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ABSTRACT
Background: Effective communication is a cornerstone of safe 
and high-quality patient care, influencing clinical outcomes, 
patient satisfaction, and trust in healthcare providers. Inadequate 
communication skills among healthcare professionals have 
been linked to preventable adverse events, delayed treatment, 
and diminished therapeutic relationships. Early development of 
communication competencies during undergraduate training is 
therefore essential to prepare future healthcare professionals 
for patient-centered practice. 
Objective: This study aimed to assess the communication 
skills of undergraduate healthcare students at the International 
Islamic University Malaysia (IIUM), Kuantan, Pahang, and to 
examine whether demographic factors influence these skills. 
Methods: A descriptive cross-sectional survey was conducted 
from March to April 2024 among 197 undergraduate students 
from medicine, nursing, pharmacy, dentistry, and allied health 
faculties. Communication skills were measured using the 
validated Self-Efficacy 12 (SE-12) questionnaire. Fisher’s exact 
and chi-square tests were applied to evaluate associations 
between communication skills and demographic variables 
including age, gender, year of study, and faculty affiliation.
Results: More than half of the participants (54.8%) demonstrated 
good communication skills, whereas 45.2% exhibited poor skills, 
reflecting the need for curriculum strengthening. No significant 
associations were observed between communication skills and 
demographic characteristics (p > 0.05), suggesting that factors 
beyond sociodemographics—such as teaching methods, 
learning opportunities, and personal experiences—may be 
more influential.
Conclusion: Communication proficiency among healthcare 
undergraduates is not determined by demographic factors. 
Integrating comprehensive, experiential communication 
training into healthcare curricula could enhance competencies, 
improve patient safety, and foster more effective provider-
patient relationships. Future research should explore additional 
determinants to guide targeted educational interventions.
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INTRODUCTION
Approximately 40% of patients in primary and 
ambulatory healthcare settings may experience 
preventable harm, with communication 
identified as a key contributing factor (Howick 
et al., 2024). The World Health Organization 
underscores the critical role of effective 
communication in promoting health awareness, 
particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
when communication breakdowns frequently 
strained healthcare–patient relationships (Vaz, 
2023). Clear and accurate communication 
is essential for conveying important health 
information, including disease prognosis, 
dietary guidance, and medication instructions. 
It is closely linked to patient safety practices 
such as medication verification, fall prevention, 
and infection control (Ratna, 2019; Kim, Cho, 
& Park, 2022). To prevent adverse outcomes 
and maintain patient safety, healthcare 
providers must continually strengthen their 
communication competencies (Tiwary, Rimal, 
Paudyal, Sigdel, & Basnyat, 2019). Equipping 
healthcare students with skills in effective 
communication, cultural competence, and 
patient safety is vital, as it prepares them to 
enhance health literacy, build patient trust, and 
promote positive health behaviours (Anton-

Solanas et al., 2021; Fisher & Kiernan, 2019; 
Soares et al., 2022). Furthermore, students’ 
experiences in raising concerns about patient 
safety during their education help instill a 
strong sense of responsibility, ensuring they 
are better prepared to safeguard patient well-
being in their future professional roles (Fisher 
& Kiernan, 2019).

Inadequate communication skills among 
healthcare professionals can harm patient well-
being. This can result in delays in treatment, 
a negative perception of healthcare workers, 
and dissatisfaction with the overall healthcare 
experience (Kwama & Petrucka, 2021). 
Poor communication, which includes verbal 
abuse, disrespect, and denial of information, 
can undermine the establishment of trust 
between patients and providers. As a result, 
it becomes difficult to form a therapeutic 
alliance. This breakdown in communication 
can lead to misunderstandings about treatment 
plans and medication regimens, potentially 
worsening health outcomes due to non-
adherence to prescribed treatments. Effective 
communication is crucial for ensuring patient 
understanding, satisfaction, and positive health 
outcomes. Therefore, it is essential to address 
and improve communication skills through 
targeted training programs that focus on 
empathy, active listening, and communication 
strategies. These interventions are necessary 
to promote a patient-centred healthcare 
environment that prioritizes both physical and 
emotional well-being. Despite its importance, 
poor communication continues to be a 
significant factor contributing to adverse effects 
on patient well-being, highlighting the need for 
interventions to enhance communication in 
healthcare settings (Kwama & Petrucka, 2021). 
Effective communication is crucial in healthcare 
for conveying information and delivering care. 
It ensures that patients feel comfortable asking 
questions and that healthcare providers use 
clear, straightforward language (Ratna, 2019). 
Approximately 83% of evidence supports that 
communication with relatives improves end-
of-life decisions, highlighting the importance 
of informed discussions (Aderson et al., 2019). 
Building trust and rapport between patients 
and providers enhances patient satisfaction 
with treatments (Jin et al., 2022). Healthcare 
providers must regularly assess patients’ 
knowledge to ensure they understand their 
disease, medication, and treatment options 
(Tiwary et al., 2019). Effective communication 
is also vital in critical care settings, such 

