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WHO’S WHO IN THE HOSPITAL
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WHO’S IN CHARGE?

Anyone can feel confused about 

the roles and responsibilities of 

the many people who provide care 

for their loved one in the hospital. 

Don’t hesitate to speak up and 

ask questions!

If you ever have a concern, it 

helps to know whom to turn to 

first, and where else to take your 

concerns if they are not resolved.

Start with your loved one’s main 

doctor and staff nurse on duty.

DOCTORS:

•	Attending Physician/Hospitalist.

•	Specialist.

•	Chief Resident.

•	Residents (levels 1-6).

•	Intern.

•	Medical Student.

•	Certified Medical Asst (CMA).

NURSES:

•	Nurse Manager.

•	Charge Nurse.

•	Staff Nurse (RN, LPN).

NURSING ASSISTANTS:

•	Certified Nursing Asst. (CNA). 

•	Patient Care Technician (PCT).

•	Personal Care Assistant (PCA).

OTHER:

•	Therapists—occupational, 

physical, respiratory.

HOW TO KNOW

continued next page…
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HOSPITAL MEDICAL STAFF DEFINITIONS

DOCTORS:

Attending Physician: Team leader responsible for all 
aspects of a patient’s care. (Might be someone’s main 
doctor, surgeon, specialist or hospitalist.)

Hospitalist: A doctor trained in internal medicine who 
only works with people who are hospitalized.

Specialist: A doctor extensively trained in one disease or 
area of medicine—such as cancer, heart, lungs, kidneys, 
bones, etc.

House Staff: 

•	Teaching hospitals have medical students on 
staff supervised by the residents and attending 
physician.

•	An intern has just graduated from med school as a 
fully-licensed doctor.

•	 Interns then become residents for one to six years 
depending on their area of medicine.

•	A chief resident is in charge of all the resident 
doctors and reports to the attending physician.

•	A fellow is a doctor who has completed residency 
and is in training for a sub-specialty.

•	A physician’s assistant (PA) has advanced 
training in diagnosis and treatment, and works 
under the supervision of a doctor.

•	A certified medical assistant (CMA) assists 
doctors with administrative and clinical tasks.

NURSES:

Nurse Manager: Senior-level registered nurse (RN) who 
is responsible 24/7 for the nursing staff and patient care 
on one or more units.

Charge Nurse: A registered nurse (RN) who manages—
for one shift—the nursing staff and patient care for  
an entire unit.

Staff Nurses: 

•	Registered Nurses (RN) report to charge nurse  
or doctor.

•	Licensed Practical Nurses (LPN) report to 
registered nurses and doctors.

•	Nurse Practitioners are registered nurses with 
advanced training focused on patient quality of life 
and promoting health, sometimes in a specialty 
area (for example, diabetes management), and 
always under doctors’ supervision.

•	Certified Nursing Assistants (CNA) help nurses 
with administrative and clinical tasks.

If you have CONCERNS that are 

unresolved after sharing them with your 

loved one’s medical staff, there are other 

hospital staffers who can help you. Refer 

to our Concerns About Care checklist.
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https://thecarepartnerproject.org/wp-content/uploads/TCPP_Chklists_careConcerns_11.24.pdf

