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Abstract 

Background  Patients accessing health care enter the hospital environment with extreme anxiety, fear and distress 
which impacts their interactions with nurses and other health care professionals who are expected to help allay these 
anxieties in order to enhance patients care satisfaction. However, evidence suggests that there is a lack of effective 
therapeutic nurse-patient interaction in hospitals and the clinical environment globally, especially in sub-Saharan 
Africa.

Methods  A qualitative research approach with an exploratory design was used to purposively select 30 participants 
who were engaged in face-face interactions. A semi-structured interview guide was used to conduct five audio-
recorded FGDs with the 30 participants (6 in each group—2 males and 4 females) after which the discussions were 
transcribed verbatim, and content analyzed.

Findings  Two (2) main themes and 10 sub-themes emerged from the analysis of the data. The two themes were: 
Therapeutic communication practices and Barriers to therapeutic communication. Some of the factors identified by 
patients to impede therapeutic nurse-patient interaction include family interference, negative attitude from patients, 
patient condition, a discriminatory attitude of nurses, increased workload, and stress.

Conclusion  Communication practices identified in this study include nurses’ manner of communication, use of 
touch, positive reassurance, and nurses’ demeanor. Several obstacles affect communication practices, hence the need 
to implement measures to improve nurse-patient interaction.

Keywords  Barriers, Nurses, Practices, Therapeutic communication

Introduction
Hospitals are established to render comprehensive care 
to people who are who are ill physically, mentally, or 
emotionally. It is believed that patients seeking health 
care have fears and anxieties which may be rooted in the 
caregiving process, and it is expected that their interac-
tions with the nurses and other health professionals will 
assuage these anxieties in order to achieve satisfaction 
[1]. Healthcare workers can effectively calm patients’ who 
are anxious through communication [2]. For commu-
nication to be effectively productive, the focus must be 
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placed on how the information is transmitted, especially 
in nursing practice [3]. The authors further ascertained 
that therapeutic communication involves making the 
needs of patients a priority, creating a favorable environ-
ment for patients, and involving patients in the care car-
ried out to them.

It is noted that desired patient satisfaction and posi-
tive experiences are the gateway to better treatment 
outcomes [4]. Having excellent therapeutic communica-
tion has been linked to patient satisfaction and pleasant 
experiences [5]. According to the Institute of Medicine, 
patient-centered care details the provision of care that 
respects patients’ views, responds to patient’s prefer-
ences, needs, and values, and ensures that patient values 
guide all clinical decisions through therapeutic commu-
nication. Therapeutic communication refers to purpose-
ful communication which helps patients to analyze and 
solve problems [6]. It is aimed at providing emotional 
support to patients to improve patient outcomes. Thera-
peutic communication involves establishing an interper-
sonal relationship between the nurse and the patient with 
the aim of providing patients healing [7]. It is an inter-
action between health care providers and their patients 
to promote the physical and emotional well-being of 
patients [8].

However, ineffective therapeutic communication prac-
tices is a commonplace in Africa (Ghana, Ethiopia etc.), 
compared to the advanced countries which may nega-
tively impact nursing care delivery in these countries [9, 
10]. Furthermore, a study finding confirmed the appar-
ent lack of cordiality in nurse-patient interactions [11]. A 
study in Ghana further identified that the nurse-patient 
therapeutic relationship depends not only on caregiver 
attitudes but also on other factors such as hospital wait 
times and patient comfort [12].

There have been several reports of nurses making 
derogatory remarks in their interactions with patients 
in public hospitals. Most research on the nurse-patient 
relationship focuses on the nurses’ and other healthcare 
providers’ side of the story, ignoring the patient’s opinion 
almost completely [13–16]. Therapeutic communication 
is inherent in nursing practice and must be practiced 
to ensure that quality care is consistently delivered to 
patients in order to achieve good outcomes [17, 18]. It is 
therefore essential to examine the therapeutic communi-
cation practices among nurses so that, pragmatic recom-
mendations could be adopted to help improve this area of 
practice.

Despite the usefulness and recognition of therapeu-
tic communication in health care, hospitals around the 
world, especially in sub-Saharan Africa, lack effective 
therapeutic interactions between nurses and patients [19, 
20]. It is estimated that 27% of medical errors are due 

to communication inaccuracy [13]. Better communica-
tion can reduce medical errors and patient injury. Poor 
communication can lead to a variety of negative conse-
quences, including poor treatment compliance, safety 
concerns, patient dissatisfaction, and inefficient use of 
resources [21].

Effective communication skills are of value in health-
care as they have been shown to reduce medical errors 
and promote patient outcomes [22]. However, some 
authors have identified some obstacles hindering the 
implementation of therapeutic communication in Ghana 
including patients’ anxiety, pain, language barrier, poor 
nurse patients relationship, and educational status which 
were all conducted in the Ashanti Region of Ghana [23–
26]. It was also noted that most of these studies adopted 
a quantitative approach in assessing this phenomenon; 
the surveys established that challenges with therapeutic 
communication still exist. Hence the current study aimed 
to explore practices and barriers to therapeutic com-
munication among nurses at a district hospital in Accra, 
Ghana.

Research questions
The research questions formulated were.

A	 What were the therapeutic communication practices 
among nurses?

B	 What are the obstacles to therapeutic nurse-patient 
communication?

Methods
Design and setting
A qualitative approach was employed for this study. 
The study design was exploratory descriptive as it helps 
explain, describe and obtain detailed information about 
the phenomenon [27]. Thus, this design enabled the par-
ticipants to share their views on what they believe to be 
barriers to therapeutic communication based on their 
own experiences and also allowed them to share how they 
view and practice therapeutic communication. The set-
ting selected was a district hospital located in the Eastern 
part of the Greater Accra Region of Ghana, West Africa. 
This setting was selected because it renders services to 
various kinds of patients who speak different languages 
making communication with them difficult and this cur-
rent study is the first to be conducted in this setting.

