
FACTORS AFFECTING MEDICAL SPECIALTY PREFERENCES
AND ASSOCIATED GENDER DIFFERENCES IN FOURTH YEAR

 MBBS STUDENTS 

ABSTRACT
Objective: To identify factors affecting medical specialty preferences and associated gender differences in 
Fourth Year MBBS students.

Material and Methods: This was a Cross-sectional survey conducted on fourth year MBBS students of 
Lahore Medical and Dental College through a Preformed Structured questionnaire by non probability 
sampling technique. The student were told that the survey was voluntary and were given a choice of refusal 
but fortunately all the students in the class participated in the survey (n=120). Data was collected during 
January 2009. Data was analyzed using SPSS v. 16.0. Descriptive statistics were computed, and the 
relationship between specialty preference and categorical variables (gender, reasons for choosing a 
particular specialty) were evaluated using Pearson Chi square test. A calculated p value of < 0.05 was 
considered statistically significant.

Results: Our study revealed that students selected surgery [40(33%)] as the most preferred post graduate 
specialty followed by medicine [17(14%)] and Obstetrics/Gynecology [16(13%)] respectively. Female 
medical students picked Obstetrics /Gynecology [16(24%)] while male medical students opted for Surgery 
as their most preferred specialty [28 (51%)]. This gender difference in specialty preference was 
statistically significant with a p value of < 0.00.

The most common reasons for choosing a particular specialty were reputation (general perception among 
people) of the specialty [46(38%)] and anticipated income [22(18%)].

Conclusion: The most common reasons cited by students for choosing a particular specialty was reputation 
of the specialty followed by anticipated income and advice from parents. Gender differences were found in 
career preferences. 

Key words: Medical students, Post graduate medical specialty, Gender, Family income.

selecting a particular medical specialty could serve INTRODUCTION
as a key to understanding the dynamics of 

Career choice of medical students and 
distribution of doctors among various medical 

young doctors is a topic that continues to attract 
specialties. This insight would be very valuable in 

the interest of medical educators and health service 
understanding and hopefully recruiting doctors in 1providers . Changing population demographics and 
specialties where there is especially shortage of 

alterations in the practice of medicine has resulted 4manpower .
in relative shortages of various medical specialty 

2groups . The career preferences of medical students A medical student can be easily influenced 
5play an important role in determining the number while choosing any specialty . There are however a 

of health care specialists in the future. Studying number of factors that influence his final career 
career preferences can help provide important choice. A lot of work concerning the factors 

related to medical careers has been done around health information to aid in planning educational 
2-10programs, setting priorities, and planning for the the world  but relatively little data is available on 

provision of adequate health care to general factors influencing Pakistani medical graduates on 
3

choosing a particular specialty. According to public . Research about the student's attitudes in 
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international studies, a variation is seen in the computed, and the relationship between specialty 
factors that drive students to make specific career preference and categorical variables (gender, 
choices. These factors are changing in the last reasons for choosing a particular specialty) were 

11  evaluated using Pearson Chi square test. A decades . Students enter into medical profession 
calculated p value of < 0.05 was considered with certain mindsets, but the knowledge acquired, 
statistically significant. pre-clinical and clinical experiences during the 

course of medical studies may influence their final 
6, 8, 12 RESULTSspecialty preference . It has been noted that 

currently medical students tend to opt for The demographic characteristics and the 
9 , 1 0 , 1 3 , 1 4specialties with controllable lifestyles . family income of the respondents are shown in 

Personal interest, intellectual challenge, financial Table 1 and 2.
rewards, reputation and prestige of specialty also 

2,4,8,13-are strong determinants of specialty preference
15  . Gender and role models also affect career choice 

7,11,13,16of medical specialty .

According to a research conducted in 
Pakistan at Ziauddin Medical University, the most 
preferred specialties were internal medicine, 
general surgery and pediatrics. Personal interest, 
ro le models , c l in ical rota t ion, in te l lectual 
challenge, professional independence, fixed 
working hours and specialty prestige and financial 
r ewards were the mos t impor tan t f ac to r s 
influencing the students in selecting a particular 

17  specialty .

This study was conducted at Lahore 
Medical and Dental College (LMD&C), a private 
medical college, affiliated with University of 
Health Sciences (UHS), Lahore. The purpose of 
the study was to identify factors affecting the Table 2 shows that the majority of medical 
specialty preferences and associated gender students 66(55%) had a  family income greater 
differences in Fourth Year MBBS medical  than 90,000 rupees per month.
students.

Most of the students 59% had no family 
member among the students who did have a family MATERIAL AND METHODS
member in their specialty of choice it was mostly 

The study design was a Cross-sectional their father (9%), uncle (8%), or mother (8%) 
survey conducted on fourth year MBBS students of (Table 3).
Lahore Medical and Dental College. All the 
students participated in the survey (n=120).            
A Preformed Structured questionnaire was used for 
data collection. The variables checked in the 
ques t ionnai re were respondent ' s age , sex , 
premedical education, marital status, parent's 
occupation, total monthly income of the family, 
student's choice of postgraduate medical specialty 
and the factors that influenced their choice.  
Sampling technique was non probability technique 
and all the students in the class participated in the 
survey (n=120). Data was collected during January 
2009. Inclusion criteria all the fourth year MBBS 
students who agreed to participate in the survey. 
Exclusion criteria used was those students who 
refused to participate in the study.

