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Summary Report 
2003 SURVEY OF FINAL-YEAR MEDICAL RESIDENTS 
 
OVERVIEW: 
 
Merritt, Hawkins & Associates (MHA) is a national physician search and consulting firm that periodically 
conducts surveys on a wide range of physician staffing topics.  Prior surveys conducted by MHA include 
the annual Review of Physician Recruiting Incentives, Survey of Physician Inpatient/Outpatient Revenue, 
Survey of Hospital Physician Recruiting Trends, and Obstetrician/Gynecology Malpractice Survey.        
 
This report summarizes Merritt, Hawkins & Associates’ 2003 survey of medical residents in their final 
year of training, which we have conducted every two years since 1991 to determine the level of demand 
for graduating medical residents.  The survey also is intended to provide information on the practice 
preferences and professional concerns of recently trained physicians about to enter their first practice. 
 
Survey information is offered as a tool to help hospitals, health networks, medical groups and other health 
care organizations to recruit medical residents.  It also may assist those who follow medical staffing 
trends to assess the changing priorities and preferences of newly trained physicians entering the medical 
field.  
 
METHODOLOGY: 
 
In all previous surveys of final-year medical residents conducted by Merritt, Hawkins & Associates, data 
have been compiled through telephone interviews with physicians in their last year of medical training.   
Physicians were called at random from lists provided to us by a medical database company and survey 
respondents were self-selecting. 
 
A different methodology was employed for the 2003 survey.   The 2003 survey form was mailed to some 
4,870 final year medical residents in a variety of specialties.   We selected these specialties because 
internal data suggest they are in relatively higher demand than most other specialties.  In order to provide 
the best benefit to those seeking physicians, we attempt to survey physicians in specialties which are in 
the greatest demand at the time the survey is taken.   Unlike previous surveys, the 2003 survey does not 
include primary care physicians since they are deemed to be in less demand today than other types of 
physicians.   Because of these differences in methodology, direct comparisons to results compiled in 
previous years may not be appropriate in some response categories.    
 
Surveys forms were mailed to final year residents in February, 2003, at random using a database supplied 
by a medical database company.   Three hundred and twenty-five completed surveys were received by 
late March, 2003, for a response rate of 7% .    Survey respondents were self-selecting.  
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Specialties Surveyed 
Anesthesiology, Cardiology, Dermatology, Gastroenterology, Neurology, Oncology, Orthopedic Surgery, 
Otolaryngology, Neurology, Radiology 
 
Surveys Completed:     

 2003       2001            1999            1997            1995 
 
                                   325             300              300              300              230 
 
Geographic location:    
 
Responses were received from final-year residents in 34 Eastern, Midwest, Southwest and Western states    
 
 
QUESTIONS ASKED AND RESPONSES RECEIVED 
(all numbers rounded to the nearest full digit) 
 
1. About how many times during the course of your residency have you been contacted about 
medical practice job opportunities by recruiters, hospitals, medical groups, or others?  Please 
include all recruiting letters, phone calls, personal conversations, emails or other forms of 
communication you may have received.    

          
 2003 2001 2001 1999* 1997 1995 

  Primary Care Specialists    

0 to 10 4% 43% 16% 25% 19% 11% 

11 to 25 9% 35% 40% 27% 26% 15% 

26 to 50 19% 18% 16% 32% 31% 23% 

51 to 100 25% 4% 21% 11% 17% 34% 

Over 100 43% 0% 7% 5% 7% 17% 

*The 1999, 1997 and 1995 surveys referenced only residents in primary care. 
  
2. What are the top two methods by which you obtain information regarding medical practice job 
opportunities? (check two only)* 
 
 2003 2001 (1st) 2001 (2nd) 1999 (1st) 1999 (2nd)

Personal Networking 61% 30% 12% 31% 5% 

Residency Program 25% 20% 10% 19% 19% 

Specialty Society 4% 0% 2% 1% 2% 

Physician Recruiters 43% 25% 34% 18% 36% 

Journal Advertising 19% 16% 25% 17% 30% 

Internet 38% 9% 17% 14% 8% 

*In 2001 and 1999, respondents were asked to number their responses either 1 or 2.   In 2003 they were 
asked to select any two responses. 
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3. At what point in your residency did you begin to seriously examine practice opportunities -- 
actually obtaining information, arranging interviews, etc? 
 
