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Background 
Medical education is one of the main parts of the 
educational system of any country, which aims to train 
physicians who are able to play their special role in 
professional fields. These physicians must act based on 
work conscience, good manners, and human behavior, 
and in addition to respect for their peers, must adhere to 
the quality of service and avoid discrimination. 

Therefore, choosing a medical specialty is not only a 
personal process but is an important choice for both 
students and the healthcare system (1). 

According to international studies, there is a variety 
of factors that lead students to choose a particular career. 

These factors have been changing in recent decades (2). 

Identifying the factors that provide a basis for choosing 
fields can provide a better understanding of students’ 
priorities for choosing a particular specialty and might 
develop intervention strategies according to the needs of 
healthcare systems (1). In a time of shortage of 
physicians, it is important to be aware of the interests 
and expectations of the next generation of physicians 
when choosing their profession (3). Studying career 
preferences can provide important information for 
planning educational programs, determining priorities, 
and offering appropriate healthcare. The evaluation of 
the choice of specialized fields by medical students is a 
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Abstract 
Background: Choosing a medical specialty is an important choice for medical students 
and the healthcare system. 
Objectives: This study aimed to investigate the interest of last-year medical students in 
choosing a future medical specialty and determine effective factors in it. 
Methods: A descriptive cross-sectional study of 201 medical students was performed in 
Iran in 2019. All medical students who completed the internship period by the end of 
September 2020 were selected by census method. A questionnaire was applied, the validity 
and reliability of which had already been registered in the Statistics Center of Afzalipour 
Hospital, Kerman, Iran. Data analysis was performed using descriptive methods, including 
frequency, percentage, mean, and standard deviation, and SPSS software (version 20). A 
significance level of P < 0.05 was considered statistically significant. 
Results: About 98% of students intended to choose a future medical specialty. The highest 
number of interested students were female (66%) and single (83.2%), with a mean age of 
26.69 ± 12.22 years. The parents’ educational level of most students interested in 
continuing education was a bachelor’s degree or lower (52.3%). “Achieving a better 
economic position” (91.4%) was the most important factor for choosing a specialty. Most 
participants were interested in ophthalmology (18.2%). The factors “specific working 
hours” and “easy residency period” were indicated most frequently as effects on the 
preference for ophthalmology. 
Conclusion: The present findings provide significant insight into creating strategies to 
attract a number of medical students in other specialties based on the needs of the Iranian 
healthcare system. 
Keywords: Education; Medical; Graduate; Medicine; Students; Iran 

https://sdme.kmu.ac.ir/
https://sdme.kmu.ac.ir/article_92316.html
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3434-9350
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0193-664X


Mansouri Gh. et al. 
 

174  Strides Dev Med Educ. 2023 October; 20(1): 173-178. 
 

controversial topic because it affects several important 
factors in the provision of health services (4).  

In some studies, the motivations for choosing a 
specialty have been studied at the individual and 
structural levels. At the individual level, female students 
consider aspects of work, time, and patient orientation; 
nevertheless, their male peers consider technical 
challenges, income, career prospects, and prestige (5). It 
has also been shown that medical students and young 
physicians of both genders care about lifestyle factors 
and consider the balance between work and private life 
(6). At a more structural level, the lack of social support 
and the scarcity of role models have been shown to affect 
the specialty priorities of males and females (7).  

In Levaillant et al.’s study, the main factors 
influencing the choice of specialty were lifestyle, work-
life balance, and discipline interest, with variations 
across different countries. Gender has a great impact on 
students’ willingness to work in specific specialties (8). 
Another study showed that the factors influencing 
medical students’ choice of subspecialty training mainly 
included academic interests, competencies, controllable 
lifestyles or flexible work schedules, patient service 
orientation, medical teachers or mentors, career 
opportunities, workload or working hours, income, 
length of training, prestige, advice from others, and 
student debt (9). 

All around the world, specialty choices and the 
distribution of medical specialties are increasing because 
these choices might not meet the needs of society and 
lead to a shortage of physicians in some specialties, 
which might be problematic in some countries (10). This 
might cause a lack of availability and access to medical 
care for the community. As such, there should be a 
particular focus on the next generation of physicians. 
This knowledge can help improve the recruitment of 
future physicians. Without the awareness of the effective 
factors, they cannot be considered when attracting new 
residents. Therefore, it is essential to understand 
whether there are changes in specialty preferences over 
time. 

Objectives 
This study aimed to investigate the factors affecting 

the interest of last-year medical students in choosing a 
future medical specialty at Kerman University of 
Medical Sciences (KMU), Kerman, Iran. 

