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Abstract
Purpose: The medical profession has been regarded as a vocation, valued both socially and economically. This study
explored the importance of high-paying profession as a motive for applying to medical school between 1988 and 2023,
and its relation to physicians’ postgraduate training goals.
Material and Methods: The data comprised of eight repeated cross-sectional surveys conducted in five-year intervals
from 1988 to 2023. Respondents graduated 2 to 11 years before each survey (total n= 11 638; min 1177−max 1795
per survey; average response rate 55%). The association between valuing high-paying profession and pursuing professional
or scientific postgraduate education was analyzed using ordinal logistic regression.
Major Findings: A smaller proportion of those who entered medical studies motivated by the prospect of a high-paying
profession engaged in doctoral research (OR 0.93; 95% CI 0.89−0.97) and specialization (OR 0.88; LV 0.78−0.98) compared
to those motivated by other reasons. Men were more likely than women to specialize within 2 to 11 years after graduation
(OR 1.58; 95% CI 1.47−1.70), and male gender also increased the likelihood of pursuing scientific postgraduate education
(OR 1.67; 95% CI 1.53−1.82).
Conclusions: A growing emphasis on income among applicants could increase the shortage of specialists and reduce the
number of physicians engaging in scientific research.

Plain Language Summary
The study explores the increasing importance of a high-paying profession as a factor in choosing a career in medicine.
Why was the Study Done?

Traditionally, medicine has been regarded as a vocation, valued both socially and economically. In recent years, however,
a good salary has become an increasingly more important motivator. At the same time, public healthcare struggles with
financial pressures and workforce shortages.
What did the Researchers do?

The researchers reviewed eight consecutive surveys conducted at five-year intervals and studied the importance of high-
paying profession as a motivation for applying to medical school and whether it is related to the physicians’ professional or
scientific postgraduate education goals.
What did the Researchers Find?

High-paid profession as an important factor in applying to medical school was later associated with decreased interest in
scientific postgraduate education and specialization. Male gender increased both the likelihood of postgraduate scientific
education and specialization.
What do the Findings Mean?

A growing emphasis on income among applicants for medical school could increase the shortage of specialists and reduce
the number of physicians engaging in scientific research.
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Introduction
The medical profession has traditionally been regarded as a
vocation, valued both socially and economically.1 The
motivation for applying to medical school includes an inter-
est in helping people, opportunity to gain good income, and
good prospects of employment.2,3 Personal interest in the
field helps students cope better, while merely seeking recog-
nition can lead to burnout.4

In Finland, admission to medical school has been based
on either high-school grade point average and admission
examination or solely on admission examination. Only
10%−12% of applicants are accepted to study medicine.5

The most common motivation for applying to medical school
has for 25 years been an interest in people (81%−83%).4,6 In
recent years, a high-paying profession has increasingly
become a significant motivation, particularly among men
and those under 40 years of age.6 Among women, vocation
has been a more common motivation which may increase
job satisfaction and reduce dissatisfaction.6 According to
an earlier study, both admission examination and high-
school grade point average were well suited as selection cri-
teria in the admission process.7 However, medical schools
should take into consideration that different selection tools
might facilitate to select applicants with suitable personal-
ities.8 In addition to academic abilities, medical students
should also possess traits like compassion and interpersonal
skills throughout their studies.9

Young physicians are mostly employed as locum doctors
in the public sector. Experienced specialists have an option to
run private practice in addition to the public sector work,
which has provided opportunities for additional income as
well as maintaining longer-term patient relationships. In
the 2000s, workforce shortages10 have expanded private
employment opportunities also for younger physicians as
general practitioners in private practices. However, having
a specialist degree has provided better earnings. Scientific
postgraduate education, in turn, has enabled career advance-
ment, especially in university hospitals.

