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Wiedza studentéw ostatniego roku
studiéw niektérych kierunkéw
Uniwersytetu Medycznego

w Biatymstoku o prawach pacjenta

Streszczenie

Wstep. Znajomos$¢ praw pacjenta jest istotnym elementem
wlasciwej realizacji praktyki zawodowej w zawodach medycz-
nych. Studenci uczelni medycznych powinni by¢ w tym zakresie
przygotowani do przyszlej pracy.

Cel. Gtéwnym celem pracy bylto zebranie danych, dotycza-
cych wiedzy studentéw ostatnich lat kierunkéw uczelni medycz-
nej, na temat praw pacjenta.

Material i metody. Badanie zostalo przeprowadzone wsréd
194 studentéw ostatnich lat kierunkéw: lekarskiego, farmacji,
pielegniarstwa oraz zdrowia publicznego Uniwersytetu Medycz-
nego w Bialymstoku. Wybrano tych respondentéw ze wzgledu
na fakt, iz w niedlugim czasie rozpoczynaja pracg zawodows.
Narzedzie badawcze stanowita ankieta autorska. Sktadata si¢
ona z 27 pytah — 7 otwartych i 20 zamknigtych (2 — wielo-
krotnego wyboru i 18 — jednokrotnego wyboru). Konstrukcja
ankiety opierata si¢ na trzech zasadniczych czeSciach. Pierwsza
zawierata pytania socjometryczne, druga dotyczyla ogdlnej
znajomosci praw pacjenta, natomiast trzecia uszczegdlawiata
znajomo$¢ jednego z najwazniejszych praw pacjenta — prawa
do informacji.

Wyniki. Znajomos¢ praw pacjenta wsrod studentow jest
zdecydowanie niewystarczajaca. W podziale na poszczegdlne
kierunki najwigksza wiedze w tej dziedzinie wykazali studenci
pielegniarstwa, natomiast gorzej wypadli studenci wydziatu
lekarskiego. Najwazniejszym Zrodlem informacji na temat
praw pacjenta sa w opinii badanych studia, przy czym ilos¢
przekazywanych w trakcie zaje¢ informacji jest ich zdaniem
niewystarczajaca. Zwraca uwage fakt, ze studenci wydziatu le-
karskiego uzyskuja informacje o prawach pacjenta na ostatnich
latach studiéw, a studenci pielegniarstwa — juz na pierwszym
roku studiow.

Badani wykazali braki wiedzy z zakresu podstawowych
dokumentéw i aktow prawnych regulujacych prawa pacjenta,
takich jak Karta Praw Pacjenta czy ustawa o zaktadach opieki
zdrowotnej. Wsrdd studentéw pielegniarstwa znajomosé praw
pacjenta deklarowato 97,4% os6b, a wérdd studentéw wydziatu
lekarskiego — 78,3% os6b. Wiekszos¢ ankietowanych (53,6%)
wymieniata prawo pacjenta do informacji wsrdd istotnych praw,
z tym Ze nie wymienialo tego prawa 2,6% studentéw pielegniar-
stwa i 46,7% studentéw wydziatu lekarskiego.

Konieczna jest intensyfikacja ksztalcenia studentéw (zwlasz-
cza wydziatu lekarskiego) w zakresie praw pacjenta.

Stowa kluczowe: prawa pacjenta, studenci wyzszych uczelni
medycznych.

The knowledge of patient rights
among the last year students

of certain faculty programs

at the Medical University of Biatystok

Summary

Introduction. The knowledge of patient rights is an essential
component of proper realization of professional practice in
medical professions. Medical University students should be
prepared for their future profession in this sphere.

Objective. The major objective of the study was to collect
the data related to the knowledge of patient rights among the
last year medical students.

Material and methods. The study was conducted among 194
last year students completing their degree in medicine, phar-
macy, nursing and public health at the Medical University of
Biatystok, who would soon start their professional career. The
research tool used in the study was the authors’ own question-
naire. It consisted of 27 questions, of which 7 were open and
20 close (2 multiple choice and 18 single choice questions). The
structure of the questionnaire form was based on three principle
parts. The first part concentrated on sociometric questions,
the second referred to a general knowledge of patient rights,
whereas the third one expanded the knowledge of one of the
most essential patient rights — the right to information.

