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ABSTRACT

Background and Objective: Empathy is the most effective component of effective
communication, meaning understanding the situation, emotions, and feelings of patients to
provide quality care. Recognizing the importance of establishing empathetic communication with
pregnant woman, this study aimed to assess empathy and its related factors among midwifery
students at universities in Sanandaj j in 2023.

Materials & Methods: This cross-sectional study was conducted from July to December 2023
on 218 midwifery students from the nursing and midwifery faculties of Kurdistan University
of Medical Sciences and Islamic Azad University, Sanandaj Branch, using a census sampling
method. The tools used included a demographic characteristics registration form and the
midwifery empathy scale. Data analysis was performed using SPSS software, version 26 and the
Mann-Whitney U and Kruskal-Wallis tests and Spearman correlation coefficients.

Results: The average age of the students was 27.22+7.8, 63.8% were single, 69.3% were in
undergraduate studies, with an average interest score in midwifery of 6.92+2, and an average GPA
of 15.86+1.2 for previous semesters. The average empathy score of the students was 4.3+0.45,
with the interpersonal relationships dimension (4.97+0.94) scoring higher than other empathy
dimensions. The total empathy score was positively and significantly correlated with the grade
point average (r=0.151) and the students’ interest in the field of study (r=0.241; P<0.05).

Conclusion: The level of empathy among midwifery students is at a desirable level. Given

Article info: :  the importance of empathy in midwifery students and its impact on improving the quality of
Received: 11 Feb 2025 :  midwifery care and mothers’ satisfaction, it is recommended to develop individual programs to
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Introduction

mpathy is defined as the ability to under-
stand the feelings, thoughts, and social
behaviors of others [1]. In other words,
an individual interprets another’s situation
in such a way that it feels as though they
have experienced it themselves [2].

Empathy is a multidimensional construct [3]. It has
been conceptualized as the capacity to establish a con-
nection with others’ emotional states and attribute them
to a broad range of cognitive abilities; therefore, empa-
thy encompasses both cognitive and affective dimen-
sions [4]. Although affective empathy is relatively stable
and more strongly influenced by heredity, cognitive em-
pathy is learnable and is more significantly affected by
environmental factors [5].

Establishing empathic communication with a pregnant
woman increases her satisfaction and self-confidence
while reducing anxiety, psychological stressors, and
the fear of natural childbirth [6]. Empathy fosters in the
therapist a sense of altruism, flexibility, patience, toler-
ance, humor, optimism, and kindness. Highly empathic
individuals are more likely to achieve greater success in
obtaining an accurate case history, conducting effective
clinical examinations, requesting appropriate paraclini-
cal tests, performing comprehensive needs assessments,
and outlining necessary treatment plans for the patient.
Furthermore, empathy reduces students’ internal anxiety
and improves their diagnostic performance [7].

In the literature, the primary factors associated with
increased empathy include training in communication
skills, the use of films and role-playing scenarios, the
presence of positive role models, gaining experience
through accompanying or interacting with patients, ex-
posure to simulated experiences, and instruction on how
to interact empathically [8]. In contrast, difficult tasks,
exposure to negative colleague, time pressure from
meeting strict deadlines, and the fear of making mistakes
tend to reduce empathy levels [9]. Furthermore, burnout,
depression, and a reduced quality of life are key factors
that influence students’ self-assessment of empathy [10].

As the next generation of healthcare providers, students
must be prepared to deliver high-quality, respectful care
so that empathy and a dedicated focus on patients’ per-
spectives are enhanced [11]. Therefore, it is of great im-
portance to assess empathy and teach it to students as an
essential skill for providing superior patient care and as
an inseparable component of the medical profession [12].
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Midwifery students’ empathy skills are currently in the
moderate range [5, 12, 13]. Various studies have reported
inconsistent results regarding the effects of demographic
factors—such as interest in the field of study, age, marital
status, academic term, and grade point average—on stu-
dents’ empathy scores [5, 14, 11, 13]. These inconsisten-
cies and the limitations of existing research regarding the
factors related to empathy necessitate a more accurate
assessment of this skill, particularly during midwifery
education, where the development of students’ commu-
nication and professional skills plays a determining role
in the quality of future services.

