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Barriers of physical assessment skills among nursing 
students in Arab Peninsula

Introduction

Physical assessment is an integral part of the nursing field during 
the past 20th century.[1] It contains competency level that nursing 
students gained knowledge and skills from academic institution 
to the clinical settings which are an essential part of patient’s 
quality care. In addition, this competency in physical assessment 
was oriented in classroom setting as it emphasized development 
skills in clinical settings.[2] However, due to the technological 
health systems in today’s time, these skills demand continuous 
improvement which is needed for future health professionals. 
Furthermore, with the application of nursing core competency 
in standard education among nursing undergraduates, there will 
be a support of the needs of skilled future nurses.[3]

Previous study over the past decade reported that nursing 
graduates did not meet minimum competency expectations from 
their work.[4] Concurrently, one study pointed out a disparity 

between classroom teaching and working in clinical settings.[5] 
Even though the physical assessment is a basic course in nursing 
education, there are still reported barriers in performing physical 
assessment both in the classroom settings and clinical settings 
even in a complete health-care facility among high-resource 
countries.[6] Meanwhile in Saudi Arabia, as one of the high-
income countries, there are a growing demand for health-care 
services in several health care institution.[7] Most health care 
institution expects new nursing graduates readily prepared in 
performing broader clinical skills for patient care.[8]

However, there is a shortage of qualified Saudi nurses 
in the region due to the poor quality standard in nursing 
education.[9] The effect of this poor quality standard could 
lead to a deficit in performing physical assessment among 
Saudi nurses in the clinical settings.[10] This implies a gap 
between the concept of physical assessment and to its 
practice in clinical exposure.
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This is very alarming since nurses are primarily responsible 
for patient’s care, yet cannot competently perform basic 
assessment tasks.[11] The incompetence could lead to a lack 
of optimum patient care in performing health assessment.[12]

Several studies suggest time interruption,[13] lack of confidence 
in head-to-toe assessment, lack of support and acceptance 
from other health care workers,[14] lack of equipment and the 
non-availability of qualified nursing faculty,[15] and reliance 
on technology of new graduates,[16] were reported barriers 
in conducting health assessment which affects the nurses’ 
performance in clinical settings. Some clinical instructors 
impart fewer physical assessment skills due to the saturated 
nursing curriculum.[17] Furthermore, several nursing students 
change their careers as a result of the challenges they 
encountered in the clinical setting.[18] But though for those 
reasons, still few studies examined the challenges encountered 
among nurses in performing physical assessment,[17,18] and even 
fewer among nursing students.

Failure in identifying the challenges and problems that 
students encountered during physical assessment both in the 
classroom and clinical learning environment prevents them 
from providing patient’s quality care. Thus, nursing education 
institution constantly striving competency-based curricula in 
preparation for future qualified nurses, but still, limited studies 
shown on the barriers of physical assessment skills learned 
during their bachelor degree and clinical exposure especially 
in the universities in Kingdom of Saudi Arabia.

Thus, there is a need to have a detailed analysis of the challenges 
encountered by the nursing students in performing the physical 
assessment which is, therefore, the basis of this research. This 
study provides valuable information about barriers to physical 
assessment both in classroom settings and clinical settings. 
Physical assessment is a nursing competency-based taught 
in universities which is one of the key elements in nursing 
education and clinical practice for health professionals.[19] 
Through, understanding the barriers to physical assessment 
among nursing students a creation of a more detailed assessment 
in the development of quality patient’s care when they work in 
the clinical setting will be realized.

Methods

Design
A cross-sectional study research design was used in this 
investigation.

Participants and settings
This study involved a total of 206 nursing students enrolled 
during the 1st and 2nd semesters during the academic year 
2016–2017 in the College of Applied Medical Sciences, 
Majmaah University, Riyadh, and Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. 
The inclusion criteria used were (1) male and female, 

(2) nursing students taking physical assessment theory and 
practical subject, (3) students with clinical duties, and (4) 2nd 
year, 3rd year, and 4th year nursing students, and (5) voluntarily 
consented in participating the study. Exclusion criteria: 
(1) 1st year nursing students (since no subject and exposure to 
the physical assessment subject).

Instrumentation
This study used self-administered questionnaire which 
determined the barriers to physical assessment skills among 
nursing students in Nursing Department, College of Applied 
Medical Sciences Majmaah University. The questionnaire 
comprised two parts. The first part discussed the demographic 
profile of the nursing students including their age group, 
academic class level/ranking, grade in physical assessment 
(theory and practical average), and type of admission.

