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Abstract
Men are underrepresented in caring degrees such as nursing, teaching and social work. 
There is a political ambition to attract more men to these educational programmes, in part 
because of the future, global need for professionals such as nurses and teachers. A com-
mon explanation for men not entering these programmes concerns the relational aspects. 
Care and empathy are important components in caring professions - skills which tradition-
ally have been associated with the female role, and stereotypically viewed as less suitable 
for men. There has been too little research on how male students that do enter caring 
degrees evaluate the programmes’ emphasis on empathy, and furthermore whether this 
relates to their commitment to their future profession. In this study I show that there is no 
difference between male and female students in reporting that the study programmes have 
overemphasised empathy. However, reporting that the degree has given excessive weight 
to empathy is negatively related to commitment to the profession among male students 
and not among female students.

Keywords  Empathy · Professional commitment · Tinto · Skills · Learning outcome · 
Leadership

Introduction

Teaching, nursing, and social work are relational occupations, in which care and empathy 
are important competencies of the core professional activities (Abbott & Meerabeau, 1998; 
Mausethagen & Kostøl, 2010). The relational component of these professions has been a 
common explanation for the reluctance of men to enter them (Abbott & Meerabeau, 1998; 
Bradley, 2000; Mastekaasa & Smeby, 2008). Projections show that there is a growing need 
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for so-called caring professionals across Europe, especially in nursing and teaching (Euro-
pean Commission, 2020). Attracting individuals to choose these education paths is therefore 
vital, followed by the need to keep them engaged throughout their education and during 
their time in the workforce. Above all, there is a political ambition to attract more men, who 
are currently underrepresented in these professions and the education (Myklebust et al., 
2019; DBH, 2022).

Nursing, social work and teaching have been viewed as traditionally feminine occupa-
tions, associated with low status, and therefore deemed as being less desirable and unsuit-
able for men. The literature also exhibits that men could experience difficulties in female 
dominated degrees, especially in the recruitment phase: In a review investigating pre-reg-
istered nursing students’ view on barriers and facilitators in recruiting men to nursing pro-
grammes, male nurses reported the perception of female nurses and the society in general 
viewing male nurses as being less caring (Gavine et al., 2020). Whitford et al. (2020) fur-
thermore found that nursing was characterised as a female occupation, not suitable for men. 
Stott (2007) found that male nursing students were concerned with whether they were able 
to conduct caring work in an appropriate manner, which they reported was associated with 
being feminine. The same tendency has been found in primary school teacher education. 
Student teachers report a common reason for fewer men applying being due to the occupa-
tion being viewed as a feminine job, one in which values associated with the “mother role,” 
such as empathy and care, is central (Drudy, 2008). In the social work profession, the minor-
ity of male students has been explained because social work education contains “gendered 
praxises” (Christie, 1998), and it is difficult for male students to fully master these gendered 
praxises, because they relate to traditional feminine values such as caring and nurturing 
(Abbott & Meerabeau, 1998; Crabtree, 2014).

In a recent study from Norway, it was found that male students in female dominated 
programmes had higher drop our rates compared to women (Abrahamsen Bente, 2020). 
Although this is not a consistent finding internationally (Mastekaasa & Smeby, 2008; Meyer 
& Strauß, 2019; Riegle-Crumb et al., 2016), it actualises a question of whether non-com-
pletion among men in part relates to the same reasons as many men avoid entering this 
type of education in the first place. Research into the experience of being male in female 
dominated education is predominantly qualitative and usually focuses on the experience 
of being a gender minority (Myklebust, 2020). Although perspectives around empathy and 
caring aspects often are a theme in these studies, they usually centre around male students’ 
perception of how others view them (Crabtree, 2014; Meadus & Twomey, 2011). Few of 
these studies explicitly address male students’ perception of how empathy is handled in the 
education and training, and whether this is associated with their identification within their 
future profession.

