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Abstract
Introduction: In Saudi Arabia (SA), the most important issue 
for senior students during their modules and hospital train-
ing is choosing a medical specialty. Because many factors 
influence this process, the primary goal of this study was to 
determine participants’ preferred specialty, location, and 
other influencing factors. Materials and Methods: This 
cross-sectional study involved 6th-year students from the 
medical schools in Taif city, SA, conducted from November 
2020 to June 2021. Baseline characteristics, specialties of in-
terest, place, and psychological aspects of their interests 
were all evaluated via a self-reported questionnaire. Results: 
One hundred forty of 200 surveyed students responded 
(70% response rate). About 44.3% were females, and 55.7% 
were male, with a mean grade point average of 3.5/4.0 and 
were all from Taif University. Nearly 86.4% were interested in 
SA’s local training programs, and the most preferred hospital 
for residency program was the Ministry of Health (37.1%), 
while the most preferred region inside SA was the western 
region (61.4%). The preferred medical specialties were fam-

ily medicine followed by ENT, yet 2% were undecided about 
their future specialty. The most common factor that influ-
enced the students to choose the location for training was 
quality of training (41.4%), followed by the cooperation of 
the hospital staff with new trainees (30%). Conclusion: The 
majority of medical interns preferred to complete their resi-
dency or postgraduate studies in SA, according to the find-
ings of the study. Family medicine and ENT were the most 
common specialties, regardless of gender. Students’ career 
decisions are influenced by several factors. Future research 
that can help create a more accurate career-counseling 
model and improve successful career-counseling strategies 
will need to address these factors.

© 2021 The Author(s)
Published by S. Karger AG, Basel

Introduction

In Saudi Arabia (SA), there are approximately 30 med-
ical schools, most of which are government-run, but 
some of which are private; both are supervised by the 
Ministry of Education. These medical schools are spread 
across 13 regions in the Arabian Peninsula, covering a 
total area of 2,150,000 km2. Students graduating from 
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high school may apply to universities to pursue under-
graduate education after completing 12 years of educa-
tion. The path to medical school is long and competitive: 
students must complete 6 years of schooling, plus a year 
of mandatory internship, before receiving a medical de-
gree [1].

The health science preparatory year is the 1st year of 
medical school, during which excellent students com-
pete for admission to one of the health-related schools 
(including the school of health and allied science, as well 
as the schools of pharmacy and dentistry). After the pre-
paratory year, school selection is based on personal 
choice and the student’s grade point average (GPA), 
which both play a significant role in selection. Those 
with high GPAs usually compete for a place in medical 
school. Students who enroll in medical school will study 
for an additional 5 years, with the 1st 3 years focusing on 
fundamental sciences and the last 2 years on clinical sci-
ences. In SA, most medical schools use integrated mod-
ules in their curriculum so that students have fewer clin-
ically related lectures, sessions, and hospital visits in 
their early years of study.

Following that, each student will complete a manda-
tory internship for the 7th year, during which they will 
perform tasks similar to those of a junior resident, while 
being supervised by hospital staff. The internship is re-
quired and is a full-time, paid position. The year is di-
vided into rotations, with 2 months devoted to each of the 
main specialties (internal medicine, general surgery, pe-
diatrics, and obstetrics and gynecology), plus 2 months 
dedicated to electives and 1 month each to family medi-
cine and emergency medicine. To qualify for the training 
program, each student must pass the Saudi Medical Li-
cense Test during their internship. In 1993, the Saudi 
Commission for Health Specialties (SCHS) was estab-
lished to authorize and coordinate residency and fellow-
ship training in SA. One of the SCHS’s goals is to mentor 
and supervise students in order to graduate trained and 
licensed physicians in various medical and surgical spe-
cialties. The SCHS manages 51 specialty and subspecialty 
training programs in 13 different countries, with approx-
imately 950 training sites [2]. The majority of the sites are 
in Riyadh, SA’s capital.

There is a lack of knowledge on the factors that influ-
ence future trainee specialties and training location choic-
es across the world. This study’s main aim was to deter-
mine the participants’ preferred specialization and posi-
tion. The variables that affect their decisions are also 
discussed.