The second part contains perceived barriers to physical 
assessment statements.[20] Participants answered the extent to 
which they agreed in each statement applied to their practice 
on a 5-point Likert-type scale from 1 = strongly disagree, 
5 = strongly agree. This contains seven subscales with a total 
of 38 items statements, and reliability coefficients such as: 
Reliance on others and technology (0.83), lack of time and 
interruptions (0.83), ward culture (0.83), lack of confidence 
(0.83), lack of nursing role models (0.83), lack of influence on 
patient care (0.83), and specialty area (0.83). The scale content 
validity index was 0.92, and the coefficient alpha for the total 
38-item scale was 0.80, respectively.[21]

Data gathering procedure
A self-administered questionnaire which was written in both 
English and Arabic was used in data gathering. The validity of 
the instrument was assessed by group of native Arabic language 
experts in the field. Implementing forward translations and 
backward translations were achieved during this conceptual 
translation of barriers to physical assessment. The Arabic 
questionnaire was pilot tested indifferent universities offering 
nursing program. The corrections and easiness of words were 
made accordingly. The reliability of the instrument after the 
pilot test was achieved through Cronbach’s alpha (0.81).

On approval from the Dean of the College of Applied Sciences, 
the researchers personally administered the questionnaire with 
the assistance of the class coordinator to the respondents so as 
to ensure 100% retrieval. After which, the data were organized, 
tabulated, computed, analyzed, and interpreted.

Ethical consideration
Researchers sought ethical clearance from the Internal Ethics 
Board of the College of Applied Medical Sciences, Majmaah 
University. An explanation of the purpose of the study was 
given, emphasizing a voluntary participation without undue 
pressure before the respondents’ signature. The anonymity 
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of individuals was observed using only code numbers in the 
questionnaire and to provide privacy and confidentiality from 
the responses of each respondent.

Data analysis
Descriptive statistics were used in describing the 
sociodemographic profile of the nursing students. Frequency 
and percentages were used in presenting the demographic 
profile and responses from each item statements in the barriers 
of physical assessment scale. Moreover, the Independent 
Samples t-test compares the gender mean of the nursing 
students to the barriers of physical assessment.

Next, the median frequency for each subscale in physical 
assessment barriers skills was also used such as group of 
clinical settings and classroom settings. Finally, the paired t-test 
was used in determining the differences between barriers to 
physical assessment in classroom settings and hospital setting. 
P = 0.05 level of significance using the two-tailed test was 
used in this study.

Results

Sociodemographic characteristics of the 
nursing students
The sociodemographic characteristics of the nursing students 
were discussed in Table 1. There were 104 male nursing 
students and 102 female nursing students from the 206 
respondents which were an equal representation of both male 
and female. Moreover, 53 or 50.96% have the age bracket from 
20 to 25 years old which is the highest age bracket, while 5 or 
4.81% have an age bracket between from 36 to 40 years old.

Meanwhile, there were 69 or 67.6% female nursing students 
have the age bracket of 20–25 years old, on the other hand, 1 or 
0.98% have an age bracket between from 36 to 40 years old. 
Then, almost half were level 7 nursing students. Meanwhile, 
half of the male nursing students have a grade in physical 
assessment between 85% and 89% while 43 or 42.16% of 
the female nursing respondents have a grade between 85% 
and 89%. Finally, almost all of the nursing respondents were 
regular students.

Percentage of nursing students respondents that agreed 
with each subscale item (n = 206). Table 2 summarized the 
percentage of nursing students who either agreed or strongly 
agreed with each item in the seven subscales of barrier 
in physical assessment skill. “Strongly agree” or “agree” 
responses described the physical assessment barriers skill in 
the classroom and clinical settings

As revealed, half or more than half of the respondents agreed 
that the classroom settings statements “physical assessment 
is used only when a patient deteriorates” “no time to use 

physical assessment skills due to the workload,” and “too 
many interruptions during work prevent from doing physical 
assessment” were barriers in performing physical assessment 
in classroom settings.

Moreover, statements like “the ward culture discourages 
nurses from doing the physical assessment in my workplace 
classroom,” “lack confidence in accurately performing 
physical assessment skills,” “Worrying about the ability to 
correctly use physical assessment skills,” “lack confidence in 
deciding what physical assessment skills to use,” “information 
using physical assessment skills is used to develop a plan 
of care,” “Ability to use physical assessment skills makes a 
positive difference to patient care,” “Ability to use physical 
assessment skills improves the quality of nursing care,” and 
“The information collected using physical assessment skills 
is used to make treatment decisions” were the barriers in 
performing physical assessment both in the classroom setting 
and clinical settings.

Differences between genders on the barriers in 
physical assessment

Along the subscale “reliance on others and technology,” 
the females nursing students recorded higher barriers in 
physical assessment than males (P = 0.691, two-tailed) and 
no significant difference was observed both in the classroom 
and clinical setting [Table 3].