One way of getting information on students’ evaluation of how aspects of empathy is 
handled in the educational programme, is through assessing learning outcomes. Growing 
attention has been given to how and what students learn in higher education, often measured 
through self-evaluation of attainment of relevant skills (Caspersen et al., 2017). Empathy 
is seen as a core skill and value for the caring profession, and a necessity if the job is to 
be done properly (Begley, 2010; Kemp & Reupert, 2012). Measuring learning outcomes 
through self-report captures students’ attitudes towards whether their education contributes 
to acquiring relevant competencies and not actual acquired learning (Gonyea & Miller, 
2011). Their attitude towards whether the training has equipped them with sufficient learn-
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ing of empathy could be associated with their attitude towards their future profession. Con-
sidering the above argument that males are less attracted to these educations because of 
the relational aspect, the overall research question is: Do male students in care education 
feel the programme has given too much weight on empathy learning outcomes compared 
to female students, and is this associated with lower professional commitment for male 
students?

As a contrast, students’ assessment of leadership learning outcome will also be investi-
gated. According to scholars such as Brass & Holloway (2021), the caring professions have 
become more managerial and bureaucratic during the last few decades, actualising the need 
for managerial skills. In parallel with this, male students in caring occupations are more 
often attracted to leadership positions and have a higher likelihood of filling them (Abra-
hamsen & Storvik, 2019; Karlsen, 2012). By including learning outcomes related to both 
empathic skills and leadership skills we will be able to say (1) whether there is something 
unique with the provision of empathy skills for students’ commitment to the profession; 
and (2) whether different types of skills predict professional commitment to become caring 
professionals differently for men and women.

Professional commitment in relational education

Professional commitment is defined as the individual’s attitudes and bond towards his or 
her profession (Klein et al., 2013). In the workforce, high levels of professional commit-
ment are associated with outcomes that benefit both the employer and the employee, such 
as a reduced intention to leave the profession and higher levels of job satisfaction (Lee et 
al., 2000). For students in various short professional degrees the formation of commitment 
is in process even while they are in training (e.g., Gan 2021). Compared to the disciplin-
ary programmes, the result is more defined as they are going into a specific line of work. 
Students start to adopt and align with the core values of their future profession, contributing 
to commitment to and identification with the profession. Taking on the identity as a profes-
sional and thus becoming committed to the profession is seen as an important mechanism 
for developing appropriate professional qualifications and skills (Myklebust, 2020).

Professional commitment is highly relevant when studying the propensity to drop out, 
as early commitment to the profession, could be associated with a heightened chance of 
academic persistence (Tinto, 1987). One of the more dominating theories in the literature 
on dropping out is Tinto’s model of student departure. In Tinto’s model, commitment is an 
important factor keeping students from leaving the education programme. Tinto’s model 
was developed mainly to understand students in generic fields such as humanities and social 
science, and therefore commitment to the institution and goal commitment have first been 
given attention. For students in professional programmes, professional commitment could 
be seen as a form of goal commitment, where the goal of the study is to become a profes-
sional. Thus, commitment to a future vocation could be an important motivational factor 
enhancing the likelihood of persistence. Understanding the antecedents of a student’s pro-
fessional commitment and whether there are gender differences would be valuable. Identify-
ing the factors that contribute to commitment could lead to enhanced persistence by students 
when studying.

Development of professional commitment is a result of congruence or a match between 
the person’s characteristics and the characteristics of the profession (Cable & DeRue, 2002; 
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Klein et al., 2013). There are several ways in which the person and the profession can be 
compatible, such as by holding the traits, values, and skills necessary to meet the tasks of the 
profession (Kristof-Brown & Guay, 2011). In the relational professions, holding empathic 
skills and dispositions are often seen as a prerequisite to being able to do a good job. This 
is highlighted in social work, nursing, and teaching (Begley, 2010; Myklebust, 2020). The 
type of skills and competencies which are emphasised during the degree will inform the 
student about what is important in order to become a “good” professional and may possibly 
also predict their level of commitment.

