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Introduction

Methods

Ophthalmology is a specialty to which UK medical 
students often receive relatively limited exposure 
during their studies. Despite this, levels of competition 
for entry to its specialty training pathway are among 
the highest of any specialty and rising each year (1). 

Objectives:

1. To compare the demographics, extracurricular 
achievements, and factors influencing career interest 
among UK medical students interested in 
ophthalmology with those pursuing other specialties;

2. To assess students’ confidence, certainty, and 
knowledge of the ophthalmology training pathway.

Results

Subgroup analysis of the Factors Affecting Specialty 
Training preference (FAST) study, a national, cross-
sectional survey of medical students comprising all 44 
UK medical schools. 

The survey was disseminated via a network of 
approximately 200 medical student collaborators.

2.1% of respondents (n=180) identified 
ophthalmology as their preferred specialty, with 
final-year students reporting interest in the 
specialty at higher rates than their first-year peers 
(2.5% vs 1.7%).

Compared to their non-ophthalmology inclined 
peers, ophthalmology aspirants were:

-  Markedly more likely to have a parent or sibling 
  in medicine (33.3% vs. 20.5%);

- More likely to have co-authored research 
publications (10.0% vs. 6.52% nationally) or 
hold national or international medical prizes 
(7.2% vs. 4.2%);

- More likely to self-report feeling well-informed 
about the training pathway (51.2% vs. 44.8%);

- Substantially less confident about their 
chances of gaining entry to the specialty (15% 
vs. 23.1%).

Among final-year students, lifestyle 
considerations led in terms of influence: work-life 
balance (93.3% vs. 79% nationally), compatibility 
with family life (81.8% vs. 76.7%), financial 
remuneration (81.8% vs. 66.1%).

Conclusions
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Lifestyle factors were the most influential among participants who are intent on pursuing ophthalmology. 
Greater interest in the specialty among senior medical students may reflect greater exposure to the specialty 
during medical school via clinical placements and teaching. Low levels of confidence in entering the 
specialty, despite success in extracurricular pursuits, may be the result of sharply increasing competition for 
specialty training posts in the UK in recent years.  
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