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ABSTRACT

Background: A large shortage of Saudi physicians has been observed in Saudi Arabia, and in response, a large number
of public and private medical schools was launched over the last 15 years. However, the motives of Saudi students to
join these medical schools have not been thoroughly studied. Aim: To highlight the reasons behind the choice to join the
medical profession by senior medical students and whether these reasons vary between students from public or private
medical schools. The choice of a future specialty among the senior students and factors affecting this choice were also
investigated. Subject and methods: This comparative cross-sectional study was conducted at King Abdulaziz University
and one of the private medical schools at Jeddah during the year 2014—2015 using a self-administered questionnaire
distributed to all sixth year medical students in both schools. Results: The most common reason overall for selecting
medicine as a profession was a willingness to help patients (51.9%), and this was also the most common reason among
male students (56%), while an interest in the medical field (51.1%) was the most common reason among female students
(52.4%). Having a high GPA was significantly more common (p< 0.001) at the King Abdulaziz University (KAU) medical
school compared to the private school. The most frequent future specialties chosen by KAU and private medical school
students were medicine (27%) and surgery (26.2%), respectively. Personal interest was a factor rated significantly higher
(p = 0.02) regarding its effect on students’ choices in the KAU medical school. Conclusion: Many efforts should be
spent to improve the aids available to Saudi students in selecting their profession.
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INTRODUCTION

The medical profession is a standard career choice among
students with excellent academic performances [1].
Sometimes, there is so much pressure from parents on their
children to become a doctor in the future that it makes
them sacrifice their own likeness to fulfil the dreams of
their parents. This may result in an adverse outcome later
in the life of the child [2]. Though some reports have shown
that medicine is not among the top professions of choice of
today’s youth, many traditional families still believe that
medicine is a good career option for their offspring [3].

Investigating the pattern of medical school enrolment, the
demographic data of the students and their motivations for
studying medicine affords a rough assessment of the future
prospects of health care in a country and helps in providing
guidelines for making improvements to medical schools
[4]. On the other hand, carcer choice is as important to
Saudi Arabian students as it is to any other student, and
it is considered a complex decision-making process [5]. A
previous study in Saudi Arabia reported a strong need for
career advice during undergraduate programmes [6].

The proliferation of private and public medical schools was
observed over the last 15 years in Saudi Arabia. This was a
response from the government to compensate for the large
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shortage of Saudi physicians in the country [7]. Only four
medical schools existed in Saudi Arabia in 1983, and KAU
Faculty of Medicine (FOM) in Jeddah was one of these
schools. In 2005, the number of schools was tripled, as there
were 13 public and one private [8]. Again, this number
doubled by 2010, when the total number of medical schools
reached 31 (24 public and seven private) [7]. A paucity of
rescarch conducted to study the motivations for pursuing the
study of medicine in Saudi Arabia was observed. Therefore,
this study aimed to highlight the reasons behind choosing
the medical profession by senior medical students, as well
as to answer the following queries: how do these reasons
vary between governmental and private medical schools? As
well, what factors helped senior medical students in making
their career choice and what factors affected their choice?

SUBJECTS AND METHODS

This study was approved by the biomedical research ethics
committee of the Faculty of Medicine (FOM) at KAU.
This comparative cross-sectional study was conducted in
the FOM at KAU and one of the private medical schools
at Jeddah during the academic year 2014-2015 using a self-
administered questionnaire that was distributed to all sixth
year medical students at both schools. The response rate

was 55.2% (189/342) among KAU FOM students and 60%
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(210/350) among private medical school students.

The used questionnaire was validated in previous studies
[9, 10]. A pilot study was conducted among 30 students
to enhance face validity. The modified questionnaire was
examined by two experts for content validity. The tool of
the study was tested for reliability, and the Cronbach’s
alpha was 0.815. It included demographic characteristics,
such as gender, type of secondary school, mothers and
fathers” levels of education and mothers and fathers’
careers. The students were also asked about the reasons
behind their choice of joining the medical profession,
about their preferred future specialty and about the factors
affecting their choice. The data collected were entered
into and analysed by the SPSS software version 16. Data
were presented in the form of the number and percentage
or mean * standard deviation (SD). A student’s t-test was
used to compare the means of the two groups, while a chi-
square test was used to compare the percentages of the two
studied groups. A p value of less than 0.05 was considered
significant.

