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Background: As the role of emotional intelligence has been increasingly explored, researchers generally agree that emotional 
intelligence is a better predictor of individual success. And fortunately, emotional intelligence is somewhat easily shaped. Schools are 
important microsites for the shaping of an individual’s emotional intelligence. Good teacher-student relationship contribute to the 
shaping and development of students’ emotional intelligence.
Objective: Based on the theory of developmental contextualism, the current study aims to identify the relationship between good 
teacher-student relationship and students’ emotional intelligence, and the mediating roles of students’ openness and emotional 
intelligence.
Methods: In this study, a total of 352 adolescents (11–15 years old) from two schools were surveyed using the teacher-student 
relationship scale, big five inventory openness subscale, and emotional intelligence scale.
Results: Teacher-student relationship were positively correlated with students’ openness, empathy, and emotional intelligence. 
Teacher-student relationship positively predicted students’ emotional intelligence; students’ openness and empathy played a fully 
mediating role in teacher-student relationship and emotional intelligence.
Conclusion: The closeness and supportiveness of the teacher-student relationship were positively related to students’ openness, 
empathy, and emotional intelligence were positively correlated.
Keywords: teacher–student relationship, openness, empathy, emotional intelligence, adolescents

Introduction
Emotional intelligence is defined as a construct comprising abilities relating to appraise and express emotions and using 
them for motivational and decision-making purposes.1 Emotional intelligence, also known as trait emotional intelligence, 
as measured by self-report measures (eg, personality questionnaires), contains a range of personality-related emotions 
and self-perceptions.2,3 This structure is adaptive because it provides the ability to effectively manage emotions and 
interpersonal relationship in a way that achieves goals better than the use of violence.3–5 According to the ability model, 
trait emotional intelligence usually comprises four abilities: recognition of emotions both in oneself and others, use of 
emotional information to facilitate cognitive decision-making, understanding the effects of emotions, and managing 
emotions in oneself and others.6,7 Previous studies have shown that emotional intelligence is negatively associated with 
internalizing problems, depression, and anxiety in adolescents;8,9 and positively associated with academic performance, 

Psychology Research and Behavior Management 2023:16 1343–1354                                   1343
© 2023 Wan et al. This work is published and licensed by Dove Medical Press Limited. The full terms of this license are available at https://www.dovepress.com/terms.php 
and incorporate the Creative Commons Attribution – Non Commercial (unported, v3.0) License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/). By accessing the work 

you hereby accept the Terms. Non-commercial uses of the work are permitted without any further permission from Dove Medical Press Limited, provided the work is properly attributed. For 
permission for commercial use of this work, please see paragraphs 4.2 and 5 of our Terms (https://www.dovepress.com/terms.php).

Psychology Research and Behavior Management                                   Dovepress
open access to scientific and medical research

Open Access Full Text Article

Received: 1 December 2022
Accepted: 5 April 2023
Published: 20 April 2023

P
sy

ch
ol

og
y 

R
es

ea
rc

h 
an

d 
B

eh
av

io
r 

M
an

ag
em

en
t d

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
fr

om
 h

ttp
s:

//w
w

w
.d

ov
ep

re
ss

.c
om

/
F

or
 p

er
so

na
l u

se
 o

nl
y.

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8997-8659
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-2784-7602
http://www.dovepress.com/permissions.php
https://www.dovepress.com/terms.php
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://www.dovepress.com/terms.php
https://www.dovepress.com


health habits, well-being, aggression, and psychological adjustment in adolescents.10,11 Given the importance of emo-
tional intelligence, the development of emotional intelligence in adolescents has been widely discussed.8–11

Teacher–Student Relationship and Emotional Intelligence
According to the person-context interaction theory of individual ability development, factors within the individual 
interact with the environment,12 and the school environment in which adolescents are placed may contribute to the 
development of emotional intelligence by influencing internal factors. Teacher-student relationship are a significant factor 
in the environment in which adolescents live.13,14 According to Goleman (1998), children learn early on how to manage 
their emotions from adult reactions and internalize them into their own unique emotional processing patterns. For 
students in the schooling phase, they can often learn to properly express and effectively manage their emotions through 
teacher feedback when interacting and communicating with teachers during school life, which may promote the 
development of their emotional intelligence.15 Empirical studies have also shown that the closeness and supportiveness 
of the teacher-student relationship promote the development of students’ emotional intelligence.16 Students who have 
a positive relationship with their teachers are more likely to receive the guidance and support they need for emotional 
development, including ways to identify and understand their emotions and the skills to deal effectively with their 
negative emotions, all of which contribute to the development of their emotional intelligence.16