Study participants
The target population for this study was professional 
nurses at a district hospital in Ghana. Hence, profes-
sional nurses with at least two years’ work experience 
were included in this study. Exempted from this study are 
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other healthcare professionals and nursing students hav-
ing their clinical training in the facility used.

A sample is defined as a group of people, objects, or 
items that are taken from a larger population for meas-
urement [28]. This study employed a purposive sam-
pling method; with selection based on the qualities of the 
population studied and the objectives of the study [29]. 
This sampling technique was deliberately employed to 
allow researchers, select staff nurses, from the study set-
ting, who have worked for two years or more. Sample size 
refers to the number of individuals included in a research 
study to represent a population [30]. Five focused-group 
discussions were held with six nurses in each group until 
we achieved data saturation with a sample size of 30. 
During the fourth FGD, participants were given similar 
ideas as mentioned by participants in previously con-
ducted interviews. The authors further conducted one 
more interview and no new information was recounted 
by the participants, hence data collection was ended after 
the fifth FGD. In all, 40 participants were contacted, and 
10 of them refused to partake in the study due to busy 
schedules and other personal reasons.

Data collection instrument and procedure
The data collection tool was developed by researchers 
based on previous published studies of the phenomenon 
and the research objectives. The tool had three sub-sec-
tions, section A elicited information on the socio-demo-
graphic characteristics of the results (Age, sex, marital 
status, etc.), Section B consisted of questions on barri-
ers to therapeutic communication (For example what 
are the challenges with therapeutic nurse-patient com-
munication?, what do you find challenging with thera-
peutic communication during health care delivery?), and 
Section C had questions of practices of therapeutic com-
munication (Example, What are the strategies you used 
to ensure therapeutic communication between you and 
your patients?). The study instrument was first pretested 
on one FG comprising six nurses at the Valley View Uni-
versity hospital in Ghana. Prior to the data collection, 
the purpose and procedure for the data collection were 
explained to the nurses who met the inclusion and they 
were made to understand that they have the free will to 
decide whether or not to participate in the study. Follow-
ing this, in-person FGDs were conducted in English by 
the researchers at the date, time, and place (at the hospi-
tal and home) agreed on by all the respondents in a par-
ticular group lasting for 3 months from November 2021 
to January 2022. The FGDs consisted of six participants 
each (2 males and 4 females in each group). Thirty partic-
ipants took part in the audio-recorded FGD session each 
lasting from 40 to 60 min.

Participants were given the opportunity to read the 
consent form after which due questions and concerns 
were addressed, before signing the consent form prior to 
the interviews. Covid-19 protocols were strictly adhered 
to by ensuring appropriate distancing and the use of face-
masks. All the authors took part in the data collection. 
The researchers penned down issues of interest and con-
cern in their diaries during the interview to aid in prob-
ing for further clarification. The researchers served as 
moderators (asking questions and ensuring a productive 
discussion) during the interviews. Before the interviews, 
the discussion norms (Not to interrupt others when 
expressing their views and not to dominate the group) 
were explained, and participants were allowed to engage 
freely in the audio-recorded discussions. Participants 
were also made aware of the need to keep all information 
during the FGDs confidential. Field notes were taken and 
a reflective journal was kept to document experiences, 
participants’ non-verbal communication, and other 
nuances of relevance to the phenomenon under inquiry.

Ethical consideration
Ethical clearance was also sought from the Dodowa 
Health Research Centre Institutional Review Board 
(DHRCIRB- DHRCIRB120/11/21) of the Ghana Health 
Service prior to data collection. Also, the study had no 
potential harm to the participants, and the findings are 
expected to benefit both patients and nurses. The nurses 
were told that participation is optional.

Data analysis
Data analysis is defined as a process of cleaning, trans-
forming, and modeling data to discover useful infor-
mation for decision-making [31]. Data were content 
analyzed. Content analysis is a research method used to 
identify patterns in recorded communication [32]. Con-
tent analysis is a method of gathering and analyzing the 
content of written, verbal or visual communication. The 
data was content analyzed by the first 4 authors using 
conventional content analysis following the verbatim 
transcription through familiarization, condensation, 
coding, categorization, and generation of themes and 
sub-themes [33]. The familiarization phase is the first 
step, where the researchers transcribed the audio files 
and divided the transcripts among themselves to read 
severally in order to understand the responses of the 
participants.

Following this, the researchers grouped words of 
similar meaning together after which it was condensed 
(shortened) by using a few sentences of similar mean-
ing to represent these ideas. For instance, one of the 
sentences condensed was “The way and manner nurses 
approach their patients”.
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Following this, 2–3 words were used to represent 
(label) the shortened sentences (coding) whilst maintain-
ing the original meaning Wherever in the transcripts 
nurses’ behaviors whilst communicating with their 
patients such as anger, smiling, etc. were addressed were 
replaced/labeled with “Nurse’s mannerisms”.

Related codes were then grouped together by the pro-
cess known as categorization. All the codes were cop-
ied into a one-word document. Repeated codes were 
deleted. The authors did a reconciliation of some codes 
that were similar. Communication practices was deemed 
appropriate as a category for all codes addressing nurses’ 
behaviors during communication which was further for-
mulated into “therapeutic communication practices” as 
one of the major themes. Two main themes and 12 sub-
themes were generated.

Below is an illustration
Condensation-The way and manner nurses approach 
their patients.

Coding Nurse’s mannerisms.
Categorization-Communication practices.
Theme- Therapeutic communication practices.
The study was guided by COREQ software which has 

been uploaded as a supplementary file.

Trustworthiness
The criteria for ensuring rigor in qualitative research are 
credibility, dependability, confirmability, and transferabil-
ity [34]. Credibility is the confidence that can be placed 
in the truth of research findings. This was achieved by 
strictly adhering to the research objectives throughout 
the study and selecting participants using the inclusion 
criteria. For researchers to be able to replicate this study 
in different settings, the authors described the meth-
ods in detail including the design, sampling techniques, 
sample size, data collection procedure, and instrument. 
The results from the study reflected the participant’s 
perception of the practices of therapeutic communica-
tion. Dependability is defined as the stability of findings 
over time [35]. Dependability and confirmability were 
achieved by pretesting the data collection tool, record-
ing all participant’s data, and transcribing verbatim audio 
files.

