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Global health short-term medical mission trips to San Francisco de 

Macoris, Dominican Republic have been provided by the 1
st
, 2

nd
 year 

medical students and pharmacy students from the University of Florida 

for the past 15 years. The trip is named DR SALUD (Dominican 

Republic Health). These trips provide basic preventive medical and 

minor surgical care to patients in underserved communities in rural 

areas of San Francisco de Macoris, Dominican Republic. There are 

currently few studies available that examine the recipients perceptions 

of these programs. This study was done to investigate the perceptions 

of the recipient patients on the benefit they receive from the services of 

University of Florida students during the short –term medical mission 

trip. 

A survey containing 6 questions aimed to understand the perception of 

the recipients during the short-term global health trips was administered 

and assessed. Our findings revealed nearly all of the patients, 98.9% 

felt that participating in the UF DR Salud was beneficial to their health. 

Furthermore, 99.4% of patients plan to return next year. 
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Introduction:- 
Global health short-term medical missions are well-established means of providing health care to the developing 

world.
1
 

 

Global health trips for American medical students are being offered more frequently and by more medical schools .
2.  

These trips aim to address unmet health care need of low-and middle-income countries.
3
 

 

Despite increasing numbers of short-term medical missions to dispatch humanitarian healthcare, extensive 

investigations on how recipient patients perceive short-term medical mission are lacking.
4, 5

 

 

This study focused on the perception of the recipient patient to asses if they felt that these trips were beneficial or 

harmful to their health. The trip named DR SALUD (Dominican Republic Health) is a short-term medical mission 

trip that consists of 1
st
 and 2

nd
 year medical students, pharmacy students and attending physicians. They participate 

during their global health rotation during their spring break, traveling to San Francisco de Macoris, Dominican 

Republic. These trips have been on going for the past 15 years. Even though we believe the recipients are receiving 
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benefits from these trips, there is no data or study to support this belief. 

 

The goal of this study was to determine the perceived benefits or harm by the recipients during these short-term 

medical mission trips. We also wanted to investigate what areas needed improvement for the upcoming year or areas 

where the patient population felt additional help could be provided. 

 

Some research studies question if the short-term medical mission trips cause more harm than good. Common 

criticisms include unsafe practices, lack of consideration for cultural differences, lack of coordination with the host 

country, unfamiliarity with the language and unsustainable treatments.
6. 

 

Methods:- 
DR SALUD is a short-term medical mission trip. This is a 5-day rotation to several rural areas of San Francisco de 

Macoris, Dominican Republic provided by 1
st
 and 2

nd
 year students from the University of Florida and supervised by 

attending physicians. Once the team arrives at the rural community, students are grouped into several different 

stations. The recipient participant registers at the intake station and is triaged and directed to specific stations for 

their care. Stations included Internal Medicine, Gynecology, Pediatrics, Minor surgical procedures and Public 

Health. 

 

In Public Health recipients receive several educational session including smoking cessation, vision check for reading 

glasses, fluoride dental treatment for all children up to the age of 18 years, breast feeding and sexually transmitted 

infection prevention.  

 

Once the participants are done at their station they are given a pharmacy slip to obtain vitamins and medications, if 

indicated. All participants receive at least 2 months worth of vitamins.  

 

Inclusion criteria for this study was participants 18 years and older. Subjects included both female and male. 

 

A 6 question questionnaire was given to the participants while they were waiting for their medications at the 

pharmacy hold station after care was provided.  University of Florida students conducted the questionnaire in 

Spanish with the participants. The study was conducted in all 5 rural areas. This questionnaire was anonymous so no 

protected health information was accessed. No consent was needed. 

 

Results:- 
There were a total of 730 surveys completed in the 5 sites, ranging from a low of 95 surveys at one site to a high of 

199 surveys at the busiest site.  The majority of the patients (55.1%) have participated in a DR SALUD free clinic in 

the past. 33.6% who have been to a clinic in the past one time, 35.1% twice, 16.9% three times, and 10.2% more 

than three times (Table 1).  

 

Nearly all of the patients (98.9%) felt that the visit to a DR SALUD clinic was helpful to their health and 99.4% of 

patients plan to come back next year.  Only one person from all 5 clinics felt that their visit to the clinic was 

harmful, but did not clarify what they felt the harm was. When patients were asked what was the most beneficial 

service provided at the clinic, 40.7% said medications, 20.8% vitamins, 20.8% public health advice, 10.0% fluoride 

treatments, 4.3% surgical procedures and 3.3% of patients had multiple responses.  These responses varied by clinic 

site – even though patients from all clinic sites felt that medications were the most beneficial, the second most 

beneficial service varied by clinic site.  Patients from three of the clinics felt that vitamins were the next most 

beneficial service while two of the sites reported that public health advice was the second most beneficial service 

(Figure 2). 

 

Table 1:- Survey results – all clinic sites 

 N=730 

Have you received care from DR SALUD clinics in the past?  

       Yes 402 (55.1%) 

       No 328 (44.9%) 

If yes, how many times have you participated?  

       1 time 135 (33.6%) 
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       2 times 141 (35.1%) 

       3 times 68 (16.9%) 

       > 3 times 41 (10.2%) 

       No response 17 (4.2%) 

Do you feel these trips are helpful to your health?  

       Yes 722 (98.9%) 

       No 2 (0.3%) 

       No response 6 (0.8%) 

What do you feel is the most beneficial reason you come back?  

       Medications 297 (40.7%) 

       Vitamins 152 (20.8%) 

       Public Health Advice 152 (20.8%) 

       Flouride Treatments 73 (10.0%) 

       Surgical Procedures 31 (4.3%) 

       Multiple responses 24 (3.3%) 

       No response 1 (0.1%) 

Will you come back next year?  

       Yes 726 (99.4%) 

       No 2 (0.3%) 

       No response 2 (0.3%) 

Do you feel any harm has been caused by these trips?  

       Yes 1 (0.1%) 

       No 725 (99.3%) 

       No response 4 (0.6%) 

 

Figure 1:- Most beneficial services by site 

 
 

Discussion:- 
Our findings revealed that nearly all of the patients felt that the visit to UF DR Salud global health clinic was helpful 

to their health.  As physicians,  our most important goal is to do no harm to our patients. Even though we did not feel 

that harm was being done, we wanted to reaffirm this through the patient’s perceptions of the care that they receive.  

Perception of doing harm could be perceived due to limited resources available to us and patient care being offered 

by medical students. In all the sites medications seems to be the most beneficial reason that the patients came back. 

Since we have been coming annually for several years we try to provide consistency in the type and amount of 

medications we take with us. Sites 4 and 5 are the farthest away from any hospital facility due to their location. 

Therefore, the surgical procedures offered, which are unavailable to them locally, motivated patients to come back. 

In site 5 we also noted a high response to public health advice as the reason to come back. At this site we donated a 
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large number of reading glasses to the patients, which the population included teachers and older people. The patient 

population at this site has difficulty leaving their homes due to the mountainous location and limited transportation.  

 

Conclusion:- 
Short-term medical mission trips are being offered by more medical schools to help patients in underserved areas 

and provide medical students with a clinical and cultural experience. There is very limited information on the 

perspective of care provided to patients by the medical mission group. Our study confirms the perception that nearly 

all patients interviewed felt that the short-term medical mission trips were helpful to their health. 
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