It is worth noting that as the primary interpersonal relationship of adolescents, in a positive teacher-student relation-
ship, the teacher is an ad hoc attachment figure with a haven and secure base function, which will positively impact the 
student’s emotional development.17,18 Especially in Eastern cultural contexts (eg, China), students and teachers are more 
likely to form teacher-student attachments because of the strong influence of Confucianism. For example, the traditional 
proverb “once a teacher, always a father”. It is to emphasize that students should treat their teachers with the same respect 
and care as their fathers, and teachers should treat their students with the same patience and instruction as their own 
children. In addition, at each stage of basic education in China (eg, elementary school, secondary school), students’ 
teachers rarely change. In elementary schools, for example, teachers who are identified from the time students enter the 
first grade will remain as teachers for the cohort until they graduate. Research in Eastern cultural contexts has shown that 
emotional attachments are easily formed between teachers and students due to the stability of the teacher-student 
relationship.18,19 It is one of the meaningful social relationship in students’ socialization process and has a profound 
impact on their emotional development. However, it has also been shown that emotional intelligence in students and 
teachers promotes higher quality teacher-student relationships (eg Xiang et al 2022).20 Since the research methods of 
both Xiang et al and our study used correlational research methods.20 Thus, methodologically neither study could account 
for the causal relationship between teacher-student relationships and students’ emotional intelligence. This is a limitation 
of using correlation research methods. Based on the above theories, we argue from a theoretical perspective that Chinese 
adolescents are used as a study to further illuminate the correlation between teacher-student relationship and students’ 
emotional intelligence.21

The Mediating Role of Empathy
Elevated levels of student empathy may be an inherent mechanism by which good teacher-student relationship promote 
the development of students’ emotional intelligence. Empathy is an individual’s ability to recognize others’ emotions, 
understand their emotional reactions and experiences, and respond appropriately.22,23 According to attachment theory, 
attachment is a strong emotional bond that develops between infants and early caregivers.24 This interpersonal interaction 
promotes the development of students’ empathic abilities.25 For example, developing infants are more able to respond to 
and share the emotional state of their primary caregiver if the primary caregiver, the infant’s object of attachment, is able 
to provide them with constant physical and psychological attention.26 Individuals often have multiple attachment figures 
and the degree of attachment to the same attachment figure varies from period to period.24,27 From early childhood to 
secondary school, as individuals spend more time in school and more time in teacher-student interaction, teachers 
gradually become another important object of attachment for students.18,19 Teachers have an important responsibility to 
develop good social citizenship and to promote the development of empathy and sociality in their students.19 Individuals 
in the schooling period interactions with teachers, teachers often guide them to identify the emotions of others and to 
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understand the reasons behind others’ emotions and behaviors, which may facilitate the development of empathy in 
students.28 Empirical studies have similarly found that closeness and supportiveness of the teacher-student relationship 
are associated with students’ empathy.14,29

Emotional intelligence and empathy are related but distinct constructs.32 Specifically, empathy is often described as 
the ability to see the world through the eyes of others.22 Emotional intelligence, requires the ability to use this 
information to guide one’s thoughts and behaviors based on feeling and understanding the emotions of others.1 Bloom 
(2015) presented the spot light effects of empathy strongly suggesting that empathy is not the same as emotional 
intelligence.30 Bloom (2015) argued that empathy can prompt empaths to focus their attention on the target object of 
empathy and ignore other individuals who are not seen as empathic objects.30 However, individuals with higher 
emotional intelligence are more aware of the irrationality in their own emotions and will mobilize rationality to guide 
their thoughts and behaviors by controlling their own and others’ emotions, reducing the likelihood that they will behave 
irrationally.1,2 The correlation between empathy and emotional intelligence is mainly reflected in the fact that empathy is 
considered to be the basis of emotional intelligence.31,33 Based on the structure of emotional intelligence, emotional 
intelligence requires individuals to monitor their own and others’ emotions and feelings, and to use this information to 
guide their thoughts and behaviors by identifying and using it.1 The prerequisite for these abilities to be realized is the 
individual’s ability to have a high level of sharing and understanding of others’ emotions, ie, empathic ability.33 