Results
Socio‑demographic characteristics of participants
The socio-demographic characteristics examined from 
the 30 respondents included age, gender, marital status, 
religion, ethnicity, educational background, and rank. 
The age of the participants ranged from twenty-one (21) 
to thirty-five (35) years. The majority (80%) of the partici-
pants fell within the age group of 21  years to 30  years., 

followed by the age range 31 years to 35 years (20%). The 
analysis of the results showed that out of 30 participants, 
the percentage of females was 66.6% and the percentage 
of males was 33.3%. The details are presented in Table 1.

Organization of the themes
The two (2) main themes and 10 sub-themes were con-
structed by the researchers as presented in Table 2.

Therapeutic communication practices
Nurses’ manner of communication
The study participants indicated that for therapeutic 
communication to be effective, the manner in which 
nurses communicate should be considered. This was 
depicted in the ensuing verbatim statements;

‘‘When you start with a smile, they will also respond 
with a smile even when they are angry, they will 
respond with a smile but if you go screaming and 
shouting at them because you wanted them to do 
something which they are not doing, they will also 

Table 1  Socio-Demographic Characteristics of Respondents

Variable Frequency(n = 30) Percentage (%)

Age group
  21–30 24 80

  31–35 6 20

Gender
  Male 10 33.3

  Female 20 66.6

Religion
  Christian 29 96.7

  Muslim 1 3.3

Ethnicity
  Ga-adamgbe 2 6.7

  Ga 5 16.6

  Akan 14 46.7

  Ewe 6 20

  Fante 1 3.3

  Northerner 2 6.6

Marital status
  Single 22 73.3

  Married 11 26.7

  Divorced 0 0

Educational Status
  Degree 28 93.3

  Masters 2 6.6

Rank
  NO 24 60

  SNO 4 13.3

  PNO 2 6.6
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retaliate. So, it depends on the way and manner you 
will approach them’’. (FG 1, N 1)
‘‘Patients are now more particular about the man-
ner in which nurses communicate rather than the 
words being spoken. So, whenever they rush a patient 
to my unit, I quickly meet them and assist them in a 
bed or chair to make them comfortable and feel at 
home’’. (FG5, N6)

Some participants shared their observations about 
poor nurse-patient interactions used by some student 
nurses and how they approached them.

‘‘Couple of times, I have observed some student 
nurses who were communicating with their patients 
and chewing gum. When I see that, I call them to 
my office to advise that they stop since those are not 
good manners’’. (FG2, N3)

Some respondents spoke of how they dealt with nega-
tive manners of some patients. This is illustrated in the 
response below;

‘‘Some patients come in angry because of negative 
previous experiences and that alone can increase 
their blood pressure. So as a nurse, I use consoling 
words that will make them feel we understand what 
they are going through, and we give them the oppor-

tunity to express their concerns to help calm them 
down’’. (FG5, N2)

Use of touch
The current study participants reported how they used 
touch to communicate and care for their patients. Below 
are some of the statements by the respondents on the use 
of touch in therapeutic communication;

‘‘We sometimes use touch to know the exact place 
the client is feeling the pain as well as the severity of 
the pain since pain is subjective’’ (FG5, N5)
‘‘Mostly, patients come to the hospital very anxious 
and in pain. When patients are in pain, it is very 
difficult to interact with them. So usually, we give 
them a gentle rub on the back of their hand and tell 
them that everything is going to be okay.’’. (FG5, N1)

Some participants verbalized how touch could be 
used to manage patients with special problems such as 
depression.

‘‘Most patients who are depressed do not need too 
many words. Sometimes, you just have to sit beside 
them, tap their shoulders and give them a shoulder 
to cry on. A gentle rub has been proven to help man-
age pain; once in a while, I do that and it helps a lot. 
(FG2, N2)

However, some reported that nurses should be cautious 
of how they touch patients to avoid misinterpretations.

One has to be careful how he/she touches the 
patient, especially if you are a male nurse and the 
patient is a female in order not to cause sexual 
arousal or make the patient offended’’. (FG4. N3)

Maintaining a calm demeanor
The participants of the study recounted how nurses 
should maintain a friendly demeanor when their patients 
are angry in order to calm them down. Below are some 
responses to demonstrate this;

‘‘With angry patients, you don’t also meet them 
with anger. You calmly explain things to them and 
tell them that they should calm down since you are 
ready to give them a listening ear. At that moment 
the patient might be aggressive, so the nurse needs to 
be relaxed and calmer’’. (FG 1, N6)
‘‘You calm angry patients by first of all being asser-
tive and strict…Err not strict but firm. You have to 
talk to the patient firmly making sure you exercise 
some kind of control over the situation and you also 
have to ensure that other patients are safe and pro-
tected from the angry patient. (FG 3.N3)

Table 2  Emerged themes and sub-themes

Themes Subthemes

1. Therapeutic communication practices 1. Manner‑
isms during 
communica‑
tion
2. Use of 
touch
3. Positive 
reassurance
4. Maintain‑
ing a calm 
demeanor
5. Involv‑
ing patient 
relative

2. Barriers to therapeutic communication 1. Patient 
condition
2. Negative 
attitude 
from 
patients
3. Increased 
workload/
stress
4. Family 
interference
5. Dis‑
criminatory 
attitude of 
nurses
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Some participants mentioned how they sometimes 
control their negative emotions in order to provide care 
to their patients.

