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ABSTRACT
Generally, this tracer study determines the profiling of medical graduates of Universiti Sains Malaysia
(USM) in duration of 10 years (1999–2000). Specifically, it emphasises on the graduates’ employment
information, areas of specialisation, engagement and contribution at local, national and international
levels as well as personal career development. The respondents were identified from the USM
academic affairs database. The present study utilises a cross-sectional research design which involves
177 respondents. An online survey was employed to gather the data which then analysed using
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) version 22. The findings show that the majority
of the respondents have been involved in the medicine profession as a full-time medical practitioners
since their graduation from USM. They have also advanced their study in clinical and non-clinical
areas in other medical schools world-wide having either a Master of Medicine or Master of Science
qualification. Besides that, respondents have also contributed professionally at the local, national and
international levels. Fellowships, sub-specialty, advanced diploma and professional courses are among
the preferred options in enhancing their personal career development. USM medical graduates actively
involved in the medical fields. It is shown that they have a robust intention in the same field where
they are endlessly serving ever since they have graduated.
Keywords: Medical graduates, Tracer study, Profiling of medical students

Corresponding author

Mohd Zarawi Mat Nor, Department of Medical Education, School of Medical Sciences,
Health Campus, Universiti Sains Malaysia, Kubang Kerian Kelantan, Malaysia | Email:
zarawi@usm.my

INTRODUCTION
A tracer study can be defined as an impact
assessment tool where the impact on target
groups is traced back to specific elements

of a project or programme. In educational
research, the tracer study is regarded as a
study to trace graduates of higher education
institute. “Graduate surveys”, “alumni
researches”, “graduate career tracking”
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or “follow-up study” are other terms for
it. Researchers used the word tracer study
because this study focused on tracing the
movement of medical graduates in terms
of their involvement after they have left the
university. The graduate surveys are popular
tool for analysis of the relationship between
higher education and work. They provide
quantitative-structural data on employment
and career, the character of work and
related competencies and information on
the professional orientation and experiences
of their graduates (1). Apart from that, the
tracer study may also answer questions such
as (1):

Ministry of Education Malaysia had also
conducted similar exercise in 2013 in order
to explore graduates’ perceptions of the
programme which are implemented by the
university, identify the facilities and services
utilised while they were studying, and discern
the profiling of jobs embraced after study
completed (11, 12). Specifically, numerous
higher
educational
institutions
have
conducted various studies to trace their exstudent. The studies also attempted to detect
the graduates’ tendency to further study (13),
specificities chosen (14) and the willingness
to continue their service in the medical fields
(15).

a.

In the context of USM, there are 30–150
medical graduates annually, yet we do not
have the latest empirical data about them
since they graduated. Therefore, this exercise
is critical to numerous people such as
administrators, lecturers and others who are
related with the student’s affairs. Despite the
importance of data on the alumni movement,
no similar study has ever been conducted
in the School of Medical Sciences (SMS),
USM. This has led to a lack of the latest data
on such matter. Thus, it is expected that the
present study conducted not only will be able
to provide a comprehensive data on medical
graduate but also will close the existing gap of
the data.

What are the retrospective views of
graduates on higher education based on
their career experiences?

b. To what extent do graduates consider
their education and training as a wastage
or an opportunity?
c.

How are the outcomes of curriculum
aiming to create new types of learning
and qualifications to prepare newly
emerging types of occupation and work
tasks?

d. How broad or narrow is knowledge
fostered in individual degree programmes
in comparison to occupational tasks and
major occupations?
Higher educational institutions worldwide
have carried out many tracer studies (1–
6). All of them concentrated on themes of
tracing their students after they graduated
from the university (4), assessing the
significant of the curriculum with the current
job (2), and gaining information on how
to improve teaching and learning process
from the graduates’ perspective (7, 8). For
instance, a study had been conducted which
aimed at examining the connection between
curriculum and manpower development in
manufacturing sector (6, 9, 10). A similar
study was also conducted to investigate the
links between higher education and graduate
employment in Europe, Latin America, Asia
and Africa (3).
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Considering the current themes of the
tracer studies, this study aims at seeking
comprehensive data on medical graduates.
In addition, demography characteristics,
employment status, engagements and
contributions,
and
personal
career
development are also emphasised in this
study. Specifically, the study aims are to
determine:
a.

The
graduates’
information.

employment

b.

The areas of specialisation.

c.

The
graduates’
engagement
and
contribution of information at local,
national and international levels.

d.

The
graduates’
development.

personal

career
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e.