Table 1: Sociodemographic profile of the nursing 
students-respondents (n=206)
Respondent’s profile Male=104 (%) Female=102 (%) Total

Age group

20–25 53 (50.96) 69 (67.6) 122

26–30 39 (37.50) 10 (9.80) 49

31–35 7 (6.73) 22 (21.57) 29

36–40 5 (4.81) 1 (0.98) 6

Mean±SD 24.80±4.91 24.32±5.27

Academic class level/
ranking

Level 6 32 (30.77) 38 (37.25) 70

Level 7 44 (42.31) 49 (48.04) 93

Level 8 28 (26.92) 15 (14.71) 43

Grade in physical 
assessment (theory and 
practical average)

90–94% (A) 12 (11.54) 19 (18.63) 31

85–89$ (B+) 53 (50.96) 43 (42.16) 96

80–84% (B) 39 (37.50) 40 (39.22) 79

Type of admission

Regular 82 (78.85) 92 (90.20) 174

Bridging 22 (21.15) 10 (9.8) 32
SD: Standard deviation
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Subscale Learning setting Strongly agree/agree

Frequency (%)

Subscale 1: Reliance on others and technology

It’s not the nurse’s role to conduct a physical assessment of the patient Classroom 67 (32.52)

Clinical 53 (25.73)

Gather all the physical assessment data using electronic monitoring devices Classroom 77 (37.38)

Clinical 66 (32.04)

Use of technology reduces the need for nurses’ physical assessment skills Classroom 82 (39.81)

Clinical 75 (46.41)

Nurses don’t need to use many physical assessment skills to do their job well Classroom 77 (37.38)

Clinical 74 (35.92)

Physical assessment is something only the doctor does Classroom 82 (39.81)

Clinical 88 (42.72)

Relying on monitoring equipment to collect assessment data Classroom 82 (39.81)

Clinical 80 (38.83)

Physical assessment is used only when a patient deteriorates Classroom 105 (50.97)

Clinical 96 (46.60)

Physical assessment is the responsibility of medical or allied health staff Classroom 93 (45.15)

Clinical 85 (41.46)

Don’t use physical assessment skills because of the task-oriented nature of the work Classroom 82 (39.81)

Clinical 78 (37.86)

Subscale 2: Lack of time and interruptions

Lack of time is a barrier in using physical assessment skills Classroom 93 (45.15)

Clinical 73 (35.44)

Lack of time to do an in-depth physical assessment to the patients Classroom 82 (39.81)

Clinical 74 (35.92)

No time to use physical assessment skills because of the workload Classroom 103 (50.00)

Clinical 87 (42.23)

Completing checklists and documentation means no time to use physical assessment skills Classroom 93 (45.15)

Clinical 84 (40.78)

Too many interruptions during work prevent from doing physical assessment Classroom 123 (59.71)

Clinical 106 (51.46)

Subscale 3: Ward culture

The ward culture is a barrier in using of physical assessment skills Classroom 72 (34.95)

Clinical 64 (31.07)

Assessment is done a certain way in the ward which limits the extent of physical assessment Classroom 83 (40.29)

Clinical 75 (36.41)

Assessments I make using physical assessment skills are not valued by my coworkers Classroom 98 (47.57)

Clinical 76 (36.89)

The ward culture discourages nurses from doing physical assessment in my workplace Classroom 152 (73.79)

Clinical 133 (64.56)

Feel of support by the colleagues to use physical assessment skills Classroom 68 (33.01)

Clinical 49 (23.79)

Subscale 4: Lack of confidence

Lack confidence in accurately performing physical assessment skills Classroom 136 (66.02)

Clinical 124 (60.19)

Worrying about the ability to correctly use physical assessment skills Classroom 154 (74.76)

Table 2: Percentage of nursing-students respondents that agreed with each subscale item (n=206)

(Contd...)
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Subscale Learning setting Strongly agree/agree

Frequency (%)

Clinical 78 (37.86)

Lack confidence in deciding what physical assessment skills to use Classroom 163 (79.13)

Clinical 76 (36.89)

Competently use physical assessment skills Classroom 69 (33.50)

Clinical 78 (37.86)

Subscale 5: Lack of nursing role models

Physical assessment skills are role modeled by experienced nurses in the ward Classroom 139 (67.48)

Clinical 124 (60.19)

Nurse leaders promote the use of physical assessment skills in the unit Classroom 85 (41.26)

Clinical 59 (28.64)

Nurses encourage each other to use physical assessment skills in the ward Classroom 89 (43.20)

Clinical 84 (40.78)

There is a lack of experienced nursing staff to role model physical assessment skills in the ward Classroom 96 (46.60)

Clinical 83 (40.29)