Gender and professional commitment

A review of the literature on gender differences and commitment showed mixed results: 
In some studies, male primary school teachers and social workers had a tendency to have 
a lower level of professional commitment, compared to female professionals (Carmeli & 
Freund, 2009; Ingersoll, 1997), while in other studies, researchers have found no difference 
in commitment between male and female students in their first academic year (Freund et 
al., 2013) and student teachers across academic years (Moses et al., 2019). The mechanism 
that might explain the gender difference is seldom investigated. One exception is a study by 
Moses et al., (2019), conducted on Tanzanian teacher education students. In this study, per-
ceived gender roles were included as a predictor of a student’s commitment. Gender roles 
were conceptualised by the extent to which students identified with stereotypical masculine 
and feminine traits. Feminine traits were being affectionate, nurturing, and empathic, while 
masculine traits assessed independence, leadership abilities and competitiveness. In Moses 
et al.’s (2019) study, only androgyn gender roles emerged, meaning that students had similar 
levels of masculine and feminine traits, although varying in strength. Students scoring high 
on both feminine and masculine traits generally had more commitment than students who 
scored low (and moderate) on feminine and masculine traits. The study did not investigate 
whether it is the combination of strong masculine and feminine traits that drives commit-
ment, or whether there are specific traits that are associated with commitment, such as being 
empathic.

Empathy

There are several definitions of empathy, and most commonly these can be grouped into 
two categories, as affective and cognitive understandings of empathy (Reniers et al., 2011). 
When talking about empathy as a professional skill, the cognitive component has predomi-
nantly been emphasised (Hojat, 2007). The ability to understand the other person’s situation, 
rather than feel an emotional concern, is seen as crucial in doing one’s job. Correctly under-
standing the situation is important for responding with the right types of action. Empathy is 
associated with, but not solely determined by the individual’s personality traits (Melchers 
et al., 2016). Empathy can in part be learnt, which is of special relevance in professional 
education (Engbers, 2020). A review investigating the effect of empathy training interven-
tion in nursing found an enhancement in skills associated with empathy (Engbers, 2020). 
Interventions designed to take the other’s perspective, influencing the cognitive component 
of empathy, were seen as especially effectful.
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As stated above, professional commitment is formed when the individual experiences a 
match between their own personal skills and values, and those of the profession (Klein et 
al., 2013). Based on this, it is likely that students in caring professions on average will have 
higher levels of commitment when they feel their degree has provided appropriate levels 
of empathy learning. Given the assumption that one reason for men dropping out more fre-
quently in nursing is the orientation towards caring values, one could expect that male stu-
dents more often than female students perceive the education to have had a focus on empathy 
learning that was too extensive, and that this could result in a negative effect on professional 
commitment. In comparison, managerial skills should predict professional commitment in 
the same manner. Although the caring professions have become more bureaucratic, it is 
unlikely to be perceived as a core task of these professions. On the other hand, male students 
in caring professions have career preferences associated with leadership more often than 
female students do, which could lead them to request more focus on such skills.

In this study, I focused on students’ perceptions of congruence between the weight they 
perceive the degree should have given to empathic and leadership skills to be a good profes-
sional, and the weight they perceived the degree had given to empathy and leadership skills. 
The students were in their third and final academic year. Actual empathic and leadership 
traits or skills are not measured in this study. Even though this could be influencing how 
the students evaluate learning outcomes (e.g. Penprase et al., 2015), the focus in this study 
rather lies on their attitudes towards whether the education has accommodated for these 
skills and whether this attitude relates to commitment to their future profession.

The following hypotheses were formulated:

1)	 Compared to female students, male students will perceive that empathic learning out-
comes had been given too much weight.

2)	 Perceiving positive incongruence, the education emphasising empathic skills more than 
deemed appropriate will predict lower levels of professional commitment among male 
students, but not among female students.

3)	 Perceiving negative incongruence, the education emphasising empathic skills less than 
was deemed appropriate, will predict lower levels of professional commitment among 
female students, but not among male students.

4)	 Compared to female students, male students will perceive to a larger extent that the 
education had been given too little weight on managerial skills.

5)	 Perceiving either positive or negative leadership skill incongruence, the education 
emphasising leadership either less or more than was deemed appropriate, is unrelated 
to professional commitment.

