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Research Paper
Ethical Sensitivity and Moral Self-concept of Nursing 
Students During Internship: Factors and Assessment

Background and Objectives: Ethical sensitivity prevents moral dilemmas; moral self-concept 
develops via adaptation to others’ expectations. Nursing education provides an opportunity to 
internalize ethical sensitivity and improve moral self-concept because nurses are often faced with 
serious situations that require higher ethical knowledge. Therefore, we assessed sensitivity and 
moral self-concept in nursing students and related factors.

Methods: This quasi-experimental study was designed for one group to investigate the degree of 
students’ moral self-concept and ethical sensitivity in an internship program (12 months) and their 
related factors. Thirty-nine undergraduate nursing students were selected by census sampling 
method. The inclusion criteria included senior bachelor’s degree students and their desire to 
participate in the study. Lutzen’s ethical sensitivity questionnaire (25 items) and Lutzen’s moral 
self-concept questionnaire (18 items) were used. Data were analyzed by SPSS software, version 
22 using described by number, percentage, Mean±SD and assessed by the paired t-test. 

Results: The majority of the participants (74.4%) were women (76.9%) and single, (48.7%) 
aged 23 years, and (76.9%) reported participation in the ethics workshops. The mean score of 
students’ ethical sensitivity before the internship was at a medium level (109.64±9.51), which 
improved to a higher level (115.56±8.88) after the internship. There was a significant difference 
between the mean score of ethical sensitivity before and after the internship (P<0.001). This 
difference was not significant for the mean score of moral self-concept. The correlation of study 
variables with gender, marital status, and age was not significant, while there was a significant 
difference regarding participation in the workshop (P<0.02).

Conclusion: Ethical sensitivity was influenced by participating in ethics workshops; thus, 
continuous training can be effective to improve it. It can enhance ethical sensitivity and reduce 
the risk of unethical behavior among nurses in the future.
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Introduction

ince nurses’ work mainly focuses on pa-
tients, ethics in nursing offers a framework 
to help them ensure the safety of patients 
and their fellow healthcare providers [1]. 
Nursing is an ethical profession that in-
cludes the values, rights, duties, and re-
sponsibilities of nurses in relation to the 

patient, clients of other professions, and organizations 
[2]. Gastmans also believes nursing needs to be an ethi-
cal practice because professional care and treatment deci-
sions and actions are designed for the comfort and respect 
of human beings [3]. Sensitivity to ethical issues is one of 
the criteria for nurses’ professional competence [4]. 

Lutzen defines moral sensitivity based on individuals’ 
cognitive ability [5], which helps nurses diagnose pa-
tients’ problems at the proper time and make the best 
decision [6]. Ethical sensitivity requires nurses to rec-
ognize patients’ needs by learning and interpreting their 
verbal and non-verbal behaviors [7]. The development 
of ethical sensitivity creates an attitude and ethical re-
sponse in nurses, which enables them to provide effec-
tive and ethical care for patients [8]. Moral self-concept 
has been identified as an important factor influencing 
moral sensitivity, but there is no sufficient evidence to 
support it [9].

Moral self-concept refers to how a person feels and 
thinks about moral issues based on moral values, and 
awareness of good and evil in human beings [10]. Self-
concept is formed and changed in the social process of 
interaction with others. In other words, moral self-con-
cept develops during one’s adaptation to the moral needs 
and expectations of others [11]. Moral self-concept does 
not form spontaneously and easily and requires constant 
internal and external effort. Ethical education of nurses 
requires careful planning of the educational system and 
involvement of students in the category of ethical chal-
lenges during their courses. Nursing education provides 
an opportunity to internalize moral sensitivity and im-
prove moral self-concept [10]. Lee et al. believed that 
self-concept plays an important role in the development 
of moral sensitivity and subsequently in moral decision-
making [12].

Literature reviews reveal various factors influencing 
moral sensitivity, such as age, culture, religion, personal 
experiences, and career attitudes to affect moral sensitiv-
ity, income level, work-life quality, professional satisfac-
tion, length of service provided by nurses, ethics educa-
tion, age groups, and educational background [11, 13, 

14]. Borhani et al. studied students’ perceptions of the 
factors affecting moral sensitivity in a qualitative study 
and five themes emerged, including individual charac-
teristics, teaching mutual understanding, internal and ex-
ternal control factors, and having immoral experiences 
[15].

Some studies have explained the effect of educational 
methods on moral sensitivity. Education can provide a 
good opportunity to improve moral sensitivity by pro-
viding scientific definitions, examples, case studies, and 
teaching aids [16]. Karimi et al. consider moral self-
concept as the product of the interaction of learning and 
teaching with individual characteristics [17].

