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ABSTRACT
Background: Despite several studies focusing on the negative aspects of general medicine, the
speciality seems attractive for students. Researchers from the European General Practice Research
Network created a group to study job satisfaction in general practice. The aim of this eight-country
European study was to determine which positive view students have about general practice.
Method: Systematic review of the literature from Pubmed, Embase and Cochrane databases.
Articles published between 01/01/2000 and 12/31/2018 were searched and analysed by two
researchers working blind. The data on satisfaction factors were extracted from the full text article
used as verbatims. Then the data were coded with a thematic analysis.
Results: 24 articles out of 414 were selected. Satisfaction factors were classified: teaching of
general practice, workplace and organisational freedom, quality of life, variety in practice, workload
balance and income. The analysis highlighted intellectual stimulation and the relationship built
with patients and other professionals.
Conclusion: Literature on the appeal of general practice for students revealed many factors of job
satisfaction in general practice. It is possible to create a global view of a satisfied GP on the students’ opinion.
Courses and clerkships in general practice with positive rolemodels are determining factors in career choice.
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Introduction

The Organisation for Economic Cooperation and
Development (OECD) countries are facing a shortage of
general practitioners (GPs) because of a declining physician
population and a lack of interest from students in this
speciality. The World Health Organisation (WHO) also
stressed the central role of general practice, especially in
the different European healthcare systems [1]. The
European Commission estimated that the demand for
healthcare is increasing as the population ages but the
number of physicians is decreasing. In 2009, 30% of all
Europeanmedical physicians were over 55 years old and by
2020 over 60,000 (3.2%) of them will retire annually.
Consequently, in 2020, Europe overall will face a shortage
of 230,000 physicians [1]. The Association of American
Medical Colleges estimates that in 2020, the United States
will face a shortage of 45,000 primary care physicians. The
NationalHealth Systembelieves that the shortage of GPs in

the United Kingdom will be about 16,000 in 2021. This
estimate is corroborated by the Royal College of General
Practitioners [2].

The OECD countries tried different strategies to
increase the numbers of GPs because of the looming GP
shortage but, so far, they have been unsuccessful. Some
researchers have focused on the negative aspects of the
profession. They highlighted the reasons why doctors are
leaving clinical practice [3–5]. Nevertheless, some medi-
cal students and trainees choose the path of general
practice and are attracted by this speciality. Throughout
the literature, several studies identified all the satisfaction
factors that GPs find in their work that would encourage
students to choose general practice.

EGPRN brought together an eight-country
research group to consider the positive aspects of
general practice [6]. The aim of this research group
was to determine what attracts those students who
choose general practice in order to use this
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information to develop new strategies to obtain
a higher intake into the profession.

Method

The search strategy used to select articles of interest was
based on a systematic literature review following the
Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic reviews and
Meta-Analysis statement (PRISMA) [7,8] (Table 1 –
Annexes).

Relevant studies were identified by a systematic
research in the databases PubMed and Embase. The
time interval selected for the bibliography screening
was from 1 January 2000 to 31 December 2018. The
target population of the literature review comprised
medical students and trainees.

The database-specific search included the following
equitation for PubMed: ((‘Family Practice’[Majr] OR
‘General Practitioners’[Majr] OR ‘Physicians, Family’
[Majr]) AND (‘Career Choice’[Majr] OR ‘Career
Mobility’[Majr])) AND hasabstract[text] AND (‘2000/
01/01’[PDAT]: ‘2018/12/31’[PDAT]) and ((‘Family
Practice’[Majr] OR ‘General Practitioners’[Majr]) OR
‘Physicians, Family’[Majr]) AND ‘Job satisfaction’
[Majr] AND hasabstract[text] AND (‘2000/01/01’
[PDAT]: ‘2018/12/31’[PDAT]).

‘Job satisfaction’, ‘career choice’ and ‘career mobility’
were chosen by the research team because they were the
best possible MESH terms to describe positive factors at
work. The use of a MESH term was efficient because it
included all possible synonyms.