 Percentages were calculated for various Most of the students n=40(33%) preferred 
variables the studies. Data was presented in the surgery as their career choice followed by General 
form of tables and graphs. Data was analyzed Medicine n=17 (14%), Obstetrics and Gynecology 
using the Statistical Package for Social Sciences n=16(13%) and Pediatrics n= 8(11%) respectively 
(SPSS version 16.0). Descriptive statistics were (Figure 1).
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Table 1: Demographic characteristics 
of the study population (n=120)  

n(Percentages) 
55(46%) 
65(54%)

 
116(97%)

 

Variables 
Males 

Females
 

Single

Age group 21-25 years 120(100%)

 

>90,000

 70,000 -89,000

 50,000 -69,000

 <50,000

66(55%)

 
 
 
 

23(19%)

20(17%)

11(9%)

Total 120(100%)

 

  
n(Percentages) 

 

Family income per month
 

Table 2: Family income of the 
respondents (n=120)

Table 3
chosen specialty (n=120)

: Family member in the

 

Family member in
the  Chosen specialty

 
No 
the chosen specialty

family member in

 
Father
Uncle

Mother
 

Brother
 Sister

Aunt

Other

Total

Numbers /
Percentages (%)

72(59%)

11(9%)
9(8%)

9(8%)

7(6%)
6(5%)

4(3%)
2(2%)

120(100%)



Gender differences were noted in selection marked as others, n=14(12%) were: love of 
of specialty by the medical students and as is children; personal interest in the field; challenging; 
shown in figure 2, out of 65 females students, artistic skill required; nobility of profession; easy; 
n=16 (24%) selected Obstetrics /Gynecology while and not decided (Figure 3).
out of 55 male medical students, n=28 (51%) 

In terms of gender differences in specialty 
selected Surgery as the most preferred specialty 

choice preferences, in 55 male medical students, 
with a p value of <0.05 using chi-square test 

the most common reason was the reputation of the 
showing that this gender difference in medical 

training program n=22 (40%) followed by 
specialty preference was statistically significant.

anticipated income n=14 (25%). In 65 female 
The most common reasons for choosing a medical students, the most common reason was 

particular specialty were reputation of the specialty reputation of the training program n= 24(37%) too 
n=46 (38%) anticipated income n=22 (18%) and followed by advice from the parents n=11(17%) 
advice from parents n=18 (15%). The responses instead of anticipated income (Figure 4).
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Figure1: Specialty chosen by the all respondents

Figure2:  Gender differences in Specialty chosen by the respondents
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of statistical data available regarding this aspect in DISCUSSION
Pakistan but one study quoted similar pattern of 

In our study we noted that all of our 
more females entering into medical school 

respondents were in the age range 21-25 years. It 13compared to male medical students .
has been shown in studies that age of the medical 
student influences the choice of medical specialty. Our study revealed that a majority of 
In a similar study done in Canada it was noted that respondents (59%) did not have a family member 
students with an average age of 23 years selected working in the specialty of their choice. Among 
surgery as their preferred choice of medical the students who did have a family member in 
specialty compared to those medical students with their specialty of choice it was noted that it was 
an average age of 25 years who selected Family mostly their father (9%) or mother (8%). Majority 
medicine as their most preferred choice of medical (55%) of the medical students in our study had 

1 4s p e c i a l t y .  I n  o u r  s t u d y  f e m a l e s  ( 5 4 % ) family income greater than 90,000 rupees/month 
outnumbered male medical students (46%). This is and maybe had more flexibility in making their 
consistent with data from USA where it was noted individual choices rather than being influenced by 
in that the number of females entering into the family economic pressures. Another study noted 
medical profession had been increasing for the past that majority of family members who did play a 
3-4 decades and according to most recent U.S. role in career preference of medical students were 

19  statistics almost 50% of students getting into either surgeons or anesthetics themselves . Similar 
18  medical schools were females .   There is a dearth studies in Ireland and Britain also noted that the 

104JPMI

FACTORS AFFECTING MEDICAL SPECIALTY PREFERENCES AND ASSOCIATED GENDER DIFFERENCES IN FOURTH YEAR MBBS STUDENTS 

 