Nursing and Healthcare 
Practices
•	 Nursing and healthcare curricula 

should include structured 
communication training modules to 
enhance students’ interpersonal skills 
and ensure better patient outcomes.

•	 Implement routine evaluation of 
communication skills among students 
and practitioners, coupled with 
constructive feedback, to promote 
continuous improvement and 
professional development.

•	 Since communication proficiency 
is not significantly influenced by 
demographic factors, educational 
institutions should prioritize 
innovative teaching methods and 
experiential learning to strengthen 
communication abilities in healthcare 
settings.
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as in the ICU, where it helps mechanically 
ventilated patients express their feelings 
despite communication barriers (Holm et al., 
2021). Furthermore, strong communication 
skills enhance treatment plans, improve 
satisfaction for both patients and healthcare 
professionals, and foster collaboration and 
shared responsibility among staff, reducing 
workplace conflicts (Mahvar et al., 2020). Open 
communication between leaders and frontline 
staff promotes a safety culture, increasing 
awareness, trust, and confidence in decision-
making (Aldawood et al., 2020; Paddley et al., 
2022).

Therefore, this study was conducted to 
assess the level of communication among 
undergraduate healthcare students in a 
public university in Pahang, Malaysia. It holds 
significant value in addressing the persistent 
issue of inadequate communication in 
healthcare settings and its detrimental impact 
on patient well-being. The research examines 
various forms of poor communication, including 
verbal abuse, disrespect, and withholding of 
information, which can undermine trust and 
hinder therapeutic relationships. By identifying 
potential root causes of disruptions in patient–
provider interactions, the study aims to 
inform targeted interventions for enhancing 
communication skills among healthcare 
professionals. The findings are expected 
to provide practical benefits for healthcare 
practitioners, administrators, and educators 
by offering evidence-based recommendations 
to improve communication in clinical practice. 
Such improvements can help mitigate 
treatment delays, reduce negative perceptions 
of healthcare providers, and strengthen patient 
adherence to care plans. Furthermore, the 
study underscores the importance of adopting 
a patient-centered approach to elevate care 
quality and outcomes, contributing to the 
broader discourse on healthcare improvement 
and supporting interventions that promote 
holistic patient well-being (Bhati, Deogade, 
& Kanyal, 2023). The specific purpose of this 
study was to evaluate the communication skills 
of undergraduate healthcare students and 
examine whether these skills are associated 
with demographic factors.

METHODS 

Design
This cross-sectional study employed a 

quantitative research design to examine 
communication practices among undergraduate 
healthcare students, with a focus on assessing 
both the prevalence of effective and ineffective 
communication and identifying factors that 
may contribute to poor communication within 
healthcare settings. The investigation was 
carried out at the International Islamic University 
Malaysia (IIUM), Kuantan, Pahang, over a two-
month period from March to April 2024. This 
timeframe allowed for adequate recruitment 
and data collection across multiple healthcare-
related faculties, including medicine, nursing, 
pharmacy, dentistry, and allied health sciences. 
The study was conducted in strict adherence to 
ethical research standards, with prior approval 
obtained from the relevant institutional ethics 
committees. This ensured that all research 
procedures upheld principles of confidentiality, 
voluntary participation, and informed consent, 
thereby safeguarding the rights and welfare of 
participants while maintaining the integrity of 
the research process. 

Sample and Setting 
The study population comprised 2,247 
undergraduate students enrolled across 
multiple healthcare-related faculties at the 
International Islamic University Malaysia 
(IIUM) in Kuantan, including Medicine, 
Nursing, Pharmacy, Dentistry, and Allied 
Health Sciences. Participants were recruited 
using a random sampling technique to 
ensure representativeness across faculties, 
and selection was guided by clearly defined 
inclusion and exclusion criteria to maintain 
the relevance and validity of the findings. The 
required sample size was determined using 
the Raosoft sample size calculator, which 
incorporated a 5% margin of error, a 95% 
confidence level, and the total population size. 
Based on this calculation, a minimum of 329 
participants was required; this number was 
increased by 10% to account for potential non-
response or incomplete data, resulting in a final 
target sample of 362 students.

