gener-
alization of the findings from this study. Second, in measuring compassion, this study used three items from the qualitative 
and quantitative studies by Dutton and his colleagues since the 1990s (Lilius et al., 2008). However, it is desirable to identify 
key dimensions of the compassion scale by conducting qualitative research through interviews with SME employees based 
on the grounded theory. Therefore, future studies will need to increase the validity of the compassion scale and develop a 
research model for empirical research based on the causal relationship of those key dimensions identified through qualitative 
research. Third, this study empirically examined the causal relationship of compassion with job performance as a dependent 
variable. Future studies, however, must follow to further examine the causal relationships of compassion with corporate social 
responsibility, rudeness, and other performance variables. Fourth, this study relied on cross-sectional data, which gives rise 
to a difficulty in establishing causal relationships between variables. For example, while a hypothesis implies a causal rela-
tionship that collective pride formed in employees would have an influence on job performance, a reverse causal relationship 
cannot be ruled out (i.e., job performance can cause collective pride). A longitudinal data collection is warranted for future 
research to overcome this limitation. 
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