Results. The knowledge of patient rights among students is
definitely insufficient. Nursing students appeared to have the
greatest knowledge in this field, whereas students of medicine
obtained poorer results. In students’ opinion, university courses
are the most important source of information on patient rights,
although the amount of information acquired during studies is
insufficient. Worth noting is the fact that students of Medical
Faculty obtain the knowledge of patient rights during the last
years of studies whilst nursing students — in their first study year.
The respondents demonstrated a lack of knowledge concerning
basic documents and legal acts regulating patient rights, such as
the Chart of Patient’s Rights or the Health Care Institution Act.
Among nursing students, the knowledge of patient rights was
declared by 97.4% and among students of medicine by 78.3%.
Most study participants (53.6%) considered the patient right
to information to be one of the most essential ones; however,
2.6% of nursing students and 46.7% of medical faculty students
did not mention it at all.

It seems crucial to intensify education in the field of patient
rights, especially for students of Medical Faculty.
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INTRODUCTION

Patient rights are an integral part of human rights. The
patient realizes his rights, first of all, in relations with health
care professionals (doctors, nurses and others). If the patient
rights are to be fully respected, medical care providers
should be acquainted with them. This knowledge is ac-
quired through undergraduate and postgraduate education.
Familiarizing students with patient rights as early as dur-
ing undergraduate courses has a fundamental significance
since graduated doctors/ nurses, who get into contact with
patients, should be fully educated in this field. Postgradu-
ate programs related to this matter should only concentrate
on providing up-to-date information on patient rights, in
particular new legal regulations.

The need for the doctor or nurse to know the patient
rights after professional occupational training results
from the necessity to respect these rights and from the
fact that the consequences of their disrespect may be
associated with bearing occupational, civil or criminal
responsibility.

Investigation of the knowledge of patient rights among
medical students just before starting their professional ac-
tivity is possible already at the final stage of education, as
it is then that they are supposed to have acquired all the
necessary information in this field. Therefore, the last year
students of the respective medical faculty programs seem
to be suitable respondents of the study.

OBJECTIVE

The major study objective was to investigate the knowl-
edge of patient rights among the last year students of certain
faculty programs at the Medical University of Biatystok. The
general knowledge of patient rights and detailed knowledge
of one of the most important rights — the right to informa-
tion — were explored.

Furthermore, students’ opinions on respecting patient
rights by medical staff in Poland and on the sufficiency level
of the adequate knowledge gained during medical studies
were examined.

METHODOLOGY

The last year students of the Medical University of
Biatystok were chosen to investigate the knowledge of pa-
tient rights. They had completed practically all the courses
related to patient rights, included in study curriculum:
Bioethics, Health Care Law, Pharmaceutical Law, Public
Health, and were soon going to start their medical career,
in which practical knowledge of patient rights is required.
They also had some experience in dealing with patients,
gained during practical clinical classes.

The authors’ own questionnaire was used as a research
tool. It was anonymous and did not contain any personal
data. The questionnaire consisted of 27 questions, of which
7 were open and 20 close (2 — multiple choice and 18 — single
choice).

A total of 194 last year students of Medical University of
Biatystok (60 medical students, 70 pharmacy students, 24
public health students and 37 nursing students) took part
in the study.
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The questionnaire survey was approved by the deans of
the respective faculties. The questionnaire forms were com-
pleted by students during lectures, and it had been initially
agreed with lecturers. The forms were delivered to students
at the beginning of a lecture after having explained the study
objective and the way of completion. The respondents were
asked to fill in the forms independently and in case of any
doubt, they were offered appropriate tips. The survey was
conducted between 1 December 2007 and 20" February
2008 in the afternoon hours.

The structure of the questionnaire form consisted of 3
basic parts. The first part included data concerning age, sex,
place of residence, faculty program and the year of study
(questions 1-4). The second part was related to the general
knowledge of patient rights (questions 5-16) and included
questions concerning the basic legal acts and documents
regulating patient rights. Moreover, the respondents gave
their opinions on respecting the patient rights. The third
part of the questionnaire (questions 17-27) focused on
one of the most vital patient rights — the right to infor-
mation. The questionnaire completion did not exceed 30
minutes.

RESULTS

The questionnaire survey was scheduled for 301 last year
students of the Medical University of Biatystok. However,
the form was filled in by 194 students (64%). Table 1 shows
the number of students of the respective faculty programs
participating in the study.

TABLE 1. Involvement of students in the survey.

Faculty program  Number of last Number of study % of study
year students participants participants
Medicine 145 60 41.3%
Pharmacy 81 71 87.6%
Nursing 48 38 79.1%
Public Health 27 25 92.5%

Public health students had the highest percentage share in
the study (92.5%), students of medicine the lowest (41.3%).
The low percentage of medical students was the conse-
quence of poor attendance at the lecture during which the
questionnaire was carried out.