Subscale 6: Lack of influence on patient care

Information using physical assessment skills is used to develop a plan of care Classroom 156 (75.73)

Clinical 105 (10.97)

Ability to use physical assessment skills makes a positive difference to patient care Classroom 106 (51.46)

Clinical 102 (49.51)

Ability to use physical assessment skills improves the quality of nursing care Classroom 143 (69.42)

Clinical 106 (51.46)

The information collected using physical assessment skills is used to make treatment decisions Classroom 106 (51.46)

Clinical 92 (44.66)

Subscale 7: Specialty area

Physical assessment skills are relevant to nurses in specialty area Classroom 80 (38.83)

Clinical 74 (35.92)

Don’t use physical assessment skills that are outside of the specialty area Classroom 82 (39.81)

Clinical 74 (35.92)

The specialty area determines the physical assessment skills that nurses used Classroom 94 (45.63)

Clinical 86 (41.75)

The physical assessment skills are restricted only specialty area Classroom 69 (33.53)

Clinical 65 (31.55)

The physical assessment skills determined by what is acceptable on the ward Classroom 62 (30.10)

Clinical 86 (41.75)

Table 2: (Continued)

Meanwhile, subscales “lack of time and interruptions,” “ward 
culture,” “lack of confidence”, “lack of nursing role models,” 
and “lack of influence on patient care” were noted higher 
barriers in physical assessment by the males nursing students 
than females, however, no significant difference was observed 
both in the classroom and clinical settings.

Difference on barriers in physical assessment 
in different learning settings
As discussed in the Table 4, the statistical differences between 
perceived barriers in physical assessment between classroom 
settings and clinical setting. Subscale “reliance on others and 

technology” (P < 0.05 (2 tailed), “ward culture” (P < 0.05, 
2 tailed), lack of influence on patient care (P < 0.05, 2 tailed) 
have significant differences between perceived barriers in 
physical assessment in classroom settings and clinical setting.

Discussion

This study focused on nursing student’s response and 
recognition on barriers of physical assessment skills between 
the classroom settings and clinical settings. An underpinning 
knowledge and skills in physical assessment taught in the 
classroom are required to have accurate physical assessment 
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documentation and recognition of patient health situation in 
clinical settings.

Findings in this study revealed that more than half of the 
nursing students reported that lack of time and interruptions, 
lack of confidence, lack of influence on patient care are 
perceived barriers to physical assessment. As described 
earlier lack of confidence was shown as one of the barriers 
in physical assessment. This is worth noting even though 
physical assessment was discussed, and demonstrated in 
the classroom; there were still fears among nursing students 
that they cannot assess patient’s status, especially during an 
emergency situation.[22] Although they had constant exposure 
from simulated patient’s practice of physical examination 
skills in the classroom settings, there still doubt about the 
skills in real life scenario.[23]As nursing students experienced 
that simulation is entirely different from the actual situation 
where fear of making mistakes could cause as anxiety-
producing situations in their clinical experience.[23] This 
could disrupt their work performance in assessment, leading 
to physical inadequacies, and increase diagnostic errors. 
It is clear that lack of confidence in physical assessment 
competencies contributed to the deficiency in critical care. 
Realizing that good physical exam skills take years to develop 
and do not happen overnight, any encounter with a patient 
might increase anxiety levels.

Conversely, this lack of confidence can be avoided which is 
caused mostly by failure to perform the relevant examination.[24] 
Creating a supportive clinical environment and good effective 
communication play a significant role in building self-
confidence.[25] Thus, further studies could be conducted to 
address the gap between factors affecting confidence in 
performing physical assessment among nursing students in 
the clinical settings. Moreover, lack of time and interruptions 
was also shown as one of the barriers to physical assessment. 
Previous studies have shown that nursing faculty teaches fewer 
physical assessment skills due to too heavy lecture time in 
the classroom.[17] This may be due to the inaction of updating 
physical assessment information and teaching strategies among 
nursing students.

Meanwhile, in a hospital setting, interruptions while 
performing physical assessment could delay recognition 
in the current health status.[26] Interruption is high once the 
primary work task is postponed so as to give full consideration 
to the other activities.[26] Interruptions are not only common 
in performing physical assessment but also during drug 
medication, and nurse’s notes.[26] Another study reported that 
one staff nurse was interrupted more than 20 times during the 
8 h shift.[27] The effect of this interruption in the clinical setting 
could compromise critical thinking and delivery of care,[28] and 
potentially result from more assessment errors.[26] Furthermore, 

Table 3: Differences between genders on the barriers of physical assessment (n=206)
Subscale Learning settings Male mean (n=104) Female mean (n=102) t P

