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Having the ability to understand emotionally how other people feel and see things is an essential fabric for building and sustaining functional interpersonal relationships. Without such an ability, social interaction crumbles, engagement fails, and learning is eroded. Yet, empirical evidence on the relationship between study burnout and study engagement, and empathy between upper secondary school students is limited. We are tackling the challenge by exploring the association between empathy between peers and study engagement and study burnout among upper secondary school students. Two hundred and eighty upper secondary education students took part in our cross-sectional study. Structural equation modeling was used to analyze the association between empathy (i.e., cognitive and affective empathy), and study burnout and study engagement. The results showed that cognitive empathy contributed to affective empathy, which was further related to increased levels of study engagement, and decreased levels of cynicism, and sense of inadequacy. The role of cognitive empathy seemed to be more complicated: while cognitive empathy contributed directly to increased levels of cynicism, and inadequacy and decrease in study engagement, the indirect effects of cognitive empathy (through affective empathy) on cynicism and inadequacy were negative, and positive on study engagement. Neither of the empathy dimensions explained students’ emotional exhaustion. The results indicate that merely teaching students to recognize and identify their peers’ emotions is not sufficient to enhance study wellbeing, but they need to learn to share emotions and to tune into each other’s emotions.
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Introduction

The diminishing levels of study wellbeing have become a growing concern among educational practitioners, policymakers, and researchers worldwide (e.g., Walburg, 2014; Yang and Chen, 2016; Salmela-Aro et al., 2021; Vinter et al., 2021). In Finland, it has been suggested that up to 21% of upper secondary education students have suffered from study burnout, whereas 33% reported experiencing positive study engagement (Finnish Institute for Health and Welfare, 2021). The challenge has been further added by the lock downs caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. Increased study burnout and reduced study engagement have severe consequences for both the individual and the society, including learning loss, increased risk of depression, and dropping out from school (e.g., Salmela-Aro et al., 2009b; Bask and Salmela-Aro, 2013; Symonds et al., 2016). Accordingly, efficient means to buffer study burnout and enhance study engagement are called after.

Peer relationships have been shown to play a key role in the development of study wellbeing (e.g., Ryan, 2001; Rubin et al., 2008; Mendoza and King, 2020). Respectively, problems in this domain can dilute efforts to promote students’ study wellbeing made by teachers. Functional peer interaction provides the ability to recognize and identify the peer’s emotions and tune into each other’s emotional experiences; in other words, the empathy skills. Empathy skills are the core of receiving and providing well fitted social support that prevents study burnout and enhances study engagement among upper secondary school students, we believe. However, the effects of empathy on burnout and engagement so far have been explored primarily among healthcare professionals, social workers, teachers, and students within related fields (e.g., Wagaman et al., 2015; MacArthur et al., 2021; Wing et al., 2021). Accordingly, there is insufficient understanding on whether and how upper secondary education students’ empathy skills are related to their study burnout and study engagement. We have contributed to filling this gap in the research by exploring the association between upper secondary education students’ cognitive and affective empathy, and study burnout and study engagement.


Study wellbeing

Study wellbeing is a multidimensional construct referring to positive mental states, such as satisfaction, self-efficacy, and/or study engagement, combined with the absence of negative ones, such as study burnout or strain related to the studying, that together contribute to successful studying (Korhonen et al., 2014; Widlund et al., 2018). Study wellbeing is constructed through interactions between the students and their learning environment (Salmela-Aro and Upadyaya, 2014). In this study, we focused on upper secondary education students’ study wellbeing in terms of study engagement and study burnout.

Study engagement is characterized by vigor, dedication, and absorption (Schaufeli et al., 2002; Salmela-Aro and Upadyaya, 2012), and it has been suggested that it is a symbol of an optimal learning experience. The positive association between students’ study engagement, life satisfaction and success in educational transitions has been detected in previous studies (see e.g., Salmela-Aro and Tuominen-Soini, 2010; Lewis et al., 2011). In turn, study burnout refers to a negative study experience resulting from prolonged study-related stress, characterized by three symptoms: emotional exhaustion, cynicism, and sense of inadequacy (Salmela-Aro et al., 2009a). Emotional exhaustion refers to chronic fatigue and lack of emotional energy, cynicism means alienation from the studying and perceiving the studying as meaningless, and sense of inadequacy is characterized by reduced sense of accomplishment in studying (Salmela-Aro et al., 2009a; Salmela-Aro and Upadyaya, 2014). There is evidence that study burnout is related to other negative mental states, such as depression, and dropping out (e.g., Salmela-Aro et al., 2009b; Bask and Salmela-Aro, 2013; Symonds et al., 2016). Both development of study burnout and study engagement are socially embedded (e.g., Kiuru et al., 2008; Mendoza and King, 2020). This means that the quality and quantity of interactions in school with teachers and peers can either decrease or increase students’ study wellbeing.