In recent decades, medicine has undergone significant
changes: treatment options have improved, and patients
actively seek information about their care. Public healthcare
is struggling with budget cuts and workforce shortages, while
the private sector offers physicians better opportunities in
work-life balance. The popularity of part-time work has
increased,11,12 and the values of young physicians may differ
from those of the older, policy-making generation. The ser-
vice system must anticipate future developments to prepare
for upcoming changes. Scholarly attention to financial motiv-
ation in the context of medical career pathways remains lim-
ited. This study examines how the significance of a
high-paying profession as a motivation for applying to med-
ical school has varied from 1988 to 2023 and whether it is
related to physicians’ professional or scientific postgraduate
education goals.

Methodology

Place: This Study Represents a Series of Cohort
Studies in Finland
Period: The data comprised eight cross-sectional surveys
conducted in 1988, 1993, 1998, 2003, 2008, 2013, 2018
and 2023. These surveys have studied physicians’ experi-
ences in undergraduate and postgraduate education and their
career plans.6 The data was collected using uniform methods
of a posted or e-mail survey. Participants for cross-sectional
surveys were randomly selected. A sample representing 50%
of the study population was drawn from the register of the
Finnish Medical Association. For this study, we analyzed
the cohort of respondents who graduated 2−11 years before
each survey (n= 11 638) (Table 1).

The Ethics Committee of the University of Turku stated
that, according to the guidelines by the Finnish National
Advisory Board on Research Ethics, an ethical pre-
evaluation for this type of research is not necessary.
Participants have given their informed consent as a manda-
tory part of the survey.

We studied the question of “To what extent did the pro-
spect of a high-paying profession influence your decision
to apply to medical school?” on a five-step ordinal scale
(1=not at all, 2= slightly, 3= a fair amount, 4= considerably,
5=very much). Other motivational aspects studied included
e.g. vocation, interest in people, status of the profession, and
interest in research.4

Physicians’ professional development plans were studied
with the question of intentions to specialize or to apply to sci-
entific postgraduate education. Respondents were divided
into three groups according to the stage of specialization
(specialist, specializing, not specialist or not specializing)
and the stage of doctoral research (PhD, working on doctoral
thesis, not PhD or not working on doctoral thesis)
(Appendix 1). The relationship between motivation for
applying to medical school and professional or scientific
postgraduate education was studied with ordinal logistic
regression.

Statistical Analysis
Descriptive statistics of variables and cross-tabulations were
performed. The non-parametric Mann-Whitney U-test was
used to test differences in the ordinal variable between two
independent groups.

Variations in the ordinal variable were analyzed using
ordinal logistic regression, which can be used to model an
order-scale variable without the assumption of scale equiva-
lency.13 The ordinal dependent variable was a motivation to
apply to medical school due to the prospect of high-paying
profession. The independent variables were the survey year
and the respondent’s gender. The interaction effect between
survey year and gender was examined.
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The relationship between motivation for applying to med-
ical school and professional or scientific postgraduate educa-
tion was studied with ordinal logistic regression model.

The stage of specialization (specialist, specializing, other)
and doctoral research status (PhD, working on a doctoral the-
sis, other) were analyzed separately. In both models, the
independent variables were the influence of ‘a high-paying
profession’ on applying to medical school, the survey year
and the respondent’s gender.

Odds ratios (OR) and their confidence intervals (CI) are
reported for the models. Interactions between variables
were tested, and statistically significant interactions are
reported. Proportional odds assumption was tested and
model sensitivity analysis was performed. The analyses
were conducted using IBM SPSS Statistics, version 29.
The reporting of this study conforms to the STROBE state-
ment (Supplemental material).14

Results
The prospect of a high-paying profession influenced the
motivation for applying to medical school very much for
8% of respondents (varying between 5%−14% in different
study years), considerably for 39% (33%−45%), a fair
amount for 34% (30%−40%), slightly for 13% (9%−15%),
and not at all for 6% (3%−9%). A total of 60 respondents
(0.5%) did not answer the question.