‘‘Sometimes we lose patients we have tried our pos-
sible best on and it becomes painful. But we have to 
control our emotions in order to be able to reassure 
the relatives’’. (FG5, N1)

Involving patient relatives
The nurses in this study declared how they collaborated 
with patients relatives to render care to the patients 
under their care. This is shown in the responses below;

‘‘Okay, we ensure relatives take part in the care ren-
dered to the patients. So right from admission, we 
welcome and reassure both the patients and their 
relatives. We make the aware of the kind of foods 
allowed and restricted, visiting hours, their medi-
cations, etc since they can positively or negatively 
influence their decision to comply with treatment. 
(FG 2, N4)
‘‘Relatives are made known of hospital routines since 
they will be doing most of the things for the patient. I 
usually explain the medical diagnosis or the pathol-
ogy or the cause of the disease with patient consent’’. 
(FG3, N6)

Participants revealed that how patients’ relatives are 
treated may have an impact on the patient’s well-being 
and hence suggested the need to treat patient’s relatives 
with care.

‘‘I have seen most nurses maltreating patient rela-
tives and talking to them harshly, but this can 
worsen the patient condition, so they should be 
treated with love for us to work together with them 
for the benefit of the patient’’. (FG1, N1)

Positive reassurance
The respondents in the study revealed there were times 
that they had to reassure patients because they were sad. 
They indicated that positive reassurance is essential in 
nursing care. Some of these narrations were captured 
below;

‘‘As nurses, we have to be positive about every situa-
tion, in order to help our clients to also remain hope-
ful. This helps reduce the anxieties of patients and 
relatives’’. (FG4, N2)
‘‘Being positive should be part of every nurse because 
if the care providers lose hope, what will the patient 
relatives do? The only challenge with reassurance is 
when the condition cannot be cured but even with 

that, we make them aware of the treatment avail-
able to manage these symptoms’’. (FG3, N3)

Some participants noted that nurses should not give 
false hope during reassurance.

‘‘Giving assurance is good but it doesn’t mean you 
should tell the patient lies or withhold some infor-
mation from patients. They should know the whole 
truth and exactly what is happening for them to pre-
pare for any mis happenings’’. (FG1, N5)

Barriers to therapeutic communication
Patient’s condition
Participants acknowledged that the patient’s condition 
may interfere with his or her ability to engage in thera-
peutic communication with the nurse as shown in the 
responses below.

‘‘Hmm, sometimes, when patients have been diag-
nosed with a stroke, it is very difficult to communi-
cate with them. A patient with a stroke won’t be able 
to communicate with you therapeutically. Some-
times their words do not make meaning or are inco-
herent making it difficult for the nurse to hear and 
respond appropriately.’’. (FG5, N3)
‘‘Okay, so when the patient is unconscious, it 
becomes very difficult to communicate with him or 
her. An unconscious patient is unable to speak for 
himself or herself. The relatives are the ones who 
help. But if the relatives are not around, it becomes 
very difficult to communicate with the patient’’. 
(FG4, N6)

Some participants mentioned the fact that sometimes 
the patient ends up being rude because of their medical 
condition. Below are the responses;

‘‘I remember treating a very rude patient. This 
patient was very rude to me because he was in pain. 
In fact, I was very angry but I remained calm and 
did not react. But after serving his pain medications, 
he became calm. So, sometimes the condition of the 
patient causes the patient to be rude’’. (FG 2, N6)

Negative attitude from patients
The respondents of this current study acknowledged the 
fact that some of the patients exhibited certain behaviors 
which made it difficult for them to communicate with 
them. Below are some narrations;

‘‘There are some patients when you ask them ques-
tions, they refuse to respond, so this can hinder your 
therapeutic interaction. Also, some patients are 
unwilling to talk and they can reject treatment or 
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refuse to take the medicine. When you are talking to 
them, they won’t mind you as such you can talk to 
the person the whole shift but the person will not be 
willing to talk or hmmm’’. (FG1, N1)
‘‘Others too answer in a rude manner so even if there 
is something you need to tell them, due to their rude-
ness, you are unable to establish that therapeutic 
interaction with the patient, you may want to go and 
come back when the patient is calm’’. (FG2, N2)

Some nurses shared their personal encounters with 
some patients who were rude to them and how they man-
aged the situation.

‘‘Okay, sometimes when the patient comes, if he/she 
is in pain or very anxious, he or she ends up giving 
you some bad attitude. A patient was admitted to 
my ward recently. When she came, she looked very 
anxious. I went closer to her to try and help allay 
her anxiety. This patient for no reason started rain-
ing insults on me. I was worried but I had to take 
it cool and find out what is wrong, not knowing she 
had issues with the OPD nurses and she is transfer-
ring her anger onto me’’. (FG4, N6)

Increased workload/stress
Some participants recounted how increased workload 
and burnout hinder their therapeutic communication 
practice with their patients. Below are some responses;

‘‘workload. Workload sometimes makes health per-
sonnel become snobbish and ignore patients’ con-
cerns because they feel they have a lot to do and they 
cannot take the time to listen to everyone in detail 
about their concerns. So, the workload makes nurses 
rush even when listening to patients’ concerns’’. (FG2, 
N5)
‘‘I will say the workload of the nurse will determine 
how the nurse will communicate when the place is 
very busy and the nurses are trying to concentrate 
or there is an emergency. The nurses might spend all 
the time attending to emergency situations and will 
have no time to communicate with other patients’’. 
(FG5, N1)

Family interference
There are times when family interference disrupts the 
nursing care of the patient. Participants in the study 
revealed instances of therapeutic communication was 
not effective due to family interference. Below are some 
responses;

‘‘Sometimes, when you’re taking care of a patient, 
some relatives of the patient interfere and end up 

telling you what to do and what not to do. This is 
very a major challenge and it makes it difficult for 
us to have effective therapeutic communication with 
our patients’’. (FG1, N3)
‘‘Most times, family members would want to inter-
fere with everything thus making it difficult to com-
municate with the patient. Sometimes, the patient is 
willing to do what he or she has been asked to do; 
But the relatives would end up changing the mindset 
of the patient. This attitude of the relatives greatly 
affects therapeutic communication and effective 
nursing care’’. (FG5, N6)

A participant narrated an encounter she had with a rel-
ative of a patient who interfered with the care provided 
and how she salvaged the situation.

