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CONSCIENTIOUS OBJECTION IN SPANISH
PODIATRISTS STUDENTS: A QUESTIONNAIRE SURVEY

Daniel Lépez Lépez', Rosa Mary de la Campa Portela', Marta Elena Losa Iglesias?, José Ramos Gal-
van®, Pedro Vicente Munuera Martinez?, Matilde Garcia Sdnchez', Ricardo Becerro de Bengoa Vallejo*

Abstract: Objective: To explore attitudes towards conscientious objections among podiatrists students in Spain. Methods:
Podiatrists students at University of A Coruna, King Rey Juan Carlos University, University of Sevilla and Complutense
University of Madrid were emailed a link to complete an anonymous online questionnaire, hosted by an online survey company.
A total of 432 podiatrists students responded. Results: Nearly half of the students in this survey stated that they believed in
the right of podiatrist to conscientiously object to any procedure. Demand for the right to conscientiously object is greater in
Roman Catholic podiatrists students when compared with other groups of religious podiatrists students. Discussion: Examining
patients and podiatric treatments continues to be controversy issues among podiatrists students and this may contribute to
the looming crisis in podiatry services over next years. This project sheds some light on how future podiatrist view some of
their ethical rights and obligations. Using empirical evidence, it reveals that conscientious objection is an issue in the Spain
podiatrists student body today. These data could help anticipate problems that may arise when these podiatrists students
qualify and practice podiatry in the community. Conclusion: Clearer guidance is needed for podiatrists students about the
issue of conscientious objection at podiatry school.

Key words: conscience, ethics, morals, podiatry
Objecién de conciencia en estudiantes espafioles de podologia: estudio mediante cuestionario

Resumen: Objetivo: Explorar actitudes hacia la objecién de conciencia entre estudiantes de podologfa en Espana. Métodos:
Se realizé un cuestionario anénimo online via email a estudiantes de podologia de la Universidad del Rey Juan Carlos de la
Coruiia, la Universidad de Sevilla y la Universidad Complutense de Madrid, organizado por una empresa de encuestas online.
Respondieron un total de 432 estudiantes de podologia. Resultados: Casi la mitad de los estudiantes afirmaron en la encuesta
que crefan en el derecho del poddlogo a la objecidn de conciencia en cualquier procedimiento. La exigencia del derecho a
objecién de conciencia fue mayor en estudiantes de podologia catdlicos que en otros grupos de otras religiones. Discusion:
Examinar a pacientes y los tratamientos de podologfa contintian siendo temas controversiales entre los estudiantes de podologia
y esto puede que contribuya a la inminente crisis en servicios de pedicura en los préximos anos. Este proyecto derrama algo
de luz sobre como futuros podélogos ven algunos de sus derechos y obligaciones éticas. Usando evidencia cientifica, revela
que la objecién de conciencia es un tema para los estudiantes de podologia en Espafa hoy dia. Estos datos pueden ayudar
a anticipar problemas que puedan surgir cuando estos estudiantes de podologia califiquen y practiquen podologia en la
comunidad. Conclusién: Se necesitan pautas mds claras para estudiantes de podologia sobre el tema de objecion de conciencia
en la Escuela de Podologfa.

Palabras clave: conciencia, ética, morales, podologfa
Objecio de consciéncia em estudantes de podologia na Espanha: um questiondrio de sondagem

Resumo: Objetivo: Explorar atitudes com relagio 4 objegio de consciéncia entre os estudantes de podologia na Espanha.
M¢étodo: Aos estudantes de podologia da Universidade Universidade Rei Juan Carlos, de Corunha, da Universidade de
Sevilla e da Universidade Complutense de Madri foram enviados por email um link para completar um questiondrio online
an6nimo, hospedado por uma empresa de pesquisa on-line. Um total de 432 alunos de podologia responderam. Resultados:
Quase metade dos alunos nesta pesquisa afirmaram que acreditavam no direito de poddlogo se opor conscientemente a
qualquer procedimento. A demanda para o direito de se opor conscientemente ¢ maior em estudantes catélicos romanos,
quando comparado com outros grupos religiosos de estudantes. Discussio: O exame de pacientes e tratamentos podidtricos
continuam a ser problema de controvérsia entre os alunos de podologia e isso pode contribuir para a crise iminente nos servigos
de podologia para os préximos anos. Este projeto langa alguma luz sobre a forma de o futuro podélogo conhecer alguns dos
seus direitos e obrigaces éticas. Usando a evidéncia empirica, revela que a objecio de consciéncia ¢ um problema no corpo
discente de podologia da Espanha, hoje. Estes dados poderiam ajudar a antecipar problemas que podem surgir quando esses
estudantes de podologfa se qualificarem e praticarem a podologia na comunidade. Conclusio: Orientagio mais esclarecida é
necesséria para alunos de podologia sobre a questdo da obje¢io de consciéncia no curso de graduagio.

