https://africanjournalofbiomeicalresearch.com/index.php/AJBR
Afr. J. Biomed. Res. Vol. 27(4s) (November 2024); 3717-3722
Research Article

Assessment of Knowledge, Attitude and Perception on AETCOM
module- Empathy and Communication Skills among Phase |
medical students

Abeetha S!, Suba A%, Suma S3, Stephy Sebastian*’, M Chitra®, K.M. Shruthy®

! Professor, Department of Physiology, ACS Medical College & Hospital, Dr.MGR Educational and
Research Institute, Chennai, India.
2 Assistant Professor, Department of Physiology, ACS Medical College & Hospital, Dr.MGR Educational
and Research Institute, Chennai, India.
$Associate Professor, Department of Physiology, Saveetha Medical College and hospital, Saveetha Institute
of Medical and Technical Sciences, Saveetha University, Chennai, India.
4 Assistant Professor, Department of Physiology, ACS Medical College & Hospital, Dr.MGR Educational
and Research Institute, Chennai, India.
SProfessor, Department of Physiology, ACS Medical College & Hospital, Dr.MGR Educational and Research
Institute, Chennai, India.
®Professor, Department of Anatomy, Sri Lalithambigai Medical College & Hospital, Dr.MGR Educational
and Research Institute, Chennai, India.

Corresponding Author: Dr.Stephy Sebastian,
Assistant Professor, Department of Physiology, ACS Medical College & Hospital, Dr.MGRERI, Chennai,
Tamilnadu, India, Contact no - 91-8157073830, Email- drstephy0O6@gmail.com, Orcid id-
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3293-3919

Abstract

Background: Healthcare professionals are required to possess appropriate technical skills, medical knowledge and
expertise, while also demonstrating empathy, compassion, and trustworthiness. Based on the Competency Based Medical
Education (CBME), AETCOM -Attitude, Ethics, and Communication session has been introduced for undergraduate
medical students starting from their first year, aiming to equip them with these essential skills. Fewer researches have
delved into evaluating Phase | medical students' comprehension of the revised AETCOM curriculum. This study aims to
underscore the importance of empathy and communication skills in healthcare among Phase | medical students.
Methods: This was an observational cross-sectional study done for a period of three months among Phase—I Medical
students who joined in 2023. The twelve hours of Physiology AETCOM sessions were well planned and evenly spread
for three months. At the end, the students were requested to fill out a structured questionnaire and the results were analysed.
Results: Majority of the students (>88%) showed a higher existence of favorable attitude about AETCOM as a subject in
medical curriculum. Around 82% of the students felt that the AETCOM session kindled their interest. Nearly, 86% of
students acknowledged that the knowledge obtained will help them in their future roles.

Conclusion: The AETCOM training in the first year would help the students acquire the essential knowledge about
empathy and communication skills, and practice these skills during the clinical visit in Phase 1. This definitely would go
a long way in creating an ideal ‘Indian Medical Graduate’.
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Introduction

India plays a substantial role in global healthcare,
supplying a significant portion of the world's medical
professionals. In recent times, India is a developing
medical epicentre offering the globe more advanced and
affordable treatment alternatives . To address this, we
require physicians with the necessary training and
expertise. Across the country at present there are more
and more concerns around doctor’s conflict of interest
with patients and family. There is an increasing trend of
aggressive conduct towards medical professionals. Also,
a physician's capacity for diagnosis is substantially
increased when they can interact with patients and their
families in an efficient manner, which reduces
frustration for both parties. Traditionally, students have
been taught the components of Attitude, Ethics, and
Communication (AETCOM) informally and in an
unstructured way throughout their clinical rotations and
internships @. Students were allowed to gather this vital
knowledge on their own, frequently looking to their
professors, seniors, or peers as role models. It has been
aptly stated that “Medicine is an art whose magic and
creative ability have long been recognized as residing in
the interpersonal aspects of patient-physician
relationship”. Realizing the critical role that good
interpersonal communication plays in clinical practice,
Medical Education Board has comprehended that
professionalism must be taught and assessed as a formal
concept.

So, The Graduate Medical Education Regulations of
1997 have been updated and redesigned by the Council,
with a focus on curriculum changes. For undergraduate
medical students, the National Medical Council (NMC)
implemented, Competency Based Medical Education
(CBME) in 2019 @, Based on it, the overall goal of the
undergraduate medical education program is to produce
"Indian Medical Graduates" (IMGs) with the necessary
knowledge, skills, attitudes, values, and responsiveness
to function appropriately and effectively as community
physicians while remaining globally relevant. IMGs
must be able to carry out their roles in an ethical,
appropriate, and responsive manner. In order to help
undergraduate medical students develop the necessary
abilities, the new competency-based medical curriculum
includes  Attitude, Ethics, and Communication
(AETCOM) modules as early as their first year. The
basic notion behind the AETCOM module is that a
person's behaviour may be altered through changes in
their attitude ®. This training module is a continuous
curriculum that is offered throughout the undergraduate
medical degree ®. This AETCOM serves as a foundation
for aspiring doctors to create the Doctor-patient
relationship by understanding patient’s needs,
perceptions, and expectations resulting in fewer errors
and higher patient and doctor satisfaction levels.
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This curriculum was again revised in the year 2023. In
the revised curriculum, The National Medical Council
(NMC) has put up new ideas for education, such as a
structured, multi-year curriculum on communication,
ethics, and attitude. Fewer studies prevail regarding the
revised AETCOM curriculum among Phase | Medical
students. Hence, this study was designed to evaluate the
value of empathy and communication skills in health
care among Phase | Medical students.

