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Abstract:  

INTRODUCTION: Worldwide, in different ways, ethical dilemmas arise in medicine and life sciences. It is critical for 

medical professionals to respond with confidence when ethical challenges are addressed in their clinical practice. Medical 

ethics and bioethics education is recognized as an essential course of the medical curriculum. The course aims to provide 

students with knowledge and competencies on dealing with moral problems.  

OBJECTIVES: In this article, we aim to explore students’ views about the importance and role of medical ethics education 

for their future practice. Their suggestions on specific medical ethics and bioethics topics were also considered, as well as 

previous knowledge on ethics before they enrolled in university.  

METHODS: A paper questionnaire was developed and distributed among first-year foreign medical students from the 

Faculty of Medicine in the Medical University-Sofia in Bulgaria. All students participated in the study anonymously and 

voluntarily. The study was conducted during January and February 2020.  

RESULTS: Completed questionnaires were received from 366 medical students. Data collected demonstrates that only 19% 

of the students were taught ethics before enrolling in university and covered topics on philosophy and ethics, civil and human 

rights. The majority (92%) of the responders believe that the study of medical ethics and bioethics helps medical 

professionals to improve their skills in identifying ethical problems in their everyday practice. Interesting were the 

suggestions for topics in medical ethics and bioethics that needed further study during lectures and seminars and included 

principles of medical ethics and bioethics, ethical behavior in medicine and health care, ethical dimensions of new 

technologies in health care, ethical dimensions of clinical decisions and patients’ quality of life, ethics and health 

management. 

CONCLUSIONS: Medical ethics education is significant for future physicians, helping them to improve their skills in 

identifying ethical issues, and base their decisions on fundamental ethical principals in their everyday practice. Attention 

should be given to topics related to principles of medical ethics, models of patient-physician relationships, new technologies 

in health care, ethics and health policy.   
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Introduction 

The current COVID-19 pandemic shows that ethical challenges in healthcare become more and more 

difficult, for example, when the allocation of scarce resources is critical for patients. Medical 

professionals need to be equipped with skills and knowledge to deal effectively in clinical practice, 

using goals and methods of medical research (Vodenicharova et al., 2015; WHO, 2013).  

Medical ethics/bioethics as an academic discipline are incorporated in the curriculum of many medical 

schools worldwide. The goal of the course is to help students become familiar with the fundamental 

principles of medical ethics (Beauchamp & Childress, 2013), as well as to develop an awareness of 

ethical dilemmas that they will face in their future careers as physicians (Bioethics Core Curriculum, 

UNESCO, (2016)).  

This education also strives to motivate future physicians to analyze ethical dimensions, express their 

opinion and help them to make value–based decisions by applying ethical principles and theories. 
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The design of our curriculum is innovative and prepares students for when they will apply this 

knowledge in theory and in real-life cases.  

The program uses a theoretical framework (The UNESCO Universal Declaration on Bioethics and 

Human Rights: Background, Principles and Application, 2009) with lectures and seminars with a case 

study approach (UNESCO Chair in Bioethics, Casebook on Bioethics for Judges, 2016; UNESCO 

Chair in Bioethics, Casebook on Human Dignity and Human Rights, 2011). Students are introduced to 

a case (UNESCO Chair in Bioethics, Informed Consent, 2003), discuss the moral conflicts that arise 

and their implications on the care of patients.  

Teachers of medical ethics/bioethics at our university are members of the Bulgarian Unit of the 

International Bioethics Network of UNESCO and apply in their teaching practice the methodology of 

the UNESCO Department on Bioethics. 

The aim of this survey is to explore students’ views about the importance and role of medical ethics 

education in their future practice. The students were also asked to suggest specific medical ethics and 

bioethics topics. Finally, focus is given towards previous knowledge on ethics before their enrollment 

in university.  

Methods   

To achieve the purpose of the survey, a web-based questionnaire was distributed among 366 first-year 

medical students in the Medical University of Sofia, Faculty of Medicine. The survey was conducted 

from January to February 2020, and all the students responded anonymously and voluntarily. The 

web-based questionnaire included in total 10 questions –among them four open-ended questions and 6 

closed. The range of the answers to the closed questions was: 

▪ Yes / No  

▪ Yes, No, “cannot evaluate”  

▪ “very important”, “important “, “I cannot evaluate”, “less important”, and “not at all 

important”. 

