
Factors and Information Related to Nurses Administering Medication to Patients with Dysphagia: A Pilot Study

Nurses are faced with the challenge of ensuring the safety of their patients during administration 
of medication.  Results from past studies has shown a lack of education and preparation of 
nurses to administer medication to patients with dysphagia as well as a trend of nurses 
employing inconsistent methods when administering patient medication. Since a specific set of 
skills and knowledge is required for proper administration of medication to patients with 
dysphagia, this research was conducted to bring awareness to what factors or information nurses 
draw upon when making informed decisions about administering medication to patients with 
dysphagia.  Results revealed inconsistencies and room for error in the administration process. 
These findings can bring awareness to current methods that nurses utilize when having a patient 
with dysphagia and suggest an area for further education and training. 
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• Suggest that there are inconsistencies in the protocols and information that nurses are taught 
regarding administration of medication to patients with dysphagia. 

• Revealed that nurses are most likely to reach out to dietitians or nutritionists for guidance when 
providing services to patients with dysphagia. 

• The participants also stated that they would seek help from other nurses, radiologist, rehab 
medicine individuals, and social workers.

• Sixty percent of participants stated that they would not seek out help for patients with dysphagia. 
• Eighty percent of participants answered that they would crush and administer medication 

through applesauce or pudding thick liquid. 
• Twenty percent of participants stated that they would crush and administer medication through a 

G-Tube. 
• When asked about what factors to take into consideration for administering medication, 

respondents reported the following as the most important factors: bed position, pill size, patient’s 
diet, and diagnosis.

The following graph shows what nurses believe are the most important considerations when 
administering medication. 

Results

This pilot study revealed inconsistencies among nurses regarding their education about dysphagia, 
which points to the inconsistency in how they treat patients with dysphagia. Although most of the 
participants did not feel completely confident in their abilities to safely administer medication to 
patients with dysphagia, 80% said they would not seek out help. The 20% of participants that would 
seek guidance indicated that they would refer to dietitians, other nurses, radiologists, rehab medicine, 
and social workers even though these professionals may not give the best information regarding 
medication administration to patients with dysphagia. For example, speech-language pathologists are 
taught that a gag reflex has no impact on the individual’s ability to swallow. However all participants 
selected the absence of gag reflex as one of their main concerns when reviewing the case studies. 
Furthermore, one of the case studies included a patient who required time release medication but also 
aspirated on thin liquids.  One hundred percent of the participants stated that they would crush the 
medication in order to administer it. This information is concerning as it puts the patient with 
dysphagia at risk because time released medication should not be crushed. 

This pilot student highlights the need for speech-language pathologists to provide in-service learning 
opportunities to help nurses and other medical professionals better understand the impact of dysphagia 
on patient safety with all PO intake, including their medications.  Furthermore, results from the pilot 
study suggest a collaboration among training programs at the university level is needed to ensure new 
professionals are aware of resources they have readily available in their job setting when unsure about 
how to safely proceed with patients with dysphagia.   
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Research Questions

Abstract

The participants in this study included Longwood University students who were currently enrolled 

in the RN (registered nurse) to BSN (Bachelor of Nursing) program. These participants are 

currently practicing as registered nurses and are taking additional classes in order to obtain a BSN 
degree.  All work settings were included in participant criteria (Acute care, Long-term care, and in-

patient).  Participants also demonstrated various level of experience.  

1. What patient factors or information do nurses draw upon for safe medication administration? 
2. Are nursing students being taught about administering medication to patients with dysphagia 

in their college course work?

Participants

1. Participants were presented a short survey and  two case studies that contained different 
scenarios about administering medication to patients with varying levels of dysphagia. Each 
patient in the case studies required specific care that nurses should consider when forming 
judgements about how to administer medication. Throughout the survey and case studies 
process, nurses were asked to draw upon their knowledge of different factors and other 
information when reporting what influenced them to safely administer medication. 

2. The questionnaire included 15 questions created on Survey Monkey that assessed what the 
nursing students and current nurses knew about the oral administration of medication. These 
questions were created based on current research and publications related to the topic and 
included information about what protocols are taught and used.  These questions focused on 
the process of preparing the medication as well as the actual administration of the medication. 

3. The survey also included two case studies where participants were asked to consider specific 
scenarios when making decisions about medication administration.

4. The questionnaire was sent out over email to Longwood students who are currently enrolled 
in the RN to BSN program and participants were allowed to take as long as they needed to 
answer the questions. 
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