Methods

The data used for analysis came from StudData, the Norwegian panel survey of professional 
students. StudData has several panels and waves, investigating various aspects of the edu-
cational experience, such as satisfaction, support, motivation, and learnings outcomes. The 
present data were collected between January and June 2015, in the students’ final semester. 
All higher education institutions offering bachelor’s programmes in shorter professional 
degrees were invited to participate in StudData. 3 out of 12 institutions offering a nursing 
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degree; 5 out of 11 institutions offering a degree in social work; and 4 out 9 institutions 
offering degrees in primary teaching took part in the study. A variety of both larger and 
smaller higher institutions participated in the study. The questionnaires were distributed in 
class by the teacher or an administrative official. The students were informed that the survey 
was voluntary. The response rate varied between educational groups. Primary teacher edu-
cation in Norway is divided in two study programmes: primary teaching for school levels 
1–7 and primary teaching for school levels 5–10. Sixty-one per cent of the invited students 
in primary teaching for school levels 1–7, 48 per cent of the invited students in primary 
teaching for school levels 5–10, 62 per cent of the invited nursing students, and 72 per cent 
of the invited social work students participated in the survey.

Professional commitment

The dependent variable professional commitment is measured by the Career Commitment 
Scale, developed by Blau (1988). The Career Commitment Scale is a seven-item measure of 
one’s attitude towards one’s profession / vocation – that is, an individual’s degree of com-
mitment to a career field (e.g., “I like this vocation too much to give it up”). Items are rated 
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The scale has received support for being 
a psychometrically valid and reliable measure (Blau, 1988, 1999). Some of the items were 
negatively worded, and these were reversed before computing the mean sum score. The 
internal reliability of the Career Commitment Scale reached a satisfactory level in this study, 
with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.867.

Empathy skills/learning outcomes

Measuring students’ and newly graduates’ achieved learning outcomes has been of interest 
both in international, large scale research surveys and national graduate surveys (Caspersen 
et al., 2017). Indexes typically measure self-reported levels of a variety of both achieved 
generic and field specific skills and competencies. Even though these indexes often are 
similar, there is no definite consensus of how to measure acquired learning outcomes. The 
sample in this study was presented with the same index as used by Caspersen et al., (2014). 
Caspersen et al., (2014) performed a PCA of 21 items measuring learning outcomes and 
found that three factors could be extracted. These factors were called (i) social and ethical 
learning outcomes (ii) leadership learning outcomes and (iii) practical learning outcomes. 
Of relevance to this study is the “The social and ethical learning outcomes” factor which 
consisted of six items: ‘verbal communication skills’, ‘tolerance and ability to value others’ 
points of view’, ‘ability to make ethical judgments’, ‘the ability to empathise with other 
people’s situation’, ‘values and attitudes’ and ‘being able to cope with the emotional chal-
lenges in the work’. As the main interest of the present study was to look specifically on 
empathy learning outcomes, the item “the ability to empathise with other people’s situation” 
was used as a measure of empathy learning outcomes.

Unlike in Caspersen et al.s’ study (2014), where the students were asked to evaluate to 
what degree they had acquired the competences as a result of their education, a discrepancy 
score was calculated in the present study. In their third year, the students were asked to 
evaluate the extent to which (1) they feel these outcomes should have been emphasised dur-
ing the degree to become a good worker and (2) the extent to which they perceive they had 
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acquired the competences as a result of their education. The items are rated from 1 (strongly 
agree) to 5 (strongly disagree).

A discrepancy score was computed by subtracting the value given for what students’ have 
acquired (regarding the ability to empathise with other people’s situation) from what they 
think should have been emphasised (regarding the ability to empathise with other people’s 
situation). A negative value indicates that the students feel they have learnt less than needed 
about the ability to empathise to become a good worker, zero indicates that they have learnt 
the appropriate amount, and a positive value indicates that they feel they have learnt more 
than needed about the ability to empathise to become a good worker. The two dummy 
variables Empathy underemphasised, and Empathy overemphasised were computed. Those 
having a negative value on the sum score feeling they have learnt less then needed are coded 
1 on the Empathy underemphasised variable, and everyone else are coded zero, while those 
that have a positive value and feel they have learnt more are coded 1 on the Empathy over-
emphasised variable, and everyone else is coded zero which means they perceive to have 
learnt the appropriate amount of empathy.

