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RESEARCH ARTICLE Open Access

Junior doctors’ early career choices do not
predict career destination in neurology: 40
years of surveys of UK medical graduates
Atena Barat, Michael J. Goldacre and Trevor W. Lambert*

Abstract

Background: The rapidly rising rates of brain diseases due to the growing ageing population and the explosion in
treatment options for many neurological conditions increase the demand for neurologists. We report trends in
doctors’ career choices for neurology; investigate factors driving their choices; and compare doctors’ original
choices with their specialty destinations.

Methods: A multi-cohort, multi-purpose nation-wide study using both online and postal questionnaires collected
data on career choice, influencing factors, and career destinations. UK-trained doctors completed questionnaires at
one, three, five, and ten years after qualification. They were classified into three groups: graduates of 1974–1983,
graduates of 1993–2002, and graduates of 2005–2015.

Results: Neurology was more popular among graduates of 2005–2015 than earlier graduates; however, its
attraction for graduates of 2005–2015 doctors reduced over time from graduation. A higher percentage of men
than women doctors chose neurology as their first career choice. For instance, among graduates of 2005–2015,
2.2% of men and 1.1% of women preferred neurology as first choice in year 1. The most influential factor on career
choice was “enthusiasm for and commitment to the specialty” in all cohorts and all years after graduation. Only
39% who chose neurology in year 1 progressed to become neurologists later. Conversely, only 28% of practicing
neurologists in our study had decided to become neurologists in their first year after qualification. By year 3 this
figure had risen to 65%, and by year 5 to 76%.

Conclusions: Career decision-making among UK medical graduates is complicated. Early choices for neurology
were not highly predictive of career destinations. Some influential factors in this process were identified. Improving
mentoring programmes to support medical graduates, provide career counselling, develop professionalism, and
increase their interest in neurology were suggested.

Keywords: Neurology, Physicians, Junior, Career choice, Workforce, Medical, Medical education

Background
As neurology is a medical specialty involving the
diagnosis and treatment of patients with disorders of
the nervous system [1], the demand for neurologists
is growing faster than supply as a result of demo-
graphic changes which have increased the number of
older individuals with degenerative neurological con-
ditions; of accelerated progress in science, including

new discoveries in functional brain anatomy; the in-
vention of advanced techniques for making a precise
diagnosis; and the advent of subspecialisations within
neurology [2].
According to a World Health Organisation report,

in 2017 Europe had the highest median number of
neurologists per 100,000 population (9.0) [3]. In 2014,
the UK had 1.2 consultant neurologists per 100,000
population [4]. In comparison, it was estimated that
16,366 neurologists were practising in the US in 2012,
with a neurologist to population ratio of 5.2 per 100,
000 [5].
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Abstract

Background: This scoping review aims to gather and map inspiration, ideas and recommendations for teaching
evidence-based practice across Professional Bachelor Degree healthcare programmes by mapping literature describing
evidence-based practice teaching methods for undergraduate healthcare students including the steps suggested by the
Sicily Statement.

Methods: A computer-assisted literature search using PubMed, Cinahl, PsycINFO, and OpenGrey covering health,
education and grey literature was performed. Literature published before 2010 was excluded. Students should be
attending either a Professional Bachelor’s degree or a Bachelor’s degree programme. Full-text articles were screened by
pairs of reviewers and data extracted regarding: study characteristics and key methods of teaching evidence-based
practice. Study characteristics were described narratively. Thematic analysis identified key methods for teaching evidence-
based practice, while full-text revisions identified the use of the Sicily Statement’s five steps and context.

Results: The database search identified 2220 records. One hundred ninety-two records were eligible for full-text
assessment and 81 studies were included. Studies were conducted from 2010 to 2018. Approximately half of the studies
were undertaken in the USA. Study designs were primarily qualitative and participants mainly nursing students. Seven key
methods for teaching evidence-based practice were identified. Research courses and workshops, Collaboration with
clinical practice and IT technology were the key methods most frequently identified. Journal clubs and Embedded
librarians were referred to the least. The majority of the methods included 2–4 of the Sicily Statement’s five steps, while
few methods referred to all five steps.

Conclusions: This scoping review has provided an extensive overview of literature describing methods for teaching EBP
regarding undergraduate healthcare students. The two key methods Research courses and workshops and Collaboration
with clinical practice are advantageous methods for teaching undergraduate healthcare students evidence-based
practice; incorporating many of the Sicily Statement’s five steps. Unlike the Research courses and workshop methods, the
last step of evaluation is carried out partly or entirely in a clinical context. Journal clubs and Embedded librarians should
be further investigated as methods to reinforce existing methods of teaching. Future research should focus on methods
for teaching EBP that incorporate as many of the five steps of teaching and conducting EBP as possible.

Keywords: Teaching methods, Undergraduate healthcare students, Evidence-based practice, The Sicily statement

Background
Dizon et al. state that healthcare can be inefficient, inef-
fective and/or dangerous when it is not based on current
best evidence [1, 2]. Therefore, to ensure the quality of
healthcare, it is important to implement evidence-based

practice (EBP) in all health professional curricula, so that
future health professionals learn the fundamentals of re-
search and the application of evidence in practice [2].
Several definitions of EBP have been suggested in recent

years. The scientific evidence was initially developed
within medicine, but as many health professionals have
embraced an evidence-based way of practice the Sicily
Statement [3] suggested that the original term “evidence-
based medicine” should be expanded to “evidence-based
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