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ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Determining Intern Nurses Levels in Ethical Sensitivity and Empathy

intoérn Hemsirelerin Etik Duyarlilik ve Empati Dizeylerinin Belirlenmesi

i® Seda Cevheroglu

Department of Nursing, Eastern Mediterranean University Health Sciences Faculty, Via Mersin 10, Famagusta, North Cyprus, Turkey

Abstract
Objective: This descriptive study was designed to determine the ethical sensitivity and empathy levels of intern nurses.

Method: The sample of this descriptive and cross-sectional study consisted of 100 fourth-year students enrolled in the nursing department of a foundation
university. Data were collected using a descriptive information form, the modified moral sensitivity questionnaire for student nurses (MMSQSN), and the
basic empathy scale (BES).

Results: It was determined that 68.0% of the intern nurses participating in the research were women, 79.0% chose the profession willingly, 91.0% found the
profession suitable, 13.0% experienced ethical problems frequently during their internship, and 62.0% experienced ethical problems from time to time. The
MMSQSN and BES scores were 5.29+0.69, and 71.06+13.38, respectively. A statistically significant difference was found between age, perception of a good
fit, belief in the suitability of the profession, and experience of ethical problems during the internship and MMSQSN. There was also a statistically significant
difference in empathy levels, gender, and experience with ethical problems during the internship and BES.

Conclusion: Intern nurses had significantly high levels of ethical sensitivity and above-average levels of empathy. Ethical sensitivity levels were higher
among students who were 23 years old and older, believed that nursing was a good fit for them, and experienced ethical problems during their internship.
On the other hand, empathy levels were higher among female intern nurses who experienced ethical problems during their internship. Therefore, to enhance
students’ ethical sensitivity and empathy skills, educational methods such as scenario-based learning, psychodrama, and role play are recommended.
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Amac: Bu calismanin amaci, intérn hemsirelerin etik duyarlilik ve empati dizeylerini belirlemektir.

Yontem: Tanimlayici tasarim tiriinde planlanan arastirmanin érneklemini, bir vakif Gniversitesinin hemsirelik bolumu 4. sinifinda 6grenim géren 100 intérn
6grenci olusturdu. Verilerin toplanmasinda; intérn 6grencilere yénelik bilgileri iceren sosyo-demografik 6zellikler bilgi formu, modifiye edilmis etik duyarhlik
Slcegi (MEEDO) ve temel empati 6licegi (TEO) kullanildi.

Bulgular: Arastirmaya katilan intdrn hemsirelerin %68,0'inin kadin oldugu, %79,0'unun meslegi isteyerek tercih ettigi, %91,0'inin meslegi kendine uygun
buldugu, %13,0'Inin stajda etik sorunu cok yasadigi ve %62,0'inin ise ara ara yasadigi belirlendi. intérn hemsireler MEEDO genelinden 5,29+0,69, TEO
genelinden ise 71,06+13,38 puan aldi. Ayrica yas, meslegdi kendine uygun bulma ve stajda etik sorun yasama durumu ile MEEDO arasinda; cinsiyet ve stajda
etik sorun yasama durumu ile de TEQ arasinda pozitif yonlii anlamli farklarin oldugu belirlendi.

Sonuc: intérn hemsirelerin etik duyarliliklari 5nemli diizeyde yiiksek, empati diizeyleri de ortalamanin tstiinde bulundu. Yirmi ic yas ve Ustii, meslegi kendine
uygun bulan ve stajda etik sorun deneyimleyen 6grencilerin etik duyarliliklarinda artis oldugu; kadin cinsiyet ve stajda etik sorun yasama durumununda da
empati dizeyini artirdigi belirlendi. Senaryo temelli olgu érneklemeleri, psikodrama, rol play gibi egitim yontemleri ile 6grencilerin etik duyarllik ve empati
becerilerinin artirilmasi énerilir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Etik duyarlilik, empati, hemsirelik, intorn hemsire, etik
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Introduction