Materials and Methods

A cross-sectional study from November 2020 to June 2021 was 
completed for 6th-year medical students coming from Taif Uni-
versity. An online questionnaire was available for online medical 
groups, 6th-year medical students, all of whom were invited to 
participate in the study. We included 6th-year medical students, 
with both genders included in the final analysis. We excluded res-
idents and all medical students except for those in their 6th year. 
Respondents who did not complete the questionnaire and demo-
graphic data were also excluded from the study.

There were 140 students participating in the study from Taif 
University in SA. Using an Arabic questionnaire, we assessed a 
participant’s knowledge (that could influence future medical ca-
reer choices). The questionnaire included 29 questions being all 
multiple-choice questions. The 3 questions involved demographic 
data, including the level of training, gender, and GPA. Five ques-
tions concerned a student’s social status, for example, marital sta-
tus and how marriage affects the choice of specialty, the father’s 
level of education, and either of the parents being a physician and 
then the impact of a composite of these factors.

The questionnaire also includes the future desired specialty, 
factors guiding that interest, the location of the program (local or 
international), the preferred training sponsor, and the impact of 
previous research or summer training. There are 5 questions that 
assess the preferred training site, the region, civilian or military 
lifestyle, and the facility’s name; this includes questions to assess 
preparation and participant knowledge about requirements for ac-
ceptance; moreover, advantages and disadvantages of that special-
ty were also collected.

Data were collected using Microsoft Excel and analyzed with 
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) SPSS Inc. Chi-
cago, Ill., USA version 21. The mean and standard deviation were 
expressed as scale data, while frequency and percentage were pre-
sented as category data. A χ2 test was used to assess the relationship 
between variables, and we considered a p = 0.05 or less as signifi-
cant. This study has been approved by the Research Ethics Com-
mittee at Taif University.

Results

This study aimed to explore the carrier preferences 
and factors influencing their specialty choices among 
medical interns in the city of Taif. Responses from a total 
of 140 6th-year medical students who gave consent to 
participate were included in this analysis. The sociode-
mographic characteristics showed that 44.3% were fe-
males, and 55.7% were males. Approximately 27% of the 
students had a GPA score of 3.5–4. The most preferred 
country for the residency training program by the par-
ticipants was SA (86.4%), the most preferred region in-
side SA was the western region (61.4%), and the most 
preferred hospital for residency program was the Minis-
try of Health (37.1%) (Table 1). The most common factor 
that influenced the students to choose the location for 
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Frequency Percent

Gender
Female 62 44.3
Male 78 55.7

GPA out of 4
<3.0 38 27.1

3–3.5 64 45.7
3.5–4 38 27.1

Married
No 135 96.4
Yes 5 3.6

Parents’ educational level
Father with college degree or higher 54 38.6
Mother with college degree or higher 58 41.4

Father is a physician 14 10.0
Preferred country for the residency training program

Canada 17 12.1
Europe 2 1.4
SA 121 86.4

Preferred region in Saudi for the residency training program
Eastern region 7 5.0
Riyadh 44 31.4
Southern region 3 2.1
Western region 86 61.4

Preferred hospital for the residency training program
King Faisal Specialist Hospital and Research Center 25 17.9
Ministry of Health 52 37.1
Ministry of Interior 18 12.9
National Guard hospitals 40 28.6
Private hospitals 2 1.4
Public security hospitals 3 2.1

Future carrier as a civil doctor 87 62.1

Table 2. Baseline characteristics in the study

N %

Factors that mostly influences trainee choices for the training program location
Accessibility/convenient location of the hospital 16 11.4
Cooperation of the hospital staff with new trainee 42 30.0
Friendly working environment 24 17.1
Quality of the training 58 41.4

Other influencing factors for specialty preferences
Have required qualifications for the desired specialty 126 90.0
Have a good knowledge about the desired specialty 96 68.6
Consult any expert person before choosing the specialty 84 60.0
Conducted medical research 112 80.0
Gender-influenced trainee specialty choice 82 58.6
Trainee choice influenced by professor mentor 94 67.1
Medical practicing programs in their city help in choosing your department 75 53.6
Take any practice programs in the field that you have chosen 47 33.6
Social life-influenced trainee choice 99 70.7

Table 1. Baseline characteristics in the 
study
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training was quality of training (41.4%) followed by the 
cooperation of the hospital staff with new trainees (30%) 
(Table 2).