The significance of a high-paying profession in applying to
medical school was at its highest level in 2023 (very much or

considerably 57%) and lowest in 2008 (very much or consider-
ably 40%) (Figure 1). The level decreased between 1993 and
1998 (Mann-Whitney U test P< .01) and between 2003 and
2008 (P< .01). The level increased between 1998 and 2003
(P= .04) and between 2018 and 2023 (P< .01).

Men emphasized a high-paying profession more than
women (U test P< .01). For men, it was more often very
much or considerably important (59% vs women 46%),
while among women, the proportion of those who had
selected no importance, or slightly (19%) was higher than
among men (10%). Information about gender was missing
for 93 respondents (0.8%).

The importance of a high-paying profession in applying to
medical school was more likely in 2023 (Table 2) compared
to other years. Emphasizing high-paying profession was
more likely for men than women, although the difference
narrowed significantly in 1998. The proportional odds
assumption was met for data of each individual year except
for 2013 and dataset in total. In model sensitivity analysis,
ordinal logistic models were run separately for each year.

Table 1. Sample Size, Number of Respondents by Year of
Graduation, and Response Rate in the Doctor Survey Sub-Dataset
from 1988 to 2023.

Year
Sample
(N)

Year of
Graduation

Number of
Respondents

Response
Rate (%)

1988 2632 1977−1986 1718 66
1993 2332 1982−1991 1771 78
1998 2492 1987−1996 1795 73
2003 2415 1992−2001 1521 64
2008 2401 1997−2006 1198 50
2013 2978 2002−2011 1177 40
2018 3148 2007−2016 1233 39
2023 2889 2012−2021 1225 42
Total 21 287 1977−2021 11 638 55

Figure 1. The importance of high-paying profession as a motive for applying medical school, 1988 to 2023.

Table 2. The Association Between Gender and Study Year with
Choosing Medicine Due to the Prospect of a High-Paying Profession
Was Examined. The Explanatory Variables in the Ordinal Logistic
Regression Model Were Gender and Study Year. The
Table Presents the Odds Ratios of Statistically Significant
Interactions.

Variable N Odds Ratio 95% CI P

Main effect of gender
Female 7338 1.00
Male 4149 1.67 1.35−2.07 <.01

Main effect of year
1988 1711 0.74 0.61−0.88 <.01
1993 1760 0.74 0.62−0.88 <.01
1998 1790 0.62 0.52−0.73 <.01
2003 1513 0.67 0.56−0.80 <.01
2008 1190 0.50 0.42−0.60 <.01
2013 1171 0.52 0.43−0.63 <.01
2018 1223 0.58 0.49−0.70 <.01
2023 1220 1.00

Interaction
Male*1998 0.74 0.56−0.99 .04

N= 11 578.
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These models were robust and produced similar results as
reported in Table 2.

Respondents who graduated as specialists during the
study period considered a high-paying profession to be a
more important motivator for applying to medical school
(U test P< .01) than those who were in specialist training
at the time of the survey. Among specialists, high-paying
profession was very much or considerably important for
49% (vs those in specializing 45%), while among specializ-
ing respondents, the proportion of those who considered it
not at all important or only slightly important (20%) was
higher than among specialists (17%). Information about the
specialization status was missing for 77 respondents (0.7%).

Emphasizing high-paying profession in applying to med-
ical school decreased the likelihood of specialization (OR
0.88; 95% CI 0.78−0.98) (Table 3). In 2023, specialization
was generally more likely compared to 1988, 1993, 1998,
and 2008. The probability of specialization within 2−11
years after graduating as a physician was higher for men
when compared to women (OR 1.58; 95% CI 1.47−1.70).