Instruments
The study instrument comprised a structured 
questionnaire designed to capture 
comprehensive information on participants’ 
communication practices, perceived 
challenges, and experiences with poor 
communication in healthcare settings. It 
included both general and context-specific 
items addressing the effectiveness of 
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communication, common barriers, and the 
perceived impact of these barriers on patient 
care. Communication effectiveness and related 
constructs were assessed using Likert-scale 
items, enabling quantification of attitudes and 
perceptions on a graded scale. In addition, 
demographic data—such as participants’ 
academic program, year of study, clinical 
exposure, and relevant experience—were 
collected to provide contextual understanding 
of the sample characteristics.

To specifically evaluate clinical 
communication competence, the validated Self-
Efficacy 12 (SE-12) questionnaire developed 
by Axboe et al. (2016) was utilized. This 
instrument measures healthcare professionals’ 
and students’ self-reported certainty in their 
ability to perform various communication 
tasks, with responses ranging from “very 
uncertain” to “very certain.” The SE-12 has 
demonstrated strong internal consistency, 
with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.95, supporting its 
reliability in assessing communication-related 
self-efficacy. This standardized tool ensured 
that measurement was both psychometrically 
robust and comparable to other studies in the 
field. 

Data Collection
Data were collected using a structured 
questionnaire that was electronically distributed 
to participants via a secure online platform, 
ensuring accessibility across all faculties and 
minimizing logistical barriers to participation. 
The questionnaire was designed to capture 
detailed information on students’ communication 
experiences, perceived challenges, and overall 
perceptions of their communication skills within 
healthcare contexts. This mode of distribution 
allowed respondents to complete the survey at 
their convenience, thereby promoting higher 
response rates, while also ensuring anonymity 
and reducing potential social desirability bias in 
responses. 

Data Analysis
Data were analyzed using IBM SPSS Statistics 
software, version 27.0 (IBM Corp., Armonk, 
NY, USA). Descriptive statistics, including 
frequencies, percentages, means, and 
standard deviations, were used to summarize 
participants’ demographic characteristics 
and communication skill levels. Inferential 
statistics, specifically Fisher’s exact test and 
chi-square test, were applied to examine 
associations between communication skills 

and demographic variables, with a significance 
level set at p < 0.05. The results are presented 
in tabular and narrative form to provide a 
comprehensive understanding of the findings 
and to facilitate interpretation for educational 
and clinical application. 

Ethical Consideration
Participants’ anonymity and confidentiality 
were strictly maintained throughout the study. 
Informed consent was obtained electronically 
via the self-administered questionnaire, with 
the return of a completed questionnaire 
indicating voluntary agreement to participate. 
Respondents were informed of their right to 
decline participation or withdraw from the 
study at any stage without penalty. All ethical 
principles, including respect for autonomy, 
beneficence, and non-maleficence, were 
adhered to in accordance with established 
research guidelines. Ethical approval for the 
study was granted by the Kulliyyah of Nursing 
Postgraduate Research Centre (KNPGRC) 
and the International Islamic University 
Malaysia (IIUM) Research Ethics Committee 
(IREC), ensuring compliance with institutional 
and national standards for research involving 
human participants.

RESULTS
This study evaluated the communication skills 
of undergraduate healthcare students at the 
International Islamic University Malaysia (IIUM) 
in Kuantan, Pahang. While the initial target 
sample size was 362 students, a total of 197 
students voluntarily participated in the survey. 
The results showed that 54.8% of respondents 
demonstrated good communication skills, 
whereas 45.2% exhibited poor communication 
skills. This near-equal distribution underscores 
a pressing need for curriculum enhancement 
to strengthen students’ communication 
competencies. Such skills are critical for 
ensuring accurate diagnosis, fostering effective 
patient care, and facilitating collaborative 
teamwork in healthcare environments (Alotaibi 
& Alsaeedi, 2016). The findings suggest that 
without targeted educational interventions, 
a significant proportion of future healthcare 
professionals may enter clinical practice 
without the communication proficiency 
necessary to optimize patient outcomes and 
interprofessional collaboration. 
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DISCUSSION 
Enhancing communication skills among 
healthcare students is a critical priority for 
improving patient outcomes, fostering trust, 
and ensuring the efficiency of healthcare 
delivery systems (White et al., 2023). The 
present findings reveal that nearly half of the 
participating students demonstrated poor 
communication skills, highlighting a significant 
educational gap. This aligns with prior studies 
showing that deficiencies in communication 
among healthcare students and professionals 
are linked to reduced patient satisfaction, 
increased risk of clinical errors, and diminished 
interprofessional collaboration (Ratna, 2019; 
Tiwary et al., 2019). Integrating structured, 
evidence-based communication skills training 
into healthcare curricula is therefore essential. 
Such training should include simulation-
based learning, role-play exercises, and 
feedback-driven assessments, all of which 
have been shown to strengthen interpersonal 
competencies and clinical readiness.

