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Future expectations, career choices and related factors
among dental students: A cross-sectional study

Purpose

The aim of this study was to determine descriptive characteristics of dental students,
to investigate their professional expectations, career decision criteria, and related
factors; to examine how (if any) seniority in school affects these.

Subjects and Methods

During the period of 2018-2019, all 1-5 grade students (n = 754) of Hacettepe
University Dental School were invited to participate and those who accepted had
filled under observation a standard questionnaire form of 35 questions (83.4%).
In the analysis of the data, descriptive statistics, chi-square, Student's t-test and
ANOVA and Odds ratio methods were used.

Results
In this cross-sectional study, 66% of the group were female, age range was 18-30
(mean+SD= 21.2 + 1.7). The most common reasons for choosing dentistry were

“financial benefits’, “job security” and “professional status” “Undertake specialist
training” (80.2%) was the most common short-term expectation after graduation;
two most common long-term expectations were “having a private clinic” (57.9%)
and “completing specialization training” (56.0%). The most important factors
affecting the post-graduation working plans were work-life balance and economic

stability.

Conclusion

It is recommended to provide adequate counseling and guidance to students
about potential career paths to maximize a balanced and widely accessible
oral health service delivery across the country with more motivated dentists.
Qualitative research may improve our understanding of how dental education can
be improved to fulfill students’ expectations from school, and to motivate dental
students towards general practitioning in the future.

Keywords: Dental students, future expectations, career choice, influences, Turkiye

Introduction

Dentistry is one of the leading professions offering healthcare services (1).
Population growth, ageing and awareness of the importance of oral health
have increased the need for the dental profession, imposing establishment
of new dental schools. Universal prestige and respectability also appear to
be predictors for young people choosing dentistry as a profession.

Dentistry is considered as a popular and profitable profession in many
countries (2-6). Professional choices vary from one society to another,
based on various factors such as gender, ethnic group, family and envi-
ronmental characteristics, and parental educational attainment (2, 7).
Professional knowledge, skills and experience gained over dental school
years are likely to shape future expectations and career choices of dental
students, and their professional satisfaction in years to come (8-11). Pro-
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fessional motivation of the dentists, together with the quali-
ty of the services provided to the society will increase in the
ratio of meeting their expectations.

The majority of publications on future expectations and
career choices of dentistry students are from developed
countries (9, 12-15). Findings reveal that students’ profes-
sional expectations and areas of specialization may vary
depending on various factors: including professional, per-
sonal, and financial achievements, in short term; and, by
professional development, work-life balance, and financial
stability expectations for the long term (9, 13, 16). The col-
lection of relevant data before graduation will enable better
orientation to education, professional preparation, and will
contribute to institutional plans and interventions to train
highly motivated and successful dentists.

The aim of this study is to determine descriptive charac-
teristics of dental students attending Hacettepe University
Dental School, to investigate their professional expectations,
career decision criteria, and related factors; and to further
examine how (if any) seniority in school affect these. The
long-term goal is to improve educational and professional
counseling for dental students, starting early in school, to
improve their motivation and satisfaction at school; and to
enable them to choose the best practice plans suitable for
themselves for their professional years to come.

Subjects and methods
Study population

A cohort study was planned for longitudinal follow-up
of all students (n=754) of Hacettepe University, Faculty of
Dentistry, Ankara, Turkey, enrolled in any class, as of Octo-
ber 2018. This cross-sectional analytical study provides data
obtained at baseline. At the initiation of the study, the total
number of enrolled students were 190, 145, 136, 153 and
130in the 1st, 2nd, 3rd, 4th and 5th grades respectively.

Ethical approval and study questionnaire

Ethical approval was obtained from the Hacettepe Uni-
versity Non-Interventional Research Ethics Committee
(24/10/2018 and 16969557-285) and verbal informed con-
sents were obtained from each participant prior to the sur-
vey. All students were invited to participate in the study and
those who attended the school over the data collection pe-
riod completed the questionnaires, if they approved to do
so. A standardized questionnaire was prepared and the pilot
sample was tested on 20 students attending another dental
school in the city. Revised questionnaires were distributed to
students following/at the start of selected classes and were
completed anonymously by participants under observation.
No dental school faculty member was present at the time of
the survey so that the students did not feel any pressure to
participate in the study.

