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Abstract: Background: It is very important that nurses receive adequate training in Sexual and Re-
productive Health (SRH). In this study, the contents of the SRH subject in the undergraduate nurs-
ing curricula of 77 Spanish universities were examined in order to determine what SRH training
nursing students are receiving. Methods: The contents of the SRH subject of all the curricula that
were available online were reviewed. The distribution of the contents (topics) in the two areas (re-
productive health and sexual health) was analyzed, and the prevalence of each topic was estab-
lished. It was also determined whether there were differences in topics between public (n=52) and
private universities (n=25). Results: The training of nursing students focuses mainly on the area of
Reproductive Health (15 topics). Most of the topics of this area had a prevalence greater than 50%.
Although the area of Sexual Health had 14 topics, most of these topics had a low prevalence (<20%),
especially in private universities. Conclusions: It was found that there is considerable variation in
the distribution and prevalence of SRH topics between universities. The contents of the area of Re-
productive Health are usually prevalent in most of the curricula, however the contents of the area
of Sexual Health are very limited in most of the universities. An organizational effort is required to
determine and standardize the contents of SRH that nursing students should receive in Spain to
avoid inequalities in their training.
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1. Introduction

Nurses are in a unique position to address the sexual and reproductive health (SRH)
needs of women at all stages of life. They usually interact with women based on scheduled
tasks, such as cancer screening programs, gynecological concerns or problems, or prob-
lems related to pregnancy, childbirth, or postpartum. However, in order to adequately
care for all women, it is important that nurses, during their undergraduate training, re-
ceive basic SRH contents that allow them to acquire sufficient knowledge[1].

Cappiello, Coplon and Carpenter, in a review of the literature, examine the extent to
which United States undergraduate nursing curricula include SRH contents. The authors
conclude that the SRH content taught are essential, mainly due to time constraints. These
essential contents were: (1) Nursing care in pregnancy and prenatal health, childbirth and
postpartum care, (2) Family or women's health in the context of motherhood and parent-
ing, and (3) Disease prevention or health maintenance in the mother-child dyad and in the
pregnancy process. However, although they consider that this training could be improved
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by expanding the time to impart more contents; they indicate that these essential contents
are sufficient to acquire adequate knowledge and thus be able to provide adequate care
to the women. In addition, they point out that complex clinical problems in SRH are usu-
ally addressed in postgraduate or specialized training (midwives)[2].

McLemore and Levi have also studied SRH subject content in United States under-
graduate nursing curricula. They also consider that, although the contents currently
taught are basic, they guarantee the provision of comprehensive SRH care to all women
and their families at all stages of life. These basic contents were: (1) Nursing care for dis-
ease prevention and risk reduction for women throughout life, (2) Women's health or fam-
ily health in the context of preconception and normal and high-risk pregnancies, (3) Crisis
situations related to women's health and pregnancy, and (4) Sociocultural, economic, po-
litical or ethical factors that affect the provision of health services[3].

More recently, Simmonds et al. have identified that although SRH content in under-
graduate nursing curricula in the United States is correct to care for women properly;
other essential SRH content, such as the sexual and gender minorities, should be incorpo-
rated to ensure that nurses are well trained to meet the SRH needs of all people. The con-
tents they presented were: (1) Healthcare and human sexuality beyond the focus on re-
production, (2) Care options (for example, counseling about pregnancy options), (3) Re-
productive rights, options and alternatives during pregnancy, including term manage-
ment, abortion, fertility control, contraceptives or the like, (4) Postpartum contraception,
(5) Professional ethics, (6) Public health and global health, and (7) Quality and safety[4].

At the European level, the contents of the SRH subject in undergraduate nursing cur-
ricula have traditionally been structured in two large areas: (1) Reproductive Health,
which includes, on the one hand, topics on the care of women during their pregnancy,
childbirth and postpartum, and on the other hand topics that focus on the treatment and
diagnosis of diseases and conditions that affect the physical and emotional well-being of
women; and (2) Sexual Health, which includes topics that focus on sexuality and sexual
relationships[5-7]. In other contexts, such as China[8], Ethiopia[9] or Argentina[10], the
SRH contents of nursing curricula are mainly focused on reproductive health.