Therefore, it can be inferred from the structure of the two that enhancing empathic ability is to some extent conducive 
to emotional intelligence. Meerum Terwogt and Stegge et al similarly concluded that as empathy develops, individuals 
become more skilled in combining emotional knowledge to make sense of different social situations. Moreover, empathy 
increases an individual’s knowledge of emotions,34 including understanding the social consequences of emotionally 
expressive behaviors and managing emotional states.35 Highly empathic individuals can better manage their emotions to 
reduce the adverse effects of excessive empathy.36 In addition, individuals with high levels of empathy are also more 
likely to feel and understand emotions from the perspective of others, thereby increasing the accuracy of identifying 
others’ emotions. Empirical studies have also found that individual empathy positively relates to emotional 
intelligence.37,38 In summary, it can be deduced that the mechanism underlying the ability of teacher-student relationship 
to promote the development of students’ emotional intelligence lies in the fact that good teacher-student relationship 
promote increased levels of student empathy.

The Mediating Role of Openness
Based on Rogers’ personality theory, the teacher’s support, encouragement, and unconditional positive attention can then 
facilitate the development of openness in students’ personality factors and promote the formation of a sound 
personality.39 When teachers try to understand students’ interests, pay attention to their emotions such as fears and 
concerns, and give them motivation and support, this makes students feel that the teacher is working for their well-being 
and that they feel they are being cared for, helped and considered.40 Students will then follow the teacher’s example and 
actively promote the development of the positive elements of their own personality.40 Among the personality traits that 
openness is a positive, open-minded, and curious personality trait.41 According to Fung and Durand (2014), individuals 
with high levels of openness is imaginative, curious, and open to non-traditional ideas and values.42 Individuals with high 
levels of openness are better at seeking help and expressing their needs.43 Individuals with higher openness are more 
willing to try to change the status quo and actively solve problems, while individuals who lack openness will wait for 
opportunities and adapt to their environment rather than change the status quo.42 Closeness and supportiveness teacher- 
student relationship often create an atmosphere of positive interaction that makes adolescents more willing to express 
needs and increase interactions with others.40 This contributes to higher levels of openness in personality traits.

Empirical studies have shown that the openness factor in personality is closely related to the emotional intelligence of 
individuals.44–46 According to Kenneth Gergen’s theory of relational being, the human being is defined as a multi-being 
that carries enormous potential for action.47 The ability of these potentials to come into life at any given moment depends 
on the person with whom we are interacting.47 Through interpersonal interactions, these potentials may be developed or 
degraded.47 The ability to control, manage, and regulate emotions is constantly being constructed and rebuilt in 
interpersonal interactions.47 Individuals with higher levels of openness are more able to view interpersonal problems 
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and dilemmas positively than those with lower levels of openness, and thus develop their potential for emotional 
intelligence in the process of trying to solve them. In summary, it can be inferred that Students’ openness may mediate 
the teacher-student relationship with students’ emotional-intellectual relationship.

The Mediating Roles of Openness and Empathy
Developmental contextualism is the theory that although plasticity decreases with age, it is maintained throughout 
a person’s life in personality and social development.48,49 The development of human personality and sociality is 
achieved through the continuous interaction between the individual and the context in which he or she is placed.48,49 

The development of the individual is continuous.48 Individuals can be influenced by appropriate and well thought out 
education that leads to positive personality and social development.49 During adolescence, as students interact with 
teachers for longer periods of time, the teacher-student relationship becomes an important factor in the development of 
students’ personalities and sociality.50 When teachers and students have a good teacher-student relationship, teachers’ 
education will be smoother and students will be more willing to imitate teachers’ behaviors, attitudes, and values.17 In the 
face of frustration, a good teacher-student relationship is more conducive to teachers’ cultivation of students’ optimism in 
facing problems, their determination to tackle problems head-on, and their belief in exploring new solutions.17 In other 
words, a good teacher-student relationship is conducive to the improvement of students’ openness level. Because high 
openness is characterized by open-mindedness, optimism, and willingness to explore, it makes individuals with higher 
levels of high openness likely to have a higher potential to enhance empathy. When faced with interpersonal conflicts and 
distress, they are more able to stimulate their own potential, improve their own empathy level, understand others’ 
emotional experiences and share others’ feelings accurately.51 Claxton-Oldfield et al consider openness as a protective 
factor for empathy.52 Because openness represents imagination, emotion, and flexibility, empathy requires imagination 
and flexibility.53,54 Consistent findings from studies using questionnaires that openness positively relates to empathy.55,56 

This higher empathy can help individuals recognize the limitations of their own irrational perceptions and thinking in 
problem solving. Compared to lower levels of empathy, higher levels of empathy lead individuals to capture more 
relevant information about others’ perspectives and emotions, which helps individuals to better guide their own thoughts 
and behaviors.22 The current study aims to further clarify the relationship between the teacher-student relationship and 
students’ emotional intelligence and the role of students’ openness and empathy in it. This is in order to better identify 
good pathways for developing students’ social skills such as empathy and emotional intelligence for their development.

