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Abstract

The responsibility of mass media is a subject of real interest for practitioners from the health system and
for media trusts. Backgroung/Objectives: Numerous situations have occurred regarding the damange of
professional and public image of the medical staff from Romania as a result of the transmission of false or
erroneous information regarding the medical practice. Methods: This observational-prospective study evaluated
the patients' opinion regarding the degree of influence over the medical staff’s professionalism, as a result of the
information transmitted in the mass media. Results: Most of the patients have the opinion that there is a very high
risk that the image and professional prestige of the medical staff will be affected when the information transmitted
through the mass media is not in agreement with reality. This indicates the need of solid legal levels through
which press trusts can be held accountable when commit such slips. Conclusions: The main conclusion focuses on
the legal identification and sanctioning of mass media every time there is a violation of the legislation and ethics
nature regarding the transmission of false/erroneous information related to the professional activity of the medical
staff.
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INTRODUCTION

The representation of medical activities in mass media has a long history, being
justified by the broad interest of the population [1]. Gradually, this interest of the public
became more and more accentuated, reaching a real invasion of medical news in written and
audio-visual media, especially in television [2].

The abundance of medical information in the press or on the Internet allows everyone
interested to form more or less scientifically based opinions. The interference of medical
activities with audio-visual and written media is particularly complex [3]. The effectiveness of
medical treatments also significantly depends on the trust that patients have in medical
professionals and health institutions. In this regard, nowadays, the role of audio-visual and
written media is overwhelming [4]. In many cases, the rights of medical personnel are often
violated by written publications, radio or television stations. Televisions seem to be
particularly interested in the news through which a series of information with negative
impact because massively increase the audience among the public [5]. Even if the media
coverage of negative situations occurring in medical practice can contribute to their quick
remedy, the tendency to generalize can cause a decrease in patients' trust in the healthcare
system [6].

In certain situations, the news broadcast in the mass media related to the professional
activity of the medical staff have as starting point, completely invented information which is
then taken over and processed to become as credible as possible [7]. Other times, articles
published by some personalities who have different theories than those of the majority of the
scientific community are taken with the intention of sowing distrust in official healthcare. The
incomplete presentation of these opinions without being signalled and the contrary opinions
favour the disorientation of the public [8-9]. The efficiency of the dissemination of medical
information through the mass media is correlated with a number of factors including: the
credibility, accessibility or usefulness of the news [10]. The medical information propagated
through the audio-visual media have a favourable impact on the public that receives it and is
necessary to follow very strict rules, but those who make these materials seem not to know or
not to apply [11]. Non-compliance with these rules in the mass media leads to the birth of a
high degree of scepticism among the population, which eventually ends up losing confidence
in the medical staff [12-13].

The role of the audio-visual media is a overwhelming source of information these
days, but the mass media has the duty to disseminate only those truthful information, which
can be demonstrated [14-15].

Aim of the study

This study focuses on evaluating the opinion of patients in Romania regarding the
way and degree in which the mass media contribute through the news they promote to
influencing their opinion regarding the activity carried out by the medical staff.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

The material and method of this study is an anonymous questionnaire consisting of 10
closed questions with yes or no answers that were focused on analyzing the patients' opinion
regarding the way in which the mass media contribute through the news they promote to
influence their opinion regarding medical profession.

The questionnaire was distributed in written format to a group of 60 patients in
different dental offices in Timis County, both in urban and rural areas. The questionnaires
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completed by the patients were anonymous. The subjects were asked for their consent in
order to participate in the conducted study, the purpose of this study being explained to
them. Also, before completing the questionnaire, patients were invited to ask any question
they considered necessary regarding the study. The patients' participation in the study was
voluntary and they had the right to withdraw at any time, without being manipulated or
influenced in any way. For all the questions were omly two answers, 0-NO and YES-1.

The first question analyzed to what extent they allowed themselves to be influenced or
manipulated in a negative sense by the information transmitted through the media regarding
the medical staff and the activity undertaken by them. The purpose was to observe to what
extent patients allow themselves to be influenced by the news propagated in the mass media
or choose to build their personal opinion regarding the activity carried out by the medical
staff, compared to the direct interaction with them.