Given the importance of the midwife’s role in provid-
ing humanized and empathic care, and because the qual-
ity of their communication with pregnant women direct-
ly influences the pregnancy and childbirth experience,
it is necessary to assess empathy levels in midwifery
students and identify related factors. Doing so will help
revise educational programs and strengthen their profes-
sional skills. Therefore, the present study was designed
based on the cognitive-affective model of empathy and
was conducted in 2023 to evaluate empathy levels and
related factors among midwifery students at universities
in Sanandaj.

Materials and Methods

In this cross-sectional study, 232 midwifery students
from the School of Nursing and Midwifery and the
School of Midwifery at the Kurdistan University of Med-
ical Sciences and the Islamic Azad University, Sanandaj
Branch, were enrolled using a census approach. Inclu-
sion criteria included a willingness to participate, the ab-
sence of any known mental illness (such as self-reported
depression), enrollment in a midwifery program (includ-
ing bachelor’s degree programs—both continuous and
integrated tracks—as well as master’s degree programs),
and prior experience working in a labor and delivery
ward providing care to pregnant woman. The exclusion
criterion was missing responses to more than 20% of
the questions; ultimately, no participants were excluded
from the study.

Data were collected using a demographic information
form consisting of nine items (age, marital status, place
of study, history of working in the midwifery profession,
educational level, place of residence, pregnancy history,
interest in midwifery, and the grade point average of
previous terms) and the MES. The MES was developed
by Vivilaki et al. in 2016 and includes 22 items. Based
on the cognitive-affective model of empathy, the seven
subscales of this instrument were categorized into two
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main dimensions. The cognitive dimension of empathy
includes empathetic ways (¢=0.577), perspective taking
(0=0.592), and standing in the woman’s shoes (0=0.515).
The affective dimension includes compassionate care
(0=0.731), emotional detachment (0=0.405), interper-
sonal relationships (¢=0.767), and empathic tendencies
(0=0.572). Responses were scored on a Likert scale from
1 (completely disagree) to 6 (completely agree). The
scoring of items 5, 7, 8, 13, 15, 18, and 22 was reverse-
coded. The total score range was 22 to 132, and higher
scores indicated greater empathy.

This instrument was translated into Persian and dem-
onstrated acceptable internal consistency, with a Cron-
bach’s a coefficient of 0.82. Content validity and reli-
ability were previously assessed with a Cronbach’s a of
0=0.72 [15]. In the reliability assessment for the present
study, the Cronbach’s a for the total questionnaire score
was 0=0.79.

The internal consistency of the midwifery empathy
scale (MES) was assessed using Cronbach’s a. Given
that the questionnaire comprises 22 items distributed
across seven subscales, the alpha coefficients for some
dimensions may fall below the typical threshold due to
the limited number of items per subscale. Consequently,
the mean inter-item correlation was calculated as a sup-
plementary indicator. This value fell within the accept-
able range (0.24-0.4), confirming the relative internal
coherence of the construct.

The researcher conducted sampling from July through
December 2023. Data were analyzed using SPSS soft-
ware, version 26. First, data normality was assessed us-
ing the Kolmogorov—Smirnov and Shapiro—Wilk tests.
Descriptive statistics (frequency, percentage, and mea-
sures of central tendency, and mean) were calculated. In
the inferential statistics section, because most variables
did not follow a normal distribution (P<0.05), non-para-
metric tests were employed.

For comparisons between two independent groups, the
Mann—Whitney U test was applied, while the Kruskal—
Wallis test was used for comparisons involving more
than two independent groups. To examine associations
between quantitative or ordinal variables, Spearman’s
correlation coefficient was used, as it serves as a non-
parametric alternative to Pearson’s correlation and does
not require the assumption of normality or a linear rela-
tionship.