Peers play a significant role in the development of study engagement and burnout among students (see Ryan, 2001; Rubin et al., 2008; Mendoza and King, 2020). The quality of peer interaction and the effect it has on study wellbeing are dependent on the students’ socio-emotional skills. However, prior studies focused heavily on the effect of identification and regulation of one’s own emotions on study burnout and study engagement (e.g., Usán Supervía et al., 2019; Salmela-Aro and Upadyaya, 2020; Vinter et al., 2021). Empathy skills, such as abilities to recognize peers’ emotions and abilities in perspective taking and tuning into each other’s emotions, which can be assumed to be crucial in functional peer interaction, and further, in the optimal development of study wellbeing, have rarely been the focus of those studies.



Empathy between peers

Empathy refers to an emotional response to the affective state or situation of another person (e.g., Feshbach and Roe, 1968; Eisenberg et al., 1991). Empathy has two dimensions: cognitive empathy, referring to ability to recognize and understand another’s feelings, while affective empathy entails one’s ability to share emotions or tune into another’s emotional experiences (Eisenberg, 2004). It has been suggested that the cognitive and affective dimensions of empathy are distinct but related constructs playing different but complementary roles in empathy (see Jolliffe and Farrington, 2006). The cognitive dimension includes the ability to understand how peers are thinking and feeling, but not necessarily sharing the feelings of another or resonating with those feelings (i.e., affective dimension). That the cognitive dimension might be a prerequisite for affective dimension has been proposed (see Feshbach and Roe, 1968; Lamm et al., 2010).

Previous studies have shown that empathy is positively associated with psychological wellbeing, positive behavior, such as prosocial behavior and problem solving, and negatively with antisocial behaviors such as aggressive behavior and engagement in conflicts (de Wied et al., 2006; Van Lissa et al., 2016; Laghi et al., 2018; van der Graaff et al., 2018; Vinayak and Judge, 2018). Low levels of empathy have been shown to be related to conflicts, aggression and bullying, respectively (Euler et al., 2017). Although the assets of well-developed empathy skills have been highlighted in the previous literature, it has also been suggested that it has downsides. For example, an association between high levels of empathy and internalizing problems, such as depression, has been detected (Calandri et al., 2019, 2021). The cognitive and affective dimension seem to be differentially associated with behavioral outcomes. The cognitive dimension has been shown to be positively related to indirect forms of aggression, while affective dimension has been associated with a decrease in relational and overt aggression (Batanova and Loukas, 2011, 2012). Moreover, without sufficient skills to overcome negative mental states, high levels of affective empathy may lead to co-rumination and increased risks of experiencing burnout symptoms via crossover or contagion (see Schwartz-Mette and Rose, 2012; Boren, 2013).

It has been shown that learning environments provided by a school play a role in the development of empathy and hence potentially in the development of study wellbeing: for example, receiving adequate support and acceptance from the teachers and peers can help students to learn to take others’ perspectives (Batanova and Loukas, 2012). Farina et al. (2020) detected a positive association between students’ affective empathy and exhaustion and showed that empathy as a whole contributed to higher levels of study burnout. High levels of empathy may contribute to the crossover of study burnout and study engagement by increasing the likelihood of emotional contagion (see Hatfield et al., 1992; Mendoza and King, 2020). This means that the students with high levels of empathy can be assumed to be more likely to “catch” their peers’ study-related emotional states – both positive and negative – that can further contribute to their own study wellbeing, than students with low empathy levels. Also gendered differences in empathy have been detected. Girls typically report higher levels of empathy than boys (e.g., Jolliffe and Farrington, 2006; Mestre et al., 2009; Calandri et al., 2021). Moreover, individual variations in students’ empathy levels are likely to occur. For example, adolescents are likely to show more empathy for their peers than for their teachers or parents due to their experience of similar life conditions. However, to our knowledge, there are no measures of students’ empathy specifically designed for measuring students’ empathy toward their peers in educational settings. The empirical evidence of the role of empathy dimensions in study burnout symptoms and study engagement is limited. Hence, our study contributes to filling this gap by exploring the association between students’ affective and cognitive empathy toward their peers, and study burnout symptoms and study engagement.