Methods 
A descriptive cross-sectional study was performed in 

KMU in 2019 to investigate the interest of last-year 

medical students in choosing a future medical specialty 
and determine the effective factors in it. All medical 
students who completed the internship period by the 
end of September 2020 were selected by census method. 
Guest students at KMU and students who were unable 
to complete the questionnaire for any reason, including 
vacation, were excluded. 

The students were asked to complete an informed 
consent form before starting the study. A questionnaire 
was applied, the reliability and validity of which had 
already been registered in the Statistics Center of 
Afzalipour Hospital in Kerman (Cronbach’s alpha = 
0.91, content validity index [CVI] = 0.86). The first 
section included demographic data (i.e., age, gender, 
average score, marital status, type of university, place of 
residence, parents’ educational level, and year of 
university entrance). The second section consisted of 8 
factors related to the reasons for choosing a future 
medical specialty, 9 factors about the reasons for 
students’ interest in not continuing education, and  
9 factors influencing the preference for a given medical 
specialty. Scoring of the items was based on the use of a 
three-point Likert scale, where the important option had 
three points, and the unimportant option had one point. 
Questionnaires were given in person to students who 
were willing to participate in the study. By explaining the 
objectives and importance of the study, the researcher 
assured the participants that their responses would 
remain confidential. 

Data analysis was performed using descriptive 
methods, including frequency, percentage, mean, and 
standard deviation, and SPSS software (version 20). The 
significance level was considered P < 0.05. 

Results 
This study comprised 201 last-year medical students 

of KMU. Most students were female (66.6%) and 
interested in continuing education (98%). Among 
students interested in continuing education, 130 
subjects (66%) were female. The mean age of these 
students was 26.69 ± 12.22 years, and their mean score 
was 16.52 ± 0.86. The parents’ educational level of most 
students intended to continue education was a 
bachelor’s degree or lower (52.3%) (Table 1). 

“Achieving a better economic position” (91.4%) and 
then “increasing information” (89.9%), “obtaining social 
status” (89.3%), “better service to the community” 
(74.1%), “better access to connect with individuals”  
(55.3%), and “family advice” (45.2%) were the most 
important factors for choosing a specialty. Most 
participants were interested in “ophthalmology” (18.2%) 
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and then “radiology” (16.4%) and “cardiology” (10.1%). 
Factors influencing specialty choice among medical 
students interested in ophthalmology were “specific 
working hours” and “easy residency period” (Table 2). 
 

Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of Students Interested 
in Continuing Education 

Variable No. % 

Gender Male 67 34 
Female 130 66 

Marital status Single 164 83.2 
Married 33 16.8 

Type of 
university 

Governmental 135 68.5 
Non-profit 62 31.5 

Place of 
residence 

Private home with friends 44 22.3 
Dormitory 60 30.5 

Private home with  
parents or spouse 93 47.2 

Parents’ 
education 
level 

Doctoral degree and bove 38 19.3 
MSc 56 28.4 

Bachelor and lower 103 52.3 

Year of 
university 
entrance 

2010 6 3 
2011 9 4.6 
2012 10 5.1 
2013 88 44.7 
2014 84 42.6 

Discussion 
This study investigated the interest of last-year 

medical students in choosing a future medical specialty 
and determined effective factors in it. The average age of 
these students was 26.69 ± 12.22 years. In Grasreiner et 
al.’s study, the median age of the participants was 24 
years (range: 18-44 years), compared to a median age of 
24.9 years of the total population of medical students in 
Jena, Germany (11). It should be noted that, according 
to the present study, most students interested in 
continuing education were female, as reported 
previously by Correia Lima de Souza et al. (1). 

In the present study, it was observed that more than 
50% of students interested in continuing education had 
parents with a bachelor’s degree or lower. Nevertheless, 
in the study by Correia Lima de Souza et al., a high 
percentage of the respondents had parents who were 
physicians, and their specialty was highly related to their 
parents’ specialties. This consistency might be the result 
of the effect of the family and the admiration of their 
parents’ specialty (1). In Kataria’s study, nearly 16.6% of 
the students’ fathers and 5.9% of the students’ mothers 
had professional education (12). 

The current study demonstrated that 98% of 
students intended to choose a future medical specialty. 
Most participants were interested in “ophthalmology”, 

“radiology”, “cardiology”, and “dermatology”. In 
Grasreiner et al.’s study, between 40% and 50% of 
students preferred “internal medicine”. About 25% were 
interested in “surgery”. A high percentage (about 18%) 
remained undecided (11). In Nayef et al.’s study, the 
most preferred specialties were “radiology” and 
ultrasound”, “gynecology and obstetrics”, “surgery”, 
“internal medicine”, “dermatology”, and “pediatrics”. 
Interest in clinical specialties was statistically higher 
than in basic medical sciences (13). In Awadi et al.’s 
study, 22.4% of medical students were undecided about 
their future specialty. In the aforementioned study, 
surgical specialties, internal medicine, and basic science 
specialties were the most preferred. Being a general 
practitioner was the least preferred for students. 
Regarding specific specialty choices, the most 
commonly chosen field was general surgery, followed by 
internal medicine and neurosurgery. The least chosen 
specialty was forensic medicine (14).  