The second question aims to analyze the degree to which the prestige and image of the
medical staff are affected once a series of distorted, untrue news or information is
disseminated in the mass media. We wanted to find out the patients' opinion on this subject,
considering that they often turn to a certain doctor, who was previously recommended to
them, and there are positive references regarding the activity provided by him.

Third question evaluate the opinion of the patients regarding an extremely important
topic, namely if they found that recently it is chosen to propagate the news with negative
impact on the medical system, and less the positive aspects that contribute to increasing
patients' trust in the medical act.

Fourth question aim of analyzse to what extent patients consider it beneficial that
those cases in which the medical staff committed certain professional errors due to negligence
or imprudence should be publicized in the press, so that on future to become much more
responsible in the relationship with patients. We wanted to assess to what extent patients
believe that in this way, possible professional errors in medical practice are prevented in the
future.

Question number five analyzes to what extent the rights of medical personnel are
effectively protected within Romanian legislation when it comes to the relationship with the
mass media, so that there are no situations in which the interests of those working in the
health system are harmed due to the fact that the legislation does not protect them
sufficiently.

As for the sixth question in the questionnaire, it aims to debate the population's
accessibility to information related to the medical act. The accessibility of patients with regard
to all the information that interests them also depends on the means through which it ends up
being communicated to them within a reasonable time. For this reason, we wanted to
evaluate the patients' opinion regarding the role of the media in terms of disseminating
information to the population as quickly as possible.

Question seven analyzes the degree of knowledge possessed by the patients
participating in the study regarding the legislation in Romania that regulates the conditions
under which the mass media can and has the right to transmit related news about a specific
patient treated in a health facility. We wanted to observe whether patients are informed about
the fact that their consent must be requested before information about their health condition
is transmitted in written or audio-visual media.

The eighth question in the questionnaire also analyzes the level of knowledge of the
patients regarding the conditions stipulated at the legislative level in which the media has the
right to transmit certain images of them undergoing treatment in health facilities. We want to
assess to what extent patients know their rights stipulated at the legislative level, so that they
can protect themselves when they are violated.
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The ninth question considers a numerical evaluation of the cases in which the mass
media were sanctioned for prejudicing the rights and interests of medical personnel, by
transmitting false information in bad faith, with the aim of harming the professional image
and prestige of medical specialists.

The last question brings into discussion an important topic these days, namely the use
by patients of various online platforms through which they choose to report certain acts
committed by the medical staff. The question that arises is to what extent these online
platforms would represent a real threat to medical personnel, considering that most of these
sites are anonymous, anyone can enter and comment on various aspects related to the
professional activity performed by medical personnel.

RESULTS

The data collected from the patients participating in the study were centralized and
analyzed statistically by reference to their environment of origin, respectively urban or rural,
being rendered in the form of figures.

Question 1: Has your opinion been negatively influenced regarding the work carried
out by medical personnel, given certain information that you have become aware of through
the media? The results showed that of the total of 60 patients who agreed to participate in this
study, 27% of them from the rural environment and 43% from the urban environment believe
that their opinion was not negatively influenced in terms of the activity carried out by the
medical staff, as a result of the information transmitted through the media in the press. 8% of
rural patients and 22% of urban patients stated the opposite, namely that their opinion was
negatively influenced after different information was disseminated in the media regarding
the activity carried out in different public or private health facilities by the medical staff
(Figure 1).

Question 1

Question 1
B
[ B

Percentage

Rural Urban
Environment

Figure 1. Influencing the opinion of patients regarding the activity carried out by the medical staff as a result of the
information transmitted in the mass media

Question 2: Do you consider that at the present time the medical staff suffers because
of the information that is transmitted in a distorted way in the press, being affected by their
professional image and prestige? Compared to the second figure, as it also appears from its
content, of the total of 60 patients included in the study, 10% from the rural environment and
12% from the urban environment do not consider that at the present time the medical staff is
affected because of the information that is transmitted in a distorted way in the press (Figure
2). On the contrary, the majority of those who completed the questionnaire had the opposite
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opinion, namely 25% of those from rural areas and 53% from urban areas stating that the
image and prestige of doctors is affected due to the transmission through the media of
erroneous and false information regarding the activity provided by them in the medical field.