Aim of the study

The aim of this study was to advance the understanding of the function of students’ empathy in educational settings by exploring the relationship between empathy and study wellbeing among upper secondary education students. First, we introduced an instrument for measuring students’ empathy toward peers in educational settings and explored whether gender explained variation in empathy dimension (see e.g., Jolliffe and Farrington, 2006; Mestre et al., 2009; Calandri et al., 2021). Second, as the previous studies have not covered the effects of empathy skills on students’ study well-being sufficiently, we explored the interrelations between cognitive and affective empathy and students’ experiences of study burnout symptoms and study engagement (see Farina et al., 2020). Last, based on previous literature (see Feshbach and Roe, 1968; Lamm et al., 2010), we expected the cognitive empathy to be a prerequisite for affective empathy, and hence, explored the indirect effects of cognitive empathy (mediated by affective dimension) on study well-being. The following hypotheses were tested:







	

	
H1: Students’ empathy skills comprise two components: (1) cognitive empathy and (2) affective empathy.












	

	
H2: Gender explains the variation in cognitive empathy (CE) and affective empathy (AE) (Jolliffe and Farrington, 2006; Calandri et al., 2021).












	

	
H3: The cognitive dimension of empathy (CE) explains the variation in the affective dimension of empathy (AE) (see Feshbach and Roe, 1968; Lamm et al., 2010).












	

	
H4: Both dimensions of empathy are directly related to study engagement (ENG) and study burnout symptoms, i.e., exhaustion (EXH), cynicism (CYN), and inadequacy (INAD) (Farina et al., 2020).












	

	
H5: The affective dimension of empathy mediates the association between cognitive empathy and study engagement (ENG), and study burnout symptoms (EXH, CYN, and INAD).









Materials and methods


Research context

Finnish children typically start their school career with pre-primary education at the age of six. At the age of seven, they start their 9 years of comprehensive schooling, consisting of primary (grades 1–6) and lower secondary schools (grades 7–9). After comprehensive school, at about the age of 16, the adolescents apply for entry into upper secondary education, which is either senior high school (academic track) or vocational schools, or a combination of these. Some students opt to attend a voluntary tenth grade. In the year of 2020, 54% of the adolescents who had completed the comprehensive school entered the upper secondary academic track, and 39% entered the vocational track (Statistics Finland, 2020).



Participants

The participants in the study were 280 students in upper secondary education. They were about 17 years old. Seventy-eight percent of them took the academic track (n = 217) and 21% took the vocational track (n = 60). Most of the participants were girls (69%, n = 192), while minority were boys (28%, n = 79). Of the participants, 3% (n = 9), disclosed “other” as their gender or did not want to specify it. Girls, and those on the academic track were overrepresented in the sample. The participants were from all over Finland, and both high (61%) and low (39%) socioeconomic neighborhoods in rural and urban areas were represented.



Data

The data collection was part of a larger, longitudinal research project. The participants had been involved in the study for 4 years, i.e., since 2017, when they were in the seventh grade. The data used in this study were collected between May and June 2021. The participants who had given their contact information (N = 761) and the permission to be contacted regarding the follow-up in the third stage of the data collection (in 2019) were sent a link to the online survey via SMS and e-mail. The data were collected in the second year of their studying in upper secondary education, and they were about 17 years old. All the participants were informed about the study, and the participation was voluntary. They also gave their informed, written consent to participate in the study. Four gift cards (€100/each to verkkokauppa.com) were drawn as an incentive to participate in the study.

In Finland, ethical review is required when research involves intervention in the physical integrity of research participants, deviates from the principle of informed consent, involves participants under the age of 15 being studied without parental consent, exposes participants to exceptionally strong stimuli, risks causing long-term mental harm beyond that encountered in normal life, or signifies a security risk to subjects (Finnish National Board on Research Integrity, 2019, p. 19). None of these conditions were encountered in this study, and therefore no ethics review was required.