RESULTS

The total number of 6™ year medical students who
participated in this study was 399 from both KAU and
the private medical school, and more than half of the
respondents from cach school were female (Figure 1). More
than two thirds of the students of KAU and of the private
medical schools came from public secondary schools,
while a very small percentage came from international
schools (1.1% and 2.4%, respectively) (Figure 2). It was
observed that about 45% of the fathers and mothers of the
participants of both KAU and the private medical school
hold bachelor’s degrees (Figure 3). A large percentage of
the fathers of the participants from both medical schools
were retired, and the remainder were employers and
businessmen. About half of the mothers of the participants
from both medical schools were housewives, while about
one quarter were teachers or educationalists (Figure 4).

Gender of participating students

Private medical school
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Figure 1. Shows the gender of the participants
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Figure 2. Shows the type of the secondary school of the participants
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Figure 3. Shows the level of education of the participants mothers
and father

Regarding the reasons that the senior students chose the
medical profession, it was observed that “getting a high GPA”
and “having a prestigious career” were rated significantly
higher by the KAU medical school students compared to the
private school students. “Like to help patients” and “Interest
in the medical field” were the most common reasons for
choosing the medical profession, although they represented
a non-significant difference between the two schools (Table
1). An interesting finding is that a significantly higher
percentage (p = 0.003) of male students noted “getting a job
casily” as the reason behind choosing the medical profession
in comparison to female students (Figure 5).
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Figure 4. Shows the profession of the participants mothers and fathers
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Figure 5. Shows gender distribution of reasons for choosing medical
profession

The senior students of the private medical school rated
three factors that helped them choose the medical
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profession as significantly higher than those of students of
the KAU medical school: groups interested in the medical
field, carcer planning workshops and participation in
extracurricular activities (Table 2). It was observed that
all the factors that could help the students to choose and
decide their future profession had a low score that did not
exceed 2.

The most common future specialties that were chosen
by the students and that showed a significant difference
between both medical schools were: medicine, family
medicine, dermatology, ENT, emergency medicine and
radiology. Surgery was the most common specialty chosen
by all the students, showing no significant difference
between both schools. A significantly large percentage
of the students of the private medical school had not yet
decided their future specialty (Figure 6). Surgery and
orthopaedics were significantly rated higher (p = 0.005
and p = 0.002, respectively) by male students compared
to female students, respectively. On the other hand,
pacdiatrics, family medicine, emergency medicine and
dermatology were rated significantly higher (p<0.001, p
= 0.04, p = 0.04 and p = 0.03, respectively) by female
students compared to male students, respectively (Figure

6).

When asked about factors atfecting the selection of their
future specialty, the 6™ year medical students of the KAU
FOM rated “personal interest” and “the duration of the
postgraduate programme” significantly higher (p = 0.03
and p = 0.04, respectively) than the students of the private
school. The latter rated “geographical consideration, few
responsibilities and effect of role model physician” as
significantly higher (p = 0.005, p<0.001 and p = 0.002,
respectively) factors affecting their future carrier choice
compared to students of the KAU FOM (Table 3).

DISCUSSION
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Figure 6. Shows gender distribution of specialty selection
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Table 1. Reasons behind choosing medical profession by 6" year medical students in KAU and the private medical schools.
KAU medical school Private medical school Total

Reason behind choosing medical profession Number (%) Number (%) Number (%) P value
Like to help patients 106 (56.1%) 101 (48.1%) 207 (51.9%) 0.067
Getting a high GPA 92 (48.7%) 36 (17.1%) 128 (32.1%) <0.001***
Prestigious career 60 (31.7%) 24 (11.4%) 84 (21.1%) <0.001***
Interest in medical field 90 (47.6%) 114 (54.3%) 204 (51.1%) 0.109
Gain a lot of money 37 (19.6%) 27 (12.9%) 64 (16%) 0.096
Having a medical role model 26 (13.8%) 27 (12.9%) 53 (13.3%) 0.453
Having a patient in my family 17 (9%) 15 (7.1%) 32 (8%) 0.31
Family pressure 22 (11.6%) 21 (10%) 43 (10.8%) 0.357
Getting a job easily 24 (12.7%) 19 (9%) 43 (10.8%) 0.156

Data was presented in the form of number and percentage.

