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ABSTRACT

Objective: Various specialties exist in the field of dentistry and
are geared towards meeting the specific dental health needs of
society. This study was aimed at identifying factors influencing
choice of dental specialties among intending residents.
Methods: This was a questionnaire based cross-sectional study
of all intending dental residents seeking postgraduate training in
various specialties at the University of Benin Teaching hospital in
September 2015. The questionnaire comprised of socio-
demographics, specialty applied for and reasons for choice of
specialty. The data collected was analyzed using IBM SPSS
version 21.0.

Results: A total of 82 respondents were recruited for the study
with age range of 25- 44 years and a mean age of 32.43+4.04.
There was a male: female ratio of 1:0.6. Oral and maxillofacial
surgery had the highest number of applicants (30.5%) with the
least number in Oral Medicine (2.4%). Age, gender and marital
status had no significant association with choice of specialty.
However, majority of males (88.0%) chose Oral and maxillofacial
surgery compared to females (12.0%), while all the females
(100%) chose to specialize in Periodontics. The most frequent
reason for choice of specialty was “Personal desire”. All the
respondents who applied for Prosthetics and Periodontics felt
they possessed the skills suited for the specialty while a
significant number of respondents in Conservative Dentistry
(85.7%), Paedodontics (80.0%) and Oral and Maxillofacial
Surgery (72.0%) were influenced by the presence of mentors and
role models in the specialty, hence their choice and this was
statistically significant (p=0.049) . All the respondents who
applied for Oral Pathology stated that their specialty choice
afforded them with research opportunities and this was followed
by 85.7% of those who applied for Community Dentistry. On the
other hand, no respondent from Paedodontics felt their specialty
choice afforded them with research opportunities. All the
respondents across all specialties except two respondents from
Community Dentistry stated that family pressure had no
influence in their choice of specialty and this was also statistically
significant. (p=0.009)

Conclusion: There is inequality in quest for specialization in the
different dental specialties in Nigeria. There is need for more role
models and mentors across all specialties and modalities to
increase the personal desire of prospective applicants.
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INTRODUCTION

The dental profession is in a constant state of self-
assessment aimed at advancing its discipline in a
consistent and measurable fashion with the goal of
improving patients’ oral health, increasing efficiency
in the health care system, and ultimately enhancing
society as a whole.* Specialization in any field is
known to be associated with higher productivity.?
The same applies to the healthcare sector in general
and specifically to dentistry where general practice is
being rivaled with the increasing demand for
specialization.? Dental specializations play a key role
in improving dental education and practice,
stimulating research and defining quality
expectations in the various areas of expertise.3

Various specialties exist in the field of dentistry with
the aim of improving oral health care and several
studies have shown that there are diverse factors
which contribute in choosing a specific field of dental
specialization.>47 These factors may be due to advice
from friends or family®?, admiration of a certain
mentor in that field or genuine interest in the
specialty.®9%° Although, motivations do vary
according to specialties, additional factors may
include lifestyle choices, a possibility of private
practice, an interest in specific diseases, a varied
scope of practice, an interest in research and
teaching, financial gains,* perceived remuneration,
how interesting the course was at undergraduate
level or level of exposure to the specialty at
undergraduate level.** A study carried out at the
same locality noted gender bias as a factor and ability
to be with family influencing choice of specialty.*?
Globally, studies have been carried out at both
undergraduate and postgraduate levels to assess
reasons for preference in specific areas of dental
specialization.>473 Socioeconomic improvement
and factors such as flexible working hours, financial
benefit, good job opportunities abroad, self-
employment and having a dentist family member
have been identified as significant predictors of
career and specialty preferences. * %56 |n addition,
personal interest in a specialty and challenging
complexity of cases or intellectual content are also
among the predictors of specialty choice.

