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Background: In Ethiopia, physicians commonly wear formal attire, surgical scrubs, casual attire, or business attire during patient
care, but there is no evidence to show which attire is preferred within the patients. So this study aims to assess the influence of
physicians’ attire on patients’ perceptions.
Methodology: After ethical approval, a cross-sectional study was conducted with written informed consent; data were collected and
checked for its completeness, later entered into SPSS version 25 for statistical analysis. Descriptive statistics was presented with
frequency, percentage, tables, graphs, and texts based on the nature of the data. All the four attires were compared using the Friedman
test and pair wise comparisons were conducted with Bonferroni correction for multiple comparisons, and Mann–Whitney U-test was
used to know the preferred attire on patients’ perception about physicians’ skill, with 95% confidence and a p-value of less than 0.05
were considered as statistically significant.
Results: In this study, out of the total respondents 66.7% are males and 71.9%, 50.3% of the respondents were degree or diploma
holders, and aged 18–34 years respectively. Among participants’ 77.1% and 55.9% preferred formal attire and surgical scrub
respectively. For male surgeons, formal attire and surgical scrub have an equal preference in surgical patients (p<0.001), but business
and casual attire have no statistically significant difference. The patients’ preference in male formal physician attire in surgeon’s
confidence, willingness to discuss confidential information and safeties of the surgeon were 76.2%, 75.7%, and 70.5% respectively,
and for female surgeons, formal attire on surgical patients’ confidence in the surgeon, safety, and willingness to discuss confidential
information were 74.9%, 73.8%, and 71.8% respectively.
Conclusion: Physician attire is one of the important factors that inspire surgical patient confidence, smartness, surgical skill,
discussion of confidential information, and caring ability in physicians. Formal attire and surgical scrub were the most preferred
physician’s outfits.
Keywords: physician attire, patient confident, patient trust, patient perception

Background
Even though physicians’ attire started with Hippocrates’ suggested that physicians should “be clean in person, well-
dressed, and anointed with sweet-smelling unguents” it formally begins in the late 19th century.1,2

The white coat physician attire is used in the 20th century all over the world and become uniform for physicians.1,3–5

The “white coat ceremony ” was first introduced by Arnold P.Gold Foundation of Columbia University College of
physicians and surgeons in 1993.6

Physicians’ dressing code is one of the symbols of professionalism that improves the patients’ trust and satisfaction.7–9

Dressing in an unexpected and unmannered way creates mistrust and bad feelings about physicians’ ability to treat and care.10

Patient-physician relationships both verbal and nonverbal communications are important to disclose medical history
including sensitive issues that are important for diagnosis and treatment.11 Building good communication and
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relationship between patients and caregivers play a great role,5,11 to increase trust and confidence in the diagnosis and
treatment, and highly likely to return on appointment.12,13

A study done in the USA in orthopedics outpatient setting found that in male surgeons, white coat induces good
perception on the patient regarding physicians’ confidence, intelligence, and safety whereas in female surgeons white
coat was rated equally to scrubs.4 The physicians’ attire that influences patients’ perception is different from person to
person due to different reasons like age, educational status, culture, country.5,14

Statement of the Problem
Nowadays different institutions and countries have their dressing codes and research on patients “perception on their
physicians” attire were varied based on age, setting, and educational status.3,14 Even if, white coat physician attire is
perceived as a symbol of a physician, professional, hygienic, easily identifiable, and scientific,4–6 currently there are
several complaints against the use of this attire due to infection transmission risk.3,4,6,14,15

Unprofessional physicians’ attire, may affect patients’ perception about the diagnosis and treatment that make them
not take medications correctly, not follow physicians’ advice, or miss from follow-up, making the patient dissatisfied
with the care they got and the hospital at all. In Ethiopia, physicians commonly wear four attires, but the patients’
preference and its effect on patients’ perception are not known due to lack of study. So this study aims to assess whether
physicians’ attire influences patients’ perception or not.