In the case of Spain, a southern European country, to be a nurse it is necessary to
obtain a nursing degree from an official university. This means passing a four-year cur-
riculum, with a total of 240 ECTS (European Credits Transfer System). Nursing curricula
include various subjects, such as Sexual and Reproductive Health. All university curricula
are approved by the Ministry of Education and Vocational Training and are periodically
reviewed by a specialized ministerial agency (ANECA)[11]. These reviews are carried out
by a minimum group of six recognized university professors who are experts in different
areas. This group of experts determines if the contents included in the subjects of each
curriculum are adequate to achieve the nursing competencies. To carry out this task, the
group of experts does not have a detailed program of the contents that each subject of the
curricula must include, but rather they decide whether the contents of each subject are
appropriate or not based on their knowledge and experiences (expert consensus)[12,13].
In practice this means that universities have a certain autonomy to design and implement
the contents of the subjects in the curriculum. The teachers of each subject first decide
what content to include, and then the experts review and approve them. Sometimes ex-
perts may request to add or remove some content before being approved. However, since
the contents of the subjects are not officially defined, there may be differences in the con-
tents between the approved and revised curricula. Teachers may prefer to include or de-
velop some topics more than others in their subjects.

Another factor that can affect the contents is that the subjects of the nursing curricula
do not have the same number of credits in all universities. For example, the SRH subject
at the University of Valencia has a study load of 4'5 ECTS[14], and the same subject at the
Autonomous University of Barcelona has a load of 6 ECTS[15]. This can also cause some
curricula to include more or less content in a subject than others.
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Given the manifest importance of receiving adequate essential content in SRH during
undergraduate nursing studies to acquire basic knowledge and thus be able to adequately
care for women and given the ignorance of the exact contents that are taught in the SRH
subject in Spanish universities; in this study, the contents of the SRH subject of the under-
graduate nursing curricula were examined.

2. Materials and Methods

Settings

In Spain, according to data from the Ministry of Universities, in 2020 there were 80
official nursing curricula in force, 55 from public universities and 25 from private univer-
sities[16].

Each Spanish university has a public document that includes all the "teaching guides"
of the subjects that include the undergraduate nursing curriculum([11,17]. These teaching
guides include the contents (topics) that will be taught in each subject during undergrad-
uate training.

Design and sample

A descriptive cross-sectional study was designed. All the teaching guides of the SRH
subject of the undergraduate nursing curricula that were available online were included.
This study did not require ethical committee approval because it did not involve human
participants.

Data collection

In the first place, the websites of all the Spanish universities that taught undergrad-
uate nursing studies during the 2020/21 academic year were accessed, and the type of
university (public or private) was determined. In the second place, the nursing curricula
of these universities were searched, and the year of publication of each one was deter-
mined. Next, the teaching guide for the SRH subject of each curriculum was located. Fi-
nally, the contents section of each teaching guide was revised.

The contents of the teaching guides (topics) were classified into two areas: Reproduc-
tive Health and Sexual Health. Likewise, the following information was also extracted
from the teaching guides: number of ECTS (European Credit Transfer System) of the SRH
subject, number of hours of face-to-face interaction, the year in which the SRH contents
are taught (first, second, third or fourth), sex of the head teacher of the subject (male or
female) and the profession of the head teacher (nurse, midwife or doctor).

Data analysis

All analyzes were derived from quantifying the frequency of appearance (preva-
lence) of the Sexual and Reproductive Health contents in the teaching guides. Likewise,
inferential analyzes (test x2) were carried out to determine if there were differences in the
contents between public and private universities respectively. The level of significance
was set at 0,05. All analyzes were carried out with SPSS version 23.

3. Results

A total of 77 (96.3%) curricula were included, 52 (65%) from public universities and
25 (31.3%) from private universities. Three curricula were excluded because the teaching
guides of the SRH subject were not available online. Most of the curricula were approved
between 2016 and 2020 (32, 41.6%), followed by those approved between 2011 and 2015
(29, 37.7%) and finally between 2005 and 2010 (16, 20.8%).

Regarding the teaching guides of the Sexual and Reproductive Health subject in-
cluded in the nursing curricula, it was found that they are taught mainly in the third year
(45, 58.4%) and second year (29, 37.7%). The head teacher of the SRH subject in most cases
is a woman (63, 81.8%). Likewise, most of the head teachers were nurses (41, 53.2%), or
midwifes (30, 39.0%). A low percentage of head teachers were doctors (6, 7.8%). Sexual
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and Reproductive Health subject had a load of 6 ECTS credits in 47 (61%) universities, and
a median of 36 hours of face-to-face master class (min. 3 — max. 120).

