
1/13

Original Article

Texto & Contexto Enfermagem 2020, v. 29: e20180314
ISSN 1980-265X  DOI https://doi.org/10.1590/1980-265X-TCE--2018-0314

HOW CITED: Castellón-Montenegro H, Barraza-Ospino D, Borré-Ortiz YM, Lastre-Amell G, Erazo-Coronado AM, Diaz-
Narvaez VP. Empathy in nursing students from the Metropolitana University of Barranquilla (Colombia). Texto Contexto Enferm 
[Internet]. 2020 [cited YEAR MONTH DAY]; 29:e20180314. Available from: https://doi.org/10.1590/1980-265X-TCE-2018-0314

EMPATHY IN NURSING STUDENTS FROM 
THE METROPOLITANA UNIVERSITY OF 
BARRANQUILLA (COLOMBIA)

Herminia Castellón-Montenegro1 

Damar Barraza-Ospino1 

Yeis Miguel Borré-Ortiz1 

Gloria Lastre-Amell1 

Ana María Erazo-Coronado3 

Víctor Patricio Díaz-Narváez2 

1Universidad Metropolitana, Nursing Program. Barranquilla, Atlántico, Colombia.
2Universidad Andres Bello, Faculty of Dentistry. Santiago, Chile.

3Metropolitana University, Dentistry Program. Barranquilla, Atlântico, Colombia.

ABSTRACT

Objective: to evaluate the Empathic Orientation in Nursing students of the Universidad Metropolitana of 
Barranquilla (Colombia).
Method: a descriptive, exploratory and transversal study in which the Jefferson Medical Empathy Scale in an 
anonymous and confidential manner was applied to 489 students from the first to fourth undergraduate year 
of the Nursing Program of the Universidad Metropolitana (Barranquilla, Colombia); the corresponding ethical 
and methodological rigor was kept.
Results: the ANOVA results were not significant in the Academic Year factor and in the interaction (p=0.261), 
but significant by Gender. It was observed that behavior was different in both genders. The masculine gender 
tends to descend between the first and third undergraduate year and female gender also descends between 
first and second undergraduate year to later reach the average levels of empathy of the male gender.
Conclusion: the results obtained show that the means of the variable studied do not show a great difference 
between the different undergraduate courses, nevertheless, a slight increase in the fourth undergraduate year 
is observed. There were significant differences between genders, the scores observed in men students were 
higher than those obtained from women students.
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EMPATIA EM ALUNOS DE ENFERMAGEM DA UNIVERSIDADE METROPOLITANA 
DE BARRANQUILLA (COLÔMBIA)

RESUMO

Objetivo: avaliar a orientação empática em estudantes de enfermagem da Universidad Metropolitana de 
Barranquilla (Colombia).
Método: estudo descritivo, exploratório e transversal, no qual a Escala de Empatia Médica de Jefferson, 
de forma anônima e confidencial, foi aplicada a 489 alunos do primeiro ao quarto ano de graduação do 
Programa de Enfermagem da Universidad Metropolitana (Barranquilla, Colombia). o rigor ético e metodológico 
correspondente foi mantido.
Resultados: os resultados da ANOVA não foram significativos no fator Ano Acadêmico e na interação 
(p=0,261), mas significativos por Gênero. Observou-se que o comportamento foi diferente em ambos os 
sexos. O gênero masculino tende a descer entre o primeiro e o terceiro ano de graduação e o gênero feminino 
também desce entre o primeiro e o segundo ano de graduação para atingir posteriormente os níveis médios 
de empatia do gênero masculino.
Conclusão: os resultados obtidos mostram que as médias da variável estudada não apresentam grande 
diferença entre os diferentes cursos de graduação. no entanto, observa-se um ligeiro aumento no quarto ano 
de graduação. Houve diferenças significativas entre os sexos, os escores observados nos estudantes do sexo 
masculino foram superiores aos obtidos nas estudantes do sexo feminino.

DESCRITORES: Empatia. Enfermagem. Estudantes de enfermagem. Educação em enfermagem.

