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Objective. To investigate what factors influenced students to study pharmacy and determine in which
sector they hoped to gain employment, both in the short and longer term.
Methods. First-year pharmacy students (n5124) were invited to complete a paper-based, self-
administered questionnaire consisting of 4 sections. Descriptive statistics and nonparametric tests
were conducted.
Results. One hundred (96.8% response rate) students completed the questionnaire (22.5%male; 77.5%
female). Key influential factors for choosing pharmacy included: enjoyment of science at school,
a desire to improve people’s health and wellbeing, and to work in health care. Career aspirations were
to work in a hospital or in community practice rather than in industry or academia.
Conclusions. Students choose pharmacy as a career primarily for altruistic and clinical reasons. This
research provides information for pharmacy schools about the career aspirations of students and data
from future pharmacists is potentially helpful to pharmacy professional organizations and potential
employers.
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INTRODUCTION
There are various reasons why individuals choose

a particular career path. For example, contributing to
healthcare and enjoying science-based subjects at school
have been cited when choosing pharmacy.1-3 Status and
a high income have been reported to be more important to
dental students thanmedical students.4Moreover, studies
within pharmacy, medicine, and dentistry have reported
that gender is a factor that affects career choice.3,5-7

The majority of research relating to pharmacy stu-
dents has been conductedmainly in the United States.2,8-12

However, there is a need for more up-to-date studies in
the United Kingdom to further expand the field, particu-
larly because pharmacy has evolved to be more patient-
focused and service-driven than was previously the case.
Moreover, stimulating students’ interest in pharmacy is of
utmost importance for universities and pharmacy profes-
sional bodies to facilitate advancement of the profession
across the world.13 Also, in some regions (for example,
across Europe) there is an ongoing shortfall of pharmacists
for various reasons such as an aging population and greater
pharmacist involvement in clinical services such as chronic
disease management.14 Awareness of motivational factors

could enhance student recruitment strategies and ensure
that students have an accurate perception of their chosen
profession. Indeed, the Accreditation Council for Phar-
macy Education (ACPE) in the United States mentions
the need for recruitment policies as part of their accredita-
tion standards document for doctor of pharmacy (PharmD)
degree programs.15Moreover, theGeneral Pharmaceutical
Council, which is the United Kingdom’s accrediting body
for master of pharmacy (MPharm) degree programs, dis-
cusses recruitment and the provision of career advice.16

Wewanted to investigateQueen’sUniversityBelfast
(QUB) Level 1 (also known as first-year students) MPharm
students’ views on their career choice. The objectives
were to investigate what factors influenced students to
study pharmacy and determine in which sector they
hoped to gain employment, both in the short and longer
term. Comparisons were conducted to ascertain whether
gender and country where students received their edu-
cation affected responses.

METHODS
Data were collected using a paper-based, self-

administered questionnaire (available from the author by
request), developedwith reference to thewider literature.1-11

The survey instrumentwas relatively short (12 discrete ques-
tions) and items were largely in a closed-question format to
maximize the response rate.17 There were four sections re-
lating to: influenceswhendeciding to studypharmacy, views
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on chosen career, career aspirations, and nonidentifiable
demographic information. Responses to the majority of
questions were based on a 5-point rating scale ranging
from 55very important to 15not important) and a
5-point Likert scale ranging from 55strongly agree to
15strongly disagree).

Several open response items were included on the
questionnaire. A cover sheet outlined the purpose of the
study, gave a predicted completion time, and provided
assurance that participation was voluntary. The question-
naire was first pilot tested by 10 postgraduate pharmacy
students and assessed for face validity by 2 academic staff
members. The study population was Level 1 pharmacy
students enrolled in the MPharm degree program at QUB
(N5124). The studentswere invited to complete the ques-
tionnaire during a compulsory workshop in February
2015. No follow-up invitation to complete the question-
naire (second distribution)was issued aswe predicted that
most students would be present in the obligatory class.
Each student could only complete the questionnaire once.

Responses were coded and entered into SPSS for
Windows, version 20 (IBM, New York) for statistical
analysis. Analyses mainly took the form of descriptive
statistics and, as the data were not normally distributed,
nonparametric tests were employed to test for associa-
tions between responses for gender and education (Euro-
pean Union [EU] educated versus non-EU educated),
with p,0.05 set as significant a priori.

Ethical approval for this studywas obtained from the
QUB School of Pharmacy Ethics Committee.

