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ABSTRACT 
 

Background: The future specialty of choice of interns determine the composition of medical 
practitioners  workforce and the factors that underline this choice needs to be explored to help in 
healthcare planning and policy formulation for an economically  poor country like Nigeria. 
Aim: The study aims to examine the factors that influence rotatory interns on their specialty choice 
with special reference to surgery with the hope that the information obtained might be of help in 
improving any imbalances in distribution of medical manpower in our country. 
Materials and Methods:  This is a survey of 126 interns, using an objective pre tested semi 
structured questionnaire which explores factors influencing specialty choices among interns in 
three tertiary hospitals in North Central Nigeria, namely, Federal Medical Center, Makurdi, Benue 
State University Teaching Hospital, Makurdi and Jos University Teaching Hospital, Jos.  
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Results: The three most popular specialties were Surgery (30.2%), Pediatrics (14.3%) and 
Obstetrics and Gynecology (14.3%). The least preferred specialty of choice was Family Medicine 
and Community Medicine at 1.6% each. These choices are determined by natural interest (38.1%), 
job satisfaction (38.1%), personal convenience (19%), financial rewards (3.2%) and personal 
aptitude (1.6%). Among the female interns, a possibility of job satisfaction is the most important 
determinant of specialty choice. Majority of the respondents consider surgery as important and 
interesting with 32% saying it’s difficult to understand. 
Conclusions:  Our findings have implication for provision of specialty health care for Nigerians. 
Health care service delivery planners have to devise means of attracting interns to the less 
preferred specialty choice. 
 

 
Keywords: Surgery; interns; specialty choice; North Central Nigeria. 
 
1. INTRODUCTION 
 
The distribution of medical manpower among the 
various specialties should be of concerns to 
government, health care planners and medical 
educators of any nation [1,2]. This is because the 
medical specialties chosen by medical graduates 
is an important determinant of future supply of 
doctors in different specialties and it is important 
for the planning of the workforce of health care 
services [3]. Medical students’ career choices 
have a direct impact on the availability of medical 
practitioners in different specialties and can 
result in a shortage in some specialties or 
locations and oversupply in others [4]. Sound 
vocational theory also explained that you are 
more likely to be satisfied in your professional life 
if your career matches your personal and 
environmental characteristics like interests, 
values, personality and skills [5]. 
 
The distribution of medical manpower has been a 
subject of considerable debate and interest as 
both the physicians and students have a stake in 
the issue of specialty choice [6]. Available works 
on specialty choice among doctors in training 
within and outside Nigeria have shown a 
relatively high preference for obstetrics and 
gynecology, pediatrics, surgery and internal 
medicine as the four most popular choices of 
specialty [7-9].   
 
It is widely known that the choice of specialties 
for house officers varies from country to country 
making it possible that each country has its own 
mix of specialist doctors [10]. It is a fact that the 
specialty preferences of house-officers in training 
determine the compositions of medical 
workforce. 
 
With this in view the study aims to examine the 
factors that influence rotatory interns on their 
specialty choice with special reference to surgery 

with the hope that the information obtained might 
be of help in improving any imbalances in 
distribution of medical manpower in our country. 
 
The importance of this study is to avoid shortage 
of specialist in certain fields and the abundance 
in others. There has to be a balanced production 
of specialist through career guidance and giving 
of incentives in certain rare fields. 
 
2. SUBJECTS AND METHODS 
 
The study was a multicenter work, a descriptive 
type of cross sectional study carried out among 
rotatory interns at Benue State University 
Teaching Hospital, (BSUTH), Makurdi, Federal 
Medical Centre, Makurdi and Jos University 
Teaching Hospital, Jos. Convenience non 
probability sampling was used for selection of 
respondents.  Study population were the interns 
in the selected hospitals. Those at their final 
rotatory posting were included in the study while 
those who did not consent were excluded.          
This study was carried out from August 2016           
to January 2017. Data was collected with 
structured self-administered questionnaire. The 
questionnaires were developed by the 
researchers and pretested among interns in 
Ahmadu Bello University Teaching Hospital, 
Zaria a tertiary health facility in north west 
Nigeria. 
 