The questionnaire consisted of 35 multiple choice and
open-ended questions, with 4 main sections; 12 questions
were about sociodemographic characteristics, 8 questions
about their vision of dental education, and the final 15 ques-
tions were about students’ short-term (next 5 years) and
long-term (20 years later) future expectations.

Statistical analysis

Statistical analysis included descriptive statistics (frequen-
cy and percent distribution: average/mean, standard devia-
tion/Q1, and Q3 values). Chi-square, exact chi-square, Stu-
dent’s t-test, and ANOVA analysis were used for comparison
of groups, as appropriate to variable type. Odds ratios (95%
confidence intervals) were calculated to evaluate potential
associations. All analyses were conducted using SPSS ver. 23
software (SPSS inc. Chicago, IL, USA).

Results
Sociodemographic characteristics

The survey was completed by 83.4 % of the 754 students
enrolled in the Faculty of Dentistry in the 2018-2019 ac-
ademic year. Of these, 414 were women (66%), 618 were
single (98.7%) and 605 were Turkish citizens (96.6%). Of all
participants, 3.7% were from Iran, Azerbaijan, TRNC, Afghan-
istan, Albania, Bulgaria, Palestine, Ghana, South Korea, Ken-
ya, Mongolia and Uzbekistan.

The age range of the participants was 18-30 years (mean
21.1,SD 1.7 years). About three fourths of the students knew
a second language. The most commonly spoken foreign lan-
guages were English 452 (71.9%) and German 55 (8.7%).

About half of the mothers (n=300) and 63.9% of the fathers
(n=399) had university degrees or higher. Sixty-one moth-
ers and 62 fathers, had reportedly a profession in the health
sector. The number of students who had a dentist in the im-
mediate environment was 208 (33.2%); and 42.6% of those
were relatives. Having a hobby was pretty common (86.9%),
yet, only 64.2% (n=400) reported to have enough spare time
for their hobbies. Of the several hobbies reported, the most
common ones were sports (50.1%), reading books/science/
writing (28.2%), music/singing/playing a musical instrument
(26.7%) and going to movies (21.3%) (Table 1).

Perspective of dental education

In the national university entrance exam, reportedly, den-
tal school was the first choice of 68.2% of dental students,
the second or third choice of 12.8% students, and the 4th
choice of 13% students. The top three most frequently men-
tioned reasons for choosing dental school were “financial
benefits”, “job security” and “professional status” Three hun-
dred and ninety-nine (63.6%) participants positively replied
to the question “If you had a chance to choose today, would
you prefer dentistry again?”; and 106 (16.9%) respondents
answered “no” to the same question. The latter students
stated the reason for that as “the education is difficult/tire-
some/backbreaking”. Two hundred and seventy-two (43.6%)
students had thought at least once about dropping out
of school;, women were significantly more likely to do so
[OR=1.54 (95%Cl= 1.09-2.16)]. Just over half of the students
(56.9%) stated that the education provided by the school
met their professional expectations. And only one-fifth of
participants had adequate information about different ca-
reer paths they would have upon graduation; interestingly,
the last year students claimed so, with a rate lower (9.8%)
than that in all other classes (Table 2).
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Table 1: Descriptive characteristics of dental students.