The Aim of Present Study
This study aims to provide empirical evidence for understanding how schooling affects students’ personality and social- 
emotional competence development, thereby drawing educators’ attention to the teacher-student relationship. 
Accordingly, this study constructed a chain-mediated mediating model based on the Person-context interaction theory 
to examine the relationship between teacher-student relationship and emotional intelligence and the role of openness and 
empathy. Based on the above literature review, the following hypotheses were proposed: (1) Teacher-student relationship 
in adolescents can positively predict emotional intelligence (Hypothesis 1). (2) Openness and empathy play independent 
mediating roles between teacher-student relationship and emotional intelligence in adolescents, respectively 
(Hypothesis 2). (3) We predicted that openness personality and empathy played a chain-mediated mediating role between 
teacher-student relationship and emotional intelligence in adolescents (Hypothesis 3).

Methods
Participants
This survey was conducted in Guiyang City, Guizhou Province, China, using a whole-group sampling method, and 
students in grades 5–7 were selected as the study population. A total of 370 adolescents were given questionnaires, and 
all were returned. After eliminating invalid questionnaires (missing values over 3%), 352 questionnaires were obtained. 
Among them, 188 were boys, 164 were girls, the youngest was 11 years old, and the oldest was 15, with a mean age of 
12.38 (SD age = 1.16). The research was conducted in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki. The Ethics Committee 
of theDepartment of Psychology of Zhejiang Normal University approved the research protocol.
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Procedures
Data collection began after obtaining the support of the classroom teacher in each classroom. All questionnaires were 
distributed and collected by the teachers who served as the computer course in the science curriculum. The computer 
teacher was chosen as the main test because local computer courses are evaluated only as interest courses and are not 
included in the assessment and evaluation system of student learning.

In the questionnaire distribution, firstly, the main test gave informed consent forms to the parents and the students 
themselves, and the formal questionnaire was administered to the students only if the students and their primary guardians 
signed the informed consent forms. Subsequently, with the students’ consent, the lead testers used the time of the activity 
class to fill out the questionnaire as a class. Before filling out the questionnaire, the participants were informed that their 
answers would be kept confidential and would not be accessed by anyone other than themselves. All students completed the 
questionnaire in less than 15 minutes. At the end of the task, each participant received a small gift.

Measures
Teacher - Student Relationship Scale
A student-rated teacher-student relationship scales developed by Zou et al was adopted.21 The teacher-student relation-
ship scale comprised 23 items rated in four subscales: closeness, conflict, supportiveness, and satisfaction. Items were 
rated on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (entirely). Of these, closeness reflects students’ perceived 
emotional support provided by the teacher; supportiveness reflects students’ perceived instrumental support provided by 
the teacher; and satisfaction and conflict reflect students’ evaluations of the teacher, whether antagonistic or harmonious. 
Arguments and debates between teachers and students may allow students to perceive the existence of conflict between 
teachers and students, while being more satisfied with the relationship and grateful for the teachers’ diligent teaching. 
When there is a lack of interaction between teachers and students, conflict scores are lower and satisfaction may be 
higher in students’ evaluations. That is, the Satisfaction subscale and the conflict subscale may lead to distortion in the 
evaluation of the teacher-student relationship. We discovered this phenomenon in the pre-survey between the start of the 
official questionnaire distribution. Thus, we did not include the conflict subscale and satisfaction subscale in the formal 
questionnaire administration. The closeness subscale and the supportiveness subscale are able to reliably evaluate the 
teacher-student relationship in terms of teacher-student interaction behaviors. Both the supportiveness subscale and the 
closeness subscale had good reliability, and their Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was 0.71 and 0.87, respectively.