The first part of the questionnaire detailed the 
demographic characteristics of the intern. The 
second part asked about their impression of 
surgery as a specialty choice, the specialty they 
would like to take after finishing house job and 
reasons for the choice.  
 
The answers were then collected and analyzed 
using simple statistical methods like means, 
percentages and presented with charts. 
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3. RESULTS   
 
A total of 150 questionnaires were distributed 
with a response rate of 84%. The highest 
proportion of the interns (42.9%) were in   the 
age group 30-34 years followed by                
those between 25-59 years (34.9%) (Fig. 1). A 
higher proportion of the interns were male            
(76.2%) which 23.8% were female. 
 
Fig. 2 shows the specialty of preference for 
future career in medicine. Overall surgery was 
the specialty of choice among the majority of the 
interns (30.2%). This was followed by pediatrics 
and Obstetrics and Gynecology with 14.3%, 
each. The least preferred specialty of choice was 
community Medicine and Family Medicine at 
1.6% each. When the data were adjusted for the 
sex by stratification, the first 3 preferred 

specialties were still Surgery, Pediatrics and 
Obstetrics and Gynecology for both sexes (Fig. 
3). Fig. 4 shows the reasons for preferred 
specialty of choice for postgraduate                  
medical training. Natural interest and possibilities 
of job satisfaction at 38.1% each, determined    
the choice of specialties in majority of the      
interns followed by personal convenience                     
(19.0%). When this is adjusted for sex,           
majority of the female responders think 
possibilities of job satisfaction is the overriding 
reason as compared to natural interest by males 
(Fig. 5).  
 
Fig. 6 shows the interns assessment of surgery 
and its specialties. 93.7% of then consider 
surgery as important and interesting while 1.6% 
thinks it’s boring. 
 

 

 
 

Fig. 1. Age distribution of the study participants 
 

 
 

Fig. 2. Specialty of preference for future career i n medicine 



 
Fig. 3. Sex of respondents adjusted for specialty o f preference for future career in medicine

 

 
Fig. 4. Factor that majorly determined specialty ch oice

 

Fig. 5. Sex of respondents* and factor that majorly determined specialty choice
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Fig. 3. Sex of respondents adjusted for specialty o f preference for future career in medicine

Fig. 4. Factor that majorly determined specialty ch oice  

 
of respondents* and factor that majorly determined specialty choice

tabulation 
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Fig. 3. Sex of respondents adjusted for specialty o f preference for future career in medicine  

 

 

of respondents* and factor that majorly determined specialty choice -a cross-



 
Fig. 6. How would you rate surgery and its 

subspecialties? 
 
4. DISCUSSION 
 
Choosing a medical specialty is important for 
both the interns and the healthcare system.
 
In this work, we report that the top choices of the 
interns were surgery (30.2%) pediatrics (14.3%), 
obstetrics and gynecology (14.3%). Internal 
medicine, chemical pathology, hematology and 
blood transfusion, medical microbiology and 
parasitology were 6.3% each. In most studies in 
Nigeria, the top choices have always been core
clinical areas – surgery, medicine, pediatrics and 
obstetrics and gynecology [7-12]. It is interesting 
to note that in this study, other specialties like 
chemical pathology hematology and   medical 
microbiology shared the 4th position with internal 
medicines. This probably represents a new trend 
among interns in Nigeria. Pathology and its 
subspecialties have always been among the 
least preferred specialty among medi
and interns in Nigeria [9-11]. When the data is 
adjusted for sex, the core clinical specialties still 
represent the preferred choice among the 
studied group in the same proportion (surgery, 
pediatrics, obstetrics and gynecology and 
internal medicine in that order and in both sexes.
 