There are several measures of self-reported empathy, but few items which measure 
empathy learning outcomes. To my knowledge the present study is the first to have looked 
exclusively on this, thus no existing studies validating this measure have been conducted. 
This study should therefore be seen as the initial exploration of empathy learning outcome, 
and future studies are needed to validate the present study. That being said, the learning 
outcome in this study resembles SITE, which measures self-reported empathy (Konrath 
et al., 2018). SITE asks respondents with one item to what extent the following statement 
describes him or her: “I am an empathic person.” SITE is a validated measure, and does not 
differentiate between emotional and cognitive empathy, even though it seems to be more 
strongly correlated with emotional empathy (Konrath et al., 2018). Based on this there are 
reasons to believe that the empathy learning outcome in this study, although not covering all 
aspects of empathy learning, measures the concept adequately at a group level.

Leadership skills

Two items taken from the same index as the empathy learning outcome, were used to com-
pute a subscore measuring discrepancy in leadership learning outcomes. In Caspersen et 
al.’s study the factor labelled leadership learning outcomes consisted of 7 items, ability to: 
‘work under pressure’, ‘work independently’, ‘interpersonal skills’, ‘take initiative’, ‘writ-
ten communication skills’, ‘leadership-abilities and take responsibility’. The same factor 
structure as in Caspersen et al., (2014) was not reproduced, and only two items seemed 
to reflect leadership: ‘leadership-abilities’ and ‘ability to take responsibility’. Cronbach’s 
alpha reached 0.769. Except from Caspersen et al.’s study, there do not seem to exist stud-
ies validating leadership learning outcome measures based on these items. Thus, the same 
applies for the leadership outcomes measure as the empathy measure; further studies should 
be conducted to validate both the findings and the measurement.

The leadership discrepancy learning outcome is computed the same way as the empathy 
learning outcome, namely as a difference between what students have learnt from what 
they think should have been emphasised in the degree. Two dummy variables Leadership 
underemphasised, and Leadership overemphasised were computed. Those having a nega-
tive value on the sum score feeling they have learnt less then needed are coded 1 on the 
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Leadership underemphasised variable, and everyone else are coded zero, while those that 
have a positive value and feel they have learnt more are coded 1 on the Leadership overem-
phasised variable, and everyone else is coded zero which means they report to have learnt 
the appropriate amount of empathy.

Results

The education programme with the largest majority of women is nursing, while primary 
teaching has a higher proportion of male students, Table  1. Women were significantly 
younger than men among primary teaching levels 5–10 and nursing, Table 1.

Men scored significantly lower than women on professional commitment, with a mean of 
3.6 for men and 4 for women t(870) = -4.621, p < 0.001. Figure 1.

A larger proportion of men than women reported that the empathy was underemphasised 
in their degree. Even though the difference is relatively large, it is not statistically signifi-
cant. There is a larger proportion of women reporting that the degree emphasised empathy 
to an appropriate degree, while there was almost identical proportions of men and women 
reporting that empathy has been overemphasised, X2(2, N = 832) = 4.792, p = 0.091. Table 2. 
Therefore, hypothesis 1 was not supported.

For weight given leadership skills, there is no gender difference, X2(2, N = 837) = 2.884, 
p = 0.236. Table 3. Hypothesis 4 was therefore not supported.

Comparing the mean between empathy and leadership skills, the sample in total had a 
significantly lower mean in leadership skills, -0.7593, compared to empathy, -0.4214, t(832) 
= -9.141, p < 0.001. This means that the students perceived the educational programme to 
have given them less than desired learning in leadership skills compared to empathy skills.

Two multiple linear regression models were estimated, with professional commitment 
as the dependent variable. Professional commitment had a range of 4. The first analysis 
examined the control variables: Age, gender, and dummy of educational groups, as well as a 
dummy of empathy learning variable and interaction between gender and empathy, Table 4.

Step 1 of the regression analysis show that female students had significantly higher levels 
of commitment compared to male students, even when controlling for other variables. The 
analysis furthermore showed that age was positively related to professional commitment: 
older students had higher levels of commitment. Teacher education students teaching levels 
1–7, had significantly higher levels of commitment compared to nursing students. Looking 
at the predictor variables, students reporting that the study programme had either underem-
phasised or overemphasized empathy did not significantly predict professional commitment. 