Measurement

In this study, we used the following scales: (1) empathy toward peers, consisting of two factors: cognitive empathy (five items) and affective empathy (four items), and (2) study engagement (nine items) (Salmela-Aro and Upadyaya, 2012), and (3) study burnout consisting of three factors: emotional exhaustion (three items), cynicism (two items), and sense of inadequacy (two items) (Salmela-Aro et al., 2009a). In addition, background variable, gender (female/male) was used. The empathy toward peers-scale was developed for the study by the authors. The cognitive empathy scale was modified from The Cognitive, Affective, and Somatic Empathy Scales (CASES) (Raine and Chen, 2018), and the affective empathy scale was inspired by Questionnaire measure of empathic tendency (Mehrabian and Epstein, 1972) and Multidimensional Emotional Empathy Scale (MDEES) (Alloway et al., 2016). We developed six items to measure cognitive empathy and six items for emotional empathy. The items were formulated to suit the educational context, and the items covered both positive and negative social, study-related emotions. Before data collection, the empathy toward peers-scale was tested and further developed based on a pilot study. In the pilot study, 22 upper secondary education students completed the survey and commented on the items. Cronbach’s alphas were calculated for the factors (i.e., cognitive empathy and affective empathy) and based on these results, some of the items were removed.



Analyses

The descriptive statistics of the study variables, the correlations between them, and gendered differences in empathy dimension were calculated with IBM SPSS Statistics 28.0. Other analyses were conducted using Mplus version 8.6.

First, the factorial structure of each scale (cognitive empathy, affective empathy, study engagement, and study burnout) was tested separately using confirmatory factor analyses. The measurement models were estimated using an MLR procedure which produces maximum likelihood estimates with standard errors and Chi-square test statistics that are robust to non-normality (Muthén and Muthén, 1998–2017), and the full information maximum likelihood method using all the information that is available in the data (Schafer and Graham, 2002). The goodness-of-fit of the estimated standardized models was assessed using a Chi-square test, Comparative Fit Index (CFI), Tucker–Lewin Index (TLI), Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA), and Standardized Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (SRMR). Correlations between some of the residuals were added to the measurement models when they significantly improved the model and were substantively meaningful (Byrne, 2012). Item reliability was explored by estimating the reliability coefficients (R-squared; Supplementary Appendix 1) and the structural validity by estimating the standardized factor loadings (Supplementary Appendix 1; Hair et al., 2014). The internal consistency of the scales was examined by the factor determinacies and Cronbach alphas. Discriminant validity was explored by comparing the square root of the average variance extracted (AVE) values for each construct with the correlations between the different constructs (Fornell and Larcker, 1981) and by analyzing with Wald tests whether the correlations between the latent variables differed from one. Furthermore, multi-collinearity of the scales was examined using VIF (variance inflation factor) scores.

Second, the structural equation modeling (SEM) was used to determine the extent to which the hypothesized model was consistent with the data (Muthén and Muthén, 1998–2017; Byrne, 2012). The MLR procedure and the full information maximum likelihood were used (Schafer and Graham, 2002). The goodness-of-fit of the estimated standardized models was assessed using a Chi-square test, CFI, TLI, RMSEA, and SRMR. Gender was included in the model as an observed binary predictor variable. Other variables were included as latent variables. Independent samples t-test was used to further investigate the gendered differences in cognitive and affective empathy.




