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Abstract This article first reviews the basic concepts and theoretical frameworks of empathic ability. Subsequently, it analyzes the character-

istics of student nurses’ empathic ability, its measurement methods, and influencing factors, and explores effective strategies for enhancing it.

Finally, this paper summarizes the impact of student nurses’ empathic ability on nursing practice, professional development, and emotional

health, and proposes directions for future research. Through the integration and analysis of existing literature, this study provides nursing edu-

cators with a solid theoretical foundation and practical guidance for enhancing student nurses’ empathic ability.
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1 Introduction

With the rapid changes in the global healthcare environment and
the gradual professionalization of the nursing profession, the im-
portance of student nurses’ professional competence and psycholog-
ical qualities in nursing education has become increasingly promi-
nent'"’. As one of the core skills in nursing work , empathic ability
not only helps nurses establish good nurse-patient relationships but
also significantly enhances patients’ comfort, trust, and overall
treatment outcomes *' . Cultivating empathic ability enables nurs-
ing personnel to better understand patients’ needs and feelings,
thereby providing more personalized and humanized nursing
care™” . However, how student nurses maintain and effectively de-
velop their own empathic ability when facing complex emotional
conflicts and high-pressure work environments has become a criti-
cal issue urgently needing resolution in the field of nursing educa-
tion. In recent years, researchers have gradually recognized that
student nurses” empathic ability is not only a crucial reflection of
their professional competence but also a significant factor in their
mental health and preventing professional burnout. Therefore, ex-
ploring and optimizing the cultivation mechanisms for empathic
ability in nursing education has become a hotspot and important

topic in current nursing education research.

2  Concept of empathic ability
Empathy refers to the psychological ability of an individual to un-
derstand and perceive the emotional state of others and to make

. . 4
corresponding emotional responsesL '

. It is an important ability in
interpersonal communication and emotional exchange, enabling in-
dividuals to establish profound emotional connections with others.
Empathy is typically divided into two main dimensions: cognitive
empathy and affective empathy. Cognitive empathy refers to an

individual’s ability to understand the emotions and psychological
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states of others, that is, to perceive others’ emotional conditions
through thinking and reasoning; while affective empathy refers to
an individual resonating or sympathizing emotionally with others,
being able to emotionally experience the emotions that others are
going through™’. These two dimensions of empathic ability are
usually complementary, jointly promoting an individual’s emotional

responses and the quality of interaction in social interactions.

3 Theoretical foundations of empathic ability

Carl Rogers is a representative figure of humanistic psychology,
and his empathy theory provides an important theoretical founda-
tion for fields such as nursing and psychotherapy. Rogers believed
that empathy is not only an ability of cognitive understanding but
also an emotional response and resonance. He emphasized that in
nursing practice, the core of empathy is to build trusting relation-
ships through respect and unconditional positive regard. When in-
teracting with patients, nurses use empathy to understand the
patients” emotional states and inner needs, and through uncondi-
tional acceptance and understanding, help patients achieve self-

1) Rogers proposed that the practice of empathy re-

expression
quires nurses to set aside their own prejudices and accept the
patient’s emotional experiences with an attitude of unconditional
care and support. Through this approach, patients can feel under-
stood and accepted, thereby enhancing their self-efficacy and

treatment motivation™’.

The empathy model proposed by David
Hopkins further expands the concept of empathy, emphasizing the
integration of deep emotional experience and cognitive flexibility.
Hopkins argued that an individual’s empathic ability is not merely
the perception of others’ emotions but is based on the dual action
of deep emotional experience and flexible cognitive processing™ .
Specifically, in clinical settings, nurses need to flexibly apply the
combination of emotional experience and cognitive reasoning to
provide comprehensive emotional support to patients in complex

clinical situations.

4 Research tools for empathic ability
4.1 Jefferson Scale of Physician Empathy-Health Profes-

sions ( JSE-HP)  The Jefferson Scale of Physician Empathy-
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Health Professions (JSE-HP) was developed by Hojat et al. "’ in
2001 to assess the empathic ability of healthcare professionals,
particularly the emotional care and understanding demonstrated
during patient care. This scale is specifically suitable for medical
practitioners, such as physicians and nurses, to assess their em-
pathic responses towards patients in clinical practice. Hojat et al.

used this scale to explore the impact of medical empathy on patient

satisfaction, treatment outcomes, and the physician-patient
relationship.

