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Abstract

Aim: The aim of this study is to analyze the available research evidence on the effectiveness of training methods used in
communication and interpersonal skills enhancement in midwifery practice and study. Design: Review. Methods: A systematic
search in SCOPUS and PubMed databases was performed, with the following selection criteria for studies: quantitative studies
in English between the years 20062016, using the key words: communication enhancement, communication training, and
midwifery in their abstract or title. Theoretical analyses of the problem and review articles were excluded. The search process
resulted in the discovery of nine studies focusing on communication skills enhancement in midwifery. Results: All of the
available studies confirmed positive effects on communication skills in general, particularly on self-confidence, self-
awareness, subjective feelings of competency, and communication within the team. Roleplay with patient-actors proved to be
more effective than patient simulators. Conclusion: Although positive effects of the communication training programs were
reported in the articles reviewed, there was a high level of heterogeneity in the intervention methods, length and outcome
measures used within the training programs. Research studies comparing the effectiveness of the different training methods,
using objective outcome measures, and with good quality methodological background, are needed in this area in order to
formulate clear recommendations for practice regarding effective interventions.
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Introduction

One of the basic goals for nurses and midwives is to
ensure effective communication with clients and their
relatives. Healthcare professionals should also
communicate effectively within the team, to provide
continual safe and quality health care (Cassey,
Wallis, 2011). Recently, the importance of effective
interprofessional teamwork has been emphasized,
with interprofessional communication as the essential
competency of team cooperation. Active listening,
communication to ensure common understanding
of decisions, setting of shared goals, and sharing
responsibilities are key factors providing a basis for
effective teamwork (Solomon, Salfi, 2011). The
ability to successfully negotiate with others, to
clearly and succinctly argue a point of view, and
group decision-making and negotiation are also
an important part of high-quality interpersonal
relationships in a professional environment (Warland,
Smith, 2012).
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A significant number of adverse events in health care
can be attributed to problems with the application
of non-clinical skills such as communication, team
cooperation or effective decision-making ability.
Communication and interpersonal skills are
an essential part of effective health care, significantly
complementing technical and clinical skills
(Hobgood et al., 2010).

Training in communication and interpersonal skills is
commonly included in the educational process in
nursing and midwifery. However, considerable
diversity exists in the use of different techniques and
educational approaches, and the effectiveness of such
training programs is rarely explored. For instance,
Beaubien and Baker (2004) in their review article
point out that simulation training using roleplay or
computerized simulators has become a highly
popular technigue for training in team cooperation as
well as other interpersonal and communication skills,
but there is a lack of studies comparing different
types of simulation and their effectiveness. More
research is needed to empirically assess outcomes
in this area.
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Aim

The focus of this study is to analyze the available
research evidence on the effectiveness of training
methods used in communication and interpersonal

skills enhancement among midwives and midwifery
students.

Methods

Eligibility criteria

The following selection criteria were chosen based on
the research problem: full-text articles, in English,
and published in peer-reviewed journals. Conference
papers, book chapters, and articles published in non

peer-reviewed journals were excluded, as were
theoretical analyses of the problem or review articles.

Sources

The Scopus and PubMed databases were searched to
identify publications relevant to the aims of this
study.

Literature search results
(n=702)

v

Records after removal of duplicates
(n=444)

h 4

Records screened on basis of abstract
(n=444)

l

Full text articles assessed as eligible
(n=9)

Y

Studies included in quantitative synthesis
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Search

A comprehensive literature search in titles and
abstracts of articles was implemented based on the
following key words: communication enhancement,
communication training, and midwifery. The Search
process resulted in the discovery of nine studies
focusing on communication skills enhancement
in midwifery.

Study selection and data analyses

The search process returned a total of 702 articles.
161 studies meeting the eligibility criteria were found
on the Pubmed database, and 541 were found on the
Scopus database. In the next stage, duplicate studies
were excluded. Next, publications focusing on
theoretical aspects of communication in midwifery,
and articles focusing on skills other than
communication-related skills (clinical or theoretical
knowledge) were excluded. Studies aimed at training
programs in populations other than midwifery or
midwifery students were excluded as well. This step,
based on a study of abstracts, reduced the total to 18
publications. Scheme 1 refers to the screening
process stages and results.

