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ABSTRACT

Objective: This study investigates the impact of socioeconomic status and training factors on medical students' 
preference for psychiatry as a career.
Methodology: Conducted at a tertiary care hospital, the cross-sectional study targeted final and fourth-year 
undergraduate medical students. Exclusions comprised students without psychiatry ward exposure, or attendance 
at non-specified universities. Data collection involved a self-structured questionnaire distributed both online 
and manually, preceded by a pilot study for questionnaire standardization. Independent variables included 
age, gender, medical college, and study year, with dependent variables focusing on career preferences and 
psychiatry-related knowledge.
Results: Psychiatry ranked as the third most chosen specialty. Demographic analysis revealed that there was 
no significance of gender in students’ interest in psychiatry, with a nearly equal ratio of male and female 
participants. Among age groups, 23-year-olds showed the highest preference for psychiatry. Factors significantly 
influencing psychiatry choice included satisfaction level (p<0.001), exposure to mental illness(p=0.013), 
clinical exposure through ward rotations (p=0.026), and lectures (p=0.012).
Conclusion: The study highlights a positive attitude towards psychiatry, ranking it third among career choices. 
Notable associations were found between interest in psychiatry and exposure to mental illness, as well as 
clinical and educational experiences. These findings underscore the importance of addressing socioeconomic 
and training factors in shaping medical students' career preferences in psychiatry.
Keywords: Clinical exposure, medical students, mental illness exposure, psychiatry career choices, socioeconomic 
influences, training factors
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INTRODUCTION

Mental health is as vital as physical health and creates 
emotional, psychological, and social well-being. The

mental health of a person defines how they feel and 
react in different situations.1,2 A psychiatrist is a medical 
doctor who focuses on diagnosis, treatment, and 
prevention of emotional and mental disorders. In several 
low-and middle-income countries, negative attitudes 
towards mental health issues are common, resulting 
in a preference for traditional healers over psychiatrists 
because of their cultural and societal acceptance. 
Another issue is the stigmatizing perception by other health 
professionals who degrade psychiatry and follow medical 
specialties typically perceived as glamourous3-5. Medical 
educators have identified the economic factors that 
contribute to the enlistment choices, such as students 
being attracted to high-paying specialties to repay 
student loans and living a luxurious life without any 
societal pressure6.

During a period of four years, the percentage of medical 
school seniors in the US choosing psychiatry rose from 
3.9% in the 2012 match to 5.0% in the 2016 match7. 
Although psychiatry accounts for 5% of residency slots

Jawed Akbar Dars1, Irfan Ali Syed2, Kiran Abbas3, Nouman Ali4, and Amna Asad5

54

DOI: https://doi.org/10.46663/ajsmu.v10i2.54-58



nationally, since 2011 only 50%-62% of these slots 
have been filled by graduates of allopathic U.S. medical 
schools8. The number of psychiatrists employed in the 
United Kingdom increased over the period observed 
from approximately 8.2 thousand in 2000 to 12.3 
thousand in 20199. In 2004, the total number of licensed 
psychiatrists in China was 16,103 (1.24 psychiatrists 
per 100,000 people), which is significantly lower than 
the global average of 4.15 psychiatrists per 100,000 
people10. According to the WHO in Pakistan, only 400 
psychiatrists and 5 psychiatric hospitals exist within the 
entire country for a population exceeding 180 million11. 

The positive factors which attracted students towards 
psychiatry as a career were the possibility of making 
a difference in patients' lives, job contentment and the 
comprehensive approach to psychiatry and lifestyle 
variables3,12. A family member or any close one having 
mental illness also draws people towards a better 
understanding of this field13,14. The factors involved 
in the aversion from psychiatry as a career choice 
include lack of awareness or interest5, perception that 
psychiatry is professionally less rewarding compared 
to other specialties, and fear of dealing with violent 
patients3. Short clerkship duration is also one of 
contributing factors to the decline in choosing psychiatry 
as a field15.