EMPATÍA EN ESTUDIANTES DE ENFERMERÍA DE LA UNIVERSIDAD 
METROPOLITANA DE BARRANQUILLA (COLOMBIA)

RESUMEN

Objetivo: evaluar la orientación empática en estudiantes de enfermería de la Universidad Metropolitana de 
Barranquilla (Colombia).
Método: un estudio descriptivo, exploratorio y transversal en el que se aplicó la Escala de Empatía Médica 
de Jefferson de forma anónima y confidencial a 489 estudiantes del primer a cuarto año de pregrado del 
Programa de Enfermería de la Universidad Metropolitana (Barranquilla, Colombia); guardando el rigor ético 
y metodológico correspondiente.
Resultados: los resultados de ANOVA no fueron significativos en el factor Año Académico y su interacción 
(p=0.261), pero significativos para género. Se observó que el comportamiento fue diferente en ambos géneros. 
El género masculino tiende a descender entre el primer y tercer año de pregrado, y el Género femenino 
también desciende entre el primer y segundo año de pregrado para luego alcanzar los niveles promedio de 
empatía del género masculino.
Conclusión: los resultados obtenidos muestran que las medias de la variable estudiada no muestran gran 
diferencia entre los diferentes cursos de pregrado, sin embargo, se observa un ligero aumento en el cuarto año 
de pregrado. Hubo diferencias significativas entre géneros, las puntuaciones observadas en los estudiantes 
hombres fueron más altas que las obtenidas en las mujeres estudiantes.

DESCRIPTORES: Empatía. Enfermería. Estudiantes de Enfermería. Educación en Enfermería.
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INTRODUCTION

At the present time, the health care requires that the provision of the health services are provided 
with high quality standards, in order to achieve high health indicators and patient satisfaction.1–4 Due 
to this, within the framework of the continuous improvement of health services, humanization and 
communication in the health care are important for the attainment of quality the health care.2,5 Being 
empathy and the relationship between health professionals and patients framed within them.4,6

Literature shows that empathy is a process that has been approached from different 
multidisciplinary fields, such as the educational, social, psychological and clinical.7 Empathy is 
defined as the set of constructs that includes the processes of placing yourself in the shoes of the 
other and affective and non-affective responses.8 Many authors define it as a cognitive attribute that 
involves an understanding of the patient’s experiences, concerns and perspectives as an individual, 
and combines it with the ability to communicate this understanding to the patient.9–10

Some studies indicate the benefits of empathy behavior in the relationship between health 
professional and patient.6,11–13 In a study conducted in Chile, patients indicated that the most important 
thing was the empathy and the commitment capacity of the professional during the provision of the 
service.14 In other words, due to a greater satisfaction with the care received, they provide more 
information about their symptoms and concerns, greater adherence to the treatment, and it increases 
the precision of the diagnosis.15–16

Empathy in the health care can be understood as a cognitive and behavioral attribute that 
constitutes as a basic skill in human relationships, which is expressed on voluntary basis.17 In the 
field of Nursing, the empathy is defined as the ability of a nurse to recognize and share emotions 
and moods with the patient to understand the meaning of their behavior,18 therefore, it is considered 
a fundamental aspect in the nurse-patient communication process, and it has a relevant place in the 
professional practice19–22 due to the fact that is the articulating axis in nursing cares in its different 
areas of performance, being a substantial element to provide quality care.

Empathy, as a vital characteristic in a therapeutic relationship, is perceived more precarious, 
due to multiple factors, among them: great advancements in science and medical technology, the 
media, culture, beliefs, and individual aspects coming from the doctor, family and patient, previous 
experiences in a therapeutic relationship, and the modeling of teachers in the academic training 
process, among others. This phenomenon has been identified as “erosion of empathy”.23–24

Caring is a fundamental part of being and is the most primitive act that a person performs to be 
a human being.25 This is how nursing care starts from the communication and a humanized relationship 
between the professional and the human being who is being care for. In such a way that human care 
goes beyond a good treatment or patient satisfaction, it comprises deeper aspects because there is 
someone who needs to be care.25 Given the risk of dehumanization in patient care, due to the great 
administrative restructuring of most health systems in the world, it is necessary to rescue the human, 
spiritual and transpersonal aspect,26 which are fundamental components of empathy for an adequate 
development of nursing professional practice.

The relevance of this study lies in the possibility of showing scientific research that evidences 
the empathic behavior of the students as future nurses who will become the generational change, 
so that the training curricula can include this component as a substantial aspect for the practice of 
nursing care, thus improving the quality of health care services.