Reliance on others and technology Classroom 3.36 3.40 −0.41 0.691

Clinical 3.11 3.18 −2.39 0.044*

Lack of time and interruptions Classroom 3.28 3.25 0.497 0.640

Clinical 3.16 3.18 −0.291 0.782

Ward culture Classroom 3.42 3.25 3.44 0.026*

Clinical 3.19 3.08 3.07 0.040*

Lack of confidence Classroom 3.23 3.12 1.64 0.199

Clinical 3.17 3.04 2.12 0.124

Lack of nursing role models Classroom 3.42 3.35 1.54 0.22

Clinical 3.23 3.15 1.90 0.154

Lack of influence on patient care Classroom 3.43 3.38 1.18 0.240

Clinical 3.27 3.07 1.78 0.149
*Significant at P<0.05 (2 tailed)

Table 4: Difference on barriers in physical assessment skills in different learning settings (n=206)
Subscale Learning settings Mean difference t P

Classroom mean Clinical mean

Reliance on others and technology 3.38 3.15 −0.23 3.91 <0.004*

Lack of time and interruptions 3.27 3.17 −0.10 2.83 0.022

Ward culture 3.33 3.14 −0.19 10.79 <0.000*

Lack of confidence 3.18 3.11 −0.07 2.96 0.018

Lack of nursing role models 3.39 3.19 −0.20 4.09 0.026

Lack of influence on patient care 3.41 3.17 −0.24 5.96 <0.004*
*Significant at P<0.05 (2 tailed)
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the previous study reported negative consequences is a result 
from the interruptions, such as postponement of care and loss 
of concentration.[22]

However, most of the interruptions are preventable, and not all 
the time that it has an adverse effect.[26] Some interruptions were 
important in the delivery of patient’s care and allowed in the 
transmission of an important source of information.[26] Frequent 
interruption is sometimes good in cognitive functioning 
emphasizing the clinical rationale. However, in this study, 
it focused on nursing students and not the staff nurses in the 
hospital. Thus, further empirical data are needed to explore the 
effect of interruption in performing the physical assessment in 
clinical settings among nursing students.

In addition, lack of influence on patient’s care was also 
described as barriers to physical assessment. Based on the 
results, it could be claimed that physical assessment skills 
bridged the gap between education and practice when it 
comes to lack of influence on patient’s care. The point that 
nursing students do not have the chance in practicing real-
life assessment skills from their education to the clinical 
settings, this will help in explicating the lack of application of 
patient’s care toward nursing practice. To be skillful, a need for 
continuous practice of core physical assessment in detecting the 
clinical condition of patient’s status is important and eventually 
minimize the risk of lack of influence on patient care.[20]

Lack of influence on physical assessment inpatient’s care 
could reflect on the health status deterioration.[29] Hence, the 
influence of patient creates awareness in very indirect changes 
in the patient’s status.[30] Again this study focused on nursing 
students and not the staff nurses in the hospital. Thus, further 
empirical data are more needed to explore the effect of lack 
of influence of physical assessment in patient’s care clinical 
settings among nursing students.

Another result of this study found out that there is no significant 
difference between male nursing students and female nursing 
students as to their perceived barriers to physical assessment. 
This implies that gender differences do not affect assessment 
knowledge and skills performance whether in the classroom 
or clinical settings. However, the previous study pointed 
that female students have better nursing performance and 
experience in the lower physical assessment barriers.[31] 
Female outperform males in physical assessment accuracy.[32] 
Furthermore, the differences were found in the gender-specific 
physical assessment, for instance, female students perform 
better when it comes to breast and pelvic examinations, while 
testicular examination successfully accomplished by males.[33] 
Interestingly, teenage female students have higher manual 
control abilities in conducting physical assessment task than 
the males.[33] This means that there were specific gender-related 
specific physical assessment qualities. Nonetheless, still, there 
are limited empirical data were conducted about barriers to 
physical assessment among its gender in the clinical settings 

and classroom settings. Thus, further research is needed to 
explore about gender differences in their physical examination 
skills performances, not only focusing on its barriers, but also 
can be generalized to other classroom and clinical settings.