Figure 4: Gender differences among specialty preference

Figure 3: Reasons for choosing a specialty

45

40

35

30

25

20

15

10

5

0

P
er

ce
nt

ag
e

Rep
ut

at
io

n

A
nt

ic
ip

at
ed

 in
co

m
e

Par
en

ts 
ad

vi
ce

D
iv

er
sit

y 
of

 p
at

ie
nt

s

Pra
ct

ic
e h

ou
rs

Per
so

na
l i

nt
er

es
t

In
te

re
sti

ng
 

Lov
e o

f c
hi

ld
re

n

Low
 w

or
k 

pr
es

su
re

A
dv

ic
e f

ro
m

 se
ni

or

O
th

er
s

Female

Male

40

35

30

25

20

15

10

5

0

P
er

ce
nt

ag
e 

u
Rep

ta
tio

n
A

nt
ic

p
a

e i
n

m
e

i
t

co

r
n

s 
ic

e

Pa
e

t
ad

v

s

O
th

er

D
i

e
s

ve
rs

ity
 o

f p
at

i
nt

r

Low
 w

or
k 

p
es

su
re

o
s

a
c

H
ur

 o
f p

r
ct

i
e c

ph
ys

ic
ia

n 
ad

vi
e

38%

18% 15%
12%

6% 5%
2%

4%



9,10advice from family and friends was an important specialties with controllable lifestyles . In similar 
influencing factor for medical interns in choosing studies in Jordan it was noted that interest in the 
a particular medical specialty we have noted this field (44%) and the challenges offered by the field 

20in the beginning of the paragraph . (31%) were the most important factors in 
3determining a particular specialty . In studies Most of the students in our study preferred 

elsewhere it has also been shown economic factors surgery (33%) as their career choice followed by 
and amount of future income were very important General medicine (14%) and Obstetrics and 
considerations for medical students in selecting a Gynecology (13%).This is similar to a study done 20, 23specialty .in Canada which showed that 80% students of 

medical students opted for Surgery as their most According to a survey conducted at 
14preferred career . In Turkey however cardiology Ziauddin Medical University in Karachi Pakistan 

was the most preferred medical specialty (25%) the factors that influenced the medical students in 
15followed by pediatrics . Our study results are choosing a particular medical specialty were 

however were not consistent with another similar personal interest (87%), influence of role models 
study done in Pakistan, where it was noted that in medical college (68%), clinical rotation 
most students selected Internal medicine (37%) as experience (67%) and intellectual challenge (63%) 

17their most preferred medical specialty followed by . A similar study conducted at Aga Khan 
17Surgery (21%) . University, Karachi, Pakistan showed that personal 

skills and abilities, opportunity for growth, high Gender differences were noted in selection 
income prospects and presumed prestige were the of specialty by the medical students. In our study 
major determinants for selecting a particular majority of female medical students selected 

13specialty by medical students .Obstetrics /Gynecology (24%) while male medical 
students selected surgery as their most preferred When we look at the gender differences of 
specialty (51%). Our results are consistent with specialty choice preferences we see that in males 
another study in Poland where it was noted that the most common reason  for choosing a specialty 
men favored surgery whereas women preferred were  the reputation of the training program (40%) 

21gynecology and internal medicine . In similar followed by anticipated income (25%). In Females 
studies done in Turkey similarly it was again seen however we see that the most common reason 
that female students preferred obstetrics and were reputation of the training program (37%) 
gynecology whi le male s tudents preferred followed by advice from the parents (17%). In a 

15cardiology and ophthalmology . In Jordan the similar study by Kao et al it was noted that female 
most preferred specialty among male students was students cared more about personal intelligence 
Surgery (52%), followed by internal medicine /ability preference than male students in selecting 

24(15%). The most preferred specialty among female a specialty . Our study results are different from 
students was gynecology (31%), followed by another study done in USA where it was noted that 

3surgery (15%) . In similar studies in Swiss and both male and female medical students expressed 
Norwegian medical students it was similarly noted similar and significant rates of declining interest in 

25that male residents more often chose surgical specialties with uncontrollable lifestyles .
specialties, whereas females selected pediatrics, 

7, 22gynecology & obstetrics, and anesthesiology . LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY
In our study the most common reasons for The study was conducted in a private 

choosing a particular specialty were reputation of medical college and only in one class. This could 
the specialty (38%) anticipated income (18%) and limit generalization of the results to all the medical 
advice from parents (15%). students. This study was a cross-sectional survey 

so time trends could not be checked. We did the In similar studies in Europe, human 
study on fourth year MBBS students whose interest (72%), and enthusiasm (68%) were the 
choices may change once they go into final year most important factors contributing to a particular 
MBBS or start House job.career choice . Among job charac ter i s t ics , 

promotion prospects (58%) working conditions 
CONCLUSION(48%) were important reasons influencing medical 

11  specialty choice . In Australia 79% of respondents Students in our study selected surgery as 
the most preferred post graduate specialty followed rated appraisal of their own skills and aptitudes as 
by medicine and Obstetrics /Gynecology. The most the most influential factors in their choice of 

8 common reasons cited by students for choosing a selecting a particular medical specialty . In two 
USA based studies it was noted that lifestyle particular specialty was reputation of the specialty 
choice was a strong determinant factor in medical followed by anticipated income and advice from 
special ty select ion and students opted for parents. Gender differences were found in career 
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preferences as male students preferred surgery and 
f e m a l e  m e d i c a l  s t u d e n t s  p r e f e r r e d  
Obstetrics/Gynaecology for their future careers.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Future studies could be done on a larger 
sample of medical students and repeat surveys of 
the cohort of students could be valuable for 
checking the time trends.
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