Methods

Design and Setting - This Cross-Sectional
Observational study was done after obtaining approval
from Institutional Ethical Committee. It was done for a
period of three months ( March- May). Purpose of the
study was explained to the students and informed written
consent was obtained.

Participants and sampling - The study was conducted
among Phase | Medical undergraduate students of a
private Medical College in Tamilnadu who joined in the
year 2023-2024. The study population was 248.
Tools/Instruments - A structured questionnaire about
knowledge, attitude, and perception of empathy and the
doctor-patient relationship was developed. There were
four sections in the Questionnaire. Section A dealt with
informed consent of the participants. Section B
evaluated the theoretical knowledge of the students
regarding Physiology AETCOM sessions through
objective Multiple-Choice Questions (MCQ). Section C
analysed student’s attitude to the above mentioned
AETCOM sessions using questions from part of
Communication Skill Attitude Scale (CSAS)and
Jefferson’s Empathy Scale (JES) €7, Finally, Section D
analysed student’s perception to AETCOM session
using the early part of Kirkpatrick Evaluation Model ®).
A validated questionnaire was constructed with valuable
inputs from Committee members of Medical Education
Department of our college with additional input from a
statistician.

Data Collection - We planned 12 hours of Physiology
AETCOM module, stretched over two months from
January to February 2024, on the topic of Empathy and
Doctor-Patient  Relationships  through  Effective
Communication. The first four hours were spent on in-
depth lectures on communication skills and empathy.
The next two hours were used for video demonstrations
on how to and how not to approach a patient. Later, two
hours were spent for case-based discussion and the
following week our students were encouraged to
performed role plays on how they would react in
different scenarios. The entire sessions were very
interactive. Students were later instructed to do
reflective writing on the Physiology AETCOM sessions.
Finally, the Study Questionnaire was disseminated
through electronic media to all students.
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Data analysis -The information collected from the study
participants were recorded in a master chart. Results
were subjected to Descriptive analysis in Microsoft
Excel.

Results

Among the study population of 248 students’ of 2023
batch, 13 of them were absent for the AETCOM
sessions, 8 of them were not willing to participate in the

study and 227 gave consent to participate in the study
amounting to response rate of 91.5% (Figure-1). The
student’s attitude to the AETCOM sessions were
analysed using Likert scale. Majority of the students as
shown in Figure 3, showed a predominance (>88%) of
favorable attitude about empathy & communication
skills as a subject in medical students. More than 82% of
the students felt that the AETCOM session kindled their
interest.

Figure 1- Students participation in the study
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In AETCOM Knowledge assessment, the students were
assessed for a total score of 13. Knowledge on better
Doctor-patient relationship have been stressed on the
sessions and results revealed that over three quarters

(75.7%) of the study participants received a score higher
than 8 out of 13 (Figure-2). Also, 86% of students
acknowledged that the knowledge obtained in these
sessions will help in their future clinical practice.

Figure 2- AETCOM Knowledge assessment
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The student’s attitude to the AETCOM sessions were
analysed using Likert scale. Majority of the students as
shown in Figure 3, showed a predominance (>88%) of
favorable attitude about empathy & communication
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skills as a subject in medical students. More than 82% of
the students felt that the AETCOM session kindled their
interest.
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Figure -3 AETCOM attitude assessment

AETCOM Attitude

Health care providers should not allow themselves to be influenced by patients I:- 115 [ [Z 1
Understanding the emotional status of the patients and their family is crucial I 104 [ pd | 1
Patients feel better when the health care providers understand their feelings [Tl 89 | 115 1
| attempt to understand what my patients are going through emotionally [l 99 [ g7 1
empathy is an important factor in patient’s treatment [Tl 94 [ 116 1
When applying for medicine, | thought it was really good idea to learn communication skills [Tl 114 [ /B 1
Learning communication skills will help me recognised patient’s rights [Tl 108 [ U3 1
Learning communication skills will help me respect my colleagues [l 103 [ g 1
Learning communication skills has improved my ability to communicate with patients |:. 90 [ 114 1
Learning communication skills will help facilitate my team working skills [l 95 [ 104 1
Learning communication skills will help me respect patients [Tl 97 [ 12 1
Developing my communication skills is just as important as developing my knowledge of
medicine [ 76 L WA !
Ideal Indian Medical Graduate must have- good communication , clinical , leadership,
professionalism, lifelong learner and researcher I:. 63 I 143 !
0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%
@ Strongly Disagree M Disagree Neutral Agree M Strongly Agree
Figure -4 AETCOM Perception assessment
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The student’s perception to empathy & communication
skills were analysed and the results (Figure-4) showed a
higher presence of positive perception about empathy
and communication skills as a subject in medical
students. Nearly 90% of students agreed that developing
communications skills is equally important as medical
skill.