The academic nursing training course in Iran lasts 
four years. Theoretical and practical topics are learned 
under the supervision of an instructor in the first three 
years. The fourth year is dedicated to an internship in 
the clinical environment. The students undertake intern-
ships in clinical settings under the indirect supervision of 
clinical nursing educators [18]. Clinical internship is the 
main part of education for practical skills. The quality of 
education in this period is necessary to fulfill future job 
responsibilities after graduation, and during this period, 
if the education officials cannot meet the expected abili-
ties, they will fail to fulfill their duties [19, 20]. Nurs-
ing students are expected to be empowered by applied 
ethical knowledge during the clinical training course, to 
be able to solve ethical issues in the future [21]. A Finn-
ish study showed a significant difference between the 
moral judgment of first and last-year nursing students; 
thus, the level of education can affect students’ moral 
judgment [22]. Some studies have explained the effect 
of educational methods on moral sensitivity. Education 
can provide a good opportunity to improve moral sensi-
tivity by providing scientific definitions, examples, case 
studies, and teaching aids [16]. Weaver and Morse argue 
that clinical practice and interpersonal relationships in a 
therapeutic care environment affect moral sensitivity [6].

In Iranian culture, it is believed that the inner instinct 
of people leads people to moral behavior and sensitiv-
ity to moral issues based on their personal characteristics 
and beliefs, and moral self-concept and moral sensitiv-
ity are influenced by culture, customs, and professional 
conditions in society [23]. Therefore, this study aimed 
to investigate the sensitivity and moral self-concept in 
nursing students and the factors affecting it during the 
internship.

S
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Methods

This research is a quasi-experimental study designed 
for one group to investigate the degree of students’ moral 
self-concept and ethical sensitivity before and after the 
internship program and their related factors. A quasi-ex-
perimental design is a useful method in situations where 
true experiments cannot be used for ethical or practical 
reasons. The minimum required sample size was 34 
people in two groups considering the confidence level 
of 95%, and the test power of 80% [10]. The sample size 
before the study is equal to half of the estimate of two in-
dependent groups plus two [24]. Therefore, 36 samples 
are enough, and 39 undergraduate nursing students of Is-
lamic Azad University, Shahrekord Branch, entered the 
study. Inclusion criteria consisted of being in the final 
year of the Bachelor’s degree, intention to participate in 
the study, completing the internship period, ending the 
last year of the Bachelor’s degree program in the clini-
cal setting, and having informed consent to participate 
in this study. The exclusion criterion was the unwilling-
ness to participate in the study. The first part of the ques-
tionnaire was related to the demographic information of 
nursing students and the second part was Lutzen’s moral 
sensitivity questionnaire with 25 items, scoring from one 
(strongly disagree) to five (strongly agree). In total, the 
scores of the participants varied from a minimum of 28 
to a maximum of 196, the reliability of the tool was cal-
culated to be 0.85 using Cronbach’s α by Borhani et al. 
[10]. In the current study, for reliability calculation, the 
questionnaire was distributed among 30 nursing students 
who were not study participants. The Cronbach’s α was 
obtained at 0.72. Another questionnaire was Chang’s 
moral self-concept questionnaire consisted of 18 items. 
It was translated into Persian previously by Borhani et 
al. and its validity and reliability were measured (Cron-
bach’s α 0.76) [10]. It is scored from one (completely 
disagree) to five (completely agree), and the minimum 
and maximum scores are 18 and 90, respectively. Also, 
in the present study, for reliability calculation, the ques-
tionnaire was distributed among 30 individuals of the 
study sample who did not participate in the investigation 
processes of the research. The reliability of the question-
naire was obtained at 0.71 via Cronbach’s α. 

Data were analyzed by SPSS software, version 22 us-
ing described by number, percentage, Mean±SD and as-
sessed by the paired t-test. 

This study was conducted with a quantitative ap-
proach and a self-report method. The participants were 
limited to nursing students of Islamic Azad University, 
Shahrekord Branch.

Results

A total of 39 nursing students were assessed, of whom 
74.4% were female, 25.6% were male, 76.9% were sin-
gle, 23.1 were married, and all participants were aged 
20-24 years. Also, 76.9% did not participate in ethical 
workshops before the internship. 

The Kolmogorov-Smirnov test confirmed normal dis-
tribution (P>0.05) of the mean scores of ethical sensitiv-
ity and moral self-concept.

The mean score of ethical sensitivity before and after 
the internship program is shown in Table 1. 

The results showed that most participants had a mod-
erate level of ethical sensitivity before the internship 
(71-112, 61.5%) which improved to a high level (113-
155, 56.4%) after the program. The paired t-test results 
showed a significant difference between the mean score 
of ethical sensitivity before and after the internship pro-
gram (P<0.001; Table 1).