‘‘Hmmmm, the family hmmm. One time, I was tak-
ing care of a patient, the patient was to take some 
medications. I went to the patient to administer the 
medication. Out of nowhere, a relative of the patient 
came and said that he won’t allow his brother to 
take the medication. I explained the importance of 
the medication to him but he still didn’t understand. 
He ended up creating a scene. My sister, it was very 
bad. But in the long run, the patient ended up taking 
the medication. So, the family sometimes interrupts 
our therapeutic communication with their patient’’. 
(FG 4, N4)

Discriminatory attitude of nurses
Discrimination during nursing care could be exhibited by 
both the nurse and the patients. Participants in the study 
revealed that some patients showed discriminatory atti-
tudes towards the nurses during nursing care as they pre-
ferred some particular nurses to provide care for them. 
Below are some responses;

‘‘Hmmm, some patients behave in an unusual man-
ner. They want some particular nurses to take care of 
them. When those nurses are not around, they won’t 
even allow you to get closer to them. When you want 
to even give them their medication, they’ll tell you 
that, they want that particular nurse to be the one to 
give them their medication. No matter the number 
of times you try to convince them, they’ll not listen 
until they see that particular nurse’’.( FG3,N3)
‘‘I remember treating one particular patient. It was 
time to dress his wound. I sent my pack and every-
thing to his bedside to dress his wound. I got there 
and informed him of my intention. He asked me 
about the whereabouts of my other colleague. I told 
him that she is not on duty today and that she’ll 
report tomorrow. This patient said he’ll wait for her 
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to come. I tried explaining to him that his wound 
needs to be dressed but he declined. This patient 
said he only wants that nurse to dress up his wound.’’. 
(FG5,N6)

Other participants also reported that sometimes some 
nurses also exhibit these discriminatory attitudes.

‘‘Some nurses discriminate among the patients. 
Some of the nurses do not want to associate them-
selves with patients with some kind of condition. 
For instance, some nurses always shy away from 
patients with diabetic wounds. They complain of the 
stench that comes out from it and they don’t want 
to associate themselves with them. That is very bad’’ 
(FG 2, N6)
‘‘Hmm, the discrimination among patients from 
nurses is very bad. Most nurses wouldn’t want to 
associate themselves with patients with poor back-
grounds. They always want to associate themselves 
with those from rich backgrounds because they 
sometimes get tips from them. This attitude is very 
bad’’. (FG4. N1)

Discussion of findings
Therapeutic communication practices
The recent study revealed that manners accompany-
ing nurse-patient interaction could have an impact 
on communication. Some manners identified to posi-
tively impact communication included, approaching 
the patient with a smile while screaming and chewing 
gum were found to interfere with therapeutic commu-
nication practice. The results are consistent with pre-
vious research findings that nurses who communicate 
politely and respectfully with their patients receive cool 
responses and behaviors from their patients, and vice 
versa for nurses who behave poorly [36, 37]. Patients not 
only consider words spoken during caregiver-patient 
interactions but also observe some nonverbal behaviors 
that accompany the caregiver’s spoken words. There-
fore, it is important for caregivers to ensure that spoken 
language matches the non-verbal behavior of others to 
prevent misunderstandings. This is because these nega-
tive behaviors can distort the therapeutic relationship 
between caregivers and patients and adversely affect 
patient health outcomes. When nurses exhibit negative 
attitudes toward patients, the patients are unable to com-
municate freely, hence approaching patients in the right 
manner fosters therapeutic communication.

The use of therapeutic touch was one of the key tools 
participants in this study used during communication. 
Many participants verbalized that gentle back rubs and 
taps on the shoulders helped reduce anxiety and pain 

felt by patients. This finding was consistent with studies 
showing that therapeutic physical contact had a positive 
impact on the aggressive management of pain-related 
parameters in cancer patients [38]. Touch is an effective 
tool that helps to communicate love, care, and attention. 
It is also used during examinations and as a form of pain 
reliever. Caregivers are therefore encouraged to use it 
appropriately while caring for the patient as it is an active 
part of the therapeutic relationship. Consent must first 
be obtained from the patient before practicing therapeu-
tic touch to prevent being charged with battery.

The current study further revealed the impact of posi-
tive reassurance on nurse-patient relationships and the 
need to avoid giving false hopes. This finding is consist-
ent with findings from another study that showed that 
nurses used language, gestures, education, and relation-
ship-building to reassure patients [39]. Another study 
also revealed the need for nurses to remain calm when 
their patients are angry [40]. Reassurance should be used 
tactfully since, offering false reassurance goes against the 
principle of veracity which could lead to mistrust, con-
flicts, and non-adherence to treatment. Hence, nurses 
should choose their words carefully when reassuring 
patients, and provide them with facts about their con-
dition and what is being done to manage it. This will 
give them a sense of hope, maintain trust, and increase 
patients’ cooperation and adherence to treatment. Nurses 
should also maintain a calm demeanor when attending to 
patients in critical conditions since it helps communi-
cate a sense of hope and put patients and their relatives 
at ease.

The involvement of patient relatives in a nurse-patient 
therapeutic relationship was mentioned by the study 
participants as one of the effective tools in therapeutic 
communication. They mentioned that working with the 
patient’s family is key, as family members are responsible 
for providing financial and other support to the patient. 
Results from previous studies have shown that nurses 
engage patients’ families in therapeutic communica-
tion and care, which reduces family concerns and fears 
and facilitates patient recovery [41, 42]. Families most of 
the time are involved in rendering financial, emotional, 
social, and spiritual support when a member is admitted, 
hence their concerns and suggestions should be taken 
into consideration. Recognizing their contributions moti-
vates them to give their maximum support by ensuring 
that, their relatives adhere to all instructions and advo-
cate for them where necessary.