When we assessed the choice of specialty for a resi-
dency program, family medicine (15.7%) was the most 
preferred 1st choice, followed by ENT (12.9%), and inter-
nal medicine (10.7%). The details of other 2nd and 3rd 
preferences for different specialties are given in Figure 1. 
When we assessed the influencing factors for the special-
ty preferences, 90% reported the reason as they have the 
required qualifications for the desired specialty, 68.6% 
mentioned as they have good knowledge about the de-
sired specialty, 80% reported as they conducted medical 
research related to a particular specialty, and 67.1% re-
ported as that they were influenced by the mentor (Ta-
ble 2; Fig. 2). It was observed that only 37.1% of the stu-
dents preferred to work in the academic sector, and the 
most common reason for this was personal interests in 
teaching and research (46.2%) followed by comfortable 
working hours in the academic sectors (28.8%) (Fig. 3). 

When we assessed the relationship between the choice of 
country in training residency with other baseline charac-
teristics, knowledge about the desired specialty (82.3%), 
and interest in academic jobs showed a statistically sig-
nificant association (78.8%) (p < 0.05) (Table 3).

Discussion/Conclusion

Medical students enter medical school with a career 
plan, and the selection of postgraduation specialty choic-
es has evolved over the years [3–5]. Specialty choice is the 
outcome of a complex inter-relationship of various fac-
tors, such as student interests and expectations, the spe-
cialty’s future scope, availability of spots in the current 
workforce, and suggestions from the experts, family, and 
social influence [6, 7]. Students’ attitudes toward special-
ty choices and variability preferences change over time. 
In SA, the undergraduate medicine program is a 7-year 
program, including 1 year of internship training [6]. 
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Fig. 1. Preferences according to specialties.

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://karger.com

/sjh/article-pdf/1/3/115/3696224/000517662.pdf by guest on 04 Septem
ber 2024



Specialty Choice among Medical Students 119Saudi J Health Syst Res 2021;1:115–122
DOI: 10.1159/000517662

Studies show that students were prone to changing their 
postgraduate specialty preferences during final year and 
internship times [8, 9]. The current study findings showed 
that most medical students opted to take residency train-
ing in SA itself. There is a changing trend noticed recent-
ly among medical students regarding the selection of 
country for residency programs. Previously, a huge num-

ber of the students used to opt countries like the USA, 
Canada, the UK, and Australia for residency program 
[10–12], and this trend has now shifted that shows the 
students are giving 1st preferences for the training inside 
the Kingdom itself [13, 14]. The reason for this change 
could be due to many factors, such as increased availabil-
ity of seats for residency training, the emergence of more 
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Fig. 2. Factors influencingfuture training specialty choices.

Fig. 3. Reasons for choosing an academic 
job (n = 52).
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medical schools, Saudi government restrictions on schol-
arships for abroad training, cultural and language ac-
quaintances, and familial and social support [11, 15, 16].

The current study findings show that quality of resi-
dency training and cooperation were the most influential 
factors when choosing the residency programs. There 
could be multiple factors that could influence the spe-
cialty choices. One of the most important factors would 
be the cultural or environmental factors, such as the influ-
ence of peers and family and financial concerns and life-
styles [17, 18]. In our study, family medicine and ENT 
were the most preferred subspecialties. These findings are 
in contrast with some previous studies done by Meh
mood et al. [19] and Alsubaie et al. [15] that reported in-
ternal medicine as the preferred subspecialty. The reason 
for choosing family medicine could be due to the shortage 
of Saudi doctors in this subspecialty, and also, this branch 
seems to yield good financial rewards [20, 21]. Other fac-
tors that influence specialty choices include parents’ edu-
cational background, age, gender, and ethnicity [22]. In 
our study, about 68.6% mentioned that they have proper 
knowledge about the desired specialty, and 80% reported 
that they had conducted medical research in the con-