In Pakistan, families play a key role in students' career 
decisions, hence, an element of ‘family aversion,’ was 
also found16,17. Psychiatry has been stigmatized and 
misunderstood by the public for a long time now. 
Multiple studies suggest that medical students' 
perspectives of psychiatry improve after their 
undergraduate experience in this field18,19. Clerkships 
and opportunities to engage with patients enhance 
knowledge of psychiatry and cultivate the capacity to 
converse with individuals with mental illness, optimize 
mindsets toward psychiatry and mental illness20-22. 

Availability and quality of postgraduate training in 
Pakistan could also have an impact on medical students' 
decisions. Psychiatry training is currently provided by 17 
institutes, with 100 trainees at levels 1–4. It is estimated 
that each year, just five trainees out of around 25 can pass 
the exit level examination and become psychiatrists22. 

The potential benefits of this study include that the 
institutes will know more about the perception of 
psychiatry as a career and factors which discourage 
the students from choosing psychiatry as a field and 
therefore, they will try to manage them by introducing 
interventions and opportunities contributing to increase 
the likelihood of psychiatry being chosen by students 
as primary choice of career.

METHODOLOGY
IRB/ERC Approval:

All the ethical considerations were observed while 
seeking permission from the Institutional Review Board 
of JSMU, Ref. No. JSMU/IRB/2022-600.

This was a quantitative cross-sectional study on final 
year and fourth year undergraduate medical students, 
who undertook psychiatry ward clinical rotations as 
they are expected to make an informed and careful 
career choice based on their clinical exposure in wards. 
We included several public and private teaching 
hospitals in Karachi like Jinnah Sindh Medical 
University along with its affiliated private medical 
colleges, as Karachi is a culturally and ethnically 
diverse city with a literacy rate of almost 75%23,24.  
Students of 1st, 2nd, 3rd, and 4th year MBBS who had 
not undergone psychiatry ward rotation, students 
enrolled in programmes other than MBBS, or studying 
from other than aforementioned universities, and 
students who declined participation were excluded 
from our study. The duration of this study was 6 months, 
i.e. from 15th September, 2021 to 15th March, 2022. 
Using a study by Curtis-Barton in which 20% of 
students claimed that the ‘prognosis of patients in 
psychiatry’ discourages them from pursuing a career 
in psychiatry25, hence taking a sample proportion of 
20%, a confidence level of 95%, and a margin of error 
of 5%, a sample size of 246 was calculated. To avoid 
non-responding participants and missing data, the 
sample size was inflated to 272 responses. The 
participants were selected through a convenience 
sampling technique. 

Before data collection, written informed consent was 
taken from each participant. Any research misconduct 
was avoided, and the rights and wellbeing of research 
participants were protected and every effort was made 
to ensure the confidentiality of research data collected 
from participants in this survey. 

The information collected was stored with the principal 
investigator in the form of de-identified information. 
Any results that were generated were presented on a 
collective basis, and did not contain any individual 
participant’s name or any other personal details. 

Data was collected by distributing a self-structured 
questionnaire, which was sent online as a Google Form 
and also circulated manually. In order to standardize 
the questionnaire, a pilot study was conducted among 
participants to examine the content validity.  

The study instruments were divided into two sections, 
including sociodemographic factors and questions 
measuring the knowledge of participants regarding
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psychiatry as a career. Age, gender, name of medical 
college and year of study were taken as independent 
variables, followed by dependent variables like primary 
career choice and leading close-ended questions 
regarding psychiatry as a career choice assessing their 
knowledge. In the end, questions catering suggestive 
measures were included as well. 

Data was entered and analysed using SPSS software 
version 24. SPSS is a software package used for 
interactive or batched statistical analysis. The interval 
of confidence was considered to be 95% , while 5% 
of the error margin was taken and =0.05 of the p-value 
was considered to be statistically significant. 