In Colombia, competent, comprehensive health professionals with high-quality training are 
required.27 Therefore, the purpose of the Academic Programs in the Health-Care area should be 
aimed at strengthening the socio-humanistic training curriculum for the development of empathy and 
assertive communication. This study aimed to evaluate the empathic orientation in nursing students 
of a private university in Barranquilla.
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METHODS

A quantitative study was carried out in a descriptive, exploratory and transversal design, with a 
sample of 489 students (91.9% of the population) enrolled in the Nursing Program of the Metropolitana 
University of Barranquilla, Colombia, of a population of 532 students (loss percentage 8%), to which 
the Jefferson Medical Empathy Scale (EEMJ), a Spanish version for medical students (version S), 
that was validated in Mexico and Chile,28–29 and adapted for nursing students,29 was applied. This 
instrument consists of 20 Likert-type questions on a scale of 7 points (1=strongly disagree, 7=strongly 
agree) and associates the 3 factors of empathy: a) perspective taking, b) compassionate attention 
and c) ability to “put yourself in the patient’s shoes”.28–29

The application of the scale was anonymous and confidential (neutral operator) during the second 
academic period of 2017. The students were recruited through census sampling in the classrooms 
and the information was collected for 4 months. Prior to its application, the EEMJ (Chilean version) 
was subjected to the criterion of experts (three academics of recognized professional trajectory and 
suitability) in order to verify the cultural and content validity. The students’ understanding of the culturally 
adapted scale was performed through a pilot test. All the above, keeping the ethical characteristics 
emitted in the declaration of Helsinki and Resolution 008430 of 1993 for research with humans in 
Colombia. Additionally, this study was endorsed by the bioethics committee of the Metropolitan 
University and classified as a minimum risk investigation.

Data was submitted to tests for normality (Kolmogorov-Smirnov), and equality of variance 
(Levene’s test). The internal reliability of the data as the values of this statistician were estimated using 
the general Cronbach’s alpha whilst each of the elements was being eliminated (questions), intraclass 
correlation coefficient, Hotelling’s T2 and Tukey’s non-additivity test. Similarly, means and standard 
deviation were estimated. A bi-factorial analysis of variance (ANOVA), model III, was applied in order 
to find differences in the means between academic years, between genders and in the interaction of 
these two factors. The invariance of the empathy measurement models was analyzed considering 
each gender as a sample in order to measure the goodness of fit of the models used and for this 
purpose the chi-square statistic, the goodness-of-fit index (GFI) was estimated and the mean square 
approximation error (RMSEA) as absolute adjustment measures, the confirmatory adjustment index 
(CFI) and the Akaike information criterion (AIC)

The data was described by chart boxes and simple arithmetic, and processed through the 
statistical program SPSS version 20.0. The level of significance was α≤0.05 and β<0.20 in all cases.

RESULTS

The 489 students included in the study were distributed as follows: first academic year:91, 
second:137, third: 128 and fourth: 133. Of these, 428 were women and 61 were men. The Kolmogorov-
Smirnov and Levene tests were not significant (p> 0.05), therefore, the data showed a normal 
distribution and equality variances. Cronbach’s alpha values were satisfactory (non-typified=0.717 
and typified=0.728), from which is inferred that the data has internal reliability. 

The value of the total Cronbach’s alpha, if an element were removed, fluctuated between 
values [0.684; 0.733] and it is inferred that the test maintains a high reliability, independently of the 
fact that one of them is eliminated in the estimation of this statistician. All of this is confirmed by the 
value found for the intraclass correlation coefficient (F=8.54, p<0.005). Hotelling’s T2 test (F=125.48) 
and Tukey’s non-additive (F=71.22) were highly significant (p<0.005). In the first case, it is inferred that 
the means of the questions are different from each other, which shows that not all questions contribute 
equally to the overall mean of the questions (mean=5.34) and, in the second case, it is inferred that 
it is necessary to raise the power of the tests to achieve the additive character of the data.
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The estimated goodness-of-fit indices lead to the acceptance of the equivalence of the 
measurement models between the two genres. Although the value of chi squared in the model 
without estimated restriction leads to reject the hypothesis of invariance (χ2=256,123), the other 
indices estimated supported the unrestricted invariance model (GFI=.970, CFI=.983, RMSEA=.036, 
AIC=416,102). 

The results of the estimation of means, standard deviation and sample size for each level of 
the two factors studied are shown in Table 1 and in Figures 1 and 2 respectively in both cases.

