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Abstract
Background Empathy is important in hospice nursing clinics and may influence nurses’ professional quality of 
life (ProQOL). However, present studies ignoring each empathic dimension, and few researches have explored the 
correlation between empathy and ProQOL in hospice nurses in Asia. To better understand hospice nurses’ empathy 
abilities in China and its relationship with ProQOL, the aim of this study was to identify the latent profiles and its 
influencing factors of hospice nurses’ empathy ability, as well as differences in ProQOL across each latent profile.

Methods A cross-sectional study was conducted from October 2021 to September 2022, and a total of 725 hospice 
nurses were recruited from different geographic regions in China. Participants completed the Empathy Ability Scale 
for Hospice Nurses and the Brief Professional Quality of Life Scale. Latent profile analysis (LPA) was employed to 
identify latent profiles of empathy ability among hospice nurses in China. The predictors of hospice nurses’ empathy 
ability in different latent profiles were assessed using multinomial logistic regression analysis. One-way ANOVA test 
and the Kruskal–Wallis test were used to compare the ProQOL scores in each latent profile of nurses’ empathy ability.

Results This study identified three latent profiles of hospice nurses’ empathy ability, and those profiles labelled 
“poor empathy ability-high surface empathy expression” (n = 216, 29.8%), “moderate empathy ability” (n = 359, 49.5%) 
and “high empathy ability-high deep empathy expression” (n = 150, 20.7%). Multinomial logistic regression analysis 
suggested that age, hospital level, whether income meets expectations, interests in hospice care work, hospice 
work experience, and receiving psychological counselling were predictors of hospice nurses’ profile membership of 
empathy ability. The scores of compassion satisfaction (CS) and burnout (BO) in ProQOL were significantly different 
across each profile (P < 0.001), while scores of secondary traumatic stress (STS) in ProQOL were not different across 
each profile (P = 0.294).

Conclusions Hospice nurses’ empathy ability was divided into three latent profiles, and enhancing empathy ability 
may be conducive to improving hospice nurses’ CS, while reducing BO, thus fostering their overall quality of life. 
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Introduction
Hospice care is a model of care that can improve the 
quality of life for patients at the end of life [1–3] and 
alleviate the grief of their family members [4]. Currently, 
China is facing the severe dilemma of an increasing age-
ing population [5]. Based on the data reported by the 
National Bureau of Statistics of China, there were more 
than 280 million people aged 60 years or over (account-
ing for 19.8% of the total population) at the end of 2022 
[6]. With this rate of growth, it is projected that China’s 
population of older individuals aged ≥ 60 years will be to 
be 400 million by 2032 [7]. In addition, cancer incidence 
and mortality rates have increased rapidly in China; the 
number of new cancer cases in China was reported to be 
4.57  million in 2020, accounting for 23.7% of the global 
cancer incidence, and the number of cancer deaths in 
China was reported to be 3 million, accounting for 30.2% 
of the global cancer deaths [8]. Thus, the demand for 
hospice care is growing commensurately. To align itself 
with the 2030 United Nations Sustainable Development 
Goals, China has released the “Healthy China 2030 Plan-
ning Outline” [9] and committed to improving the health 
service system for older people and other end-stage pop-
ulations. Despite the Chinese government has gradually 
enhanced its support for hospice care and implemented 
a pilot project of hospice care in five regions in 2017 [10], 
the Quality of Death and Dying in China is still ranked 
low globally [11], which mainly reflects inadequate com-
position of hospice care teams, low public awareness of 
hospice care, and shortage of hospice nurses [12, 13].

Nurses undertake a variety of care tasks, such as 
patient assessment and symptom management, and 
play an important role in multidisciplinary collaborative 
teams [14]. Empathy is a vital core competency in hos-
pice care that reflects professional help and caring rela-
tionships, requiring nurses to be able to think from the 
patients’ perspective [15]. According to the theory of 
empathy, nurses can use empathy to make patients feel 
respected and recognized, which helps to improve trust 
and caring relationship between nurses and patients [16]. 
There is growing evidence that enhancing empathy dur-
ing clinical practice can improve patient satisfaction [17], 
treatment adherence [18], immune function [19], and 
decrease patient pain [18], psychological distress [20, 21]. 
Moreover, nurses can apply empathy to make effective 
nurse-patient communication, establish positive treat-
ment relationships between nurses and patients [22], 
and provide the highest quality of care in clinical nurs-
ing [23]. Therefore, empathy can bring more effective 

psychological and physical outcomes for patients, which 
is worth investigating.

Empathy as care is rising in palliative and hospice 
medicine [15]. Previous studies have found that hospice 
nurses in Chile and South Korea in have higher empathy 
capacity than nurses in other departments [24, 25]. And 
age [26], gender [27] and personal traits such as cogni-
tion, courage, and patience [28] were reported related to 
the empathy ability in hospice care work. In China, stud-
ies have also reported on the empathy ability of hospice 
nurses and its influencing factors [28, 29]. However, the 
results showed that due to the late start of hospice care 
in China, empathy ability has not been included in the 
core competency training of hospice nurses [30, 31], 
and hospice nurses have received less empathy training. 
Therefore, there is still great potentials for making fur-
ther progress in the level of empathy ability of hospice 
nurses in China. Despite many advances in research on 
the current status, and predicting factors of empathy in 
hospice nurses, studies on empathy still have several limi-
tations. For example, previous studies on hospice nurses’ 
empathy have tended to address empathy as a whole and 
use the total scores to assess the current status of nurses’ 
empathy ability and its related predictors [32, 33], often 
ignoring the unique role of each empathic dimension.

According to a previous study focusing on the develop-
ment of the empathy ability scale for hospice nurses [34], 
hospice nurses’ empathy ability consists of three interre-
lated but relatively independent components: cognitive 
empathy, emotional empathy, and behavioural empathy. 
Cognitive empathy is nurses’ ability to imagine others’ 
roles and perceive others’ feelings. Emotional empathy 
refers to nurses’ ability to regulate their own emotional 
expression when aware of others’ emotional state, tak-
ing the form of natural emotional empathy, surface 
emotional empathy, and deep emotional empathy. Behav-
ioural empathy refers to behaviours that are presented 
during the empathy process, such as altruistic behaviours 
and empathic skills. However, the level of empathy abil-
ity among hospice nurses in previous studies was usually 
classified according to thresholds, making it difficult to 
identify heterogeneity among individuals in a group and 
leading to a lack of precision in empathy-related inter-
ventions. Latent profile analysis (LPA) is an individual-
centred method to analyse the characteristics of different 
groups of people and the differences in various indicators 
between different categories, which is helpful for identi-
fying high-risk groups and provides a basis for targeted 
and more accurate intervention measures [35]. Based 

Nursing managers should identify hospice nurses at higher risk of BO and implement targeted interventions focused 
on enhancing nurse’s empathy abilities.
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on maximum likelihood estimation, this classification 
method not only minimizes indicator variability within 
groups and maximizes indicator variability between 
groups but also uses objective statistical indicators to 
measure the accuracy and validity of classification [36]. 
To better understand hospice nurses’ empathy ability, 
a key purpose of our research was to explore different 
empathy profiles of hospice nurses through LPA and help 
nursing administrators and policy-makers tailor targeted 
empathy ability training programs.

Hospice care workers’ professional quality of life (Pro-
QOL) in general is a topic of increasing interest in both 
the scientific and clinical fields [37]. ProQOL reflects the 
overall quality of caring work experienced by nurses and 
contains three structures: compassion satisfaction (CS), 
the positive side, secondary traumatic stress (STS) and 
burnout (BO), the negative side. Previous research con-
firms that empathy is related to ProQOL [38, 39]. Empa-
thy was an important contributor to CS in nurses [40], 
and a high level of empathy was positively and signifi-
cantly correlated to CS [38]. Furthermore, a high level of 
empathy was negatively and significantly correlated to ST 
and BO [41]. Although significant associations between 
empathy and ProQOL in clinical nurses have been dem-
onstrated across previous studies, few researches have 
explored the correlation between empathy and ProQOL 
in hospice nurses. Currently, China is facing a serious 
shortage of hospice nursing staff. Additionally, most 
hospice nurses start working in this speciality after only 
a short period of orientation training [42], making it dif-
ficult for them to cope with negative emotional events 
such as patients’ death and suffering. Thus hospice nurses 
commonly experience sadness, depression, and other 
emotions. Our prior qualitative research also revealed 
that the empathy of hospice nurses has a negative impact, 
including negative emotional contagion, negative emo-
tions involved in life, and empathy fatigue [10]. Therefore, 
another key aim of the current research was to explore 
the relationship between ProQOL and different empathy 
ability latent profiles in hospice nurses.