RESULTS
A total of 272 medical students from four medical 
institutes with n=271(99.6%) from Karachi while 
n=1(0.4%) other than Karachi consented to participate 
in this study. Rate of responses from medical schools 
varied with n=132 (48.5%) Sindh Medical College, 
n=125 (46%) Dow Medical College, n=6 (2.2%) 
Liaquat College of Medicine and Dentistry, n=3 (1.1%) 
Karachi Medical and Dental College, and n=6 (2.2%) 
were from various medical institutes. Past experience 
of psychiatry ward rotation was also enquired via 
questionnaire with participants having done their 
rotations in year 2019 n=3(1.1%), 2020 n=22(8.1%), 
2021 n=132(48.5%), 2022 n=103(37.9%) and 
n=12(4.4%) did not attend rotations. Majority of medical 
students n=260(95.6%) had clinical exposure, hence 
were making an informed decision regarding psychiatry 
as a career choice.

Mean age of participants was 22.9 years, extending 
from 21 years till 26 years. In relation to gender 
distribution, n=177(65.1%) identified as females, 
n=94(34.6%) identified as Males whereas n=1(0.4%) 
did not prefer to be identified on gender basis. 

Primary analysis of study was to examine the probability 
of selecting psychiatry as the final field of choice 
among medical students. Five fields were given to 
participants in study questionnaire (General Medicine, 
Surgery, Obstetrics/gynaecology, Paediatrics, and 
Psychiatry), our data analysis demonstrated that General 
Medicine n=116 (42.6%) was most attractive 
postgraduate specialty followed by Surgery n=80 
( 2 9 . 4 % ) ,  P s y c h i a t r y  n = 2 8  ( 1 0 . 3 % ) ,  
Obstetrics/Gynaecology n=27 (9.9%), and Paediatrics 
n=21 (7.7%). Survey demonstrated that Psychiatry was 
the third most common field selected by participants, 
however, the number of participants selecting psychiatry 
was low in comparison to General Medicine and 
Surgery, yet its selection proportion was nearly identical 
to the other two least opted fields with slight variations, 
i.e. Obstetrics/Gynaecology n=27(9.9%) and Paediatrics 
n=21(7.7%).

Overall statistical outcome suggested that n=19 (7%) 
were ‘Very satisfied’ considering psychiatry as a career 
choice, another n=73 (26.8%) were ‘Satisfied’, n=95 
(34.9%) were ‘Neutral’, n=62 (22.8%) were ‘Not so 
satisfied’ and n=23 (8.5%) were ‘Not at all satisfied’‘. 
Therefore, the results suggested a combined proportion 
of 33.8% medical students having positive mindset 
towards psychiatry as an eventual field of practice.

Demographic analysis was the first parameter in our 
study for medical students to associate with the choice 
of psychiatry. Almost equal number of males and 
females  opted for psychiatry as their eventual field of 
practice with males n=27 (28.7%) and females n=53 
(29.9%). Among all age groups that participated in our 
study, 23-year-old n=31(38.3%) participants chose 
psychiatry in the highest number. 

Our study also indicated factors that significantly 
influenced choice of psychiatry as an eventual field of 
practice among participants. Level of satisfaction 
among participants to opt for psychiatry (p<0.001), 
and exposure of participants to mental illness within 
their close contacts (p=0.013) were found. No 
associations were established between student’s choice 
of psychiatry and their mindset regarding psychiatry 
as a financially rewarding field, participant’s financial 
reasons, and influence of friends and family. 

Data analysis suggested statistical association of 
participants selecting psychiatry as their final field of 
practice and students having sufficient knowledge 
about psychiatry (p=0.013), around n=81(29.8%) out 
of 272 participants, opted for psychiatry as their eventual 
field of practice. N=34 (42%) stated that they had 
sufficient knowledge about psychiatry and n=47 (58%) 
indicated that they do not consider themselves to have 
satisfactory awareness at the moment.

Ward rotations and clinical exposure proved to be 
significant among medical students in selecting 
psychiatry as a career option (p=0.026). N=81(29.8%) 
opted for psychiatry as their eventual field of practice 
with n=68(84%) agreed that clinical experience will 
help them in making psychiatry as a career option 
while n=13(16%) disagreed. Majority of participants 
n=260 (95.6%) had clinical ward rotations with 
maximum students, n=235 students having done with 
their ward rotations within two years.

