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ABSTRACT

Introduction: for over a century, educational policies have vigorously promoted competency-based 
education in higher education students. 
Objective: it was proposed to determine the incidence of empathy in the competencies of specific norms 
of Obstetrics students at universities in Ica. 
Methods: there was a quantitative approach, a non-experimental correlational-causal design; The sample 
consisted of 101 female students in the last year of the Faculty of Obstetrics. The instrument was the 
personal reactivity questionnaire (first variable) and, for the second variable, the observation technique 
and performance checklist. 
Results: the results revealed that 67,33 % of the students presented a low level of empathy; 58,4% had a 
low level of cognitive empathy; 75,2 % had a low level of affective empathy; Regarding the competency 
standards, 86,14 % did not comply with the competencies, of this, in the care of pregnant women and 
unborn children, 7,9 % complied with them. In the dimension of caring for women and couples, 16,8 % 
complied. 
Conclusion: empathy significantly affected the competencies of specific norms in students evaluated, 
suggesting the need to strengthen this soft skill to improve the competitiveness of future obstetric 
professionals.
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RESUMEN

Introducción: durante más de un siglo, las políticas educativas han promovido enérgicamente la educación 
basada en competencias en los estudiantes de educación superior. 
Objetivo: se propuso determinar la incidencia de la empatía en las competencias de las normas específicas 
de los estudiantes de Obstetricia de las universidades de Ica. 
Métodos: se utilizó un enfoque cuantitativo, un diseño no experimental correlacional-causal; La muestra 
estuvo constituida por 101 alumnas del último año de la Facultad de Obstetricia. El instrumento fue el 
cuestionario de reactividad personal (primera variable) y, para la segunda variable, la técnica de observación 
y lista de chequeo de desempeño. 
Resultados: los resultados revelaron que el 67,33 % de los estudiantes presentó un bajo nivel de empatía; el 
58,4 % tuvo un bajo nivel de empatía cognitiva; el 75,2 % tuvo un bajo nivel de empatía afectiva. En cuanto a
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los estándares de competencia, el 86,14 % no cumplió con las competencias, de esto, en la atención a la 
mujer embarazada y al niño por nacer, el 7,9 % las cumplió. En la dimensión de atención a la mujer y a la 
pareja, el 16,8 % las cumplía. 
Conclusiones: la empatía afectó significativamente las competencias de normas específicas en los estudiantes 
evaluados, lo que sugiere la necesidad de fortalecer esta habilidad blanda para mejorar la competitividad de 
los futuros profesionales de la obstetricia.

Palabras clave: Empatía; Competencias; Prestación de Servicios de Salud; Estudiantes.

INTRODUCTION
One of the main higher education reforms of the previous century was to guide the competency-based 

education processes in the country, which started as a trend that gradually took shape and that, at present, 
has many instruments and methods that continue to be standardized according to the areas of knowledge 
taught in the university faculties. Different scholars emphasized that development by competencies is based 
on the process of evaluating student performance.(1) They emphasizing that students should not only carry out 
procedures based on their knowledge, but should also develop attitudes and values that allow them to analyze, 
question and reflect on their actions in the solution of problems according to the complexity of the social 
environment in which they work. Ideally, this would allow the formation of this human capital sufficiently to 
achieve the welfare of citizens throughout the national territory.(2)

Empathy is an important aspect for students in health schools and faculties, because it allows the 
strengthening of the emotional component during the process of human interaction and mobilizes skills, 
attitudes and psychological resources to effectively resolve any contingency that may arise. (3) Within this 
framework, education plays an essential role, thus allowing improvements in the modulation of this in the 
professional training process. It generates trust, provides an opportunity to avoid misunderstandings, allows 
understanding the feelings of the other, facilitating the collection of good information that favors a more 
accurate diagnosis of the patient. It also facilitates adherence to therapy, accelerating recovery.(3)

Despite its importance in the human training process, it is not given the place it should have in the curricular 
plans of university health schools, being relegated to a condition of its own initiative or, peculiarity of some 
academic school, which uses it as part of its marketing in its processes of student recruitment. In this context, 
the study set out to determine the incidence of empathy in the competencies of specific standards of midwifery 
students in universities in Ica, a region located south of Lima and which amalgamates an interesting convergence 
of multiple intercultural worldviews of a social group that continues to grow demographically and that demands 
health professionals with better professional and socioemotional skills.