The majority of the participants from this present study 
revealed that patients’ condition (the medical diagnosis, 
and pain complaints) was one of the major factors that 
hinders the effectiveness of therapeutic communication. 
This finding agrees with the results of a survey that found 
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that patients’ anxiety, pain, and physical discomfort were 
the most important patient-related factors that pose bar-
riers to effective nurse-patient communication [23, 42]. 
This means that nurses should try to assess the patient’s 
condition in order to identify and address the patient’s 
problem. This is because it can interfere with thera-
peutic communication. At the beginning of the inter-
action, the nurse is expected to ask about the patient’s 
concerns. This helps patients be prepared to communi-
cate, ensures openness, and fosters collaboration. This 
smoothens caregiver-patient relationships and improves 
patient outcomes. It also helps patients communicate 
challenges early for prompt action to be taken to prevent 
complications.

Negative attitude exhibited by some patients (such as 
refusing treatment, insults, and being uncooperative) was 
also identified to hamper therapeutic communication in 
this current study. A similar finding from a study revealed 
that nurses exhibit poor attitudes toward some patients 
and hence fail to communicate treatment regimen guide-
lines to them efficiently [23, 43]. It is important to note 
that most of the patients exhibit such attitudes when they 
are not satisfied with the care provided or when they are 
not seeing improvement in their conditions. Therefore, 
nurses and other health care providers should appreci-
ate positive relationships between nurses and patients to 
reduce such cases. Nurses are expected to assess patient 
satisfaction with care, apologize for mistakes, and reas-
sure patients that they will make amends. This can reduce 
misunderstandings and conflicts between patients and 
caregivers.

High workload and limited time were outlined by the 
majority of the participants in the current study to con-
tribute to poor therapeutic communication between the 
nurse and the patient. This finding is in tandem with a 
study carried out at the Kumasi South Hospital to ascer-
tain the perceived barriers to effective therapeutic com-
munication among nurses and patients where most of the 
respondents (84.7%) denoted that being overworked was 
the main barrier to effective communication [23]. This is 
a major challenge that could be overcome by addressing 
staffing issues, nurse physical and emotional burnout, 
and incentivization. The government, stakeholders, and 
other non-governmental organizations are expected to 
find innovative ways to solve issues of understaffing in 
nursing and reduce stress among nurses since they form 
the majority of the healthcare workforce and spend much 
time with their patients. Hence, their satisfaction could 
go a long way to ensure that quality care is delivered and 
nurse-patient interaction is effective.

Some participants in this study indicated that fam-
ily members of patients sometimes interfered with 

therapeutic communication by asking them to decline 
the treatment offered to them. Similarly, one study found 
that family members showed up at odd times, disrupt-
ing nursing and medical care and causing discomfort to 
other patients [43]. This in turn could result in a misun-
derstanding that affects therapeutic communication with 
patients and relatives. Nevertheless, nurses are to handle 
any misunderstanding that stems from patient relatives 
amicably as family involvement is a critical component of 
patient-centered care that impacts the quality of care and 
patient outcome.

In this study, nurses found that some patients preferred 
certain nurses and therefore refused care from unpre-
ferred nurses. Discrimination and perceived attitudes. 
Some participants also noted that some patients may 
refuse treatment, which may ultimately adversely affect 
patient outcomes. A somewhat similar finding was seen 
in a different study where nurses noted that they faced 
racial discrimination. Most of the nurses who were Afri-
can Americans stipulated that some patients would pre-
fer not to communicate with them nor will they receive 
any form of treatment as a result of their race [44].

Conclusion
Several communication practices impede therapeutic 
nurse-patient communication. This included nurses’ 
manner of communication, the use of therapeutic touch, 
positive reassurance, and nurses’ demeanor. Polite and 
respectful nurse-patient communication is noted to elicit 
calm responses and positive behavior from patients, 
hence the need to reinforce positive communication 
practices to improve therapeutic nurse-patient interac-
tion and patient satisfaction.

Study limitation
This study focused on the perspective of nurses only 
hence future researchers could analyze nurses’ and 
patients’ perspectives together.

Abbreviations
DHRCIIRB	� Dodowa Health Research Center Institutional Review Board
FGDs	� Focus Group Discussions
KATH	� Komfo Anokye Teaching Hospital
U.K	� United Kingdom

Supplementary Information
The online version contains supplementary material available at https://​doi.​
org/​10.​1186/​s12912-​023-​01191-2.

Additional file 1. 

https://doi.org/10.1186/s12912-023-01191-2
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12912-023-01191-2


Page 10 of 11Appiah et al. BMC Nursing           (2023) 22:35 

Acknowledgements
The researchers wants to express their gratitude to all authors whose papers 
were cited in this study and the nurses who took part in this study and Pascal 
Kob who helped in reviewing the manuscript.

Authors’ contributions
E.O.A, EO, M.A, DGM, and DBA wrote the main manuscript text, A.M, and C. A 
reviewed the manuscript and prepared it for publication. The authors read and 
approved the final manuscript.

Funding
The authors did not receive any funding for this study.

Availability of data and materials
All supporting data have been made available and have been uploaded with 
the manuscript.

Declarations

Ethics approval and consent to participate
The Dodowa Health Research Centre Institutional Review Board (DHRC- IRB) 
provided clearance for this study to be conducted with the protocol number 
DHRCIRB120/11/21. Written informed consent was obtained from all subjects. 
All methods were carried out in accordance with relevant guidelines and 
regulations.

Consent for publication
Not applicable.

Competing interests
The authors declare no competing interests.

Received: 1 June 2022   Accepted: 25 January 2023

References
	1.	 Radtke K. Improving patient satisfaction with nursing communication 

using bedside shift report. Clin Nurse Spec. 2013;27(1):19–25.
	2.	 Kourkouta L, Papathanasiou IV. Communication in nursing practice. Mate‑

ria Socio-Medica. 2014;26(1):65.
	3.	 Berg A, Hallberg IR. Psychiatric nurses’ lived experiences of working with 

inpatient care on a general team psychiatric ward. J Psychiatr Ment 
Health Nurs. 2000;7(4):323–33.