Grade

Characteristic First Second Third Fourth Fifth p value

n % n % n % n % n %
Gender (n=627)
Female 100 61.3 74 62.2. 74 71.8 94 65.7 72 72.7 0.206
Male 63 38.7 45 37.8 29 28.2 49 343 27 27.3
High School (n=626)
Anatolian High School 67 41.4 51 429 56 544 88 61.5 67 67.7 <0.001
Science High School 56 345 37 31.1 19 18.4 18 12.6 14 14.1
Regular High School 39 241 31 26.0 28 27.2 37 259 18 18.2
Mothers’ education level (n=624)
High School or less 80 50.0 60 50.4 53 51.5 75 524 56 56.6 0.897
University graduate 67 419 50 42.0 42 40.8 62 434 38 384
Postgraduate degree 13 8.1 9 7.6 8 7.7 6 4.2 5 5.0
Fathers’ education level (n=624)
High School or less 56 34.8 45 37.8 38 37.3 46 322 40 40.4 0313
University graduate 71 441 59 49.6 49 48.0 79 55.2 48 48.5
Postgraduate degree 34 21.1 15 12.6 15 14.7 18 12.6 11 11.1
Mothers’ occupation (n=623)
Health sector 21 13.0 10 8.5 7 6.8 11 7.7 13 13.1
Other 61 379 60 50.8 40 38.8 69 48.6 37 374 0.089
Retired/ Never worked 79 49.1 48 40.7 56 54.4 62 43.7 49 49.5
Fathers’ occupation (n=623)
Health sector 16 10.0 13 11.0 9 8.9 14 9.8 8 8.1
Other 101 63.1 80 67.8 57 56.4 89 62.2 49 49.5 0.088
Retired/ Never worked 43 26.9 25 21.2 35 347 40 28.0 42 424
Spare time for hobbies (n=623)
Always 41 25.6 11 9.3 16 15.5 13 9.1 5 5.1
Sometimes 91 56.9 57 48.3 53 51.5 68 47.6 45 454
Rarely 26 16.3 42 35.6 29 28.2 51 357 44 444 <0.001
Never 2 1.2 8 6.8 5 4.8 11 7.7 5 5.1

Short-term career expectations

About four-fifths of the participants, being higher among
women, wanted to continue a specialty training in the next
5 years. Within 5 years, 33.5% wish to work in abroad (33.5%),
another 33.0% want to start up a private clinic and 28.8%
want to work in a private clinic (28.8%). Women were less
likely than men to initiate a private clinic of own [OR= 0.59
(95% Cl= 0.42-0.84)]. Having a private clinic of his/her own
was the most common among grade 1 students and was
about one-fourth (95 Cl= 0.14-0.50) of those among grade
5 students (Figure 1).

Long-term career expectations
The most common long-term expectations were having

a private clinic (57.9%), completing specialization train-
ing (56.0%), attaining high economic income (49.3%), and

working in a platform where professional skills can be im-
proved (44%, 5). Women wanted to complete their special-
ization training 1.7 times more than men and 1.6 times more
wanted to work in a platform where professional skills can
be improved (Figure 2). The wish to have a private clinic was
the highest among first-year dental students and decreased
significantly from first grade to fifth grade (71.0% -54.1%)
(Figure 2).

Five hundred and thirteen (82.5%) participants found spe-
cialization necessary after graduation. Not all wants it for a
career but want to get a specialty training to gain further
experience in a particular area (76.5%), to continue to work
in a more specific area (59.0%) and to get higher income
(46.6%). Orthodontics (61.4%), oral and maxillofacial surgery
(39.7%), prosthodontics (34.8%), periodontology (30.9%),
and pedodontics (27.0%) were the most preferred branches
of specialization. Women wanted the restorative dentistry 3
times and pedodontics 2 times than that reported by men.
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Table 2: Professional choices and related factors.

Number Percentage

First choice 426 68.2

Reasons for choosing dentistry

Job security/ high levels of demand for dentists 346 55.2

Personal interest in dentistry/ ideal 248 39.6

Interest in a healthcare profession and getting score appropriate for dentistry 109 17.4

Due to presence of a dentist in the family or in the immediate environment 64 10.2

Whether they would prefer dentistry again (if there is a chance to choose today)

No

—_
o
(e}
—_
(o)}
O

The reasons for those who would prefer again (n= 338)

My dream / ideal job 48 14.2

Other reason 87 25.7

Difficult/ Tiresome/ Backbreaking 41 45,1

Other reason 24 26.4

Yes/ | have at least one 208 33.2

Proximity state of the dentists for the ones who replied yes to the previous question

Family friend 56 26.8

Other* 26 124

“Much better than | expected” 27 43

“As | expected” 248 40.0

“Did not meet my expectations 55 8.8

“More difficult than | expected” 6 1.0

Have you ever thought about dropping out of school?
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The odds of reporting oral and maxillofacial surgery was 2
times in men than in women. The distribution of the branch-
es of specialization that the students intend to choose var-
ied by grade. Orthodontics was the most preferred specialty
program among the first-year students, while this number
decreases in the last year students (p <0.001). Endodontics
were reported mostly by second- and third-year students,
reporting was statistically significantly lower in both the first
year and fourth and fifth (p <0.001). Popularity of periodon-
tology increased by the increase in grade, with a significant
trend test (p <0.001). Prosthodontics was mostly reported
by the first-year students, and its popularity decreases by
seniority (Figure 3).