When examining the combined effect of survey year and
motivation to study medicine for a high-paying profession on
specialization, it was found that in 1993, 1998, 2003, and
2008, the effect of high-paying profession on specialization
was weaker compared to 2023. There was no statistically sig-
nificant difference in the annual effect of a high-paying pro-
fession in 1988, 2013, or 2018 compared to 2023.
Proportional odds assumption was met for the data of each
individual year except for 2013 and 2018 and for the overall
dataset. Model sensitivity analysis was run separately for

each year. In analyses of individual year, motivation for
high-paying profession increased likelihood of specialization
in 1993−2008 but decreased it in 1988 and 2013−2023.
However, the odds ratio for high-paying profession reached
statistical significance (P< .05) in single-year models only
for 1993 and 2013.

Emphasizing the prospect of a high-paying profession in
applying to medical school decreased the likelihood of scien-
tific postgraduate education (OR 0.93; 95% CI 0.89−0.97)
(Table 4). For physicians working on their doctoral thesis,
the importance of a high-paying profession was less pro-
nounced than among respondents who had not yet started
their doctoral work or did not intend to pursue it (U test P
= .02). Among those having their PhD, 45% reported that a
high-paying profession was a very much or considerably
important in their decision to apply to medical school, while
44% of those pursuing their thesis and 48% of other respon-
dents reported the same. Information on doctoral status was
missing for 271 respondents (2%).

Having completed doctoral degree or conducting doctoral
research was less likely in 2023 compared to 1988 and 1993,
and more likely in 2003, 2008, and 2013 compared to 2023
(Table 4). Emphasizing a high-paying profession as a motiv-
ation for applying to medical school decreased the likelihood
of pursuing scientific postgraduate education, whereas male
gender increased it. When modelling the outcome of having a
PhD or conducting doctoral research, no statistically significant
interactions were found between gender or year of study with a
prospect of high-paying profession. Proportional odds assump-
tion was met for data of 1988 and from 1998 to 2013.
Sensitivity analysis of the model was conducted separately for
each year. In analyses of single-year data, high-paying profes-
sion significantly decreased likelihood of scientific postgraduate
education (P< .05) in 1988, 1998 and 2018.

Discussion
The significance of a high-paying profession in applying to
medical school has varied significantly from 1988 to 2023,

Table 3. The Association Between Specialization and Emphasizing
High-Paying Profession as a Motive for Applying to Medical School
Was Examined. The Explanatory Variables in the Ordinal Logistic
Regression Model Were High-Paying Profession, Year, and Gender.
The Table Presents the Odds Ratios for Statistically Significant
Interactions.

Variable N
Odds
Ratio 95% CI P

Main effect of gender
Female 7285 1.00
Male 4134 1.58 1.47−1.70 <.01

Main effect of year
1988 1706 0.28 0.17−0.48 <.01
1993 1754 0.28 0.17−0.46 <.01
1998 1776 0.34 0.21−0.56 <.01
2003 1506 0.59 0.35−1.00 .05
2008 1180 0.53 0.31−0.91 .02
2013 1145 0.96 0.55−1.67 .87
2018 1220 0.95 0.55−1.64 .85
2023 1219 1.00

Main effect of High-paying
profession

0.88 0.78−0.98 .02

Interaction
1993*High-paying
profession

1.29 1.12−1.49 <.01

1998* High-paying
profession

1.18 1.03−1.35 .02

2003* High-paying
profession

1.18 1.02−1.36 .03

2008* High-paying
profession

1.24 1.07−1.45 .01

N= 11 506.

Table 4. Association Between Scientific Postgraduate Education
and Emphasizing High-Paying Profession as a Motive for Applying to
Medical SchoolWas Examined. Explanatory Variables in the Ordinal
Logistic Regression Model Were High-Paying Profession, Year, and
Gender. The Table Presents the Odds Ratios for Statistically
Significant Interactions.