In Nigeria, concerns have been raised about the
lopsided distribution of dental specialists and its
potentially harmful impact on dental education in
Nigeria.#>*  Previous studies attributed this
lopsidedness to biased levels of interest by dental
graduates towards certain dental specialties possibly
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due to the non-availability of specialists in the less
favoured specialities.#* There is therefore a need to
understudy the various factors influencing choice of
dental specialties among intending dental residents
with the view to identify reasons for the
asymmetrical distribution as well as seek ways in
providing solutions to the lopsided distribution of
dental specialists thereby improving all-round dental
care. Based on the foregoing, this study was
designed to identify factors influencing choice of
dental specialties among intending residents at a
tertiary hospital in Nigeria.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

This was a questionnaire based cross-sectional study
of all intending dental residents, seeking
postgraduate training positions, into the various
dental specialties at the University of Benin Teaching
hospital in September 2015. A total of 82 intending
dental residents consented to participate in the
study. The questionnaire comprised of socio-
demographic characteristics, specialty applied for
and reasons for choice of specialty. A total of 23
questions designed by the researchers based on
extensive research from literature was used in
determining the reasons for choice of specialty.
Names and other personal identifiable information
were omitted from the questionnaire to ensure
confidentiality.

The data collected was analyzed using IBM SPSS
version 21.0. Analysis was done using frequency
distribution, cross tabulations and test of
significance with Chi square. P<o.05 was considered
statistically significant.

RESULTS

A total of 82 respondents participated in the study
with age range of 25- 44 years and a mean age of
32.43+4.04. Table 1 shows the socio-demographic
characteristics of the respondents. There was a male
preponderance with male: female ratio of 1:0.6. with
a mean post-graduation year value of 5.63+2.48.
Figure 1 depicts the specialties applied for by the
respondents with Oral and maxillofacial surgery
having the highest number of applicants (30.5%) and
the least number applying for Oral medicine (2.4%).
Age, gender and marital status had no significant
association with choice of specialty. However, it was
observed that majority of the respondents (88.0%)
who applied to Oral and maxillofacial surgery were
males compared to females (12.0%). Of note also is
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SPECIALTIES

Family dentistry,
17.1

Conservative
dentistry, 8.5

Prosthetics, 3

Periodontics,.

Community
dentistry, 8.5

Orthodontics,
14.6

Figure 1: Specialty choice among the respondents.

that despite the male preponderance of this sample
population more females chose Periodontics,
Community and Family Dentistry. (Table 2)

Table 3 shows the reasons for choice of specialty by
the respondents. The most frequent reason for
choice of specialty was “personal desire” accounting

Oral and
maxillofacial
urgery, 30.5

ral pathology,
4.9

ral medicine, 2.4

for 69.5%, followed by presence of role models and
mentors in the specialty (57.3%) and presence of
prospects for career advancement (54.9%). The least
common reason for choice of specialty was family
pressure (2.4%) and peer pressure (1.2%).

Table 1. Sociodemographic Characteristics of the respondents

Characteristics Frequency(n) Percent (%)
Age group(years)

25-29 22 26.8
30-34 36 43.9
35-39 17 20.7
40-44 7 8.5
Gender

Male 51 62.2
Female 31 37.8
Marital Status

Single 43 52.4
Married 39 47.6
Years post-graduation

<gyears 28 341
5-10years 49 59.8
>10years 5 6.1
TOTAL 82 100.0
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Table 2: Specialty choice in relation to gender of the respondents

*Multiple Responses
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Specialty Male Female Total P-value
(n%) (n%) (n%)

Oral and maxillofacial surgery 22(88.0) 3(12.0) 25(100.0) 0.06

Oral pathology 2(50.0) 2(50.0) £4(100.0)

Oral medicine 1(50.0) 1(50.0) 2(100.0)

Paediatric dentistry 3(60.0) 2(40.0) 5(100.0)

Orthodontics 8(66.7) 4(33.3) 12(100.0)

Community dentistry 3(42.9) 4(57.1) 7(100.0)

Periodontics 0(0.0) 3(100.0) 3(100.0)

Prosthetics 2(66.7) 1(33.3) 3(100.0)

Conservative Dentistry 4(57.1) 3(42.9) 7(100.0)

Family Dentistry 6(42.9) 8(57.1) 14(100.0)

TOTAL 51(62.2) 31(37.8) 82(100.0)

Table 3. Reasons for choice of dental specialty by the respondents*

Reasons Frequency Percent
(n) (%)