Table 1 – Results of the mean and standard deviation of the mean at each of the 
levels of the factors studied. Barranquilla, CO, Colombia, 2017. (n=489)

Academic Year Gender Media Standard Deviation n

First Year
Female 104,67 14,874 85

Male 112,33 8,501 6
Total 105,18 14,634 91

Second Year
Female 103,35 13,998 109

Male 109,75 12,186 28
Total 104,66 13,849 137

Third Year
Female 107,96 12,455 120

Male 107,38 17,386 8
Total 107,92 12,729 128

Fourth Year
Female 108,25 13,831 114

Male 113,58 8,461 19
Total 109,02 13,305 133

Total
Female 106,21 13,837 428

Male 110,89 11,590 61
Total 106,79 13,655 489

Figure 1 – Results of means and standard deviations in the levels of the Academic Year 
factor in box charts (including atypical data). Barranquilla, Co, Colombia, 2017.
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The ANOVA results were not significant in the Academic Year factor and in the interaction 
(p=0.261), but significant in Gender (p=0.032) (Table 1). The eta square values were 0.008, 0.010 
and 0.004 for both factors and their interaction respectively, and the power was 0.357; 0.576 and 
0.171 respectively. From these results it can be inferred that it is necessary to increase the size of 
the sample to reach the value of the accepted power (0.80). The value of R2 corrected was 0.023, 
which means that the factors studied explain only 2.3% of all variation in empathy.

Figure 2 – Results of means and standard deviations in the levels of the Gender factor in box 
charts (including atypical data). Barranquilla, Co, Colombia, 2017.

Finally, Figure 3 shows the distribution of the averages of the genders in each of the Academic 
Years. It was observed that the behavior is different in both genders. The masculine gender tends to 
descend between the first and third year and the female gender also descends between the first and 
second year and then reaches the average levels of empathy of the male gender. Subsequently, the 
latter, increases more significantly than the average levels of the female.

Figure 3 – Results of the means in the levels of the Factor Year Academic separated 
by each gender in simple arithmetic graphs. Barranquilla, Co, Colombia, 2017.
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DISCUSSION

The results obtained in the present study show that the levels of empathy orientation were not 
significant within the Academic Year, despite a slight increase in the fourth undergraduate year. This 
behavior is contrary to the ones found in previous studies conducted in others countries13,30–32 and 
similar to the ones found in other studies conducted in Colombia, Turkey and Peru,29,33–35 in which is 
argued that as the Academic Year progresses, the level of empathy perception decreases.

This decrease in the most advanced years of undergraduate studies could be associated 
to the adaptive response to the stress of academic work, to economic issues, even to the abuse 
perceived by students with in the health system,24,36 but it could also be related to a state of defense, 
along with fear and insecurity undergone by students when confronting patients for the first time. The 
authors infer that this result could be related to the fact that health institutions are more reluctant to 
provide students with direct care activities, due to current patient safety policies. These policies seek 
to minimize risks that may endanger the well-being and life of the patient.

Regarding gender, it was identified that the highest percentage was represented by the female 
gender and, to a lesser extent by the male gender, which is a feature related to the historical findings of 
the profession in which is known that nursing has been strongly influenced by the female inheritance. 
This is due to the fact that family care was taken up by women, given their close relationship with 
activities such as child rearing, housework and home care.37 The same results were found in studies 
reviewed, showing that the female gender influence in the profession is still the majority.30,34,38

On the other hand, it was observed that nursing students of the male gender scored higher 
levels of empathy orientation than the female gender, similar to that found in dental studies, where 
the scores observed in men were higher than those obtained by women but not significant.35

These results point to the fact that in previous studies on empathy in Latin America, there are 
higher levels in the female gender, or similar between both genders.4,30 In the context of this study, 
inferential statistics could probably include gender bias, considering the proportion of women who 
have traditionally integrated nursing programs (more women are enrolled in this program than men 
with a ratio of 7: 1); In this way, it is necessary to take into account, as a conditioner, this aspect at the 
moment of drawing conclusions regarding the empathy manifested by the individuals that conformed 
the sample.

The empathy is related to the capacity to understand the intimacy of the other, is necessary 
for to do the right thing and, sometimes, it is necessary for moral worth.39–40 For this reason, empathic 
care should not be a label only for female nurses, should be a characteristic that should be encouraged 
from the curriculum to any student (male or female) who chooses nursing as a future professional 
and work.