The study also examined the relationship 
between demographic characteristics—
such as age, gender, year of study, and 
faculty affiliation—and communication skills. 
Statistical analysis using Fisher’s exact test 
and the chi-square test revealed no significant 
associations (p > 0.05). These findings suggest 
that communication proficiency is not inherently 
shaped by sociodemographic factors, which is 
consistent with research indicating that skill 
development is more strongly influenced by 
learning opportunities, institutional teaching 
strategies, and personal engagement (Li et al., 
2019; Buckley & Lee, 2021). This implies that 
communication training interventions can be 
designed to be universally applicable, ensuring 
equitable benefit for all students regardless of 
their demographic background.

Given these results, it is plausible that 
other determinants—such as the quality 
of instructional delivery, participation in 
extracurricular activities, exposure to 
interprofessional practice, and individual 
self-efficacy—play a more substantial role in 
shaping communication abilities. For instance, 
students with higher communication self-
efficacy have been found to engage more 
confidently in patient interactions, leading to 
better clinical rapport and treatment adherence 
(Li et al., 2019). In the context of nursing and 
allied health education, fostering self-efficacy 
through repeated practice, mentorship, and 

structured reflection can be a powerful strategy 
to enhance communication competence.

This study advocates for a comprehensive, 
inclusive approach to communication skills 
development in healthcare education. Such an 
approach should combine didactic instruction 
with experiential learning, integrate cultural 
competence into communication training, 
and ensure consistent formative evaluation 
throughout the curriculum. Moreover, future 
research should employ longitudinal and 
intervention-based designs to identify specific 
pedagogical strategies that produce sustained 
improvements in communication proficiency 
(Sheehan et al., 2021). A deeper understanding 
of these factors will enable educators to design 
targeted, evidence-informed interventions, 
ultimately preparing healthcare students to 
engage effectively with patients, families, 
and interdisciplinary teams, and to contribute 
to a safer, more patient-centered healthcare 
environment (Kunjukunju & Ahmad, 2019).

Strengths and Limitations
A key strength of this study is the use of a 
validated and reliable measurement tool, 
the Self-Efficacy 12 (SE-12) questionnaire, 
which ensures high internal consistency 
and comparability with previous research. 
The inclusion of participants from multiple 
healthcare faculties at a large public university 
also enhances the representativeness of 
the findings within the institutional context. 
Additionally, the use of random sampling and 
adherence to rigorous ethical procedures 
strengthen the study’s credibility. However, 
certain limitations should be acknowledged. 
The cross-sectional design precludes the 
establishment of causal relationships between 
communication skills and potential influencing 
factors. The reliance on self-reported data 
may introduce response and social desirability 
biases, potentially leading participants to 
overestimate their communication competence. 
Furthermore, as the study was conducted 
within a single institution, the generalizability 
of findings to other universities or healthcare 
training environments may be limited. Future 
research incorporating multi-institutional 
samples, objective performance-based 
assessments, and longitudinal follow-up could 
provide a more comprehensive understanding 
of communication skill development among 
healthcare students.
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CONCLUSION
The study conducted at the International Islamic 
University Malaysia (IIUM) found that the 
majority of undergraduate healthcare students 
demonstrated strong communication skills. 
Additionally, no significant associations were 
observed between sociodemographic factors 
and communication proficiency, suggesting 
that these skills are influenced by other 
determinants such as educational strategies, 
experiential learning opportunities, and 
individual attributes. These findings underscore 
the critical role of communication skills in 
preparing future healthcare professionals to 
engage effectively with patients, colleagues, 
and multidisciplinary teams. The results 
highlight the need for the university to implement 
structured programs and targeted interventions 
aimed at further strengthening communication 
competencies. Enhancing these skills is 
essential for ensuring accurate information 
exchange, fostering therapeutic relationships, 
and promoting high-quality, patient-centered 
care. The study recommends further research 
to identify additional factors that contribute to 
communication proficiency, which could inform 
the design of evidence-based educational 
initiatives to optimize patient interactions and 
outcomes.
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