 2003 2001 1999 1997 1995

Six Months Before Completion 27% 70% 51% 33% 43%

One Year Before Completion 48% 25% 41% 59% 46%

Over One Year Before Completion 25% 5% 8% 8% 11%

 
4. Other than quality of care considerations, what are the top two considerations you look at in 
selecting a medical practice job opportunity? (check only two)* 
 

 2003 2001 (1st) 2001 (2nd) 1999 (1st) 1999 (2nd)

Geographic Location/Lifestyle 79% 73% 25% 74% 23% 

Adequate Call/Coverage 49% 8% 23% 4% 17% 

Good Financial Package 58% 11% 32% 18% 43% 

Loan Forgiveness 2% 6% 15% 3% 12% 

Specialty Support 2% 2% 5% 1% 5% 

*In 2001 and 1999, respondents were asked to number their responses either 1 or 2.   In 2003, they were 
asked to check any two responses. 
  
5. In which of the following practice settings would you most like to practice? (check one only) 
 
 2003 2001 1999 1997 1995 

Solo 4% 8% 4% 2% 6% 

Partnership 41% 21% 15% 13% 9% 

Association 2% 0% 2% 5% 4% 

HMO 1% 1% 1% 5% 8% 

Hospital Employee 4% 3% 8% 4% 9% 

Single Specialty Group 30% 24% 31% 29% 39% 

Multi-Specialty Group 13% 28% 25% 33% 14% 

Outpatient Clinic 2% 8% 8% 6% N/A 

Locum Tenens 1% 3% 0% 1% N/A 

Unsure 2% N/A N/A N/A N/A 

Other (Urgent Care, Student 
Health, Corporate, etc.) 

0% 4% 6% 2% 11% 
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6. Which of the following types of compensation would you prefer at the start of your first 
professional practice? (check one only) 
 
 2003 2001 1999 1997 1995 
Salary 20% 30% 22% 14% N/A 

Salary w/Production Bonus 58% 62% 61% 72% 55% 

100% Productivity 0% 5% 5% 2% N/A 

Income Guarantee 14% 3% 12% 11% 41% 

Bank Loan 0% 0% 0% 1% 4% 

Unsure 8% N/A N/A N/A N/A 

           
7. What  level of compensation do you anticipate achieving in your first professional practice? 
                                      
 2003 2001 

(PC) 
2001 

(Specialist) 
1999 1997 1995 

$50,000-$75,000 0% 3% 0% 0% 1% 3% 

$76,000-$100,000 0% 4% 0% 12% 8% 32% 

$101,000-$125,000 3% 73% 9% 40% 50% 51% 

$126,000-$150,000 7% 17% 9% 26% 30% 6% 

$151,000-$175,000 14% 3% 27% 14% 9% 5% 

$176,000-$200,000 18% 0% 18% 4% 2% 2% 

$201,000-$225,000 17% 0% 17% N/A N/A N/A 

$226,000-$250,000 17% 0% 10% 4% 0% 1% 

$251,000- $300,000 13% 0% 10% 0% 0% 0% 

$301,000 & over 11% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 

 
8. What is your level of educational debt? (8-12 are first time questions) 
 2003 

$0 27% 

$1-$25,000 8% 

$25,001-$50,000 8% 

$50,001-$100,000 22% 

$100,001-$150,000 17% 

$150,001-$200,000 11% 

$200,001-$250,000 4% 

$250,000 or more 3% 
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9. How would payment of your educational debt effect your selection of a practice opportunity? 
 
 2003 

Little to No Effect 53% 
Some Effect 34% 
Great Effect 13% 
 
10.  How prepared are you to handle the “business side” of your medical career, including 
employment contracts, compensation arrangements, and other facets of employment? 
 