Male Female Total
Teaching, levels 1–7 25 (16.7%) 125 (83.3%) 150
Age 25.8 24.9
Teaching, levels 5–10 48 (31.8%) 103 (68.2%) 151
Age 27.4** 24.4**
Social work 31 (13.5%) 199 (86.5%) 230
Age 27.8 26.4
Nursing 42 (10.8%) 348 (89.2%) 390
Age 31.1** 25.2**

Table 1  Proportion of men and 
women among students in teach-
ing, social work and nursing

Note. **p < 0.01
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However, when including the interaction term in step 2 of the regression analysis both a sig-
nificant main effect of overemphasising empathy and the interaction term between gender 
and overemphasising empathy was significant. The results show that males that perceive the 
education to have overemphasised empathy are associated with lower levels of professional 
commitment (B = -0.568). The interaction term shows the difference in regression coeffi-
cients between male and female students (B = 0.587), meaning that for female students the 
coefficient between overemphasise and professional commitment is 0.017 (-0.569 + 0.587). 

Leadership 
underemphasised

Leader-
ship 
adequate

Leadership 
overemphasised

Male 60.6% 29.2% 10.2% N = 137
Fe-
male

67.9% 23.0% 9,1% N = 700

Total 66.7% 24.0% 9.3% N = 837

Table 3  Proportion of students 
reporting leadership being 
underemphasised, adequately 
emphasised or overemphasised 
in the education, by gender

 

Empathy 
underemphasised

Empathy 
Adequate

Empathy 
overemphasised

Male 45.7% 44.9% 9.4% N = 138
Fe-
male

36.5% 54.9% 8.6% N = 694

Total 38.0% 53.2% 8.8% N = 832

Table 2  Proportion of stu-
dents reporting empathy being 
underemphasised, adequately 
emphasised or overemphasised 
in the education, by gender

 

Fig. 1  Mean of professional commitment for male and female students in teaching, nursing, and social 
work
Note. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01,
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Thus, for female students there is not a negative relation between perceiving the education 
to have overemphasised empathy and professional commitment, which supported hypoth-
esis 2. Although including the interaction term resulted in a significantly better fit of the 
regression model, it only explained 1% more of the variance in professional commitment. 
Hypothesis 3 did not receive support: Perceiving that the education emphasised empathy 
skills less than deemed appropriate did not predict lower levels of professional commitment 
among female students.

Table 5 shows the second linear regression, which also examined the weight given to 
leadership skills.

Neither of the two leadership skill variables predicted professional commitment, which 
was in support of hypothesis 5.

Variable B 95% CI β t
Step 1
Female 0,439** [0.005, 

0.028]
0,100 2,853

Age 0,017** [-0.248, 
0.050]

-0,049 -
1,300

Social worker -0,099 [-0.429, 
-0.081]

-0,109 -
2,878

Teacher 1–7 -0,255** [-0.234, 
0.120]

-0,025 -
0,636

Teacher 5–10 -0,057 [-0.190, 
0.068]

-0,034 -
0,931

Empathy 
underemphasised

-0,061 [-0.301, 
0.127]

-0,028 -
0,799

Empathy 
overemphasised

-0,087

Step 2
Female 0,468** [0.233, 

0.704]
0,199 3,908

Age 0,016** [0.005, 
0.028]

0,098 2,781

Social worker -0,085 [-0.234, 
0.064]

-0,042 -
1,120

Teacher 1–7 -0,253** [-0.427, 
-0.080]

-0,108 -
2,863

Teacher 5–10 -0,043 [-0.220, 
0.134]

-0,018 -
0,474

Empathy 
underemphasised

0,091 [-0.212, 
0.393]

0,050 0,587

Empathy 
overemphasised

-0,568* [-1.083, 
-0.053]

-0,184 -
2,163

Interaction Gender 
and empathy 
underestimation

-0,190 [-0.520, 
0.140]

-0,099 -
1,129

Interaction Gender 
and empathy 
overestimation

0,587* [0.021, 
1.152]

0,174 2,036

Table 4  Linear regression with 
professional commitment as 
dependent variable, perception 
of emphasis given empathy 
skill, and interaction variable 
between gender and perception 
of emphasis given empathy skill 
as independent variables

Note. R2step 1 = 0.053 (N = 826, 
p < 0.001), R2step 2 = 0.61 
(N = 826, p < 0.001), R2change 
p = 0.026. CI confidence 
intervals for B.Comparison 
groups for dummy variables: 
male, nursing students, empathy 
adequate.
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Discussion