With regard to the means in the levels of the Academic Year Factor separated in each gender, 
the results in the study are striking because, in principle, both genders would be expected to start 
undergraduate studies with equal levels of empathy, as the educational process increases concomitantly 
in the levels of said variable. However, the data show that the behavior is downward, that is, in the 
first and second year of the undergraduate studies empathy levels decrease in both groups, but in the 
following years increases significantly. Therefore, the increase is conditioned to the gender. Initially, 
women tend to show levels of empathy at the early years in relation to men, but men, although showing 
levels of empathy in a later stage, do so with a rapid and greater tendency.

These gender outcomes differ from those reported in others studies,29,40–41 where women scored 
higher than men, but levels of empathy orientation were similar in students with more clinical care 
experience who scored higher than in those who did not have it, that is to say, the levels increase as 
university education progresses.
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The decline in levels of empathy orientation in the first academic year could be sustained by the 
fact that students are not close to real intra- and extra-mural scenarios of training practices that limit 
personal experience with illness and death before beginning clinical rotations.24 This aspect occurs 
due to the increase in clinical simulation as a pedagogical strategy that has been implemented by the 
nursing program for the teaching of clinical procedures in nursing; perhaps, this could be a strategy 
that instead of approaching and giving confidence to the students in their practice, will generate 
difficulties when it comes to caring for a real patient.

The increase in levels of empathy orientation in female students in the second undergraduate 
year and their increase in both genders in the third undergraduate year could be justified by the fact 
that the Nursing Program Curriculum of the second undergraduate year (beginning of the fourth 
semester) of the Metropolitana University is in transition, and therefore, some curricular modifications 
were made; Including disciplinary subjects with broad ethical and socio-humanistic content, at the 
same time students are incorporated into training scenarios where they interact directly with patients 
through nursing care.

On the other hand, the Nursing Curriculum is based on models and theories according to the 
applicability in a given context, taking into account the learning objectives of the subject in which the 
course of life of people is contemplated. The usefulness of these conceptual frameworks is necessary 
for the development of one’s own disciplinary knowledge and the practice42–43 due to they play a 
determining role in the empathy approach on the training of nursing students.

These models include Virginia Henderson’s theory of 14 basic needs, Hildegard Peplau’s 
theory of interpersonal relations, Jean Watson’s theory of human care, and Madeleine Leininger’s 
theory of diversity and universality of cultural care, among others, in which empathy is considered as 
a transversal axis to provide nursing care. Empathy plays an important role in the provision of care 
that is consistent with culture. In fact, the literature evidences the existence of scales of ethno-cultural 
empathy that have the purpose of measuring empathic competences in students of health sciences 
to adequately treat the health problems of people of different cultures and ethnicities.44 Meanwhile, 
some authors affirm that nursing care is based on a set of altruistic universal humanistic values, within 
which empathy is found.45

Consequently, in the third academic year students have greater contact with patients and the 
rest of the health care team in the different clinical learning scenarios. Among the population groups 
that receive their care are: pregnant women, puerperium and newborns, couples and vulnerable groups 
at different stages of life. This is not far from what has been observed in countries such as Greece, 
where third year undergraduate students are trained at a theoretical and practical level to approach 
patients with medical, psychological or psychiatric problems in a clinical rotation.46

This study has some limitations, for example: the percentage of loss of students (8%) who 
could not participate in the study due to the following criteria: being on maternity leave or inability (1%), 
not being officially enrolled in the academic program (2%), and for not giving their voluntary consent 
(5%). However, even so, the sample size is significant to obtain a generalized picture regarding the 
behavior of empathy in nursing students.

Finally, it is important to mention that, although the methodology used allowed achieving the 
desired purpose to understand the behavior of the empathy phenomenon in nursing students, it is 
necessary that empathy be measured in the real practice scenario, where the student experiences 
situations of direct attention to patients.
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CONCLUSION

This study did not show significant differences among academic years, but it did in gender. 
The above could be related to the fact that the curriculum of the Nursing Program of the Metropolitana 
University develops a methodology of theoretical-practical learning, so that students face the health 
care of patients from the beginning of their undergraduate studies; allowing them to learn in an 
experiential way. However, gender imbalance in sample size could somehow explain the difference 
between the two genders.

These findings show that empathy continues to be an issue that needs to be strengthened in 
nurse training, and that teachers have a responsibility to provide training aspects that generate more 
empathy orientation.

It is concluded that there is an imminent need to design and implement, in a concomitant way 
to the professional training, diverse educational strategies that promote the emotional development 
of nursing students, thus they strengthen their empathy capacity in face of a personal encounter with 
the patients along their academic training.
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