The inclusion criteria were:

● The study is about general practice
● The study was on career perspectives
● The study described the working conditions in
primary care

● The study described satisfaction in general practice
● The study described the medical education for
general practice (vocational training, lectures . . .)

The exclusion criteria were:

● 01- The study was conducted in Africa, Asia, South
America

● 02- The research was about specific populations
● 03- Specialists or specific doctors
● 04- Nurses but no doctors
● 05- The research was about patient’s satisfaction
● 06- The article had no abstract available or was an
editorial or a protocol without a result

● 07- Research on negative topics about general
practice

● 08- The study was irrelevant to the research
question

● 09- The study focused on GPs and not on students
● 10- The language was not spoken by any member
of the team

● 11- Literature review
● 12- Article not found: the research team was unable
to find the article

All documents were analysed for identification, screen-
ing and inclusion by two separate researchers using
inclusion and exclusion criteria. To be included, the
article had to score ‘yes’ on every question. This quality
appraisal form was adapted from the quality appraisal
form of the CASP [9,10].

For all the articles identified, the following informa-
tion was extracted: title, authors, year, journal, language,
country, research question, research type, method,
detailed method and setting.

The data extraction and analysis were based on
a descriptive approach used in qualitative studies
[11]. For the articles included, the two researchers
independently coded verbatim data using open
codes, interpretative codes and themes. Open coding
requires reading through data several times and
creating labels for data reduction and clustering in
order to summarise the essence. Interpretative cod-
ing identifies the relationship or central tenets among
the open codes. Finally, these codes have been orga-
nised into sub-themes and themes, this by comparing
themes to avoid redundancies.

Results

The research group found 414 articles after removing
duplicates. Many studies had research questions on
a specific problem in general practice, but not specifi-
cally on job satisfaction or career choice. Finally, 24
articles were selected for the study. The full process is
described in the PRISMA flow chart in Figure 1. Nearly
all the studies included (n = 23) were published in the
English language. One article was published in German
and the results of this study were analysed by the
German team.

Table 1. Quality appraisal.
Did this article give an answer to the research question?
Did the article focus clearly on the research question?
Was the methodology appropriate?
Was the recruitment appropriate?
Do you believe the results?
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Analysis of the data

The open coding of the included articles led to 196 open
codes. Clustering of the codes led to the formulation of
fifteen interpretative codes, which were classified into
four major themes. The four main themes are GP in
society, organisation of the practice, characteristics of
GP work content and medical education. Table 2 gives
an overview of the results from the studies included in
the review [12–35].

Major themes

GP in society
This theme is related to the image of GPs in society and in
their personal environment but also to the importance of
the living environment for potential candidates for general
practice [22,31,32,34].GPswanted responsibilities andpro-
fessional recognition for quality of work [28,31]. They liked
the professional recognition [30], that goes with the job,
whether it be from family, patients or the community [36].

Figure 1. PRISMA flow chart.
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Senior GP support, family support, support from
friends, the influence of media and collaboration net-
works with specialists and paramedics all influenced the
students’ career choice [30,37]. Shorter residency and
lifestyle advantages were also decisive because of the
improvement in quality of life [31,32]. The family of
a young GP needs to feel at home in the community.
A good living environment has enough facilities for
leisure time and has good schools. Future GPs want to
have their family and friends in the neighbourhood [15].

The type of community background the students
themselves come from is important. Students and trai-
nees from a rural background are more likely to choose
to become a GP [21,37]. Students from a rural back-
ground (90%) would tend to look for a practice location
in rural areas [14,16]. The literature found that students
and trainees liked the lifestyle advantages of the profes-
sion [29].

