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ABSTRACT:     Aim: The increasing staff shortages in Polish surgery incline towards posing the following questions: What are the reasons for 
the reluctance of Polish doctors in training and residents to specialize in this field of medicine? What measures could be pursued 
to raise the interest of students and trainees in specializing in general surgery? The aim of this paper is to attempt to answer these 
questions.

  Material and methods: From August 5 to December 30, 2019, an online survey of doctors in training and resident doctors was 
conducted. The study covered 2,498 people. 

  Results: The key reason indicated by young doctors of both sexes was the disproportion between the level of remuneration and 
professional responsibility. Other most commonly reported reasons include: high overtime, physical and mental strain at work, 
and fear of not being allowed by senior colleagues to perform surgery.

  Conclusions: In view of the aging Polish surgical staff and a decreasing number of young doctors interested in this field of 
medicine, it is necessary to introduce changes into their mode of education.
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also propose their own answers. Thus, 12 arguments contributing 
to the choice of a different specialization were obtained. We veri-
fied the correctness and understandability of the questionnaire on  
a randomly selected group of 20 doctors. The results of the pilot trial 
were not taken into account. The obtained outcomes were processed 
using the Chi-square test, assuming a significance level of α = 0.05.

RESULTS

The survey included 2,498 people, of whom 1,508 (60.37%) were 
women and 990 men (39.63%). All respondents were doctors du-
ring their postgraduate internship or undergoing specialized tra-
ining. The most common reason for abandoning surgery was the 
disproportion between the level of responsibility and the amount 
of remuneration (p < 0.05). This criterion was considered the most 
important in the gender-specific groups. Men (32.83%) pay more 
attention to the amount of remuneration than women (27.65%). 
Of equal importance for both groups was frequent staying at work 
after hours (n = 379), unrelated with on-call duty, and high men-
tal and physical strain (n = 378). Frequent civil or criminal cases 
were mentioned to a lesser extent (8.4%). Young doctors were also 
concerned about being allowed to perform surgeries as operators 
and about discrimination against women in the surgical profes-
sion (9.7% women vs. 13.3% men). Factors with a low impact inc-
luded frequent criminal or civil cases and the growing amount of 
documentation that must be completed by the doctor. The health 
condition did not allow 10 people to start this specialization, while 
only 5 doctors replied that it was not of interest to them. The re-
spondents also pointed to an unrealistic specialization plan. Many 
residents who are trained in small municipal hospitals are unable 
to perform some of the procedures that are mainly carried out in 
large, high-reference academic centers. In these cases, treatments 

INTRODUCTION

The training of a new generation of specialists is becoming a chal-
lenge for contemporary Polish surgery. The average age of a Polish 
specialist in this field is 55.2 years [1]. Many of those specialists will 
be eligible for retirement in the next 10 years and withdraw from 
their profession. Despite defining surgery as a priority specializa-
tion, the number of young doctors interested in this field of medi-
cine is still declining. 

What are the reasons for this? What could be done to attract the inte-
rest of students and doctors in training specializing in general surgery? 
The aim of this paper is to provide the answer to the above questions. 

The main source of information presented in the publication are the 
results of statistical surveys conducted in accordance with the Pro-
gram of Statistical Research of Public Statistics, both by the Central 
Statistical Office and within the framework of departmental stati-
stics 1 (Ministry of Health, Ministry of Interior and Administration).  
A supplementary source is represented by administrative data and col-
lective studies obtained from institutions operating in the field of he-
alth care and statistical data published by the European Commission. 

MATERIAL AND METHODS

In the period from August 5 to December 30, 2019, we conducted 
an online survey among doctors in training and residents. The stu-
dy included 2,498 people. 

The questionnaire consisted of 10 arguments which, according to the 
author, may be the reason behind young doctors’ lack of interest in 
general surgery as a potential specialization. The respondents could 
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in the pancreas, liver, esophagus, and vascular surgery and neu-
rosurgery were indicated. Statistically significant differences be-
tween the group of women and men relate to the low possibility 
of additional earning and the disproportion between responsibili-
ty and remuneration, which are more often indicated by men and 
gender discrimination, which was mostly mentioned by women.

DISCUSSION

According to periodic demographic reports conducted by the Su-
preme Medical Chamber, as of March 3, 2020 there are 9,639 sur-
geons in Poland, 8,983 of whom have declared being professional-
ly active [1]. The average age of a surgeon in Poland is 55.2 years. 

