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Abstract 

 

Background: Medical students are the future doctors in any country. The lack or surplus of medical school interest in specialties influ-

ences and affects the health services in a country.  

Objective: In our study we evaluated the interest of medical students in Internal Medicine at a University in Sudan. 

Methods: A cross-sectional study was conducted in September 2013 at Faculty of Medicine, University of Medical Sciences and Tech-

nology (UMST), Khartoum, Sudan. A self-administered questionnaire was given to 887 male and female students enrolled at UMST. 

Results: A total of 887 questionnaires were handed out, of these 647 questionnaires were returned (response rate of 73%). Of the re-

turned questionnaires 604 were valid and considered. Table 1 shows the general characteristics of the valid responses. The majority of 

our respondents were females 371 (61.4%) and 233 students were males (38.6%). There were 142 students interested in internal medicine. 

Of them, 95(21.3%) were in pre-clinical years, 47(29.6%) clinical, 25.3% were male and 22.4% were female. Amongst the subspecialties 

within medicine, 33.1% of students chose Cardiology as their first choice subspecialty, followed by Internal Medicine (26.8%), Neurolo-

gy (13.4%) and Dermatology (11.3%). 

Conclusion: Medicine is second most popular specialty selected by medical students. The highest selected sub-specialty was cardiology. 

The main reasons for selecting Medicine as a career is personal interest, followed by being helpful to the community, and lastly job op-

portunities. 
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1. Introduction 

Medical students are the future of any countries Health care sys-

tem. While it is not the only factor that makes up a health care 

system doctors are a large part of that system. For example if there 

is a large surplus in one specialty this could affect how the poten-

tial patients are treated. If there is a lack of interest of certain spe-

cialties this could severely affect health care to an even greater 

degree. So, therefore medical student interest in a specialty is an 

important topic of focus. 

Medical students are influenced by many different factors when 

selecting their specialty and sub-specialty (Abdulghani et al. 

2013). One large factor is the medical school curriculum and how 

much contact or lack thereof they have with certain specialties. At 

the University of Medical Sciences and Technology (UMST), 

medical students enter the undergraduate medical programme to 

hold the Bachelor of Medicine and Bachelor of Surgery (MBBS) 

degree over a period of five years. Formal clinical training in sur-

gical disciplines takes place during the latter two years, during 

which time medical students passed through a series of hospital 

rotations and clinical attachments in the main medical and surgical 

disciplines.  

 This study comprises part of an ongoing study of students’ career 

preferences throughout medical school. Considering that the main 

contact time with clinical science is the fourth and fifth year, those  

 

 

are the years they undertake Medicine rounds and tutorials.  This 

study focuses on medical student interest on Medicine as a career 

choice. As well as the possibility that may be needed to recruit 

students into Medicine. 

2. Methods 

A cross-sectional study was conducted from September 2013 to 

December 2013 at Faculty of Medicine, University of Medical 

Sciences and Technology, Khartoum, Sudan. A self-administered 

questionnaire was distributed to 887 students, (from first to fifth 

academic years) consisting of 13 items, including question related 

to the demographic variables (age, sex and marital status), ques-

tions to identify whether the students have chosen the specialty or 

not, questions regarding their specialty choices and factors affect-

ing their decision.  

The collected data were computerized and statistically analyzed 

using SPSS (Statistical Package for Social Science) version 19. 

Descriptive statistics were used to quantify the categorical varia-

bles. Chi square was calculated to compare between gender role in 

specialties and factors affecting specialty choices. P value (< 0.05) 

was considered significant difference. The ethical approval for this 

study was obtained from the faculty of Medicine, UMST. An in-

formed verbal consent was obtained from students. 
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3. Results 

The total number of medical students at University of Medical 

Sciences and Technology is 887.A total of 887 questionnaires 

were handed out, of these 647 questionnaires were returned (re-

sponse rate of 73%). Of the returned questionnaires 604 were 

valid and considered. Table 1 shows the general characteristics of 

the valid responses.  

The majority of our respondents were females 371 (61.4%) and 

233 students were males (38.6%). Most of the respondents, 592 

(98%), were unmarried while only 12 (2%) were married. Four 

hundred and forty five students (73.7%) were at preclinical level 

(1st, 2nd and 3rd years) and 159 students (26.3%) were at clinical 

level (4th and 5th years). Five hundred and one students (83%) had 

a family member in the medical field while only 103 students 

(17%) did not. 

 Of the respondents 539 students (89.2%) had background infor-

mation about the specialties choice while 65(10.8%) did not. The 

most common source of this background information was “Rela-

tives” 282 students (46.7%) followed by “Internet” and “Friends”; 

85 (14.1%) and 75 (12.4%) respectively. 

 
Table 1: The General Characteristics and Other Related Variables of Pre-

sent Study Participants (N=604) 

Characteristics No of Students (%) 

Gender 
Male 233 (38.6) 

Female 371 (61.4) 

Marital status 
Single 592 (98) 
Married 12 (2) 

Undergraduate Level 

1st year 157 (26)  

2nd year 145 (24) 
3rd year 143 (23.7) 

4th  year 97 (16.1) 

5th year 62 (10.3) 

Family in Medical Field 
Yes 501 (82.9) 

No 103 (17.1) 

Information about specialty choice 
Yes 534 (88.4) 
No 70 (11.6) 

Source of information 

Friends 75 (12.4) 

Relatives 282 (46.7) 

Internet 85 (14.1) 

Books 34 (5.6) 

Workshop 11 (1.8) 
Others 52 (8.6) 

Decision of specialties choice 
Yes 541 (89.6) 

No 63 (10.4) 

 

Most of the students have decided upon a specialty (541, 89.6%) 

while 63 (10.4%) did not. Chi-square test demonstrated significant 

relation between gender and future specialties chosen (p = 0.00). 