Theoretical approach
The literature reports interesting information on the development and strengthening of empathy as 

a constituent part of social skills, demonstrating that they can be modulated and learned within academic 
contexts and that they have a direct impact on social interaction.(4) Likewise, there is evidence that empathy 
can be improved in young people, in contrast to older people,(5) a condition that was perfectly exploited by 
a study done in China, where it was possible to demonstrate the mediating role of empathy in the influence 
of the communicative capacity, obtaining that more than 80 % of female university students showed medium 
to high levels in communicative competencies associated with empathy. This determines a direct influence 
of communicative competence on empathy and of the latter on interpersonal communicative competences.
(6) In more regional settings, in Chile, generic social skills were linked to curricular activities in obstetrics 
and childcare students in a university, showing that they significantly favored curricular performance where 
students interacted with patients,(7) being considered as a key key in the process of professional training in 
health,(8) which provides greater glimpses of good results to this proposal. In the country, research has also 
been conducted that has determined good levels of association between emotional intelligence and empathy, 
which should be approached concomitantly when induction activities are intended to be carried out with 
young students.(9) In regions within the country, studies were conducted that proposed the analysis of the links 
between empathy and the inductive processes taught to students in university professional schools, obtaining 
high levels of relationship,(10) which undoubtedly provided sufficient background to justify the research that 
sought to go beyond merely determining the associations, since the determination of the levels of causality was 
prioritized as a condition that would provide greater arguments to generate academic discussions of curricular 
restructuring in which the need for human and then scientific-technical training would be prioritized.

Regarding the thematic theoretical approach, the concept of empathy has received multiple inputs and 
contributions in its evolutionary process from different specialists, researchers in the field, psychologists, 
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which has allowed the emergence of theories or approaches and new models on empathy, whose etymological 
root is Apathon (in Greek), equivalent to feeling from within.(11) Going to a more contemporary context, 
cognitive empathy aims to understand and interpret the feelings of others.(11,12) It is organized in perspective 
and fantasy. The perspective-taking dimension assesses the source of the emotion, its intensity, and how the 
experience achieves a specific outcome or "understanding the other person's point of view." Fantasy, which 
includes imagining, dreaming, identifying with the feelings of others, and expressing fantasies.(11) The faculty to 
connect with, feel the emotions, sensations and feelings of others is known as affective empathy.(10) Empathic 
concern are the emotions in individuals who feel concern for others without reaching despair upon learning of 
the person's discomfort that can often turn into affective support. The set of reactions of emotional disturbance 
such as indisposition or anxiety felt by one person towards another who is having some complicated negative 
situation is known as "concern for the feelings of the other" or general discomfort.(12)

On the other hand, the Davis Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI)(13) is based on the broad sense that empathy 
is related to a person's reactions to the experiences observed by another. It analyzes the mechanism of individual 
differences in empathic orientation from a multidimensional perspective. It comprises 28 items distributed in 
four subscales that evaluate four independent dimensions of the total concept of empathy: Empathic Concern 
(EC), Perspective Taking, Personal Discomfort (PD) and Fantasy (FS), with seven items each. The mechanism 
consists of telling the person to make a series of statements related to their thoughts and feelings in different 
situations, and asks them how they feel about themselves.(13) 

Since the research proposal proposes a university higher education environment, it is indicated that, due to 
the globalization of education by competencies, additional processes are currently proposed to complement 
the traditional training accepted and endorsed by the government,(14) since it is certain that training exclusively 
in the cognitive aspect distances too much from the condition of humanity that should permanently accompany 
the procedures involved in public health care.(15) Thus, the competency-based educational model seeks to 
generate training processes to face challenges according to the needs of the globalized world oriented to 
personal and professional development with quality, taking into account the needs of society and context.(14,16)

Competencies are complex processes that mobilize knowledge for the resolution of problems through 
activities according to the requirements of the environment, personnel who contribute to the construction and 
transformation of reality whose purpose is to seek human welfare. In this process, self-motivation, initiative, 
collaborative work, observation, explanation, analysis, procedures and strategies interact, all taking into 
account the specific requirements.(1,14) Competencies are macro skills that integrate three types of knowledge: 
cognitive, procedural and attitudinal.(17,18) Competence is a complex knowledge that uses knowledge and human 
dimensions in certain scenarios.(1)

At the higher education level, there is greater emphasis on strengthening the research process, based on 
know-how and cognitive and attitudinal contents, moving from merely transmitting repetitive concepts to 
awakening the student's motivation and intellectual curiosity. In this order of ideas, basic competences are 
considered as those cognitive competences essential for the formation of a profession. This includes knowledge, 
technical and procedural skills, which are appropriate at lower educational levels, such as the appropriate 
use of written, oral and mathematical language. However, reality strikes this component, since, according to 
reports and academic documents, there is still much to be done in this process, within the context of regular 
basic education,(19) although this will not be a topic to be addressed in this study.