Of all the students, 312 wanted to pursue an academic ca-
reer. By pursuing an academic career, they expect to be in a
platform where they can closely follow professional devel-
opments (68.5%), to make contributions to science (53.5%),
to raise students (43.2%), and to be respected more in the
society (23.0%). Students mostly want to practice their pro-
fession in a metropolitan city (88.3%) and to work in private
sector (75.7%) or university hospitals (47.8%). Figure 4 pres-
ents that students preference of the place they want to work
in the future vary by grade the students currently attend.
Wish to work in a university hospital increases significantly
towards graduation and is higher among women; whereas,
men want to work in public hospitals more. The popularity

Other

Uncertain

Work as a dentist

Work abroad

Work in governmental hospital
Work in a private clinic

Open a private clinic
Undertake specialist training

o

20

* Respondents could choose more than one option.

of working in private sector is the highest among the first-
year students. (Figure 4). When deciding on the type of insti-
tution to work for, participants considered mostly economic
opportunities (76.6%) and sufficient professional knowledge
and experience (75.2%).

When deciding on the post-graduate working plan, most
of the participants care for the work-to-private life balance
(79.7%), economic stability (60.3%) and developing profes-
sional skills (57,7%). Women preferred the “work-private life
balance” 1.5 times more than men. Considering the working
time, 52.8% of the participants wanted to work full time (8
hours) and 22.9% wanted to work part-time.

When asked about the difficulties of the dentistry as a pro-
fession; economic difficulties in providing materials (71.0%)
was the most frequently mentioned answer. The most chal-
lenging aspect of the profession according to students was
“satisfying patients with the dental service provided” and it
was 1.76 times (95% Cl= 1.24-2.48) times more challenging
for males. For men, the most compelling aspect of the pro-
fession was financial management [1.80 (95% Cl=1.28-2.53)].
Communicating with patients was found to be a more chal-
lenging part for men participants; the odds was 1.41 times
(95% CI=1.00-1.99) than in women. As the best feature of
this profession; the most frequent answers listed by stu-
dents were flexible working hours (65.3%), high-income op-
portunity (65.2%) and helping patients (64.6%). Most of the

H Male

B Female

40 60 80 100

Figure 1. Distribution of students’ expectations in the short term (within 5 years) by gender.

Other

Uncertain

Do not want to work as a dentist

Work for government

Settle abroad

Pursue academic career

Work where professional skills can be improved
Attain high economic income

Complete specialization training

Have a private clinic

® Male

H Female

20 30 40 50 60 70

* Respondents could choose more than one option.

Figure 2. Distribution of students’ expectations in the long term (after 20 years) by gender.
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Figure 4. Distribution of the institutions students want to work in the future.

female students (68.0%) consider the best feature of dentist-
ry as helping patients, while men cared for the potential for
high-income (71.4%).

Discussion

This is the first study from Turkey, which primarily studies
the underlying factors for choosing a dental school, whether
the students are satisfied with the curriculum and their gain-
ings from dental school and what their future career plans
are. There are several studies that focus on these issues and
indicate the underlying factors for career decisions in devel-
oped countries (2,5,8-13,17). However, in developing coun-
tries, such as ours, the individual, familial and environmental
factors that could be linked with career plans are not so defi-
nite. We hope that our study can be informative for other de-
veloping countries, as well. Another asset of the study is the
ability to compare and contrast students from different lev-

els of classes, which may illustrate a cohort effect (if any). Our
findings suggested that rather than a cohort effect, students’
learnings in time about the different skills they need, difficul-
ties and benefits of different specialty branches, conditions
of working environments etc. may change their primary ex-
pectations at the entrance to school towards graduation. A
previous study found that senior students were reported to
give more realistic forward-looking answers about choosing
an area of specialization (12). This may be an explanation to
our finding of differences across grades. We hope to contin-
ue following these students, thorough graduation (up to five
years), which may clarify the issues that cause differences
across grades.