Results

The CFA results (see Supplementary Appendix 1) showed that the measurement models of students’ cognitive empathy [χ2(5) = 10.22, p = 0.07, CFI/TLI = 0.994/0.988, RMSEA = 0.061 (90% CI: 0.00–0.12), SRMR = 0.015] and affective empathy [χ2(1) = 4.35, p < 0.05, CFI/TLI = 0.995/0.972, RMSEA = 0.109 (90% CI: 0.02–0.22), SRMR = 0.009) toward their peers fitted the data (H1). Cognitive empathy reflected students’ skills in recognizing and understanding their peers’ emotional experience and perspective taking, while affective empathy focused on students’ skills in tuning into their peers’ emotions and reacting to them. The construct validity of the scales was considered sufficient from the perspectives of convergent construct validity and discriminant construct validity. The standardized factor loadings were adequate between observed variables and latent variables (≥0.50) (see Supplementary Appendix 1). The internal consistencies of the empathy scales were considered acceptable according to their Cronbach Alphas (Table 1), CR (>0.70) and AVE (>0.50) values, and factor determinacies (see Supplementary Appendix 1). In addition, discriminant validity between the empathy scales and the study burnout factors and study engagement scale was supported, with the square root of the AVE of each construct being higher than the correlation between the different constructs (Fornell and Larcker, 1981). The Wald tests also showed that the correlations between the latent factors differed significantly from one (p < 0.001) supporting sufficient discriminant validity between the scales. There were no signs of multi-collinearity either, as the VIF values of the empathy scales were below the threshold of 3.3 (Kock and Lynn, 2012).


TABLE 1    The descriptive statistics of the study variables and correlations between them.
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On average, the students reported both high levels of cognitive empathy and affective empathy toward their peers (see Table 1). They reported increased levels of exhaustion and inadequacy, and moderate levels of cynicism. At the same time, the students reported experiencing elevated levels of study engagement. The study burnout symptoms correlated positively with each other and negatively with engagement. The cognitive and affective empathy were positively related to study engagement, and affective empathy was negatively related to cynicism.

The hypothesized model (Figure 1) was consistent with the data [χ2(95) = 458.37, p < 0.001, RMSEA = 0.048 (90% CI: 0.040–0.056), CFI = 0.959, TLI = 0.952, SRMR = 0.062]. The regression coefficients are shown in Figure 2. As was hypothesized (H2), gender had an effect on cognitive empathy, which meant that girls scored higher in the cognitive dimension of empathy than boys. However, gender did not have direct effect on affective empathy. Further investigation on indirect effects (see Table 2) showed that there was a significant indirect path from gender to affective empathy. This indicates that, in the model, the girls who scored higher in cognitive empathy also scored higher in affective dimension, but gender did not contribute directly to variation in affective empathy. The differences between the means of cognitive empathy (girls: M = 5.82, SD = 0.95; boys: M = 5.35, SD = 1.04) and affective empathy (girls: M = 5.70, SD = 1.02; boys: M = 5.19, SD = 1.15) were significant [cognitive empathy: t(269) = −0.3.55, p < 0.001; affective empathy: t(269) = −3.57, p < 0.001]. The cognitive empathy contributed to higher levels in affective empathy (H3). This means that the students who recognized and identified their peers’ emotions skillfully, also tended to react and tune into emotional states of another person more easily. Some of the hypothesized direct effects of the empathy dimensions on study wellbeing were also detected (H4): The cognitive empathy was related to increased levels of cynicism and a sense of inadequacy. Cognitive empathy also had a direct negative effect on study engagement. Affective empathy was related to diminished levels of cynicism and sense of inadequacy, and increased levels of study engagement. However, neither dimension of empathy was related to exhaustion. These direct paths from empathy dimensions to study wellbeing suggest that the students’ skills in recognizing and identifying their peers’ emotional states might contribute to diminished levels of study engagement and increased levels of cynicism and inadequacy, while the students’ skills in reacting and tuning into others’ emotional states might protect them from cynicism and inadequacy and increase the levels of study engagement.
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FIGURE 1
Hypothesized model of the interrelations between the dimensions of empathy and study wellbeing.
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FIGURE 2
The structural equation model of the relations between latent variables of cognitive empathy (CE), affective empathy (AE), study engagement (ENG), emotional exhaustion (EXH), cynicism (CYN), and inadequacy (INAD). Standardized model. ns., indicates non-significant paths, *p < 0.05, all other parameters are significant at the p < 0.001 level.



TABLE 2    Standardized indirect estimates, confidence intervals, and p–values.

[image: Table 2]

Further investigation of the indirect effects (see Table 2) showed that the affective dimension mediated the association between cognitive empathy and study wellbeing (H5): significant negative, indirect effects from cognitive empathy to inadequacy and cynicism were detected. Furthermore, an indirect positive effect was detected from cognitive empathy to study engagement. In other words, the affective empathy seemed to mediate the effect of cognitive empathy on cynicism, sense of inadequacy, and study engagement (H5). These indirect paths indicate that when students’ skills in recognizing their peers’ emotional states contributed to higher levels of affective empathy, they also had a positive effect on study wellbeing in terms of diminished cynicism and inadequacy, and increased study engagement.



