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I present this opinion as a member of the Scientific Jury, as per Order No. P-109-
504/10.12.2025 of the Rector of the Medical University - Varna. Based on Protocol No.
1/16.12.2025, T have been assigned to present a statement for the evaluation of the dissertation
of Ayham Gotani - a PhD student at the Department of Social Medicine and Health Care
Organization, Faculty of Public Health, Medical University — Varna, in an independent form
of study

The presented set of materials - both electronic and on paper is complete and in accordance
with the Law on the Development of the Academic Staff in the Republic of Bulgaria
(ZRASRB), the Regulations for its implementation and the Statute on the terms and

procedures for acquiring scientific degrees and academic positions at the Medical University -
Varna.

Brief biographical data about the PhD student

Ayham Gotani has obtained a Bachelor's degree in Nursing in 2017 at the Safed Academic
College and a Master's degree in Health Administration in 2021 at the University of Haifa.
Since 2023, he has been enrolled in the PhD program "Public Health Management",
professional field 7.4 Public Health. higher education field 7. Health and Sports at the
Department of Social Medicine and Health Care Organization, Faculty of Public Health,
Medical University — Varna in an independent form of study The PhD student has
professional experience as a nurse in the emergency department at the Ziv Medical Center
since 2017, and since 2025 he holds the position of coordinator of nursing research. Ayham
Gotani has participated as a lecturer and assistant professor in more than five courses in 2021
and 2022. He has conducted six additional courses for professional qualification. He holds
certificates in Cognitive Behavioural Therapy and is a NLP instructor, In 2022, he created the
mobile application "CLEVER NURSE", which serves as educational and professional support
for students and practicing nurses. He is fluent in Arabic (native language), Hebrew (at an
academic level) and English (professional level).

General description and characteristics of the dissertation work

The dissertation contains 176 pages and is presented in 7 chapters including - Chapter 1 (8
pages), Chapter 2 - Theoretical framework (17 pages), Chapter 3 - Literature review (40



pages), Chapter 4 - Research methodology (26 pages), Chapter 5 - Quantitative results (53
pages), Chapter 6 - Discussion (3 pages), Chapter 7 - Conclusion (4 pages). The dissertation is
illustrated with 9 figures and 17 tables. More than 200 literary sources have been cited.

Relevance of the problem

Low back pain is not only a medical problem, but also as a global public health challenge, a
leading cause of disability and economic losses worldwide. The PhD thesis demonstrates the
limitations of the strictly biomedical approach to low back pain treatment and substantiates
the need to apply a bio-psycho-social approach. The dissertation’s emphasis is placed on
communication skills, empathy and building trust in clinical practice. A particular importance
is given to the relationship physician-patient and psychological mechanisms (placebo effect)
that can reduce chronic low back pain without the risk of side effects. The relevance of the
study is also enhanced by the cultural heterogeneity of Israeli society, which requires adapted
communication strategies. The work offers an innovative and applicable approach to

improvement of clinical outcomes by affirming therapeutic communication as a basic clinical
skill.

In the Literature review, the PhD student makes a skillful analysis of scientific data on low
back pain and the placebo effect, placing the study in a global and local context. The
prevalence and statistical parameters of low back pain; the typical patient profile; cultural
differences in problem’s perception and treatment; standard care and mechanisms for
assessing low back pain are monitored and analyzed. The role of placebo analgesia, language
and suggestion, empathy and emotional support in interpersonal communication and routine
clinical practice are thoroughly examined. The influence of the placebo phenomenon and the
role of psycho-cognitive factors (in Israel, communication and trust) in reducing stress are
presented in detail. The well-structured literature review demonstrates the ability of the PhD
student to operate with scientific literature.

The main research question posed by the PhD student is: To what extent are non-clinical
communication strategies - such as verbal placebo, empathy and trust — are used by Israeli
health professionals to manage low back pain how they are perceived by the patients? The
author formulates eight additional research questions. The author has set seven objectives of
the PhD thesis:

I. To identify and categorize verbal and non-verbal communication strategies, including
verbal placebo mechanisms, empathetic communication, and trust-building techniques,
currently employed by Israeli healthcare professionals in the management of low back pain.

2. To assess the level of knowledge and attitudes of healthcare professionals in Israel

regarding verbal placebo and other non-clinical communication strategies relevant to low
back pain treatment

3. To examine the extent to which healthcare professionals implement verbal placebo,
empathetic communication, and trust-building approaches in clinical practice for low back
pain.