Sociodemographic and familial characteristics of the par-
ticipants were in line with findings of earlier studies. The vast
majority of the participants were female students, which is
similar to the studies that determined the increased female
ratio (17, 18).1t has been reported that women generally pre-
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fer dentistry over men because of the flexibility of working
hours, which provides the opportunity to allocate time for
their families and children (17, 19, 20). The most of the par-
ticipants come from educated families, similar to findings of
earlier studies (3, 14, 15, 19). Our finding of having a dentist
in the immediate environment suggest that relatives or role
models are likely to have an impact on career selection deci-
sion, as it is true in many developing countries (2, 17).

About 70% of all participants reported that dentistry was
their first choice during university matriculation examina-
tion, which showed a similar result with the study conduct-
ed in Ireland. Dentistry was the first choice for 2/3 of dental
school students in Ireland (21). Mostly, the positive working
conditions of this profession, the desire to help people, and
the opportunity of improving patients’ appearances were
attractive. In the study, some students (17,4%) stated that
they chose dentistry as “they wanted to choose a profession
(medicine) related to health and their score was appropriate
(for dentistry, that is less than for medicine)”. This is also in
line with the findings of earlier studies, suggesting dentistry
is chosen as an alternative for medicine (14, 21, 22).

When the reasons for choosing dentistry as a profession
are investigated, it is stated that it is chosen mostly due to
high income, regular working hours, the prestige of the pro-
fession, work-private life balance, quality of life (2, 3, 5, 23).
In the findings of this study, it was found that students chose
dentistry for almost the same reasons. The most frequently
stated reasons were “high income’, “a high chance of find-
ing a job in the future- job security” and “professional status"
However, if there was a chance to choose again, the partic-
ipants who would consider choosing this profession again
are only 63.6%. This result may be related to the intensity of
work and taking on early responsibilities in the preclinical
and clinical hours throughout the educational process. Find-
ings similar to this result are shown in the study by Gallagher
2008 (5).

The mostly indicated expectation of students for the next
5 years was to become a specialist in a specific area. Earlier
we had doctoral programs following dental school, and spe-
cialization programs have been initiated recently; this has
become popular among dentists to be. The demand for spe-
cialists in dentistry is increasing and the fee for the work per-
formed may be higher compared to those performed by the
general practitioner dentist. Additionally, there is a desire of
dental students to gain experience, to improve knowledge
and skills in a certain area by undertaking specialist train-
ing. Another short-term expectation of the participants is
achieving economic stability in the future. By completing
the specialty training, they expect to earn more and have a
high income in the future. Similar results have been found
in studies in Malaysia, the United Arab Emirates, and Great
Britain as well (9, 11, 12).

In the long-term prospects, participants wanted to have
a private clinic, to complete their specialist training, and to
have high economicincome and to work in a platform where
they can improve their professional skills. These expecta-
tions are mainly focused on economic benefits. This is also
supported by the willingness of the participants to work in
the private sector (75.7%). Due to the limited number of pro-
fessional and material options available in public hospitals
and the high number of patients examined per day, it is not

preferred much (24). Institutions to be worked in the future
differ by gender. We think that the reason for this may be the
answer “sufficient professional knowledge and experience”
80.4% of female students gave to the question “What do you
pay attention to when deciding on the institution you will
work for?”. It is possible to see that women give more impor-
tance to having professional knowledge and experience and
pursue continuing education, thus, want to continue their
professional lives in universities.

As a specialty training, orthodontics and oral and max-
illofacial surgery have been the most popular areas. The
same findings are indicated in another study conducted at
a private university in Turkey (10). These two departments
are also the most popular in dentistry worldwide, and the
reason for this seems to be higher income (25).

The big cities are preferred by almost 90% of the partici-
pants to perform their profession. This finding may be due to
greater job opportunities in big cities. Besides, students wish
to keep the work-private life balance and economic stability.
Gallagher et al. (13, 26) explored situations that play a role
in career choices of dental students and new graduates in
Great Britain and the results are similar. In this study, only
one-fifth of the students answered positively to the ques-
tion “Do you have any information about different career
paths after graduation?”. The remaining knew about career
paths partially, insufficiently, or not at all. This issue warrants
further research.