Contents in Sexual and Reproductive Health

In the Reproductive Health area, 15 topics were found (Table 1). The most prevalent
topic of this area was “Pregnancy”, which was present in 65 teaching guides (84.4%), while
the topic with the lowest prevalence was “Women's Health Services Administration”
which was included in only 3 teaching guides (3.9%). Statistically significant differences
were found between public and private universities for the topics “Health Problems Dur-
ing Pregnancy” (x2=16.347, p=0.038), “Delivery” (x2=18.622, p=0.017), “Complications in
Labor and Delivery” (x2=25.057, p=0.002), “Health Problems in the Puerperium”
(x2=17.249, p=0.028) and “Women's Health Education and Research” (x2=15.890, p=0.044).

Table 1. Contents of the teaching guides of the Sexual and Reproductive Health subject in the undergraduate nursing curricula of
the Spanish Universities

Total Public Private
Universities Univer- Universi-
(N=77) sities ties
(n=52) (n = 25)
n % n % n % Test P
X2
Reproductive Health

1. Human reproduction 61 79.2 42 80.8 19 76.0 28235 0.703
2. Human prenatal development 50 649 35 673 15 60.0 17.347 0.578
3. Pregnancy 65 844 45 86.5 20 80.0 15.896 0.635
4. Health problems during pregnancy 64 83.1 45 86.5 19 76.0 16.347 0.038
5. Delivery 61 792 39 750 22 88.0 18.622 0.017
6. Complications in labor and delivery 54 701 33 635 21 84.0 25.057 0.002
7. Puerperium and lactation 65 84.4 45 86.5 20 80.0 27.129 0.638
8. Health problems in the puerperium 49 636 35 673 14 56.0 17.249 0.028
9. Women's reproductive health care 58 753 38 731 20 80.0 9.695 0.060

10. Care for women with reproductive health problems 51 66.2 34 654 17 68.0 29.791 0.728

11. Epidemiology and demography in reproductive health 9 11.7 6 115 3 12.0 33.153 0.942

12. Socio-anthropological aspects in reproductive health 10 13.0 8§ 154 2 8.0 16.249 0.558

13. Women's Health Education and Research 30 39.0 22 423 8 32.0 15.890 0.044

14. Legislation and Ethics 5 6.5 4 77 1 4.0 17.546 0.715

15. Women's Health Services Administration 3 3.9 2 3.8 1 4.0 44.813 0.953
Sexual Health

1. General concepts 38 494 26 50.0 12 48.0 20.108 0.780

2. Socio-anthropology of sexuality 13 169 11 21.2 2 8.0 31.440 0.012

3. Components of sexuality 14 182 12 231 2 8.0 35952 0.003

4. Sexual psychophysiology 17 221 14 269 3 12.0 32.874 0.008

5. Sexuality in puberty and adolescence 21 27.3 13 25.0 8 32.0 15.622 0.584

6. Sexuality in adulthood 12 15.6 8§ 154 4 16.0 56.542 0.925

7. Sexuality in pregnancy and the puerperium 12 15.6 9 173 3 12.0 16.745 0.681

8. Sexuality in the climacteric 18 234 11 212 7 28.0 26.820 0.062

9. Sexual dysfunctions 18 234 12 231 6 240 27.425 0.910

10. Health and sexual behavior problems 21 273 14 269 7 28.0 29.810 0.808

11. Drugs and sexual behavior 6 7.8 3 538 3 12.0 16.562 0.666

12. Sex education 26 33.8 20 385 6 24.0 20.279 0.009

13. Sex and power 11 14.3 7 135 4 16.0 18.929 0.759
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Total Public Private
Universities Univer- Universi-
(N=77) sities ties
(n=52) (n=25)
n % n % n % Test P
X2
14. Approach to sexuality in clinical practice 8 10.4 5 9.6 3 12.0 31.499 0.761

The contents of each topic (subtopics) of the Reproductive Health area are presented,
due to their length, in an attached document (Appendix A). The most frequent subtopics
were: Anatomy of the Female Reproductive Organs (60, 77.9%), Physiology of the Female
Reproductive System (61, 79.2%), Pregnancy (65, 84.4%), Bleeding Problems (63, 81.8%),
Hypertensive states (64, 83.1%), Infectious Problems (60, 77.9%), Labor and Delivery (61,
79.2%), Puerperium (65, 84.4%), and Climacteric and Menopause (58, 75.3%).

