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ABSTRACT

Little information is available on the factors affecting career choices of residents entering internal
medicine (IM) specialty. So, this study was designed to assess the factors attractive for residents in
choosing IM as a career choice. This cross-sectional questionnaire-based research was conducted
in March 2019 at Ahvaz Jundishapur University of Medical Sciences, Iran. The questionnaire was
distributed among all IM residents (75 residents). Responses were rated on a 5-point Likert scale.
About 67 out of 75 questionnaires were completed and returned (response rate of 89.3%). The criteria
most often mentioned in the favour of choosing IM specialty were “improving knowledge and the
treatment modality” (mean score: 4.25), “comprehensiveness of this specialty and the possibility of
continuing education (fellowship)” (4.01), “personal interest” (3.89) and a “the need of community
and serving people” (3.64). Regarding gender differences, “the need of community and serving
people” (p = 0.001) and “high incomes” (p = 0.0001) were significantly more important for the
choice of IM specialty by male residents. Our study provides a valuable insight into the factors that
influence the career choice among IM residents. The findings from this study also suggest the need
for a structured career-orientation programme at the institutional level that would guide the medical
students in making their career choices.
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Iran, showed that IM specialty is no longer
the most popular choice among medical

INTRODUCTION

Internal medicine (IM) is one of the most
important specialties in the healthcare
system that medical students can choose
as a career. However, in recent studies
reported that the number of medical
students applying for residency in this field
is declining. Recent studies conducted in

students; and applying for this specialty is
declining (1, 2). Obviously, if this trend
continues, the decline in the number of IM
graduates and the shortage of specialists in
this field adversely affect the arrangement of
health workforce in the community. Thus,
there has been a rising concern about a
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decline in the number of medical students
who wish to pursue a career in the field of
IM.

The specialty choice decision by medical
students has a direct impact on the supply
of the workforce required in the healthcare
system and contribute to the balance of
the specialists required in each region. The
imbalance in the health workforce is a major
concern in the developed and developing
countries (3). One of the challenges in
health care is to match the number of
newly graduated physicians to the future
healthcare needs. Therefore, exploring on
factors affecting medical students’ decision
on their specialty choices is crucial to
achieve a balanced distribution of medical
specialties.

Many studies demonstrated that the choice
of medical practitioners for the specialty of
their future carecers are affected by many
factors (3-5). These factors were classified
in general, into intrinsic factors (e.g., for
those related to personal attributes and
preferences) and extrinsic factors (e.g.,
for those related to work environment).
Some of these factors include income,
controllable lifestyle, work-life balance,
duration of training, number of on-calls,
patient load and the flexibility of a specialty.
Correspondingly, income and lifestyle have
been found to be a critical factor influencing
students’ career choices. In addition, the
personalities of medical students play a
major role when choosing a particular
specialty (4, 5).

Factors influencing specialty choice may
somewhat vary in country to country and in
different parts of the world. So, determining
the factors influencing the specialty choice
of IM residents is important to help the
authorities of the medical school and health
system planners by providing a realistic
picture of residents’ motivations in this
regard. Career choice of medical students
usually affect the distribution of physicians
in different specialties across the country.
To the best of authors’ knowledge, in
Iran, no study has been conducted on

https://eduimed.usm.my

elucidating the contributing factors in the
selection of IM as a career choice. Thus, a
study to determine the factors that attract
Iranian medical students towards IM as
a future career is required. Without this
information, an effective policy to attract
medical residents to specialty suffering from
insufficient manpower cannot be designed.
Therefore, this study aimed to determine
the factors that attract the choice of IM as
a career in Ahvaz Jundishapur University of
Medical sciences (AJUMS) in 2019.

METHODS

Ethics Statement

The study protocol was approved by
the Ethics Committee of Institutional/
Regional Biomedical Research in AJUMS.
All participants provided written informed
consent. Questionnaires were anonymous
and the residents were free to complete it.