cerned specialty. According to the new requirement from 
the SCHS, medical students must participate and conduct 
research activities and get sufficient points for publishing 
them in peer-reviewed, high-quality indexed journals 
[23]. These recent updates and regulations make the new-
ly graduated doctors more research-oriented, and this 
might help them work harder and become more com-
petitive to achieve their desired specialty. We did not find 
any significant differences between genders in specialty 
choice. Carrier preference studies done in other countries 
show that females opted more for specialties like Obs/
Gyn, dermatology, pediatrics, anesthesia, and radiology, 
whereas males preferred surgery, internal medicine, and 
orthopedics [24–26]. Contrasting findings have been re-
ported in another study done in SA where female students 
preferred surgery, pediatrics, and ophthalmology [19]. 
Another study done in SA among 1st-year medical stu-
dents reported that male students preferred general sur-
gery and internal medicine compared to females [13].

The medical profession is rapidly evolving in SA, and 
the new educational policies in the health-care profession 
are motivating Saudi medical students to pursue their 
carrier in the desired specialty with the aim that well-

Table 3. Groups’ characteristics based on the desired residency training country

Training country Total, 
N (%)

p  
valueSA, n (%) international, 

n (%)

Gender
Female 51 (82.3) 11 (17.7) 62 (44.3) 0.199
Male 70 (89.7) 8 (10.3) 78 (55.7)

GPA out of 4
3.5–4 34 (89.5) 4 (10.5) 38 (27.1) 0.246
3–3.5 52 (81.3) 12 (18.8) 64 (45.7)

<3 35 (92.1) 3 (7.9) 38 (27.1)
Father is a physician 11 (78.6) 3 (21.4) 14 (10.0) 0.366
Married 4 (80) 1 (20) 5 (3.6) 0.699
Father having educational level more than college degree 44 (81.4) 10 (18.9) 54 (37.9) 0.344
Factors that mostly influences trainee choices for the training program location

Accessibility/convenient location of the hospital 12 (75.0) 4 (25.0) 16 (11.4) 0.127
Cooperation of the hospital staff with new trainee 40 (95.2) 2 (4.8) 42 (30.0)
Friendly working environment 24 (100.0) 0 (0.0) 24 (17.1)
Quality of the training 45 (77.6) 13 (22.4) 58 (41.4)

Have the required qualifications for the desired specialty 109 (86.5) 17 (13.5) 126 (90) 0.934
Have a good knowledge about the desired specialty 79 (82.3) 17 (17.7) 96 (68.6) 0.035
Consult any expert person before choosing the specialty 72 (85.7) 12 (14.3) 84 (60.0) 0.762
Social life-influenced trainee choice 88 (88.9) 11 (11.1) 99 (70.7) 0.187
Interested in academic job/career 41 (78.8) 11 (21.2) 52 (37.1) 0.044

SA, Saudi Arabia.
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trained Saudi doctors will manage the health-care sector 
in the future. Thus, it is important to understand the pre-
ferred medical specialties and influential factors involved 
in decision-making as this would help the government 
and other health care-associated organizations achieve a 
balanced distribution of doctors in all the specialties. 
Also, this would help to understand the mechanism and 
its associated factors needed for proper administrative 
planning for providing high-quality health care in the 
Kingdom. Authorities and faculty in medical schools 
should provide proper career counseling to medical stu-
dents to choose their specialty based on their personal 
interests and future scope and demands. A study done in 
the USA suggests that medical career-counseling services 
might help medical students choose the appropriate spe-
cialty based on their interests and skills [27].

This is not the 1st study done with similar objectives, 
but the current study findings will provide an update on 
the latest trends in career choice and its influential fac-
tors. The study included only participants were from Taif 
and thus may have limited generalizability to the whole 
Saudi population. A proper understanding of the special-
ty preferences and their associated factors is essential as 
this could enable appropriate administrative mechanisms 
and interventions to ensure the standards according to 
the country’s needs.

Conclusion

The study’s findings show that most medical interns 
preferred to do their residency or postgraduation in SA 
itself. The most preferred specialty was family medicine 
and ENT with no gender differences. Multiple factors in-
fluence students’ career choices. These factors are funda-

mental to future research that could help establish a more 
accurate career-counseling model and develop effective 
recruitment strategies.
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