Variable N
Odds
Ratio 95% CI P

Main effect of gender
Female 7144 1.00
Male 4084 1.67 1.53−1.82 <.01

Main effect of year
1988 1704 0.57 0.47−0.68 <.01
1993 1745 0.72 0.61−0.85 <.01
1998 1761 1.07 0.91−1.26 .43
2003 1366 1.32 1.11−1.56 <.01
2008 1164 1.31 1.09−1.56 <.01
2013 1139 1.23 1.03−1.48 .02
2018 1221 1.03 0.86−1.23 .78
2023 1211 1.00

Main effect of high-paying
profession

0.93 0.89−0.97 <.01

N= 11 311.
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particularly increasing in 2023. According to previous stud-
ies, a high-paying profession is a more important motivation
for men than for women.11 However, the motivation gap
between genders narrowed during the recession of the
1990s and grew again after the doctors’ strike in 2001.

The aim of undergraduate medical education is to train
physicians for primary healthcare. However, the goal should
also be to graduate specialists in primary healthcare as well
as in hospital specialties. Thus, specialization in family medi-
cine is strongly recommended.

In Finland, public health care has suffered from a shortage
of physicians, even though the number of admissions to med-
ical school has increased by 37% since 2012.4 In our study,
high-paying profession increased likelihood to specialize in
1993−2008 and decreased it in 1988 and 2013−2023. In eco-
nomically good times, there are many well-paid job oppor-
tunities available to physicians in the private sector.
Previously, part-time private practice in Finland was held
by specialists who were also employed in public healthcare
and had academic credentials. Currently, it is possible to start
a well-paying day job in the private sector without profes-
sional or scientific postgraduate education. This may attract
younger generations who value work-life balance.11,15,16

Working conditions in the private sector, such as remote
consultations and temporary jobs, offer more attractive short-
term earning opportunities compared to the less paid 5- to
6-year-long postgraduate education and the burdensome
on-call duties in specialized healthcare, which offer only a
limited possibility to work-life balance.3 It is challenging
to resolve this contradiction in other ways than by improving
the working conditions in specialization training.

Scientific postgraduate education promotes career devel-
opment in hospital specialties and increases income.17,18

The decrease in scientific postgraduate education may be
due to reduced research funding19 or time management
requirements. Based on our research, it may also be influ-
enced by the motivation for applying to medical school.
The attractiveness of an academic career partly ensures the
high quality of undergraduate medical education. Academically
qualified physicians: clinical teachers and professors, are,
alongside with research work, responsible for undergraduate
medical education in Finland.

The strengths of our study include a large dataset, a good
response rate, and a long time span of data collection.20,21

Also, the data represents a well-defined sample. One limita-
tion is that the data was collected solely through a question-
naire (Appendix 2). Since we did not have other variables
measuring the same issue, there is a possibility of information
bias arising during the measurement or interpretation of the
data. The responses reflect the interpretation of the situation
at the time of answering. All respondents in this study grad-
uated between 2 and 11 years before each survey year, mak-
ing the recall of motivations credible, although personal
differences in memory do exist. However, based on previous
studies, memories related to significant events can be reli-
able.22–24 Shortly after graduation, women are more typically
on family leave, which may cause bias in assessing the inten-
tion to specialize. Also, the impact of specialization on
income may differ in short-term and long-term examinations.

The most important factors influencing the choice of spe-
cialty are the diversity of the specialty and how it aligns with

one’s skills and personality traits.6 Since personal skills and
personality significantly influence the choice of specializa-
tion, it is essential to consider the motivations of the students
selected, rather than just increase the number of admissions.

A growing emphasis on income among applicants for
medical school may increase the shortage of specialists and
reduce the number of physicians engaging in scientific
research.

Conclusion
The importance of a high-paying profession as a motivator
for applying to medical school has increased recently and
may be one of the factors reducing further education,
although this can also be explained by changes of working
conditions in healthcare, earning opportunities, or the overall
economic situation. The shortage of specialists can increase,
and scientific postgraduate education can decrease if an even
larger part of applicants is motivated by the prospect of a
high-paying profession.
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