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Nursing Students’ Awareness of Death and Attitudes Toward

Caring For The Dying

Hemgirelik Ogrencilerinin Oliime Iliskin Farkindaligi Ve Olmekte Olan
Bireye Bakim Vermeye Yonelik Tutumlari

Ozlem BULANTEKIN DUZALAN', Filiz OZEL CAKIR

ABSTRACT

Background & Aim: Although death is a part of life, nursing stu-
dents/nurses may feel sadness and distress when faced with a pa-
tient s death. This research aimed to evaluate the awareness of death
and approach towards caring for dying patients among undergradu-
ate nursing students.

Methods & Materials: A descriptive cross-sectional study was car-
ried out with 323 nursing students, and data were collected using a
personal information form, the Multidimensional Mortality Aware-
ness Measure (MMAM), and the Frommelt Attitude Toward the Care
of the Dying Scale (FATCOD). Statistical analysis was performed by
independent sample t-test and one-way analysis of variance.
Results: No significant relationship was found between MMAM and
FATCOD scale scores. Furthermore, it was observed that the From-
melt Attitude Toward the Care of the Dying Scale and Multidimensi-
onal Mortality Awareness Measure scores of the students who said
they fear death was higher.

Conclusion: In this study, no relationship was found between fear of
death and attitude towards dying patients. Our study suggests that
nursing education should address students’ fear of death and provide
death-oriented education to improve coping skills.
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Girig ve Amag: Oliim yasamin bir par¢ast olmasina ragmen, hem-
sirelik ogrencileri/hemsireler bir hastanin oliimiiyle karsilastiklarin-
da tiziintii ve stkinti hissedebilirler Bu arastirma, hemgirelik lisans
ogrencilerinin oliime iligkin farkindaliklarint ve élmekte olan has-
talarin bakimina yénelik yaklasimlarint degerlendirmeyi amagla-
maktadir.

Gereg ve Yontem: Tammlayici ve kesitsel tipteki arastirma 323
hemgirelik ogrencisi ile yiiriitiilmiis, veriler kisisel bilgi formu, Cok
Boyutlu Oliim Farkindaligi Olgegi (CBOFO) ve Frommelt Olmekte
Olan Hastanin Bakimina Yonelik Tutum Olgegi (FATCOD) kullani-
larak toplanmigtir: Istatistiksel analiz bagimsiz Grneklem t-testi ve
tek yonlii varyans analizi ile ger¢eklestirilmistir.

Bulgular: CBOFO ve FATCOD arasinda anlamly bir iliski bulun-
mamustir. Ayrica, liimden korktugunu soyleyen 6grencilerin From-
melt Olmekte Olan Hastanin Bakimina Yonelik Tutum Olgegi ve Cok
Boyutlu Oliim Farkindalhigi Olgegi puanlarinin daha yiiksek oldugu
goriilmiistiir.

Sonug: Bu ¢calismada 6liim korkusu ve 6lmekte olan hastaya yonelik
tutum arasinda bir iligki bulunmadi. Arastirmamiz, hemsirelik egiti-
minin 6grencilerin 6liim korkusunu ele almasini ve bas etme bece-
rilerini gelistirmek igin 6liim odakl egitim vermesini onermektedir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: 6liim, hemsirelik ogrencisi, hemsirelik bakimi

Introduction

Death is an inescapable process that all living
organisms experience. Medically, death is defined
as the irreversible cessation of function in all
systems of the organism (1). However, the concept
of death differs among societies and cultures and
therefore has varied definitions. A natural death is
not an event that one can discuss and determine
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where and how it will occur. Although some
people and their relatives prefer to die at home,
in some cases, it is impossible (2) People accept
death as a part of life and continue their lives. A
disproportionately intense, pathological fear of
death can adversely affect an individual’s mental
health (3). As is the case with the definition of
death, approach towards death vary according to
personality, society, religion, and culture. People
can also form positive or negative approach
towards death based on their personal experiences
with it (4).

