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Objective. To determine first-year dental students’ current motiva-
tion and attitudes for choosing the dental profession at the Faculty of 
Dental Medicine, Medical University – Sofia, Bulgaria. Material and 
methods. An anonymous questionnaire, consisting of 12 questions 
about students’ socio-demographic profile and their motivation for 
choosing dentistry, was administered to 119 first-year dental students 
at the Faculty of Dental Medicine of the Medical University of Sofia. 
The study was conducted at the beginning of the 2012-2013 academic 
year. The data was processed and analyzed with the following soft-
ware: Microsoft Windows Server 2008 R2; Microsoft SQL Server 2008; 
Internet Information Server 7.5.; Microsoft SharePoint Server 2010. 
Results. The majority of the students (73%) were self-motivated for 
choosing dentistry as a career; 61% of them did not have relatives in 
the medical profession; 43% chose dental medicine because it is a pres-
tigious, humane and noble profession; 50% – for financial security; 
59% – because of the independence that it provides. There were no 
significant differences in the motivation between males and females. 
Conclusion. Independence, financial security and ‘prestige’ were the 
predominant motivating factors in this group of first-year dental stu-
dents. Determining the reasons for choosing dentistry has important 
implications for the selection and training of students as well as for 
their future job satisfaction.
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Introduction
The reasons for choosing a particular pro-
fession are very complex, and the choice of 
dentistry is no exception (1). Many factors 
influence the choice of a profession: an indi-
vidual’s strengths and weaknesses, personal 
interests and desires, willingness and finan-
cial ability (or inability) to endure a long 
period of training related to a specific pro-
fession, the social prestige of the profession; 

the actual type of work that is inherent in the 
profession, working conditions, financial 
compensation associated with the profes-
sion and the availability and attractiveness 
of alternative occupations (1, 2).

A critical look (over time and across dif-
ferent countries) of the research literature on 
the motivation of people, who chose dentist-
ry as a career, shows a wide variety of mo-
tivating factors (1, 3-7). Most studies were 
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based on surveys and used various methodol-
ogies. The results of these studies are not easily 
compared. There is common agreement, both 
on the large number of motivating factors and 
the fact that dominant motivational factors 
can vary significantly, over time and between 
countries. Moreover, from a sociological 
point of view, the emerging workforce today 
has very different expectations from those of 
previous generations (8).

Scarbecz and Ross (1) examined the mo-
tives of first-year students (University of 
Tennessee, USA) for selecting the dental 
profession, demographic data and future 
professional plans. Their study identified 
four key factors or groups of reasons for 
choosing the dental career:
– A financial motive – focuses on the fi-

nancial and professional stability;
– A people -oriented or caring motive – 

refers to interpersonal relationships and 
the ability to take care of and help other 
people;

– A flexibility motive – dentists have great-
er freedom and flexibility in planning 
their work time compared with other 
professions connected or not connected 
to protecting public health;

– A business-oriented motive – focuses on 
the extent to which students believe that 
independence and self-management of 
their activities are important reasons for 
choosing the dental profession. 
In this study the authors present and 

analyze data on the socio-demographic pro-
file and reasons for the professional choice 
of first-year dental students in the Faculty of 
Dental Medicine, Medical University – So-
fia for the 2012-2013 school year, as well as 
their premises regarding the nature of their 
future profession.

The aim of this study was to determine 
first-year dental students’ motivation and 
preliminary attitude for choosing the dental 
profession at the Faculty of Dental Medi-
cine, Medical University – Sofia, Bulgaria.

Materials and methods

Respondents

This study was approved by The Ethical 
Committee of the Medical University of So-
fia (number 6506/18.12.2013). The research 
was carried out in compliance with the Hel-
sinki Declaration. The study was conducted 
among newly enrolled dental students at the 
beginning of the 2012-2013 academic year at 
the Faculty of Dental Medicine of the Medi-
cal University of Sofia, Bulgaria. The total 
number of first-year dental students enrolled 
at the beginning of each academic year is 120 
persons (60 males and 60 females). 

Data collection

After sufficiently clear and detailed informa-
tion about the purpose of the study had been 
given to the students, they were given the 
questionnaire (Appendix) and were asked 
to respond to this survey anonymously. The 
completion of the questionnaire by each stu-
dent was taken as a form of individual con-
sent to participate in the study. 