The mean age in the group of students was 23.8 years
(range 22-30 years). There were 155 (80.3%) women and
38 (19.7%) men. The highest percentage of women (95.8%)
were nursing students, the lowest (62.12%) - medical stu-
dents. Among the respondents, 49.7% were from larger
urban areas, 32.3% from smaller urban areas and 18.0%
from rural regions.

When asked if they knew the rights patients were entitled
to, 136 (70.1%) students gave “yes” reply, whereas 58 (29.9%)
provided a negative answer.

Distribution of positive and negative answers in the re-
spective faculty groups is presented in Table 2.

While the low level of knowledge of patient rights among
pharmacy students (53.3% of negative answers) may result
from the subject of their study program, the large gap
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TABLE 2. The knowledge of patient rights among students according
to the faculty program.

Faculty program Do you know patient rights?

Yes No
Number  Percentage Number Percentage
Medicine 47 78.3% 13 21.7%
Pharmacy 33 46.5% 38 53.5%
Nursing 37 97.4% 1 2.6%
Public Health 19 76.0% 6 24.0%

found between the level of negative answers among medical
(21.7%) and nursing students (2.6%) seems surprising. The
lack of knowledge by over 20% of medical students arouses
doubts on their solid professional qualifications.

The name of the document The Chart of Patient’s Rights
was known to 133 students (68.6%), and unknown to as
many as 36 students (18.6%), including 7 medical (11.7%)
and 3 nursing students (7.9%).

In one of the questions, students had to demonstrate a
more detailed knowledge of patient rights (open question).
They were asked to list the rights that were known to them.
The following rights were mentioned: the right to informa-
tion (53.6%), the right to medical care (52.1%), the right
to choose a doctor (38.7%), the right to respect for dignity
and privacy (32.%), the right to consent/refusal of medical
procedure (24.7%). It should be emphasized that as many as
75.3% respondents did not mention this latter right.

Responses of medical and nursing students are especially
interesting. As many as 46.7% of students of medicine and
only 2.6% of nursing students did not mention the right to
information. The right to medical care was unknown to
45% of medical students and 52.6% of nursing students.
The right to choose a doctor was not mentioned by 71.7% of
medical students and 57.9% of nursing students. The right to
respect for dignity and privacy was not recognized by 76.7%
of medical students and 7.9% of nursing students. The right
to consent/refusal of medical procedure was not mentioned
by 71.7% of future doctors and 55.3% of nurses. Especially
striking is not mentioning the right to information by nearly
50% and the right to consent to treatment by over 2/3 of the
medical students taking part in the study.

Another open question referred to the source of informa-
tion on patient rights. Students could list a few sources of
information. Study courses appeared to be the major source
of information on patient rights (68.0%), followed by the
media (24.2%), the Internet (16.0%), physician (10.3%),
literature (9.3%). Nursing students more often considered
study courses to be the basic source of information (94.7%),
as compared to medical students (75.0%).

The question about the source of knowledge of patient
rights obtained during studies was answered by 137 students
(Table 3).

TABLE 3. Distribution of responses to the question “What was the
source of information on patient rights obtained during studies?”

Source of information Number Percentage
Lectures 84 60.9%
Practical classes 37 26.8%
Own initiative 16 11.6%
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TABLE 4. Distribution of responses to the question “What was the
source of information concerning patient rights obtained during stud-
ies?” according to the faculty program

Faculty program  Lectures Practical classes Own initiative
Nr % Nr % Nr %
Medicine 21 42.9% 20 40.8% 8 16.3%
Pharmacy 24 75.0% 2 6.3% 6 18.8%
Nursing 20 55.6% 15 41.7% 1 2.8%
Public Health 19 90.5% 1 4.8% 1 4.8%

The distribution of responses in the respective faculty
programs is presented in Table 4.

Pharmacy students and public health students, who had
limited contacts with patients, gained their knowledge
mainly from lectures, whereas medical and nursing stu-
dents acquired the information equally from lectures and
practical classes.

When asked to recall in which study year they obtained
general information concerning patient rights, 73.5% of
medical students stated that it was in year VI, 82.6% of
pharmacy students in year V, 61.6% of public health students
inyear I and I1, 80.6% of nursing students — in year I. It can
be thus suggested that nursing students receive the informa-
tion at the beginning of the university education, whereas
medical students at their end.

Responses to the question concerning the level of suf-
ficiency of the knowledge of patient rights obtained during
university courses have been presented in Table 5.

TABLE 5. The level of sufficiency of the knowledge of patient rights
obtained from university courses in the respective faculty program.

Is the information concerning patient rights provided during studies
sufficient?