Statistical significance was set at 0=0.05. To control
the family-wise error rate in the multiple tests related to
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the seven empathy subscales, the Bonferroni correction
method was used. The adjusted significance level was
0.007 (0.05 divided by 7). This correction was applied
to the set of tests conducted on the empathy dimensions.
However, the overall empathy score was treated sepa-
rately as the primary outcome and was assessed without
correction, because the main focus of the study was the
total score.

In addition to the non-parametric analyses, a multivari-
able linear regression analysis was performed using the
Enter method. First, the total empathy score was adjust-
ed by dividing it by the number of items (22) to allow
for comparison with other studies, resulting in a 6-point
scale. Independent variables that demonstrated a P<0.25
in the univariable analyses (specifically, interest in mid-
wifery and cumulative GPA) were included in the model
as predictor.

The assumptions of linear regression—including
the normality of residuals (assessed via Kolmogorov—
Smirnov and Shapiro—Wilk tests, Q—Q plots, and his-
tograms), the absence of multicollinearity (evaluated
through VIF and condition index), the independence of
residuals (Durbin—Watson test), and homoscedasticity—
were all evaluated and confirmed.

Results

A total of 218 fully completed questionnaires were
included in the analysis, representing a student partici-
pation rate of 94%. The mean age of the students was
27.22+7.8 years (range: 19-54). Most participants were
single (63.8%). The majority of the sample studied at
Islamic Azad University (65.6%), had no prior work ex-
perience in the midwifery field (82.1%), were enrolled
in the integrated bachelor’s program (69.3%), lived in
student dormitories (63.3%), and had no history of preg-
nancy (77.5%). The mean score for interest in midwifery
was 6.9242.2 (range: 0-10), and the mean cumulative
GPA from previous terms was 15.86+2.1 (Table 1).

The mean standardized (total) empathy score was
3.440.45 (range 1-6). Among the dimensions evaluated,
interpersonal relationships received the highest score
(4.97+£0.94), whereas “standing in the woman’s shoes”
received the lowest score (3.16+1.32) (Table 2).

Spearman’s correlation analysis revealed a positive
and statistically significant association between the total
empathy score and GPA (r=0.151), as well as between
total empathy and students’ interest in their field of
study (r=0.241). This indicates that empathy levels tend
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Table 1. Demographic characteristics of the students participating in the study

Variables Category No. (%)
Married 79(36.2)
Marital status
Single 139(63.8)
Dormitory 138(63.3)
Residence
Home 80(36.7)
Integrated bachelor’s program 151(69.3)
Education Non-consecutive bachelor’s program 51(23.4)
Master’s degree 16(7.3)
Kurdistan University of Medical Sciences 75(34.4)
University
Islamic Azad University 143(65.6)
Yes 39(17.9)
Work experience in midwifery
No 179(82.1)
Yes 49(22.5)
History of pregnancy
No 169(77.5)

to increase alongside higher GPAs and greater interest
in the field. After applying the Bonferroni correction to
the empathy dimensions, statistically significant corre-
lations were observed only between the compassionate
care dimension and interest in midwifery (r=0.282), and
between the interpersonal relationships dimension and
GPA (r=0.218). Thus, higher GPAs and increased inter-
est were specifically associated with higher empathy
levels in compassionate care and interpersonal relation-
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ships. It should be noted, however, that despite achieving
statistical significance, the effect sizes of these correla-
tions were very weak (Table 3).

As shown in Table 4, after applying the Bonferroni
correction, significant differences were observed in the
“standing in the woman’s shoes” dimension regarding
marital status (P=0.006), pregnancy history (P=0.004),
and educational level (P=0.001). Additionally, signifi-
cant differences were found in the “perspective taking”

Table 2. Mean total empathy score and its dimensions among students

Variables Mean1SD Min Max
Compassionate care 4.71+0.75 2.25 6
Empathic ways 4.52+0.83 2 6
Emotional detachment 4.32+1.41 1 6
Perspective taking 4.89+0.64 2.67 6
Interpersonal relationships 4.97+0.94 2 6
Standing in the woman'’s shoes 3.16+1.32 1 6
Empathic tendencies 3.9610.6 2.32 6
Empathy (total) 4.3+0.45 2.47 6
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Table 3. Spearman’s correlation coefficients for the relationship between empathy score and its dimensions and quantitative

variables

Compas- Emotional Interper- S

. . P Empathetic Perspective P ing in the Empathic Empathy
Variables sionate Detach- X sonal Rela- B X
Ways Taking R . Woman’s  Tendencies (Total)
Care ment tionships