4.2 Jefferson Scale of Physician Empathy-Nursing Student
(JSPE-NS) This scale was developed by Dr. Hojat and his re-

search team in the United States in 2001 and was translated and
adapted into the Jefferson Scale of Physician Empathy-Nursing
Student (JSPE-NS) by Qiu Zhijun''". This version demonstrated
good reliability and validity'"®’ | with a Cronbach’s alpha coeffi-
cient of 0. 836 and a KMO ( Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin) value of 0. 889.
The scale consists of 20 items, primarily assessing nurses’ perspec-
tive-taking (10 items) , compassionate care (8 items) , and stand-
ing in the patient’s shoes (2 items). Each item is rated using a
7-point Likert scale, where " Strongly disagree" scores 1 point and
" Strongly agree" scores 7 points. The total scale score ranges from
20 to 140 points, with higher scores indicating a higher level of
empathic ability.

5 Factors influencing the empathic ability of student
nurses

5.1 Individual factors Individual factors are significant intrin-
sic factors influencing the empathic ability of student nurses, pri-
marily including personality traits, emotional intelligence, self-
awareness, and interpersonal skills. The personality characteris-
tics of student nurses directly affect their mode of interaction with
patients. Research'""’ shows that extroverted student nurses usual-
ly find it easier to establish emotional connections with patients
and demonstrate higher levels of empathic ability. In contrast, in-
troverted student nurses may experience some difficulties in emo-
tional expression and communication. The trait of empathy within
one’s personality also significantly impacts the empathic ability of
student nurses; those with higher innate empathy can perceive
patients’ emotional needs more sensitively. Studies'™ have found
that student nurses with high emotional intelligence are better able
to understand patients’ emotional needs and make appropriate emo-
tional responses when interacting with them. Emotional intelli-
gence not only affects the communication effectiveness between
student nurses and patients but also relates to the regulation and
alleviation of emotional conflicts during the nursing process. The
cultivation of self-awareness helps student nurses maintain emo-
tional balance in high-pressure and high-emotional-load environ-
ments, ensuring the sustained exercise of their empathic ability.
Good interpersonal skills enable student nurses to establish trusting
relationships with patients more smoothly, facilitating emotional
exchange and resonance. Through effective communication skills,

student nurses can more accurately identify patients’ emotional

needs and make positive responses.

5.2 Educational background In nursing education curricula,
in addition to training in basic nursing skills, the content of emo-
tional education should also be strengthened. Through forms such
as emotional education courses, case analysis, and role-playing,
student nurses can be helped to understand patients’ emotional ex-
periences and enhance their empathic ability'”’. For example,
through scenario simulation and emotional interaction training,
student nurses can improve their emotional understanding and em-
pathic skills in a virtual environment, thereby better addressing
patients” emotional needs in actual clinical work. Student-centered
teaching models, interactive teaching, and emotionally-oriented
teaching methods contribute to the improvement in student nurses’
emotional expression abilities. In the teaching process, teachers
are not only knowledge transmitters but also guides for emotional
expression and empathic ability. Combining emotional education
with technical training can promote the development of student
nurses’ emotional intelligence'*’. The guidance and feedback from
clinical mentors are crucial for enhancing the emotional abilities of
student nurses. Especially when facing emotionally tense situations
or patients with significant psychological fluctuations, the mentor’s
guidance helps student nurses better handle patients’ emotional
appeals.

5.3 Social support system Support and encouragement from
family can help student nurses establish a stable emotional founda-
tion, reducing emotional stress and conflict. The understanding
and support of family members can provide student nurses with
emotional security and psychological support when facing emotion-
al challenges in the nursing profession, thereby enhancing their
empathic ability'”®'. Learning and growing together with peers can
not only alleviate the stress of student nurses but also promote the
enhancement of their empathic ability through sharing experiences
and emotional dilemmas. Emotional support among peers enables
student nurses to exhibit more positive emotional responses when
interacting with patients. Emotional support and guidance from
teachers can not only enhance the emotional intelligence of student
nurses but also provide them with effective emotional regulation
s’[rattegiesL o,

5.4 Work stress and emotional labor The high-pressure na-
ture of the nursing profession and the characteristics of emotional
labor also have a significant impact on the empathic ability of
student nurses. In environments characterized by high emotional
labor, student nurses need to cope with patients’ negative emo-
tions such as pain, anxiety, and fear, which greatly depletes

. . [17
their emotional resources '’ .

