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Abstract

Discharge Against Medical Advice (DAMA) is a major challenge in teaching hospitals and may be
associated with adverse outcomes, including incomplete continuity of care, disease complications,
readmission, increased healthcare costs, and reduced quality of services. This policy brief was developed
based on a qualitative study conducted in teaching hospitals in Mazandaran Province, Iran. The study
included 50 participants, comprising 20 patients with previous experience of DAMA and 30 healthcare
providers, who were selected using purposive maximum-variation sampling. Data were collected through
semi-structured interviews and analyzed using conventional qualitative content analysis. The findings
indicated that DAMA is a multifactorial phenomenon influenced by economic, communication,
structural, organizational, cultural, and health literacy-related factors. The main contributing factors
identified were patients’ financial difficulties, inadequate patient—provider communication, overcrowding
and limited hospital resources, and insufficient patient awareness of the potential consequences of early
discharge. Based on these findings, key policy strategies include strengthening financial support and
social work services, enhancing healthcare providers’ communication and shared decision-making skills,
improving hospital structural and organizational conditions, promoting patients’ health literacy, and
establishing a standardized system for recording and monitoring DAMA. In addition, targeted education
for patients and families, early identification of patients at risk of DAMA, and the use of communication
interventions tailored to their needs may enhance the effectiveness of these measures. Prioritizing
interventions according to their feasibility, effectiveness, and the actual needs of patients and hospitals
can facilitate evidence-informed policymaking and appropriate resource allocation. Coordinated and
phased implementation of these interventions at the hospital, medical university, and health-system levels
may reduce DAMA, improve continuity of care, increase patient satisfaction, and enhance the quality of
services in teaching hospitals.
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