The results showed that most participants had a mod-
erate level of self-concept before the internship (37-55, 
56.4%), which improved (non-significant) to a high lev-
el (56-74, 48.7%) after the program (Table 2).

Table 3 shows a significant relationship between ethical 
workshop participation and ethical sensitivity and moral 
self-concept; however, sex and marital status showed no 
significant relationship with ethical sensitivity and moral 
self-concept.

Discussion

In this study, nursing students were mostly female 
(74.4%) and single (76.9%), they reported no workshop 
participation (76.9%), and all were aged 20-24 years. 

Most students had a moderate level of ethical sensitiv-
ity before the internship, which improved to a high level. 
The mean score of ethical sensitivity improved signifi-
cantly after the internship program (P<0.05); however, 
the moral self-concept of the students showed no signifi-
cant difference after the internship program.

The result of this study showed that the ethical sensitiv-
ity of nursing students varied significantly from moder-
ate to high levels after the internship program. The same 
result was also achieved in other studies [25]. In some 
previous studies, the ethical sensitivity and orientation 
scores of nursing students were at a moderate level [9, 
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26]. The different results observed may be due to the 
lack of a standard for the quality of education in nurs-
ing faculties. Nursing educators are required to improve 
and incorporate ethical teaching strategies that improve 
ethical sensitivity into the nursing curriculum. Thus, a 
significant improvement can be achieved in terms of the 
standard of ethics education in nursing education.

The correlation between moral self-concept and mor-
al sensitivity was positive (r=0.34, P=0.00) [9]. In the 
study by Tuvesson and Lützén, the moral sensitivity of 
participants was at a moderate level [27]. Recognizing 
distressing and ethically problematic situations is highly 
important in decision-making processes [28]. Fulfill-
ing this highly important task not only requires ethical 
knowledge but also ethical sensitivity. Individuals who 
possess ethical sensitivity are capable of solving ethical 
conflicts. Ethical sensitivity and moral reasoning are the 
required skills for ethical decision-making in nursing 
practice, and these skills can be taught and learned [29].

Efforts to improve ethical sensitivity are recommend-
ed. These include developing and providing relevant 
systems and policies, cultivating ethical responsibility, 
and introducing different departmental education pro-

grams that can simultaneously enhance nursing ethical 
sensitivity and the organization’s ethical climate.

In this study, most students had a moderate level of 
ethical sensitivity before the internship, which improved 
to a high level. This difference was not significant for 
the mean score of moral self-concept before and after the 
internship period. The reason might be related to taking a 
longer time to change the moral self-concept.

Jennings et al. believed that the moral self-concept is 
a complex amalgam of moral constructs and processes 
[30]. Kim showed that there is a significant relationship 
between the history of ethical education and moral self-
concept with ethical sensitivity [11]. The workplace en-
vironment influences nurses’ moral self-concept; Karimi 
et al. (2019) found that the high mean score of moral 
self-concept in nurses working in special wards and in 
the dimensions of moral self-concept, the knowledge 
showed the highest score and the leadership showed the 
lowest score [17]. A lower score in leadership indicates 
the inability of nurses to control the organizational en-
vironment on their moral self-concept. Borhani et al. 
showed that nurses’ concern about ethics can lead to 
more sensitivity and ethical behavior in decision-making 
situations. Therefore, improving moral self-concept can 

Table 1. Ethical sensitivity level and mean score before and after the internship program 

Ethical Sensitivity
No. (%) Mean±SD Paired 

T-testBefore After Before After 

Low 28-70 0 0

109.64±9.51 115.56±8.88 0.001*
Moderate 71-112 24(61.5) 17(43.5)

High 113-155 15(38.5) 22(56.4)

Very High 156-198 0 0

*P<0.001.�  

Table 2. Moral self-concept level and mean score before and after the internship program

Moral Self-concept
No. (%) Mean±SD Paired 

T-testBefore After Before After 

Low 18-36 0 0

73.89±6.78 74.12±6.83 P=0.2
Moderate 37-55 22(56.4) 20(51.3)

High 56-74 17(43.6) 19(48.7)

Very High 75-92 0 0
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enhance ethical sensitivity [10]. Differences in results 
can be due to differences in the educational system and 
encountering contextual ethical challenges.

The necessity of training and preparing nurses to have 
a higher professional self-concept and self-esteem is felt. 
Also, nurses’ self-concept is affected by the public im-
age of the nursing profession; thus, social support plays a 
role in creating this moral self-concept in students. 

