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Abstract  
Introduction: In recent years, there has been a growing appreciation of the issues of career preference in 

medicine as it may affect student learning and academic performance. However, few studies have been 

undertaken in medical schools in Iraq.  

Objectives: we carried out this study to investigate the career preferences of medical students at college of 

medicine, university of Baghdad and determine factors that might influence their career decisions.  

Methods: A cross-sectional questionnaire-based survey was carried out among first, second and third medical 

students at college of medicine, Baghdad university during the academic year 2015/2016. A total of 200 

students answered the questionnaire which covered demographic characteristics, specialty preferences, and the 

factors that influenced these career preferences. Possible influences were selected on the basis of a literature 

review and discussions with groups of medical students and physicians. Students were asked to consider 14 

specialty options and select the most preferred career preference. 

Results: The most preferred specialty expressed by male students was internal medicine, followed by general 

surgery, while the specialty most preferred by female students was pediatrics followed by obstetrics and 

gynecology and general surgery. Students showed little interest in urology, ENT, and Psychiatry. Interesting 

subject of the specialty and the intellectual challenge were the most influential on their preference of specialty.  

Conclusions: Surgery, internal medicine, pediatrics, and obstetrics and gynecology were the most preferred 

specialty preferences of medical students at college of medicine university of Baghdad. 
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I. Introduction 
Medical education requires undergraduate students to study a wide range of medical specialties. It is 

often assumed that students do not make their career preferences until after they have graduated from medical 

school. However, not only medical school entrants [1], but even medical school applicants, often have strong 

preferences for or against some medical careers [2,3,4]. Much research has concentrated on the personal 

characteristics of individuals choosing particular careers [5,6], on background factors in childhood influencing 

career preference [7,8], and on associations with particular personality types [9]. Other research has 

concentrated on the careers of specific groups, such as women doctors [9], on attitudes towards specific 

specialties, such as psychiatry [10] and anesthesia [11,12], and on the basic statistics necessary for workforce 

planning [13]. 

With the continuing evolution of health care delivery and with advances in medical technology, the 

appropriate specialty mix within the medical workforce is still debated. Studying career preference can help 

provide important information to aid in planning educational programs, set priorities, and plan for the provision 

of adequate health care. The preference of medical specialties chosen by medical students plays an important 

part in the future work in health-care system. This study was conducted to record career preferences of first, 

second and third medical students at medical college, Baghdad university and investigate factors that might 

influence these career decisions. 

 

Subjects and Methods 

Setting and participants: A cross-sectional questionnaire-based survey was conducted among first, second and 

third year medical students via the internet at college of medicine, Baghdad university from 15 to 30 of April 

2016. 
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The questionnaire was administered to 65 first year students, 50 second year students, 150 third year 

students. The students were selected randomly. Of 265 questionnaires 65 were not answered. Response rates 

among first, second and third year medical students were 86.1%, 82 %, 68.6% respectively. 

 

Data Collection: The questionnaire covered demographic characteristics, specialty preferences, and factors that 

influenced career preferences. Possible influences were selected on the basis of literature reviews and 

discussions with medical students and physicians. Demographic characteristics included the student's age, 

gender, grade, and residency. 

Students were asked to consider 13 specialty options In addition to the option (not decided yet) and 

select the most preferred career preference. Specialties listed were surgery, obstetrics and gynecology, 

pediatrics, internal medicine, psychiatry, orthopedics, ophthalmology, dermatology, radiology, neurosurgery, 

otolaryngology (ENT), urology, plastic surgery. 

In the third part of the questionnaire influences on specialty preferences were indicated in order to 

assess the factors to which students attach importance when choosing their first specialty preferences. Responses 

to the influences were categorized to interesting subject, intellectual challenge, good income, prestige and good 

social life, advice from faculty or practicing physician or parents or friends. These influences were selected after 

reviewing related literature and conducting discussions with medical students and physicians. 

Data Analysis: The Statistical Package for Social Sciences software (SPSS, version 20) was used to analyze the 

data. Differences in means were analyzed using independent sample t-test. Differences in proportions were 

analyzed using Chi-square test. A P-value of less than 0.05 was considered statistically significant. 

 

II. Results 
Basic demographics:  Two hundred students participated in this survey. The percent of the third year students 

was (51.5% ) which is the most common percentage that contribute to this study then comes first year (28.0%) 

and finally the second year( 20.5%) from a sample of 125 female(62.5%) and 75 male (37.5%) medical students 

of Baghdad medical college. Sixty-two percent of the respondents were Females and Thirty-eight percent were 

males. Eighty-three percent were from Baghdad and Seventeen percent were from other governorates. 

 

Specialty preferences 
Nineteen percent (38/200) students not decided yet their future specialization. The most preferred 

specialty expressed by male students in spite of choice ( not decided yet) was internal medicine (13.3%) 

followed by general surgery (12%), while the specialty most preferred by female students in spite of choice ( not 

decided yet) was pediatrics (16%) followed by obstetrics and gynecology (10.4%) and general surgery (10.4%). 