Big Five Inventory Openness Subscale
The openness subscale of the Chinese version of the big five inventory revised by Wang et al, was used as a measurement 
instrument. The subscale has eight items and is scored on a 5-point scale from 1 (not at all) to 5 (entirely), with higher 
scores indicating that the individual has a higher level of openness.57 The openness subscales have good reliability in 
both adolescent and university student populations.58,59 The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for the openness subscale 
was 0.71.

Interpersonal Reactivity Index
Adolescent empathy was measured using the interpersonal reactivity index developed by Davis (1980).22 The scale 
includes four dimensions of perspective taking, fantasy, empathic concern, and personal distress, each with seven 
questions and a score range of 1 (not at all consistent) to 5 (completely consistent). The Chinese version of the scale 
was revised by Rong et al, is widely used in the Chinese adolescent population, and has good reliability.60,61 According 
to some researchers’ suggestions, the two dimensions of perspective taking and empathic concern can represent cognitive 
and emotional empathy, respectively,57 so only these two dimensions were included in the analysis of this study. The 
Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for perspective taking and empathic concern were 0.75 and 0.59.

Emotional Intelligence Scale
The emotional intelligence of adolescents was measured using the Chinese version of the Emotional Intelligence Scale 
(EIS) revised by Wang (2002).62 The scale consists of 33 items measuring four factors: emotion perception, self- 
emotional regulation, emotion management of others, and emotion utilization. A scoring range of 1 (completely 
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inconsistent) to 5 (completely consistent) was used for each item. The scale applies to adults and adolescents.63,64 Among 
them, the Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for emotion perception, self-emotional regulation, emotion management of 
others, and emotion utilization were 0.64, 0.67, 0.77, and 0.71, respectively.

Results
Descriptive Statistics and Correlations
As shown in Table 1, the teacher-student relationship, openness, empathy, and emotional intelligence were positively 
correlated.

Measurement Model
The measurement model for 8 latent variables were tested: closeness, supportiveness, perspective taking, empathic 
concern, emotion perception, self-emotional regulation, emotion management of others, and emotion utilization. This 
model revealed a good fit for the data, χ2/df = 1.5, CFI = 0.986, TLI = 0.978, RMSEA (90% CI) = 0.038(0.000~0.066), 
SRMR = 0.028. This provides a good premise for our next step of structural model construction.

Structural Model
A structural equation modeling analysis was conducted using adolescents’ teacher-student relationship as the independent 
variable and emotional intelligence as the outcome variable. This model revealed a good fit for the data, χ2/df = 2.47, CFI 
= 0.976, TLI = 0.954, RMSEA (90% CI) = 0.065(0.029~0.101), SRMR = 0.031. Teacher-student relationship positively 
predicted emotional intelligence (β = 0.454, p < 0.001).

A structural equation model analysis was conducted with adolescents’ teacher-student relationship as the independent 
variable, openness and empathy as the mediating variables, and emotional intelligence as the outcome variables, shown in 
Figure 1. This model revealed a good fit for the data, χ2/df = 1.32, CFI = 0.991, TLI = 0.985, RMSEA (90% CI) = 0.030 
(0.000~0.057), SRMR = 0.027. Using the bias-corrected percentile Bootstrap test for mediation effects, the results showed 
(as in Table 2) that the 95% confidence intervals for all indirect paths did not include zero, indicating that the mediation 
paths were significant. In this model, the direct effect of teacher-student relationship on emotional intelligence was not 
significant (β = 0.092, SE = 0.059, 95% CI [−0.112, 0.247]), but the indirect effects of teacher-student relationship on 
emotional intelligence via openness and empathy were both significant (openness: β = 0.190, SE = 0.036, 95% CI [0.123, 
0.263]; empathy; β = 0.136, SE = 0.061, 95% CI [0.054, 0.296]). Furthermore, openness and empathy played a significant 
chain-mediated mediation between teacher-student relationship and emotional intelligence (β = 0.037, SE = 0.018, 95% CI 
[0.010, 0.079]). The results of the present study analysis showed in Table 2.

To better understanding how much variance was explained independently by each construct in the current mediation 
model, we calculated the effect sizes (see Table 2). According to the method proposed in previous studies,65 the ratio of 
indirect to total effects for each construct was determined separately as the effect sizes. The results showed that the direct 
effect can only independently explain 20.24% of the effect of teacher-student relationship on emotional intelligence. 
However, the indirect effect can independently explain 79.76%. More precisely, the indirect effects of openness, empathy 
and openness and empathy jointly explained 41.71%, 29.85.96%, and 8.20% of the variance, respectively.