	4.	 Al-Abri R, Al-Balushi A. Patient satisfaction survey as a tool towards quality 
improvement. Oman Med J. 2014;29(1):3.

	5.	 Plewnia A, Bengel J, Körner M. Patient-centeredness and its impact on 
patient satisfaction and treatment outcomes in medical rehabilitation. 
Patient Educ Couns. 2016;99(12):2063–70.

	6.	 Sibiya MN. Effective communication in nursing. Nursing. 
2018;21(19):20–34.

	7.	 UKEssays. Importance Of Therapeutic Communication In Caring For 
Clients Nursing Essay. 2018. Retrieved from https://​www.​ukess​ays.​com/​
essays/​nursi​ng/​impor​tance-​of-​thera​peutic-​commu​nicat​ion-​in-​caring-​for-​
clien​ts-​nursi​ng-​essay.​php?​vref=1

	8.	 Richard Jr LS, Gregory M, Neeraj KA, Ronald ME. How does communica‑
tion Heal. Pathways linking clinician–patient communication to health 
outcomes: Texas A&M University, College Station, TX, United States. 2009.

	9.	 Gishu T, Weldetsadik AY, Tekleab AM. Patients’ perception of quality 
of nursing care; a tertiary center experience from Ethiopia. BMC Nurs. 
2019;18(1):1–6.

	10.	 Gishu T, Weldetsadik AY, Tekleab AM. Patients’ perception of quality 
of nursing care; a tertiary center experience from Ethiopia. BMC Nurs. 
2019;18(1):1–6.

	11.	 Cleary M, Hunt GE, Horsfall J, Deacon M. Nurse-patient interaction in 
acute adult inpatient mental health units: a review and synthesis of 
qualitative studies. Issues Ment Health Nurs. 2012;33(2):66–79.

	12.	 Agyeman AG, Region-Ghana KE. Nurse-patient relationship in health 
care delivery in Koforidua Regional Hospital. J Biol Agri Healthcare. 
2013;3(3):45–56.

	13.	 Korsah KA. Nurses’ stories about their interactions with patients at the 
Holy Family Hospital, Techiman, Ghana. Open J Nurs. 2011;1(01):1.

	14.	 Brighton LJ, Bristowe K. Communication in palliative care: talk‑
ing about the end of life, before the end of life. Postgrad Med J. 
2016;92(1090):466–70.

	15.	 Dowling M. The meaning of nurse–patient intimacy in oncology care 
settings: From the nurse and patient perspective. Eur J Oncol Nurs. 
2008;12(4):319–28.

	16.	 Uzoamaka OE, Ngozi E, Okey ET. Team spirited approach for innova‑
tion and success in change management in Nigerian manufacturing 
organizations: strategies, challenges and prospects. Int J Asian Soc Sci. 
2015;5(8):446–60.

	17.	 Farin E, Gramm L, Schmidt E. The patient–physician relationship in 
patients with chronic low back pain as a predictor of outcomes after 
rehabilitation. J Behav Med. 2013;36(3):246–58.

	18.	 Ali M. Communication skills 1: benefits of effective communication for 
patients. Nurs Times. 2017;113:12.

	19.	 Kwame A, Petrucka PM. Communication in nurse-patient interaction in 
healthcare settings in sub-Saharan Africa: A scoping review. Int J Afri Nurs 
Sci. 2020;1(12):100198.

	20.	 Camara BS, Belaid L, Manet H, Kolie D, Guillard E, Bigirimana T, Delamou 
A. What do we know about patient-provider interactions in sub-Saharan 
Africa? a scoping review. Pan Afr Med J. 2020;25(37):88. https://​doi.​org/​10.​
11604/​pamj.​2020.​37.​88.​24009. (PMID:33244351;PMCID:PMC7680249).

	21.	 Vermeir P, Vandijck D, Degroote S, Peleman R, Verhaeghe R, Mortier E, 
Hallaert G, Van Daele S, Buylaert W, Vogelaers D. Communication in 
healthcare: a narrative review of the literature and practical recommen‑
dations. Int J Clin Pract. 2015;69(11):1257–67.

	22.	 Methangkool E, Tollinche L, Sparling J, Agarwala AV. Communication: Is 
There a Standard Handover Technique to Transfer Patient Care? Int Anes‑
thesiol Clin. 2019;57(3):35–47. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1097/​AIA.​00000​00000​
000241. (PMID: 31577236; PMCID: PMC6777853).

	23.	 MaameKissiwaaAmoah V, Anokye R, Boakye DS, Gyamfi N. Perceived bar‑
riers to effective therapeutic communication among nurses and patients 
at Kumasi South Hospital. Cogent Med. 2018;5(1):1459341.

	24.	 Arkorful VE, Hammond A, Basiru I, Boateng J, Doku F, Pokuaah S, Agyei EK, 
Baoteng JA, Lugu BK. A Cross-Sectional Qualitative Study of Barriers to 
Effective Therapeutic Communication among Nurses and Patients. Int J 
Public Adm. 2021;44(6):500–12.

	25.	 Amoah VM, Anokye R, Boakye DS, Acheampong E, Budu-Ainooson A, 
Okyere E, Kumi-Boateng G, Yeboah C, Afriyie JO. A qualitative assessment 
of perceived barriers to effective therapeutic communication among 
nurses and patients. BMC Nurs. 2019;18(1):1–8.

	26.	 Agyemang-Duah W, Adei D, OduroAppiah J, Peprah P, Fordjour AA, Pep‑
rah V, Peprah C. Communication barriers to formal healthcare utilisation 
and associated factors among poor older people in Ghana. J Commun 
Healthc. 2021;14(3):216–24.

	27.	 Sandelowski M. Whatever happened to qualitative description? Res Nurs 
Health. 2000;23(4):334–40.

	28.	 Mujere N. Sampling in research. InMixed methods research for improved 
scientific study 2016 (pp. 107–121). IGI Global.