Therefore, the emotional regula-
tion ability of student nurses when facing stress directly affects
the exertion of their empathic ability. Excessive emotional labor
and stress may lead to emotional exhaustion in student nurses,
affecting their emotional connection with patients. Therefore,
providing appropriate emotional support and psychological coun-
seling to help student nurses relieve stress is key to enhancing

their empathic ability.
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6 Strategies for enhancing the empathic ability of
student nurses

6.1 Emotional support in nursing education

6.1.1 Emotional communication courses. To effectively improve
the empathic ability of student nurses, specialized emotional com-
munication courses should be established in nursing education, ai-
ming to help student nurses better identify, understand, and re-

spond to patients’” emotional needs'™.

Through a combination of
theoretical learning and case analysis, the courses will focus on
emotional resonance, listening skills, and the use of non-verbal
expression, cultivating student nurses’ ability to fully demonstrate
empathy during interactions with patients.

6.1.2

(EI) refers to an individual’s ability in emotional perception, un-

Emotional intelligence training. Emotional Intelligence

derstanding, expression, and management. In nursing education,
emotional intelligence training can help student nurses learn to
regulate their own emotions and handle the emotional burden of
their work when facing the emotional challenges of nursing.
Through the cultivation of emotional intelligence, student nurses
can more effectively cope with stress during the nursing process,
reduce emotional exhaustion, and improve the quality of nursing
care.

6.2 Cultivating empathy in clinical practice

6.2.1 Scenario simulation. Scenario simulation, as an efficient
teaching method, helps student nurses enhance their empathic
ability in practice by constructing interactive scenarios similar to
real clinical situations'™. During the simulation process, student
nurses can practice how to correctly assess patients’ emotional
states and adopt appropriate communication strategies to enhance
emotional resonance. This experiential learning approach can ef-
fectively promote student nurses’ understanding of and response to
patients’ emotions.

6.2.2 Mentor guidance. In clinical practice, the role of mentors
extends beyond merely imparting nursing skills; they should also
pay attention to the emotional responses and emotional develop-
ment of student nurses. Mentors should provide regular emotional
support and feedback to student nurses, helping them identify po-
tential emotional distress in nursing work and guiding them on how
to regulate emotional responses to improve empathic ability during
the nursing process. Through emotionally attuned guidance,
student nurses can better understand patients’ needs and establish
genuine emotional connections in actual nursing practice.

6.3 Psychological interventions

6.3.1 Meditation and relaxation training. In nursing work, emo-
tional burden and stress can lead to mood swings and anxiety in

1 Therefore, introducing meditation and relaxa-

student nurses
tion training can help student nurses alleviate emotional stress and
enhance their ability to regulate emotions. Regular practice of
meditation and deep breathing exercises can help student nurses
calm their emotions, maintain emotional stability, and prevent
professional burnout or emotional numbness.

6.3.2 Psychological counseling and mental health support. To

better support the emotional needs and mental health of student
nurses, nursing education institutions should provide professional
psychological counseling services to help student nurses effectively
cope with occupational stress. Through regular mental health as-
sessments, emotional support, and personalized psychological
guidance, student nurses can be helped to identify and address
emotional barriers, reducing the occurrence of issues such as pro-
fessional burnout and compassion fatigue.

6.4 Self-care and emotional regulation training

6.4.1 Self-care training. Nursing work often brings significant
emotional pressure; therefore, student nurses need to learn to reg-
ularly engage in self-care activities such as meditation, exercise,
and leisure entertainment to alleviate occupational stress. These
self-care activities can not only relieve emotional fatigue but also
enhance the psychological resilience of student nurses, enabling
them to better face challenges at work.

6.4.2 Emotional regulation techniques. To avoid emotional over-
involvement or emotional numbness, student nurses need to learn
effective emotional regulation techniques. These techniques in-
clude emotional self-monitoring, emotional reappraisal, and meth-
ods of emotional expression. Through this training, student nurses
can maintain appropriate emotional distance during interactions
with patients, avoiding excessive emotional involvement, thereby

improving their empathic ability and nursing efficiency”.

7 Conclusion

In conclusion, cultivating the empathic ability of student nurses is
an important component of nursing education, with profound im-
plications for improving nursing quality, reducing professional

burnout, and promoting career development. Future research

should continue to focus on differences in the empathic ability of
student nurses across various cultural and regional contexts and ex-
plore more effective educational and intervention strategies to en-
hance the comprehensive quality of student nurses and the quality

of nursing services.
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