Faculty program Yes No
Number 21 39
Medicine
Percentage 35.0% 65.0%
Number 10 54
Pharmacy
Percentage 15.6% 84.4%
. Number 28 10
Nursing
Percentage 73.7% 26.3%
Number 6 19
Public Health
Percentage 24% 76.0%

Nursing is the only major, the students of which be-
lieve that the knowledge of patient rights acquired through
university courses is sufficient (76.0%). In the remaining
majors, the majority of students admitted having insuffi-
cient knowledge of the subject, including 65.0% of medical
students.

As the Health Care Institution Act of 30 August 1991 is
a fundamental legal regulation, in another question students
were supposed to list the patient rights guaranteed by this
law. Five patient rights from this Act (Article 19) were listed
and the right to choose a doctor, which is not included in
the Act, was added.
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The following percentages of positive answers were ob-
tained in relation to the respective rights:
1. the right to health care based on medical knowledge
- 52.6%,
2. the right to expressing consent or refusal of a procedure

- 51.8%,

. the right to information — 69.8%,

. the right to privacy — 61.7%,

. the right to die in peace and dignity— 48.2%,
. the right to choose a doctor — 62.2%.

The results seem to confirm poor knowledge of legal
regulations among students. Especially surprising is the
low percentage of positive responses concerning the right
to consent or refusal as a major patient right.

Table 6 presents responses concerning respecting patient
rights in Poland as viewed by students.

AN N B~ W

TABLE 6. Respecting patient rights in Poland in students’ opinion.

Are patient rights respected by health care system in Poland?

Response Number Percentage
Yes 6 3.2%
Rather yes 116 62.4%
Rather not 58 31.2%
No 6 3.2%

It should be noted that every third student doubts re-
specting patient rights by health care system in Poland.
Responses did not differ between the faculty programs,
only nursing students had a little better opinion in this
aspect (responses “yes” and “rather yes” — 81.5% in total).
Moreover, it is surprising that only 3% of students gave the
“yes” answer.

The third part of the questionnaire contained questions
concerning the patient right to information.

As many as 100% of respondents agreed that the patient
had the right to being informed about the cause of his/her
disease, whereas 99% gave positive replies to the question
concerning the patient right to obtain information about
the mode of treatment.

TABLE 7. Opinions of students on the need of informing patients
about prognosis.

Faculty Should patients be informed about prognosis
program (even if prognosis is poor)?
Yes Rather yes Rather not No
Number 42 16 1 0
Medicine
Percentage 71.2%  27.1% 1.7% 0%
Number 36 29 3 2
Pharmacy
Percentage 51.4%  41.4% 4.3% 2.9%
Number 19 18 1 0
Nursing
Percentage 50.0%  47.4% 2.6% 0%
Number 12 9 4 0
Public Health

Percentage 48.0%  36.0% 16.0% 0%
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The question whether the patient should be informed
about possible complications that might occur was answered
positively by 97.9% students. Yet, it should be mentioned
that among 4 negative replies 2 were given by medical
students.

Informing about poor prognosis is one of the most dif-
ficult tasks. The opinions in this field have been presented
in Table 7.

Students of medicine were the most positive about in-
forming the patient about prognosis (71.2% of “yes” replies),
whereas among nursing students the percentage of “yes”
answers was considerably lower (50%). Not fully convinced
(“rather yes” answer) were 27.1% of students of medicine
and as many as 47.4% of students of nursing.

According to legal regulations (Article 18 of the Health
Care Institution Act), the patient has the full right of ac-
cess to medical documentation. Table 8 presents students’
opinions concerning this right.

TABLE 8. Opinions of students concerning the patient right of access
to medical documentation.

Faculty program Should patients have access to their medical

documentation?
Yes No
Number 44 14
Medicine
Percentage 75.9% 24.1%
Number 58 12
Pharmacy
Percentage 82.9% 17.1%
Number 30 8
Nursing
Percentage 78.9% 21.1%
Number 17 8
Public Health
Percentage 68.0% 32.0%

Even though the majority of students of all faculty pro-
grams recognize the patient right to the access to medical
documentation, it is surprising to see as many as 24.1% of
negative answers given by medical students and 21.1% by
nursing students.

TABLE 9. Opinions of students concerning dependence of the scope of
information on patient’s health condition.

Faculty program Can the information given to the patient

depend on his/her health condition?

Yes No
Number 53 5
Medicine
Percentage 91.4% 8.6%
Number 55 15
Pharmacy
Percentage 78.6% 21.4%
Number 35 3
Nursing
Percentage 92.1% 7.9%
Number 21 4
Public Health
Percentage 84.0% 16.0%
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Students’ responses to the question concerning their
ability to provide patients with full information about their
rights confirmed the previously stated unfavorable opinion
of students’ knowledge in this field. As many as 84.0 of
public health students, 59.3% of medical students and 36.8%
of nursing students gave negative replies.