	29.	 Rai N, Thapa B. A study on purposive sampling method in research. 
Kathmandu: Kathmandu School of Law; 2015. p. 1–2.

	30.	 Singh AS, Masuku MB. Sampling techniques & determination of sample 
size in applied statistics research: An overview. Int J Econ Commerce 
Manage. 2014;2(11):1–22.

	31.	 Islam M. Data Analysis: Types, Process, Methods, Techniques and Tools. Int 
J Data Sci Technol. 2020;6(1):10–5.

	32.	 Downe-Wamboldt B. Content analysis: method, applications, and issues. 
Health Care Women Int. 1992;13(3):313–21.

	33.	 Elo S, Kyngäs H. The qualitative content analysis process. J Adv Nurs. 
2008;62(1):107–15.

	34.	 Houghton C, Casey D, Shaw D, Murphy K. Rigour in qualitative case-study 
research. Nurse Res. 2013;20(4). https://​doi.​org/​10.​7748/​nr2013.​03.​20.4.​12.​
e326.

	35.	 Miyata H, Kai I. Reconsidering evaluation criteria for scientific adequacy 
in health care research: An integrative framework of quantitative and 
qualitative criteria. Int J Qual Methods. 2009;8(1):64–75.

https://www.ukessays.com/essays/nursing/importance-of-therapeutic-communication-in-caring-for-clients-nursing-essay.php?vref=1
https://www.ukessays.com/essays/nursing/importance-of-therapeutic-communication-in-caring-for-clients-nursing-essay.php?vref=1
https://www.ukessays.com/essays/nursing/importance-of-therapeutic-communication-in-caring-for-clients-nursing-essay.php?vref=1
https://doi.org/10.11604/pamj.2020.37.88.24009
https://doi.org/10.11604/pamj.2020.37.88.24009
https://doi.org/10.1097/AIA.0000000000000241
https://doi.org/10.1097/AIA.0000000000000241
https://doi.org/10.7748/nr2013.03.20.4.12.e326
https://doi.org/10.7748/nr2013.03.20.4.12.e326


Page 11 of 11Appiah et al. BMC Nursing           (2023) 22:35 	

•
 
fast, convenient online submission

 •
  

thorough peer review by experienced researchers in your field

• 
 
rapid publication on acceptance

• 
 
support for research data, including large and complex data types

•
  

gold Open Access which fosters wider collaboration and increased citations 

 
maximum visibility for your research: over 100M website views per year •

  At BMC, research is always in progress.

Learn more biomedcentral.com/submissions

Ready to submit your researchReady to submit your research  ?  Choose BMC and benefit from: ?  Choose BMC and benefit from: 

	36.	 Fakhr-Movahedi A, Rahnavard Z, Salsali M, Negarandeh R. Exploring 
nurse’s communicative role in nurse-patient relations: A qualitative study. 
J Caring Sci. 2016;5(4):267.

	37.	 Norouzinia R, Aghabarari M, Shiri M, Karimi M, Samami E. Communica‑
tion barriers perceived by nurses and patients. Global J Health Sci. 
2016;8(6):65.

	38.	 Tabatabaee A, Tafreshi MZ, Rassouli M, Aledavood SA, AlaviMajd H, Farah‑
mand SK. Effect of therapeutic touch in patients with cancer: a literature 
review. Med Arch. 2016;70(2):142.

	39.	 Carter B, Harris J, Jordan A. How nurses use reassurance to support the 
management of acute and chronic pain in children and young people: 
An exploratory, interpretative qualitative study. Paediatr Neonatal Pain. 
2021;3(1):36–44.

	40.	 Carreon, HF. "Outcomes of Communication, Workflow Efficiency, & 
Patient Care Quality Resulting from a Hands-free, Wireless Communica‑
tion Device". Doctoral Projects. 2019;114. https://​doi.​org/​10.​31979/​etd.​
tanp-​8252.

	41.	 Cicekci F, Duran N, Ayhan B, Arican S, Ilban O, Kara I, Turkoglu M, Yildirim 
F, Hasirci I, Karaibrahimoglu A, Kara I. The communication between 
patient relatives and physicians in intensive care units. BMC Anesthesiol. 
2017;17(1):1–3.

	42.	 Stiefel F, Kiss A, Salmon P, Peters S, Razavi D, Cervantes A, Margulies 
A, Bourquin C, Bourquin C, Cervantes A, Dauchy S. Training in com‑
munication of oncology clinicians: a position paper based on the third 
consensus meeting among European experts in 2018. Ann Oncol. 
2018;29(10):2033–6.

	43.	 Loghmani L, Borhani F, Abbaszadeh A. Factors affecting the nurse-
patients’ family communication in intensive care unit of kerman: a 
qualitative study. J Caring Sci. 2014;3(1):67.

	44.	 Welch LC, Teno JM, Mor V. End-of-life care in black and white: race matters 
for medical care of dying patients and their families. J Am Geriatr Soc. 
2005;53(7):1145–53.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in pub‑
lished maps and institutional affiliations.

https://doi.org/10.31979/etd.tanp-8252
https://doi.org/10.31979/etd.tanp-8252

	Barriers to nurses’ therapeutic communication practices in a district hospital in Ghana
	Abstract 
	Background 
	Methods 
	Findings 
	Conclusion 

	Introduction
	Research questions

	Methods
	Design and setting
	Study participants
	Data collection instrument and procedure
	Ethical consideration
	Data analysis
	Below is an illustration
	Trustworthiness

	Results
	Socio-demographic characteristics of participants
	Organization of the themes

	Therapeutic communication practices
	Nurses’ manner of communication
	Use of touch
	Maintaining a calm demeanor
	Involving patient relatives
	Positive reassurance

	Barriers to therapeutic communication
	Patient’s condition
	Negative attitude from patients
	Increased workloadstress
	Family interference
	Discriminatory attitude of nurses


	Discussion of findings
	Therapeutic communication practices

	Conclusion
	Study limitation

	Acknowledgements
	References