Justification of the Problem
A physician’s attire is important to building a good physician-patient relationship,14,15 which is crucial for patient care.4–6,8

Studies showed that about 76.3% of the study participants prefer their physician to wear formal attire with a white coat
followed by surgical scrubs.8,16

In Ethiopia, it is common to see physicians wearing scrubs, casual attire with the white coat, formal attire with a white
coat, or casual attire only, but there is no previous study about physicians’ attire and patients’ perception, so assessing
physicians’ attire on patient perception, improves the physician-patient relationship.16

Objectives
General Objective
The aim of the present study was to determine the influence of physicians’ attire on surgical patients’ perception, in
Aabet hospital, AddisAbeba, Ethiopia, 2021.

Specific Objective
To assess the influence of physicians’ attire on surgical patients’, trust, confidence, smartness, surgical skill, discussion of
confidential information with their primary physician, caring ability of the surgeon, and trustworthiness with their
doctors.

Methodology
After ethical approval was obtained from St Paul millennium medical college ethical review board (StPMMC107/2021),
a prospective cross-sectional study was conducted with written informed consent from each participant, patients having
vision/hearing problems, patients in pain, unable to communicate were excluded from this study.

A self-administered questionnaire was administered, having 3 parts; the first part contains demographic characteristics
of the participants including age, sex, educational status, and residency, the second part contains four male and four
female photos shown one by one and under each photo, seven questions (How confident are you in this surgeon? How
smart is this surgeon? How well do you think the surgery will go if this was your surgeon? How willing are you to
discuss confidential information with this surgeon? How trustworthy is this surgeon? How safe is this surgeon? How is
the caring ability of this surgeon?), were asked through a five-point Likert scale (Figure 1), To decrease bias all
physicians’ photographs had the same background, name tag, stethoscope position, physical appearance, and the third
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part contains all the four attires of male and female physicians and the participants asked to order the photo based on the
skill of the physicians from higher qualified to less qualified.

The collected data were checked for its completeness, later entered into SPSS version 25 for statistical analysis.
Descriptive statistics were presented with frequency, percentage, tables, graphs, and texts based nature of data. All the
four attires were compared using the Friedman test and pairwise comparisons were conducted with Bonferroni
correction for multiple comparisons, and Mann–Whitney U-test was used to know the preferred attire on patients’
perception about physicians’ skill, with 95% confidence and a p-value of less than 0.05 were considered as statistically
significant.

Operational Definitions
Attire/outfit= clothes.

Formal attire= white coat with T-Shirt, and necktie.

Figure 1 Most used male and female physicians’ attires in Ethiopia. (A–D) male surgeons’ attire (A=formal, B=scrub, C=business, D=casual). (E–H) female surgeons’ attire
(E=formal, F=scrub, G=business=casual.
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Scrubs= is a short sleeve shirt and trousers worn by surgeons, nurses, physicians, and other workers involved in
inpatient care in hospitals.

Casual attire= was relaxed, occasional, spontaneous, and suited for everyday use.

Results
In this study, the mean age of respondents was 36.9 years and out of the total (366) respondents 66.7% were males, of
which 71.9%, 50.3%were aged 18–34 years, and degree/diploma holders, respectively as shown in (Table 1).

Surgical Patients Preferences Regarding Physicians’ Attire
Out of the total male respondents (245) majority of respondents,77.1% and 55.9% prefers formal attire and surgical scrub
respectively, while in female respondents prefers 71.9% and 76.8% of the two attires respectively as shown in (Table 2).

Comparison of Respondents on Male Surgeons’ Attire
For male surgeons, formal attire is more preferred across respondents compared to business, and casual attire. But formal
attire and surgical scrub have equal preference except discussing confidential information (p=0.013). Business attire and
casual attire have no statistically significant difference in preference among the participants (Table 3).

The patients’ preference for formal physician attire in male surgeons’ confidence, willingness to discuss confidential
information, and safeties of the surgeon to do the procedure were 76.2%, 75.7%, and 70.5% respectively, while scrub
physician attire choice of patients on the caring ability of the surgeon, confidence of the surgeon, and willingness if he is
his/her surgeon were 65%, 64.2%, and 58.5% respectively as shown in (Figure 2).