Table 1 Means (M), Standard Deviations (SD), and Correlations Among Variables

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4

1 Teacher-students relationship 3.287 0.607 —
2 Openness 4.061 1.016 0.377** —

3 Empathy 3.430 0.451 0.297** 0.330** —

4 Emotional intelligence 3.985 0.652 0.341** 0.541** 0.392** —

Note: **p < 0.01.
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Discussion
Using Chinese adolescents as subjects, this study explored the relationship between teacher-student relationship and 
students’ emotional intelligence, and the mediating role of students’ openness and empathy. Our results showed that, as 
expected, students’ openness and empathy fully mediated the relationship between teacher-student relationship and 
students’ emotional intelligence.

Teacher–Student Relationship and Adolescent Emotional Intelligence
First, consistent with our expectation, the results showed that teacher-student relationship positively related to adolescents’ 
emotional intelligence. This finding was in accordance with a number of studies showing the association between teacher- 
student relationship and emotional intelligence in adolescents.17–19 In other words, positive teacher-student relationship are 
conducive to the development of students’ emotional intelligence. In a positive teacher-student relationship, adolescents have 
more opportunities to express their emotions. Through interaction and communication with teachers, students can often learn 
to properly express and effectively manage their emotions through feedback from teachers, thus promoting the development 
of emotional intelligence, supporting the theory of person-context interaction.12

Figure 1 Structural equation model regarding the mediating effects of openness and empathy on the association between teacher–students relationship and emotional 
intelligence. 
Notes: All the coefficients are standardized estimates. ***p < 0.001. 
Abbreviations: EP, emotion perception; SER, self-emotional regulation; EMO, emotion management of others; EU, emotion utilization.

Table 2 Standardized Indirect Effects from Teacher-Student Relationship to Emotional Intelligence

Effect β (Standardized Indirect Effect) SE Effect Sizes 95% CI

STR → ON→ EP→EI 0.037* 0.018 8.20% [0.010, 0.079]
STR → ON → EI 0.190*** 0.036 41.71% [0.123, 0.263]

STR → EP→ EI 0.136* 0.061 29.85% [0.054, 0.296]

Indirect effect 0.363*** 0.074 79.76% [0.253, 0.538]
Direct effect 0.092 0.059 20.24% [−0.112, 0.247]

Total effect 0.454*** — — —

Note: *p < 0.05, ***p < 0.001. 
Abbreviations: TSR, teacher-student relationship; EI, emotional intelligence; ON, openness; EP, empathy.
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The Mediating Role of Empathy
Second, students’ level of empathy plays a mediating role in the teacher-student relationship and students’ 
emotional intelligence. This is consistent with previous research findings that closeness and supportiveness of 
the teacher-student relationship are associated with student empathy.14,29 This supports attachment theory. Because 
individuals often have multiple attachment objects and attach to the same attachment object to different degrees at 
different times in their development.24,27 From early childhood to secondary school, teachers gradually become 
another important object of attachment for students as individuals spend more time in school and more time in 
teacher-student interactions.18,19 Teachers have the responsibility to promote the development of empathy and 
sociality in their students and to develop good social skills.19 In student-teacher interactions, teachers often guide 
them to identify the emotions of others and understand the reasons behind their emotions and behaviors, which 
may contribute to the development of students’ empathy skills.28 Current research has also found empathy to be 
related to emotional intelligence. This is consistent with the results of previous studies. Meerum Terwogt and 
Stegge et al suggest that as empathy develops, individuals become more proficient at incorporating emotional 
knowledge to make sense of different social situations. In addition, empathy increases an individual’s under-
standing of emotions,34 including understanding the social consequences of emotionally expressive behaviors and 
managing emotional states. Highly empathic individuals can better manage their emotions to reduce the negative 
effects of over-empathy.

The Mediating Role of Openness
Third, students’ openness plays a mediating role in teacher-student relationship and students’ emotional intelligence. The 
teacher-student relationship was significantly associated with students’ openness. This is consistent with the results of 
previous studies.44–46 Again, this supports Rogers’ theory of personality.39 Teachers’ support, encouragement and 
unconditional positive attention can promote the development of openness in the personality factors of students and 
the formation of a sound personality.39 When teachers try to understand students’ interests, attend to their emotions such 
as fears and concerns, and give them motivation and support, this makes students feel that the teacher is working for their 
well-being and that they feel cared for, helped and considered, and that they are following the teacher’s example.40 This 
facilitates an increased level of openness, including insight into the outside world, a more open-minded student with 
a more optimistic attitude, the courage to explore dilemmas, and reflection on failure. Because of the characteristics that 
openness has, it is thus highly predictive of emotion perception, emotion understanding, and emotion utilization.44–46 The 
current study likewise found that students’ openness was positively correlated with their emotional intelligence. This 
result also supports Kenneth Gergen’s theory of relational being. The human being is defined as a multi-being that carries 
enormous potentials for action.47 Through interpersonal interactions, these potentials may be developed or degraded.47 