In today’s rapidly developing healthcare industry, ethical
dilemmas are becoming increasingly prevalent. Nurses,
who are dedicated to healing people, must approach
these dilemmas with ethical sensitivity, which forms the
foundation of the patient-nurse relationship and empathy
(1. Ethical sensitivity involves identifying ethical values
and problems, as well as recognizing individuals’ roles and
responsibilities in conflicting situations (2,3). Empathy,
on the other hand, is the capacity to understand and
share the patient’s feelings and thoughts by establishing
healthy communication with them and seeing the world
from their perspective (4,5). According to Lilja and Osbecks
(6), empathy is essential for ethical sensitivity, and an
individual’s ability to understand others’ perspectives
is related to ethical sensitivity. Nurses must make
complex decisions in their professional practice and take
responsibility for these decisions (3). To recognize ethical
problems and make appropriate resolutions, nurses require
a high level of empathy and ethical sensitivity, which can be
defined as the ability to distinguish ethical problems (2,3).
Nurses with high ethical sensitivity and empathy skills are
caregivers with a high level of awareness who interpret the
verbal and non-verbal behaviors of patients, identify their
physical and emotional needs, and include these needs
in the caregiving process (5). Nursing care provided by
caregivers can increase patient satisfaction, facilitate early
discharge, and positively affect patients’ overall health
status (7). A low level of ethical sensitivity and empathy, on
the other hand, can reduce the quality of patient care, trust
in nursing services, and job satisfaction (8). Therefore, it is
crucial for nurses to improve their ethical sensitivity and
empathy skills through education (9).

Previous studies have reported varying levels of ethical
sensitivity among nurses, ranging from low to high (8,10-
12). Additionally, previous studies have shown that nurses
possess moderate levels of empathy (713). To improve
both ethical sensitivity and empathy skills among nurses,
education has been identified as a crucial factor (5,14,15).
Therefore, it is essential to provide nursing education
training that enhances empathic skills and ethical
sensitivity. Additionally, the literature has associated the
level of ethical sensitivity and empathy with certain socio-
demographic factors (5]6-18). In this context, this study
aimed todetermineintern nurses’ levels of ethical sensitivity
and empathy.

Main Points

® Nurses must make complex decisions in their professional practice and
take responsibility for them.

® To recognize ethical problems and make the right decisions about
their resolution, nurses require a high level of empathy and ethical
sensitivity, which can be defined as the ability to distinguish ethical
problems.

® It is of great importance for nurses to develop ethical sensitivity and
empathy skills throughout their education.

199

The research questions include the following:
e What are the ethical sensitivity levels of intern nurses?
e What empathy skills do intern nurses possess?

e Is there a significant difference between the socio-
demographic characteristics and ethical sensitivity levels of
intern nurses?

e Is there a significant difference between the socio-
demographic characteristics and basic empathy levels of
intern nurses?

Material and Method
Aim and Research Design

This study employed a descriptive design to investigate
intern nurses and their levels of ethical sensitivity and
empathy.

Population and Sampling

The study population consisted of 110 intern nurses who
were enrolled in the 4% grade of the nursing department at
a foundation university in The Turkish Republic of Northern
Cyprus (TRNC) during the fall semester of the 2023-2024
academic year. No sampling was performed. The sample
included 100 students who met the inclusion criteria and
voluntarily agreed to participate in the study. The response
rate was 91%.

Data Collection Tools

Descriptive information forms, the modified moral sensitivity
questionnaire for student nurses (MMSQSN), and the basic
empathy scale (BES) were used for data collection.

Descriptive Information Form

The form was developed by the researchers in line with the
relevant literature and included six questions: Age, gender,
willingness to become a nurse, suitability for nursing,
completion of ethics courses, and experience with ethical
dilemmas during internship (5,13).

Modified Moral Sensitivity Questionnaire for Student
Nurses (MMSQSN)

The MMSQSN was originally developed by Lutzén et al. (19)
to measure the moral sensitivity of student nurses, modified
by Comrie and adapted into Turkish by Yilmaz Sahin et al.
(20).Theinstrument consists of a 7-point Likert scale with 30
items and six subdimension. Total scores ranged from 30 to
210, with higher scores indicating higher ethical sensitivity.
The scale score averages were evaluated as very important
(7-5.9), important (5.8-5), neutral (4.9-3.1), and unimportant
(less than 3.1). The Cronbach’s alpha of the Turkish version of
MMSQSN was 0.73 (20).
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Basic Empathy Scale (BES)

The BES was developed by Jolliffe and Farrington to
measure empathy levels based on four basic emotions:
Fear, sadness, anger, and happiness (21). It was adapted
into Turkish by Topcu et al. (22). The 20-item scale had two
dimensions: Cognitive and affective empathy. Items were
scored on a five-point Likert scale, ranging from 20 to 100,
with higher scores indicating higher levels of empathy. The
Cronbach’s alpha coefficients of the cognitive and affective
empathy dimensions in the Turkish version of the BES were
0.76 and 0.80, respectively (22).

Data Collection Process

Data were collected in the classroom after obtaining
permission from the course instructor and determining
the appropriate time for data collection. Students were
informed of the study purpose and were asked to complete
the informed consent form and data collection instruments.
Theinstruments took approximately 10 minutes to complete.