Study Design and Participants

This cross-sectional study was conducted
in March 2019 at the College of Medicine
in AJUMS, Ahvaz, Iran. The sample size of
the study included all 75 IM residents. The
data collection tool was a valid and reliable
questionnaire, which was used in previous
studies (1, 2, 6). This questionnaire was
used after applying some changes in the
current study. The validity and reliability
of the instrument were reassessed and its
reliability was confirmed by Cronbach’s
alpha coefficient of 0.792.

Survey Description

An anonymous self~administered
questionnaire was distributed to 75
medical residents, (from first to fourth
academic years) recruited in the study.
The questionnaire was consisted of two
parts. The first part included demographic
characteristics of the participants, while
the second part was a five-point Likert

questionnaire which had 16 items about



reasons for choosing IM as a specialty.
The instrument asked the participants to
prioritise factors influencing their decision
in choosing IM as their career by assigning
a score from 1 (least important) to 5 (most
important). The questionnaire was initially
piloted over 20 residents for validation and
the changes were introduced accordingly.

Statistical Method

The collected data were entered into the
Microsoft Excel file and analysed using
SPSS 16.0 version (Chicago, IL). In order
to summarise residents’ viewpoints and
make better conclusion from the findings
of the study, some of the questionnaire
items were merged in terms of subject
specificity. Finally, the questionnaire items
called factors influencing the choice of IM
were summarised in 10 items and analysed.
Values were expressed as mean *SD. The
t-test was used to analyse the statistical
differences between groups. The p-value of
less than 0.05 was considered statistically
significant.

RESULTS

The questionnaire was distributed among
all the recruited internal residents. Out
of the total 75 participating residents,
67 responded properly to the survey
questionnaire with a response rate of 89.3%.
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Out of 67 residents 35 (52.2%) were female
and 40 (59.7%) were married. The mean
age of participants was 33.2 * 5.6 years
(females 31.6 * 1.3 years and males 34.4
+ 6.9 years). The majority of participants
in the study were first- and second-year
residents (61.2%); and most of them
(60.3%) were accepted for their second
and third choices. About two-thirds of the
participants (60.6%) had high satisfaction
with their admission to IM course.

Criteria for the Choice of IM Specialty

The criteria most often mentioned in favour
of choosing IM specialty were “improving
knowledge and the treatment modality”
(mean score: 4.25), “comprehensiveness
of this specialty and the possibility of
continuing education (fellowship)” (4.01),
“personal interest” (3.89) and a “the need
of community and serving people” (3.64).
Moreover, “more convenience and lack
of emergency” (2.36) and the “family and
friend’s advices” (2.83) were the least
important criteria for the choice of IM
specialty. Other criteria for the choice of
IM specialty by the participants have been
shown in Figure 1.

Regarding gender differences, “the need
of community and serving people” (p =
0.001) and “high incomes” (p = 0.001) were
significantly more important for the choice
of IM specialty by male residents (Table 1).
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Figure 1: Factors affecting of the specialty choice in IM residents.
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Notes: A: Improving knowledge and the treatment modality; B: Comprehensiveness of IM and the possibility of
continuing education; C: Personal interest; D: The need of community and serving people; E: Good future career; F: Social
prestige; G: High income; H: Not accepting in other specialised fields; I: Family and friend’s advice; J: More convenience
and lack of emergency.

Table 1: Student’s t-test used to compare factors affecting of specialty choice among male and female IM

residents
Male Female
Factors (n=31) (n=34) t p-value
Mean SD Mean SD

Improving knowledge and the 4.31 0.70 4.20 0.80 0.579 0.57
treatment modality
Comprehensiveness of IM and the 418 0.93 3.86 0.90 1.41 0.16
possibility of continuing education
Personal interest 4.03 1.08 3.77 1.14 1.18 0.24
The need of community and serving 3.97 0.70 334 0.84 3.299 0.001
people
Good future career 3.74 0.89 334 0.842 1.385 0.17
Social prestige 3.16 0.86 2.82 0.87 1.57 0.12
High income 3.35 0.98 2.63 0.70 343 0.001
Not accepting in other specialised 3.06 0.93 2.86 1.03 0.983 0.33
fields
Family and friend’s advices 3.05 0.97 2.61 0.94 1.844 0.07
More convenience and lack of 246 1.07 2.26 0.86 0.844 0.40
emergency

Note: p < 0.05 is significant.
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DISCUSSION

Although many studies are conducted on
factors influencing the specialty choice of
medical students, however, a few studies
were specifically focused on IM residents.
In the present study, many findings were
particularly significant.