This study also showed significant differences between barriers 
in physical assessment and reliance on others and technology. 
This is consistent with the previous study that nurses relied too 
much on technologies and equipment which affects the holistic 
patient assessment that hinders the identification of patient 
outcome.[33] Specifically, the results of the study reported 
significantly higher reliance on technology in the classroom 
setting compared to practical experience in clinical setting. 
This implies that some nursing schools were technologically 
complete in equipment compared to the public hospital which 
they are exposed. The fact that the existing hospital equipment 
facilities have not changed, and some of the medical equipment 
are unavailable. Nevertheless, whether in classroom settings 
or clinical settings, technology is now very much part of 
nursing health assessment. As it can bring precise, available, 
and actionable health information during an assessment.[34] 
Advances in technology make it conveniently possible for 
nurses to constantly monitor the health status of the patients.[34]

Meanwhile, nurses should always consider that it is not 
advisable on relying too much on hospital equipment. For 
instance inaccuracy of reading for the anemic patients and those 
with fluid depletion, and that the machine does not distinguish 
between oxyhemoglobin and carboxyhemoglobin.[35] This 
concern implies that nurses could become too reliant on using 
technology in carrying out an assessment which limits the 
covert sign. This could affect the health status of the patient. 
Staff nurses often feel insecure during assessment whenever 
there is no help of technology to validate their findings. This 
feeling of insecurity could pose a barrier to physical assessment 
practices. As physical assessment focus more than the overt 
signs of patient’s health reliance on technology which may 
create diverting attention away from holistic patient assessment 
and would lead to undetected signs of change in health status.[36] 
Thus, possibly preventing patients to detect deteriorating 
health condition.

Through the increasing reliance on technology and the 
proliferation of portable health mobile devices in the health 
care, challenges on barriers to physical assessment could 
continue to persist. Therefore, future nurses must be ready 
for how technologies could change the nursing physical 
assessment practices and proactively create the development 
programs during classroom practice. Through reassuring that 
future nurses would have clinical skills they need to address 
and minimize relying too much on technologies. Nurses should 
be the vanguard in preparation for these challenges.

Another finding of this study was found out that ward culture 
has significant differences between perceived barriers in 
physical assessment both classroom settings and clinical 
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setting. It could be manifested on the uncooperative ward 
culture which could hamper the professional development of 
nursing practice.[37] Future nurses should have basic physical 
assessment skills learned from the classroom which serves as 
a foundation in doing the expected skills within each ward 
area.[38] A new development program in nursing assessment that 
ensures a proactive and patient safety approach are needed to 
prevent the barriers in conducting a physical assessment from 
the classroom to clinical settings.

Finally, the lack of influence on patient’s care has significant 
differences between perceived barriers in physical assessment 
both classroom and clinical settings. Nursing students’ 
behaviors and performances change in the clinical setting.[39] 
The difference between the classroom physical environment 
and opportunity to care for real patients could affect their 
learning performance toward patient care. Unlike classroom 
settings, clinical exposure occurs in a complex clinical learning 
environment.[37] Previous study suggests that continuous 
practice of physical assessment before entering the clinical 
settings is an important quality of clinical education.[40] 
Although continuous exposure from classroom settings to 
clinical settings improved patient care and helped improve 
in to become a good nursing professional, there still limited 
evidence especially among Arab nursing students. Thus, 
it raises concern and issues about classroom education 
and clinical setting practice regarding the use of physical 
assessment. Thus, more empirical data could be conducted 
regarding barriers to physical assessment in rendering patient’s 
care over nursing practice.

Limitation

This study was conducted during School year 2016–2017, 
at a particular point in time which could limit the generalize 
ability of the result. Moreover, the study is confined to 
nursing department operating in College of Applied Medical 
Sciences, Majmaah University. The researchers depend on 
a self-administered questionnaire, which is vulnerable to 
bias recall. This study also used convenience sampling that 
gives inability in generalizing the results. A comparative 
study between private and public nursing colleges can be 
undertaken in future. In addition, focusing on nursing students 
is the limitations of the study. Future empirical data could 
be searched like those affecting physical assessment skills 
performance of staff nurses working in the hospital since they 
are the long-standing determinates of quality service rendered 
to patients admitted to hospitals. Since, the study only focus 
on the 5 subscales from the adapted questionnaire, local 
issues such as dress codes for female Saudi nurses, religious 
and social factors, fear of getting infected, language barrier, 
behaviors, emotions, and feelings, cultural phenomena, 
and nurses’ experiences in the ward cannot be explored by 
quantitative study. Thus, qualitative research contributed to 
the understanding of the complex local issues, experiences, 
feelings, and emotion in clinical settings.

However, the response rate from the respondents is very high 
which serves as a strength of the study. Further research could 
cover other subscales of barriers to physical health assessment 
and the wider region. Interestingly, this study adds to the 
existing body of knowledge about the physical assessment 
barriers among nursing students. Most notably, these findings 
contributed to the limited literature about the barriers in 
physical assessment for providing theoretical underpinnings 
and international viewpoint in the Arab peninsula.

Conclusion

Although nursing students were oriented and educated 
about physical assessment as an essential part of the nursing 
curriculum, not often practiced in clinical settings. Reliance 
on others and technology, ward culture, lack of influence on 
patient care are barriers in performing a physical assessment.