Shoes
Age r=-0.014, r=-0.075, r=-0.002, r=-0.014, r=-0.079, r=0.162, r=0.060, r=-0.054,
g P=0.838 P=0.273 P=0.972 P=0.836 P=0.243 P=0.017 P=0.437 P=0.344
gﬁq‘g;’t‘g r=0.099, r=0.155, r=0.06, r=0.124, r=0.218, r=0.060, r=0.071, r=0.151,
GPA P=0.147 P=0.022 P=0.400 P=0.067 P=0.001 P=0.395 P=0.300 P=0.026
Interest in r=0.282, r=0.192, r=0.06, r=0.149, r=0.226, r=0.152, r=0.13, r=0.241,
midwifery P=0.001 P=0.011 P=0.599 P=0.035 P=0.010 P=0.072 P=0.128 P=0.001

dimension based on educational level (P=0.004). No sta-
tistically significant differences were found in the total
empathy score across any of the qualitative demographic
categories (P>0.05).

In the multivariable linear regression model, interest
in midwifery and cumulative GPA were entered as po-
tential predictors. Within the overall model, interest in
midwifery was a significant predictor of the empathy
score (P=0.002; f=—-0.265), whereas cumulative GPA
did not reach statistical significance after controlling for
the other variable (P=0.572; p=—0.037) (Table 5).

Discussion

The present study aimed to determine the level of em-
pathy and its associated factors among midwifery stu-
dents in the universities of Sanandaj in 2023. Overall,
students’ empathy levels were higher than the mean total
score of the scale, indicating a favorable status regarding
their empathy-related skills. This finding is consistent
with the results reported by Ezzati et al. [5] and Ashghali
Farahani et al. [11]. However, it differs from the study
by Erdemoglu et al. [12], which reported lower empathy
levels despite using the same research instrument. This
discrepancy may be attributable to cultural differences
and varying emphasis placed on empathy skill training.

Regarding the specific empathy dimensions, the high-
est score was observed in the interpersonal relationships
dimension, while the lowest score was in the “standing
in the woman’s shoes” domain. In other words, while
midwifery students demonstrated relatively appropriate
performance in verbal communication and expressing
empathy through language, they exhibited weaker per-
formance in the more practical aspects of empathy—
specifically, the ability to imagine themselves in the situ-
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ation of a mother during labor. This finding is consistent
with the results of Soheili et al. [2].

Based on the framework proposed by Davis, which de-
fines empathy through four dimensions, students scored
lower in the “fantasy” dimension, while demonstrating
acceptable performance in the “perspective taking” sub-
scale [14-17]. Furthermore, according to another empa-
thy model, although students were relatively success-
ful in expressing affective empathy, they demonstrated
greater weakness in cognitive empathy—specifically,
the ability to place themselves in the patient’s position
and understand the patient’s feelings [17, 18]. These
findings highlight the importance of the cognitive com-
ponent of empathy as a key factor in developing profes-
sional competence in midwifery [13].

It is recommended that university instructors encour-
age students to establish empathetic, compassion-based
communication with pregnant women. Lee et al. report-
ed that immersive virtual reality can enhance cognitive
empathy by placing individuals in the perspective of oth-
ers [4].