The results of the analyses illustrate that there are differences between male and female 
students in caring educational programmes, when it comes to professional commitment and 
perception of empathy learning in education, and how these are related. As earlier studies 
have also illustrated, comparison of means showed that male students in the present study 
reported significantly lower levels of professional commitment, compared to women (Car-
meli & Freund, 2009; Ingersoll, 1997). Some have explained lower levels of professional 
commitment with the fact that male students to a larger extent choose forms of education 
for instrumental reasons, such as job security and status (Balyer & Özcan, 2014). This could 
affect the extent to which male students identify with the profession compared to female 
students. Specifically in caring education and training, one explanation for fewer men enter-
ing these degrees concerns men feeling alienated in meeting with how care and empathy 
are handled and taught in the programme, which is often associated with being traditionally 
feminine professions (Crabtree, 2014; Drudy, 2008; Whitford et al., 2020).

Table 5  Linear regression with professional commitment as dependent variable, perception of emphasis 
given to empathy skills, perception of emphasis given to leadership skills and interaction variable between 
gender and perception of emphasis give empathy skill as independent variables
Variable B 95% CI β t
Step 1
Female 0,461** [0.224, 0.698] 0,195 3,819
Age 0,016** [0.005, 0.028] 0,097 2,753
Social worker -0,086 [-0.235, 0.064] -0,042 -1,123
Teacher 1–7 -0,256** [-0.430, -0.083] -0,110 -2,897
Teacher 5–10 -0,047 [-0.224, 0.131] -0,020 -0,515
Empathy underemphasised 0,082 [-0.222, 0.386] 0,045 0,530
Empathy overemphasised -0,571* [-1.105, -0.036] -0,184 -2,096
Interaction Gender and empathy 
underestimation

-0,184 [-0.516, 0.148] -0,096 -1,089

Interaction Gender and empathy 
overestimation

0,586* [0.003, 1.169] 0,174 1,975

Step 2
Female 0,481** [0.242,0.719] 0,204 3,958
Age 0,016** [0.005,0.028] 0,097 2,746
Social worker -0,087 [-0.237,0.062] -0,043 -1,146
Teacher 1–7 -0,261** [-0.435,-0.088] -0,112 -2,953
Teacher 5–10 -0,051 [-0.229,0.126] -0,022 -0,567
Empathy underemphasised 0,123 [-0.186,0.432] 0,068 0,783
Empathy overemphasised -0,560* [-1.096,-0.024] -0,181 -2,051
Interaction Gender and empathy 
underestimation

-0,211 [-0.545,0.122] -0,111 -1,245

Interaction Gender and empathy 
overestimation

0,585* [0.002,1.168] 0,174 1,971

Leadership underemphasised -0,104 [-0.247,0.039] -0,056 -1,429
Leadership overemphasised -0,128 [-0.360,0.104] -0,042 -1,084
Note. R2step 1 = 0.06 (N = 824, p < 0.001), R2step 2 = 0.63 (N = 824, p = 0.318). CI confidence intervals for B. 
Comparison groups for dummy variables: male, nursing students, empathy adequate.
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Based on this, I hypothesised that male students would perceive the degrees to have 
given empathy too much weight. This was not the case. Although failing to reach signifi-
cance, the tendency was in the opposite direction: A larger proportion of male students, 
compared to female students, reported that empathy was underemphasised; thus, they per-
ceived that they had been learning less about the importance of empathy than was necessary 
to be prepared for life in the workforce. It is important to underline that this difference was 
not statistically significant, but as the difference is substantial investigating how this folds 
out in further studies could be valuable. As empathy learning outcome was measured with 
one item, a broader measure of empathy learning could lead to a significant result. Should 
it be the case that male students feel they have not learnt adequate amount of empathy, this 
would be important to uncover.