The ability to control, manage, and regulate emotions is constantly being constructed and rebuilt in interpersonal 
interactions.47 Individuals with higher levels of openness are more able to view interpersonal problems and dilemmas 
positively than those with lower levels of openness, and thus develop their potential for emotional intelligence in the 
process of trying to solve them.

The Mediating Roles of Openness and Empathy
Forth, current research has found that student openness and empathy play a fully mediating role in the teacher- 
student relationship and in students’ emotional intelligence. This suggests that the mechanism underlying the 
contribution of good teacher-student relationship to the development of students’ emotional intelligence may be 
due to the fact that teacher-student relationship increase students’ levels of openness and empathy, supporting the 
theory of developmental contextualism. Developmental contextualism is the theory that contexts shape the person-
ality of an organism. The interaction between the individual and the environment (eg, interpersonal interaction, 
physical environment) during the developmental process results in a gradual formation of personality.48,49 

Adolescents who feel more intimate and supportive of teacher-student relationship in the school environment will 
facilitate the development of their internal positive qualities. Specifically, adolescents with positive teacher-student 
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relationship are more likely to develop openness by engaging in interactions in the school environment that focus on 
sharing and collaborating. Openness adolescents are typically more imaginative and flexible,43 are adept at seeking 
help and expressing needs in a wide range of interpersonal activities,40 and are more likely to develop high levels of 
empathy. It is evident that the results of this study support the idea that teacher-student relationship as an 
environmental factor can facilitate the further development of students’ intrinsic potential for empathy, openness, 
and emotional intelligence.

Limitations and Future Research Directions
The current study found that teacher-student relationship positively predicted students’ emotional intelligence and 
found that students’ openness and level of empathy were intrinsic mechanisms, supporting the theory of develop-
mental contextualism. It is worth noting that there are still shortcomings in this research. First, the current study 
used a cross-sectional experimental design, which was only able to find correlations between teacher-student 
relationship and students’ emotional intelligence, empathy, and openness, but could not reveal the causal relation-
ship. The follow-up study can further test the results of the current study by using a follow-up study to find out 
whether students’ emotional intelligence, empathy level, and openness level change with the change of individual 
teacher-student relationship. However, the current study still has some value and significance. Emotional intelli-
gence, as an important social competence, has received a lot of attention and focus from parents and schools. This 
research has helped schools and parents find viable ideas for developing students’ emotional intelligence. The 
development of students’ openness and empathy is promoted through the enhancement of teacher-student relation-
ship, which in turn improves students’ emotional intelligence and facilitates the development of students. Second, 
the current study conducted data collection from March to June 2022. Affected by the epidemic (Covid-19), all 
subjects’ face-to-face interactions with the instructor were compromised. For almost a semester (January 2020 to 
May 2020), students did not interact with teachers offline. Thus, all participants in our study had relatively shorter 
teacher-student relationship with their teachers compared to those during the non-epidemic period. Yet even when 
affected by the epidemic, the teacher-student relationship still had an impact on students’ emotional intelligence. 
Third, the attitudes and beliefs of students’ parents toward teachers may influence students’ evaluations of teacher- 
student relationship. Subsequent research may further control for student parents’ relationship and attitudes toward 
teachers when exploring issues related to teacher-student relationship in order to more accurately assess students’ 
perceived teacher-student relationship. Finally, the current study explored the effects of teacher-student relationship 
on students’ emotional intelligence only in the Chinese cultural context. Influenced by the education system, some 
countries and regions may change teachers twice a year. Follow-up research could further investigate the effects of 
teacher-student relationship on students’ emotional intelligence in areas with frequent teacher turnover to further 
demonstrate the stability of the current study’s findings.

Conclusion
Current research suggests that good teacher-student relationship positively predict students’ emotional intelligence and 
that increased levels of student openness and empathy are intrinsic mechanisms that support the theory of developmental 
contextualism.
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