Presence of role models and mentors in the specialty 47 57.3

Diversity of activities and procedures YA 53.7

Undergraduate exposure to the specialty 37 45.1

Adequate undergraduate preparedness in the specialty 25 30.5

Intellectual content of the specialty 42 51.2

Complex and challenging procedures in the specialty 41 50.0

Private practice opportunity 38 46.3

Possibility of passing post-graduate exams on time 13 15.9

Possession of skills/talent suited for the specialty 43 52.5

Availability of residency space 13 15.9

Peer pressure 1 1.2

Financial income (more lucrative) 12 14.6

Diversity of patients 27 32.9

Less clinical work 4 4.9

Lifestyle friendly 23 28.0

Flexible work hours 13 15.9

Less stressful working style 8 9.8

An Area of special need 26 31.7

Job opportunity 20 24.4

Personal desire 57 69.5

Research opportunities abound 29 35.4

Family pressure 2 2.4

High prospects for Career advancement 45 54.9
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Table 4: Specialty Choice in relation to possession of skills /talent suited for the specialty

Specialty Possession of Skills /talent suited for the specialty
Yes No Total P-value
n (%) n (%) n (%)

Oral and maxillofacial 16(64.0) 9(36.0) 25(100.0) 0.017

surgery

Oral pathology 2(50.0) 2(50.0) £4(100.0)

Oral medicine 0(0.0) 2(100.0) 2(100.0)

Paediatric dentistry 2(40.0) 3(60.0) 5(100.0)

Orthodontics 3(25.0) 9(75.0) 12(100.0)

Community dentistry 1(124.3) 6(85.7) 7(100.0)

Periodontics 3(100.0) 0(0.0) 3(100.0)

Prosthetics 3(100.0) 0(0.0) 3(100.0)

Conservative Dentistry 6(85.7) 1(14.3) 7(100.0)

Family Dentistry 7(50.0) 7(50.0) 14(100.0)

TOTAL 43(52.4) 39(47.6) 82(100.0)

Table 5: Specialty Choice in relation to presence of role models and mentors in the specialty.

Specialty Presence of role models and mentors in the specialty
Yes No Total P-value
n (%) n (%) n (%)
Oral and maxillofacial 18(72.0) 7(28.0) 25(100.0) 0.049
surgery
Oral pathology 2(50.0) 2(50.0) 4(100.0)
Oral medicine 1(50.0) 1(50.0) 2(100.0)
Paediatric dentistry 4(80.0) 1(20.0) 5(100.0)
Orthodontics 8(66.7) 4(33.3) 12(100.0)
Community dentistry 1(14.3) 6(85.7) 7(100.0)
Periodontics 2(66.7) 1(33.3) 3(100.0)
Prosthetics 1(33.3) 2(66.7) 3(100.0)
Conservative Dentistry 6(85.7) 1(14.3) 7(100.0)
Family Dentistry 4(28.6) 10(71.4) 14(1200.0)
TOTAL 47(52.3) 35(42.7) 82(100.0)
Table 6: Specialty choice in relation to research opportunities
Specialty Research opportunity
Yes No Total P-value
n (%) n (%) n (%)
Oral and maxillofacial surgery 7(28.0) 18(17.2) 25(100.0) 0.008
Oral pathology 4(100.0) 0(0.0) £4(100.0)
Oral medicine 1(50.0) 1(50.0) 2(100.0)
Paediatric dentistry 0(0.0) 5(100.0) 5(100.0)
Orthodontics 4(33.3) 8(66.7) 12(100.0)
Community dentistry 6(85.7) 1(14.3) 7(100.0)
Periodontics 2(66.7) 1(33.3) 3(100.0)
Prosthetics 1(33.3) 2(66.7) 3(100.0)
Conservative Dentistry 1(14.3) 6(85.7) 7(100.0)
Family Dentistry 3(21.4) 11(78,6) 14(100.0)
TOTAL 29(35.4) 53(64.6) 82(100.0)
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All the respondents who applied for Prosthetics and
Periodontics felt they possessed the skills suited for
the specialty (Table 4) while a significant proportion
of respondents seeking training positions in
Conservative Dentistry (85.7%), Paedodontics
(80.0%) and Oral and Maxillofacial Surgery (72.0%)
were influenced by the presence of mentors and role
models in the specialty (Table 5), hence their choice
and this was statistically significant (p=0.049).

There was also a statistically significant association
noted among the specialty choice and availability of
research opportunities. All the respondents who
applied for Oral Pathology stated that their specialty
choice afforded them with research opportunities
and this was followed by 85.7% of those who applied
for Community Dentistry. On the other hand, no
respondent from Paedodontics felt their specialty
choice afforded them with research opportunities
(Table 6).