General practice organisation
The topic of workload and income was widely discussed in
selected articles. This theme was mentioned in 17 of the 24
articles included. Medical students seemed to be worried
about the heavy workload. Meli et al. found that the total
GP satisfaction score was negatively correlated with actual
hours of work per week [19]. Future physicians want
a good work–life balance. Both male and female students
want the opportunity to work part-time [13,14].Moreover,
general practice is a professionwith job security and a good
income [20]. They seek a reasonable workload to fit in with
family life [26] and allow time for leisure activities [35].
Young GPs also favoured an equitable income [34] and
valued job security [20].

Freedom to choose workplace and work organisa-
tion: This was the most studied theme. Twenty research
studies investigated this subject which is a very signifi-
cant area [20,22].

Furthermore, students and trainees liked the freedom
to organise their working hours and their work methods
to suit their lifestyle [28]. They liked to have autonomy
[26,35] and less hospital orientation [27]. Work in gen-
eral practice can be viewed positively if there is freedom
to organise the work. With the possibility of flexible
hours [28], they could manage their schedule.
Working conditions are an important determinant of
satisfaction if they have been chosen [18,20,22].

Most students want to work in a well-organised
group practice, with pleasant colleagues and good sup-
portive staff. In these practices, it is possible to work
part-time with flexible working hours. Students are
attracted by a low requirement to provide out-of-hours
service, especially at night [20]. Practices need to be

located in an environment with hospitals and good
specialists. A good relationship with other professionals
was important to attract young GPs [32].

Characteristics of the work content
Dedication and individual commitment are important
characteristics required to become a GP [22,25,26].

General practice is a clinical discipline with a high-
intellectual level of stimulation [34] and with a wide
variety of pathologies [33]. Students and trainees liked
to take care of patients of all ages [31] and backgrounds
and to give medical attention to all kinds of health
issues, even the most commonplace ones, throughout
the lifespan of a patient [32]. They enjoyed preventive
medicine [20,22,35] and family-focused medicine [22].
Students see GPs as important figures, being the
patient’s primary care physician and being the one
who coordinates with the hospital or specialists [29].
Students and trainees appreciated the wide range of
patients [22], the broad scope of practice [22,31,33]
and the holistic approach that creates variety in practice
[26,30].

Having a key role in the management of patients’ care
was a positive factor. Petek Šter et al. found that students
appreciated a long-term physician–patient relationship
which enabled patient-centred care and took into
account the prevention and treatment of physical and
psychosocial problems [17]. Additionally, they enjoyed
the bio-psychosocial focus of healthcare and the high
responsibility involved [29].

The doctor–patient relationship was studied by
a number of researchers [22,26]. For the GP, the patient
is the focus of care. The long-term doctor–patient rela-
tionships were important [15].

The variety in practice [33]: Students and trainees
liked to take care of patients of all ages [31] and back-
grounds and to give medical attention to all kinds of
health issues, even themost commonplace ones, through-
out the lifespan of a patient [32]. They enjoyed preventive
medicine [20,22,35] and family-focused medicine [22].
They attached considerable importance to being the
patient’s primary care physician and the one who coor-
dinated with the hospital or specialists [29]. Students and
trainees appreciated the wide range of patients [22], the
broad scope of practice [22,31,33] and the holistic
approach that creates variety in practice [26,30].

Medical education
The last major theme emphasised the quality of general
practice teaching in faculty. It is a determinant factor in
a career choice with clerkship. The stages and clerkships
permitted to learn specific competencies and students
appreciate the specific context of general practice.
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Among students, a positive image of teachers and trai-
ners within general practice is associated with a higher
interest in general practice [19]. The length and inten-
sity of general practice programmes at the university
have a positive influence on choice [31]. Positive experi-
ence and role models were highly valued by students
and trainees [19,25].