Methods
Participants
This nationwide, cross-sectional study was approved 
by the medical ethics committee of the First Affiliated 
Hospital of Soochow University, China. From Octo-
ber 2021 to September 2022, participants were selected 
from four provincial-level administrative regions in each 
geographic regions of China (including 5 geographical 
regions: eastern China, southern China, western China, 
northern China, and central China) by convenience 
sampling. The inclusion criteria were as follows: (a) reg-
istered nurses, (b) direct care of terminally ill patients 
with at least one year of hospice work experience, and (c) 

informed consent and willingness to participate in the 
study. The exclusion criteria were as follows: (a) nurses 
on shifts, and currently not in the hospice nursing posi-
tion, (b) probationer nurses, (c) newly graduated regis-
tered nurses with standardized training, and (d) nurses 
who were not on duty for various reasons (such as fur-
ther training, maternity leave or vacation, and health 
problems). Through the assistance of hospice care profes-
sional committee of each provincial nursing association 
in distributing questionnaires, 725 hospice nurses came 
from 97 hospice units (tertiary hospitals, secondary hos-
pitals, primary hospitals, and community health service 
centers) in 20 provincial administrative regions were 
included.

Sample
For descriptive cross-sectional studies of quantitative 
variables, the sample size was calculated as follows [43]:

 
n =

u2
α /2σ

2

δ 2

At the 95% confidence interval, 𝑢𝛼/2 = 1.96, δ represents 
the absolute error or precision, which was 2 in this study, 
and σ is the standard deviation of the variable that can 
be based on the data from our previous research [34] on 
the development of the empathy scale for hospice nurses 
(which was 23 here). According to the formula, the the-
oretical sample size was 508. Considering an invalid 
response rate of 20% during the study, it was concluded 
that at least 610 hospice nurses need to be investigated.

Data collection
Due to the need for COVID-19 prevention and con-
trol, this study used a combination of offline and online 
methods to collect questionnaires. For nearby cities that 
were not affected by the epidemic, this study used on-
site surveys to collect questionnaires. For cities where 
the epidemic occurred or remote areas such as Hebei 
and Chongqing, this study used an online questionnaire 
through the Questionnaire Star platform (Wenjuanxing, 
http://www.wjx.cn) for data collection. Whether con-
ducting an offline or online survey, researchers submitted 
the ethical review approval documents and obtained the 
permission of the person in charge of the surveyed hos-
pital before the investigation began. The investigators for 
this study comprise the research team, heads of hospice 
care professional committee of each provincial nursing 
association and the administrators of hospital hospice 
department. All the investigators received unified train-
ing and were responsible for selecting participants who 
met the inclusion criteria, informing the participants of 
the aim, significance, and content of the research. The 
research was anonymous. For offline questionnaires, after 

http://www.wjx.cn
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obtaining informed consent from the participants, the 
investigators introduced the questionnaire filling require-
ments to participants and then collected and reviewed 
the questionnaire on the spot. If any missing items were 
found, the respondent was invited to confirm again and 
complete them in a timely manner. For online question-
naires, the investigators sent the questionnaire link to the 
nursing WeChat group of each provincial hospice care 
professional committee, explained the purpose and filling 
requirements of the questionnaire survey to the partici-
pants through the WeChat group. After obtaining their 
informed consent, participants can click on the link to 
fill out the questionnaire and submit it themselves. To 
improve the quality of online data collection, we set each 
IP address to only fill out the questionnaire once, and 
the respondent could submit questionnaire successfully 
when all options were completed. When the answers pro-
vided in a questionnaire are all the same option or the 
online questionnaire completion time is less than 300 s, 
the completed questionnaire will be rejected.

Measurements
Participants’ general characteristics
Demographic data (age, gender, marital status, educa-
tional level, region) and work-related information (i.e., 
professional title, hospital level, monthly salary income, 
whether income meets expectations, employment sta-
tus, do you participate in clinical teaching, whether have 
experience witnessing the death of family members or 
friends, number of annual training sessions in hospice 
care, number of end-of-life patient care daily, years of 
hospice work experience, reasons for choosing hospice 
care work, interest in hospice care work, whether receiv-
ing psychological counselling, turnover intention) were 
collected.

Empathy ability scale for hospice nurses
Nurses’ empathy ability was measured using the Empathy 
Ability Scale for Hospice Nurses, which was developed 
by Wang et al. [34]. This scale includes three dimensions 
with a total of 33 items and a cumulative variance contri-
bution of 72.317%. This instrument measures the cogni-
tive, emotional, and behavioural dimensions of empathy 
through a 5-point Likert response set, ranging from 1 
(never) to 5 (always). The cognitive empathy dimension 
is composed of 11 items that include the subdimensions 
of imagining others’ roles (e.g., “I try to understand oth-
ers’ thoughts by seeing things from their point of view”) 
and perceiving others’ feelings (e.g., “I can perceive the 
patient’s need to be listened to and accompanied”). The 
emotional empathy dimension is composed of 8 items 
that include the subdimensions of natural emotional 
empathy (e.g., “The emotions I expressed were auto-
matic and natural at the time, without any processing 

or adjustment”), surface emotional empathy (e.g., “I can 
restrain my emotions and respond with a positive exter-
nal attitude when the patient or their caregivers make me 
feel sad or angry, during the process of empathy”), and 
deep emotional empathy (e.g., “I can proactively adjust 
my inner feelings and attitudes according to the emo-
tional changes of the patients and their family caregivers 
during the process of empathy”). The behavioural empa-
thy dimension is composed of 14 items that include the 
subdimensions of empathic behaviour (e.g., “I can do my 
best to help patients achieve their dying wishes in col-
laboration with a multidisciplinary team”) and empathic 
skills (e.g., “I can alleviate the negative emotions of 
patients or their caregivers through timely communi-
cation or silent companionship”). Higher scores on the 
scale indicate higher levels of empathy ability with hos-
pice nurses. The scale in our study showed good internal 
consistency and reliability, with a Cronbach’s alpha of 
0.979 and a retest reliability of 0.954.

Brief professional quality of life scale
Professional quality of life (ProQOL), by definition, is the 
quality one feels at work as a caregiver, including both 
the positive and negative aspects [44]. The ProQOL scale 
version 5 (ProQOL-5) is a self-report scale developed by 
Stamm [45] to assess one’s compassion satisfaction (CS), 
burnout (BO), and secondary traumatic stress (STS), 
however, there are frequent reports of factorial and inter-
nal structure problems with the ProQOL-5 [46–51]. 
The Brief ProQOL-12 is a 12-item version of the above 
ProQOL-5 that resolves the reliability and validity con-
cerns of ProQOL-5 [52]. ProQOL-12 using existing items 
from the three independent factors: Items 12,18, 24, and 
30 for CS; Items 10, 19, 21, and 26 for BO and Items 9, 
13, 14, and 25 for STS. The reliability and validity of the 
Brief ProQOL-12 were significantly improved over the 
ProQOL-5, with the 5-point Likert scale and time con-
text modified as: 1 = Never (0 days), 2 = Rarely (1  day), 
3 = Sometimes (2–3 days),4 = Often (4–5 days), 5 = Always 
(6–7 days) [52]. High CS scores mean that a nurse gains 
more fulfilment or pleasure in her ability to be an effec-
tive caregiver; high BO scores mean that a nurse is at 
higher risk for burnout; and high ST scores suggest that 
nurses may face increased stress from helping suffer-
ing patients, which will be harmful to their health and 
wellbeing. The Cronbach’s alpha of the CS, BO and STS 
in ProQOL-12 in this study are 0.874, 0.819, and 0.776, 
respectively.

Ethical considerations
This research was approved by the medical ethics com-
mittee of the First Affiliated Hospital of Soochow Uni-
versity (approval no. 2020 − 258). Purpose of the study 
were informed to all participants before the recruitment, 
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and all participants were asked to sign a written consent 
form voluntarily. Only individuals who consented to 
take part in this anonymous study were invited to fill in 
the questionnaire, and informed consent was obtained 
from all participants. To protect the individual’s privacy, 
all the collected data were preserved anonymously and 
confidentially.

Data analysis
Mplus version 8.3 was used to explore the latent pro-
files of nurses’ empathy ability. Data for each item in the 
three dimensions were entered into the LPA, and in this 
study, one to five potential profile models were explored 
sequentially from the initial model (1 profile) until the 
most appropriate model was determined with a log-
likelihood test. The LPA model fit test indices included 
the Akaike information criterion (AIC), the Bayesian 
information criterion (BIC), and the adjusted Bayesian 
information criterion (aBIC), lower value indicating a 
better-fitting model [53]. The classification accuracy is 
evaluated with entropy values (varying between 0 and 1, 
with values close to 1 are better). The Lo–Mendell–Rubin 
Test (LMR) and Bootstrap Likelihood Ratio Test (BLRT) 
were used to assess the P-values in the comparisons 
among models with a different number of classes [53]. 
A low P-value means that the k-class model fits better 
than the k -1-class model [54]. To explore the differences 
between demographic characteristics and work-related 
information of the subtypes based on LPA, IBM SPSS 
Statistics, version 25.0 was used (IBM Corp., Armonk, 
NY, USA). Nurses’ demographic characteristics and 
work-related information were analysed using descrip-
tive statistics, including the mean, standard deviation, 
frequency, and percentage; and the differences between 
categorical variables of the different subtypes of nurses’ 
empathy ability were analysed using the chi-square test 

(χ2). Furthermore, a multinomial logistic regression anal-
ysis was performed to investigate the predicting factors 
on the groups. One-way ANOVA, the Student–New-
man–Keuls (SNK) test, and the Kruskal–Wallis test were 
conducted to determine the differences in the ProQOL 
scores in each latent profile. Statistical significance was 
accepted at a two-tailed P-value < 0.05.