Question 2

53
40
25
20
12
10
0

Rural Urban
Environment

Figure 2. The degree of damage to the professional image and prestige of the medical staff as a result of the
information erroneously transmitted through the media
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Question 3: Do you think that currently, in most cases, the media promotes
information and news with a negative impact on the medical system in Romania, minimizing
the positive aspects regarding the activity of the medical staff? The results showed that 5% of
the patients from the rural environment and 12% from the urban environment do not believe
that currently the mass media mostly promotes information and news with a negative impact
regarding the activity of the medical staff carried out within the health system from our
country (Figure 3). On the other side were the patients who had an opposite point of view,
namely 30% of the patients from the rural environment and 53% of those from the urban
environment, being of the opinion that most of the news broadcast in the mass media put the
emphasis on information with a negative impact on the activity carried out by the medical
staff in Romania, minimizing the positive aspects related to the health system.
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Figure 3. Patients' opinion regarding the promotion of information and news with a negative impact in the mass
media regarding the activity of the health system in Romania
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Question 4: Do you consider that the media presentation of news related to possible
professional errors committed by professionals in the field will have a favorable impact on
patient safety, because in this way the medical staff will be aware of the risks they are
exposed to if they do not adopt a behavior that prevents future mistakes? From the total
number of patients included in the study, 12% of them from the rural environment and 23%
from the urban environment do not believe that the presentation in the mass media of news
related to possible professional errors committed by professionals in the field will have a
favorable impact on patient safety (Figure 4). They do not consider that by disseminating the
cases of medical malpractice in the media, doctors will become aware of the risks they are
exposed to if they do not adopt a behavior that prevents future mistakes. A higher percentage
of patients, namely 23% from rural areas and 42% from urban areas, believe that, on the
contrary, the behavior of the medical staff will be influenced as a result of the disclosure of
malpractice allegations through the media, this awakens in the doctors' consciousness a
greater degree of responsibility regarding the prevention of future mistakes in the medical
act.

Question 4
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Figure 4. Patients' opinion regarding the degree of influence on the behavior of medical personnel following the
presentation in the media of cases of medical malpractice

Question 5: Do you think that the rights of medical personnel should be much better
protected within the Romanian legislation in relation to the mass media? The results showed
that 10% of patients from rural areas and 10% of those from urban areas (a similar percentage
regardless of the area of origin) do not believe that the rights of medical personnel should be
better protected in relation to the mass media. On the contrary, the majority of patients,
respectively 25% from the rural environment and 55% from the urban environment, stated the
opposite, being of the opinion that the rights of medical personnel require increased
protection in relation to those who work in the mass media (Figure 5).
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Figure 5. The opinion of patients regarding the increase in the degree of protection of the rights of medical
personnel in the relationship with the mass media

Question 6: Do you think that the mass media contribute to the dissemination of
information related to the activities carried out by medical personnel in a much shorter time,
the population having access to the information they need in this way much easier?
According to the results obtained, 10% of urban patients do not consider that the mass media
contribute to the dissemination in a much shorter time of information related to the activities
carried out by the medical staff. In rural areas, there was no patient who stated this. On the
other hand, in rural areas, 35% of patients and 55% of those in urban areas stated that, on the
contrary, the information transmitted through the media regarding the activity carried out by
medical personnel reaches the entire population much faster, having access to easier this way
(Figure 6).
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Figure 6. The speed of dissemination of information related to the activity carried out by the medical staff through
the media
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Question 7: Are you aware that information about the activities carried out within a
health facility, public or private, involving both the doctor/medical staff and the patient can
only be transmitted to the media with their consent? The results showed that 10% of patients
from rural and 22% from urban areas do not know that information related to the activities
carried out within a public or private health facility that involves both the doctor/medical
staff and the patient is not can be transmitted in the mass media only with their consent
(Figure 7). Most of the patients, respectively 25% from rural areas and 43% from urban areas,
have knowledge and are informed about this rule.
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Figure 7. The degree of information of patients regarding the rule of expressing consent by them and the medical
staff prior to the transmission by the mass media of information related to the activity carried out in public or
private health facilities