Continuous exposure, and enhance the quality of planning and 
promotion of the nursing students could develop necessary 
skills and increase self-confidence to assess the patient’s 
health status effectively during the physical assessment.[40] 
This study also highlights the shift of focus from perceived 
barriers in physical assessment skills which served as the 
basis for curriculum restructuring. Thus, implementing 
approaches could be of great help which could reduce 
the barriers and improve nursing assessment. In addition, 
reinforcing quality teaching and nursing skills are necessary to 
perform a comprehensive health assessment utilizing the core 
competencies and avoid relying too much on technology. Since 
the ward takes into account the patient’s need, future nurses 
should have a constant review on basic physical assessment 
to improve patients’ experience of health care. Finally, future 
research studies could be developed particularly interventional 
studies to minimize barriers in performing physical assessment 
both in the classroom and clinical settings.

Acknowledgment

The researchers would like to thank all the nursing students 
in Nursing Department, College of Applied Medical Sciences 
Majmaah University, for their participation in the survey.

References

1. Lesa R, Dixon A. Physical assessment: Implications for nurse educators 
and nursing practice. Int Nurs Rev 2007;54:166-72.

2. Raleigh M, Allan H. A qualitative study of advanced nurse practitioners’ 
use of physical assessment skills in the community: Shifting skills 
across professional boundaries. J Clin Nurs 2017;26:2025-35.

3. Wu F, Wang Y, Wu Y, Guo M. Application of nursing core competency 
standard education in the training of nursing undergraduates. Int J Nurs 
Sci 2014;1:367-70.

4. Berkow S, Virkstis, K, Stewart J, Conway L. Assessing new graduate 
nurse performance. Nurse Educ 2009;34:17-22.

5. Maben J, Latter S, Clark JM. The theory practice gap: Impact of 



Alamri and Almazan: Physical assessment skills barriers of nursing students

66International Journal of Health Sciences
Vol. 12, Issue 3 (May - June 2018)

professional bureaucratic work conflict on newly qualified nurses. J 
Adv Nurs 2006;55:465-77.

6. Güldal D, Ulusel B, Ozçakar N, Yeniçeri N, Dontlu C. The challenge 
of clinical interviewing and physical examination performance for 
general practitioners in turkey. Fam Med 2005;37:354-9.

7. Al-Omari A, Abdelwahed HS, Alansari MA. Critical care service in 
saudi arabia. Saudi Med J 2015;36:759-61.

8. Fan JY, Wang YH, Chao LF, Jane SW, Hsu LL. Performance evaluation 
of nursing students following competency-based education. Nurse 
Educ Today 2015;35:97-103.

9. Saudi Commission for Health Specialties. Poor Education and Training 
to Blame for Shortage of Saudi Nurses; 2017. Available from: http://
www.saudigazette.com. sa/saudi-arabia/poor-education-training-blam 
e-shortage-saudi-nurses-says-official. [Last accessed on 2017 May].

10. Al-Quliti K, Alamri M. Knowledge, attitudes, and practices of health 
care providers in assessment of pain. Neurosciences 2015;20:131-6.

11. Rivera-Rodriguez AJ, Karsh BT. Interruptions and distractions 
in healthcare: Review and reappraisal. Qual Saf Health Care 
2010;19:304-12.

12. Atallah MA, Hamdan-Mansour AM, Al-Sayed MM, Aboshaiqah AE. 
Patients’ satisfaction with the quality of nursing care provided: The 
saudi experience. Int J Nurs Pract 2013;19:584-90.

13. Al-Doghaither AH. Inpatient satisfaction with physician services at 
king khalid university hospital, riyadh, saudi arabia. East Mediterr 
Health J 2004;10:358-64.

14. McElhinney E. Factors which influence nurse practitioners ability to 
carry out physical examination skills in the clinical area after a degree 
level module-an electronic Delphi study. J Clin Nurs 2010;19:3177-87.

15. Abdullah W, Al Senany S, Al-Otheimin H. Capacity building for 
Nurses’ knowledge and practice regarding prevention of diabetic foot 
complications. Int J Nurs Sci 2017;7:1-15.

16. Halfer D, Graf E. Graduate nurse perceptions of the work experience. 
Nurs Econ 2006;24:150-5, 123.

17. Tanner CA. Transforming prelicensure nursing education: Preparing 
the new nurse to meet emerging health care needs. Nurs Educ Perspect 
2010;31:347-53.

18. Mandourah Y, Ocheltree A, Al Radi A, Fowler R. The epidemiology 
of hajj-related critical illness: Lessons for deployment of temporary 
critical care services. Crit Care Med 2012;40:829-34.