In Kataria’s study, the majority of participants were 
willing to pursue their postgraduation (93.4%). In 
addition, the majority of participants intended to do 
their postgraduation in medicine and allied specialties in 
the aforementioned study (47.6%). Only 1.7% of 
participants intended to do their postgraduation in 
community medicine/public health (12). In Mohamed’s 
study, 81 students (58.7%) expressed their future 
preference for a specialty. Internal medicine and then 
general surgery were the most preferred specialties in 
the aforementioned study (15). 

In the current study, the factors “specific working 
hours” and “easy residency period” were indicated most 
frequently as influences on the preference for 
“ophthalmology”. Grasreiner et al. demonstrated that 
“surgery” has important features, including promising 
career prospects, a high workload, and a good reputation 
(11). According to Khader et al., predominantly male 
students prefer “surgery”, a choice that is heavily 
influenced by factors such as prestige and income (4). 
According to Harris et al., female physicians often choose 
fields such as “general medicine” or “internal medicine”, 
because they associate them with family friendship (16). 
Takeda et al. and Correia Lima de Souza et al. stated that 
surgical specialties (e.g., surgery and neurosurgery) have 
the least time to achieve life goals; nevertheless, other 
specialties, such as “ophthalmology”, “radiology”, or 
“dermatology”, have more time to pursue personal goals 
(1, 17). 
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Table 2. Effective Factors in Specialty Selection in Different Fields (Part I) 

Specialty preferred 
Nuclear 
medicine 

N (%) 

Internal 
medicine 

N (%) 

Neurosurgery 
N (%) 

Infectious 
diseases 

N (%) 

Traditional 
medicine 

N (%) 

Urology 
N (%) 

Dermatology 
N (%) 

Social 
medicine 

N (%) 

Radiology 
N (%) 

Pathology 
N (%) 

Gynecology 
& obstetrics 

N (%) 
Influencing factors 10 (2) 12 (2.1) 11 (2) 2 (0.4) 2 (0.4) 2 (0.4) 49 (10) 2 (0.4) 66 (16.4) 36 (8.3) 18 (4.2) 
Pure interest in the field 8 (80) 10 (83.33) 6 (54.54) 2 (100) 2 (100) 2 (100) 48 (97.9) 2 (100) 66 (100) 30 (83.33) 15 (83.33) 
Economic aspect 10 (100) 7 (58.33) 11 (100) 1 (50) 1 (50) 1 (50) 49 (100) 1 (50) 66 (100) 33 (91.66) 18 (1000 
Family advice 6 (60) 7 (85.33) 5 (45.45) 0 1 (50) 0 25 (51.02) 0 50 (75.75) 20 (55.55) 7 (38.88) 
Better service to the 
community 9 (90) 9 (75) 7 (73.63) 2 (100) 2 (100) 2 (100) 20 (40.81) 1 (50) 50 (75.75) 20 (55.55) 12 (66.66) 

Encounter of professors 0 6 (50) 4 (36.36) 2 (100) 0 2 (100) 49 (100) 2 (100) 55 (83.33) 28 (77.77) 10 (55.55) 
Specific working hours 10 (100) 2 (16.66) 6 (54.54) 1 (50) 2 (100) 1 (50) 49 (100) 2 (100) 60 (90.90) 34 (94.44) 0 
Easy residency period 10 (100) 0 0 1 (50) 2 (100) 1 (50) 49 (100) 2 (100) 65 (98.48) 30 (83.33) 3 (16.66) 
More likely to be 
accepted 4 (40) 8 (66.66) 8 (73.72) 2 (100) 1 (50) 2 (100) 10 (20.4) 2 (100) 16 (24.24) 25 (69.44) 12 (66.66) 

Social status 10 (100) 10 (93.33) 11 (100) 1 (50) 1 (50) 1 (50) 49 (100) 1 (50) 66 (100) 36 (100) 12 (66.66) 
 
 

Table 2. Effective Factors in Specialty Selection in Different Fields (Part II) 

Specialty preferred 
General 
surgery 
N (%) 

Occupational 
medicine 

N (%) 

Pediatrics 
N (%) 

Ophthalmology 
N (%) 

Orthopedics 
N (%) 

Psychiatry 
N (%) 

Emergency 
medicine 

N (%) 

