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Abstract  

Attitudes of Palestinian Medical Students on the Geopolitical Barriers to Accessing 
Hospitals for Clinical Training: A Qualitative Study 

Sarrah Shahawy, Megan Diamond 

Background: The movement of Palestinians in the occupied Palestinian territories is restricted 

by bureaucratic and physical obstacles. To date, no studies have examined the barriers that 

Palestinian medical students face in accessing hospitals for clinical training. The objectives of 

this study were to characterize these barriers and understand how they affect Palestinian 

students’ medical education and quality of life.  

Methods: Convenience sampling was used to recruit 4th-6th year medical students from Al-

Quds University to participate in focus group discussions. A total of 36 students participated in 

the discussions. Transcripts of the discussions were coded to identify major themes.  

Results: Palestinian medical students expressed facing numerous challenges during their clinical 

training. Students emphasized the difficulties of obtaining permits to train at Jerusalem hospitals, 

including arbitrary permit rejections and long wait times. Significant delays, searches, and 

mistreatment at checkpoints during their commute to hospitals were particularly burdensome. 

The majority of students who participated in the focus groups felt that their education and quality 

of life had been strongly negatively affected by their experience trying to access hospital training 

sites.  

Conclusions: Our findings suggest that medical students living and studying in the occupied 

Palestinian territories receive sub-optimal training due to ambiguous permit rules, barriers at 

checkpoints, and the psychological burden of the process. These results highlight the impact that 

military occupation has on the education and quality of life of Palestinian medical students in a 

setting in which there is regular violence and many health indicators are already poor.  
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Student’s contribution to the work: 

During my research year of medical school, I spent three months in East Jerusalem. During my 

rotation in Obstetrics and Gynecology at the Palestinian hospital, Al-Makassed, I met many Palestinian 

medical students at Al-Quds University and learned informally about their difficulties in reaching their 

hospital sites for clinical training. I did a literature search and found that these challenges faced by 

Palestinian medical students had not been previously explored. I touched base with the WHO West Bank 

and Gaza Advocacy office and learned that they would be interested in the results of a study exploring 

these challenges. 

Therefore, I designed the study as a qualitative one to explore the challenges faced by Palestinian 

medical students in their clinical training. I designed the questionnaire and obtained IRB approval, both 

from Harvard and locally through Al-Quds University. I met with the administration of the University to 

help me facilitate recruitment of their students for this study. With their help, I advertised to all 

Palestinian medical students at Al-Quds University in their clinical years about participation in the focus 

group discussions. I conducted the focus group discussions in Arabic with the students who consented, 

voice recorded these discussions, and served as one of two translators and transcribers of the voice 

recordings. After returning to the US, I added Megan Diamond to the study, who had recently graduated 

from the Harvard School of Public Health, to help with analyzing and qualitatively coding the discussion 

transcripts for prominent themes. Together, we both wrote the final manuscript, which has been accepted 

for publication in Conflict and Health and is currently in press. 
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