Excluded records

(n=426)

Full text articles excluded as

n=29)

A 4

not meeting criteria
(n=29)

Scheme 1 Steps and results of the screening process — flow diagram

© 2016 Central European Journal of Nursing and Midwifery

505



Skodova Z.

Results

The screening process resulted in the selection of a
total of nine relevant articles, consisting of empirical
studies in which the impact of various training
programs on communication skills among midwives,
or midwifery students were reported (Scheme 1).

Methodological procedures in the studies selected for
review

Midwifery and other healthcare professions featured
in the research studies included in the review. In four
studies, students of midwifery (in some cases
combined with other healthcare students), were
involved in training programs. In a study by
McDonald et al. (2012) both midwifery students and
midwives participated, and the remaining four studies
include midwives (in three cases together with
obstetricians) in training programs (Table 1). Most of
the studies selected subjective evaluation of outcome
variables, especially communication or interpersonal
skills. Only the study by Crofts et al. (2008)
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employed a more objective measure: assessment
of emergency situations by patient-actors, whereby
communication was one of the three evaluated
factors. A research study by Solomon and Salfi
(2011) used the standardized Interpersonal Education
Perception Scale (IEPS) in combination with
subjective evaluation of the training program. The
IEPS consists of four subscales, in which competence
and autonomy, perceived need for cooperation,
perceptions of actual cooperation, and understanding
others’ values are evaluated (Table 1). The duration
of the intervention programs implemented in research
studies was highly variable: from one three-hour
session, and one or two-days’ training, to projects
lasting several months. A quasi-experimental pre-test
— posttest research design (five studies) or ex post
facto design (four studies) were used in the research
articles included in the review. None of the reviewed
studies with quasi-experimental design involved a
control group in its research protocol (Table 1).

Table 1 Results of the review: description of methodological procedures used in studies selected for review

Authors, year Participants

Measures of outcome variables

Study design Length of the

intervention

program

Catling etal., 2015 71 midwifery subjective evaluation by students — quasiexperimental 2 days project
students open-ended questions survey

Parrat et al., 2014 24 midwifery online survey — subjective evaluation of ex post facto 2 team-based
students program effectiveness by students assignments over

Monod et al., 2014

Warland, Smith,
2012

McDonald et al.,
2012

McLachlan et al.,

2011

Solomon, Salfi,
2011

Crofts et al., 2008

Birch et al., 2007

51 midwifes and
102 obstetricians

12 midwifery
students

14 midwifes and
students

25 midwifes

96 healthcare
students (13 in
midwifery)

95 midwifes, 45
doctors

36 medical and
midwifery staff

subjective evaluation of program
effectiveness — on Likert scale (1-6), in
2 time points: after the training and 3
month follow up

subjective evaluation by students —
questionnaire

subjective evaluation — interviews and
research journals evaluating
intervention

subjective evaluation by midwifes —
questionnaire

subjective measures of satisfaction,
focus groups and individual interviews,
The Interdisciplinary ~ Education
Perception Scale (IEPS)

Objective — evaluation of handling the
emergency situation by patient actors

subjective evaluation — semi structured
interview

ex post facto

ex post facto

ex post facto

quasi experimental

quasi experimental

quasi experimental

the 15
period

6 training courses
over the 5 months
period

weeks

7 days briefing
10 days roleplays
3 weeks
debriefing

6 one-day
workshops each
month

7 sessions over
a 6 month period

3 hours session

1-day or 2-day
simulation course

1 day training
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Research findings in studies selected for review:
effectiveness of methods aimed at communication or
interpersonal skills enhancement

Only four studies included in the review focused
primarily on communication or interpersonal skills
development. Five of the research articles reported
the results of training programs aimed primarily
at developing clinical and/or theoretical knowledge
and skills development in the area of midwifery,
in particular, training in obstetrical emergency
situations (Table 2).

Table 2 Main findings of studies selected for review

Cent Eur J Nurs Midw 2016;7(3):504-510

Three main methods were used in intervention
programs implemented in the reviewed studies: 1.
simulation training through roleplay, 2. simulation
training with computerized patient simulators, 3.
interactive communication training in small groups
(Table 2).

All of the available studies confirmed a positive
effect of the training on communication skills among
participants (Table 2).