Question 8: Do you know what is the legislation currently applicable in Romania that
regulates the conditions under which the media has the right to transmit certain images of
patients while they are being treated in various health facilities? To this question, 18% of
patients from rural and 32% of those from urban areas do not have knowledge and are not
informed about the legislation in Romania that regulates the conditions in which the mass
media have the right to transmit certain images of patients while they are being treated in
various health facilities (Figure 8). The difference compared to rural or urban patients who
have knowledge of the content of the legislation that regulates the conditions under which the
media has the right to transmit certain images of patients while they are being treated in
different health facilities is not a notable one, with a percentage of 17% from the rural
environment and 33% from the urban environment.
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Figure 8. The level of information of patients regarding the legislation in Romania that regulates the conditions
under which the media has the right to transmit certain images of patients while they are undergoing treatment in
various health facilities

Question 9: Are you aware of situations in which personnel working in the mass
media have been sanctioned and held liable for transmitting untrue and undocumented
information regarding the work of medical specialists? Regarding the penultimate question in
the questionnaire addressed to patients, 23% of those from rural areas and 52% from urban
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areas do not have information regarding cases in which personnel working in the media are
sanctioned as a result of the transmission of false information regarding the activity carried
out by the medical staff, damaging their image (Figure 9). A much smaller percentage,
namely 12% of patients from rural areas and 13% of those from urban areas know of cases in
which those employed in the mass media were sanctioned for such acts.

Question 9

52

Question 9
N
| K

Rural urban
Environment

Figure 9. The degree of information of patients regarding the cases of legal liability of those who carry out their
activity in the mass media as a result of the dissemination of false/erroneous information regarding the activity
carried out by the medical staff

Question 10: Do you consider that currently the online platforms that promote the
possibility for patients to complain about a number of aspects related to the activity carried
out by the medical staff constitute a real threat to the professional prestige of the latter? The
results showed that 13% of patients from rural and 25% of those from urban areas do not
consider that currently the online platforms that promote the possibility for them to claim a
number of aspects related to the activity carried out by the medical staff constitute a real
threat for the professional prestige of the latter (Figure 10). On the contrary, 22% of patients
from rural areas and 40% of those from urban areas expressed a completely opposite point of
view, stating that there is an increased risk that the image and professional prestige of those
working in the health system will be affected as a result of complaints made by patients
online through different platforms.
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Figure 10. The degree of risk regarding the damage to the image and professional prestige of the medical staff as a
result of complaints and reports submitted by patients through online platforms
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DISCUSSIONS

We do not want to dispute the multitude of benefits brought to the population as a
result of the involvement of the mass media in the transmission of information related to the
medical system and the activity carried out by the staff within it, but in many cases it has been
shown that doctors have suffered as a result of the transmission of false/erroneous
information regarding their activity in the press, their image and professional prestige being
affected. The medical system is extremely vulnerable at the present time, and unfortunately
many patients form a wrong opinion about the activity carried out by the medical staff,
referring only to what is circulated in the press, not passing through their own filter and not
verifying the information [16]. In this context, we believe that there must be a series of
mechanisms regulated at the legislative level through which the personnel working within
the press trusts are aware of the importance of carrying out the activity in a legal, ethical and
moral framework, and when they break certain rules to be held accountable.

From our point of view, protecting the rights of medical personnel in the relationship
with media trusts will contribute to the reduction of abuses in the health system, to the
reduction of cases of damage to the image and prestige of those who work in the medical field
in Romania, and to greater safety of them. We do not deny the importance and role of the
mass media in the transmission to the population of news that presents a series of aspects that
happened in the medical field that violate the legal norms in force, because these slips must
be corrected and eliminated if they really exist, but we consider that the dissemination of
information false, unproven/unproven, just for the purpose of increasing the audience is not
an ethical, moral and legal attitude of those who are part of the media trusts. In this context,
we believe that it is imperative that the rights of medical personnel are much more firmly
protected by Romanian legislation in relation to press trusts.

CONCLUSIONS

The central conclusion of this study is that according to which, the degree of
awareness of those who work in the mass media must be increased regarding the importance
of complying with the legislation regarding the transmission of information related to the
activity of medical personnel, and where a series of slippages must be acted upon firmly,
applying drastic sanctions in order to prevent the occurrence of these cases in the future.

The activity carried out by the medical staff must be presented in a real way, without
hiding the truth and without sending false/erroneous information in order to increase the
audience among the media trusts in Romania.
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