*p<0.05 is considered significant, **p<0.01 is considered highly significant, ***p<0.001 is considered extremely significant.

Table 2. Factors helping 6" year medical students in KAU and the private medical schools in choosing the medical profession.
Factors KAU medical school Private medical school P value *

MeanxSD MeanxSD

Career planning program in school 0.29+0.846 0.41+0.940 0.169
Academic Counselling 1.22+1.534 1.36+£1.404 0.36
Groups interested in the medical field 0.89+1.380 1.19+1.432 0.036*
Career planning workshops/ school courses 0.59+1.148 0.83+1.241 0.044*
Publications and internet sources 1.38+£1.423 1.58+1.453 0.166
Participation in extracurricular activities 1.07+£1.405 1.44+1.427 0.010*
Qudorate and personality tests 1.16+1.276 1.22+1.206 0.651
University guidance program for career choice 0.97+1.368 0.94+1.257 0.819

Data was presented in the form of Mean + Standard deviation.

*p<0.05 is considered significant, **p<0.01 is considered highly significant, ***p<0.001 is considered extremely significant.

Table 3. Factors affecting future specialty selection among the 6" year medical students in KAU and the private medical schools

KAU medical Private medical
Factors school school P value *
MeanxSD MeanxSD

Family's expectations 1.37x1.172 1.58+1.135 0.467
Geographical consideration 0.78+1.097 0.91+£1.001 0.005**
life style 1.65+1.118 1.58+1.038 0.197
Little responsibilities 1.07+1.113 1.12+1.094 <0.001***
Research opportunities 1.30+1.148 1.13+£1.045 0.308
Duration of the residency program 1.33+1.162 1.28+1.090 0.041*
Availability of postgraduate programs in KSA 1.46+1.169 1.43+1.144 0.051
Rarity of the specialty 1.28+1.101 1.41£1.121 0.327
High income expectations 1.46+1.059 1.56+1.084 0.137
Personal interest 2.30+.956 2.06+1.026 0.024*
Competition 1.43+1.093 1.36+1.150 0.462
High cost of study 0.86+1.029 1.42+1.212 0.462
Plenty of subspecialty choices 1.41+£1.110 1.62+1.105 0.521
Influence of a role model physician 1.33+1.087 1.72+1.107 0.002**
Dealing with patients 1.59+1.081 1.73+.995 0.441
The rapid progress of specialty 1.41+£1.046 1.56£1.110 0.067
Occupational prestige 1.30+1.096 1.44+1.049 0.384
Qualification exams or selection exam 0.88+1.075 1.12+1.042 0.114
The college programs helping in specialty selection 0.84+1.070 0.86+1.014 0.358

Data was presented in the form of Mean + Standard deviation.
*p<0.05 is considered significant, **p<0.01 is considered highly significant, ***p<0.001 is considered extremely significant.
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Arecent study declared that a carcer in medicine, which was
once a preferred choice for every student upon completing
study in secondary school leaver, has lost its appeal. The
best students in school are no longer choosing the medical
profession [3]. This study aimed to identify the motives of
the senior medical students at both the public and private
medical schools to study medicine, as well as to highlight
their future specialty preferences and the factors affecting
their choices. It was observed that about 69% of both
medical school students’ fathers hold a bachelor’s degree
or higher compared to about 55% of the students” mothers,
and this finding was in agreement with that of Mukhtar et
al. [11]. More than half of the mothers of the students in
both medical schools were housewives (50.3% in the KAU
FOM and 58.1% in the private school), while one fifth of
the students’ fathers were retired (26% in KAU and 21.4%
in the private school), and the second most common
carcers of the parents of students in the KAU school
(16.4%) and the private school were employers (16.4%) and
businessman (19.1%), respectively. A considerable portion
of fathers (13.8% in KAU and 15% in the private school)
and mothers (3.7% in KAU and 7% in the private school)
were doctors. A study conducted in Pakistan showed results
consistent with this study [11].