To propose a current holistic database
on medical graduates from USM.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
The present study applied descriptive
research design. It describes the experiences
of the graduates after completing their study
including employment information, areas of
specialisation, engagement and contribution.
This research design is relevant in this study
as the data are derived from questionnaires
(16). A total of 177 medical graduates from
USM were involved in the study. They
were undergraduates and post-graduates
who graduated from 1999 to 2000. This
super-senior group of students were selected
because of their ability to provide rich
information on their career development
where the junior students were unable to do
so.
A validated questionnaire was utilised for
the data collection. In order to produce an
authorised questionnaire, content and face
validity process have been performed by
eight senior lecturers from the department
of medical education. Apart from that, the
Dean and the Deputy Dean of SMS were
also involved as the final checkers. The
questionnaire consists of five parts, which
are
personal
information,
educational
information,
employment
information,
area
of
specialisation,
engagement
and contribution, and personal career
development.
The data collection process begins with the
identification of the potential respondents
by referring to the academic office of SMS
and Malaysia Medical Association (MMA)
records. These tasks’ objectives were to trace
the respondents’ information such as the
workplace. Once the basic information was
obtained, official letters to their employers
were issued to request the contact numbers
and email addresses of their employees. At
the end of this phase, a sufficient information
about the potential respondents were
obtained. The final step was to distribute the

questionnaires using online interaction with
the respondents. They were asked to answer
the questionnaire and then return it upon
completion. The data collection processes
were performed from 1 June 2017 to 30
May 2018. The obtained data was analysed
using SPSS programme. The findings were
presented according to the arrangement of
the research objectives.

RESULTS
Although 300 respondents had been
contacted, only 177 (59%) responded
to the questionnaire. The data collected
were classified and tabulated for analysis.
Percentage and rank were the statistical tool
utilised in interpreting the data obtained from
the survey. The majority of the graduates;
91 (51.4%) were females compared
to 86 (48.6%) of males as shown in
Table 1. The marital status was such that the
majority of the graduates were married 159
(89.8%) compared only 18 (10.2%) were not
married. Of these, 151 (85.3%) were Malay,
followed by Chinese 12 (6.8%), Indian 10
(5.6%) and others 4 (2.3%). Respondents
were also asked to share their employment
information. Table 2 presents that the
majority of respondents are working full-time
164 (93.0%) followed by studying full-time
7 (4.0%) and are self-employed 6 (3.0%).
To ensure that a profound information has
been obtained, the areas of specialisation
were categorised into two clusters which are
Master of Medicine consisting of 19 subareas and Master of Science 5 sub-areas.
Table 3 shows that the number of Master
of Medicine and Master of Science are
140 (79.0%) and 37 (21.0%) respectively.
Among the sub-areas in Master of Medicine,
Emergency Medicine has become a
prominent area of specialisation 29 (16.4%)
followed by Psychiatry 19 (10.7%) and the
lowest was Transfusion Medicine, Radiation
Oncology, Community Health and Master’s
in Enforcement Law 1 (0.6%).
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Table 1: Profile of participants (n = 177)
Variable

n (%)

Gender
Marital status
Race

Male
Female

86 (48.6)
91 (51.4)

Married
Not married

159 (89.8)
18 (10.2)

Malay
Chinese
Indian
Others

151 (85.3)
12 (6.8)
10 (5.6)
4 (2.3)

Table 2: Employment information (n = 177)
Current employment
Working full-time

n (%)
164 (93.0)

Studying full-time

7 (4.0)

Self-employed

6 (3.0)

Table 3: Area of specialisation
Area of specialisation

Master of Medicine
140 (79.0)

Sub-area

n (%)

Anaesthesia

9 (5.1)

Internal medicine

6 (3.4)

Emergency medicine

29 (16.4)

Ophthalmology

5 (2.8)

Paediatrics

9 (5.1)

Pathology

14 (7.9)

Obstetrics and Gynaecology

3 (1.7)

Orthopaedic

8 (4.5)

Otolaryngology

2 (1.1)

Psychiatry

19 (10.7)

Radiology

10 (5.6)

Surgery

10 (5.6)

Family Medicine

4 (2.3)

Public Health

3 (1.7)

Community Medicine

4 (2.3)

Radiation Oncology

1 (0.6)

Community Health

1 (0.6)

Master’s in Enforcement Law

1 (0.6)

Transfusion Medicine

1 (0.6)
(continue on next page)
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Table 3: (continued)
Area of specialisation

Master of Science
37 (21.0%)

Sub-area

n (%)

Integrated Neuroscience

2 (1.1)

Public Health

22 (12.4)

Medical Education

10 (5.6)

Clinical Anatomy

2 (1.1)

Medical Statistic

2 (1.1)