Discussion


Findings in the light of previous literature

The aim of this study was to advance the understanding of the function of students’ empathy in educational settings by exploring the relationship between empathy and study wellbeing among students. First, we introduced an instrument for measuring students’ empathy toward peers in educational settings. Second, we explored the interrelations between cognitive and affective empathy, and students’ experiences of study burnout symptoms and study engagement. The results showed that the students had well-developed empathy skills between themselves and their peers in terms of both the cognitive dimension and affective dimension; that is, they skillfully recognized if their peers’ emotions in different situations and reacted easily to their peers’ emotions. Being able to empathize with others allows us to relate with each other. It makes our thoughts, emotions, and behaviors more alike, creating social glue and hence allowing students to build and sustain relationships with their peers. Based on our findings it seems that cognitive and effective empathy play different but organically complementary roles in students’ ability to empathize with one of other.

Our results showed that cognitive empathy contributed to affective empathy between students, hence the students’ skills in recognizing and understanding their peers’ emotions was related to being able to tune to those feelings emotionally. The finding is in line with previous literature suggesting that cognitive dimension is a precedent for affective empathy (see Feshbach and Roe, 1968; Lamm et al., 2010). Accordingly, our results indicate that being able to recognize peers’ affective states is a precondition for being able to sufficiently tune oneself with such experience. Van Lissa et al. (2016) have suggested that of the empathy dimensions, perspective taking is more susceptible to developmental influences in adolescence (Van Lissa et al., 2016). It can be presumed that cognitive empathy, involving perspective taking, is also a central ingredient of co-regulation and prosocial behavior particularly when one does not necessarily agree with the collaborator’s view. However, without affective toning, it is not enough to promote effective co-regulation.

Gendered differences were detected in cognitive and affective empathy. Hence, the results support previous evidence showing that girls typically score higher in empathy (e.g., Jolliffe and Farrington, 2006; Mestre et al., 2009; Calandri et al., 2021). Furthermore, our results showed that gender had an effect on cognitive empathy, and indirect effect on affective empathy implying that, in general, girls scored higher in cognitive empathy, and those girls who had well developed skills in cognitive empathy also scored higher in affective empathy. However, the gender did not have direct effect on affective empathy. This might indicate that gendered differences in students’ empathy stem primarily from differences in their skills in perspective taking and abilities to recognize and understand others’ emotions rather than in their ability to tune into their peers’ emotions.

Further investigation showed that the students’ empathy skills were related to their study wellbeing. We found out that the cognitive empathy contributed negatively to students’ study wellbeing in terms of increased levels of cynicism, inadequacy, and decreased levels of study engagement. Hence, being sensitive to socio-emotional cues, particularly in recognizing peers’ negative emotions, is likely to increase students’ risk of experiencing those burnout symptoms that are more inter-personal in nature, i.e., cynicism and inadequacy, and simultaneously reduce the odds for experiencing study engagement. A reason for the negative association between cognitive empathy and study wellbeing might be that without the affectivity component, cognitive empathy only allows a student to recognize others’ experiences, but not to relate to them, leaving them emotionally deprived of the social fabric of peer relationship. If prolonged, such experience is likely to become painful, potentially further contributing to social exclusion.

In turn, the affective dimension seemed to have a twofold role in promoting the students’ study wellbeing. First, it contributed directly to elevated levels of study wellbeing by reducing the risk of experiencing inadequacy and cynicism and increasing study engagement. The results indicated that students with well-developed affective empathy skills had a lower risk of study burnout and were more likely to feel vigor, dedication, and absorption while studying. A reason for this might be that the students with high levels of affective empathy are more susceptible to getting the contagion of their peers’ positive emotions (see Hatfield et al., 1992; Mendoza and King, 2020), which further increases their study wellbeing. On the other hand, affective empathy may promote study wellbeing by enabling the sharing of engaging study experiences with the peers. Second, affective empathy mediated the association from cognitive empathy to study wellbeing. Accordingly, it seemed that cognitive empathy promoted study wellbeing via affective empathy. The results indicate that merely recognizing peers’ emotions and perspective taking can reduce students’ study wellbeing but combined with the ability to tune into their peers’ emotional experiences it can provide a significant resource in promoting students’ study wellbeing.