Regarding educational and motivational factors, the
results indicated that interest in midwifery and cumula-
tive GPA from previous terms were positively associated
with empathy scores. Although only the association be-
tween interest in midwifery was confirmed as a potential
predictor in the multivariable linear regression, findings
from other studies support this result, suggesting that
greater interest in the field and higher academic achieve-
ment may strengthen students’ empathy-related skills,
self-confidence, and professional commitment [11, 18].
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Table 5. Results of multiple linear regression for predicting the adjusted empathy score of midwifery students (n=218)

Variables B Standard Error Standardized B t 95% CI P
Constant 61.542 6.109 -10.075 -73.582, -49.502 <0.001
Interest in mid- -0.879 0.218 -0.265 4.023 -1.039, -0.448 0.002
wifery (0-10)
Overall GPA -0.209 0.369 -0.037 -0.566 -0.936, 0.518 0.572

However, this finding is inconsistent with the study
by Ezzati et al. [5]. This discrepancy may be explained
by differences in research instruments, variations in stu-
dents’ perspectives, and cultural differences. Motivation
to choose midwifery implies that an individual, with an
awareness of the nature of care required for specific pop-
ulations—including women and newborns—enters the
profession with commitment, perseverance, and a sense
of professional responsibility [19].

Nevertheless, because the correlation coefficients were
weak, further investigation in future studies is needed to
identify other influential factors. Moreover, after apply-
ing the Bonferroni correction to control for Type I error
across multiple tests related to the empathy dimensions,
some of the weaker correlations became non-significant;
however, the primary relationships—particularly the
positive associations between the total empathy score
and both interest in midwifery and GPA—remained un-
changed. This suggests that studies with larger sample
sizes are required to further verify these weaker associa-
tions.

Master’s-level students obtained higher scores in the
“standing in the woman’s shoes” and “perspective tak-
ing” dimensions. It should be noted, however, that the
strength of these associations was weak. Other studies
have reported a negative effect of educational tenure
or years of study on empathy levels among midwifery
students [18, 20]. This finding suggests that clinical ex-
perience and greater interaction with clients, along with
increased education level, can help develop cognitive
empathy [21].

Regarding individual and social factors, married stu-
dents and those with a history of pregnancy achieved
higher scores in the “standing in the woman’s shoes”
dimension. Although this association was statistically
significant, its effect size was weak. Findings from com-
parable studies have supported this result, attributing it
to broader social experiences, the influence of parental
roles, and the practical application of interpersonal and
empathy-related skills [15, 22-25]. The sensitivity that
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parents employ when adapting their behavior to their
children’s needs often persists not only in mother—infant
interactions but also in relationships with other individu-
als [25].

According to the findings, although there was no rela-
tionship between employment status and empathy score,
the average empathy score was higher in employed
students than in unemployed students. The findings of
previous studies also confirm the existence of such a
relationship between employment and higher levels of
empathy [11, 25]. This finding was inconsistent with the
results of Hajibabaee et al. [15]. It seems that employ-
ment in health, social care, or childcare professions is
associated with personality traits, such as extraversion,
experientialism, and agreeableness, which make indi-
viduals kinder, more empathetic, and more adaptable in
interpersonal interactions [17].

It should be noted that several factors affecting stu-
dents’ empathy were not examined in this study. This
limitation underscores the need for qualitative research
examining environmental, educational, and interperson-
al factors.

Despite the strengths of the study, including the use
of an empathy questionnaire specific to the midwifery
profession, empathy was assessed through self-report.
Thus, the assessment was limited to students’ mental
dispositions and attitudes and did not include a detailed
evaluation of their clinical skills and actual behaviors.
Consequently, participants may have tended to present
themselves as more empathetic than they actually were.
In addition, the study was conducted among students in a
single city with considerable cultural similarities, which
limits the generalizability of the findings to the broader
population. Therefore, similar studies involving larger
populations and assessments of clinical communication
skills may produce more accurate results.

The low reliability of some subscales may also affect
the interpretation of the findings related to those sub-
scales and highlights the need to revise the instrument or
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use alternative instruments in future studies. However,
the average inter-item correlation was within the accept-
able range for most dimensions. In addition, applying the
Bonferroni correction made the results more conserva-
tive and rendered some marginal relationships statisti-
cally insignificant. Future studies should consider using
longer versions of the instrument or reexamining its fac-
tor structure. It should be noted that the key findings of
the study, such as the association between the total em-
pathy score and the main variables, were not affected by
this limitation.
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