Authors, year

Methods used in the intervention program

Findings — effectiveness of the intervention on
communication enhancement

Catling et al., simulation workshops with role plays focused on improvement in communication skills

2015 clinical midwifery skills

Parrat et al., 2014 team-based work with peer feedback focused on improvement in communication skills

theoretical knowledge
Monod et al., multi-professional, multidisciplinary

improvement in team communication directly after

2014 simulation training courses in emergency situations the training

in obstetrics

difference between time point after the training and
3 month follow up was not statistically significant

Warland, Smith, online roleplays with face-to-face debriefing aimed communication skills enhancement

self-confidence, self-awareness,
communication and conflict resolution skills

2012 on communication and collaboration

McDonald et al., interactive training of resilience in small groups enhanced
2012 and pairs

McLachlan et al., interactive small group workshops facilitated by

2011
Solomon,  Salfi,

2011
Crofts et al., 2008

Birch et al., 2007

psychologist aimed on supporting women with
antenatal psychosocial problems

interview with a standardized patient focused on
inter-professional communication

comparison of simulation trainings in emergency
situations in obstetrics using simulators and patient
actors

simulation training in emergency situations in
obstetrics (advanced human patient simulators)

increased communication skills

increased confidence and subjective feelings of
competency

improved confidence in communication skills
increase in IEPS

improved

higher improvement in group receiving training
with patient actors compared to computerized
simulators

improvement in communication skills

Improvement in communication and collaboration
skills after a training program consisting of ten days
of online roleplays, with comprehensive briefing and
face-to-face debriefing, was reported in a study
by Warland and Smith (2012). Online roleplays
inthis study were focused on two goals:
understanding the role of midwives in infant
immunization practice, and secondly, on improving
skills in negotiating and debating, fostering teamwork
and collaboration within a healthcare team.

Similarly, Catling et al. (2015) found developments
in communication skills after a two-day simulation
workshop, using both simulators and patient-actors.
Five simulations based on antenatal, birth, postnatal
and neonatal care scenarios were included in the

© 2016 Central European Journal of Nursing and Midwifery

program, in which students took turns playing the
parts of a midwife, mother, and partner.

In an online survey focusing on the evaluation
of innovative teaching methods, students rated the
team-based work on academic assignments, with peer
feedback proving an effective method (Parrat et al.,
2014). Introducing peer evaluation into academic
work helped to improve understanding of teamwork
principles and the development of communication
skills. One-day simulation training focusing on an
emergency situation in obstetrical practice with the
use of advanced human patient simulators by Birch et
al. (2007) resulted in improvements in teamwork and
communication skills among medical and midwifery
staff. Three teaching methods were employed in this
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research: lecture-based teaching, simulation teaching,
and a combination of both. Although the results were
not statistically significant, simulation training
achieved the best results in clinical skills, confidence,
communication, and knowledge.

A study by Solomon and Salfi (2011) reported
enhancement in  communication, competence,
autonomy, cooperation, and understanding others’
values, following a one-day communication training
program based on interviews with standardized
patients.

A training program consisting of six one-day
workshops over a six-month period in an article by
McDonald et al. (2012) primarily focused on the
development of resilience as one of the key
interpersonal skills for coping with higher stress
levels. Increased self-confidence, self-awareness,
communication, and conflict resolution skills were
reported by midwives and students after interactive
training in small groups in this study.

A program of interactive small-group workshops,
facilitated by a psychologist, increased confidence,
subjective  feelings  of  competency, and
communication skills in participating midwives,
according to a study by McLachlan et al. (2011).

A study by Monod et al. (2014) focusing on
emergency situations in obstetrical practice found
improvements in clinical skills and in team
communication in  midwives and obstetricians
immediately after training. However, at the three-
month follow-up, statistically significant
improvements were only apparent in clinical skills.

An intervention program focusing on obstetrical
emergencies implemented by Crofts et al. (2008)
using patient-actors and patient simulators resulted
in greater improvement in communication skills
in the group receiving training with patient-actors.
This was the only study included in the review which
used a combination of subjective evaluation of the
program by participants and a more objective
assessment of communication outcomes by patient-
actors who took part in the program.

Discussion

Articles included in the review might be divided into
two groups. First, there were research studies
focusing primarily on enhancement of practical
and/or theoretical midwifery skills and knowledge,
in which communication was one of a variety
of factors evaluated at the end of the intervention
program. Second, the review identified studies
in which communication or interpersonal skills were
the primary focus of the training program.