4. To explore the barriers and facilitators perceived by healthcare professionals in the

adoption and integration of verbal placebo and related interpersonal strategies in their clinical
work.

5. To investigate the influence of professional background (e.g., physician, nurse) and training
on the knowledge, attitudes, and practical use of non-clinical communication strategies in low
back pain care.



6. To analyze the cultural and institutional context within the Israeli healthcare system that
affects the application of verbal placebo and interpersonal communication strategies.

7. To identify gaps in education and training related to communication skills, empathy, and
verbal placebo mechanisms among medical and nursing staff, and to propose
recommendations for enhancing professional development in these areas.

Research methodology. The scientific study involved 50 healthcare professionals -
physicians and nurses, working actively with patients with low back pain. The participants
practice in emergency units and orthopedic departments in Israel and have a minimum of one
year of clinical experience. Informed consent was obtained from all study subjects. The study
was implemented through a quantitative pre-post test research design, based on the
biopsychosocial model and the patient-centered care principles. The main objective was to
assess the immediate change in the behaviour of healthcare professionals, as well as the
sustainability of the acquired skills over time, with a planned three-month follow-up. The
methodological approach is predominantly quantitative and is based on a comparison of the
results before and after the intervention in order to identify changes in the reported behaviors
and attitudes of the participants. The study’s focus is placed on five key areas: Empathy,
Building trust, Shared decision making, Cultural competence and “Verbal placebo”. The
scientific study is organized into two consecutive stages - theoretical and practical. The
evaluation of the intervention is based on quantitative data from structured pre-post
questionnaires collected online in a secure platform with a response period of 7-10 days;
paper versions were also provided for limited digital access. The data were analyzed with the
statistical packages JAMOVI and IBM SPSS Statistics using descriptive statistics, t-tests for
dependent samples and repeated-measure ANOVA. It is impressive that the author openly
points out several limitations of the presented methodology.

The chapter “Results” presents the obtained original data collected before and after the
intervention, analyzing empathy, trust building, shared decision making and cultural
competence. The analysis highlights significant differences between professional groups.
Before the intervention, higher levels of empathy, more frequent use of trust building
strategies and higher cultural competence were found in nurses compared to physicians.
The physicians were more prone to discuss the mechanisms of the placebo effect (in the
context of trust and shared decision-making). Post-interventional data showed leveling and
improvement in several key areas. A convergence across professional groups in terms of
empathy and most trust-building behaviours was found. Statistically significant
differences were reported in shared decision-making (B = 1.11, p = .018), with physicians
demonstrating higher engagement. Nurses tended to adapt more often their communication to
cultural norms. Regression analyses confirmed significant improvement in two of the four
indicators studied after the intervention. The levels of empathy increased with a moderate
effect size, with the pattern remaining consistent across demographic and professional
subgroups. Shared decision-making was also significantly improved, with higher engagement
of the participants in the collaborative care process. Age was outlined as a significant
predictor of trust - professionals over 45 years of age reported higher levels of trust in clinical
interactions compared to their younger colleagues.

In the chapter “Discussion”, the PhD student interprets the results in the context of
international practices and argues the need for a change towards a more humane public health
model. It is underlined that empathy and communication skills are not innate, but rather
clinical competencies that are acquired, which improve shared decision-making and
therapeutic outcomes. The difficulties in building trust and cultural competence, especially in
a multicultural context, are discussed. The ethical use of positive language (“verbal placebo”)
without deception as a means of better therapeutic effect is substantiated. The chapter ends



with practical recommendations and outline of the limitations of the study and directions for
future research.

Publications and abstract. In connection with the dissertation, Ayham Gotani has presented
the required number of full-text scientific publications. The abstract of 72 pages is prepared in
accordance with the requirements and presents the main content of the dissertation in a
concise form.

In conclusion, 1 believe that the PhD thesis presented by Ayham Gotani is a thorough and
original scientific study addressing an important public health problem. The topic selection
and the used methodology demonstrate skills in conducting independent research of high
public importance. The content, the structure and the achieved results fully comply with the
established requirements for a dissertation work.

Based on the above, I give my positive evaluation and propose to the honorable Scientific
Jjury members to give also their positivey votes for conferral of the PhD educational and
scientific degree to Ayham Gotani in the scientific specialty "Public Health Management";
professional field 7.4. Public Health; higher education field: 7. Health and Sports.
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