Table 1 Socio-Demographic Characteristics of Surgical Patients’ Perception on Physician
Attires at Addis Ababa Burn, Emergency, and Trauma (Aabet) Hospital, Ethiopia 2021 (N=366)

Variable Categories Number of
Participants

Percentage of
Total

Age 18–34 263 71.9

35–49 79 21.6

50–64 20 5.5

>/=65 4 1.1

Sex Male 244 66.7

Female 122 33.3

Educational
status

Primary school 52 14.2

Secondary/preparatory

school

116 31.7

Degree/diploma 184 50.3

Master/PHD 14 3.8

Addis Ababa 184 50.3

Region Oromia 114 31.1

Amhara 43 11.7

South 15 4.1

Benshangul 8 2.2

Afar 2 0.5
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Both business and casual attires are the least preferred and have less confidence, smartness of the surgeon, dissatisfied if he is
his/her responsible surgeon, not willing to discuss confidential information, give less value on the skill, and caring ability
(Figure 3).

Comparison of Female Surgeons’ Attire
For female surgeons’ attire, formal attire and surgical scrubs have more preference across all categories compared to business
and casual attire. Formal attire and surgical scrubs have no statistically significant difference in preference across all
categories. There is no difference in preference among respondents between business attire and casual attire (Table 3).

For female surgeons, formal physician attire on surgical patients’ confidence in the surgeon, safety of the surgeon if
she performs the procedure, and willingness to discuss confidential information were 74.9%, 73.8%, and 71.8%
respectively, which is the same with scrub physician attires as shown in (Figure 4).

As stated for male physicians business and casual attires for female physicians are the least preferred and has less
confidence, smartness of the surgeon, dissatisfied if she is responsible surgeon, not willing to discuss confidential
information, give less value on the skill, and caring ability as shown in (Figure 5).

Patient Preference of Physician Attires Based on Surgeons’ Skill
For male surgeon attire, 82% of the participants prefer formal attire as their first choice, while for female surgeons 74%
respectively based on surgeons’ skill as shown (Figure 6).

Table 3 Comparison of Four Commonly used Male Physician Attires at Addis Ababa Burn, Emergency, and Trauma (Aabet) hospital,
Ethiopia 2021 (N=366)

Attire Comparison Confidence Smartness Surgery Discussion Trust Safe Caring

Formal vs scrub P=0.013 P=0.775 P=1.000 P=0.013 P=0.377 P=0.055 P=1.000

Formal vs business P<0.001 P<0.001 P<0.001 P<0.001 P<0.001 P<0.001 P<0.001

Formal vs casual P<0.001 P<0.001 P<0.001 P<0.001 P<0.001 P<0.001 P<0.001

Scrub vs business P<0.001 P<0.001 P<0.001 P<0.001 P<0.001 P<0.001 P<0.001

Scrub vs casual P<0.001 P<0.001 P<0.001 P<0.001 P<0.001 P<0.001 P<0.001

Business vs casual P=0.236 P=1 p=0.244 P=0.769 0.914 P=0.914 P=1.00

Table 2 Surgical Patient’s Preferences Regarding Physicians’ Attire on Four Commonly Used Male and
Female Physician Attires at Addis Ababa Burn, Emergency, and Trauma (Aabet) hospital, Ethiopia 2021
(N=366)

Variables Male Physicians Female Physicians

Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage

Formal attire Yes 189 77.1 87 71.9

No 56 22.9 34 28.1

Surgical scrub Yes 137 55.9 93 76.8

No 108 44.1 28 23.2

Business attire Yes 96 39.2 52 42.9

No 149 60.8 69 57.1

Casual attire Yes 71 29.0 37 31.0

No 174 71.0 84 70.0
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Discussion
The physician-patient relationship is basic in medical care and affected by multiple factors including culture, social
norms, and physician professionalism. Before the Patients gain any clinical care they are impressed with their physician’s
verbal and nonverbal communication, as well as physician’s appearance including attiring, and cleanliness.12

In this study, it was observed that the patients preferred both male and female primary care physicians wearing formal
attire (white coat with T-Shirt, and necktie). These preferences are similar with previous studies’ findings.15,17–19 in
addition, formal attire and surgical scrubs are the most preferred attires across among participants compared to business
and casual attires (p<0.001) as shown in (Tables 3 and 4), which is inline with most previous studies,4,11,20,21 but a study
in South Carolina and Ohio shows that there is no any consistent preference for their physicians’ attire18 the possible
difference might be cultural difference, national policy regarding physician attire and their study is in clinic level.