First, the improvement of personal
knowledge, skills and competency to choose
IM were more important than income;
therefore, the factor “improving knowledge
and treatment modality” was the most
important in choosing IM and income
had the least importance. This motive is
rooted in a sacred and committed belief
also reported in some other studies (7, 8).
In a review study (4), the evaluation of 75
papers reported that getting professional
qualifications was the second factor in
the choice of specialty. This fact suggests
that financial issues are not the important
factor in the choice of IM specialty, a
higher income cannot be the desired factor
to prefer IM specialty and the problem
of discouraging of IM residents cannot
be solved though meeting this factor.
Therefore, according to the findings of the
present study, it seems that providing an
appropriate educational environment to
improve knowledge and skills of residents in
clinical settings can be effective in improving
their educational requirements and interest.

Second, the broadness of knowledge of IM
and its multitude fellowship courses can
greatly affect students’ choice of specialty.
In the present study, “comprehensiveness
of IM and the possibility of continuing
education (fellowship)” was the second
most influential factor in the choice of IM,
which could indicate the great interest of
physicians in entering IM field for broader
knowledge. The results of the studies
showed that offering subspecialty and
fellowship courses in IM increased the
tendency of physicians towards choosing
this specialty (7, 8). Hence, in order to
meet this demand and raise the attention
to IM specialty, administrators of medical
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education should increase the number of
fellowship courses to attract the tendency of
medical students towards this specialty.

Third, the interest is somewhat correlated
with the two previous factors and expresses
a profound scientific interest in the medical
professionalism. The “personal interest”,
noted by many studies as one of the most
important factors in the choice of specialty
(9), was the third most influential factor in
choosing IM specialty. The results showed
that the previous interest to a specialty
field will lead to increase medical students’
interest during their studies in the medical
school (10). Therefore, identifying the
students’ previous interests in IM and
familiarising them with this field, and in
particular its fellowship courses, can increase
student interest and greater demand for IM
specialty as a career.

It is appreciated and admired that the
residents, after these three factors, noted
the community needs and serving the
people as the fourth factor in choosing
IM specialty. This factor reflects the
professional commitment of residents to
the community and the people. The study
on the motives of medical students in
choosing IM specialty reported that the
“social commitment” played a much more
important role than “financial issues” (11).
Newton and colleagues (12) showed that the
medical residents also pay more attention to
values in choosing specialty than money and
social position. The attention to these values
in specialty choice by medical students is
very important. Besides, it can be as a main
factor in responding to the society needs
and the balance of health workforce in each
region.

In the current study, like some other studies
(13), IM residents less emphasised the role
of factors such as “good future career”,
“social prestige”, and “high incomes” in
choosing specialty choice. However, in
the present study, the factors lifestyle and
income, which in some studies are the two
important factors in choosing specialty (14,
15) were not among the first preferences
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of IM residents. However, the lack of
attention to the social status and economic
conditions of physicians in the community
may have affected the unwillingness of
medical students to IM specialty, which
may cause problems in the future. Since the
expectations of IM specialists from work
and life conditions cannot be different from
their counterparts living in other parts of
the world, the role and importance of these
factors in the choice of specialty should
not be neglected. Therefore, the attention
of policy makers in the health system to
job satisfaction and livelihood status of IM
specialists, as complementary factors, is
important in the choice of this discipline.

The two factors, “convenience and lack
of emergency” and “family and friend’s
advice”, had the least importance in
choosing IM specialty. This reflects the
commitment and independence of residents
to the choice of this specialty. It is a
positive and worthwhile point that the IM
residents prefer the community and people
needs to their own convenience. In most
studies, others’ advice had the least role in
choosing the specialty (3, 4, 16), which was
consistent with the findings of the current
study and indicated the independence of
residents in specialty choice. The finding of
a study conducted in Sudan (9), showed the
factors such as “avoid on-call” and “shorter
work hours” were the least importance in
choosing IM specialty as a career among
undergraduate medical students, which is
consistent with the findings of our study.
Thus, it appears that Iranian medical
students are like other medical students
worldwide in their specialty choices.