Generic skills are the common foundation of the profession and are required in specific situations of 
professional practice that require complex responses.(1) Strengthening them will guarantee the graduation of a 
good professional in the field of obstetrics for the welfare of society although, to achieve this, it is necessary 
to mobilize knowledge, attitudes, skills and abilities during the training process.(13,14) In this regard, since 
2016, the College of Obstetricians of Peru (COP) has had specific professional training guidelines in effect until 
today, which are permanently available for the consideration of institutions, technical professionals and the 
public. These documents were the result of workshops with the social actors involved and include aspects 
suggested by the academics. The goal is to establish quality standards to obtain the certification of professional 
competencies(20) with a view to international standardization, constituting a series of related procedures based 
on the competency approach that are conducted by the aforementioned professional association to strengthen 
the professional, personal and social development of the members of its order.(21)

Competency norms are technical documents or standards that contain competency components. They detail 
what a person is able to perform in the function of the tasks that correspond to the productive activity. The 
productive function is determined in the student by the performance criteria. According to the established, 
the achievement of the productive function in the student is determined by the performance criterion. The 
characteristics and circumstances of performance are defined by the field of application and the evaluation by 
competency standards evaluates the achievement of formative learning through performance. In this sense, 
the second instrument used, the control or checklist, also known as a checklist, is an evaluation mechanism 
that establishes criteria for recording actions oriented to effective decision-making on a particular activity. It 
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has indicators based on the COP guide by which it is possible to clearly determine whether these criteria have 
been met. It allows dichotomous selections (yes/no, complies/does not comply, etc.).(17)

The objective of the research was proposed to determine the incidence of empathy in the competencies of 
specific norms of Obstetrics students at universities in Ica.

METHODS
The approach was quantitative, systematized, basic, and explanatory in scope.(22) We worked with two 

variables and predetermined instruments, where the collection of information allowed measurement and 
analysis in statistical procedures.(23) The study was carried out with a non-experimental, cross-sectional and 
causal correlational design, seeking to explain the relationship of influence of one variable on another to 
establish some degree of prediction, and with the information obtained the respective analysis was performed. 
The sample consisted of 101 obstetrics internship students from the universities of Ica, who were doing their 
internship in local hospitals. For this study, the survey technique was used to measure the first variable 
(Empathy) by means of the 28-item Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI) (Cronbach's Alpha = 0,851). 

For the second variable (Specific Norm Competencies), the observation technique was applied. Instrument 
of 20 verifiable items (Kuder Richardson value = 0,795). The statistical test of ordinal logistic regression (OLS) 
was used, which corresponds to the causal correlational study, highlighting the Exp(B) indexes to determine the 
percentage level of influence of one variable on the other.(24)

RESULTS
The results obtained for the empathy variable evaluated in the students of the last year of the midwifery 

career revealed a clear tendency towards the low level, followed by the high level, although in a third of the 
predominant percentage (See Figure 1. A). This would show that there would not be sufficient positioning within 
the professional training processes. This was also reflected in the frequencies obtained in the two evaluated 
dimensions of this variable, and, although the dominance of the low level was seen in both, the most striking 
thing was to see that it was higher in the affective dimension, compared to the cognitive one (See Figure 1. B).

Figure 1. Descriptive results: A. Levels of empathy of midwifery students evaluated in universities in Ica. B. 
Levels determined in frequencies for the dimensions of the variable Empathy evaluated in these same students.

For the variable competencies of specific norms, there was a dominant majority of students who did not 
meet the basic requirements evaluated in the field of midwifery, a situation that was noticeably reflected in the 
two dimensions evaluated, although in the case of the second dimension (caring for the woman and partner) 
the percentage of compliance was more than double the homologous item of the first dimension (See Figure 2. 
A., B.). This result validates that of the first variable and, although negative, provides evidence that the links 
between the two could be theoretically and pragmatically justified. 

Regarding the statistical analysis, it should be indicated that, previously, the requirements for the execution 
of the test (Omnibus test and pseudo R-squared estimators) and the obtaining of the contrast estimators were 
fulfilled. Thus, it was determined that empathy significantly impacted specific norm competencies (p<0,0001, 
Wald = 34,56), although what was most interesting was that, the value of Exp(B=2,98) = 19,69 which, translated 
into percentage terms, would indicate that there would be about 20 % level of influence of empathy on specific 
norm competencies. This result would reveal the incidence, although, according to the descriptive results, they 
would not necessarily be desirable for this professional group. 

On the other hand, the results of the specific contrasts had a similar path, although the percentage levels 
of incidence were lower than those obtained in the general contrast. Thus, a level of influence of 11,25 % of 
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empathy was determined for the dimension Attending to the pregnant woman and the unborn child, while for 
the dimension Attending to the woman and partner it was only 5,13 %, less than half that of the first. In general 
terms, this would show that empathy does have an impact on both dimensions; however, since it is lower in the 
second dimension, there is a probability of the interference of some related factor that has not been visualized 
in this analysis (see Table 1). 