Figure 2 The impact of male formal physician attire and scrub physician attires on surgical patients’ perception at Addis Ababa burn, emergency, and trauma (Aabet)
hospital, Ethiopia 2021 (N=366).

Figure 3 The impact of male business physician attire and casual physician attire on surgical patients’ perception at Addis Ababa burn, emergency, and trauma hospital,
Ethiopia 2021 (N=366).
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The patients’ preference for formal physician attire in male surgeons’ confidence, willingness to discuss confidential
information, and safeties of the surgeon to do the procedure were 76.2%, 75.7%, and 70.5% respectively, while scrub
physician attire choice of patients on the caring ability of the surgeon, confidence on the surgeon, and willingness if he is
his/her surgeon were 65%, 64.2%, and 58.5% respectively, which is in line with study findings3,11,14 but in contradict
with these studies,3,18 the difference might be explained with the sample size difference, educational status and norms of
patients. Other studies showed that the majority of patients (76%) preferred physicians wearing professional attire with
a white coat rather than casual attire or business outfit,3,12,22 which is in line with our findings supported with a survey

Figure 4 Choice of surgical patients on formal and scrub physician attires for female surgeons’ at Addis Ababa burn, emergency, and trauma hospital, Ethiopia 2021
(N=366).

Figure 5 The influence of business and casual female physicians attires surgical patients’ perception at Addis Ababa burn, emergency (Aabet), and trauma hospital, Ethiopia
2021 (N=366).
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done of patients in a general medicine/endocrinology clinic in an Irish tertiary care center also found that white coats
were preferred over other types of clothing.23

The male physician’s attire Formal vs scrub was significant in confidence (P=0.013) and discussion confidential
information with doctors (P=0.013) but comparisons with formal attire vs business attire, formal attire vs casual attire,
surgical scrub vs casual, and surgical scrub vs business attire were statistically significant with a p-value of p<0.001 in
the confidence of surgical patients on surgeons, smartness, the surgical skill of the surgeon, and trustworthiness on the
surgeon, but no statistically significance in business vs casual in among respondents as shown in (Table 3), which is
supported with previous studies.4,24

For male surgeons, participants (81.7%) put formal attire as their first choice based on physician skill, and 14.4%
preferred scrubs as their first choice, and for female surgeons, participants (74%) put formal attire as their first choice
based on physicians’ skill and 22.4% of the participants put scrubs as their first choice. This finding is similar to other
study findings.7,8,15

This is the first study in Ethiopia about the influence of physicians’ attire on surgical patients’ perception, so it may
motivate others to do more research on this topic. It has also limitations including the models used in this research are
young and the response may be different if the models were old. This study is mono-centric and relatively small sample
size, so it is difficult to infer for the general population.

Conclusion
Physician attire is one of the important factors that inspire surgical patient confidence smartness, surgical skill, discussion
on confidential information, and caring ability in physicians. In this study, formal attire and surgical scrub were the most
appropriate preferred physicians outfits.

Table 4 Comparison of Four Commonly Preferred Female Physician Attires on Surgical Patients Perception at Addis Ababa Burns,
Emergency, and Trauma Hospital, Ethiopia 2021 (N=366)

Attire Comparison Confidence Smartness Surgery Discussion Trust Safety Caring

Formal vs scrub P=0.773 P=1.000 P=1.000 P=1.000 P=0.132 P=1.000 P=1.000

Formal vs business P<0.0001 P<0.0001 P<0.0001 P<0.0001 P<0.0001 P<0.0001 P<0.0001

Formal vs casual P<0.0001 P<0.0001 P<0.0001 P<0.0001 P<0.0001 P<0.0001 P<0.0001

Scrub vs business P<0.0001 P<0.0001 P<0.0001 P<0.0001 P<0.0001 P<0.0001 P<0.0001

Scrub vs casual P<0.0001 P<0.0001 P<0.0001 P<0.0001 P<0.0001 P<0.0001 P<0.0001

Business vs casual P=1.000 P=1.000 P=1.000 P=1.000 P=0.547 P=1.000 P=1.000

Figure 6 Preference of respondents’ on physician attire based on surgeons’ skill for male and female surgeons’ at Addis Ababa burn, emergency, and trauma hospital,
Ethiopia 2021 (N=366).
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