Nurses encounter death more frequently than
other members of society. Although death is a
part of life, nurses and nursing students should
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consider each death holistically for individual
patients and their families (2) Nurses find that
caring for terminal patients and being present at
their time of death are some of their most difficult
experiences. At such times, nurses and nursing
students may feel sadness, strain, helplessness,
and distress. They may be susceptible to the
detrimental effects of these negative emotions
(5,6) which can sometimes lead to psychosocial
and somatic symptoms and adversely impact their
lives (5). During vocational training, students
work with terminal patients, care for terminal
patients and their families, and sometimes lose
patients. These experiences can result in negative
emotions and thoughts and stressful experiences
for students (7). Bahceli et al. (2022) qualitative
study of undergraduate nursing students found that
these students were badly affected by the death of
a patient and relived it in their dreams (8). To
provide holistic care to terminal patients and their
families, nursing students should recognize and
learn to control their feelings and thoughts about
death before graduation (5,9).Thus, students need
and want more education on end-of-life nursing
care. As these prospective nurses will soon join
the healthcare team, determining their approach
towards death and increasing their awareness are
vital. Promoting positive approach towards death
and teaching nursing students coping methods
applicable to both their professional and private
lives will improve the quality of holistic end-
of-life care they provide to individuals and their
families (10).Few studies in the literature have
examined nursing students’ awareness of death
and their approach towards caring for dying
patients. Hence, this research aimed to determine
such awareness and attitudes, as well as associated
factors, among undergraduate nursing students in
Turkey, using a descriptive, cross-sectional study
conducted via an online survey.

Methods
Study design

This descriptive, cross-sectional study was
carried out between January 15 and April 15,
2021, in Turkey. Nursing students attending two
different faculties of health sciences in north
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of Turkey’s cities were included in the study.
Nursing students who were currently taking
or had previously taken the Internal Medicine
Nursing course between January 15 and April 15,
2021 and who volunteered to participate in the
study were included. Internal Medicine Nursing
course is given in the 2nd grade. The content of
this course includes the physiopathology and
nursing care of all chronic diseases. At the same
time, the palliative care process and nursing care
are also mentioned in this course.

Data collection

Data collection forms were sent to nursing students
via the online word processor Google Docs.
Because the data were taken during the Covid-19
pandemic period and students received distance
education during this period, the link created in
the whatssapp class groups of the students was
shared. Before starting the survey, information
about the research was given. All students were
able to participate in the survey after reading and
accepting the online informed consent forms.
The population was approximately 500 nursing
students. Nursing students who were currently
taking or had previously taken the Internal
Medicine Nursing course and volunteered to
participate in the study were included (N = 323).
We utilized the MInCir Initiative checklist used
for observational and descriptive studies (11).
2nd, 3rd and 4th year students participated in the
study. An equal number of students were accepted
from both institutions, half and half.

Instruments

Data were collected using a personal information
form created by scanning the literature, the
Multidimensional Mortality Awareness Measure
(MMAM), and the Frommelt Attitude Toward
the Care of the Dying (FATCOD) scale. Before
using the tools, permission was obtained from the
authors who performed the Turkish validity and
reliability testing.

Personal information form: This form comprised
17 questions about students’ sociodemographic
characteristics (7 questions, age, gender, marital
status...) and their opinions/approach towards
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death (10 questions) (Table 1). The questions
related to students’ attitudes toward death were
prepared as a result of the researchers’ review of
the literature (7,8,9,12,13,14).

Multidimensional Mortality Awareness Measure:
The MMAM comprised 30 items with 5 factors
(inheritance, fear, acceptance, disempowerment,
and disengagement). The original scale was
enhanced by Levasseur et al. (2015) with 36
items and 5 factors. The scale measures people’s
awareness of death. The scale subscales are
mortality fearfulness (11 items), mortality
legacy (7 items), mortality acceptance (5 items),
mortality disengagement (4 items), and mortality
disempowerment (3 items). The items are rated
from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (7)
(12).The Turkish validity and reliability analyses
of the scale were performed by Bulut et al. (2017)
(13). Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for the scale
was found to be 0.79. The Turkish version created
by Bulut et al. was used in our study. There are
no reverse-coded items in the scale. Therefore,
it is accepted that death awareness is high when
high total scores are obtained. Permission was
obtained from the authors via e-mail.

Frommelt Attitude Toward the Care of the Dying
scale: The FATCOD scale comprised 30 items
rated on a 5-point Likert-type scale. Items 1, 2,
4, 16, 18, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 27, and 30 are
positive, whereas the other items are negatively
worded. When scoring, items containing negative
attitudes are reversed and added to the positive
answers to obtain a total score. The total point
ranges from 30 to 150; the higher the point, the
greater the positive attitude. The scale was created
by Katherine H. Murray Frommelt (1988), and the
scale was translated into Turkish by Cevik (2010).
Cevik and Kav (2013) performed the validity
testing of the Turkish version of FATCOD (14).
This Turkish version of FATCOD was used in our
study. Permission was obtained from the authors
via e-mail.