© 2016 Central European Journal of Nursing and Midwifery
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Most of the studies which primarily focused
on communication or interpersonal skills
enhancement involved more comprehensive training
programs of greater length compared to studies
focusing on clinical skills or knowledge. These
programs also involved the use of intervention
techniques, which are especially appropriate when
targeting personal or behavioral changes, such as use
of group dynamics, analysis and interpretation
of interactions between participants in training, and
interactive  roleplays  with  evaluation and
interpretation. Lin et al. (2004) reported that
anumber of literature sources assume that group-
training in interpersonal skills, such as assertiveness,
is more beneficial than individual training because
the members of the group can practice assertiveness
behavior within the group, with the same applying to
interpersonal skills in general.

In a study by McDonald et al. (2012), collaborative,
self-reflective, creative and therapeutic learning
activities were involved in the training program. The
interactive workshops implemented by McLachlan
etal. (2011) included exploring the challenges and
opportunities for woman-centered care, active
listening, reflection of the factors which might
encourage and discourage patients discussing
sensitive issues with midwives, non-directive
problem solving, and reflection on the individual
communication styles of participants. The role of the
leader of the training, or facilitator, is key to effective
intervention. According to McDonald et al. (2012),
the facilitator is required to monitor and adequately
respond to the group atmosphere, and to pay special
attention to the participants’ well-being, self-esteem
and sense of empowerment. They also emphasize the
importance of keeping group members’ disclosures
confidential, and defining group guidelines as the key
factors for successful group intervention.

However, based on the results of the review, it also
appears that short-term training programs using
roleplay had a positive effect on increasing the
communication skills among midwives or midwifery
students. In this context, it is interesting that a study
by Crofts et al. (2008) found that roleplay training
with patient-actors ~ was  more  effective
in communication skills enhancement than training
using simulators. This is in line with the results of the
review article by Beaubien, Baker (2004), who
recommend using roleplay as a technique
in developing attitudes to teamwork, due to its high
psychological fidelity.

When evaluating the effectiveness of the
intervention, the methodological background of the
study is of high importance. Methodological
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limitations in studies selected for review include the
absence of a control group in quasi-experimental
studies, and the relatively small sample in some
studies. Eccles et al. (2003) point out that there is
evidence suggesting that the results of quasi-
experimental studies without a control group may
overestimate the effects of interventions. In this
context, we might assume that the inclusion of
acontrol group in a study ensures greater internal
validity in the research and, thus, an increase in the
relevance of the research findings for the purposes
of practice and  education. An  additional
methodological problem was identified: most of the
research studies included in the review use subjective
evaluation of improvements in communication skills,
meaning that in almost all the studies participants
in the intervention evaluated their own improvement.
While such self-assessment has its value, it might not
always correspond with more objective criteria. Only
in the study by Crofts et al. (2008) did the authors use
a more objective evaluation of an intervention
program.

Thus methodological recommendations for future
studies in this area might be as follows: the use
of combinatory evaluation with both subjective and
objective assessment (peer feedback, evaluation
by an expert, etc.), and the inclusion of a control
group in the research when using quasi-experimental
research design.

Conclusion

Based on the screening process of articles relevant to
the topic reviewed, it might be concluded that a large
number of research articles in midwifery stress the
importance of communication in midwifery practice
and training. However, there is alack of research
articles focusing on the evaluation of the
effectiveness of training programs and different
methods used in interventions. Even in research
studies where training programs were evaluated,
communication skills enhancement is usually
measured only as an additional factor in training
programs aimed at developing technical skills and
knowledge in midwifery.

Although positive effects of communication training
programs were reported in the reviewed articles,
there was a high level of heterogeneity in the
intervention methods, length and outcome measures
used within the training programs. Research studies
comparing the effectiveness of the different
education methods using objective outcome
measures, and with good quality methodological
background, are needed in this area in order to

© 2016 Central European Journal of Nursing and Midwifery
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formulate clear recommendations for practice
regarding effective interventions.

Limitation of the study

Methodological limitations of the review study
include the fact that the search process for articles
eligible for the review was realized by a single
person, posing a risk of subjective bias. In addition,
only articles published in English were included in
this review, narrowing the scope of the article.
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