Another question concerned the dependence of the scope
of information on patients’ health condition. The responses
have been presented in Table 9.

It should be assumed that this question was not explicitly
formulated, since patient’s health condition may sometimes
not allow proper reception of the information. However, a
conscious patient has the right to the same range of informa-
tion irrespective of his/her health condition. Therefore, the
high level of positive answers (91.4% of medical students
and 92.1% of nursing students) to the above question, may
surprise.

DISCUSSION

Every doctor and nurse shall fulfill their duties based
on medical knowledge, provide information to patients
concerning their health condition and obtain their consent
to medical services. Complying with the above requires the
knowledge of patient rights, which students are supposed
to obtain during their medical courses. The basic aim of
the current study was to find out to what extent last year
students of the Medical University of Biatystok are familiar
with patient rights.

The general knowledge of patient rights was the highest
among nursing students (97.4% of positive replies). As many
as 21.7% of medical students gave a negative reply. This is
a very high percentage, taking into account that in a short
time these students are going to work at bedside as doctors
and will be expected to respect these rights. In a study per-
formed in 2004 by Sikora et al [1], 32% of medical students
named at least 4 patient rights, 56% mentioned 1-3 rights
and 12% of the respondents did not know any. Iwanowicz-
Palus [2] in the year 2002 evaluated the knowledge of patient
rights among doctors — 57.4% declared good knowledge,
34.8% — partial and 7.8% - its lack.

In 2001, Pozdzioch et al [3] investigated the knowledge
of patient rights among hospital staff. In a group of doc-
tors, 25.9% declared full knowledge, 34.8% — partial and
7.4% admitted not having any knowledge; among nurses
— 37.1% declared full knowledge, 60% — partial and 2.8%
— its lack.

Walrond et al [4] explored the knowledge of legal regu-
lations among medical students on Barbados in 2006. In
their study, 16.4% of respondents admitted not having any
knowledge, 76.4% had limited knowledge and only 7.2%
considered it to be sufficient.

The above data seem to indicate that the knowledge of
patient rights among students of the Medical University
of Biatystok, although insufficient, is comparable to that
demonstrated by other studies.

What may be the responsible for the existing unsatisfactory
state? It seems that the major cause is inadequate study cur-
ricula, especially with respect to the field of medicine, which
lacks obligatory classes in medical law, including patient
rights. This has been confirmed by better knowledge of the
rights by nursing students, as shown in the current study.
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For the majority of respondents, university courses and
then the media were the major source of knowledge concern-
ing patient rights. Similar observations were made by Sikora
et al [1], although the contribution of university education
to the students’ knowledge was smaller (38%) and of the
media — greater (30%) than in the current study.

The current study revealed insufficient knowledge of the
patient rights outlined by the Health Care Institution Act
among students. In the study [1], only 3% of the respond-
ing students declared being familiar with the Act, whereas
in the study [3] — 29.6% of doctors and 20% of nurses had
this knowledge.

In the current study, most students expressed positive
opinions concerning observance of the patient rights in
Poland (“yes” and “rather yes” responses). Similar findings
were obtained in the study [3], in which 74.0% of doctors
and 88.5% of nurses claimed that the patient rights in
Poland were fully or partly respected, whereas accord-
ing to 22.2% of doctors and 11.4% of nurses, they were
disobeyed.

The majority of the responding students considered their
knowledge of patient rights to be insufficient. In a study by
Dabrowski et al. performed among the last year medical
students in the year 2005 [5], 10% admitted that their skill
of conveying bad news to patients was very poor, 33% — poor,
40% — average and only 17% — good.

Summing up, the results obtained in the current study
do not differ significantly from the findings reported by
other authors. This seems to suggest that generally the
knowledge of patient rights among students of medical
schools in Poland is insufficient and that the situation has
to be improved.

CONCLUSIONS

1. The questionnaire findings indicate that the knowledge
of patient rights among the last year medical students
is insufficient; this especially refers to the students of
medicine.

2. The knowledge of patient rights was the highest among
nursing students.

3. Apart from nursing students, over 2/3 of students of other
faculty programs admit that the information on patient
rights is insufficient.

4. Nearly half of the students, except for those doing a de-
gree in nursing, think that health care workers in Poland
do not respect patient rights.

5. Almost all the respondents agree to providing informa-
tion to patients about their health problems, although
most of them are against making medical documentation
available to patients.

6. It seems necessary to broaden students’ education con-
cerning patient rights and to include it in the study cur-
riculum, especially in the field of medicine.
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