Our study indicated a statistically significant relationship 
between exposure to psychiatry lectures and career 
choice (p=0.012). n=81(29.8%) selected psychiatry as 
the ultimate field of training. Among these participants, 
n=55(67.9%) indicated that theoretical lectures helped 
them choosing psychiatry as career decision, however 
n=26 (32.1%) did not agree with it.
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We also included one portion for the suggestions of 
participants through which we can understand the 
problem in choosing psychiatry as a career. Four options 
were given to participants, n=107 (39.3%). ‘’Creating 
opportunities for career guidance’’was the most popular 
choice, while n=72 (26.5%) chose‘ ‘Active efforts by 
authorities to reduce stigma among students associated 
with psychiatry as a career’’, n=71 (26.1%) opted for 
‘‘Providing more clerkship opportunities’,’ and n=22 
(8.1%) selected ‘More robust and intense curriculum’.

DISCUSSION
Our study explored medical students' perceptions of 
psychiatry as a career option, drawing on data from 
272 students across medical institutions in Karachi. 
Psychiatry was ranked as the third most popular choice 
among participants, indicating a gradual but promising 
shift in attitudes compared to other studies globally, 
which often place psychiatry lower in preference2-4. 
Approximately 10.3% of participants selected 
psychiatry as their preferred field, mirroring trends 
seen in past studies that suggest a growing interest in 
the specialty6. This local insight offers valuable 
information for policy makers and educators in Pakistan 
who are seeking ways to make psychiatry more 
attractive to medical students.

Interest in psychiatry showed little variation by gender, 
with similar rates between men (28.7%) and women 
(29.9%), reflecting findings from other research8,9. 
Satisfaction with psychiatry as a career option was 
modest, with 7% of participants reporting being ‘Very 
satisfied’ and another 26.8% ‘Satisfied,’ resulting in a 
cumulative satisfaction rate of 33.8%7. Additionally, 
our study highlighted a significant association between 
personal experiences with mental illness and an interest 
in psychiatry, underscoring how personal connections 
to mental health can positively influence career 
preferences10,11.

Academic exposure, particularly through clinical ward 
rotations, was a major factor in shaping positive attitudes 
toward psychiatry. Such rotations provide hands-on 
experience, reducing stigma and fostering an informed 
interest, consistent with findings from previous 
studies10-13. Classroom lectures also had a positive 
impact, showing that structured educational engagement 
plays a vital role in cultivating an interest in 
psychiatry10,14.

Participants identified a need for increased career 
counseling and greater efforts to reduce stigma around 
psychiatry within medical schools.  These 
recommendations reflect gaps in institutional support 
for psychiatry, pointing to a need for structural changes 
within the curriculum to promote the specialty and

address stigma at the college level. Policymakers and 
academic planners could use these insights to develop 
strategies that make psychiatry a more accessible and 
appealing career path, ultimately addressing mental 
health workforce shortages in Pakistan.

While our study offers important insights, several 
limitations should be acknowledged.Despite aiming 
for a multicentered approach, data were collected only 
from different institutions in Karachi, limiting the 
generalizability of our findings to other regions and 
institutions. Other factors such as socio-economic 
differences and access to mental health resources may 
also influence attitudes and were not fully explored in 
this study. Furthermore, logistical and resource 
constraints, limited our outreach and response rate. 
The study’s strength, however, lies in its diverse sample, 
which includes participants from varied ethnic and 
socio-economic backgrounds, offering a well-rounded 
view of attitudes within the surveyed institutions. This 
diversity helps to mitigate selection bias and enriches 
our findings with a more balanced perspective on 
students’ career interests in psychiatry.

CONCLUSION
Our findings indicate a growing interest in psychiatry 
among medical students, with 10.3% choosing it as 
their preferred specialty, positioning it as the third most 
popular field. This positive shift is largely influenced 
by personal connections to mental health and the impact 
of clinical clerkships and academic lectures, highlighting 
the importance of exposure and guidance in making 
career choices. Participants’ suggestions to increase 
career counseling and reduce stigma toward psychiatry, 
point to crucial areas for improvement in medical 
education. By addressing these factors, policymakers 
and educators can create a supportive environment that 
encourages more students to consider psychiatry, 
ultimately strengthening Pakistan’s mental health 
workforce and better meeting the country’s growing 
mental health needs.
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