Results
Characteristics of participants
A total of 800 nurses participated in the study, after 
excluding 75 ineligible questionnaires (e.g., options all 
offered the same choice), this study finally analysed 725 
valid questionnaires, with an effective recovery rate of 
90.63%. In total, 60.41% of the participants came from 
North China. Most of the participants were female 
(99.45%), 90.76% were under the age of 45, and 71.17% 
of the participants were married. The majority of them 
(79.86%) held a university degree, 46.90% held a charge 
nurse professional title or above, approximately 6.34% of 
the nurses had over 11 years of hospice care experience, 
and 64.69% had a monthly salary of more than ¥5000. 
More details can be found in Table 3.

Latent profiles of empathy ability
To identify the best model, five models were separately 
estimated in this study, and Table 1 displayed the fit sta-
tistics results of each model. As seen in Table 1, although 
the entropy value of the 2-profile model was highest 
(0.979), the AIC, BIC, and aBIC values continued to 
decline but tended to stabilize after the 3- profile model. 
Meanwhile, the LMR P-values in 4-profile model and 
5-profile model were not significant. Therefore, consider-
ing the proportion of each model and the practical sig-
nificance of the results, we found the 3-profile model was 
the best appropriate model.

Table 1 Fit statistics of the latent profile analysis (n = 725)
Model k AIC BIC aBIC Entropy LMR BLRT Proportion
1 -Profile 66 63133.694 63436.382 63226.812 — — — —
2 -Profile 100 51389.560 51848.177 51530.648 0.979 <0.001 <0.001 0.426/ 0.574
3 -Profile 134 46854.480 47469.027 47043.537 0.977 <0.001 <0.001 0.298/0.495/0.207
4 -Profile 168 45014.475 45784.952 45251.501 0.976 0.666 <0.001 0.297/0.428/0.085/0.190
5 -Profile 202 43713.718 44640.125 43998.715 0.977 0.190 <0.001 0.055/0.206/0.172/0.388/0.179
Note k, number of free parameters; AIC, akaike information criteria; BIC, bayesian information criteria; aBIC, adjusted bayesian information criterion; LMR, lo-mendell-
rubin test; BLRT, bootstrapped likelihood ratio test

Table 2 Distribution of empathy ability in the 3-profile model (n = 725)
Dimensions Total sample (n = 267)

M ± SD
C1 (n = 216)
M ± SD

C2 (n = 359)
M ± SD

C3 (n = 150)
M ± SD

H P

Cognitive empathy 42.45 ± 8.19 33.40 ± 5.66 43.62 ± 4.08 52.67 ± 3.53 502.592 < 0.001
Emotional empathy 30.61 ± 5.86 23.83 ± 3.82 31.76 ± 2.69 37.64 ± 3.01 513.996 < 0.001
Behavioral empathy 50.23 ± 11.36 37.77 ± 6.80 51.48 ± 5.72 65.17 ± 5.29 529.425 < 0.001
Total 123.29 ± 23.45 95.00 ± 11.89 126.86 ± 8.30 155.48 ± 8.27 609.326 < 0.001
Note M: Mean, SD: standard deviation
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Table  2 described the distribution of three dimen-
sions of empathy ability in the 3-profile model and Fig. 1 
showed the score of 3-profile model on 33 items. Class 
1 was the second largest group, accounting for 29.8% 
(n = 216) of all nurses, and hospice nurses in this class 
reported the lowest score for empathy ability. Meanwhile, 
the mean scores of Items B2 and B3, representing sub-
dimensions of surface emotional empathy, were higher 
than those of Items B4-B8, representing subdimensions 
of deep emotional empathy. Therefore, this subgroup was 
labelled the “poor empathy ability-high surface empa-
thy expression” group, which means that hospice nurses 
in this group may hide their true emotions and pres-
ent superficial empathy in order to comply with profes-
sional norms in nursing clinical work, so their empathy 
ability is actually at a low level. Class 2 was the largest 
group, accounting for 49.5% (n = 359), and was named 
the “moderate empathy ability” group, which indicates 
hospice nurses have an average level of empathy abil-
ity in this group. Finally, class 3 was the smallest group, 
accounting for 20.7% (n = 150), and reported the highest 
scores for empathy ability. Meanwhile, the mean scores 
of the surface emotional empathy subdimension were 
lower than those of the deep emotional empathy subdi-
mension. Therefore, class 3 was named “high empathy 
ability-high deep empathy expression”, which means that 
hospice nurses in this group may perceive and under-
stand patients from the depths of their hearts in clinical 
work, exhibit proactive altruistic behavior and demon-
strate deeper levels of empathy, so their empathy ability is 
actually at a high level.

Comparison of demographic and work-related variables 
between the three profiles
Table 3 presented the results of comparing demographic 
and work-related characteristics between the three pro-
files. Significant differences were found between groups 
in age, marital status, professional title, region, hospital 
level, whether income meets expectations, employment 
status, participation in clinical teaching, witnessing the 
death of family members or friends, hospice work expe-
rience, reasons for choosing hospice care work, interest 
in hospice care work, receiving psychological counsel-
ling, and turnover intention (all P<0.05). It was notable 
that the class 3 group has the largest percentage of hos-
pice nurses who were 36~45 years old, married, assistant 
director nurses, from northern China, from secondary 
hospitals, had income that met expectations, had perma-
nent employment status, participated in clinical teaching, 
had experience of witnessing the death of family mem-
bers or friends, had more than 11 years of hospice work 
experience, actively applied hospice care work, were very 
interested in hospice care work, received psychological 
counselling, and had no turnover intention.

Predictor of the latent profile membership
To identify the demographic and work-related variables 
affecting empathy ability in hospice nurses across differ-
ent profiles, a multinomial logistic regression analysis 
was used with the class 1 group as the reference. This 
research used profile membership as the outcome vari-
able, and the predictor variables included age, marital 
status, professional title, region, hospital level, whether 
income meets expectations, employment status, partici-
pation in clinical teaching, the experience of witnessing 
the death of family members or friends, hospice work 
experience, reasons for choosing hospice care work, 
interest in hospice care work, receiving psychological 
counselling, and turnover intention.

Table  4 presented the results of influencing factors of 
the latent profile membership and all the predictors are 
highlighted in bold. It can be seen that age, hospital level, 
whether income meets expectations, interest in hospice 
care work, whether one is receiving psychological coun-
selling, and hospice work experience impacted profile 
membership. In terms of age and whether income meets 
expectations, hospice nurses aged 26~35 were more 
likely to be placed in class 1 than nurses aged ≥ 46, and 
nurses whose income did not meet expectations were 
more likely to belong to class 1. Comparing between class 
1 and class 3, first, hospice nurses who worked in pri-
mary/community hospitals were more likely to be placed 
in class 1 than those who worked in tertiary hospitals, 
while nurses who worked in secondary hospitals were 
more likely to be placed in class 3 than those who worked 
in tertiary hospitals. Second, hospice nurses who were 
not interested, slightly interested, or interested in hospice 
work were more likely to appear in class 1 than nurses 
who were very interested in hospice work. Third, nurses 
who had not received psychological counselling tended 
to belong to class 1. Finally, nurses with ≤ 3 years, 4–5 
years, or 6–10 years of hospice work experience tended 
to be placed in class 1 than those with hospice work 
experience > 11 years. However, there was no tendency 
to profile membership for comparisons between class 1 
and class 2 in terms of hospital level, interest in hospice 
care work, whether receiving psychological counselling, 
and hospice work experience.

Professional quality of life with latent profile membership
Table 5 shows the results of the differences in the three 
dimensions of the ProQOL of the three profiles. The 
mean CS scores of hospice nurses in Classes 1, 2, and 
3 were 12.64 (SD = 2.51), 14.97 (SD = 2.50), and 17.67 
(SD = 2.67), respectively. The mean BO scores of hospice 
nurses in Classes 1, 2, and 3 were 11.52 (SD = 2.63), 10.71 
(SD = 2.72), and 9.40 (SD = 3.98), respectively. The mean 
ST scores of hospice nurses in Classes 1, 2, and 3 were 
9.96 (SD = 2.88), 10.32 (SD = 2.70), and 10.37 (SD = 3.50), 
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Variables Total sample 
(n = 267)
n (%)

C1 (n = 216)
n (%)

C2 (n = 359)
n (%)

C3 (n = 150)
n (%)