RESULTS
A response rate of 96.8% was obtained. In terms of

demographic information, 22.5% of participants were
male and 77.5% were female. The mean age of partici-
pants was 19.2 years (range 18-29 years). Eighty-one
(67.5%) of the 120 students received their undergraduate
education in Europe, while 32.5% received their under-
graduate education elsewhere. The European-educated
students (n581) encompassed students who reported be-
ing educated in the United Kingdom or Ireland. The re-
mainder of respondents (39) reported being educated in
Asia (38), including in Brunei, Hong Kong, Malaysia,
Indonesia, Iran, or in Africa (1 reported being educated
in Kenya). As the response rate was close to 100%, the
demographic profile of the respondents (the sample) was
almost identical to that of the entire Level 1 cohort.

The top 3 influential factors for choosing pharmacy
(as determined by students’ scores for each factor) were:
enjoyment of science at school, a desire to improve peo-
ple’s health andwell-being, and a desire towork in health-
care. There were 6 significant differences (p,0.05) found

when gender and place of education (European vs non-
European) comparisons were conducted. Table 1 provides
comprehensive information on all factors, corresponding
students’ scores, and p values for the gender and education
comparisons.

The other reason why students chose to study phar-
macy was failure to get accepted into a medicine degree
course (7 students reported this via the open-response
aspect of the questionnaire).

Themajority (89.2%) of respondents strongly agreed
or agreed that they were looking forward to a career in
pharmacy. Interestingly, 69.1% of European-educated
students strongly disagreed or disagreed that they would
choose a different degree program if applying again com-
pared with 35.9% non-European educated students
( p,0.001). Moreover, 60.0% of respondents indicated
that their opinions of pharmacy as a career choice had
changed since starting the program, largely because they
were unaware of the extent and variety of roles in phar-
macy prior to entering the program.

Almost a third of respondents (30%) would consider
pursuing amore advanced degree upon finishing themas-
ter’s pharmacy program. Furthermore, the open response
question in this section of the questionnaire revealed that
since starting the pharmacy degree program, students had
a greater awareness of possible career pathways within
pharmacy (22 students reported this) and a better appre-
ciation of the role of the pharmacist (9 students reported
this).

Figure 1 outlines the short- and longer-term career
aspirations of the respondents. Short term refers to imme-
diately following registration (also known as licensing),
whereas longer term refers to 10 years post-registration.
As seen in Figure 1, the biggest change in terms of short-
and longer-term goals was the shift from being a commu-
nity pharmacy employee to an employer. The gender and
education comparisons yielded no significant differences.
Finally, the open response questions in this section of the
questionnaire revealed that in the short term, 1 studentwished
to pursue a career in the defense forces, while 2 students re-
ported longer-term career aspirations towork in the fields of
dentistry and cosmetic pharmacy, respectively.

DISCUSSION
Students’ reasons for choosing pharmacy centered

on their enjoyment of science at school, the ability to
improve people’s health and well-being, and a desire to
work in healthcare. Themajority of students were looking
forward to a career in pharmacy. Only a small proportion
were undecided as to what sector they would like to work
in; short- and long-term aspirations centered on hospital
and community practice rather than academia or industry.
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Enjoyment of science during secondary education
was an important consideration for the students in this
study and has previously been shown to be important
within various healthcare disciplines.2-4 This finding

reinforces the need to promote science-based subjects
among schoolchildren and ensure they appreciate the rel-
evance of science within a pharmacy context. Otherwise,
the profession risks losing these schoolchildren to other

Table 1. Pharmacy Students’ Scoringa of the Impact of Various Factors on Their Career Choice

Factors All Male Female P valueb EU educated Non-EU educated P valueb

Careers advice from school 3.3 3.3 3.3 .974 2.9 4.1 ,.001
Careers advice from universities 3.9 3.8 3.9 .458 3.8 3.9 .594
Self-directed careers advice 4.3 4.1 4.3 .416 4.3 4.1 .264
Enjoyed studying science during

secondary education
4.8 4.8 4.8 .781 4.8 4.8 .295

Influence of family 3.6 3.3 3.7 .490 3.4 4.1 .088
Influence of friends 2.6 2.6 2.6 .753 2.4 2.9 .016
Experience of working in a pharmacy 3.8 3.4 3.9 .052 3.9 3.8 .882
Experience of being a pharmacy customer 3.3 2.7 3.6 .002 3.0 3.8 .001
Desire to work with people 4.6 4.1 4.7 .002 4.7 4.5 .338
Desire to work in the healthcare sector 4.7 4.3 4.8 .002 4.7 4.8 .629
Desire to provide public service 4.3 4.0 4.4 .081 4.2 4.5 .406
Desire to improve people’s health and