19. Park K, Ahn Y, Kang N, Sohn M. Development of a simulation-based 
assessment to evaluate the clinical competencies of korean nursing 
students. Nurse Educ Today 2016;36:337-41.

20. Douglas C, Osborne S, Reid C, Batch M, Hollingdrake O, Gardner 
G, et al. What factors influence nurses’ assessment practices? 
Development of the barriers to nurses’ use of physical assessment 
scale. J Adv Nurs 2014;70:2683-94.

21. Douglas C, Windsor C, Lewis P. Too much knowledge for a nurse? Use 
of physical assessment by final-semester nursing students. Nurs Health 
Sci 2015;17:492-9.

22. Sharif F, Masoumi S. A qualitative study of nursing student experiences 
of clinical practice. BMC Nurs 2005;4:6.

23. Duvivier RJ, van Geel K, van Dalen J, Scherpbier AJ, van der 
Vleuten CP. Learning physical examination skills outside timetabled 
training sessions: What happens and why? Adv Health Sci Educ 
Theory Pract 2012;17:339-55.

24. Verghese A, Charlton B, Kassirer JP, Ramsey M, Ioannidis JP. 
Inadequacies of physical examination as a cause of medical errors and 
adverse events: A Collection of vignettes. Am J Med 2015;128:1322-
4000.

25. Suikkala A, Leino-Kilpi H, Katajisto J. Factors related to the nursing 
student-patient relationship: The students’ perspective. Nurse Educ 
Today 2008;28:539-49.

26. Colligan L, Bass EJ. Interruption handling strategies during paediatric 
medication administration. BMJ Qual Saf 2012;21:912-7.

27. Sørensen EE, Brahe L. Interruptions in clinical nursing practice. J Clin 
Nurs 2014;23:1274-82.

28. Brixey JJ, Robinson DJ, Johnson CW, Johnson TR, Turley JP, Zhang J, 
et al. A concept analysis of the phenomenon interruption. ANS Adv 
Nurs Sci 2007;30:E26-42.

29. Minick P, Harvey S. The early recognition of patient problems among 
medical-surgical nurses. Med Surg Nurs 2003;5:291-7.

30. Gazarian P, Henneman E, Chandler GE. Nurse decision making in the 
prearrest period. Clin Nurs Res 2010;19:21-37.

31. Cruz QD, Di Berardino P, Endrano B, Gonzaga M, Guerrero R. Health 
assessment in the new curriculum: A descriptive study on student 
nurses’ competence in performing physical examination. CAM Res J 
2015;2:1.

32. Li Y, Li N, Han Q, He S, Bae RS, Liu Z, et al. Performance of 
physical examination skills in medical students during diagnostic 
medicine course in a university hospital of northwest china. PLoS One 
2014;9:E109294.

33. Colbert-Getz JM, Fleishman C, Jung J, Shilkofski N. How do gender 
and anxiety affect students’ self-assessment and actual performance on 
a high-stakes clinical skills examination? Acad Med 2013;88:44-8.

34. Healthy People. Health Communication and Health Information 
Technology; 2012. Available from: http://www.healthypeople.
gov/2020/topicsobjectives2020/overview.aspx? topicid = 18. [Last 
accessed on 2017 Dec].

35. Huston C. Technology in the Health Care Workplace: Benefits, 
Limitations, and Challenges In Professional Issues in Nursing: 
Challenges and opportunities; 2014. Available from: http://www.
lww.com/webapp/wcs/stores/servlet/product_Professional-Issues-in-
Nursing_11851_-1_12551_Prod-9781451128338?cm_sp=PE-NSG-
Education-_-Banner-NSG-IssuesTrends-_-Right-NoPromo-Profess. 
[Last accessed on 2014 Feb].

36. Middleton J. The Impact of Accurate Patient Assessment on Quality of 
Care. Nursing Times; 2006. Available from: https://www.nursingtimes.
net/clinical-archive/haematology/the-impact-of-accurate-patient-
assessment-on-quality-of-care/203387.article. [Last accessed on 
2016 Feb].

37. Birks M, Cant R, James A, Chung C, Davis J. The use of physical 
assessment skills by registered nurses in australia: Issues for nursing 
education. Collegian 2013;20:27-33.

38. Douglas C, Booker C, Fox R, Windsor C, Osborne S. Nursing physical 
assessment for patient safety in general wards: Reaching consensus on 
core skills. J Clin Nurs 2016;25:13-4.

39. Jamshidi N, Molazem Z, Sharif F, Torabizadeh C, Kalyani MN. The 
challenges of nursing students in the clinical learning environment: A 
Qualitative study. Sci World J 2016;2016:1846178.

40. Newton M, McKenna L. The transitional journey through the graduate 
year: A focus group study. Int J Nurs Stud 2007;44:1231-7.