χ2 P

Age (years) 66.210 <0.001
   ≤ 25 135 (18.62) 53 (24.54) 58 (16.16) 24 (16.00)
   26~35 351 (48.41) 134 (62.04) 169 (47.07) 48 (32.00)
   36~45 172 (23.73) 22 (10.18) 96 (26.74) 54 (36.00)
   ≥ 46 67 (9.24) 7 (3.24) 36 (10.03) 24 (16.00)
Gender 2.148 0.342
   Female 721 (99.45) 215 (99.54) 356 (99.16) 150 (100.00)
   Male 4 (0.55) 1 (0.46) 3 (0.84) 0 (0.00)
Marital status 15.446 0.004
   Married 516 (71.17) 132 (61.11) 268 (74.65) 116 (77.34)
   Single 200 (27.59) 81 (37.50) 87 (24.23) 32 (21.33)
   Widowed or separated 9 (1.24) 3 (1.39) 4 (1.12) 2 (1.33)
Education level 5.676 0.225
   College or below 123 (16.97) 44 (20.37) 51 (14.21) 28 (18.67)
   University 579 (79.86) 168 (77.78) 294 (81.89) 117 (78.00)
   Masters or above 23 (3.17) 4 (1.85) 14 (3.90) 5 (3.33)
Professional title 51.568 <0.001
   Nurse 121 (16.69) 46 (21.30) 52 (14.49) 23 (15.33)
   Nurse practitioner 264 (36.41) 103 (47.69) 122 (33.98) 39 (26.00)
   Charge nurse 261 (36.00) 59 (27.31) 145 (40.39) 57 (38.00)
   Assistant director nurse 62 (8.55) 5 (2.31) 35 (9.75) 22 (14.67)
   Director nurse 17 (2.35) 3 (1.39) 5 (1.39) 9 (6.00)
Region 18.261 0.019
   Northern China 119 (16.42) 40 (18.52) 48 (13.37) 31 (20.67)
   Western China 60 (8.28) 11 (5.09) 36 (10.02) 13 (8.67)
   Eastern China 438 (60.41) 129 (59.72) 229 (63.79) 80 (53.33)
   Central China 42 (5.79) 11 (5.09) 16 (4.46) 15 (10.00)
   Southern China 66 (9.10) 25 (11.58) 30 (8.36) 11 (7.33)
Level of hospital 19.127 0.001
   Tertiary hospital 490 (67.59) 154 (71.30) 231 (64.34) 105 (70.00)
   Secondary hospital 126 (17.38) 32 (14.81) 58 (16.16) 36 (24.00)
   Primary/community hospital 109 (15.03) 30 (13.89) 70 (19.50) 9 (6.00)
Monthly income (RMB) 7.281 0.122
   ≤ 3000 52 (7.17) 18 (8.33) 24 (6.68) 10 (6.66)
   3001~5000 204 (28.14) 74 (34.26) 93 (25.91) 37 (24.67)
   ≥ 5001 469 (64.69) 124 (57.41) 242 (67.41) 103 (68.67)
Whether income meets expectations 37.469 <0.001
   Yes 290 (40.00) 53 (24.54) 154 (42.90) 83 (55.33)
   No 435 (60.00) 163 (75.46) 205 (57.10) 67 (44.67)
Employment status 14.642 0.001
   Contract 450 (62.07) 161 (74.54) 222 (61.84) 85 (56.67)
   Permanent 275 (37.93) 55 (25.46) 137 (38.16) 65 (43.33)
Do you participate in clinical teaching 12.699 0.002
   Yes 303 (41.79) 75 (34.72) 148 (41.23) 80 (53.33)
   No 422 (58.21) 141 (65.28) 211 (58.77) 70 (46.67)
Whether have experience of witnessing the death of fam-
ily members or friends

11.281 0.004

   Yes 426 (58.76) 108 (50.00) 218 (60.72) 100 (66.67)
   No 299 (41.24) 108 (50.00) 141 (39.28) 50 (33.33)
Number of annual training sessions in hospice care 4.814 0.568
   ≤ 5 663 (91.45) 199 (92.13) 330 (91.92) 134 (89.33)

Table 3 Comparison of demographic and work-related characteristics between the three profiles by latent profile membership 
(n = 725)
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respectively. The scores of CS and BO significant differ-
ent across the three subgroups (P < 0.001). In addition, 
the SNK test results shows that the mean score of class 
3 was significantly higher than that of class 1 and class 2 
when concerning CS, whereas that of class 1 was the low-
est. Meanwhile, in terms of BO, the mean score of class 
3 was significantly lower than that of class 1 and class 2, 
whereas class 1 was the highest.

Discussion
This research aimed at analysing the differences in empa-
thy ability among hospice nurses according to latent pro-
files. The findings of this research identified three distinct 
potential profiles of empathy for hospice nurses accord-
ing to the score responses for each item, namely, the 
“poor empathy ability-high surface empathy expression”, 
“moderate empathy ability” and “high empathy ability-
high deep empathy expression” groups. This categorisa-
tion reflects the heterogeneity of empathy of hospice 
nurses in each latent profile, complements previous stud-
ies that treat hospice nurses as a homogeneous whole and 

provides guidance for developing targeted intervention 
measures in further research to enhance their empathy 
ability.

The “poor empathy ability-high surface empathy 
expression” group consisted of 29.8% (n = 216) of the 
sample. The total mean scores of empathy ability in this 
group were 95.00 ± 11.89, while the average scores of 
items representing the surface emotional empathy sub-
dimension were greater than the items representing 
the deep emotional empathy subdimension in the emo-
tional empathy dimension of hospice nurses in class 1. 
The empathy ability assessment instrument adopted 
in this study was constructed on the basis of emotional 
labour theory [34]. This theory suggests that individuals 
can regulate their emotional expression at work to meet 
organizationally based expectations according to emo-
tional display rules and can express any specific emotion 
at any of the three levels of natural acting, surface acting, 
and deep acting [55]. Therefore, our findings reflected 
that hospice nurses in this profile not only had poor 
empathy ability but also tended to display surface forms 

Variables Total sample 
(n = 267)
n (%)

C1 (n = 216)
n (%)

C2 (n = 359)
n (%)

C3 (n = 150)
n (%)

χ2 P

   6~10 41 (5.66) 10 (4.63) 19 (5.29) 12 (8.00)
   11~15 10 (1.38) 4 (1.85) 3 (0.84) 3 (2.00)
   ≥ 16 11 (1.52) 3 (1.39) 7 (1.95) 1 (0.67)
Number of end-of-life patient care daily 3.350 0.764
   ≤ 5 592 (81.66) 177 (81.95) 289 (80.50) 126 (84.00)
   6~10 97 (13.38) 26 (12.04) 52 (14.49) 19 (12.67)
   11~15 14 (1.93) 5 (2.31) 6 (1.67) 3 (2.00)
   ≥ 16 22 (3.03) 8 (3.70) 12 (3.34) 2 (1.33)
Hospice work experience (years) 33.008 <0.001
   ≤ 3 465 (64.14) 160 (74.07) 218 (60.72) 87 (58.00)
   4–5 106 (14.62) 23 (10.65) 57 (15.88) 26 (17.33)
   6–10 108 (14.90) 29 (13.43) 63 (17.55) 16 (10.67)
   ≥ 11 46 (6.34) 4 (1.85) 21 (5.85) 21 (14.00)
Reasons for choosing hospice care work 9.773 0.008
   Arranged by the hospital 663 (91.45) 208 (96.30) 323 (89.97) 132 (88.00)
   Active application 62 (8.55) 8 (3.70) 36 (10.03) 18 (12.00)
Interest in hospice care work 118.276 <0.001
   Not at all interested 27 (3.72) 16 (7.41) 9 (2.51) 2 (1.33)
   Slightly interested 288 (39.72) 114 (52.78) 139 (38.72) 35 (23.33)
   Interested 329 (45.38) 78 (36.11) 187 (52.09) 64 (42.67)
   Very interested 81 (11.17) 8 (3.70) 24 (6.69) 49 (32.67)
Whether receiving psychological counselling 24.077 <0.001
   Yes 311 (42.90) 65 (30.09) 164 (45.68) 82 (54.67)
   No 414 (57.10) 151 (69.91) 195 (54.32) 68 (45.33)
Turnover intention 21.956 <0.001
   Yes 236 (32.55) 89 (41.20) 120 (33.43) 27 (18.00)
   No 489 (67.45) 127 (58.80) 239 (66.57) 123 (82.00)
Note C1: Poor empathy ability- high surface empathy expression group, C2: Moderate empathy ability group, C3: High empathy ability- high deep empathy 
expression group

Table 3 (continued) 
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of emotional empathy ability. The “moderate empathy 
ability” group represented 49.5% (n = 359) of the sam-
ple, and the total mean score of empathy ability in this 
group was 126.86 ± 8.30. More than three-quarters of the 
nurses were in the class 1 and class 2, indicating that the 
empathy ability of most hospice nurses in China is at a 
moderate or even low level. The “high empathy ability-
high deep empathy expression” group only accounted 
for 20.7% (n = 150), and the total mean score of empathy 
ability was 155.48 ± 8.27. Contrary to class 1, the aver-
age scores of items representing the surface emotional 
empathy subdimension were lower than the items rep-
resenting the deep emotional empathy subdimension, 
which means that hospice nurses in this profile have good 
empathy ability and tend to exhibit deep forms of emo-
tional empathy ability. Therefore, we can consider that 
the empathy ability of most hospice nurses in China is 
currently at a moderate or even low level, with significant 
room for improvement. The particularity of the service 
recipients of hospice care determines that hospice nurses 

need to put in more emotional effort than other depart-
ment nurses to meet the emotional needs of terminally ill 
patients. Meanwhile, considering the rapid development 
of hospice care in China in recent years, nursing manag-
ers should pay more attention to the practical problem of 
low empathy ability among hospice nurses and strive to 
cultivate their empathy skills.

