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Introduction

The purpose of the present study is to explore the relationship 
between cognitive empathy and burnout in DPT students.
The research study aimed to answer the following research 
question:
To determine if a relationship exists between cognitive empathy 
and burnout in Doctor of Physical Therapy students, and whether 
this relationship is different across cohort groups

Burnout is prevalent in the medical community, often beginning in 
graduate school and encroaching into the work life of many 
healthcare professionals.1-4 Current research illustrates how 
medical school students and physical therapy students are 
experiencing  burn out as they progress through their coursework 
and encounter clinical relationships.1-2, 5-6

From a clinical perspective, cognitive empathy is defined as 
understanding a patient’s individual perspective and experiences 
combined with expression of this understanding as well as an 
intention to help alleviate the pain caused by those suffering.3,8

Cognitive empathy is imperative to a successful patient-provider 
relationship and can be a learned behavior.9,10

As medical/health professional students continue into their 
education, the amount of emotional distress and academic burnout 
drastically increases, according to a study from Gonclaves and 
Figueiredo-Braga5 who found that pharmacology students in their 
final year had the highest depersonalization scores, a factor of 
burnout, when compared to other cohorts. There is a lack of 
research related to burnout and empathy measurements with 
practicing physical therapists, and even less on physical therapy 
students completing their professional education.

The results of this study did not yield any statistically significant findings 
between cognitive empathy, measured through the RMET, and burnout, 
measured through the Maslach Burnout Inventory, in FGCU DPT 
students. It did yield a statistical significance demonstrating an inverse 
relationship between year in program and burnout rate.

A direction for future research is to further explore burnout rates in DPT 
students of other programs and determine if rates are similar to those in 
current FGCU students. Additionally, research should be focused on 
lowering burnout rates in DPT students and determining if increasing 
cognitive empathy could be a tool to prevent burnout in DPT students.

No statistically significant findings were found in relation to the scores of the 
RMET and the level of burnout, indicated by the two surveys given: the Reading 
the Mind in the Eyes Test and the Maslach Burnout Inventory - Student Version. 
There is no correlation between the level of cognitive empathy and the level of 
burnout in DPT students at FGCU

A statistically significant relationship was found between burnout levels (MBI) and 
year in program. In each of the subcategories of the Maslach Burnout Inventory, 
1st year students scored the worst, indicating a higher level of burnout, followed 
by 2nd year students, and finally 3rd year students. According to the data, 3rd 
year DPT students at FGCU demonstrated the least amount of burnout.

Sample RMET Question  Sample MBI Question

Results by Class for MBI   Results for RMET, MBI, Demographic Variables

RMET: There are no statistically significant difference between the average scores on the 
RMET for each cohort. A one-way ANOVA was run between the three cohorts with a F-value of 
1.606 and a p-value of 0.209. 

MBI: A weak, but statistically significant negative relationship is shown between the year in the 
program and subscale of emotional exhaustion (r=-.559, p=.000) and between year in program 
and the subscale of cynicism (r= -.654, p= .000). A weak, but statistically significant positive
relationship between year in program and professional efficacy (r=.476, p=.000). 

MBI: A statistically significant difference is shown between the three cohorts and the burnout 
subscales of emotional exhaustion (F = 14.129, p= .000), cynicism (F= 25.725, p= .000), and 
professional efficacy (F= 9.254, p= .000) 

There are no statistically significant correlation between the total RMET score and any of the 
variables: the burnout subscales, age, and cohort. 
● The analysis showed p-values of 0.180 for emotional exhaustion, 0.527 for cynicism, 0.972 

for professional efficacy, 0.861 for age, and 0.302 for cohort.

Methods
Quantitative method via two online tests: Reading the Mind in the Eyes Test  (RMET) 
and the Maslach Burnout Inventory- Student.  
Demographic Questions (MBI) including age, gender, physical activity level, time 
spent with family or support system, and estimated amount of debt

RMET: Participants were shown thirty-sex emotionally charged or neutral 
photographs of the eye region of unique human faces with four specific mental-state 
descriptor words listed in the corners of each photograph with a corresponding 
number representing a word. Participants selected the word that best corresponded 
to the emotion seen in the photographs and recorded their responses by typing the 
representative number in a text box. 
MBI: The participants rated the frequency that they have experienced the feeling 
described in sixteen statements using the following scale: 0 - Never, 1 - A few times a 
year or less, 2 - Once a month or less, 3 - A few times a month, 4 - Once a week, 5 -
A few times a week, 6 - Everyday. These questions are separated into subscales of 
emotional exhaustion, cynicism, and professional efficacy as it relates to students’ 
academics.

Discussion
According to previous research done on students in pharmacy school, the third years 
scored the highest in depersonalization scores, which is a factor of burnout, when 
compared to other cohorts. This differs from our findings in that the third-year cohort 
had the lowest burnout levels in every subscale. Cognitive empathy did not play a 
role in our findings as they were not statistically significant. Although no statistical 
significance was found, cognitive empathy scores did increase as students 
progressed through the curriculum. Previous research has not measured cognitive 
empathy levels in DPT students, instead focusing more on practicing clinicians.

According to the results, it could be hypothesized that the reason why third year 
students in the DPT program have both low level of burnout and high level of 
cognitive empathy may be related to the increase in clinical experience as students 
progress through this curriculum design at FGCU,  and the lower amount in-class 
time required as well as the amount of classes taken by students as they progress 
through the curriculum.

Limitations: 
• The size of each cohort and the number of participants may have reduced the 

power of the analysis resulting in a lack of significance for the RMET.  
• There were slight differences in the administration of the surveys for each cohort. 

First year students were given the survey in-class following one of their lectures. 
3rd year students were given the survey before class, with some 3rd years talking 
during the time others were completing the survey. 2nd year students were asked 
to take the survey via email without any face-to-face instructions.

• The sizes of the cohorts differed greatly, with 30 first year students (100% of 
cohort), 10 second year students (38% of cohort), and 23 third year students 
(88% of cohort) participating. Statistical differences may not accurately represent 
the second and third year cohorts due to not having 100% participation like the 
first year students.
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