Data Analysis

SPSS version 25.0 software (IBM Corp, Armonk,
NY) was used to analyze the data. Percentages,
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independent sample t-tests, and one-way analysis
of variance were used to analyse the data. The
level of significance in the analysis results is p
<0.05.

Ethical Considerations

Confirmation for the study was acquired from
the ethics committee of a state university
(11.02.2021/18). Permissions were also obtained
from the institutions where the research would
be conducted before starting the research. The
students were asked about their attitudes towards
this issue since they will also care for dying
patients. All participants in the study provided
consent through online informed consent forms.
Since the data collection was done online, the
researchers have no information about which
students participated in the study. Students who
wanted to participate in the study participated in
the study. Participants were informed about the
study, and their permission to attend was acquired.
All instructions of the Helsinki Declaration were
followed.

Results

In this section, findings related to nursing students’
fear of death and attitudes towards dying patients
were discussed. Sociodemographic characteristics
of nursing students are given in Table 1.
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Table 1. Sociodemographic characteristics of the nursing students (n=323) (Cankiri/Kastamonu, 2021)

Sociodemographic characteristics n %
Age 18-19 41 12.7
20-21 177 54.8
>22 105 32.5
Gender Female 275 85.1
Marital status Single 317 98.1
Year of class Second Year 137 42.4
Third Year 119 36.8
Fourth Year 67 20.7
Main area of residence Urban 244 75.8
Presence of physician-diagnosed chronic disease No 290 89.8
Regular medication use No 288 89.2
Previous experience of loss Yes 200 62.3
Loss of a first-degree relative in the last year No 294 91.0
Previously cared for a dying individual No 242 74.9
Experienced anxiety while caring for a dying individual No 220 68.1
Experienced helplessness/hopelessness while caring for a dying|No 206 63.8
individual
Encountered death in the family/clinical practice setting Yes 266 82.4
Felt fear when faced with a death event No 226 70.0
Thought that the deceased person’s suffering is over when faced| Yes 230 71.2
with a death event
Felt neutral or considered it natural when faced with a death event|No 200 61.9
Fear of death Yes 205 63.5

Table 2. Distribution of total scores on the Multidimensional Mortality Awareness Measure and Frommelt
Attitude Toward the Care of the Dying Scale (Cankiri/Kastamonu, 2021)

Mean Median Minimum Maximum SD
Scale
Multidimensional Mortality Awareness [ 125.61 125.00 63.00 185.00 17.56
Measure
Frommelt Attitude Toward the Care of|78.61 80.00 49.00 104.00 8.36
the Dying Scale

SD: Standard deviation

The distribution of the total scores of the MMAM The distribution of the MMAM subscale scores is
and FATCOD is given in Table 2. given in Table 3.
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Table 3. Distribution of Multidimensional Mortality Awareness Measure Subscale Scores

(Cankir/Kastamonu, 2021)

Multidimensional Mortality Awareness|Mean |Median |Minimum |Maximum |SD
Measure Subscale Scores
Mortality fearfulness 3.50 345 1.00 7.00 1.19
Mortality legacy 5.36 5.43 1.00 7.00 1.09
Mortality acceptance 5.43 5.60 2.00 6.80 0.67
Mortality disengagement 342 3.25 1.25 7.00 1.08
Mortality dissmpowerment 291 3.00 1.00 6.33 1.19

SD: Standard deviation

Table 4. Correlation of Multidimensional Mortality Awareness Measure and Frommelt Attitude Toward
the Care of the Dying Scale Scores (Cankiri/Kastamonu, 2021)

Mean Minimum Maximum SD t/p
Scale
Multidimensional Mortality Awareness | 125.61 63.00 185.00 17.56
Measure
Frommelt Attitude Toward the Care of | 78.61 49.00 104.00 8.36 -0.058
the Dying Scale 0.208

When MMAM and FATCOD scores were
analyzed, it was seen that there was no significant
relationship between the two scales (see Table 4).

