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Abstract

Objective: Doctors in the UK have been striking recently. This survey aimed to explore the effects of doctors’ strikes on pro-
spective medical students in the UK. Methods: This study is a prospective online survey of the students in GCSE, A-level or
degree courses in the UK aiming to join a medical school to study medicine. Results: A total of 193 UK students participated.
65% of respondents were A-level students, 21% were in GCSE and 14% were aiming for graduate entry into the medical
profession. Majority of the participants believed that the main reasons for doctors’ strike were poor working conditions in
the NHS (41%) and inflation or cost of living crisis (40%). A sizable proportion of prospective medical students (38%) were
less inclined to join the medical profession having seen doctors strikes. Half of the respondents said that they may consider
leaving the UK after becoming a doctor. This was due to perceived better work-life balance (39%) or better salary (34%)
elsewhere. Majority (55%) believed the general public was supportive of doctors’ strike action but 29% thought the public
was against doctors’ strike and 16% were unsure. Respondents appreciated that these strikes may increase doctors’ salary
and NHS funding, but they also feared that strikes may cause potential patient harm or fail to achieve their objective re-
sulting in more doctors leaving the UK. Majority of the prospective medical students (78%) themselves were supportive of
doctors-striking. If doctors’ strikes fail to achieve their objectives, 65% of prospective students said that they will still study
medicine but may leave the NHS or the UK if necessary. Conclusion: Doctor’s strike has significant impact on prospective

medical students and it may influence the future of medical workforce in UK.
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Introduction

Junior doctors as well consultants in the National Health Ser-
vices (NHS) in the UK have been taking industrial action and
striking on and off for several months. Although, UK government
and doctors’ associations have been presenting different views
about these strikes, previous data suggest that strikes have an im-
pact on patient care [1]. Undoubtedly, current strikes have also
resulted in cancellation of elective appointments and treatments
whilst doctors have been striving to ensure provision of emer-
gency services during these strikes. Medical, financial, moral and
various other aspects of these strikes have been studied and dis-
cussed [2-4]. However, the effect of these strikes on prospective
medical students who are likely to be the future workforce of
the medical profession has not been assessed. These strikes may
create concerns, uncertainty and ethical conflicts in the mind of
young students aspiring to study medicine. This survey aimed
to explore the effects of doctors’ strike on prospective medical
students in the UK.

Methods

This prospective study was conducted online using Google

Forms. Data were collected through a short questionnaire de-
signed for this purpose on google forms. The questionnaire con-
sisted of 11 questions consisting of check and tick-box questions
for encouragement to fill it along with a free-text answer at the
end to allow students to share their own views if not already
encompassed by previous questions. This survey can be seen at:
https://forms.gle/2ePLxMgvRPE3KU{B7

Participants

Information about the survey along with the survey link was
sent to multiple schools to reach the target audience. Participants
were also encouraged to share the survey link with other relevant
students. At the beginning of the questionnaire a qualifying ques-
tion asked the participants to confirm that they were a GCSE,
A-level or University student in the UK aiming for entry into
Medicine and that they consented to participate in the survey.

Data management and analysis

Data were automatically analysed in the google forms. Micro-
soft Excel was used for further analyses and to generate graphs.
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Results

A total of 193 prospective medical students completed the on-
line survey. Two-third (65%) respondents were A-level students,
21% were in GCSE and 14% aiming for graduate entry into the
medical profession.

Participants believed that the main reason for the doctor’s
strike was poor working conditions in the NHS (41%) or inflation
and cost of living crisis (40%). Majority (55%) were of the opin-
ion that the general public is supportive of doctors’ strike action
but 29% thought the public is against doctors’ strike and 16%
were unsure. Participants were enquired whether they would
have taken part in the strike if they were doctors today. 78%
students responded said that they would have taken part in the
strike, but ensuring that emergency services are covered, if they
were a qualified doctor today and only 9% would have not par-
ticipated in strike whilst 13% were unsure. Respondents hoped
that these strikes may increase doctors’ salary (80%) and NHS
funding (62%) but they also feared that strikes may fail resulting
in more doctors leaving the UK (67%) and patient harm (65%)
or loss of respect for the medical profession (44%). When asked
about what they think should happen to end strikes, 68% stated
that the government and doctors should have a dialogue to find
an acceptable solution and 29% thought the Govt. should accept

90

20 44%

38%

60

50

40

30

20

10

doctors’ demands.

A sizable proportion of prospective medical students (38%)
were less inclined to join the medical profession after seeing
doctors striking, although for 44% students it did not have any
impact on decision to go into the medical profession and 9%
were more inclined to join the medical profession in the after-
math of strikes (Figure 1).

When told that a recent survey has suggested 30% of medi-
cal students were considering to leave the UK after becoming a
doctor and/or leave the medical profession altogether [5], 50%
of prospective students said they may also be willing to leave the
UK after becoming a doctor and 18% said it makes them less in-
clined to study medicine. For 32% students, it did not make any
difference to their decision to study medicine. When asked about
the possible reason for 30% current medical students to think
about leaving medicine and/or the UK, prospective medical stu-
dents viewed it to be due to better work-life balance elsewhere
(39%), better salary elsewhere (34%) or poor working condi-
tions in the NHS (19%). 65% prospective students said that they
will still study medicine but keep the option to leave the NHS
or the UK. Prospective medical students thought that improving
working conditions in the NHS, improving work-life balance,
better salaries after graduating as a doctor and bursaries or grants
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Figure 1: Effect of doctors’ strike on prospective medical students’ decision to study medicine
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Figure 2: What can be done to make medical profession more attractive for students?
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for medical students to cover university costs can make the med-
ical profession more attractive (Figure 2).

Discussion

To the best of author’s knowledge, this is the first study to
evaluate the impact of doctors’ strike on prospective medical
students in the UK. The study highlighted that prospective med-
ical students are carefully evaluating the possible causes and
potential outcomes of these strikes and it may affect their deci-
sion to study medicine. This in-turn may have an impact on the
future of the medical workforce in the UK [6]. Policy makers
should carefully evaluate these data and take appropriate actions
to ensure that studying medicine remains an attractive option for
students in the UK.

Strike of medical professionals has always remained contro-
versial [7,8]. To be able to strike is considered a fundamental
right of employees under Article 11 of the European Conven-
tion of Human Rights. On the other hand, strike may be consid-
ered against the Hippocratic oath which emphasises that patient
interest should remain uncompromised. Our data suggest that
the majority of prospective students were in favour of doctors’
strike, and they also believed that the general public is also sup-
portive of doctors’ view. This has been demonstrated in other
studies as well [9]. Students were rightly concerned about provi-
sion of emergency care and most were of the view that they will
only strike if emergency care provision is not affected. Previous
studies have not shown any effect of strikes on mortality but less
serious effects cannot be excluded [3,4].

Medicine is generally considered to be a well-paid job. So,
it may come as a surprise that doctors need to strike. However,
students leave medical school with considerable debt and the
salary of junior doctors has been eroded by rising inflation [10].
Work-life balance has been considered as a significant factor
amongst doctors in deciding their speciality [11] and our results
suggest that it may also play a role in decision making of pro-
spective students to study medicine or not. Prospective students
were therefore keen to see bursaries and grants for medical
students along with better salary and working conditions after
graduating as a doctor.

This survey has its limitations. It was posted on social groups
and emailed to secondary schools and sixth form colleges but it
only required self-declaration to participate. Although this sur-
vey has a fair sample size, it represents only a small proportion
of students in the UK and a selection bias cannot be excluded.
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