Discussion

Main results

Students and trainees have positive views on general
practice when they are exposed to high-quality educa-
tion as early, and with as much impact, as possible
during the curriculum. Autonomous motivation for
choosing general practice is determined by intrinsic
motivation such as the desire to help people and positive
valuation by parents and society. This is in line with
Deci and Ryan’s self-determination theory [38].
Another important result of this literature review is
that the positive factors for students are very similar to
those for older GPs [39]. This supports a ‘trans-
generational’ portrait of the doctor satisfied with his/
her job. Students and GPs have the same expectations
towards workload, income, freedom of workplace and
in work organisation. Both valued variety in their prac-
tice. As Roos et al. mentioned, more than two-thirds
rated themselves as satisfied (very satisfied – fairly satis-
fied) with time spent at work or training and the major-
ity of trainees would choose general practice again,
given a second chance [18].

What was already known and was highlighted by this
review is the role of clinical teaching in initial medical
education. Internships with a senior GP provide
a positive role model [19,25] and influence the choices
of students and trainees in their future practice. Non-
specific professional aspects, such as income or work-
load balance, are always important for students, as in
every profession [18,22].

Freedom in work management and organisation is
also an important element to take into consideration
[20,22]. They are the major factors which have an
impact on students’ career. The individual characteristic
of GP vocation is underrepresented because it has not
been studied in any depth in surveys [22,26,40]. Some
factors that are specific to general practice activities,
such as intellectual stimulation, the holistic approach
and variety in practice become more and more impor-
tant over time but are not determinant factors in career
choice for students [33]. Intellectual stimulation would
be a surprising item as general practice was often mis-
takenly considered to be a speciality with a low-

intellectual content. Some students commented as fol-
lows about general practice: ‘too dull and monotonous,
not practically challenging, too many “social” patients,
too much paperwork and administrative work’ [41].
This literature review has shown that this is not true.
Students are attracted by the competencies needed to
become a GP.

Students and trainees from a rural background are
more likely to choose to become a GP. This was a result
found in previous literature [21,37,40,42]. The opportu-
nity to strike a good balance between professional and
private life should be taken into account by all policy-
makers to enhance the general practice workforce.
Social recognition and respect are values that influence
the career choice of students and trainees so stake-
holders and health systems must take this into consid-
eration [28,31]. Articles conducted by questionnaire fail
to take into consideration the competence and vocation
of students. In the literature, individual characteristics
required to be a GP and doctor intellectual stimulation
is important for students.

Comparison with previous reviews

Senf et al. conducted a literature review in 2003 on
factors related to the choice of family medicine [43].
Their results indicated that early career intentions are
a good predictor of eventual speciality choice. They
found that spending time in family medicine during
the process of medical education increased the number
of graduates in family medicine.

Strength and limits of the study

The strength of this literature review lies in its ability to
show an overall view of the positive factors, for students
and trainees, which lead to GP satisfaction. There could
be a selection bias because only articles in English were
included, with the exception of one article in German.

There could be confounding factors or interpretation
bias because of the differences between the social health
systems and the difficulties in linguistic understanding.
This bias was limited by the fact that the research team
was international and each member worked with users
of health systems from different countries. Previous
research mainly focused on the health system and pro-
blems of the country concerned in the study. Most
studies were carried out by questionnaire, focusing on
issues of organisation or business and did not fit into the
heart of general practice. Those studies showed only
a partial view of the positive aspects experienced by
students about general practice. Those articles were
not selected as ‘not relevant’ because their objective
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was not the satisfaction of the profession of GP. Their
content was not rich enough. These articles would not
have changed the results.

Conclusion

The literature review provides a general overview of the
satisfaction of students and trainees attracted to general
practice. Intrinsic motivation and positive valuation are
important drivers for choosing general practice. Medical
students listen to the influence of family and community.
The quality of teaching and clerkships in general practice
is also an important factor. Medical schools should orga-
nise high-quality courses and clerkships in primary care,
with positive role models who actively promote the clin-
ical work of a GP. General practice clerkships should
show well-organised practice with professionals who are
examples of people with a good work–life balance.
Governments should invest in opportunities for good
practice and well-organised out-of-hours services. As
a main conclusion, an alternative way for stakeholders
to continuously improve the primary care workforce
could be to consider the positive factors in health system
policies rather than the negative ones.
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