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Abstract
Background: The medical curriculum doesn’t sensitize the students about medical ethics. The Indian Medical Graduates (IMGs),
once they finish their internship and come out for clinical practice, often end up in dilemma when they encounter cases with ethical
issues.
Objectives: This study aims to assess the knowledge and attitudes of MBBS students to health care ethics.
Materials and Methods: A self-administered structured questionnaire was distributed to third and fourth year MBBS students.
Out of 300, a total of 270 questionnaires were completely filled and returned. The proposal was approved by the institute’s ethics
committee and written consent was obtained from each participant. The questionnaires were analyzed using SPSS version 20.
Descriptive analysis was carried out for all the data.
Results: There was grossly insufficient knowledge about bioethics in majority of IMGs. There was also inadequate information
regarding ethics administration with 50% being unaware about the existence of ethics committee in the institute. Majority were
unaware about the procedural codes to be used in ethical issues.
Conclusions: The IMGs knowledge about health ethics and its implications are poor and insufficient. It is therefore imperative to
include health care ethics in a structured way into the current medical curriculum.
Keywords: Indian Medical Graduates (IMGs), Health Care Ethics, Ethics Committee.

Introduction
In the recent past, we have seen a gradual erosion of
the public’s confidence in our health care professionals
with their ethical practice being questioned frequently.(1)
There has been a sustained attack on the medical
professionals in the recent years.(2) These can be
attributed to variety of causes ranging from
incompetency on part of the medical professional,
inability to convey the serious medical situations and the
emotional outbursts seen during stress where the medical
personal may not be at any fault.(3)
In early history, the credit for expressing views
regarding the importance of medical ethics goes to
Aristotle. William Osler always emphasized on
education of heart rather than mind.(4) Mark Siegler, put
forward the idea of bedside medical ethics teaching
which is followed even now in few states of America.(5,6)
Medical ethics involves Four Principles approach which
was first suggested by American philosophers
Beauchamp and Childress. They are Respect for
autonomy,
Beneficence,
Non-maleficence
and
Justice.(7,8)
The medical education system doesn’t train a
medical graduate in solving the ethical dilemmas faced
during his clinical practice. This is evident by storm of
reports in newspaper and other Medias where the
unethical behavior of medical students and doctors in
various hospitals is reported every alternate day. These
incidences emphasize the importance of including
medical ethics in teaching curriculum starting from first
year of medical education itself.

Materials and Methods
A self-administered peer reviewed structured
questionnaire to find out the knowledge and attitude
about medical ethics was distributed among 3rd and 4th
year MBBS students. The initial part of the questions
tested the knowledge regarding the functioning of ethical
committee in the college, the latter part included
questions regarding ethical conduct, informing patient’s
condition to relatives ,religious beliefs, decisions to be
done during abortion. The students were asked to answer
according to the Likert scale ranging from 1 to 5 (1strongly disagree, 2-disagree, 3-not sure, 4-agree and 5strongly agree).
300 questionnaires were distributed among students,
out of which only 270 were completely filled and
returned. The students were asked not to discuss to
remove bias. Descriptive analyses was used. Data were
analyzed using Statistical Package for Social Sciences
(SPSS) – version 20 software.
Results
Among 300 questionnaires distributed, 270 were
returned. So, the response rate was 90%.The strength of
third year students was 140(51.85%), out of which
50(35.71%)were
males
and
90(64.28%)were
females.130(48.14%) of fourth year MBBS students also
participated, of which 30(23.07%) were males and
100(76.92%) were females.
The age of the students were 21±1.35years.
The first question asked was to define what ethics is.
More than 10% of them didn’t know the exact meaning.
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The second question was regarding the importance of
knowledge of ethics in clinical practice.80% responded
that it is required for practice. 15% were not sure and 5%
responded that knowledge of ethics is not important at
all.
The next question was the source of knowledge
regarding medical ethics. 60% of them responded that
they acquired through various Medias like newspaper,
television and internet. Few of them heard about it from
their peer group and one overheard about it when the
doctors were discussing about a case regarding violation
of medical ethics. Table 1 shows the various sources of
ethical knowledge.
Table 1: Source of ethical knowledge
Source of knowledge
Percentage
Newspaper, internet, television
50%
Peer group
18.6%
Discussion among doctors
12.4%
Lectures
10%
Self-tuition
8%
Others
1%
Among the study group, more than 70% of them did
not know the main contents of Hippocratic Oath. More

