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I BRIEF REPORT

Trends in Career Choice
by US Medical School Graduates

Dale A. Newton, MD
Martha S. Grayson, MD

IGNIFICANT CHANGES HAVE OC-

curred in medical student ca-

reer choice in recent years. The

most notable example is the re-
cent decrease in the percentage of US
medical school graduates choosing a pri-
mary care career. Trends in career choice
ultimately have a significant influence
on the availability of an appropriate phy-
sician workforce for the US public. The
purpose of this article is to review and
highlight temporal trends in career
choice by graduates of allopathic US
medical schools, focusing on US medi-
cal doctors (USMDs) entering residen-
cies from 1987.

METHODS

Data sources used include the Associa-
tion of American Medical Colleges
Graduation Questionnaire (AAMC GQ),
the National Resident Matching Pro-
gram (NRMP), and the national Gradu-
ate Medical Education (GME) census.
These databases were used to review
temporal trends in the number of
USMDs entering residencies in pri-
mary care, general or subspecialty sur-
gical, and non-primary care and non-
surgical specialties from 1987 to 2002.
The AAMC GQ is an online question-
naire given to fourth-year students at US
medical schools.! The NRMP, better
known as the match, reports the num-
bers of medical school graduates match-
ing into each specialty’s residency pro-
grams.? The American Medical
Association has surveyed residency pro-
grams annually to solicit information
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Context Trends in career choice among specialties have varied greatly. Most no-
table is the recent decrease in the percentage of US medical student graduates choos-
ing a primary care career, which has important implications for the US physician work-
force.

Objective To review temporal trends in career choice by graduates of allopathic US
medical schools, focusing on US medical doctors entering residencies since 1987.

Data Sources Three databases, the Association of American Medical Colleges Gradu-
ation Questionnaire (AAMC GQ), the National Resident Matching Program, and the
national Graduate Medical Education census, were used to review temporal trends in
the number of US medical doctors entering residencies in primary care, general or sub-
specialty surgical, and non—-primary care and nonsurgical specialties from 1987 to 2002.

Data Synthesis In 1987, 49.2% of all medical school graduates matched to one of
the generalist residencies (internal medicine, pediatrics, or family medicine). The per-
centage of students matching to primary care specialties declined in the early 1990s,
peaked at 53.2% in 1998, and declined to 44.2% in 2002. Concurrent with the latter
decline, AAMC GQ data showed a decrease in medical student interest in primary care
careers (35.6% in 1999 to 21.5% in 2002). The total percentage of US medical doc-
tors matching to general or subspecialty surgical residencies remained stable at 11%
to 12% from 1987 to 2002. During this same period, emergency medicine and plastic
surgery increased as a match choice, while anesthesiology, pathology, and psychiatry
were more variable over time.

Conclusions Distribution of medical students' career choices among specialties var-
ied considerably from 1987 to 2002. The debate will continue regarding the appro-
priate specialty mix within the physician workforce.
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about numbers and characteristics of all
residents in training.>” This recently be-
came an online survey (GME census)
sponsored jointly by the American Medi-
cal Association and AAMC.°

RESULTS

Primary Care Careers

Since the late 1980s, there have been
dramatic shifts in the number of USMDs
entering residencies in primary care. In
1987, 49.2% of all medical school
graduates matched a generalist resi-
dency in internal medicine, family
medicine, or pediatrics (FIGURE). This
percentage decreased steadily to a low
of 43.1% by 1991. The decline for in-
ternal medicine continued for 2 more
years, resulting in the largest absolute

decline of the primary care specialties
from 26.5% (1987) to 20.8% (1993).
There was a similar steady decline in
interest in family medicine during this
period as well from 12.7% (1987) to
10.6% (1991). During this time, the
trend toward decreasing numbers of
USMDs matching to primary care resi-
dencies did not affect the pediatric
match, with the percentage remaining
steady at about 10% each year.
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