Material

The self-administrated questionnaire (Ap-
pendix) contained 12 questions which were 
related to: Students’ socio-demographic 
characteristics; Students’ motivation for 
choosing the dental profession; Students’ 
opinion and preliminary attitudes towards 
the dental profession. Some of the questions 
required the students to respond merely 
with a “yes“ or “no“, such as the question, 
“Do you have any close relative (mother, 
father, siblings, etc) in the medical profes-
sion?“. Other questions offered one or sev-
eral possible answers and the respondents 
had to choose one or several, for example, 
the questions related to the basic motives for 
choosing dentistry as a career. This type of 
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questions also had a blank space that was left 
for writing other answers if the students had 
any. The third group were open questions 
with an option for writing different answers. 
For example: “How many times did you ap-
ply for dentistry?“. 

Data Processing

The information was processed and ana-
lyzed using the following software: Microsoft 
Windows Server 2008 R2; Microsoft SQL 
Server 2008; Internet Information Server 
7.5; Microsoft SharePoint Server 2010. 

Results

A total of 119 students (99.2%) responded to 
the survey. Of these, 62 (52.1%) were women 
and 57 (47.9%) – men, aged 18 to 32 years (Fig-
ure 1). As shown in Figure 1, the number of 
students aged 19 years prevailed – 69 (57.9%). 
There were 31 students aged 18 (26.1%) and 
10 aged 20 (8.4%). There was a small number 
of students aged 21, 22, 23, 25, 28 and 32 years 
– respectively 2 (1.7%), 2 (1.7%), 2 (1.7%), 1 
(0.8%), 1 (0.8% ) and 1 (0.8%). 

The majority of the students gradu-
ated from high school: 58 (48.7%) students 
graduated from language high schools, 34 
(28.6%) from mathematics high schools and 
21 (17.7%) – from ordinary high schools. 
Two students (1.7%) graduated from techni-
cal schools, 2 (1.7%) from other universities, 
1(0.8%) from dental technician college and 
1 (0.8%) from nursing college (Figure 2). 

More than half the newly enrolled stu-
dents – 72 (60.5%) reported that they did 
not have relatives – a mother, father, brother 
or sister – in the medical profession. For 87 
(73.1%) of the students the choice of den-
tistry was a result of their own decision. A 
much smaller number of students were in-
fluenced by their parents – 28 (23.5%), by a 
dentist – 16 (13.5%), friends – 3 (2.5%) or 
teachers – 1 (0.8%). For some respondents 
the decision was a result of several factors 
(Figure 3).

According to the results, ¾ of the stu-
dents – 89 (74.8%) – decided to apply for 
dentistry in high school, 22 (18.5%) – before 
high school, and only 8 (6.7%) – after com-
pleting their secondary education. 

Students were asked two questions relat-
ed to their eagerness to study dentistry. To 

Figure 1 Distribution (%) of students by age groups. 
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Figure 2 Distribution (%) of the students according to the type of school they graduated from.

Figure 3 Distribution (%) of students according to the source of their motivation to study dentistry.

Figure 4 Distribution (%) of students according to their motives for choosing dentistry.

the first question: “How many times did you 
apply for dentistry?” 101 (84.9%) responded 
that it was their first attempt, 16 (13.5%) had 
applied for a second time and 2 (1.7%) – 
for a third time. A total of 116 respondents 

answered the second question: “What was 
your first choice?” The results showed that 
110 (94.8%) of the students indicated den-
tal medicine as their first choice and only 6 
(5.2%) chose medicine. 
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No one chose pharmacy as an option. The 
students’ preliminary opinion regarding the 
dental profession was expressed in the an-
swers to questions № 9 and 10. 115 students 
explained their choice to become dentists by 
giving more than one answer: 49 (42.6%) of 
them chose dentistry as a prestigious profes-
sion; also 49 (42.6%) because it is humane 
and noble; 58 (50.4%) for financial stability, 
and 68 (59.1%) because it provides autono-
my to the practitioner (Figure 4).

Determining the students’ attitudes and 
perceptions about the dentist’s profession 
was also important for the purpose of this 
study. 114 respondents answered the ques-
tion: “What do you know about the chosen 
profession?”. 83 (72.8%) of them believed it 

to be a prestigious profession, 77 (67.5%) 
that it provides autonomy, 70 (61.4%) that 
it provides a good income, 66 (57.9%) that 
it is humane, 49 (42.9%) that it is a profes-
sion that provides a large number of social 
contacts, 43 (37.7%) that it is difficult to 
study, 37 (32.5%) considered that the den-
tal profession is noble, and only 21 (18.4%) 
thought that it is hard to practice (Figure 5). 

The students again gave more than one 
response to this question. The last two ques-
tions were related to the students’ opinion 
about the potential changes in their fu-
ture education. The answer to the question 
“What could make you terminate your edu-
cation?” is presented in Figure 6. 