Ethical Considerations

We obtained institutional and ethical approval for the study
fromthe Eastern Mediterranean University Ethics Committee
(ETK00-2023-0172/28.09.2023) and the department of
nursing, respectively. Additionally, written informed consent
was obtained from all participants in accordance with the
principles of the Helsinki Declaration.

Statistical Analysis

SPSS (Statistical Package for the Social Sciences) version
26.0 (IBM Corp., Armonk, NY, USA) was used for statistical
analysis. Socio-demographic characteristics and scores
obtained from the MMSQSN and BES were presented as
descriptive statistics. Non-parametric tests, specifically
Mann-Whitney U and Kruskal-Wallis H tests, were used to
compare socio-demographic characteristics with scores
obtained fromthe MMSQSN and BES because the datadid not
meet normal distribution as indicated by the Kolmogorov-
Smirnov and Shapiro-Wilk tests. The Cronbach’s alpha
values of MMSQSN and BES were 0.83 and 0.85, respectively.
Statistical significance was set at p<0.05.

Results

Table 1 presents the socio-demographic characteristics of
the participants. Accordingly, 51.0% were 23 years of age or
older, 68.0% were female, 79.0% deliberately chose to become
a nurse, 91.0% felt nursing was a good fit for them, 100.0%
took an ethics course, 13.0% experienced ethical problems
frequently, 62.0% experienced them occasionally, and 25.0%
never experienced ethical problems.

Table 2 presents the scores obtained by MMSQSN and
BES. The mean scores obtained from the MMSQSN and its
subdimension of interpersonal orientation, experiencing
the ethical dilemma, beneficence, creating ethical meaning,
modified autonomy, and getting expert opinion were
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5.291+0.69,6.09+0.81,4.09+1.74,5.38+1.02,5.38+0.63,5.38+£1.14,
and 5.44+1.00, respectively. The mean scores of the BES
and its affective and cognitive subscales were 71.06+13.38,
37771746 and 33.29+7.52, respectively.

There was a statistically significant difference between the
age of the participants and the score obtained from the
modified autonomy subdimension of the MMSQSN (p<0.05).
Participants aged 23 years and older had higher scores on
the modified autonomy subdimension than those aged 22

Table 1.
Socio-demographic Characteristics (n=100)
‘ n %

Age
22 and below 49 49
23 and above 51 51
Gender
Female 68 68
Male 32 32
Willingness to become a nurse
Yes 79 79
No 21 21
Believes that nursing is a good fit for him/her
Yes 91 91
No 9 9
Have taken a course on ethics
Yes 1100 | 100
Experienced ethical problems during internship
Often 13 13
Sometimes 62 |62
Never 25 25
Table 2.
MMSQSN and BES Scores

X £ SD Min-max
Interpersonal orientation 6.09+0.81 1.00-7.00
gﬁzfnrrisgdng the ethical 409+174 | 1.007.00
Beneficence 5.38+1.02 1.00-7.00
Creating ethical meaning 5.38+0.63 3.00-6.83
Modified autonomy 5.38+1.14 1.00-7.00
Getting expert opinion 5.44+1.00 3.00-7.00
MMSQSN 5.29+0.69 1.67-6.34
Affective 37771746 17.00-54.00
Cognitive 33.29+7.52 | 15.00-45.00
BES 71.06+13.38 | 39.00-99.00

MMSQSN=modified moral sensitivity questionnaire for student nurses,
BES=basic empathy scale, SD=standard deviation
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Zi?::i:;ison of the BES Scores Based on Socio-economic Characteristics

Affective Cognitive BES
Variables Mean t SD Mean = SD Mean £ SD
Age

<22 38.39+£7.08 32.761£8.00 7114+14.04
223 37.18+7.84 33.80+7.06 70.98+12.85
Test*/p-value -0.722/0.470 -0.045/0.964 -0.373/0.709
Gender

Female 39.341£7.40 34.25+7.85 73.59+14.32
Male 34.441+6.53 31.25+6.39 65.6919.21
Test*/p-value -2.647/0.008* -2.458/0.014* -3.036/0.002*
Willingness to become a nurse

Yes 37.8416.72 33.621716 714611248
No 37.521+9.98 32.05+8.81 69.57+16.60
Test?*/p-value -0.004/0.997 -0.411/0.681 -0.504/0.614
Believes that nursing is a good fit

No 37.631744 33441749 71.07£13.29
Yes 39.2248.01 31.78+8.11 71.00+15.07
Test*/p-value -0.555/0.579 -0.664/0.507 -0.295/0.768
Experienced ethical problems during internship

Often 36.31£4.97 31.08+£7.92 67.38£10.62
Sometimes 36.90+7.30 32.65+6.88 69.551+12.58
Never 40.6818.37 36.04+8.35 76.72£15.26
Test®/p-value 4158/0.125 8.619/0.013* 7.350/0.025*
difference 1-3,2-3 1-3,2-3
*=p<0.05, °=Mann-Whitney U test, "=Kruskal-Wallis H test, BES=basic empathy scale, SD=standard deviation

significant difference in gender and ethical problems
experienced during internship.