 2003 
Very prepared 2% 
Somewhat prepared 51% 
Unprepared 47% 
11.  During the course of your medical training did you receive any formal instruction regarding 
“employment” issues such as contracts, compensation arrangements, interviewing techniques, 
reimbursement methods, etc? 
 
 2003 
Yes, some formal training 46% 
No, no formal training 54% 
 
12.  Would you visit a web site exclusively dedicated to providing new physicians with medical 
career and medical business information? 
 
 2003 
Yes, would visit often 42% 
Yes, would visit occasionally 53% 
No, would not visit 5% 
 
13.  As you consider entering a professional practice, do any of the following cause you a significant 
level of concern? 
  
 2003 2001 1999* 1997 1995 
Ability To Find A Job 
 

20% 43% 32% 31% 22% 

Educational Debt 
 

27% 13% 15% 18% 12% 

Dealing w/ Managed Care (Payors) 60% 25% 5% 13% 14% 

Malpractice 62% 15% 7% 7% 3% 

Availability Of Free Time 51% 15% 13% 10% N/A 

Insufficient Medical Knowledge 16% 6% N/A N/A N/A 

Dealing w/ Patients 3% 3% N/A N/A N/A 

Insufficient Practice Management 
Knowledge 

46% N/A N/A N/A N/A 
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14.  If you were to begin your education again, would you study medicine or would you select 
another field? 
 

 
TRENDS AND OBSERVATIONS 
 
The 2003 Survey of Final Year Medical Residents reflects several changes that have taken place in the 
physician employment market in the two years since Merritt, Hawkins & Associates last surveyed 
physicians in their final year of training.    
 
The first is the relatively negative perception residents have of the current medical practice environment, 
which clearly has deteriorated in the last two years based on residents’ responses to question 14 of this 
survey.   When asked if they would study medicine or select another field if they had their education to 
begin again, virtually one quarter of all residents surveyed indicated they would select another field..   
By contrast, in 2001, only 5% of all residents indicated they would select another field, while 95% said 
they would stick with medicine.   At no time since Merritt, Hawkins & Associates began conducting this 
survey have so many residents expressed reservations about their choice of a career.  This includes 
surveys conducted in the 1990s, during the height of managed care, which was generally perceived by 
physicians to have had a negative impact on the medical practice environment.     
 
Causes of Concern 
 
Why are newly trained physicians more pessimistic today about their decision to practice medicine?   
Some indication can be found in responses given to question 13.  When asked to identify what factors 
caused them a significant level of concern as they enter medical practice, residents indicated a much 
higher level of concern about both dealing with managed care and other payors and malpractice than they 
have in previous surveys.   Indeed, more respondents indicated a higher level of concern about entering 
medical practice across the board than in any past surveys.    
 
Sixty-two percent of residents indicated that malpractice is a significant area of concern, compared 
to just 15% of residents surveyed two years ago.   The rise of malpractice rates that has taken place in the 
years between the surveys has been duly noted by residents, and has augmented their level of anxiety 
regarding entering the medical field.   In addition, while only 25% of residents were significantly 
concerned about dealing with managed care and other payors in 2001, 60% of residents expressed 
concern about dealing with managed care and other payors in 2003.   Residents surveyed also are 
relatively more concerned about a lack of free time they may face in medical practice than they were two 
years ago and a greater percentage are concerned about having insufficient medical knowledge.            
 
Clearly, residents have absorbed the general climate of gloom and pessimism about the medical practice 
environment that is often encountered amongst both in-practice physicians and the media.  Anecdotes and 
perhaps direct encounters with litigious patients, medical bureaucracy, crammed schedules, and 
continuing medical education have been duly noted, causing one in four newly trained physicians to 
question their choice of a career prior to even “coming out.” 
 
It is easy to infer, therefore, that residents will be seeking practice opportunities that can alleviate their 
concerns, including opportunities in both low malpractice and low managed care areas, and those that 
offer favorable call schedules and generous continuing medical education (CME).  
 