Contrary to the findings of Farina et al. (2020), we did not detect an association between the empathy dimension and emotional exhaustion. This can partly result from the differences in study designs. It is important to note that empathy skills were measured differently; we focused on empathy between peers, while Farina and others measured empathy in a more general sense. Students’ empathy toward their peers is likely to increase the quality of peer interaction, which can further protect them from emotional exhaustion (see e.g., Ulmanen et al., 2022). However, their general empathy skills might not have direct effects to quality of peer interaction, and therefore, showing empathy to others might more easily lead to depletion of students’ emotional resources. It is also important to keep in mind that most participants in our study were students on the academic track, while participants in the study by Farina et al. (2020) were at a school that prepared students in the helping professions, who have been shown to have high emotional workloads. Another potential explanation for our finding might be that the primary source of exhaustion differs that from cynicism and inadequacy, which has been suggested are more inter-personal in nature, while exhaustion might result from study overload, and hence, is not affected to the same extent by empathy dimensions.

The study provides several directions for future research. First, as the results suggested that the recognition of another’s emotions and perspective taking is not enough, reacting and tuning into other’s emotions are needed to enhance study wellbeing. Accordingly, more studies exploring the teaching practices that enhance both dimensions of empathy are needed. For example, whether positive social support from the teacher could foster students’ abilities to recognize their classmates’ emotions and feel the joy and enthusiasm of another person should be studied. Second, the role of empathy in the spreading of study engagement and study burnout in the classrooms and peer groups should be addressed with longitudinal, nested data sets. Last, the differences in empathy dimensions between students are likely to occur, i.e., some students are likely to score high in both dimensions, some of them in one or the other, and others might have low scores in both dimensions. Knowledge of such empathy profiles could further increase the understanding of the interrelations between empathy dimensions and study wellbeing.



Practical implications

The findings have implications for promoting student wellbeing, particularly in upper secondary education. It might be that the students with well-developed skills in identifying their peers’ emotions and taking the position of another person, but without affective empathy skills such as tuning into others’ emotions, have a higher risk of study burnout. It could be beneficial to identify these students and monitor and support the quality of their peer interaction intentionally.

When teaching socio-emotional skills, it is important to consider that merely focusing on promoting adolescents’ skills in recognizing and identifying their peers’ emotions is not enough, as it may lead to a decrease in students’ study wellbeing. Alongside promoting students’ skills in looking at things from their peers’ perspective and being able to identify their emotions, the students should be encouraged and trained to react and tune into each other’s feelings, especially to positive ones such as enthusiasm. In other words, these skills should be taught simultaneously.



Methodological reflections and limitations

Several fit indices (RMSEA, CFI, TLI, and SRMR) indicated that the hypothesized model fit the data. However, according to the Chi-square test, the model fit was not acceptable (Miles and Shevlin, 2007; Iacobucci, 2010).

Cross-sectional design of this study does not allow us to draw causal conclusions. Longitudinal studies are needed to be able to say whether students’ empathy skills contribute to their study wellbeing or another way around. In addition, although the respondents were all over the country, they were not randomly selected students. The girls and those on the academic track were overrepresented in the data, meaning that the sample was not representative of Finnish upper secondary students in these regards. Therefore, the findings cannot be reliably generalized to all upper secondary students in Finland, to other socio-cultural contexts, or other educational contexts. It is also important to keep in mind that the data were collected in the middle of the COVID-19 pandemic, which might have affected both the response rate and the responses, such as the levels of study engagement and burnout.

In this study, we introduced a new instrument designed for measuring students’ empathy toward their peers in educational settings. The instrument included two separate scales: cognitive dimension and affective dimension. Contrary to findings of Baldner and McGinley (2014), the cognitive empathy scale was slightly more internally consistent than the one that assessed affective empathy. However, in our study, based on Cronbach alphas and factor determinacies (Table 1 and Supplementary Appendix 1), the internal consistency of both scales was adequate. However, the reliability and validity of the scales need to be established in other socio-cultural contexts and other age groups.
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