It is also pertinent to say that the most preferred 
specialty of choice among the interns in both 
sexes was surgery and this has remained a 
consistent findings in Nigeria and Africa [7,10,13
16]. In contrast to other works which show 
gender differences in choice of specialty with 
high proportions of male students and interns 
preferring to specialize in surgery and female 
students and interns in pediatrics [9,13,17], no 
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Fig. 6. How would you rate surgery and its 

Choosing a medical specialty is important for 
healthcare system. 

In this work, we report that the top choices of the 
interns were surgery (30.2%) pediatrics (14.3%), 
obstetrics and gynecology (14.3%). Internal 
medicine, chemical pathology, hematology and 
blood transfusion, medical microbiology and 

rasitology were 6.3% each. In most studies in 
Nigeria, the top choices have always been core-

surgery, medicine, pediatrics and 
12]. It is interesting 

to note that in this study, other specialties like 
pathology hematology and   medical 

position with internal 
medicines. This probably represents a new trend 
among interns in Nigeria. Pathology and its 
subspecialties have always been among the 
least preferred specialty among medical students 

11]. When the data is 
adjusted for sex, the core clinical specialties still 
represent the preferred choice among the 
studied group in the same proportion (surgery, 
pediatrics, obstetrics and gynecology and 

dicine in that order and in both sexes. 

It is also pertinent to say that the most preferred 
specialty of choice among the interns in both 
sexes was surgery and this has remained a 
consistent findings in Nigeria and Africa [7,10,13-

r works which show 
gender differences in choice of specialty with 
high proportions of male students and interns 
preferring to specialize in surgery and female 
students and interns in pediatrics [9,13,17], no 

appreciable differences was noticed on gender 
basis in our work. This study is in consonance 
with Eke B. A et al. [2] which recorded no gender 
difference in specialty of choice.  
 
Anatomic pathology, anesthesia, community 
medicine and family medicine are the least 
represented specialty of preference in 
On personal discussion with some of the 
students, apathy towards autopsy practice is 
often cited as their reason for discrimination for 
choosing anatomic pathology. In most Nigerian 
medical schools, medical students do not rotate 
through family medicine department and have no 
contact whatsoever with family physician.
 
In this work, natural interest and possibilities of 
job satisfaction at 38.1% each are the overriding 
reasons that determine the specialty of 
preference. Work done by Odusanya OO 
Nwawolo CC [11] in Lagos among interns found 
that interest accounted for 72.9% and job 
satisfaction for 69.0%. Madu et al. 
Nigerian study found interest (78.9%) as the 
overriding reason for choice of specialty. When 
adjusted for sex differences, natural interest 
followed by possibilities of job satisfaction are the 
main reasons for specialty choice among male 
and possibilities of job satisfaction followed by 
natural interest accounted for the major reasons 
for specialty choice among females in this work. 
These findings among females are in contrast to 
a Saudi study [4] with females giving “personal 
interest” more weight. Personal convenience was 
the third most important reason for selecting 
preferred specialty. Expected financial reward 
and personal aptitude are the least reasons 
given for specialty selection in this work. 
Financial reward was not a significant indicator of 
career choice in this work. These findings tally 
with Ko HH, et al. [18] but contrast sharply with 
other studies [10,19,20] when financial reward 
was a main motivating factor for career choice.
 
The limitation of the study included relatively 
small number of the respondent since not all the 
questionnaires were returned, the short period of 
the study. 
 
5. CONCLUSION 
 
This study investigates the career preference of 
interns. The key findings are that the most 
preferred career choices are Surgery, Pediatrics, 
and Obstetrics and Gynecology with Surgery 
being the most preferred. Internal medicine, 
Pathology, Family medicine and community 
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health are the least preferred. Natural interest 
and job satisfaction are the overriding factors that 
determine specialty choice. It is recommended 
that unpopular specialties should be given 
incentive so as to encourage doctors to choose 
them. Insights into the reasons underlying career 
choice in a country will improve medical 
planning. For a developing country like Nigeria, 
these will help in ensuring that least preferred 
specialties are taken into account and planned 
for so as to have a balanced health care delivery 
system. 
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