Discussion

Currently in India there is a surge in number of medical
colleges. The purpose of this is to achieve the target
doctor-population ratio of 1:1000 by 2031 as per the
Medical Council of India (MCI) guidelines . Ensuring
academic quality concurrently with the increase in
medical practitioner’s numbers is a critical requirement
to guarantee the desired result, which is a skilled
physician who is dedicated to excellence, responsive,
and accountable to patients, the community, and the
profession. Up until now, medical education and training
programs have focused on three key domains:
affective(heart), cognitive(brain), and
psychomotor(hand) @9, Among them, Indian medical
school focuses a lot on the head followed by hand and
almost completely ignores the heart. Consequently,
physicians developed a lack in empathy and an inability
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to fully comprehend the preventive, curative, and
palliative aspects of comprehensive healthcare. To
improve this in medical schools throughout India, the
new CBME curriculum was gradually introduced as of
2019. The Graduate Medical Education Regulations
define 35 competences in total for the five roles -
clinician, communicator, leader, professional, and
lifelong learner that are expected of an Indian medical
graduate D, AETCOM is one such competency
introduced as early as the first year of medical
curriculum.

Varma J et al in 2018, showed higher unfavorable
attitude prevalence before AETCOM curriculum
introduction ¢2, But in this study, majority of students
(91%) had positive opinions towards the AETCOM-
based CBME curriculum. They reflected that the module
had improved their knowledge of patients' rights
(88.5%), their ability to communicate with patients, and
their development of the professional responsibilities.
Similar results have been found by Verma et al and Patil
etal &9, The study also demonstrated the willingness of
the students to learn more about medical ethics and their
eagerness to apply what they had learned to their future
practice. Nearly, 95.5% of the students felt that these
sessions kindled their interest more to know about the
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AETCOM module. This is in consistent with the
research findings of Bidikar et al, Shetty et al, Rose A et
al and Anshu 19, Around 97.8% of the students were
satisfied with the teaching methodology for these
sessions. Around 97% agreed that these sessions will
help them in their future clinical practice.

"The ability to understand the patient's situation,
perspective, and feelings and to be able to communicate
that understanding to the patient™ is how Coulehan et al.
described Empathy @8, Even while empathy is clearly
important, a sizable portion of health professionals
appear to find it challenging to incorporate an empathic
communication model into their daily work ). A study
done by Moudatsou et al had demonstrated that health
workers with high levels of empathy perform their roles
more effectively in eliciting therapeutic changes 9. The
large number of patients that professionals must
examine, the lack of sufficient time, the emphasis on
therapy in the current academic culture, and the absence
of empathy education are some of the reasons that
adversely affect the development of empathy. The
CBME curriculum has made an attempt to fill the
education lacunae by introducing the AETCOM
sessions. In this study, the importance in understanding
the emotions of patients and their families was well
acknowledged by 82% of students. Nearly 92.5% (210)
of the students in this study agreed that empathy makes
an important factor in patient treatment.

Effective communication between a doctor and patient
reduces errors, improves patient and physician
satisfaction, and facilitates a better understanding of the
needs, perceptions, and expectations of the patient.
Majority (89.9%) of the students accepted that
communication skill development is equally important
to that of medical knowledge development. Similar
findings have been established by Varma et al !, But in
the studies done by Marambe et al one fourth of the
student and in Widyahening et al half of the student felt
that medical knowledge is more important %21, Around
87.6 % students agreed that communication skills will
improve their team work. Also, 86.8 % students felt that
language act as barrier in effective communication.

The analysis of Reflective writing done by the students
after sessions, also confirmed about the positive attitude
and perception of students with regard to the AETCOM
module.

By organizing AETCOM modules into competencies
and strategically placing them within the curriculum
design, educators can guarantee that learners will
acquire the necessary communicative and altruistic
skills, as well as proper orientation regarding ethics,
professionalism, leadership, and the attribute that will
instil in them the essence of lifelong learning. This study
aimed to gauge the level of student comprehension
during the sessions and gather their frank opinions about
these sessions. The feedback provided by the students
would enable us to deliver an improved AETCOM
sessions in long term outcome.

A detailed evaluation of the AETCOM modules,
empathy and communication skill will be done
individually and a follow up study of the students
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regarding the sessions impact on their behaviour will be
made in the upcoming years.

Conclusion

The AETCOM training in the first year would help the
students acquire the essential knowledge about empathy
and communication skills, and practice these skills
during the clinical visit in Phase Il. Empathetic
behaviour among healthcare professionals  will
contribute to better patient outcomes. This would
definitely produce an ideal Indian Medical Graduate
with an enormous potential to cater to global needs.
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