This phenomenon can be ascribed to several factors. 
First, our previous study revealed that hospice nurses’ 
empathy is also an emotional labour process that encom-
passes cognitive empathy and affective empathy, and the 
affective components of empathy include dimensions of 
natural empathy, surface empathy, and deep empathy 
[10]. However, the current nursing curriculum system of 
empathy ability is still focused on improving the cogni-
tive empathy, neglecting the affective aspects [56]; thus, 
the majority of nurses with poor empathy ability may be 
at a low level in both cognitive and emotional compo-
nents. This is especially the case for low level emotional 
empathy, which is more pronounced; nurses tend to 

Fig. 1 Latent profiles of empathy ability among hospice nurses. Note items (A1-A11) for cognitive empathy ability dimension, items (B1-B8) for emotional 
empathy ability dimension, and items (C1-C14) for behavioral empathy ability dimension
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Table 4 Multinomial logistic regression analysis of predictor of the latent profile membership (n = 725)
Variables Class 2: Moderate empathy ability (vs. Class 1: 

Poor empathy ability- high surface empathy 
expression)

Class 3: High empathy ability- high deep em-
pathy expression (vs. Class 1: Poor empathy 
ability- high surface empathy expression)

B SE OR 95% CI P B SE OR 95% CI P
Age (years) (ref: ≥46)
   ≤ 25 -1.046 0.742 0.351 0.082–1.504 0.158 -0.753 0.923 0.471 0.077–2.875 0.415
   26~35 -1.347 0.641 0.260 0.074–0.913 0.035 -1.487 0.736 0.226 0.053–0.957 0.043
   36~45 -0.331 0.609 0.718 0.218–2.369 0.587 0.216 0.667 1.241 0.336–4.585 0.746
Marital status (ref: Widowed or separated)
   Married 0.313 0.929 1.368 0.222–8.444 0.736 0.846 1.184 2.330 0.229–23.730 0.475
   Single 0.579 0.899 1.785 0.307–10.389 0.519 1.206 1.132 3.341 0.364–30.691 0.286
Professional title (ref: Director nurse)
   Nurse 0.985 1.031 2.679 0.355–20.211 0.339 -0.053 1.155 0.948 0.099–9.120 0.963
   Nurse practitioner 1.090 0.975 2.974 0.440–20.100 0.264 0.027 1.041 1.027 0.134–7.896 0.979
   Charge nurse 1.347 0.940 3.844 0.609–24.259 0.152 0.137 0.969 1.147 0.172–7.667 0.888
   Assistant director nurse 1.542 0.943 4.675 0.736–29.701 0.102 0.263 0.963 1.300 0.197–8.592 0.785
Region (ref: Southern China)
   Northern China -0.253 0.388 0.776 0.363–1.661 0.514 0.192 0.559 1.212 0.405–3.629 0.731
   Western China 0.432 0.495 1.541 0.585–4.061 0.382 0.695 0.678 2.005 0.531–7.567 0.305
   Eastern China 0.113 0.330 1.120 0.587–2.137 0.731 0.607 0.509 1.835 0.677–4.975 0.233
   Central China -0.007 0.511 0.993 0.365–2.703 0.990 1.124 0.663 3.077 0.839–11.285 0.090
Level of hospital (ref: Tertiary hospital)
   Primary/community hospital 0.069 0.294 1.072 0.602–1.908 0.814 -1.171 0.486 0.310 0.120–0.803 0.016
   Secondary hospital 0.301 0.281 1.351 0.779–2.3422 0.284 0.844 0.349 2.325 1.173–4.608 0.016
Whether income meets expectations
   No (ref: Yes) -0.644 0.219 0.525 0.342–0.807 0.003 -0.735 0.282 0.479 0.276–0.833 0.009
Employment status
   Permanent (ref: Contract) -0.119 0.266 0.888 0.527–1.496 0.655 0.063 0.355 1.065 0.532–2.135 0.858
Do you participate in clinical teaching
   No (ref: Yes) 0.423 0.238 1.526 0.957–2.432 0.076 0.424 0.321 1.529 0.815–2.867 0.186
Whether have experience of witnessing 
the death of family members or friends
   No (ref: Yes) -0.205 0.194 0.815 0.557–1.192 0.292 -0.368 0.267 0.692 0.410–1.167 0.168
Interest in hospice care work (ref: Very 
interested)
   Not at all interested -1.147 0.650 0.318 0.089–1.135 0.078 -3.209 0.923 0.040 0.007–0.246 0.001
   Slightly interested -0.555 0.483 0.574 0.223–1.479 0.251 -2.747 0.514 0.064 0.023–0.176 0.000
   Interested -0.166 0.468 0.847 0.338–2.121 0.723 -2.092 0.479 0.123 0.048–0.316 0.000
Whether receiving psychological 
counselling
   No (ref: Yes) -0.424 0.217 0.654 0.428-1.000 0.050 -0.677 0.280 0.508 0.294–0.880 0.016
Turnover intention
   No (ref: Yes) -0.052 0.212 0.950 0.626–1.440 0.808 0.602 0.311 1.825 0.993–3.356 0.053
Hospice working experience (years) (ref: 
≥11)
   ≤ 3 -0.947 0.607 0.388 0.118–1.275 0.119 -1.871 0.648 0.154 0.043–0.548 0.004
   4–5 -0.737 0.648 0.479 0.135–1.703 0.255 -1.467 0.702 0.231 0.058–0.914 0.037
   6–10 -0.640 0.636 0.527 0.152–1.835 0.315 -1.929 0.713 0.145 0.036–0.587 0.007
Reasons for choosing hospice care work
   Active application (ref: Arranged by the 
hospital)

0.582 0.448 1.789 0.744–4.304 0.194 -0.099 0.541 0.906 0.313–2.617 0.855

Note SE: Standard Error, OR: Odds Ratio, 95% CI: 95% Confidence Interval
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passively inhibit their emotional express and adopt sur-
face empathy when they face negative emotional events 
from patients during the empathy process. In contrast, 
nurses with good empathy ability tend to positively 
self-regulate their inner emotions and respond to those 
negative emotional events with deep empathy, such as 
displaying humanistic care and a professional attitude 
from their heart. Second, hospice nurses work in a con-
stant emotionally challenging context, they may always 
be confronted with recurrent distressing events, such 
as exposure to death and dying, and observing extreme 
suffering events, including physical pain in patients [57], 
resulting in nurses exhibiting two different responses of 
emotional empathy (surface empathy and deep empathy) 
due to their level of empathy ability during the empa-
thy process. Third, 64.14% of participants had less than 
3 years of hospice working experience, indicating that 
they may lack experience in hospice care and even lack 
empathy skills. Moreover, China has implemented a pilot 
project of hospice care in five regions in 2017, and the 
quality ranking of death and dying in China jumped from 
71st globally in 2015 to 53rd in 2021 [11]. However, the 
hospice care in China is not yet sufficiently developed 
[12, 13]; some areas of hospice care work still focus on 
the exploration and practice of hospice policy research, 
and empathy has not yet been included in the core com-
petency development of hospice nurses [30]. Therefore, 
there is a lower level of empathy among hospice nurses. 
In addition, our study also strongly suggests that nursing 
managers should immediately cultivate empathy as one 
of the core competencies of hospice nurses. At the same 
time, attention should be paid to the inner emotional 
state of hospice nurses. For example, emotional regula-
tion courses can be added to the cultivation of empathy 
ability among hospice nurses to enhance their psycho-
logical resources and help them have stable psychological 
resources to regulate their inner emotions when working 

in a constant emotionally challenging work environment, 
promoting the transformation of nurses’ empathy ability 
towards a form of “high empathy ability-high deep empa-
thy expression” in the future.

The demographic and work-related influencing factors 
of profile membership include age, hospital level, whether 
income meets expectations, interest in hospice care 
work, whether receiving psychological counselling, and 
hospice work experience. In this study, hospice nurses 
aged 26~35 and with less than 10 years of hospice work 
experience tended to be in the “poor empathy ability-high 
surface empathy expression” group. Our results were 
consistent with previous studies [24, 58] in which the 
level of care quality was found to differ according to age 
and clinical experience. Age [59] and hospice work expe-
rience were the most likely predictors of nurses’ attitudes 
towards hospice care. Compared to younger nurses, older 
nurses, especially those with more hospice work experi-
ence, have more experience in life and can better respect 
and understand life, therefore they can easier understand 
dying patients’ demands, and communicate better with 
them and their families [32]. Therefore, younger nurses 
as well as nurses with less hospice work experience may 
have poor empathy ability and tend to show forms of sur-
face empathy when caring for dying patients than older 
nurses. Meanwhile, nurses whose income did not meet 
expectations were more likely to appear in the “poor 
empathy ability-high surface empathy expression” group. 
Previous studies revealed that salary is an important pre-
dictor in empathy ability [60]. High-income nurses tend 
to have higher levels of job satisfaction and subjective 
well-being; they are more likely to be actively involved 
in services delivery, place themselves in the patient’s 
position, and provide more nursing care [61]. This may 
be an important reason why nurses whose income does 
not meet expectations were more likely to display “poor 
empathy ability- high surface empathy expression”. Hos-
pice nurses who worked in primary/community hospitals 
were more likely to appear in the “poor empathy ability-
high surface empathy expression” group, as most hospice 
and palliative care services are still currently provided 
in secondary and tertiary hospitals in China [62], and 
nurses who work in secondary and tertiary hospitals have 
more opportunities for hospice training, more experi-
ence caring for terminally ill patients, and better empa-
thy ability. In addition, hospice nurses who were very 
interested in hospice work and had the chance to receive 
psychological counselling were more likely to appear in 
the “high empathy ability-high deep empathy expression” 
group. Unsurprisingly, the more interested nurses are in 
hospice care, the more likely they are to be motivated to 
take the initiative to learn hospice knowledge and skills 
and improve their own empathic abilities. Studies have 
reported that nurses are accustomed to experiencing 