wellbeing
4.8 4.5 4.8 .028 4.7 4.9 .187

Degree leads to a recognised job 4.5 4.5 4.5 .833 4.5 4.5 .425
Professional status 4.2 4.1 4.3 .507 4.0 4.6 .009
Salary 4.1 4.2 4.0 .646 3.9 4.5 ,.001
Desire to run a business 2.9 3.1 2.8 .170 2.7 3.3 .008
Job security 4.2 4.3 4.2 .782 4.0 4.4 .050
Regular working hours 4.1 3.8 4.2 .017 4.2 4.0 .241
Flexible working hours 4.0 3.6 4.1 .044 3.8 4.2 .081
Independence: can be my own boss 3.7 3.8 3.6 .866 3.7 3.5 .648
Range of possible careers within pharmacy 4.4 4.4 4.4 .632 4.5 4.2 .201

Abbreviations: EU5European Union
aThe possible scores for each factor ranged from 5 to 1 (55very important to 15not important). Scores quoted are interpolated medians
bAnalysis conducted by gender and education respectively.

Figure 1. Career aspirations of pharmacy student respondents.
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healthcare disciplines. From a pharmacy educator’s
perspective, it is important to foster this foundational
knowledge and passion, given the relevance of science
throughout their pharmacy education and beyond.

The desire of the respondents in our study to improve
people’s health and well-being and wanting to work in the
healthcare sector echo thefindings of other research.1,4,6,7,18

Indeed, in our study, these factors were even more im-
portant for female than male students. Pharmacists play
a fundamental role in the healthcare of people worldwide.
Having a patient-centered attitude coupled with an appre-
ciation of scientific principles is important for future phar-
macists and aligns with the vision of the United Kingdom
pharmacy professional body19 and also the aim of the In-
ternational Pharmaceutical Federation to “advance phar-
macy worldwide.” 20

Female respondents were more likely than male re-
spondents to consider work environment factors, namely
regular working hours and flexible working hours, to be
important, which mirrors the findings from other re-
search18 and suggests that female students had already
considered how their career would affect their personal
life. Savageet al,whoconducted researchamongpharmacy
students in the United States, reported that the most impor-
tant job consideration factors for a career in pharmacywere
work environment and benefits.12 While it was not a key
influential factor overall in this current study, the evolving
working environment is something that should be men-
tioned at recruitment events and throughout the pharmacy
degree to ensure that realistic expectations exist.

As the pharmacy profession strives to better integrate
pharmacists into multi-professional healthcare teams,
a change in work patterns and working environment
may occur. For example, pharmacists could be used in
accident and emergency departments in England to help
address the current staff-to-patient ratio crisis.21 Further-
more, the United Kingdom government wants to intro-
duce 7-day access for patients to hospital and general
practitioner services, which also could impact working
conditions for and contracts with hospital pharmacists.22

Salary, status, and a desire to run a business were
more important factors for students educated in Asia.
Similarly, a survey of pharmacy students in Malaysia
(largely Chinese and Malay students), found that salary
was an important factor influencing career choice.23 Sim-
ilarly, a survey of final-year pharmacy students at a uni-
versity in Damascus revealed that one of the most
important factors influencing students’ career choices
was income.24 Asian Americans also hold salary and sta-
tus in high regard when choosing a career.25

Additionally, research conducted in the United
States investigating factors influencing the selection of

a major, and comparing views of pharmacy and nonphar-
macy undergraduate students, found that factors such as
career prestige and earning potential had a greater influ-
ence on pharmacy students than on their nonpharmacy
counterparts.10 Pharmacy salaries do vary widely across
the globe (and across the various sectors of pharmacy)26

and tend to be lower than that of other healthcare pro-
fessionals such as dentists and doctors. Ultimately, if stu-
dents are asking for advice about which country to work
in, individual aspects like salary will have to be consid-
ered alongside other factors such as the country’s health
and education systems and cost of living.