ARGUMENTS WOMEN MEN

Too much responsibility in relation to salary 417 325

Often working after hours 238 141

Frequent civil/criminal cases 135 75

High physical and mental strain 240 138

Fear of not being allowed to perform surgery by senior colleagues 153 108

Prolonged surgeries > 6h 64 35

Discrimination against women/sexism 82 24

Lack of private life due to burden with on-call time 85 57

An increasing amount of medical documentation 37 31

Little possibility of additional earning 49 49

Health condition that does not allow to start specialization 4 6

I simply resent the idea 4 1

Tab. I.  Summary of survey results.

Fig. 1.  Percentage distribution of individual arguments. Values with the highest impact factor (p < 0.05) are marked with an asterisk.
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This means that in the next 10 years, many of those surgeons will 
reach the retirement age, which is currently 65, and will withdraw 
from their profession. According to the information obtained at 
the Centre for Postgraduate Medical Education, responsible for 
the process of educating specialists, as of on March 9, 2020 specia-
lization training in the field of surgery was performed by 912 do-
ctors, which is 71 less than on June 30, 2017 [2]. This observation 
is interesting because in 2018, general surgery was placed on the 
list of priority specializations. It seems that even a higher salary 
has not contributed to an increased interest in this field. 

The specialization training program in general surgery provi-
des for the improvement of practical and theoretical skills for  
6 years. Assuming the sustained trend in the preferences of choosing  
a specialization and reaching the retirement age by an increasing 
number of current specialists, over the next 10 years we could ob-
serve a reduction in the number of professionally active surgeons 
by 10%, and in the next 10 years by as much as 30%. According to 
the statistical data published by the National Centre for Health 
Information Systems, in 2019 there were 1.6 surgeons per 10,000 
citizens, of which only 0.8 were second-degree specialists [3]. The-
se numbers are difficult to relate to other European countries, as 
such comparative data are not published. On December 17, 2019, 
the World Health Organization published a report which inclu-
des all surgical specialties [4]. Unfortunately, it cannot be used to 
evaluate Poland against the background of Europe due to the dif-
ference in the methodology of conducted research. 

A similar problem is faced by the German health care system. 
Our western neighbors predict that by 2030, there will be a 23% 
deficit of specialized surgical staff [5]. One of the core reasons 
for such a situation is concern for the quality of specialized edu-
cation, which may worsen along with the deterioration of the 
financial situation of the educational center. In addition, Ger-
man medical students who are observing the realities of wor-
king in the profession of a surgeon fear a work-life imbalan-
ce, which contributes to a declined interest in general surgery 
[6]. In a publication concerning the “burnout” of residents, Yeo 
et al. demonstrated that despite the mandatory reduction of  

working hours, 20% abandon general surgery in favor of non-sur-
gical specializations [7]. The importance of the young resident’s 
personality in the selection of the surgical path is proved by the 
work of Baimas-George et al. In the cited paper, the main perso-
nality traits that characterize people who choose a specialization 
in general surgery are: assertiveness, courage and the ability to 
make quick decisions [8]. The following translate into the suc-
cess of the resident’s work: acquired knowledge, experience, ac-
curacy in making decisions, taking into account the operational 
risk, manual skills and precision of action [9]. The surgeon must 
not only demonstrate good manual skills, extensive theoretical 
knowledge but also physical endurance. Moreover, the problem 
of discrimination against women as surgeons still seems to be re-
levant. Given the above data and the opinions of young doctors, 
it is also worth considering updating the specialization program. 

Contrary to other specializations, the training of a surgeon is leng-
thy and requires attention and willingness to transfer knowledge 
by more experienced, senior colleagues, especially by the mentor 
managing a given unit. Surgery residents have limited opportunity 
for independent learning and improving their surgical technique. 
It also seems relevant to change the attitude of older and more 
experienced doctors towards educating the young generation to 
a more open one, in line with the principle that behind every out-
standing student stands an outstanding teacher. 

On the other hand, consideration should be given to whether an 
experienced specialist who devotes his time and knowledge to tra-
in a young surgeon should receive additional remuneration for the 
performed training. Procedures performed by a surgery resident, 
for which their mentor is fully responsible, often take much lon-
ger than those performed by specialists. Another good alternati-
ve might be to create a training center for doctors who specialize 
in surgery, where they could improve their skills, for example on 
animals or specially designed training simulators. 

The current system of specialization training in general surgery 
requires crucial change.  Above all, the specialization program, 
which is unrealistic for a reliable implementation, needs updating. 
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