Figure 5 Distribution (%) of students according to their attitudes towards the dental profession.

Figure 6 Distribution (%) of students according to the reasons for terminating their education.
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For 70 (58.8%) of the respondents, health 
problems were a serious reason for inter-
rupting their education, 21 (17.7%) consid-
ered that financial difficulties would inter-
rupt their education, 8 (6.7%) would leave 
the university if new opportunities for de-
velopment arose and 10 (8.4%) if they lost 
interest in the profession. Nothing could 
make 26 (21.9%) of the students give up 
their chosen education. Only 2 (1.7%) of 
the respondents would try to transfer to an-
other university. The remaining 113 (94.9%) 
responded negatively to the question: “Will 
you try to transfer to another university?” 
and 4 students (3.4%) did not answer it. 

Discussion

The discussion of issues related to students’ 
motivation and attitudes towards their fu-
ture profession cannot be considered sepa-
rately from the specific social, economic and 
political environment. Moreover, it should 
be constantly adapted to changes in the 
profession, health policy and increased de-
mands of society (9). The fact is that the rea-
sons for choosing the dental profession have 
the potential to change over time (3). How-
ever, personal views and concepts about the 
profession are major influencing factors for 
choosing dentistry as a career (10). There-
fore it is essential to clarify whether the 
choice of a profession is a matter of an in-
dividual’s decision or whether it was influ-
enced by other people.

Students’ motivation and their prelimi-
nary attitude to the dental profession are as-
sociated with a dentist’s future job satisfac-
tion. Considering the Two-Factor Theory 
of job satisfaction (11), there are intrinsic-
motivation and extrinsic-hygiene factors. 
The presence of intrinsic motivation facili-
tates higher satisfaction and performance, 
whereas the absence of extrinsic factors 
helps mitigate against dissatisfaction (12). 
Both components of the theory, intrinsic 

and extrinsic, are essential for dentists, but 
the presence of intrinsic motivating factors 
has the most positive impact on job satisfac-
tion (12). 

The present findings indicated that the 
majority of the students (73%) were self-
motivated to study dentistry. Yolov (13) 
conducted a survey of professional satisfac-
tion among 327 dentists, and found that the 
majority of them (83.5%) made the decision 
to apply for dentistry on their own. The re-
mainder, 16.5%, were influenced by rela-
tives, or because their exam score was not 
high enough for their first choice (medicine 
or pharmacy). The author reported that the 
proportion of dissatisfied dentists was main-
ly formed by those who were influenced by 
relatives or those who were not practicing 
their preferred profession (13).

There were similar results from a sur-
vey conducted in Australia by Marino et al. 
during the 2009-2010 academic year (14). 
According to this survey, 85.3% of the stu-
dents were mostly self-motivated to pursue 
a dental career (14). According to the results 
of the current study, the influence of the stu-
dents’ parents was significantly less (24%) 
than their self-motivation. Furthermore, 
over half of the students did not have rela-
tives in the medical profession (61%). Con-
versely, the results of a study conducted by 
Tanalp et al. (15), concerning the future ex-
pectations of the students enrolled to study 
at the first private dental school in Istanbul 
(Turkey), presented the key role of the stu-
dents’ relatives (mother, father, brother, sis-
ter, etc.). According to this study, students’ 
fathers and mothers had a similar impact 
on forming their choice (respectively 45.9% 
and 46.6%) (15).

In the current survey it was found that 
the influence of other people rather than 
relatives was less. 13% of the future dentists 
were influenced to choose this profession by 
a dentist, 3% by friends and only 1% by a 
teacher. A study conducted in Nevada, USA 
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by Hawley et al. (16) involving 152 first-year 
students and aiming to clarify their attitudes 
to the dental profession, showed that a large 
proportion of the respondents (52.6%) indi-
cated their family dentist as the person who 
had the greatest influence on their decision. 

The process of decision making about 
the future career requires the availability of 
sufficient time for understanding the priori-
ties and future consequences related to the 
profession. The majority (75%) of the Bul-
garian students surveyed made this decision 
while studying in high school. The data ob-
tained did not differ significantly from those 
of other studies on similar topics (7, 14, 16). 

The philosophy associated with educa-
tion, the requirements for university admis-
sion and the procedures related to students’ 
selection, undoubtedly affect their socio-
demographic profile (7). Therefore the ma-
jority of Bulgarian freshmen students were 
aged 18, 19 or 20 years, which means that 
they applied for dentistry immediately af-
ter completing their secondary education. 
They were also representatives of the leading 
schools in Bulgaria (Language and Math-
ematics High Schools). Moreover, almost 
all the students (95%) indicated dentistry 
as their first choice and 85% of them had 
applied for this specialty for the first time. 
These facts prove the students’ eagerness to 
explore the aspects of the dental profession: 
to work with and for people, to be indepen-
dent and financially secure, and to be satis-
fied with their profession (5, 7). 

