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CHAPTER I  

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background of the Study 

Around the world, there has been an increasing demand for medical 

students to acquire interpersonal communication competence before 

graduating medical school (Australian Medical Council; General Medical 

Council; Health Professions Council of South Africa; Laidlaw as cited in 

Gilligan, et al., 2016). Medical schools such as in Universitas Pelita 

Harapan, teaches communication classes in the first semester of the 

curriculum. Interpersonal communication is defined as how a 

communicative relationship is established where goals and understandings 

would be exchanged between two person (Burleson; Hargie as cited in 

Gilligan et al., 2016). The increasing demand for medical student to acquire 

interpersonal communication competence before graduating medical school 

would have to do with the importance of interpersonal communication in 

the medical field where communication actually plays a big role when 

medical mishaps were concerned. A study by Sutcliffe, Lewton, and 

Rosenthal  (2004) shows that there is a strong link between inadequate 

communication and medical errors which further emphasize the importance 

of interpersonal communication. It is considered as extremely important 

because not only is it in the process of gathering information, it also serves 

as a platform to deliver necessary and essential information to the patients. 

The manifestation of an interaction or even the quality of the interaction 

therefore, indirectly affects patient satisfaction, decision making, and 
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commitment to treatments (Gilligan et al., 2016). In order to achieve 

interpersonal communication that fulfils goals, a person needs to have a 

good interpersonal communication competence.  

Interpersonal communication competence is an impression or judgment 

that a person has in regards to his or her ability to regulate their interpersonal 

relationships in communication (Rubin & Martin, 1994). Interpersonal 

communication competence is something that is heritable and considered to 

be a habit or behaviour that is deeply rooted to oneself (Spitzberg, 2015; 

Talbot as cited in Berkhof, van Rihssen, Schellart, Anema, & van der Beek, 

2011) Despite it being heritable and a rooted behaviour, interpersonal 

communication competence is actually something that can be taught 

through training such as role play, small group discussions and many more. 

Trainings were proven to imporve the interpersonal communication 

competence in students where role playing actually imporoves the score of 

interpersonal communciation competence (Lane & Rollnick, 2007; Smith, 

et al., 2007). Interpersonal communication competence consists of ten 

specific skill areas (Rubin & Martin, 1994). Firstly, is self-disclosure which 

is the ability to show personality in interactions. Next, there is empathy, 

which is  the ability to feel what the other person is feeling. Followed by 

social relaxation, the ability to show poise in interaction. Assertiveness, the 

ability to stand for own’s right without disregarding the rights of others.  

Interaction management, the ability to maintain the balance of time talking. 

Altercentrism, the ability to keep an interest in others and therefore pay 

attention to what they are saying. Expressiveness, the ability to show 

nonverbal behaviours in an interaction to use both verbal and nonverbal 
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approach. Supportiveness, the ability to be non-judgemental where equality 

is present. Immediacy, the ability to show approachability and readiness and 

lastly environmental control which is the ability to achieve goals and satisfy 

needs.  

Between the year 2006 to 2012, there has been 182 cases of malpractice 

in Indonesia where the doctors were being sued by patients resulting in 

incarceration or the revoking of their licenses. Patients also often sue doctor 

due to cases  such as lack of communication between the doctors and the 

patient where it  would often result in the same outcome for the doctors. 

Patients often complain that there is a lack of effective communication 

where doctors did not give them enough explanations on their problems, 

symptoms, and procedures (Wibisono, 2013). Another doctor was sued for 

making unnecessary decisions where the patients are not a part of the 

decision making process. His patients were subjected to unnecessary 

medical procedures endangering their lives just because the doctors 

instructed them to do so without further explanation or examinations 

(Burford, 2017). These cases emphasizes the importance of communication 

between doctors and their patients which clearly shows that the lack of 

communication may lead to endangering the life of another person. Poor 

communication makes it difficult for patients to understand the necessary 

treatments that they should have (Wright, Holocombe, & Salmon, 2004). 

Not only does poor communication comes from the failure to exchange 

information, it can also be due to hierarchical difference, upward influence, 

role ambiguity and lastly interpersonal power and conflict (Sutcliffe, 

Lewton, & Rosenthal, 2004). 
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Interpersonal communication may shift into a one-sided interaction 

when a person who is slightly self-centred and has an inflated view of 

themselves is involved in the interaction. It then becomes contrary to the 

purpose of interpersonal communication in which the exchange of ideas, 

understandings, and goals between two people occurs.  When a slightly self-

centred person with an inflated view of themselves is involved in an 

interaction, they tend to steer the conversation towards themselves. They 

often shift the conversation towards them by keeping the attention to 

themselves and ignore turn-of-talks where they refuse to let the other person 

have a say in the interaction. A person who has those characteristics are seen 

as a person with narcissism but not to the pathological level. This is 

considered trait narcissism (Leit, 2016).  