Table 5 Professional quality of life difference of three profiles 
(n = 725)
Variable C1 

(n = 216)
M ± SD

C2 
(n = 359)
M ± SD

C3 
(n = 150)
M ± SD

F/H SNK

Compassion 
satisfaction

12.64 ± 2.51 14.97 ± 2.50 17.67 ± 2.67 174.283** C3> 
C2> 
C1

Burnout 11.52 ± 2.63 10.71 ± 2.72 9.40 ± 3.98 22.222** C1> 
C2> 
C3

Secondary 
traumatic 
stress

9.96 ± 2.88 10.32 ± 2.70 10.37 ± 3.50 1.227* —

Note**means P < 0.001, *means P = 0.294, C1: Poor empathy ability- high surface 
empathy expression group, C2: Moderate empathy ability group, C3: High 
empathy ability- high deep empathy expression group, M: Mean, SD: standard 
deviation, SNK: Student–Newman–Keuls
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negative emotions, such as sadness, anxiety, and depres-
sion, when dealing with events such as patients’ suffering 
and death [63], and these negative emotions are likely to 
cause nurses to lack empathy [64] towards hospice care 
for dying patients; thus, the provision of psychological 
counselling helps reduce the negative emotional experi-
ences of nurses and to some extent improves their empa-
thy ability [65].

Our study found that the latent profile membership of 
hospice nurses’ empathy had a significant impact on both 
CS and BO aspects of their ProQOL. Hospice nurses 
with “high empathy ability- high deep empathy expres-
sion” have better CS and lower BO, whereas nurses with 
“poor empathy ability-high surface empathy expres-
sion” have lower CS and higher BO. This may be because 
nurses with “high empathy ability-high deep empathy 
expression” are more able to think from the patient’s 
point of view, perceive the patient’s needs, and gener-
ate corresponding emotional responses and active altru-
istic behaviours from their hearts; therefore, they have 
more positive psychological feelings during the process 
of empathy and have higher CS and lower BO. However, 
nurses with “poor empathy ability-high surface empathy 
expression” have poor empathy ability, and if they are 
asked to give emotional care to others, they are more 
likely to show surface empathy expression in the process 
of empathy, thus inhibiting their true emotional expres-
sion, which is likely to increase the incidence of BO and 
decrease the level of CS. Empathy can be seen as a dou-
ble-edged sword; it can be a weakness for nurses, also 
can be a core quality and professionalism in the work of 
nurses [40]. Previous researches also demonstrated that 
nurses’ empathy was associated with CS and BO [66, 67], 
and nurses’ empathy was reported as a protective factor 
against burnout [40] and has been recognised as a char-
acteristic of nurses with a higher level of CS [68]. Hospice 
care has a relatively specialised working environment, 
and compared to other nurses, hospice nurses may expe-
rience more work-related stress [42]. Therefore, nurs-
ing managers should timely identify hospice nurses with 
high risk of BO. In addition to encouraging nurses to use 
methods such as expressive writing for emotional expres-
sion [69], creating emotional release activities for nurses, 
and helping nurses receive targeted training in emotional 
perception, recognition, expression, control, and applica-
tion, empathy ability training such as education [70, 71], 
mindful self-care practices [72], peer support [73] and 
narrative medicine interventions [74] can also be con-
ducted to enhance their emotional regulation ability, and 
reduce the occurrence of BO.

Limitations
This research still has some limitations. First, due to the 
uneven development of hospice care in China and the 

impact of COVID-19, we used convenience sampling, 
thus the representative of sample and the generalizability 
of study findings may have some limits, varied and strati-
fied samples need to provide in the further studies. In 
addition, due to this reason, an online questionnaire plat-
form to recruit some of the participants and collect part 
of the data. The number of questionnaires distributed 
and the differences between nurses who participated and 
those who refused to participate were unknown. How-
ever, our research team carried out offline data collection 
as much as possible and collected online data as a supple-
ment, strictly following quality control to maximize the 
scientific validity and credibility of the data. Second, the 
use of self-reported measures to assess nurses’ empa-
thy ability might have led to possible bias; In addition, 
we applied the Brief ProQOL-12 to assess nurses’ CS, 
BO and STS, although the Brief ProQOL-12 has signifi-
cantly improved over the 30-item ProQOL and has been 
verified with Asian samples, it still needs to be further 
verified in the language and environment of Chinese 
Mainland. Third, as a cross-sectional study, the results 
of this research cannot be employed to identify causality; 
therefore, the causal relationship between hospice nurses’ 
empathy ability and ProQOL cannot be determined. Fur-
ther longitudinal studies are needed in the future to track 
the trajectory of hospice nurses’ empathy over time.

Conclusion
This research innovatively identified the subgroup char-
acteristics and predictors of hospice nurses’ empathy 
ability through LPA. We found three obvious profiles 
of empathy ability among hospice nurses, consisting of 
the “poor empathy ability-high surface empathy expres-
sion” group, the “moderate empathy ability” group, and 
the “high empathy ability-high deep empathy expression” 
group, and proposed the role advantages of nurses with 
“high empathy ability-high deep empathy expression”. 
Meanwhile, we revealed potential predictors of profile 
membership include age, hospital level, whether income 
meets expectations, interest in hospice care work, 
whether receiving psychological counselling, and hospice 
work experience. This study is beneficial in suggesting 
that nursing administrators can design targeted interven-
tions and specific training programs based on the hetero-
geneity of nurses’ empathy abilities in future hospice care 
practices. For example, nursing administrators can first 
select nurses suitable for hospice care positions based on 
these demographic and work-related characteristics. Sec-
ondly, they can provide targeted incentives and psycho-
logical empowerment such as peer support and narrative 
medicine to nurses who have already engaged in hos-
pice care work based on these characteristics and needs 
of each subgroup, thereby improving nurses’ empathy 
ability. In addition, promoting hospice nurses’ empathy 
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ability can be an effective approach to affect both CS and 
BO aspects of their ProQOL. In a word, improving empa-
thy ability is crucial for nurses to meet the demands of 
the hospice health care system and conducive to improv-
ing hospice nurses’ CS while reducing BO, thus fostering 
their overall quality of life.

Acknowledgements
The authors gratefully thank everyone in the research team and all nurses that 
took part in the study.

Author contributions
Huiling Li and Yaling Wang designed the study. Yaling Wang, Ziwei Yang, 
Yuezhong Tang, Wen Chen, and Yawen Zheng collected the data. Yaling 
Wang and Chuntao Wang contributed to data analysis and produced the 
original draft. Huiling Li and Zhiming Wei took responsibility for revising the 
manuscript. All authors contributed to the article and approved the submitted 
version.

Funding
This research was supported by the Project of Philosophy and Social Science 
Research in Colleges and Universities in Jiangsu Province (grant number: 
2023SJYB2029), the Social Education Planning Project of Jiangsu Adult 
Education Association (grant number: SCX23061), the Key Project of Medical 
Research of Yancheng Commission of Health (grant number: YK2023029), the 
Research Start-up Funding Project of Jiangsu Vocational College of Medicine 
(grant number: 20226106), and the Education and Teaching Research Project 
of Jiangsu Vocational College of Medicine (grant number: Q202302).

Data availability
The data supporting the conclusions of this research will be made available 
from the corresponding authors upon reasonable request.

Declarations

Ethics approval and consent to participate
The research was approved by the Medical Ethics Committee of the First 
Affiliated Hospital of Soochow University (approval no. 2020 − 258). All 
methods were carried out in accordance with relevant guidelines and 
regulations. Informed consent was obtained from all participants. To protect 
the individual’s privacy, all the collected data were preserved anonymously 
and confidentially.

Consent for publication
Not applicable.

Competing interests
The authors declare no competing interests.

Author details
1School of Nursing, Jiangsu Vocational College of Medicine, No. 283, 
South Jiefang Road, Yancheng 224005, China
2Nursing Department, Dushu Lake Hospital Affiliated to Soochow 
University, No. 9, Chongwen Road, Suzhou 215006, China
3Hospice Department, KangJian Community Health Service Center, No. 
88, Jiangan Road, Shanghai 200233, China
4Hospice Department, The Second People’s Hospital of Lianyungang, No. 
161, South Xingfu Road, Lianyungang 222023, China
5School of Nursing, Soochow University, No. 1, Shizi Street,  
Suzhou 215000, China

Received: 8 April 2024 / Accepted: 27 August 2024

References
1. Hotchkiss JT. Mindful self-care and secondary traumatic stress mediate a rela-

tionship between Compassion satisfaction and burnout risk among Hospice 
Care professionals. Am J Hospice Palliat Medicine®. 2018;35(8):1099–108.