The questions focused on students’ previous studies on ethics and special topics that had been taught 

before they enrolled in university. In addition, we explored what were, according to students’ opinion, 

the most important topics on medical ethics and bioethics and what were the source of information 

they used during the course. The data was analyzed through a descriptive statistical method.  

Results  

Among all students that responded to the questionnaire, 19% answered positively to the question 

related to their previous studies of ethics before they enrolled in medical university (Fig. 1). 

Figure 1: Have you studied Ethics before enrolling as a medical student at the university?  

 

Source: Authors  

It was interesting to explore the covered topics on ethics for those who studied ethics before enrolling 

in university, as philosophy and ethics (54%), civil and human rights topics (17%), 11% reported 

ethics and human trials, and 17% reported other topics (Fig. 2). 

It is worth mentioning that the majority of the participants, 92%, believe that the study of medical 

ethics/bioethics helps medical professionals to improve their skills in identifying ethical issues in their 

everyday practice, while 6% of the students cannot evaluate and only 2% of them stated “no” (Fig. 3). 
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Figure 2: If you have studied Ethics, indicate which topics you have covered?  

 
Source: Authors  

 

Figure 3: Do you believe that the study of medical Ethics and Bioethics helps medical professionals 

to improve their skills in identifying ethical problems in their everyday practice?  

 

Source: Authors  

The next question was related to the topics of medical ethics/bioethics that we covered in our program 

and students found useful for their future medical practice. The percentage distribution was as 

followed, 34% answered ethical principles, 31% indicated bioethics topics, 14% rules for good 

medical practice, 10% everything about informed consent, 6% the relationship between physician and 

patient, 4% stated the case studies, and 1% risk management in healthcare (Fig. 4).   

Figure 4: What topics of Medical Ethics at our university do you think are very useful for your 

future medical practice?  

 

Source: Authors  
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The majority of the participants, 91%, did not have any suggestions for topics in medical ethics that 

might be needed to be included for further study. The remaining 9% suggested further study into case 

studies (38%), on topics related to rules for good medical practice (31%), and on informed consent 

topics (31%) (Fig. 5). 

Figure 5: Suggested medical ethics topics for further study.  

 

Source: Authors  

To the question “indicate which topics of bioethics are the most important”, participants answered as 

follows in the next table (Table 1).  

Table 1: Which topics of Bioethics are the most important?  

Indicate which topics of Bioethics 

are the most important: 

very 

important 
important 

cannot 

evaluate 

less 

important 

not 

important 

Organ transplantation 64% 32% 3% 1% 0% 

Organ donation 65% 29% 4% 2% 0% 

Abortion 60% 28% 8% 2% 1% 

Euthanasia 60% 22% 13% 5% 1% 

Human gene therapy 49% 31% 11% 5% 1% 

In Vitro Fertilization 36% 39% 12% 13% 1% 

Environmental ethics 34% 34% 13% 15% 1% 

Other 1% 0% 0% 0% 0% 
 

Source: Authors  

The last question was regarding the bioethics recourses of information the students used during their 

studies. From data collected, 48% of the respondents reported materials from the web page of 

UNESCO chair in bioethics, 28% materials from lectures and seminars, 12% internet resources, 7% 

from WHO, and 4% bioethics books (Fig. 6). 

Figure 6: Name the Bioethics resources of information that you used for your studies.   

 

Source: Authors  
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Conclusion 

The article presented students’ views about the significance of medical ethics education for the 

practice of future physicians. Special consideration was given to specific topics on medical ethics / 

bioethics as well as the previous knowledge on ethics before the students enrolled in university. A 

prominent source of knowledge during the course were materials from UNESCO followed by 

lectures/seminars, Internet retrieved sources, and WHO provided materials. Medical ethics education 

helps future physicians to improve their skills in identifying ethical issues and base their decisions on 

the fundamental ethical principals in their everyday practice. The outcome of medical ethics education 

is to provide students with competencies and knowledge on dealing with ethical issues. We received 

some interesting suggestions about further study on topics related to principles of medical ethics, 

models of patient–physician relationships, new technologies in health care, ethics and health policy.  
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