than 90% did not know the Nuremberg Code or the
Helsinki Declaration.
56% of the students did not know that there existed
ethics committee in the college. The remaining students
who knew about the existence of committee did not
know the exact functioning of it. Few felt that it was
helping the institute with administration. Few more
thought that it was more into research work and
publication. The frequency of encountering ethical
problems is depicted in Table 2.
Table 2: Percentage of facing ethical problems
Timing
Percentage
Don’t know
62.8%
Not sure
22.5%
Once a year
14%
Never
0.7%
When asked whom to consult when faced with
ethical issues during practice, 22% told they would take
the help of their friends, 18 % the unit chief of respective
department, 42% told they would ask the hospital
administrator, remaining few told they would ask their
family or solve it themselves. Table 3 depicts the
responses of students when they face with medical
ethical issues.

Table 3: Response of students to medical ethics related questions
Ethics questions
Strongly
Agree
Don’t
Disagree
agree (%)
(%)
know (%)
(%)
Conduct of doctor carries utmost
Importance
Motto of the doctor should be “no cure, no
payment”
Patient’s wishes should be adhered to
A physician should not disclose the secret of
patient except in few cases
If patient’s condition is bad, it should be duly
informed to him/her
Patient’s relatives should be informed time to
time about improvement or deterioration in
patients’ health
The medical records should be maintained for
minimum 3yrs from the date of
commencement of treatment
When any invasive procedure is done on
children, parent or guardian’s consent should
be obtained
If patient is uncooperative or behaves
violently, doctor has all the right to refuse
treatment
A doctor should do abortion in emergency
situation, irrespective of his religious beliefs
Do you know what euthanasia is? Does Indian
law permit it?
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Discussion
The above study shows that student’s lack the basic
knowledge regarding what is medical ethics and
functioning of ethical committee in the institute. When
asked about whom they would consult when faced with
ethical issues, many of them didn’t have clear idea about
it. They told they would consult either their colleague,
immediate head or the administrator. Nobody was sure
about the professional insurance schemes or consulting a
lawyer when faced with legal problems at work.
Majority lacked the basic principles of bioethics.
The majority of respondents in our study group were
girls which is similar to study conducted by Sundus et
al.(9) The study done by Asghari et al. shows that given a
choice, patients would like to actively participate in
decision making.(10) Our study also supports the same
findings. Majority in our study group did not know that
the patient’s wishes should be adhered to. Most of the
students did not know the contents of Nuremberg Code
and or the Helsinki Declaration. This shows their poor
knowledge regarding the ethics of research. This is very
similar to the study conducted by Sulmasy et al.(11) The
knowledge regarding errors during medical practice,
decision to be taken during emergency abortion and
euthanasia was very low among students which is very
similar to study conducted by Asghari et al.
The study was conducted on third and fourth year
MBBS students who are already exposed to real patients.
Within few years they will be into clinical set up of their
own. This shows that there is urgent need in orienting
medical students about health care ethics. The study
would have been better if it had included post graduates
and the faculty of various clinical departments.
Conclusion
The present medical education system allows
healthcare personnel receive limited training in ethical
practice, even though during their daily clinical practice,
they encounter many issues of ethical dilemma.(12) The
medical students lack the knowledge of importance of
ethics at workplace. Orientation in medical ethics by
including it in medical curriculum should be
emphasized. The weightage for medical ethics in
summative assessments should be increased. The
awareness regarding the same can also achieved by other
modes of learning methods like distributing ethics study
modules, keeping ethical portfolio for self-improvement,

group discussion, workshops, seminars and video
conferencing. Different methods of teaching have to be
used in students to impart knowledge and information
and to improve their acceptance.(13) The ethical
principles must be taught by medical faculty who have
undergone training in orienting the students regarding
the same.
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