2. Sansó N, Galiana L, Oliver A, Pascual A, Sinclair S, Benito E. Palliative Care pro-
fessionals’ Inner Life: exploring the relationships among Awareness, Self-Care, 
and Compassion satisfaction and fatigue, Burnout, and coping with death. J 
Pain Symptom Manage. 2015;50(2):200–7.

3. Carlson MD, Morrison RS, Holford TR, Bradley EH. Hospice care: what services 
do patients and their families receive? Health Serv Res. 2007;42(4):1672–90.

4. Hotchkiss JT, Ridderman E, Hotchkiss BT. How do enrollees feel about sup-
port in big hospices? - the caregiver experience of emotional, spiritual, and 
bereavement support by profit status among large US providers. Palliat Sup-
port Care 2024:1–21.

5. Wang H, Naghavi M, Allen C, Barber RM, Bhutta ZA, Carter A, Casey DC, 
Charlson FJ, Chen AZ, Coates MM, et al. Global, regional, and national life 
expectancy, all-cause mortality, and cause-specific mortality for 249 causes 
of death, 1980–2015: a systematic analysis for the global burden of Disease 
Study 2015. Lancet. 2016;388(10053):1459–544.

6. National Bureau of Statistics of China. Statistical Bulletin of National Economic 
and Social Development of the People ‘s Republic of China 2022 [http://
www.stats.gov.cn/xxgk/sjfb/zxfb2020/202302/t20230228_1919001.html]

7. Pan X-B, Wang H-X, Cao Y-J, Liu Y-Y. Secular trends in Sleep conditions in 
Chinese Elderly individuals: a National Population-based study. Nat Sci Sleep. 
2023;15(null):555–66.

8. International Agency for Research on Cancer, WHO. Key cancer data 
and key figures on IARC: 2020-2021. [https://www.iarc.who.int/
biennial-report-2020-2021web/].

9. Kong L-Z, Wei P-F. China’s medium-to-Long term plan for the Prevention and 
Treatment of Chronic diseases (2017–2025) under the healthy China Initia-
tive. Chronic Dis Translational Med. 2017;03(03):135–7.

10. Wang Y, Yang Z, Tang Y, Li H, Zhou L. A qualitative exploration of empathic 
labor in Chinese hospice nurses. BMC Palliat Care. 2022;21(1):23.

11. Finkelstein EA, Bhadelia A, Goh C, Baid D, Singh R, Bhatnagar S, Connor SR. 
Cross Country Comparison of Expert assessments of the quality of death and 
dying 2021. J Pain Symptom Manag. 2022;63(4):e419–29.

12. Ling M, Wang X, Ma Y, Long Y. A review of the current state of Hospice Care in 
China. Curr Oncol Rep. 2020;22(10):99.

13. Ning X. Hospice and Palliative Care in Mainland China: history, current Status 
and challenges. Chin Med Sci J. 2018;33(4):199–203.

14. Canadian Hospice Palliative Care Association. Standards and Norms of Prac-
tice [https://www.chpca.ca/resource/norms/]

15. Ruiz-Junco N, Morrison DR. Empathy as Care: the Model of Palliative Medi-
cine. Society. 2019;56(2):158–65.

16. van Dijke J, van Nistelrooij I, Bos P, Duyndam J. Towards a relational conceptu-
alization of empathy. Nurs Philos. 2020;21(3):e12297.

17. Keshtkar L, Madigan CD, Ward A, Ahmed S, Tanna V, Rahman I, Bostock J, 
Nockels K, Wang W, Gillies CL, et al. The Effect of Practitioner Empathy on 
patient satisfaction. Ann Intern Med. 2024;177(2):196–209.

18. Howick J, Mittoo S, Abel L, Halpern J, Mercer SW. A price tag on clini-
cal empathy? Factors influencing its cost-effectiveness. J R Soc Med. 
2020;113(10):389–93.

19. Yang N, Xiao H, Cao Y, Li S, Yan H, Wang Y. Influence of oncology nurses’ 
empathy on lung cancer patients’ cellular immunity. Psychol Res Behav Man-
age. 2018;11(null):279–87.

20. Klim G, Boyd KC, Roberts L, Taylor EJ. Social Empathy and Associated factors 
among nurses: an observational study. Holist Nurs Pract. 2023;37(1):6–14.

21. Weiss R, Vittinghoff E, Fang MC, Cimino JEW, Chasteen KA, Arnold RM, 
Auerbach AD, Anderson WG. Associations of Physician Empathy with patient 
anxiety and ratings of communication in Hospital Admission encounters. J 
Hosp Med. 2017;12(10):805–10.

22. Moreno-Poyato AR, Rodríguez-Nogueira Ó, group MCw. The association 
between empathy and the nurse–patient therapeutic relationship in 
mental health units: a cross-sectional study. J Psychiatr Ment Health Nurs. 
2021;28(3):335–43.

23. Yuguero O, Marsal JR, Buti M, Esquerda M, Soler-González J. Descriptive study 
of association between quality of care and empathy and burnout in primary 
care. BMC Med Ethics. 2017;18(1):54.

24. Kwon S, Kim KH. Factors Associated with person-centered care among 
Hospice nurses. J Hosp Palliat Care. 2022;25(2):66–75.

http://www.stats.gov.cn/xxgk/sjfb/zxfb2020/202302/t20230228_1919001.html
http://www.stats.gov.cn/xxgk/sjfb/zxfb2020/202302/t20230228_1919001.html
https://www.iarc.who.int/biennial-report-2020-2021web/
https://www.iarc.who.int/biennial-report-2020-2021web/
https://www.chpca.ca/resource/norms/


Page 14 of 15Wang et al. BMC Nursing          (2024) 23:658 

25. Marilaf Caro M, San-Martín M, Delgado-Bolton R, Vivanco L. Empathy, loneli-
ness, burnout, and life satisfaction in Chilean nurses of palliative care and 
homecare services. Enfermería Clínica (English Edition). 2017;27(6):379–86.

26. Garbay M, Gay M-C, Claxton-Oldfield S. Motivations, death anxiety, and 
Empathy in Hospice volunteers in France. Am J Hospice Palliat Medicine®. 
2015;32(5):521–7.

27. Claxton-Oldfield S, Banzen Y. Personality characteristics of Hospice Palliative 
Care volunteers: the ‘‘Big five’’ and Empathy. Am J Hospice Palliat Medicine®. 
2010;27(6):407–12.

28. Yurong M, Suyun Y. Investigation and study on caring and empathy ability of 
hospice nurses in Shanxi Province. Chin Nurs Res. 2020;34(7):601–7.

29. Xue D, Ruixian H, Mohan G, Jianjian W, Li W, Jian G, Wei W, Nanting R. The 
cultivation of caring and empathy ability for hospice care nurses based on 
the health-related quality of life theory. Chin Nurs Manage. 2021;21(7):975–9.

30. HAN G, CHEN C, SHI Y. The enlightement of current research on the core 
competence and training of foreign hospice nurses to China. Chin Nurs Man-
age. 2019;19(5):796–800.

31. Shen Y, Nilmanat K, Promnoi C. Palliative care nursing competence of 
Chinese Oncology Nurses and its related factors. J Hospice Palliat Nurs. 
2019;21(5):404–11.

32. Liu Q, Tao J, Gao L, He X, Wang Y, Xia W, Huang L. Attitudes of front-line nurses 
toward Hospice Care during the COVID-19 pandemic. Am J Hospice Palliat 
Medicine®. 2020;38(2):204–10.

33. Kang S-W, Choi E-J. The relationship of perceptions of Hospice and Palliative 
Care with Emotional Intelligence and Cognitive Empathy in nursing students. 
J Hospice Palliat Nurs 2020, 22(3).

34. Wang Y, Li H. Development of Empathy ability scale for Hospice nurses and 
the test of its reliability and validity. Chin J Nurs. 2023;58(13):1565–71.

35. Howard MC, Hoffman ME. Variable-Centered, Person-Centered, and person-
specific approaches: where Theory meets the Method. Organizational Res 
Methods. 2017;21(4):846–76.

36. Thomas JJ, Eddy KT, Ruscio J, Ng KL, Casale KE, Becker AE, Lee S. Do recogniz-
able lifetime eating disorder phenotypes naturally occur in a culturally Asian 
Population? A Combined Latent Profile and Taxometric Approach. Eur Eat 
Disorders Rev. 2015;23(3):199–209.

37. Lluch-Sanz C, Galiana L, Tomás JM, Oliver A, Vidal-Blanco G, Sansó N. Using 
latent profile analysis to understand palliative care professionals’ quality of life 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Curr Psychol. 2023;42(33):28971–83.

38. Duarte J, Pinto-Gouveia J, Cruz B. Relationships between nurses’ empathy, 
self-compassion and dimensions of professional quality of life: a cross-sec-
tional study. Int J Nurs Stud. 2016;60:1–11.