Participants were requested to share their
engagement and contribution in four
domains; health care service, academic,
research and others. Each domain was
measured in three levels of achievement
which were local, national and international.
Figure 1 shows that there were a total of
922 engagement and contribution exercises
in these domains, evidenced by the
respondents. Of these, health care service
405 (43.9%), academic 181 (19.6%),
research 178 (19.3%) and others 158
(17.1%). Among the domain of health care
service, hospital care was the highest 133
with the contribution at the local, national
and international levels were 56.4%,
38.3% and 5.3% respectively, followed by
primary health care 79 with 72.1%, 22.8%
and 5.1%. While community care 79 with
76.0%, 21.5% and 2.5%, followed by
specialised service 73 with 64.4%, 31.5%
and 4.1%. The lowest is pharmaceutical
care and utilisation 41 with 73.2%, 17.1%
and 9.7% (Figure 2).
Academic domains
domains, whereby
time academician
In terms of level

consist of three subfull-time and part80, consultation 43.
of engagement and

contribution at local, national and
international were 61.2%, 33.8% and
5.0%; 50.0%, 15.0% and 35.0%; 39.5%,
53.5% and 7.0% for full-time, part-time
academicians and consultation, respectively
(Figure 3). There were two sub-domains in
the research domain such as collaborative/
participatory of research and action
research. These domains each contributed
100 and 64, respectively. In terms of level
of achievement, which are local, national
and international levels, there were 51.0%,
18.0% and 31.0%, and 40.6%, 45.3% and
14.1% for collaborative/participatory of
research and action research, respectively
(Figure 4).
Representing other domains were volunteer
work 75, non-government organisation
(NGO) 69 and politician 14. In terms of
level of achievement, at local, national
and international levels there were 58.7%,
36.0% and 5.3%; 56.5%, 36.2% and 7.3%
for volunteer work and NGO, respectively.
While 78.5% and 21.5% of politician
involved at local and national levels. No one
of politician involved at international level
(Figure 5).
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Figure 1: Engagement and contribution.

Figure 2: Engagement and contribution of health care service domain.
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Figure 3: Engagement and contribution of academic domain.

Figure 4: Engagement and contribution research domain.
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Figure 5: Engagement and other contributions domain.

Participants were also requested to
share their study advancement covering
fellowships,
sub-speciality,
advanced
diploma and professional courses. Of the
total 177 participants, those who were
on sub-speciality study was 60 (34.0%),
followed by fellowship 52 (29.0%),
professional course 35 (20.0%) and
advanced diploma 30 (17.0%). Singapore,
Australia, USA and Switzerland were the
chosen destinations for fellowship study.
Meanwhile, most sub-specialty study
was completed in Australia and United
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Kingdom. Then Singapore, University of
California and Switzerland for advanced
diploma.
Apart from that, other professional courses
have also been done in USA, Amsterdam,
Singapore, Philippines, Hong Kong, United
Kingdom, China, Australia and Thailand
(Figure 6). In terms of the reasons for the
admission acceptance to the above stated
study, interest and relevant to the position
held were the among the responses given.

ORIGINAL ARTICLE | Tracer Study of Medical Graduate

Figure 6: Personal career development.

DISCUSSION
The purpose of the present study is to
recommend
a
comprehensive
figure
of medical graduates from USM in
the duration of 10 years (1999–2000).
It
includes
employment
evidence,
areas
of
specialisation,
engagement
and contribution, and personal career
development. Majority of the study
population are females. This is aligned
with the nature of the Malaysian’s student
in higher education institutions where
the gender ratio is unbalanced (17). The
findings showed that the USM medical
graduates are actively involved in the
medical fields. This is consistent with a
previous study, where its graduates have
a robust intention in the same field where
they endlessly serve ever since they have
graduated (13, 15, 18).

Apart from that, the population of the
study also practised life-long learning
concept by voluntarily pursuing their
study at postgraduate level in clinical and
non-clinical areas. This result supports
a study which highlighted that, ensuing
further study is one of the popular options
among graduated doctors (14, 19). This
finding is aligned with another earlier
study which noted that majority of their
graduated medical students (89.6%) have
chosen surgery, medicine, paediatrics, and
obstetrics and gynaecology as their selected
specialties (14).
The data revealed that the USM medical
graduates are well-recognised by other
institutions
worldwide
through
their
expertise contribution in health care service,
academic and research locally, nationally
and internationally. This finding had
supported the evidence that a professional

https://eduimed.usm.my
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doctor does not only focus on the core
business as a physician but also actively
engaged in other fields at various level (20,
21).
Despite the interesting result of the study,
the research has its limitations. Firstly, the
study populations are limited to those who
graduated in the duration of 10 years (1999–
2000). Thus, the result does not represent a
broad population. Secondly, the area of the
study did not cover a broader spectrum, for
instance, effectiveness of the curriculum was
excluded from the work. Considering these
limitations, the recommendations are as
follows:
a. The SMS should update the status of
their graduates from time to time.
b. Extends the scope of the tracer study to
evaluate curriculum effectiveness in the
students’ perspectives.
c. Tracer study can also be conducted
based on the batch of student to
compare the results of different intake.

CONCLUSION
We found that the present study is
considered to be very fruitful and is
aligned with the school’s aim to trace their
graduates. Hopefully, the findings of the
study are sufficient to provide a database on
graduated doctors from the SMS in USM in
order to enhance the alumni profile.
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