Self-directed and university-led career advice ob-
tained higher scores than career advice provided by
schools. However, non-European educated students val-
ued career advice from school significantly more that
European educated students. Clearly there is a need for
widespread provision of contemporary advice (and per-
haps more support for school teachers in the British Isles)
so that from an early age people have a realistic view of
pharmacists’ roles and an awareness of possible phar-
macy career pathways. In a US study, only a few phar-
macy students indicated that their career decision had
been influenced by “career day” type events, while sig-
nificantlymore indicated that they had been influenced by
encouragement from pharmacists, interaction with phar-
macy students, or work experience in a pharmacy.8 Per-
haps, as part of wider recruitment initiatives, universities
could facilitate more work experience opportunities for
school children, enabling them to spend time with phar-
macist staff members and current students. We have also
started encouraging our international students to partici-
pate at recruitment events when they return to their home
country during vacation time.

With the increasing emphasis on globalization
within higher education, it will be imperative to conduct
more research in the United Kingdom to explore how
culture and ethnicity affect career choices, so that recruit-
ment strategies can bemore tailored. For example, a liter-
ature review conducted by Osbourne and colleagues over
a decade years ago reported that compared with their
white peers, Asian students preferred to study for degrees
in medicine-related studies, engineering or mathemat-
ics.27 Additionally, Afro-Caribbean students preferred
to pursue degrees in the social sciences.27 A more recent
study involving both pharmacy and nonpharmacy students
(n5553) in one of the most culturally diverse universities
in the United States, showed that Asian-American students
favored a career in pharmacymore thanAfrican-American
and Hispanic students did.2

Students’ short and longer-term career aspirations
were broadly similar and particularly favorable for
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hospital or community practice. The biggest shift in terms
of short- and longer-term goals was from being a commu-
nity pharmacy employee to an employer, ie, students con-
templated a position of greater responsibility only after
they had gained several years’ experience in the work-
place. This seems like a reasonable, if not somewhat na-
ı̈ve, aspiration to have. Moreover, Hasan et al reported
that final-year Malaysian pharmacy students considered
hospital or community roles as their first career choices
after graduation23while Savage et al found that career goals
of pharmacy students in the United States focused predom-
inately on positions in the community (working in a phar-
macy chain) immediately after graduation, but these goals
broadened to positions in hospital and community (chain
and independent) pharmacies 5 years postgraduation.12

Siracuse et al also found that around two thirds of the
509 American pharmacy student respondents in their
study aspired to a career that involved direct patient
care.28 Other research has revealed that pharmacy stu-
dents in Syria wanted to pursue careers in either commu-
nity pharmacy or the pharmaceutical industry.24 In our
study, there was limited interest in pursuing a career in
academia and industry. Similarly, research conducted in
Saudi Arabia on pharmacy students revealed that only
17.2% considered they had the required knowledge and
skills to work in the pharmaceutical industry after gradu-
ation.29 Perhaps making more research projects and ex-
periential opportunities in the pharmaceutical industry
available in the undergraduate degree program would
stimulate a greater interest in such career pathways
among students.

Furthermore, as Sheaffer et al suggest, enabling stu-
dent participation in teaching may also help nurture a
desire in pursuing an academic pharmacy career30 and
would also fulfil accreditation requirements of peer de-
velopment and assessment.15,16 While the students may
not have desired a career in academia, almost one-third of
the respondents stated that they would consider pursuing
a further degree upon graduating. This is similar to the
findings ofMigliore and colleagues where approximately
34% of 1239 recent PharmD graduates indicated a desire
to seek an additional degree.10

In the United Kingdom’s hospital pharmacy sector,
additional qualifications are encouraged and linked to
career progression.31 However, in the community sector,
there is currently no defined career structure or recognized
framework for postregistration (licensing) development.
Furthermore, as Brazeau et al warned, university educa-
tors and academics have a responsibility to stimulate in-
tellectual curiosity, otherwise graduates may lose their
scholarly attitude as well as any desire to advance science
or the profession of pharmacy.32

Regarding study limitations, the questionnaire was
administered at only one point in time and from one uni-
versity, therefore the findings may not be generalizable.
However, there were similarities between this research
and other studies, as outlined throughout the study. Al-
though this research involved pharmacy students in the
United Kingdom, we believe this study has international
relevance since many of the factors explored are applica-
ble to various healthcare disciplines. Additionally, given
the high response rate, the likelihood of nonresponse bias
was minimal.

CONCLUSION
The results of this study provide information for

pharmacy schools about the future career goals of stu-
dents and how existing recruitment strategies could be
enhanced and material within the degree program
enriched. From a professional and employer standpoint,
this research offers useful data from future pharmacists
about factors that may help increase retention and im-
prove job satisfaction. Our study is one of only a few
conducted among UK pharmacy students. It would be
valuable to conduct further research with these students
as they progress through the degree program or do some-
thing similar with school students when they are applying
for university courses.
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