When the scale scores were analyzed based on
sociodemographic characteristics, we observed
a significant gender difference in MMAM scores
(According to the Mann Whitney U test result
U=4948.5; p=0.006), with women having higher
scores. MMAM total score differed significantly
based on how the students answered the question
“Did you feel neutral or regard it as natural when
you encountered a death event?”, with those
answering no having higher scores (According
to the Mann Whitney U test result U=10012.5;
p=0.005). Also, students who said they fear death
also had significantly higher MMAM scores
(According to the Mann Whitney U test result
U=6987; p<0.001). There was a difference in
MMAM scores between classes, with the mean
score of third-year students being lower than that
of second-year students (According to the Kruskal
Wallis H test result H=12.078; p=0.002).

On the FATCOD, we noted that students who said
they fear death had remarkably higher scores than
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those who said they did not (According to the Mann
Whitney U test result U=10409.5; p=0.037). There
was also a considerable difference in FATCOD
scores between the age groups (According to the
Kruskal Wallis H test result H=7.865; p=0.02),
with a significantly higher mean score among
students aged 18-19 compared to the 20-21 and
>22 age groups. Apart from these significant
differences, there was no significant difference
between FATCOD and MMAM and other socio-
demographic characteristics (p>0.05).

Discussion

In our study, it was specified that the generality
of the students perceived providing care to a
dying individual as a natural process. Also,
we determined that most of the students were
afraid of death (63.5%). When the literature was
examined, it was seen that students perceived
death as a natural event in a similar way, even if
they experienced sadness. This showed that the
sense of caregiving was prominent among the
students. Grief and hopelessness are feelings most
widely experienced by nurses while caring for
dying patients, according to a study by Karadag
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et al. (2019) (15).In a qualitative study conducted
by Go¢men Baykara et al. (2022) with medical
and nursing students, the most frequently used
expressions about death were “this is a natural
process” and “just like birth, which makes us
happy and is seen as normal, death is a part of life;
in this sense, it is similar to birth”(16). Besides,
Ozdemir Koken et al. (2020) investigated nursing
students’ feelings, thoughts, and approach
towards caring for dying patients and determined
that nursing students experienced feelings of
intense sadness, helplessness, and inadequacy
while caring for dying patients, with the main
reasons for their sense of inadequacy being a lack
of experience, knowledge, and skills (17).

In our study, we found that nursing students
had an affirmative approach towards caring for
the dying. Former studies in the literature also
indicated that students generally have a positive
attitude. Ceyhan et al. (2018) conducted a study
to reveal nurses’ approach towards the concept
of a good death and its effect on patient care in
the terminal period. Their results indicated that
nurses’ attitudes during care for dying patients
were at a moderate level and that they perceived
death as a positive experience when appropriate
care was given (18). In a study by Cerit (2019)
evaluating the effect of education on first-year
nursing students’ approach towards death and the
care of dying patients, the students had FATCOD
scores of 103.02 and 111.02 before and after the
education, respectively (19). Grubb and Arthur
(2016), using FATCOD, found that student nurses
had a positive attitude toward the care of dying
people with an average score of 75.9 (20).Karadag
etal. (2019) investigated the religious and cultural
factors affecting nurses’ attitudes and determined
that nurses in both the east and the west had high
mean scores on the FATCOD. This indicated a
positive approach towards death (98.27 for nurses
in the east, 97.19 for nurses in the west) (15). In
the study conducted by Giirdogan et al. (2019)
to determine the relationship between death
anxiety in nursing students and their approaches
to care for dying patients, the mean FATCOD-
Form B scale score was found to be 105.09 (21).
In another study to identify Swedish first-year
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nursing students’ approach towards the care of
dying patients, Hagelin et al. (2016) reported
a generally positive attitude among nursing
students at the beginning of the first semester,
with a mean total FATCOD score of 119.5 (22).
Zhou et al. (2021) recently conducted a study in
China assessing nursing students’ knowledge,
attitudes, and self-efficacy in alleviant care and
the relationships between these variables. The
students’ mean total FATCOD score was 101.34,
and most of the students scored above the 65%
threshold, indicating a positive approach towards
caring for dying patients (23). Ozdemir Koken et
al. (2020) reported that the mean FATCOD score
of nursing students was 92.83 in their study . In
their qualitative study investigating the attitudes
of healthcare students toward caring for terminal
patients (17). Juvet et al. (2021) found that
their attitudes were generally positive and that
most of the participants thought that supporting
dying patients was a way to achieve efficient
satisfaction. Yet, majority of the students reported
feeling inadequate and inexperienced in alleviant
care (24). Sanli and I1tus (2020) evaluated the end-
of-life care significances and behaviors of senior
nursing students and their approach towards
death and found that the students had affirmative
approaches and behaviors toward end-of-life care
and believed that death was a natural part of life
and that there was life after passing (25).