Following surgical specialties, subspecialties of Medicine were the 

second most chosen by students (142, 23.5%). Bi-variate correla-

tion using spearman correlation test showed no association be-

tween undergraduate level and the future specialty chosen (p = 

0.633). (Table 2)  

Of the respondents who chose a subspecialty of medicine 83 

(58.5%) were females and 59 (41.5%) were males. Most of the 

respondents, 140 (98.6%), were unmarried while only 2 (1.4%) 

were married. Ninety five students (66.9%) were at preclinical 

level (1st, 2nd and 3rd years) and 47 students (33.1%) were at clini-

cal level (4th and 5th years). One hundred and twenty two students 

(85.9%) had a family member in the medical field while only 20 

students (14.1%) did not. Of the respondents 127 students (89.4%) 

had background information about the specialties choice while 

15(10.6%) did not. The most common source of this background 

information was “Relatives” 67 students (47.2%) followed by 

“Internet” and “Friends”; 18 (12.7%) and 16 (11.3%) respectively. 

Amongst the subspecialties within medicine, 33.1% of students 

chose Cardiology as their first choice subspecialty, followed by 

Internal Medicine (26.8%), Neurology (13.4%) and Dermatology 

(11.3%) Figure 1. 

 
Table 2: Shows the Future Specialties Chosen By Students at Pre-Clinical 
and Clinical Level and Their Corresponding Frequencies and Percentages 

Specialty 
Undergraduate Level  

Pre-clinical Clinical Total 

Surgery 164 (36.9)* 36 (22.6)** 200 
Medicine 95 (21.3) 47 (29.6) 142 

Pediatrics 55 (12.4) 20 (12.6) 75 

Did not decide 34 (7.6) 29 (18.2) 63 
Obstetrics & Gynecology 37 (8.3) 16 (10.1) 53 

Psychiatry 24 (5.4) 2 (1.3) 26 

General Practitioner 13 (2.9) 0 (0) 13 
Community Medicine 8 (1.8) 2 (1.3) 10 

Radiology 3 (0.7) 6 (3.8) 9 
Forensic Medicine 5 (1.1) 0 (0) 5 

Basic Sciences 4 (0.9) 1 (0.6) 5 

Anesthesiology 3 (0.7) 0 (0) 3 
Total 445 (100) 159 (100) 604 

* Percentage from total number of students at pre-clinical level 

**Percentage from total number of students at clinical level 

 

Figure 2 shows the reasons for choosing a subspecialty within 

Medicine with their corresponding frequencies. The students were 

asked to choose the single most compelling reason. The most 

common reason was “Personal Interest” 51 (35.9%) followed by 

“Helpful to the community” 35 (24.6%) and “Job opportunities” 

16 (11.3%). 

 

 

 
Fig. 1: Shows the Subspecialties within Medicine Chosen by the Students (N=142) 
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Fig. 2: Shows the Reasons to Choose Medicine as Specialty (N=142) 

 

4. Discussion 

Several studies evaluated specialty interest among medical stu-

dents, our study revealed that the most popular specialty is Sur-

gery followed by Medicine. This is synonymous with certain stud-

ies such as (Abdulghani et al. 2013, Burch et al. 2011, Chew et al. 

2011, Maseghe Mwachaka & Thuo Mbugua 2010, Rehman et al. 

2011, Subba et al. 2012). But other studies revealed a preference 

in Internal Medicine as being the most popular specialty selected 

by medical students (Al-Mendalawi 2010, Gibis et al. 2012, Gotz 

et al. 2011, Mehmood et al. 2012). 

The most popular sub-specialties in Medicine are Cardiology 

(33.1%), followed by Internal Medicine (26.8%), Neurology 

(13.4%) and Dermatology (11.3%). This can reflect the fact that 

these are the main specialties that are focused on by the curricu-

lum just as reported in a previous study(Julian et al. 2011). As 

well as the fact that most of the doctors that teach in Medicine are 

specialized in these areas, keeping in mind that to specialize in 

Cardiology for example, a doctor must also specialize in Internal 

Medicine(Al Kadri et al. 2012).  

The most popular sub-specialties selected by medical students 

may be influenced by role models that teach in those sub-

specialties. While role models don’t advice students to pursue sub-

specialties the approach to teaching and the manner in which they 

teach students has an influence on the students’ perception of a 

sub-specialty (Blue et al. 1996, Wright et al. 1997, Zborovski et al. 

2010).  

In our study the factor which played the biggest role in specialty 

selection is personal interest followed by being helpful to the 

community. This is contrary to other studies where prestige, inter-

personal issues, intellectual content, anticipated income, and work 

hours are the commonest factor for specialty selection (Babbott et 

al. 1991, Creed et al. 2010, Flynn et al. 1993, Gorenflo et al. 

1994).  

When medical students select their specialties based on many 

different factors and are influenced in many ways. One of the 

main influences is the medical school curriculum and how much 

contact time those students spend in any discipline. So for exam-

ple, if a medical school curriculum mainly consists of surgical 

clinical rotations this may have a large influence on student spe-

cialty selection (Burke et al. 1994, Linzer et al. 1994, Peccoralo et 

al. 2012). Any lack in doctors in internal medicine may be solved 

by giving medical students more influence by altering medical 

school curriculum. 

5. Conclusion 

Internal medicine is the second most popular specialty among 

medical students in our study. There are many factors for selecting 

specialties but the commonest one in our study is personal interest. 

These factors can be used by mentors of medical students to moti-

vate students to choose medical specialties that are scarce in Su-

dan and therefore better serve the community. The sub-specialty 

which draws the most interest among medical students is Cardiol-

ogy. 
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