The regression analyses showed that perceiving the education to have over-emphasised 
empathy predicted lower levels of professional commitment for men but not for women, 
This was in line with hypothesis 2. When students feel that their degrees have placed more 
emphasis on empathy than what they deemed necessary, it could make them infer that the 
education (and in extension, the occupation) value empathy to a greater extent than they 
themselves do. This might contribute to incongruence, a feeling of not being a good fit in the 
profession, which in turn could be negative for students’ identification with the profession 
and their commitment to it. This incongruence seems to contribute to a stronger feeling of 
not fitting in among men compared to women. In previous studies, male professionals in 
female dominated occupations have reported that they experienced a stereotypical precon-
ception that care is something which is associated with the female role (e.g., Gavine et al., 
2020; Whitford et al., 2020; Christie, 1998; Drudy, 2008). Experiencing discrepancies on 
this specific skill could lead to a stereotypical view being confirmed, reinforcing the attitude 
that the educational programmes are not as suitable for men as for women.

According to person- environment fit theories, which explains the mechanisms for the 
development of professional commitment, congruence between person and occupation 
will lead to higher professional commitment (Cable & DeRue, 2002; Klein et al., 2013). 
Incongruence in empathy learning outcome could not explain all of the gender difference 
in professional commitment. The reason that male students do not have as strong of a bond 
towards their future profession as female students remains a question.

The assumption that difference in professional commitment would be explained by male 
students valuing and requesting more of leadership skills, was not confirmed. Future studies 
should therefore look more closely on other factors that might explain gender differences 
in professional commitment. Looking at whether motivation for entering the education 
explains difference between male and female students’ commitment could be interesting, 
as some studies indicate that male students more often have instrumental reasons (Balyer 
& Özcan, 2014).

Limitations and future research

This study was conducted among final year students, for whom there are reasons to believe 
they are members of a select group. Students who perceive that they do not fit in the educa-
tion, training and the profession could have left earlier in the educational trajectory. Accord-
ing to Statistics Norway students from the educational bachelor’s fields ‘health, social work 
and sports’ and ‘primary school teachers’ have relative to other bachelor’s programmes 
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a lower share of students departing from the field, with approximately 22% of students 
leaving (Andresen & Lervåg, 2022). How non-response might have affected the result of 
the study is hard to say. We cannot rule out that those who have left the programme have 
lower levels of empathy or professional commitment. One possibility is that the relation-
ship between empathy skills and professional commitment would have been stronger if 
measured earlier, because of this. At the same time, final year students have more experience 
of how the training emphasised skills, which gives them a much broader basis for assessing 
their learning outcomes. In addition, it is valuable to investigate predictions of professional 
commitment among students who will soon transitioning into the workforce. One question 
to ask would then be if this could be related to where they apply to work.

In this study, empathy skill was measured by using only one item. Although one-item 
versions of empathy have been shown to be of acceptable validity (Konrath et al., 2018), it 
does not differentiate between different aspects of empathy, more specifically empathy as 
an affective skill and empathy as a cognitive skill. Research on empathy indicates that men 
seem to be more prone to have “stronger” cognitive empathy skills compared to affective 
empathy skills, while women seem to perform better on tests measuring affective empathy 
(Christov-Moore et al., 2014). Future research should investigate the degree to which the 
different aspects of empathy are taught in the degrees, and whether male and female stu-
dents benefit from different forms of empathy learning: cognitive vs. affective.

Conclusion

This study shows that there is not a larger proportion of male students, compared to female 
students, reporting that their education excessively emphasised empathy. Although the dif-
ference does not reach statistical significance, the tendency is in the opposite direction: 
Men more often than women report that their education should have given more weight to 
empathy. In line with this, caring education should critically review how empathy is being 
taught during the programme. If there is an underlying assumption in the programme that 
empathy is a “feminine” trait brought into the study, it may explain why a larger proportion 
of men want to be trained in empathic skills. Alternatively, male students might feel that 
they encompass empathy skills to a lesser extent than female students do. Regardless of the 
cause, it is highly relevant for the education providers to be aware of this result, as studies 
have shown that it is possible to enhance empathy skills through correct training (Engbers, 
2020). The negative association between reporting “excessive empathy” and professional 
commitment is stronger among men, compared to women. These male students could feel 
that they fit the stereotypical image of a caring professional to a lesser extent. It can be use-
ful for these men to be shown during their education and training that other skills, related to 
problem solving, are also in high demand for practising in the profession. This informs us 
that more than one skill is needed to become a good professional.
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