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Investigation of Medical Crisis Communication
Teaching in Medical University Students’
Learning Interests, Empathy, and Ability of
Doctor-Patient Communication

Hui-Chung Yao , Li-Ting Cheng

Abstract

The patient-physician relationship is a significant issue that has been
confronting the healthcare providers since the nature of meeting persons to
provide the services forces physicians to bear the risks of malpractice in their
practice. Accordingly, the motivation and purposes of the study focus on not
only how to effectively promote medical students’ learning interest,
comprehension and acceptance but also fostering their empathy and competence
of crisis communications in practice when making it one of general studies.

Three research questions are proposed as follows.

A. How have the medical students’ learning interest and motivation,
comprehension degree and acceptance to the curricular content altered
by adopting the case method of instruction?

B. How did the experiential irritating tale promote medical students’
empathy?

C. How did the experiential case analysis assignments advance medical
students’ competence of applying crisis communications to practice?

The experiential classroom activity “What irritated you in the hospital” was

a curricular scheme to facilitate empathy of medical students. Firstly, three as

Associate Professor, Department of History, Tamkang University
Graduated student, Department of History, Tamkang Unviersity
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a group collected the experiences by their own recollection or interviews with
their relatives concerning what scenario irritated them, compiled them as a
written tale and identified the “irritating points” in the tale. Secondly, they
were brought to deliberate which link in the process or what kind of reactions
given by the healthcare professionals at the hospital probably irritated the
patients or their relatives and thus to reflect the associated links and reactions in
their future practice they ought to focus on. Thirdly, every group presented the
report in three parts: what happened, irritating points and reflective remarks.
Lastly, the lecturer reviewed the presentation and pinpointed how the irritating
point was formed. Hopefully, this helped foster their conception and mindset
of deliberation at the stance of the patients and their relatives.

To urge medical students to apply what they have learnt to the real crisis
cases, the classroom activity was done as follows.

Firstly, three as a group had the discretion to pick a crisis case in the
medicine, food or public health domains. Secondly, by using the analysis
framework offered by the lecturer, each group was asked to analyze the
followings: the whole story of the case, if the case was handled in compliance
with the basics learnt, the crisis situation where the organization was at, the
crisis communication strategy used thereby, if the situation and the strategy were
compatible, etc., Lastly, the afterthought report on the case analysis was
submitted. Hopefully, this helped enhance their competence of applying crisis
communications. In addition, in pursuit of raising the applied analysis
accuracy, the course edited a specific tool as the reference to medical students
for use in terms of the required analysis specifics.

To identify the degrees of medical students’ learning interest and
motivation, comprehension and acceptance as the three learning performance
construes of the study, their corresponding scales were edited accordingly. To

verify if the experiential assignments improved their empathy mindset, they
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finished the pretest at the beginning of the semester and the posttest after the
experiential assignments completed. To verify if provision of the edited tool
improved the analysis accuracy, the strategy and situation analysis accuracies of
the analysis assignments submitted by two classes (in 108 and 109 school years )
were compared. To verify if the case analysis assignments improved their
competence of applying empathy, the full text of the afterthought reports
submitted after the assignment completed applied to the qualitative analysis.

The survey results are as follows.

In terms of the learning interest and motivation, 88% agreed on their
learning interest or motivation increased by the case instruction. In terms of
the comprehension of the curricular content, 90.6% agreed on their
comprehension enhanced by the case instruction. In terms of the case
instruction, 92.4% conveyed their recognition and confirmation thereof.
Notwithstanding, the further mediation analysis indicates that their learning
interest and motivation cannot affect their acceptance directly since the former
must affect the latter indirectly via their comprehension as the mediator. Such
result proves the importance of how students comprehend the curricular content.
Their improved acceptance of the curricular content can hardly be attained
without their enhanced comprehension thereof although the course might be
vibrant and fun the content wise. In other words, their comprehension of the
curricular content is the key factor of how the case instruction worked.

The empathy pretest and posttest results indicate the following findings.

As it comes to perspective taking, emotional care and empathizing with
others the three construes, only a significant difference in the “empathizing with
others” pretest and posttest results appears; that is, the experiential assignments
significantly improved their empathy the empathizing with others wise whereas
their empathy the perspective taking and emotional care wise failed to improve

too obviously. This might arise from the following. On one hand, as for the
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Likert 7-point scale, the scores achieving 6.23 and 6.45 in the first two construes
pretest mean figures tend to be too high, making a significant difference caused
by too slightly improving scores unlikely to be detected obviously. On the
other hand, as for the empathizing with others construe, the pretest and posttest
mean figures hiked from 3.88 to 4.52, showing that the experiential instruction
drove the empathy degree from the mild-moderate to moderate-major trends.
Such findings probably arise from medical students initially with higher
empathy levels the perspective and emotional care wise but finding it very
challenging to practice it, but the experiential assignments lower the challenging
level and encourage them to practice empathy the perspective and emotional
care wise at some point.

The findings obtained on the basis of the textual analysis of the
afterthought reports for further observations are as follows.

Based on their reports, when practicing in the future, they would deliberate
in the mutual stances, do perspective taking, avoid dissensions with empathy,
feel for others, and be considerate of patients. According to the text, medical
students’ self-expectations and hopes depict that the irritating tales at the
hospital help them spot the causes why the patients or their relatives got irritated,
get compassionate with what happened thereto, and further reflect and come up
with a solution to the adversities of the patients or their relatives improved by
small measures from the hospital or healthcare professionals. Consequently,
the experiential assignments help foster and improve empathy, proven to be a
valid and attempt-worthy teaching design means. Besides, provision of the
edited tool can not only effectively promote 15% of the analysis competence but
also ensure the analysis accuracy achieving 75%, so the case analysis
assignments do improve the application competence.

According to the findings, the limitations on the study and the references to

further studies are proposed as follows.
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First, the teaching assessment remarks show that medical students prefer
the full-length case that depicts plural crisis communications principles, but it
requires further studies to prove which works better to improve the learning
interest and motivation, comprehension and curricular recognition effects as it
comes to the full text and the summary of the case. Second, the irritating tales
at the hospital merely display unilateral processes and sentiments of the patients
or their relatives; therefore, for better savoring the patients’ and physicians’
sentiments, the future curricular scheme may invite medical students to present
what irritates physicians and patients, respectively, which makes them more
capable of understand and practice the authentic bilateral empathy. Third, as it
comes to the case analysis assignments, provision of the edited tool not only
effectively promoted 15% of the analysis competence but also ensured the
analysis accuracy achieving 75%, but it can be improved or progressed; thence,
it is essential to fabricate more tools and approaches of future teaching in order

to help hike the analysis accuracy.

Keywords: empathy, learning interest, doctor-patient communication ability,
medical crisis communication, experiential case teaching
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