When it came to the reasons for selecting medicine as
a profession, in the current study, a willingness to help
patients and an interest in the medical field were the
most common among the senior students, and this was
in agreement with some previous studies [12-14). On
the other hand, a medical professional’s social status and
financial allowances were listed among the top five reasons
for selecting the medical profession [15]. Getting a high
GPA was a significantly common reason for choosing
the medical profession among the KAU medical school
students compared to the private school students, and
this 1s logical, as admission to the public medical school
requires a high GPA.

Having a prestigious carcer is another important factor
that draws the attention of students towards the medical
profession, and this factor was significantly common among
students of the KAU FOM compared to those of the private
school (31.7% and 11.4%, respectively). In an Indian study,
this factor affected 48.7% of the students in the studied
sample [16]. Family pressure to attend medical school
was reported by a relatively small percentage of students
(11.6% in KAU and 10% in the private school) in contrast
to what was reported in other studies worldwide. Parental
pressure was a reason for choosing the medical profession
among 58% of Pakistani students [11] and 84% of Nigerian
students [12]. Gaining much money was a reason or the
selection of medicine as a profession among a considerable
percentage of students (19.6% in KAU and 12.9% in the
private school) in contrast to what was observed by Puljak
et al. [17] and Hypollo et al. [18], who stated that financial
gains are the pivotal reason for choosing the medical field.
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The only significant difference between male and female
students was the “getting a job ecasily” reason, as male
students were more concerned about job opportunities
(16.3% among males versus 6.9% among female, p =
0.003). Male students were more affected by a “medical
role model”, although there was an insignificant difference
compared with the female students, and both of these
findings were in accordance with those of Labiris et al.
[14]. However, unlike what Labiris et al. [14] determined,
male students in this study were more interested in helping
patients than female students (56% of males versus 48.9%
of females).

In this study, when it came to future specialty preferences,
surgery and orthopaedics were rated as significantly higher
by male students compared to female students. On the
other hand, paediatrics, family medicine, emergency
medicine and dermatology were rated significantly higher
by female students compared to male students. This was
in agreement with Mehmood et al. [6], who observed that
male students rated specialties that are in less competitive
fields, a shortage of specialists and the diversity of patients
as high, while female students rated the prestige of the
specialty and teaching opportunities as high. In this study,
the senior students of the private medical school rated three
factors that helped them choose the medical profession as
significantly higher than those of the KAU medical school
students: groups interested in the medical field, career
planning workshops and participation in extracurricular
activities. This finding was supported by AbouZaid et al.
[19], who reported that attending educational activities
and orientation sessions was significantly associated with
career choice decisions, which differed from what was
reported by Al-Dabal et al. [20], who included friends and
relatives, reading and university visits as the main sources
of information regarding choosing of profession.

In conclusion, the most common reasons overall for
sclecting medicine as a profession included interest in
the medical field and a willingness to help patients, with
the former reason being the most common among female
students and the latter reason being the most common
among male students. Iaving a high GPA was significantly
more common among KAU medical school students
compared to private school students. Publications and
Internet resources were the most helpful in motivating
students to choose the medical profession.

The most frequent future specialties chosen by KAU and
private medical school students were medicine and surgery,
respectively. Medicine was the most frequent specialty
among female students, while surgery was the most
common specialty among male students. Personal interest
was the most common factor affecting the students’
choices.

Available aids to help secondary school and university
students in selecting their future professions, as well as
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those available to help medical students in selecting their
future medical specialty, should be revisited. Many efforts
should be spent to improve both of these aids. There is
an urgent need for a structured programme that guides
students in sccondary education, as well as during the
university preparatory year, in choosing their proper future
careers.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

The authors would like to thank Wael Mohammad
Khalifa; 6™ the medical student at KAU as well as Arwa

Faisal Shaheen and Saud Mohammed Alzhrani; Ben Sana
medical students on their helpful efforts in data collection.

REFERENCE

1. Chandavarkar U, Azzam A, Mathews CA. Anxiety symptoms
and perceived performance in medical students. Depress Anxiety.
2007;24(2):103-11.

2. Pruthi S, Pandey R, Singh S, Aggarwal A, Ramavat A and Goel A. Why
does an undergraduate student choose medicine as a career. Natl Med
J India 2013; 26:147-149.