Trait narcissism is a type of social-personality narcissism which is a  

personality trait that is possessed by most people (Campbell & Miller, 

2011). Trait narcissism is not necessarily pathological that implies a 

disorder,  it is a form of narcissism that is seen as a normally distributed 

personality trait (Horton, Bleau, & Drwecki, 2006; Sedikides, Rudich, 

Gregg, Kumashiro, & Rusbult, 2004) hence the reason why an individual 

with trait narcissism are also often seen as an individual who is ambitious, 

self-confident and superior (Pincus & Lukowitsky, 2010; Raskin & Terry, 

1988). However, since trait narcissism and narcissistic personality disorder 

are both a form of narcissism, trait narcissism actually predicts the 

behaviour of narcissistic personality disorder where it would be considered 

pathological when the level of narcissism are exceedingly high (Horton, 

Bleau, & Drwecki, 2006; Miller & Campbell, 2008).  
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Students in medical professions were found to be showing narcissistic 

behaviour where they are less dedicated to their job and are more focused 

on themselves. Being too focused on themselves derails them from their job 

in which they ignore crucial procedures for their own pleasures. They want 

things to be done quickly such as when ordering on a series of test, they do 

it without first talking to  their patients and examining further (Jain, 2016). 

It is possible that medical students possess undesirable behaviours that 

resemble the characteristics of Narcissistic Personality Disorder (Munro, 

Bore, & Powis, 2005). Research done by Munro, Bore, and Powis (2005) 

found out that some medical students tend to possess undesirable 

communication behaviours where they  refuse to listen to others, are 

dismissive of others, makes inappropriate/offensive comments, and having 

no respect for confidentiality. They would also show behaviours which 

implies that they care less for others, are hot headed and having a magnified 

view of themselves (Munro, Bore, & Powis, 2005). An article written by 

Allen (2014), explained the existence of medical narcissism and as the result 

of medical narcissism, interpersonal skill and relational skill decreases 

among doctors.  

Based on the research above, the researcher would like to do a study on 

whether trait narcissism in medical student has an effect towards their 

interpersonal communication competence. There has only been research 

regarding the importance of communication competence in medical context 

(Yedidia, et al., 2003), narcissism and medical personnel (Bucknall, 

Burwaiss, MacDonald, Charles, & Clement, 2015) and personality traits as 

narcissism on professional ethical behaviour (Munro, Bore, & Powis, 2005), 
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but very limited on the effect of trait narcissism on interpersonal 

communication competence in medical student. There has been no previous 

scientific research on this matter and therefore it is important to know 

whether there is a significant effect.   

 

1.2 Research Problem 

Based on the background of the study above, the research problem would 

be: 

To what extent would the levels of trait narcissism in medical student have 

a significant effect on their interpersonal communication competence? 

 

1.3 Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to find out whether trait narcissism has an 

effect towards interpersonal communication competence in medical 

student.  

 

1.4 Significance of the Study 

1.4.1 Theoretical 

The result of this study can provide useful information in the 

psychological field of personality psychology and educational psychology. 

The result can be useful in personality psychology where there is a lack of 

explanation regarding social-personality narcissism.  It would be useful in 

the field of educational psychology where it would help better understand 

how to teach interpersonal communication competence in the most effective 

way. There has also been a lack of research on the effect of trait narcissism 
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on interpersonal communication competence where this study can serve as 

a foundation for further studies. This study can  be useful in providing the 

lack of recognition in regard to trait narcissism as well as in further 

researches.   

1.4.2 Practical 

The result from this study can be used to improve the learning 

process of communication in the syllabus of medical schools. 

Communication course can be improved and therefore developed to include 

how trait narcissism may affect interpersonal communication competence. 

Lecturers can include trait narcissism and therefore emphasize on the 

appropriate communication behaviour in accordance to trait narcissism that 

the students possessed.  Not only can it be useful in the communication 

course, it can also be useful in helping students understand the appropriate 

way of attending to their patients taking into considerations their narcissistic 

nature. Most importantly, this can be useful in improving self-awareness of 

medical students to understand themselves better and therefore improve 

their interpersonal communication competence. 