In the Sexual Health area, 14 topics were found (Table 1). The most prevalent topic
of this area was “General Concepts”, which was present in 38 teaching guides (49.4%),
while the topic with the lowest prevalence was “Drugs and sexual behavior” which was
included in 6 teaching guides (7.8%). Statistically significant differences were found be-
tween public and private universities for the topics “Socio-Anthropology of Sexuality”
(x2=31.440, p=0.012), “Components of Sexuality” (x2=35.952, p=0.003), “Sexual Psycho-
physiology” (x2=32.874, p=0.008), and “Sex Education” (x2=20.279, p=0.009).

4. Discussion

In this study, all the contents (topics) of the teaching guides of the Sexual and Repro-
ductive Health subject of the undergraduate nursing curricula of Spanish universities are
compiled and their frequency is shown. The findings show that the contents focus on basic
SRH topics.

Most of the fifteen Reproductive Health topics present a medium-high prevalence.
These results are consistent with those of other previous studies[2,4]. This basic coverage
of knowledge has been considered sufficient for the development of adequate competen-
cies in this area[18]. However, the 14 topics of Sexual Health are not very prevalent, that
is, they are taught in few universities. This low prevalence of content in most curricula
does not seem to be adequate for acquiring basic knowledge that allows students to de-
velop good competencies in sexual health[19,20]. The most common barriers described to
justify this low inclusion of Sexual Health topics have been the perception that they are
not a curricular priority, time constraints, religious affiliation of the university, faculty
beliefs, and / or the lack of qualification or comfort of teachers[4].

Currently, the gaps in Sexual Health education in Spain are very similar to those de-
scribed in 2016 by Aaberg for the USA. This author identified that the content of sexuality
was very poor, nonspecific, and limited to general topics: anatomy and physiology; con-
ception; contraception; normal sexual function; sexual dysfunction; sexually transmitted
infections[21]. Exceptionally, some teaching guides present topics such as: disease pro-
cesses, medications, and treatments that affect male and female health or sexual activity;
take a sexual history; and address students' feelings, values, and attitudes toward sexual-
ity. However, no study guide includes, for example, LGBTQ sexual health topics as rec-
ommended[4].

Currently, the legislation for the development of undergraduate nursing curricula in
Spain does not establish guidelines for the contents, it is the universities and the professors
who decide these contents[12]. This can generate differences in the content between the
curricula, which can cause inequalities in the training that students receive depending on
the university in which they study. In general, the contents of SHR are considered special-
ized knowledge[13]. Most teachers decide these contents basically thinking about which
ones will benefit the students the most[2]. Therefore, it is necessary to urgently address
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the SRH training of undergraduate nursing students in Spain to ensure that all students
receive a homogeneous basic content in SRH that adequately covers their academic and
clinical needs. This is not about offering a set number of topics, but about ensuring that
some core content is taught to all students. It is about seeking a certain equity in the con-
tent and above all avoiding deficit situations[22]. Likewise, knowing the contents that are
currently being studied is essential to carry out a process of improving training in this
field. This research can be an important tool for professors and universities to review the
curricula and reflect on the content they teach in Sexual and Reproductive Health subject.
This research can serve as the basis for an update of the teaching guides.

The main limitation of this research is the possibility that some teaching guides have
not published all the contents or have presented them in a very general way without spec-
ifying them. Perhaps, we have underestimated the scope of the SRH content taught in
nursing education. However, examining the SRH teaching guides of Spanish universities
has made it possible to map what content is taught, and which are the most frequent. In
addition, in this study, only the teaching guides for the SRH subject were reviewed. It is
possible that other subjects of the curricula include some SRH content. For example, the
Geriatrics subject may include topics on sexual health at this stage of life[17].

Authors should discuss the results and how they can be interpreted from the per-
spective of previous studies and of the working hypotheses. The findings and their impli-
cations should be discussed in the broadest context possible. Future research directions
may also be highlighted.

5. Conclusions

The contents of SRH in nursing curricula are basic and limited. There is considerable
variation in the amount and thematic content among universities. The training focuses
primarily on reproductive health. Training in sexual health is the least developed. It is
necessary to carry out a curricular review and agree on the content of SRH so that it covers
the basic knowledge that nurses need.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at www.mdpi.com/xxx/s1, Figure S1:
title, Table S1: title, Video S1.: title.
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