Ethical sensitivity develops through education and can be
maintained by maintaining professional competence and
exhibiting behaviors in accordance with the ethical codes
of the profession (23). The study found that intern nurses
had a significantly higher level of ethical sensitivity. This
is consistent with the findings of Yanti and Krisnawati (24)
and Hancerlioglu et al. (25) who also reported a high level
of ethical sensitivity among nursing students (24,25). On
the other hand, Hakbilen et al. (26), Sahiner et al. (27), Akca
et al. (28), Borhani et al. (14) and Kiziirmak and Calpbinici
(29) reported moderate levels of ethical sensitivity among
nursing students (3). The variation in the level of ethical
sensitivity in these studies and ours can be attributed to
differences in the characteristics of nursing students as
well as their family and cultural backgrounds. Therefore,
nursing curricula should incorporate ethical principles,
professional codes, and values to enhance students’ ethical
sensitivity. This will enable them to make informed decisions
when faced with ethical dilemmas or problems in their
professional lives.
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Various factors, such as age, gender, willingness to
become a nurse, and taking ethics courses during nursing
education, can affect the level of ethical sensitivity among
nurses (5,30). Parallel to the literature, we found a positive
significant difference between age, perceived suitability
for the profession, ethical problems experienced during
internship, and MMSQSN scores. Specifically, intern
nurses aged 23 years and older obtained higher scores
in the modified autonomy subdimension of the MMSQSN.
Participants who believed that nursing was a good fit for
them obtained higherscoresin the interpersonal orientation
subdimension. Additionally, students who experienced
ethical problems during their internship obtained higher
scores from the MMSQSN and its interpersonal orientation,
experiencing ethical dilemma, beneficence, and modified
autonomy subdimension, but their scores in the creating
ethical meaning subdimension were significantly lower.
Therefore, intern nurses who willingly become nurses and
believe that nursing is a good fit for them are more likely
to adopt professional ethical values and become aware of
ethical problems they encounter.

The participants’ mean scores on the BES and its affective
and cognitive empathy subscales were 71.06+13.38,
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37771746, and 33.29+7.52, respectively, indicating above-
average empathy skill levels. Previous studies by Guven
Ozdemirand Sendir (13),Arifoglu and Sala Razi (31) and Turan
et al. (32), and reported moderate levels of empathy among
nursing students. Although Cakan and Ciftci (33) found that
nursing students had above-average levels of empathy,
Ustiindag et al. (34) also reported high levels of empathy as
well. Differences in empathy levels among the participating
intern nurses may be explained with reference to their socio-
economic characteristics and courses they took. The study
also found a statistically significant difference in gender,
experiencing ethical problems during the internship, and
BES scores. Female nursing students scored higher on the
BES and its affective and cognitive empathy subscales.
Additionally, participants who experienced ethical problems
during their internships scored higher on the BES and
its cognitive empathy subscale. Previous research has
also found that female nursing students tend to have
higher levels of empathy (13,35,36). This may be due to the
larger number of female nurses in the profession and the
physiological and psychological differences. On the other
hand, higher levels of empathy among nursing students
who experienced ethical problems during internships may
be explained by a higher level of awareness among these
students.

Study Limitations

This study’s findings are limited to senior students at a
single university, and because of the limited sample size,
cannot be generalized to other populations. Further studies
with larger populations are required.

Conclusion

The study found that intern nurses had a significantly
high level of ethical sensitivity and an above-average level
of empathy. Ethical sensitivity levels were higher among
students who were 23 years old and older, believed that
nursing was a good fit for them, and experienced ethical
problems during their internship. On the other hand,
empathy levels were higher among female intern nurses who
experienced ethical problems during their internship. Based
on these findings, ethical sensitivity and empathic skills
should be emphasized in all nursing courses. Educational
methods such as scenario-based learning, psychodrama,
and role play are recommended to enhance students’ ethical
sensitivity and empathy.

Ethics Committee Approval: We obtained institutional and
ethicalapprovalforthestudyfromtheEastern Mediterranean
University Ethics Committee (ETK00-2023-0172/28.09.2023)
and the department of nursing, respectively.

Informed Consent: Written informed consent was obtained
from all participants in accordance with the principles of the
Helsinki Declaration.

Funding: The author declared that this study received no
financial support.
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