In the current study, financial issues and
high income were the important factors in
choosing IM specialty by male residents.
Since the male residents have more
autonomy in life and mainly responsible for
their own living expenditures and family
life is also costlier for female residents, it is
evident that income plays a more distinctive
role in choosing a specialty by males. In the
present study, “the need for community
and serving people” was more important
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for male residents in choosing specialty. It
was not in line with the results of a study
showing that men were less inclined to
choose the specialty to meet the community
needs (3). The role of gender in career
choices is well-studied and it was clarified
that it is influenced by nationality and
culture. In a qualitative study on Japanese
female physicians regarding the specialty
choice, it was observed that they mostly
acted based on routine gender-based roles
that focus more on family tasks and pay
less attention to social and financial issues
in specialty choice. It has been speculated
that women seemed to have a more idealistic
approach than men, and were less often
influenced by the prospect of social prestige
and good income (17).

Being aware of medical students’
preferences in specialty choices and
determine the influencing factors, it play
a key role in determining the potential
distribution of the specialist workforce in
each area. This information is important in
the planning of medical education, medical
workforce and community health policies.
By determining the factors influencing the
specialty choice of residents and identifying
their motivations in choosing the specialty,
it can be improved the conditions for
choosing specialty. Therefore, it can met
the community needs to different specialties
by justifying the students to choose the
specialty based on their own interests and
according to the community needs.

In conclusion, a variety of factors influence
the residents of AJUMS when choosing
IM as their preferred specialty. “Improving
knowledge and treatment modality”
and “comprehensiveness of IM and
the possibility of continuing education
(fellowship)” were considered the most
attractive factors among IM residents;
however, the least factors attracting were
“more convenience and lack of emergency”,
as well as “family and friends’ advices”.



STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS

This study had some limitations. First,
the sample size is quite small although it
is conducted at one of the biggest training
university in Iran. Second, being a single
centre study may not represent all the
residents in Iran; so the results may not
be generalised to other universities and
countries. Further research in larger sample
sizes in other universities and areas are
required to evaluate and validate the factors
influencing the choice of IM specialty.
Despite the limitations, the present study
conducted for the first time on IM residents
at a great university in Iran and the results
might be useful for the medical schools and
health sector planners in the specialty choice
process.

FUTURE DIRECTION

This study provides insights into the factors
influencing specialty choice in Iranian IM
residents. The results of the present study
revealed the factors influencing the choice
of IM by residents in Iran are slightly
different from the ones found in the other
countries. Being aware of identification
students’ viewpoints towards IM can be
the basis to develop strategies to increase
the attractiveness of IM specialty among
medical students, since they choose their
desired specialty according to these factors.
The familiarity of medical students with IM
specialty and its fellowships in educational
classes and interactive programmes in
clinical settings and hospitals leads to
their hopeful interest. Further studies
are required to identify and validate the
factors influencing the choice of IM
specialty at other universities and determine
strategies to facilitate career choice in Iran.
Undoubtedly, providing useful information
helps health policymakers to appropriately
plan and encourage medical students
to choose IM specialty and improve the
arrangement of medical workforce in the
community. It is recommended further
studies to be done across different medical
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universities in Iran for comparison and
improving the educational programmes,
resulting in developing a better healthcare
system. The findings from this study also
suggest the need for a structured career-
orientation programme at the institutional
level that would guide the medical students
in making their career choices.

CONCLUSION

Understanding of the factors which
encourage medical graduates towards IM for
their future career or discourage them from
it is required for policy making in specialist’s
manpower in this area. Determining why
medical graduates choose their specialties
is crucial in order to achieve a balanced
distribution of clinicians in health care
system. The proper understanding of the
factors influencing physicians to choose IM
specialty can help the policy makers to train
human resources better based on the health
system needs.
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