3. Millan LR, Azevedo RS, Rossi E, De Marco OL, Millan MP, de Arruda
PC. What is behind a student’s choice for becoming a doctor? Clinics
(Sao Paulo). 2005 Apr;60(2):143-50.

4. Bin Abdulrahman K, Gibbs T, Harden R. The medical
education journey continues. Med Teach. 2013;35Suppl 1:S5-7. doi:
10.3109/0142159X.2013.770828. Epub 2013 Mar 6.

5. Mehmood SI, Kumar A, AL-Binali A, Borleffs J. Specialty preferences:
Trends and perceptions among Saudi undergraduate medical students.
Med Teach. 2012; 34: S51-S60.

6. Tekian A, Almazrooa AA. Does Saudi Arabia need an Abraham Flexner?
Med Teach. 2011;33(1):72-3. doi: 10.3109/0142159X.2010.528475.

7. Bin Abdulrahman K. 2008. The current status of medical education in
the Gulf Cooperation Council countries. Ann Saudi Med 28(2):83-88.

8. Alahwal HMS, Al Sayes F, El-deek BS, Kurdi B, Al-Hamayel N, Barefah
AS. Career Counseling Activities and Choice of Specialties among
Medical Interns. Bahrain Medical Bulletin, Vol. 32, No. 4, December
2010

9. Mashat MA., Aboalfaraj NT., Daghistani H, Eldeek BS, Ayuob NN,
Alshawa LA. Specialty selection satisfaction and regret among
medical school postgraduates and faculty at King Abdulaziz University.
International Journal of Research in Medical Sciences. Int J Res Med
Sci. 2015 Apr;3(4):899-904.

10. Mukhtar F, Daud S, Hashmi NR, Zaman S, Masood A, Bhatti A. Selection
of medical profession by first year medical students. Professional Med
J, 2009; 16(4): 556-563.

11.0dusanva 0O, Alakija W, Akesode FA. Sociodemographic profile and
career aspiratios of medical students in a new medical school. Niger
Postgrad Med J 2000; 7: 112-b.

12.Saad MA,Fatima SS, Farugi AA. Students’ views regarding selecting
medicine as a profession. J Pak Med Assoc.2011;61(8):832-836.

13. Al-Maddah EM, Al-Dabal BK, Khalil MS. Prevalence of Sleep Deprivation
and Relation with Depressive Symptoms among Medical Residents in
King Fahd University Hospital, Saudi Arabia. Sultan QaboosUniv Med
J. 2015 Feb;15(1):e78-84.

14.Labiris G, Vamvakerou V, TsolakakiO,Giarmoukakis
A, SideroudiH,KozobolisV.Perceptions of Greek medical students
regarding medicalprofession and the specialty selection process during
theeconomic crisis years.Health Policy .2014;117: 203-209.

156.Lal P, Malhotra C, Nath A, Malhotra R, Ingle GK. Career aspirations
regarding medical education among first year medical students in
Delhi. Indian J Comm Med 2007; 32: 217-8.

16. Puljak L, BmjasKraljevic J, BaracLatas V, Sapunar D. Motives of medical
school applicants. Medic Teacher 2007, 29: €227-34.

17.Hypollo H, Kumpusalo E, Neittaanmaki L, Mattila K, Virjo I, Kujala S, et
al., Becoming a doctor-was it the wrong career choice? SocSci Med
1998; 47: 1383-7.

160

18. AbouZaid LZ, Nabil LM, .Al-Fadil SO, Alatmi A. Saeed AA. Career choice
and its influencing factors: Perception of senior medical students.
JContemp Med Edu .2014;2(3):168-173.

19.Al-Dabal KB. Choosing a Medical Career: What Influences Secondary
School Female Graduates? J Family Community Med.1998;5(2):53-59.

20.Keshab M, Ritesh, S, Manna, Kanti C. Why choose medicine as a career:
a cross-sectional survey among undergraduate medical students. Asian
Journal of Bio-Medical Research, 2015, 1 (1) [S.1]

© SAGEYA. This is an open access article licensed under the terms

of the Creative Commons Attribution Non-Commercial License
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/) which permits
unrestricted, noncommercial use, distribution and reproduction in any
medium, provided the work is properly cited.

Source of Support: Nil, Confl ict of Interest: None declared

J Contemp Med Edu e 2015 e Vol3 e Issue4d