DISCUSSION

This study reports the various factors influencing
choice of dental specialties among intending
residents in a tertiary hospital in Nigeria. An
assessment of these various factors may be able to
explain the underlying reasons behind the lopsided
distribution of dental specialists in certain fields in
dentistry with the aim of curbing the trend and
improving oral health care in its entirety. The age
range and mean age observed in this study is similar
to that of a previous study conducted in Nigeria.* This
may be a reflection of the age at which most qualified
dentists in Nigeria consider specialization as a career
path following graduation from dental school. The
higher male: female ratio has been observed in some
previous studies#’ but differs from other similar
studies which showed a higher female prevalence.5*
This gender differences alludes to the fact that
dentistry, in Nigeria is still very much a male
dominated profession although some other climes
might reveal a different trend. It was also observed
that majority of the applicants sought to specialize in
Oral and maxillofacial surgery and the least number
in oral medicine. The reason for this could be due to
the fact that Oral and maxillofacial surgery is one of
the oldest and most established dental specialties in
existence,®® with several practicing specialists in
Nigeria. Furthermore, it is probably well known to
other health professionals, a trend which has also
been reported in previous studies.#5 On the other
hand, oral medicine had the least indicated interest

Nigerian Journal of Dental Research | Volume 4issue

among the participants with other specialties such as
prosthetics and periodontics following closely. This
could be explained by the few numbers of specialists
currently practicing in these fields in our
environment. Furthermore, it is possible that
undergraduate exposure to these specialties was not
enough to endear specializations in these fields.* In
previous studies, none of the respondents chose oral
medicine as an area of specialization.**9

Most of the males sought training in Oral and
maxillofacial surgery compared to females. This
finding is also similar to previous studies.*532° This
could be attributed to the very demanding and
challenging nature of the specialty which most
females may feel they cannot cope with, as females
would prefer specialties where they would have more
time to focus on family as well as pursue their career.
In addition, females possess a nurturing skill in
contrast to the problem-solving skill observed
among males. This has also been corroborated by
several other studies?22

‘Personal desire for the specialty’ was reported as the
most frequent reason for specialty choice. This could
be explained by the fact that persons are more
intrinsically motivated towards their choice of
specialty compared to other external factors. This is
also similar to a study conducted on medical
interns.?” Possession of Skills /talent suited for the
specialty is also significant in influencing choice as
was observed in this study especially in the field of
Prosthetics and Periodontics where all the
participants felt they possessed such skills. In a pilot
study conducted at Harvard School of Dental
Medicine, it was discovered that “possessing special
skills/talents unique to a specialty,” “intellectual
content of the specialty,” and “challenging
diagnostic problems” were the factors that most
influenced students’ decisions to select a particular
dental field. 2 Presence of mentors and role models
in a specialty is also a key factor in influencing choice
as seen in participants who enrolled to specialize in
Conservative Dentistry, Paedodontics and Oral and
Maxillofacial surgery. A similar study reported that
participants choose a career in Paediatrics because of
the presence of mentors in the specialty.® In
addition, several other studies have also
corroborated the role of having mentors and role
models in influencing specialty choice.?+28:29

It was also reported by all the participants in Oral
Pathology and majority in Community Dentistry that
their specialty choice afforded them with research
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opportunities. Although the exact reason for this has
not been determined, it may be related to the fact
that the specialty Oral Pathology is concerned with
diagnosis and study of the causes and effects of
diseases affecting the oral and maxillofacial region,
and that can serve as a stimulant to research work
among intending residents. Community Dentistry is
a field-based specialty which exposes the resident to
a large sample of the population with accompanying
areas of research interest. However further research
is still needed to corroborate these findings. Family
pressure proved to have little or no influence on
choice of specialty as almost all the participants were
opposed to its role. This further corroborates the fact
that an intrinsic desire towards a specialty in addition
to other contributory factors are very key in

influencing specialty choice among intending
residents.
CONCLUSION

There is inequality in quest for specialization in the
different dental specialties in Nigeria. There is need
for more role models and mentors across all
specialties and modalities to increase the personal
desire of prospective applicants.
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