The features of the dental profession, as 
mentioned above, are present in the stu-
dents’ perception and attitudes about the 
nature of their future profession. The major-
ity of them (73%) believe that it is a presti-
gious occupation; 68% consider that it pro-
vides independence to the practitioner and 
for 61% of the students the dental profes-
sion is related to a good income. However, 
the awareness about the nature of the future 
profession could (and should) not be the 

same as the reasons for choosing it. It was 
detected that, in contrast, the students’ mo-
tives regarding their choice of career showed 
that only 43% chose dentistry because it is 
a prestigious, humane and noble profession; 
the financial stability associated with the 
profession, appeared in second place (50%) 
and the main and leading motive for choos-
ing the dental profession indicated by the 
students, was the independence they would 
have as practicing dentists (59%).

Undoubtedly concepts such as “helping 
others”, financial stability, independence 
and many others, have different meanings to 
different people (4). The authors found only 
one study in which the financial motive was 
the first for choosing dentistry. Aguiar et al. 
(17) examined 1,024 students in Pernambu-
co (Brazil), to establish the factors leading to 
choosing dentistry as a profession. The re-
sults of this study showed that 73.5% of the 
students chose the dental profession mainly 
due to economic reasons (17). 

There were more sources where the lead-
ing reasons for choosing dentistry were in-
dicated, such as: the respect and prestige as-
sociated with the dental profession; the fact 
that “I help others”; job satisfaction, etc. Ac-
cording to students in Johannesburg (South 
Africa), Sydney (Australia) and Amman 
(Jordan) the independence and financial 
stability that the dental profession provides 
were not so important reasons for choosing 
dentistry as a career (3, 5, 9, 18). 

Conclusions

From the conducted study it can be con-
cluded that:
1. The majority of Bulgarian students were 

self-motivated for choosing dentistry as 
a career;

2. According to the Bulgarian first-year den-
tal students, the leading motives for choos-
ing the dental profession are as follows: 
a) The profession “dentistry” provides 
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independence for the practitioner; b) It 
provides financial stability; c) It is a pres-
tigious, humane and noble occupation;

3. Students’ perception about their future 
profession is associated with the pres-
tige, independence and financial stability 
characterizing the dental profession.
Determining the preliminary attitude 

to the profession, as well as the leading rea-
sons for pursuing it are closely linked to the 
practitioners’ future job satisfaction. Not 
so precisely clarifying the nature and char-
acteristics of the future profession is a ma-
jor prerequisite for further disappointment 
with it. Therefore, students’ motivation and 
attitudes for choosing the dental profession 
should be considered in the selecting and 
training of students, if job satisfaction in 
dental practice is to be achieved. 
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Appendix

Dear colleagues,
This survey is being conducted in order to determine your attitudes and motivation for choosing the dental profession. 
Please, answer the questions honestly, and fill in or tick the correct answer. 

1. Your age is………………………………………………..…………………………………………..
2. Your gender is:
Male
 Female 
3. You graduated from:
 High school (regular) 
 High school (foreign language) 
 High school (mathematics & nature sciences)  
 Technical school 
 College for dental technicians 
 College for nurses 
 Other university
4. How many times did you apply for dentistry? ………………………….……..…………………
5. When did you decide to choose dentistry as a profession?.
 Before high school 
 In high school 
 After high school 
6. Who influenced you to choose dentistry? 
 Parents
 Teachers
 Friends
 Dentist 
 It is my own decision 
7. Do you have any close relative (mother, father, siblings, etc) in the medical profession?
 Yes 
 No 
8. What was your first choice? 
 Dentistry
Medicine 
 Pharmacy 
9. Which are your basic motives for choosing dentistry?
“Dentistry” is:  
 Prestigious 
 Humane and noble 
 Provides financial stability  
 Provides independence for the practitioner 
…………………….
10. What do you know about the chosen profession? 
 Humane 
 Noble 
 Prestigious 
 Provides good income 
 Provides independence 
 Difficult education  
 Hard to practice
 Provides many social contacts 
………………………………………
11. What could make you terminate your education? 
Health problems 
 Financial difficulties 
 New development opportunities 
 Losing interest in the profession
……………………………………
12. Will you try to transfer to another university?  
 Yes 
 No 