39. Ruiz-Fernández MD, Ramos-Pichardo JD, Ibáñez-Masero O, Carmona-Rega MI, 
Sánchez-Ruiz MJ, Ortega-Galán ÁM. Professional quality of life, self-compas-
sion, resilience, and empathy in healthcare professionals during COVID-19 
crisis in Spain. Res Nurs Health. 2021;44(4):620–32.

40. Yu H, Jiang A, Shen J. Prevalence and predictors of compassion fatigue, burn-
out and compassion satisfaction among oncology nurses: a cross-sectional 
survey. Int J Nurs Stud. 2016;57:28–38.

41. Kitano M, Shoji K, Nakaita I, Sano S, Tachibana S, Shigemura J, Tachimori H, 
Noguchi N, Waki F, Edo N, et al. Japanese public health nurses classified 
based on empathy and secondary traumatic stress: variable-centered and 
person-centered approaches. BMC Psychiatry. 2023;23(1):710.

42. Shi H, Shan B, Chen Q, Guo F, Zhou X, Shi M, Liu Y. Prevalence and predic-
tors of compassion satisfaction, secondary traumatic stress, and burnout 
among Chinese hospice nurses: a cross-sectional study. Appl Nurs Res. 
2023;69:151648.

43. Charan J, Biswas T. How to calculate sample size for different study designs in 
medical research? Indian J Psychol Med. 2013;35(2):121–6.

44. Kerai S, Doda P, Saxena KN. Professional Quality of Life in Intensive Care Unit 
professionals during COVID-19 pandemic: a prospective observational cross-
sectional study. Indian J Crit Care Med. 2022;26(5):604–12.

45. The concise manual for the professional quality of life scale. Pocatello, ID: Pro-
QOL.org. [https://img1.wsimg.com/blobby/go/dfc1e1a0-a1db-4456-9391-
18746725179b/downloads/ProQOL%20Manual.pdf?ver=1622839353725]

46. Hotchkiss JT, Wong MYC. Factorial structure of the ProQOL—Systematic 
Meta-analysis and Integration of 27 International Factor Analysis Studies. 
Trends Psychol. 2022;OnlineFirst:1–32.

47. Galiana L, Oliver A, Arena F, De Simone G, Tomás JM, Vidal-Blanco G, Muñoz-
Martínez I, Sansó N. Development and validation of the short Professional 
Quality of Life Scale based on versions IV and V of the Professional Quality of 
Life Scale. Health Qual Life Outcomes. 2020;18(1):364.

48. Samson T, Iecovich E, Shvartzman P. Psychometric characteristics of the 
Hebrew version of the Professional Quality-of-life scale. J Pain Symptom 
Manag. 2016;52(4):575–e581571.

49. Heritage B, Rees CS, Hegney DG. The ProQOL-21: a revised version of the 
Professional Quality of Life (ProQOL) scale based on Rasch analysis. PLoS ONE. 
2018;13(2):e0193478.

50. Hemsworth D, Baregheh A, Aoun S, Kazanjian A. A critical enquiry into the 
psychometric properties of the professional quality of life scale (ProQol-5) 
instrument. Appl Nurs Res. 2018;39:81–8.

51. Keesler JM, Fukui S. Factor structure of the professional quality of life scale 
among direct support professionals: factorial validity and scale reliability. J 
Intellect Disabil Res. 2020;64(9):681–9.

52. Hotchkiss J, Wong M. Truth on ProQOL and Burnout Assessment—Develop-
ment and Intercultural Validation of the brief ProQOL-12 from Professional 
Quality of Life, version 5. Am J Hospice Palliat Med. 2024;OnlineFirst:1–21.

53. Ding CS. Fundamentals of applied multidimensional scaling for educational 
and psychological research. Springer; 2018.

54. Lo Y, Mendell NR, Rubin DB. Testing the number of components in a normal 
mixture. Biometrika. 2001;88(3):767–78.

55. Diefendorff JM, Gosserand RH. Understanding the emotional labor process: a 
control theory perspective. J Organizational Behavior: Int J Industrial Occup 
Organizational Psychol Behav. 2003;24(8):945–59.

56. Preusche I, Lamm C. Reflections on empathy in medical education: what 
can we learn from social neurosciences? Adv Health Sci Educ Theory Pract. 
2016;21(1):235–49.

57. Portoghese I, Galletta M, Larkin P, Sardo S, Campagna M, Finco G, D’Aloja 
E. Compassion fatigue, watching patients suffering and emotional display 
rules among hospice professionals: a daily diary study. BMC Palliat Care. 
2020;19(1):23.

58. Sagong H, Lee GE. Person-centered Care and Nursing Service Quality of 
Nurses in Long-term Care Hospitals. jkachn 2016, 27(4):309–318.

59. Lange M, Thom B, Kline NE. Assessing nurses’ attitudes toward death and car-
ing for dying patients in a comprehensive cancer center. Oncol Nurs Forum. 
2008;35(6):955–9.

60. Yi X, Sicheng X, Lihui Z, Jianhui X, Zhenhui S, Xiang D, Yang H. Changes in 
empathy of nurses from 2009 to 2018: a cross-temporal meta-analysis. Nurs 
Ethics. 2020;28(5):776–90.

61. Wang X, Zhuge H, Liu Y. Investigation and analysis on the full-time bach-
elor degree nurses’ job satisfaction in 18 public hospitals. J Nurs Admin. 
2016;16(5):325–7.

62. Lu Y, Gu Y, Yu W. Hospice and Palliative Care in China: Development and chal-
lenges. Asia Pac J Oncol Nurs. 2018;5(1):26–32.

63. Song X, Fu W, Liu X, Luo Z, Wang R, Zhou N, Yan S, Lv C. Mental health status 
of medical staff in emergency departments during the coronavirus disease 
2019 epidemic in China. Brain Behav Immun. 2020;88:60–5.

64. Alharbi J, Jackson D, Usher K. The potential for COVID-19 to contribute to 
compassion fatigue in critical care nurses. J Clin Nurs. 2020;29(15–16):2762–4.

65. Duarte J, Pinto-Gouveia J. The role of psychological factors in oncology 
nurses’ burnout and compassion fatigue symptoms. Eur J Oncol Nurs. 
2017;28:114–21.

66. Kim C, Lee Y. Effects of compassion competence on missed nursing care, 
professional quality of life and quality of life among Korean nurses. J Nurs 
Adm Manag. 2020;28(8):2118–27.

67. Mottaghi S, Poursheikhali H, Shameli L. Empathy, compassion fatigue, guilt 
and secondary traumatic stress in nurses. Nurs Ethics. 2019;27(2):494–504.

68. Gleichgerrcht E, Decety J. Empathy in Clinical Practice: how individual dispo-
sitions, gender, and experience moderate empathic concern, Burnout, and 
emotional distress in Physicians. PLoS ONE. 2013;8(4):e61526.

69. Round EK, Wetherell MA, Elsey V, Smith MA. Positive expressive writing as a 
tool for alleviating burnout and enhancing wellbeing in teachers and other 
full-time workers. Cogent Psychol. 2022;9(1):2060628.

70. Hope-Stone LD, Mills BJ. Developing empathy to improve patient care: a pilot 
study of cancer nurses. Int J Palliat Nurs. 2013;7(3):146–50.

71. Hudnall JA, Kopecky KE. The Empathy Project: a skills-Development 
game: innovations in Empathy Development. J Pain Symptom Manag. 
2020;60(1):164–e169163.

72. Hotchkiss JT, Cook-Cottone C. The Mindful Helping and Self-Care Model: 
Mindful Self-Care and Quality of Life Among a Racially Balanced Sample of 
Helping Professionals. Int J Yoga Therap 2023, 33(2023).

73. Wahl C, Hultquist TB, Struwe L, Moore J. Implementing a peer Support 
Network to Promote Compassion without fatigue. JONA: J Nurs Adm. 
2018;48(12):615–21.

https://img1.wsimg.com/blobby/go/dfc1e1a0-a1db-4456-9391-18746725179b/downloads/ProQOL%20Manual.pdf?ver=1622839353725
https://img1.wsimg.com/blobby/go/dfc1e1a0-a1db-4456-9391-18746725179b/downloads/ProQOL%20Manual.pdf?ver=1622839353725


Page 15 of 15Wang et al. BMC Nursing          (2024) 23:658 

74. Schoonover KL, Hall-Flavin D, Whitford K, Lussier M, Essary A, Lapid MI. Impact 
of Poetry on Empathy and Professional Burnout of Health-Care workers: a 
systematic review. J Palliat Care. 2019;35(2):127–32.

Publisher’s note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in 
published maps and institutional affiliations.


	Latent profile analysis of empathy ability and its relationship with professional quality of life among hospice nurses in China
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Methods
	Participants
	Sample
	Data collection
	Measurements
	Participants’ general characteristics


	Empathy ability scale for hospice nurses
	Brief professional quality of life scale
	Ethical considerations
	Data analysis
	Results
	Characteristics of participants
	Latent profiles of empathy ability
	Comparison of demographic and work-related variables between the three profiles
	Predictor of the latent profile membership
	Professional quality of life with latent profile membership

	Discussion
	Limitations

	Conclusion
	References