In our study, we observed significant differences
in MMAM scores according to the participants’
gender, their year of study, and their answers
to questions about whether they felt neutral or
regarded it as natural when they encountered a
death event. We also noted significant differences
in FATCOD scores by age group. Similar results
are reported in the literature. Jeong et al. (2020)
reported in their systematic review that nurses’
and nursing students’ approach towards hospice
and alleviant care in maintaining high-quality
services for fatally ill patients and their families
were positively associated with experience
caring for the dying, career or education level,
knowledge and education about hospice and
alleviant care, religiosity, education and anxiety
about death, and age (26). Hagelin et al. (2016)
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reported that older students, students with both
early care experience and earlier education,
those who have met a dying person, and students
born in Sweden reported more positive attitudes,
suggesting that students’ approach towards care
of the dying may be influenced by age, early
care, and education, experiences meeting a dying
person, and birthplace (22). Grubb and Arthur
(2016) reported that the duration of education and
practical experience in caring for dying individuals
were dividedly associated with nursing students’
positive approach towards caring for the dying
(20). In a study of the relationship between
nursing students’ approach towards death and
senses of spiritual care, Karadag (2020) observed
a remarkable positive relationship between the
mean Spirituality and Spiritual Care Rating
Scale and FATCOD scores and reported that
students who received education on spiritual
care and death along their nursing education
had more positive approach towards caring for
dying patients and higher senses of spirituality/
spiritual care (27). Alvarez et al. (2020) evaluated
strengths and weaknesses in terms of facing death
and the dying process in the hospital setting as
described by nursing students and determined
that strengths included previous death experience,
and support from a guidance nurse while at the
hospital. Also, the weaknesses included lack of
experience, psychological immaturity and the few
tools they possess, patient-related factors such as
age, and emotional bonds formed with the patient,
which may cause the student to suffer (28). Unlii
and Uludag (2021) showed that among Turkish
medical students, higher age and year of study were
associated with more positive approach towards
death and dying and lower empathy levels (29).
Gillan et al. (2021) evaluated the personal and
professional/clinical death and death experiences
of undergraduate nursing students and found that
good death experiences occurred when there
were nurses present to guide students through
the experience, whereas bad death experiences
were associated with undignified care, ritual post-
mortem care, and the physical coldness of the
deceased person and the environment (30). In
addition, when the MMAM scores were analyzed
in our study, it was observed that the mean score
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of third year students was lower than that of
second grade students. It was thought that the
reason for this situation may be that the second
year students had just taken the Internal Medicine
Nursing course. In addition, it was thought that
this difference developed because the fourth year
students were more mature.

Nurses’ and physicians’ perceptions of death
affect their approach towards dying patients. In
particular, in the present study, we found that
the MMAM scores and FATCOD scores of the
students who said they were afraid of death were
significantly higher. The reason for this might be
that the research data were collected throughout
the COVID-19 pandemic period and that there
was an increase in death anxiety in our students,
as in the rest of the world. On this subject, we can
say that leading students’ perceptions of death in
a positive direction will have a favorable impact
on their attitudes on the care of terminal patients

(17).
Limitations

This research was a descriptive research
carried out with students attending the nursing
department of two health sciences faculties. For
this reason, the limitations of the study include
the fact that the research was conducted only
in universities located in two provinces and the
sample was small. In addition, conducting the
research during the COVID-19 pandemic and
providing data online are among the limitations
of the study. Nursing students participating in the
study received training on palliative care.

Conclusion

In conclusion, we observed no significant
relationship between death awareness and
approach towards care in the nursing students
in our study. However, we found that some
sociodemographic factors were associated with
their level of awareness and attitudes. According
to the results of the research, it is important to
consider students’ fear of death, especially in
nursing education, and to provide death-oriented
education to improve coping skills. This is certain
to contribute to students’ adjustment to and
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acceptance of death during vocational training.
For these reasons, we believe that this should be
taken into consideration in the holistic approach
to nursing students and nursing curriculum
development.
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