Palavras-chave: consciéncia, etica, moral, podologia
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Introduction

The podiatric profession is fraught with ethical
dilemmas, shortage of resources, problems of or-
ganization and lack of strategies to face these ethi-
cal dilemmas(7). In Spain the increase of enqui-
ries from podiatry students and podiatrists related
to the search for answers on how to balance their
personal beliefs with their professional activity,
has encourage the General Board of Podiatrists
Ofhcial Associations (GBPOA) to publish a Code
of Ethics. In this Code the right to freedom of
expression for the students of podiatry and the
podiatrists is recognized, but, in article 1, it is sta-
ted that 7 “The Podiatrists in hislher professional
activity will respect scrupulously the persons’ right to
[freedom, dignity and intimacy. The patient should
not be discriminated against because of his/her race,
sex, religion, political ideas and any other condi-
tion”. Also, in the paragraph 8, it is stated that:
“The collegiate members that infringe the professio-
nal duties related in this Podiatry Code of Practice
or those related in any other Association one, could
be subjected to disciplinary punishment according to
its articles” (2).

In spite of the publicity, there are few empirical
studies on the topic of conscientious objection
in medicine. Also studies on podiatry students
and podiatrists are not known. In 2012, Stric-
kland polled United Kingdom medical students
to explore their attitudes towards conscientious
objection when performing different procedures

in their healthcare activity(3).

In 2014, Nordstrand et al. surveyed medical stu-
dents to examine their beliefs on conscientious
objection and the controversy in medical proce-
dures(4). Following Card, reasonable exemptions
and alternative curricular activities should be pro-
vided to the students in order to learn the requi-
red content and the underlying principles(5).

The idea of this study emerged as a consequen-
ce of the refusal of some podiatry students and
podiatrists to learn about procedures invoking
conscientious objection(6). This paper presents
the findings of a study on conscientious objection
among podiatrists students in Spain.
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Methods
Farticipants

A total of 850 podiatrists students at University
of La Corunna, University of Seville, King Rey
Juan Carlos University and Complutense Univer-
sity of Madrid were invited to take part in the
study sending an anonymous e-mail.

Questionnaire

Students were invited to complete an anonymous
online questionnaire on conscientious objection.
Previous invitation emails ware sent by Google
Docs(7) website from June 1 and October 31,
2014.

In total, the questionnaire contained five ques-
tions, addressing podiatry students’ opinions
towards conscientious objection and attitudes
towards a series of procedures. The questions were
addressed to topical areas of healthcare and the
possibility of conflict with their religious, moral
or personal beliefs, including abortion, euthana-
sia, the treatment of patients intoxicated with al-
cohol or recreational drugs, the examination of a
person of the opposite sex, and the care of persons
with scarce economic resources.

The questionnaire and the study were checked by
the Committee of Ethics and Investigation of the
University of a Corufia, Spain. It was assigned
the registration number CE 16/2014. All parti-
cipants signed an informed consent form before
being included in the study. The WMA (Medical
World Assembly) Declaration of Helsinki - Ethi-
cal Principles for Medical Research Involving
Human Subjects, the Council of Europe Con-
vention on Human Rights and Biomedicine, the
UNESCO Universal Declaration on the human
genome and human rights and other appropriate
national and institutional organisms’ related stan-
dards were preserved.

Statistical analysis

The results of each questionnaire were compiled
by Google Docs, an online questionnaire infor-
mation storage program. The total responses to
each question were compiled to perform the sta-
tistical analysis. Results were analyzed using IBM



SPSS Statistics 19 and are presented as frequen-
cies and percentages.

Results
Demography

A large sample size of students completed the
questionnaire, of a total of 850 podiatry students
invited to take part, 432 responded, giving a res-
ponse rate of 50,82%. Of those who responded,
176 (40,74%) indicated their gender to be male
and 256 (59,25%) female, with no missing res-
ponses. Hundred seventy nine (41,43 %) declared
they had not religion, 9 (2,08%) were agnostic, 1
(0,23%) was Hindu, 5 (1,15%) were Buddhist, 3
(0,69%) were Muslim, 233 (55, 21%) were Ro-
man Catholic, 1 (0,23%) was Protestant, and 1
(0,23%) was Jewish.

Attitudes to conscientious objection

In response to question 4 “do you believe that po-
diatrists should be entitled to object to any pro-
cedure for which they have a moral, cultural or
religious disagreement?, a total of 276 (63,88%)
respondents agreed with the statement, 156
(36,11%) students disagreed, while none was
unsure.