Cardiology 
N (%) 

Neurology 
N (%) 

Ear nose 
and throat 

N (%) 
Influencing factors 10 (2) 9 (1.9) 13 (2.1) 87 (18.2) 33 (6.5) 21 (4) 4 (0.8) 52 (10.1) 21 (4) 19 (3.8) 
Pure interest in the field 10 (100) 7 (77.77) 10 (76.92) 70 (80.45) 20 (60.60) 21 (100) 2 (50) 45 (86.53) 18 (85.71) 13 (68.42) 
Economic aspect 10 (100) 5 (55.55) 8 (61.53) 78 (89.65) 33 (100) 15 (71.42) 3 (75) 50 (96.15) 18 (85.71) 19 (100) 
Family advice 3 (30) 5 (55.55) 6 (46.15) 75 (86.20) 25 (75.75) 10 (47.61) 3 975) 38 (73.07) 10 (47.61) 11 (57.89) 
Better service to the 
community 7 (70) 7 (77.77) 11 (84.61) 75 (86.20) 20 (60.60) 18 (85.71) 4 (100) 50 (96.15) 17 (80.95) 13 (68.42) 

Encounter of professors 5 (50) 6 (66.66) 9 (69.23) 80 (91.95) 8 (24.24) 13 (61.90) 3 (75) 48 (92.30) 18 (85.71) 15 (78.94) 
Specific working hours 0 9 (100) 13 (100) 87 (100) 0 21 (100) 4 (100) 13 (25) 12 (57.14) 19 (100) 
Easy residency period 0 9 (100) 8 (61.53) 87 (100) 0 21 (100) 2 (50) 10 (19.23) 12 (57.14) 16 (84.21) 
More likely to be accepted 8 (80) 9 (100) 13 (100) 5 (5.74) 28 (84.84) 15 (71.42) 4 (100) 40 (76.92) 18 (85.71) 12 (63.15) 
Social status 8 (80) 5 (55.55) 10 (76.92) 80 (91/95) 33 (100) 9 (42/85) 1 (25) 52 (100) 20 (95.23) 19 (100) 
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The relative preferences of physicians working in 
Basra, Iraq, for choosing “dermatology” can be attributed 
to less training program, low number of tasks (overnight), 
very good financial rewards, and relatively normal 
working weeks (18). In Mohamed’s study, most students 
stated that the provision of a good future is a major reason 
behind specialty selection, followed by the presence of a 
challenging specialty (15). Probably one of the reasons for 
the difference in the choice of expertise in the current 
study from other studies is that most of the subjects in the 
present study were female.  

In general, this study showed that “achieving a better 
economic position” followed by “increasing 
information” were the most important factors for 
choosing a specialty. Several studies have reported  
that experiences in medical school, career aspects (e.g., 
prestige and income), and personal aspects (e.g., 
personal ability, aspirations, work-life balance, and 
interests) are the main factors influencing the choice of 
specialty (4, 19-21). In Correia Lima, de Souza et al.’s 
study, “perceived ability” and “way of work” were the 
important factors in choosing a specialty among 
Brazilian students that were non-interfering factors. 
“Internship”, “role models”, and “financial reason” also 
played a role as intervening factors in choosing a 
specialty to continue education (1). In Grasreiner et al.’s 
study, students often considered the consistency 
between work and family life, career goals, and the 
amount of work anticipated for choosing a specialty 
(11). In Kataria’s study, interest in the subject was the 
major reason for choosing a particular medical 
specialty/subject for postgraduation (12). According to 
Nayef et al., anticipating more abilities and ensuring the 
development of skills in the future are the most 
important factors in choosing a specialty. Gender 
differences, social contexts, patterns, and focus on 
emergency care are significantly related to specialty 
priorities (13).  

Among the limitations of the present study was the 
non-cooperation of some students. The cross-sectional 
design might have limited the scope of this study. A 
small sample size and single-center study might limit 
external generalizability. This study was conducted at 
one university; the results will be of more importance if 
conducted among several universities in a country. 

Conclusion 
According to the present study’s results, there are 

differences between students’ interests in choosing 
medical specialties. These differences are mostly related 

to the individual aspects of the students. Several factors 
appear to increase the choice of medical specialty in the 
future. A good understanding of this process can help 
planners of graduate courses. Future studies can 
examine the impact of career planning interventions in 
medical schools by tracking the status of physicians 
(those who have received such interventions and those 
who have not). In addition, these studies can show 
whether the decision to continue education and choose 
a specialty, both psychologically and functionally, is 
related to success in the basic science course or not. 
Further studies and expanded factors are suggested on 
this topic on a large sample to obtain findings with more 
precision and external validation. 
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