 2003 2001 1999 1997 1995 

Medicine 76% 95% 89% 95% 92% 

Another Field 24% 5% 11% 5% 8% 
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Increase in Demand 
 
Another change in the medical practice environment reflected in the 2003 Survey is the accelerating 
demand for medical specialists.   When asked how many times during the course of their residency they 
had been solicited by individuals or organizations seeking to recruit them, 68% of residents indicated 51 
times or more.  In 2001, by contrast, only 28% of specialist residents surveyed indicated they had been 
solicited 51 times or more, while only 4% of primary care physicians surveyed had received 51 or more 
recruitment solicitations.  In addition, 43% of residents surveyed in 2003 indicated they had received over 
100 recruitment solicitations, compared to just 7% of specialist physicians surveyed in 2001 and 0% of 
primary care physicians.   
 
This is the highest level of recruitment activity directed at residents that Merritt, Hawkins & Associates 
has recorded since it began conducting the Survey of Final Year Medical Residents in 1991.   This 
activity reflects the continued and growing shortage of medical specialists that has been building since the 
latter half of 1996, when declines in the number of specialist residents, an aging population, enhanced 
medical technology and other factors began to increase demand for medical specialists.   
 
With over four out of ten specialist residents receiving 100 or more recruitment solicitations, it is clear 
that new methods will needed to reach this highly prized group of potential job candidates in order to 
“break through the clutter.” 
 
Lack of Business Training 
 
Several new questions were added to the 2003 Survey of Final Year Medical Residents that have not been 
asked in previous surveys.   Question 10 asks residents to indicate how prepared they are to handle the 
“business side” of their medical careers, including employment contracts, compensation arrangements, 
and other factors. 
 
Close to 50% of residents surveyed indicated they are unprepared to handle the business 
considerations that come into play when newly trained physicians select a practice.   One reason for this 
is revealed in question 11, which asks residents to indicate whether or not they received any formal 
training in such business considerations.   Over half of all residents responded that they had not received 
any formal training in these areas.   
    
Practice Preferences 
 
The 2003 Survey of Final Year Medical Residents indicates there are some variances between the practice 
preferences and expectations of today’s final year residents and those surveyed two years ago. 
 
For example, 41% of residents surveyed in 2003 indicated they would prefer a partnership as their first 
practice setting, compared to only 21% in 2001 and only 15% in 1999.   In addition, residents surveyed in 
2003 generally expect a higher level of compensation than those surveyed in 2001 or in previous years.   
Over 40% of residents surveyed in 2003 expect to earn $226,000 or more in their first year of practice, 
compared to only 20% of specialist residents surveyed in 2001.   While 11% of residents surveyed in 
2003 indicated they expect to earn $301,000 or more in their first practice, 0% of residents surveyed in 
2001 expected to earn this amount or more.   The 2003 survey suggests that residents understand the 
inflationary effect on salaries that the shortage of specialists has created and are in tune with today’s 
market realities. 
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Educational Debt 
 
The 2003 survey includes an additional new question that did not appear on previous surveys.   Question 
8 asks residents to quantify their current level of educational debt.  Thirty-five percent of residents 
indicated they are over $100,000 or more in debt, while 27% indicated they have no educational debt.  
Offering forgiveness of educational debt, therefore, may be a highly effective recruiting incentive in some 
cases and a minimally effective recruiting incentive in others.   Over 50% of residents surveyed indicated 
that forgiveness of educational debt would have little or no effect on their decision to select a practice, 
while 13% indicated it would have a great effect. 
 
In conclusion, it can be stated that while newly trained physicians are in greater demand than at any time 
in the recent past, they are not necessarily sanguine about their choice of a career.   Doubts about the 
current medical practice environment have dampened the enthusiasm that otherwise may have existed 
over numerous job opportunities and increasingly high salaries. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
For further information about this or other Merritt, Hawkins & Associates’ surveys, please contact: 
 

 
5001 Statesman Drive 

Irving, TX 75063 
800-876-0500 

469-524-1422 (fax) 
www.merritthawkins.com 
www.newphysician.com 