Figure 2. Descriptive results: A. Frequency levels for the variable specific standards competencies evaluated 
in midwifery students of the universities of Ica. B. Levels determined in frequencies for the dimensions of the 
variable competencies of specific norms evaluated in these same students.

Table 1. Contrast estimators of the influence of Empathy on the variable Competencies of specific norms and its dimen-
sions, evaluated in students of the last year of the career of Obstetrics in universities of Ica, 2022.

Dependent variables assessed** B Standard 
Error

Wald Gl Sig. Exp(B)

Competencies of specific standards 2,980 0,309 34,560 1 0,000 19,688

Care for the pregnant woman and the unborn 
child

2,420 0,369 43,040 1 0,000 11,250

Care for the woman and partner 1,634 0,273 35,750 1 0,000 5,125

**Ordinal Logistic Regression Test (ORT). Var. Independent: Empathy. N=101 // Omnibus tests X2<0,0001

DISCUSSIONS
In the descriptive analyses it was possible to distinguish that the negative levels (Low) were predominant 

over the positive ones (High), which would reflect precariousness levels in the use of Empathy and, similarly, the 
observed levels of Non-compliance with specific standards in the performance process of the students during 
their internship in local hospitals are also worrisome, taking into account that these are upcoming professionals 
who will be inserted in the health care labor market, where the quality of care should be improved instead of 
being detrimental(25) and, what is worse, it would be an indicator that in the institutions of university higher 
education, this soft skill is not being promoted, despite the recommendations and availability of the information 
contained in the technical guidelines on this aspect, by the COP.(21) In this situation, it remains to reflect on the 
operationalization and implementation of the strengthening of these competencies within the curricular plans 
that universities implement for the training of future midwifery professionals.(26) In this sense, the responsibility 
should not be placed solely on the educational entities,(18,19) but rather, the need should be reflected upon to 
undertake a path of improvement in the provision of health care services, as some neighboring countries have 
done , basing the plan on elements that allow for the humanization of the personnel, taking into account that 
the vast majority of these students evidence satisfaction in caring for other human beings, being the reflection 
of an authentic vocation, which could provide many traits of self-kindness, and development of social skills that 
would support the relevance of teamwork, which is essential in health services.(27,28)

We believe that the strengthening of empathic skills in students should start as a proposal from the practice 
of health care instead of waiting for a theoretical basis on which to develop the details of these social and soft 
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skills programs. Teaching styles in the health care sector indicate that the training experience is much richer 
when it is provided within the contexts where the health service is provided, rather than in the university 
cloisters.(29,30) This provides greater robustness to the need to establish academic parameters that would 
be required as essential at a stage prior to the health care practice of future health professionals. In this 
perspective, the results of the hypothesis contrasts ratify the influence of empathy in the real performance of 
the evaluated and, although the levels of influence were not uniform, definitely, the information generated in 
this study provides evidence to prioritize the topics or themes on which should be more and better influenced in 
the teaching process to the students, which, eventually, should be extended to the students, eventually, should 
be extended to younger teachers, who also show a greater predisposition to modulate their levels of empathy, 
which could have a doubly positive effect, since if the change is achieved in the trainer, it would have a greater 
effect on the trainees.(5,31,32)

A separate issue is that this social skill - empathy - can also be practiced by patients,(33) since it is complicated 
to deal with a myriad of sociocultural variables that vary according to the geographical contexts in the national 
territory, however, it should be remembered that, in general, the patient comes to the professional with 
a positive expectation that predisposes him/her to follow the indications and precisions provided by him/
her, since his/her recovery would depend on it. This condition provides a greater advantage to the health 
professional, since, if he/she practices empathy correctly, the result obtained in the provision of the service 
will be much better, having, as an added value, the satisfaction of the work accomplished and the gratitude 
of the patient. This situation would result in their level of job satisfaction, which is diminished by some 
externalities such as salary levels and job stability, which would be interesting to link in future research.(34,35)

Finally, by way of conclusions, it is indicated that the variability of the levels of the competencies of specific 
norms is due to 19,69 % of the levels of empathy in the midwifery students evaluated in the universities of Ica. 
On the other hand, the variability of the levels of the competencies of specific norms in attending the pregnant 
woman and the unborn child according to current regulations is due to 11,25 % of the levels of empathy in these 
same students. Finally, the variability of the levels of competencies in attending the woman and couple in their 
demand and needs for contraceptive methods according to current norms is due to 5,13 % of the empathy levels 
of these midwifery students.
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