Responses to this question are tabulated against
the respondents’ religion (table 1). Attitudes as to
whether podiatrists have a right to conscientious
objection varied between the reported religions.
There is some similarity between the majority of
the religious groups with 38-44% being opposed
to any procedure with the exception of all Budd-
hist students who declared their disagreement,
though Buddhist students are slightly represen-

tative in number.

Table 1 Frequencies of responses, cross-tabulated
by religion, to the question ‘do you think that po-
diatrists should be entitled to object to any pro-
cedure for which they have a moral, cultural or
religious disagreement?

Religion Yes No Toral
Agnostic 5 (55,56 %) | 4 (44,44%) 9
Buddhist 0 (0 %) 5 (100%) 5
Jewish 1 (100%) (0%) 1
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Hindu 1 (100%) (0%) 1
Muslim 2 (100%) 0 (0%) 3
None or 110 (61,45 69 (38,54%) | 179
atheist %)

Protestant 1 (100%) (0%) 1
Roman 155 (66,52 78 (33,48%) | 233
Catholic %)

Values are number (%). The percentages are those
within the religion.

Conscientious objection in podiatric specific
practice

In question 6, students were asked if they would
have an objection to performing 11 podiatric
practices. The results are presented in table 2.

The total number of the objections raised across
11 procedures is 30,37% and they did not differ
greatly between genders corresponding 56,15%
to female students and 43,85% to male students.

Nevertheless, with regard to conscientious objec-
tions to the 11 medical practices posed in the stu-
dy, 54,40 % were for religious motives, 34,72 %
were not for religious motives and 10,88 % were
for both religious and not religious reasons.

Discussion
Conscientious objection in podiatry

This survey revealed that more than a half of the
students believed in the right of podiatrists to
conscientiously object to any procedure(3). The
same results are found in other medical studies
that argue that qualified doctors acted on their
conscience and refused to perform certain pro-
cedures. This shows the lack of strategies to deal
with podiatrists’ ethical dilemmas and the need to
improve such procedures(8,9).

Some of the podiatry students’ objections can be
due to those stated in the Spanish Constitution,
in the human rights declaration and in the profes-
sional code of ethics(2,10,11). This could explain
the obtained results and the refusal to perform
certain procedures, based on religious or moral

beliefs.
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Table 2 Students reporting an objection (religious, non-religious or both) to a total of 11 procedures.

Procedure

Students who would
not perform procedure

Students reporting
objection to procedure

(%)

(%)

Care for a person who lacks financial resources

9 (2,08%)

423 (97,92%)

Examining or treating a patient intoxicated with alcohol

131 (30,32%)

301 (69,67%)

Examining or treating a patient intoxicated with recreational
drugs

131 (30,32%)

301 (69,67%)

Examining or treating a patient who is in favor of abortion

17 (3,94%)

415 (96,06%)

Examining or treating a patient who has aborted

3 (0,69%)

429 (99,31%)

I have conscientious objection on moral, cultural and religious
aspects

131 (30,32%)

301 (69,67%)

Intimately examining a person of the opposite sex

5 (1,16%)

427 (98,84%)

Learning about the clinical impact of alcohol at podiatry school

13 (3,1%)

419 (96,99%)

Learning about the moral arguments surrounding abortion at
podiatry school

11 (2,55%)

421 (97,45%)

Learning about the moral arguments surrounding euthanasia at
podiatry school

17 (3,94%)

415 (96,06%)

Prescription of treatment established by the patient without any

150 (34,72%)

282 (65,28%)

agreement with podiatrists

Religious conscientious objection and addictions

This survey found a similar percentage of objec-
tions for religious and not religious reasons(3).
The factors behind the non-religious objections
were not specifically explored. Sometimes it is
easier to understand an objection based on reli-
gious teachings, rather than on moral decisions,
though both are of vital importance to improve
the physical and emotional health of persons and
healthcare providers(12).

Alcohol and recreational drugs additions are
topics widely debated in conscientious objec-
tion(713). The survey revealed that one third of
the students would not examine a person under
the effects of alcohol and recreational drugs under
the protection of their own moral integrity and
claiming they could suffer some moral distress.
These results could imply some future access res-
trictions to podiatry services for persons who su-
ffer this type of addictions. The code of ethics re-
cognizes the right to objection(2), hence an addi-
tional education orientated to social problems,
biodiversity, solidarity, principles, values, care for
others and self-care, should be implemented in
general podiatry education and training in order
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to help the future specialists to resolve the ethical
problems that arise in the healthcare activity(8).

Conclusion

This project sheds some light on how future po-
diatrist view some of their ethical rights and obli-
gations. Using empirical evidence, it reveals that
conscientious objection is an issue in the Spain
podiatry student body today, especially among
Christian Roman students, but also to the stu-
dents of other religious. These data could help
anticipate problems that may arise when these
podiatry students qualify and practise podiatry in
the community.

Funding: None.
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