The moralistic nature of the nursing profession is both 
due to the content of this major and the student’s mo-
tivations. In other words, it can be safely assumed that 
nurses are mainly driven by strong moral motivations, 
and even if they are not aware of it at the beginning, this 
recognition is acquired in the process of professional 
socialization. In addition, incidents involving ethical 
considerations are numerous, and it is only expected that 
nurses have higher levels of ethical self-concept.

Regarding the factors related to moral sensitivity, there 
are conflicting results. The results of the current study 
showed a significant difference between the ethical sen-
sitivity of students and the history of participating in the 
ethics workshop. Torabizadeh et al. found a significant 
relationship between the preceptorship program and 
the moral self-concept of nursing students [31], which 
is consistent with the findings of Snowden et al. and 
Ekramifar et al. [32, 33].

It is suggested to hold workshops and seminars to im-
prove the ethical sensitivity of nursing students. The re-
sults of Soltani et al. are consistent with those of the pres-
ent study who showed the effectiveness of the nursing 
ethics workshops. Nurses can make appropriate deci-

sions in clinical environments by knowing the strategies 
to deal with ethical challenges [34]. However, discussing 
moral dilemmas with other nurses can be challenging. 
Therefore, the nursing profession needs a kind of culture 
building in the field of nurses’ self-reflection about ethi-
cal problems in clinical environments.

The results of the current study showed no significant 
difference between the ethical sensitivity of students and 
their gender, which is supported by some studies [34-
36]. In the study by Lützén and Nordin, women’s ethical 
sensitivity was more than men’s, but men had fewer ar-
guments and moral problems in daily activities [5]. Pos-
sibly the difference in the results is related to the setting. 

The results of the current study showed no significant 
difference between the ethical sensitivity of students and 
their age. Some studies reported the same results [10, 35, 
37]. On the contrary, Tuvesson & Lützén reported a sig-
nificant relationship between the mean score of moral 
sensitivity and age [27]. Kim et al. showed that nurses 
aged 25 to 30 years had a higher level of ethical sensitiv-
ity compared to those aged <25 and >30 years [38]. It 
is possible that despite the increasing age of nurses, the 
ability to recognize ethical problems decreases and leads 
to a decrease in sensitivity to ethical issues. This differ-
ence with the result of the current study may be due to 
the variety of age distribution among nurses versus nurs-
ing students because of less experience in confrontation 
with ethical challenges.

Alnajjar et al. also showed the effect of age, academic 
year, and clinical work experience on ethical sensitivity 
[26]. Öztürk et al. in addition to the cases mentioned by 
Alnajjar et al., considered marital status, family struc-

Table 3. Relationship between demographic factors and the mean score of ethical sensitivity and moral self-concept of nursing 
students before and after the internship program

Relating Factors Stage
Ethical Sensitivity Moral Self-concept

Mean Difference P** Mean Difference P**

Sex
Before 4.92 0.16 -1.34 0.59

After 0.982 0.12 4.47 0.07

Marital status
Before 0.993 0.39 1.16 0.86

After 7.37 0.056 0.16 0.87

Workshop participa-
tion

Before 0.33 0.39 1.16 0.65

After 7.37 0.02* 0.16 0.87

**Paired t-test, *P<0.001�
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ture, and gender as effective factors [13]. Ertuğ et al. 
found a history of moral education, age, and level of 
education related to ethical sensitivity [14].

Conclusion

This study showed that the ethical sensitivity of nursing 
students varied significantly after the internship program. 
The importance of the moral self-concept on the ethical sen-
sitivity of nursing students should be recognized and clari-
fied for practical application. Ethical sensitivity training of 
students should be conducted and an effective method of 
participating in ethics workshops concisely should be no-
ticed. For nursing students with high levels of ethical sen-
sitivity, more attention should be paid to providing external 
support, such as regarding ethical problem-solving feed-
back. These results reflect the need for ongoing efforts to 
develop methods for nursing students’ ethics education pro-
grams. Furthermore, moral self-concept development needs 
long-term multidimensional efforts.

Today, due to scientific advances, nurses face different 
ethical issues that were not the case before. Therefore, 
moral sensitivity and improving moral self-concept in-
volve nurses in effectively solving these challenges. 

Limitations

The sample size was small and limited to the nursing 
students of Islamic Azad University Shahrekord Branch, 
which may limit the generalizability of the results. Thus, 
there is a need for a larger and more diverse sample of 
nursing students. Also, the survey was based on self-
report, which was likely to be biased. In addition, this 
research was a quasi-experimental study; future studies 
could use different study methods, such as tracking indi-
viduals over time through clinical training programs, to 
further study measuring changes in moral sensitivity and 
moral self-concept before and after interventions.
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