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ARTICLE INFO Abstract
Background. Clinical empathy is a key component of effective therapeutic communication
Article Type: in medicine and is influenced by several personal and educational factors. This study
Original Article aimed to examine the relationship between mental health literacy, moral intelligence, and
clinical empathy among medical students.
Article History: Methods. This descriptive-analytical cross-sectional study was conducted on 168 medical
Received: 12 Jul 2025 students (externs and interns) at Tabriz University of Medical Sciences during the
Accepted: 14 Feb 2026 academic year 1404. Data were collected using the Jefferson Empathy Questionnaire, the

ePublished: 14 Mar 2026~ Mental Health Knowledge Questionnaire (MHKQ), and the Lennick and Kiel Moral
Intelligence Questionnaire. Data were analyzed using SPSS software and multiple linear

Keywords: regression.

* Empathy Results. Physiopathology students (B = —10.13, P = 0.008) and extern students (B = —6.93,
e Medical Student P = 0.02) showed significantly lower empathy scores. After adjusting for confounders,
* Mental Health gender had a positive but non-significant association with empathy, with female students
o Moral Intelligence scoring 1.12 points higher than males on average (P = 0.11). Marital status was not

significantly related to empathy (P = 0.53). Regarding educational level, physiopathology
students had significantly lower empathy scores than the reference group, while intern
students showed a borderline reduction in empathy (B = —5.56, P = 0.06). Moral
intelligence demonstrated a positive and significant association with empathy, such that
each one-point increase in moral intelligence score increased empathy by 0.05 points (P =
0.001).

Conclusion. Enhancing specific dimensions of moral intelligence may improve clinical
empathy in medical students. Mental health literacy alone is insufficient to predict empathy
and should be addressed through multifaceted educational interventions.
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Extended Abstract

Background consistently  associated with  higher  patient
Clinical empathy is a fundamental element of  satisfaction, improved adherence to treatment, and
effective physician—patient relationships and is  better clinical outcomes. Despite its well-established
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importance, research indicates that empathy often
declines throughout medical education, particularly
during the transition to clinical training.
Consequently, identifying modifiable factors that can
preserve or enhance empathy among medical

students is of considerable importance. Moral
intelligence, which reflects an individual’s
commitment to ethical principles, integrity,

responsibility, and accountability, has recently been
recognized as a key contributor to professional
conduct in healthcare settings. Similarly, mental
health literacy has been proposed as a factor that may
facilitate interpersonal understanding and
compassionate clinical care. Nevertheless, empirical
evidence examining the concurrent roles of moral
intelligence and mental health literacy in the
development of clinical empathy remains limited.
Therefore, the present study aimed to explore the
associations between moral intelligence, mental
health literacy, and clinical empathy among medical
students at Tabriz University of Medical Sciences.

Methods

This descriptive-analytical cross-sectional study
was conducted in 1404 and included 168 medical
students (externs, interns, and physiopath students)
enrolled at Tabriz University of Medical Sciences.
Participants were selected through simple random
sampling. Data were collected using validated
Persian versions of the Jefferson Scale of Physician
Empathy, the Lennick and Kiel Moral Intelligence
Questionnaire, and standardized mental health
literacy instruments (MHKQ and MHLS).
Sociodemographic  characteristics ~ were  also
recorded. Data were summarized using descriptive
statistics. Independent t-tests and chi-square tests
were applied for bivariate analyses, and multiple
linear regression analysis was performed to identify
independent predictors of clinical empathy. All
statistical analyses were conducted using STATA
version 15, with a significance level set at P < 0.05.

Results

The mean age of participants was 26.20 + 2.34
years, and 77.38% of the sample were female. In
multivariable regression analysis, educational level

emerged as a significant predictor of clinical
empathy. Physiopath students (B = —10.13, P =
0.008) and externs (B = —6.93, P = 0.02) exhibited
significantly lower empathy scores compared with
the reference group. Gender and marital status were
positively associated with empathy scores; however,
these associations did not reach statistical
significance. The total moral intelligence score
demonstrated a positive and statistically significant
association with clinical empathy (B = 0.05, P =
0.001). Further correlation analyses showed that
specific dimensions of moral intelligence—
particularly acting based on principles and values,
keeping commitments, and forgiving others’
mistakes—were  significantly  correlated  with
empathy. In contrast, mental health literacy scores
did not show a significant independent association
with clinical empathy.

Conclusion

These findings suggest that moral intelligence,
especially its ethical and value-based dimensions,
plays a meaningful role in shaping clinical empathy
among medical students. In contrast, mental health
literacy alone does not appear to be a sufficient
predictor of empathic capacity. The results highlight
the multidimensional nature of empathy and indicate
that ethical competencies may exert a stronger
influence than cognitive knowledge of mental health
in  fostering empathic clinical interactions.
Accordingly, efforts to address the decline in
empathy during clinical training should prioritize
targeted, ethics-oriented educational approaches
rather than relying solely on general knowledge-
based interventions.

Practical Implications

The results emphasize the importance of
integrating targeted moral intelligence training into
medical education curricula, with a particular focus
on ethical commitment, value-based decision-
making, and professional responsibility. Educational
strategies such as ethics-centered workshops,
structured reflective practice, and mentorship
programs that emphasize role modeling in clinical
environments may contribute to enhancing empathy
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among medical students. Additionally, incorporating
systematic assessments of ethical competencies into
clinical training may further support the development
of empathic, patient-centered physicians. These
findings offer practical, evidence-based guidance for
curriculum developers and medical educators seeking
to strengthen the humanistic dimensions of medical
training.
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