Conclusion

Students chose dentistry mostly for economic reasons and
job security. They expect to complete specialist training and
to secure economic stability in the short and long term. Big
cities and private sector are highly popular among dental
students. These findings suggest a potential for unbalanced
distribution of dentists across the country in future years.
Therefore, it is recommended to provide adequate counsel-
ing/training and guidance to students about potential ca-
reer paths, starting from early years in school to maximize a
balanced and widely accessible oral health service delivery
across the country and to employ more motivated dentists in
all sectors. It may also be valuable to inform high school stu-
dents about the dental education for assisting them with con-
scious choice of profession. Qualitative research may improve
our understanding of how dental education can be improved
to fulfill students’ expectations from school, and to motivate
dental students towards general practitioning in the future.

Tiirkce Ozet: Dis hekimligi fakiiltesi 6grencilerin meslek secim Gzel-
likleri, gelecek beklentileri ve iliskili faktérler: kesitsel bir calisma. Amag:
Dis Hekimligi Fakiiltesindeki 6grencilerin bazi sosyodemografik 6zel-
likleri, meslek secim nedenleri, meslekten beklentilerini ve bunlarla
iliskili faktorleri irdelemek, siniflar arasindaki (varsa) farkliliklar be-
lirlemek hedeflenmistir. Yontem: 2018-2019 déneminde, Hacettepe
Universitesi Dis Hekimligi Fakiiltesi'ne kayitli tim 1-5 sinif égrencileri
(n=754) calismaya davet edilmis ve katilmayi kabul edenler toplam 55
soru iceren standart bir anket formunu gézlem altinda doldurmuslardir
(n= 629, %83,4). Verilerin analizlerinde, SPSS ver.23 istatistik paketi kul-
lanilarak, tanimlayici istatistikler; Ki-kare, kesin ki-kare; Student’s t-testi
ve ANOVA analizleri ile, odds orani hesaplamalari yapilmistir. Bulgular:
Kesitsel tipteki calismada grubun %66's1 kadin, yas araligi 18-30 (ortala-
ma = 21,2 + 1,7) yastir. Bu meslegi secimde etkili olarak en sik belirtilen

P

3 neden, dis hekimliginin “maddi kazanci iyi’; “ileride is bulma sansi y(ik-
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sek” ve “toplumda saygin” bir meslek olmasidir. Okuldaki egitim, 6gren-
cilerin %56,9'nun mesleki beklentisini karsilamaktadir. Ogrencilerin me-
zuniyet sonrasi kisa dénem beklentilerin basinda “bir bransta uzman
olmak” (%80,2) gelmekte; en sik belirtilen iki uzun dénem beklentisi
ise “6zel klinik sahibi olmak” (%57,9) ve “uzmanlik egitimini tamamla-
mak” (%56,0)'tir. Ogrencilerin %82,5'inin uzmanhdi gerekli bulmasi ve
%75,7'inin ézel sektérde calismak istemesi, mezuniyet sonrasi kamuda
calisma istegi (%15,5) ile (%4,3) dis hekimligi disinda bir alanda ¢calisma
ylizdelerinin benzer dtisiik boyutta olmasi dikkat cekicidir. Mezuniyet
sonrasi ¢calisma planini etkileyen en 6nemli faktérler is-6zel hayat den-
gesive ekonomik istikrardir. Ogrencilerin sadece beste biri kariyer yollari
hakkinda “yeterli” bilgi sahibi oldugunu belirtirmistir. Sonu¢: Ogren-
cilere kariyer yollari hakkinda erken dénemde yeterli danismanligin/
egitimin verilmesi ve yol gésterilmesi 6nerilmektedir. Siniflar arasindaki
farkliliklarin izlenmesi icin kohort izlemlerin yapilmasi degerli olacaktir.
Odrencilerin egitim siirelerindeki beklentilerinin karsilanma yiizdesini
artirmak, ileride kamuda ¢alismasini ve pratisyenligi motive edecek fak-
térlerin belirlenmesi icin niteliksel ¢alismalar yararli olacaktir. Anahtar
kelimeler: Dis hekimligi, 6grenciler, meslek se¢cim nedenleri, mesleki
beklentiler, kariyer yollar.
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