Students showed little interest in urology, ENT, and psychiatry. (Table 1),(figure 1) 

 

 
Figure 1: Specialization Preference of students 
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Table 1: Frequency of Specialization Preference between male and female students 
Specialties male.female Total 

male female 

  % within male.female 13.3% 9.6% 11.0% 

Dermatology Count 4 10 14 

% within male.female 5.3% 8.0% 7.0% 

Urology Count 0 2 2 

% within male.female 0.0% 1.6% 1.0% 

Radiology Count 3 6 9 

% within male.female 4.0% 4.8% 4.5% 

Plastic Surgery Count 5 11 16 

% within male.female 6.7% 8.8% 8.0% 

Not decided yet Count 14 24 38 

% within male.female 18.7% 19.2% 19.0% 

General Surgery Count 9 13 22 

% within male.female 12.0% 10.4% 11.0% 

Pediatrics Count 8 20 28 

% within male.female 10.7% 16.0% 14.0% 

Psychiatry Count 1 2 3 

% within male.female 1.3% 1.6% 1.5% 

Orthopedics Count 6 0 6 

% within male.female 8.0% 0.0% 3.0% 

Neurosurgery Count 7 3 10 

% within male.female 9.3% 2.4% 5.0% 

Gynecology,Obstertics Count 0 13 13 

% within male.female 0.0% 10.4% 6.5% 

Ophthalmology Count 8 8 16 

% within male.female 10.7% 6.4% 8.0% 

Otolaryngology(E.N.T) Count 0 1 1 

% within male.female 0.0% 0.8% 0.5% 

                           Total Count 75 125 200 

% within male.female 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

 

Table 2: Frequency of Specialization Preference among grade of students 
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Factors that influence specialty preference 
Interesting subject of the specialty (59.5%) and the good income (18.5%) were the most influential on their 

preference of specialty (table 3).  

 

Table 3: Frequency of Factors Affecting the Choice of male and female students 
 

                           Factors Affecting The Choice 

male.female Total 

male female 

  

interesting subject 

Count 52 67 119 

% within male.female 69.3% 53.6% 59.5% 

intellectual challenge Count 6 31 37 

% within male.female 8.0% 24.8% 18.5% 

good income Count 11 8 19 

% within male.female 14.7% 6.4% 9.5% 

prestige and good social life Count 4 8 12 

% within male.female 5.3% 6.4% 6.0% 

Advice from faculty ,  

practicing physicians , parents , 

friends 

Count 2 11 13 

% within male.female 2.7% 8.8% 6.5% 

Total Count 75 125 200 

% within male.female 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

 

III. Discussion 

Career preferences made by medical students and factors influencing these preferences are of 

importance to medical workforce planners especially in times of oversupply or undersupply of doctors. Surgery, 

internal medicine, pediatrics, and obstetrics and gynecology were the most specialty preferred preferences 

among medical students at Baghdad medical college. The findings of this study were similar to these reported in 

other studies [14, 15]. 

Gender differences were noted in the preference of certain specialties. Female students preferred 

pediatrics and obstetrics and gynecology, but were less likely to choose orthopedics. This finding is in 

agreement with others [9, 16, 17]. it was reported that female students seemed to have a more idealistic 

approach than male students, and were less often influenced by the prospect of a good income or prestige. 

Not surprisingly, it was noticed that no male students planed for a career of obstetrics and gynecology, 

likely caused by the look and character of the community that are often masculine. Otolaryngology (ENT) and 

urology and psychiatry were least popular specialty preferences. Although this survey did not follow up 

students, it was noticed that the distribution of students' first specialty preference often changed as they 

progressed through the course. First year medical students' preferences were inclined towards surgery with this 

specialty chosen as a first career preference by 11 of the students surveyed. 

A wider distribution of first specialty preference was found among second year medical students but 

the widest was found among third year medical students. As first year medical students still did not have clinical 

experience, the majority of them tended to choose surgery, perhaps because of its perceived prestigious status 

among medical specialties. In contrast, third year medical students were more evenly spread in their preferences 

of specialty fields, which were less based on their social perceptions. Many researchers have tried to determine 

factors that Influence students' specialty preferences. Some have postulated that the primary influences were 

interesting subject whereas others have suggested other factors  such as good income. Medical educators, 

however, have focused on educational influences such as curriculum, primary care experiences, and faculty role 

models. These influences are more readily modifiable than are such factors such as Institution's relative research 

intensity or students' long held values. 

Surgery may lend itself more readily to the influence of role models. A surgeon who serves as a role 

model may be a parent or other relative, neighbor, personal physician, family friend, or medical school faculty 

members. Regardless of the source, role models were a powerful influence on the career preference of 22% of 

students in this study, with the majority being female students who preferred surgery. General surgery and its 

derivative specialties continue to appeal to graduating students in many countries [18,19] . 

Several studies have cited clinical role models as being important influences on students' residency 

preferences [5,18,19] . This included negative role models, who drove students away from some specialties [19]. 

It is likely that a balance of factors operating before, during and after medical school is involved in any 

individual's career decision. 

 

IV. Conclusions 

The most preferred specialty preferences of medical students at Baghdad medical college were Surgery, 

internal medicine, pediatrics, and obstetrics and gynecology. Future studies should consider the influences on 

the specialty preference of students from other institutions, across several clerkships, and over the early years of 

clinical practice. 

http://bmcmededuc.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/1472-6920-8-32#CR14
http://bmcmededuc.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/1472-6920-8-32#CR15
http://bmcmededuc.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/1472-6920-8-32#CR9
http://bmcmededuc.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/1472-6920-8-32#CR16
http://bmcmededuc.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/1472-6920-8-32#CR17
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Abbreviations: ENT: ear, nose and throat. 
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