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The 2017 U.S. News & World Report list of the 
100 best jobs in the U.S. ranked dentistry as 
the top profession.1 Another recently pub-

lished survey concerning the ten best jobs for the 
next decade ranked dental hygiene as the seventh 
best job.2 These positive rankings might motivate 
high school and college students to consider these 
careers. However, it is also of interest which other 
career considerations may have motivated dental and 
dental hygiene students to enter their professions. 

Research on the reasons why students chose 
dentistry as their career date back to a publication 
by More and Kohn in 1960.3 These authors found 
that occupational motivations for dentistry were the 
prestige of the profession, financial earnings, human 
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service, autonomy, and the relevance of manual 
skills. Although each of these factors was found to be 
a motivating feature, the authors suggested that the 
opportunity for autonomy tied together these motiva-
tions. Additional research on the topic was published 
in the late 1990s when the focus shifted from not 
only identifying the factors but grouping them into 
categories, such as personal vs. situational  motiva-
tions.4-6 Cohen and Coburn analyzed the relevance 
of various career choice reasons and found that the 
autonomy aspects of dentistry were no longer at the 
forefront of reasons why students wanted to become 
dentists.6 In the early 2000s, additional research  
focused on identifying why students entered the field 
of dentistry.7-10 In those studies, students’ motivations 
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began to shift from materialistic to post-materialistic 
reasons, such as having favorable hours, and increas-
ing numbers of students mentioned a desire for work-
ing with people. These studies also began to explore 
whether students’ characteristics such as gender and 
race affected their career choices. Scarbecz and Ross 
found that race played a role in motivations and 
that, compared to men, women were more likely to 
enter dentistry because they wanted to help people.9 
Research in the current decade found that factors 
such as financial stability and people-oriented work 
were more dominant themes among motivations for 
entering dentistry.11-21 

Over the past three decades, research also 
focused on analyzing dental hygiene students’ career 
choice motivations. In 1989, Carr reported that the 
primary career motivation for dental hygiene students 
was being inspired by others.22 A few other studies 
in the early 1990s also found this factor to be an 
important motivation.23-25 More recently, research 
found that dental hygiene students were choosing 
their career because of the lifestyle, patient interac-
tions, their own dental experiences, and wanting to 
help others.26-28

In addition to analyzing dental and dental 
hygiene students’ career motivations separately, it 
could also be interesting to explore how the students 
in these two career tracks differ in their career choice 
motivations. Knevel et al. explored this question in 
2015 in Nepal.15 They found that dental students 
were more likely to be motivated to enter their field 
because of flexible working hours than were dental 
hygiene students and that dental hygiene students 
were more likely to come from a lower socioeconomic 
background than dental students. However, no study 
to date has explored whether there were differences 
in U.S. dental vs. dental hygiene students’ career mo-
tivations. In addition, no study so far has explored 
dental vs. dental hygiene students’ career motivations 
over the course of time in one academic institution. 

Three additional factors may play a role for 
dental versus dental hygiene students’ career motiva-
tions. The first factor is whether these students had 
a family member in dentistry or in dental hygiene. 
While many studies have explored whether dental 
students were inspired by others to choose dentistry 
as a career,14-16,18,20,29-33 or whether dental hygiene 
students were inspired by others to choose dental 
hygiene as their career,22-27 no research so far had ex-
plored whether having a family member in dentistry 
or dental hygiene would play a role for the students’ 
decision making process. A second additional factor 
is whether having a spouse or partner affects dental 

and dental hygiene students’ career choices. The age 
at which students make a career decision is a final 
factor possibly related to different career choice mo-
tivations. Based on these considerations, the aims of 
this study were to explore career choice motivations 
of dental and dental hygiene students and whether 
their motivations differed from each other, whether 
their motivations changed from 2009 to 2017, and 
whether these motivations were affected by students’ 
age when they decided on their career or by having a 
spouse/partner or family member in dentistry/dental 
hygiene.

Methods 
This study was determined to be exempt from 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) oversight by 
the Health Sciences and Behavioral Sciences IRB 
at the University of Michigan on June 23, 2017 
(#HUM00132711). A total of 959 incoming dental 
students and 270 incoming dental hygiene students at 
the University of Michigan in 2009-17 were invited 
to participate in this mixed-methods study. In those 
years, first-year dental and dental hygiene students 
were informed about this research at the end of regu-
larly scheduled orientation sessions and were invited 
to volunteer their responses to an anonymous survey. 
If they agreed to participate, they received a one-page 
paper and pencil survey; they returned their responses 
anonymously to the research team.      

We developed the one-page survey with the 
goal of gaining a better understanding of the career 
choice motivations of incoming dental and dental 
hygiene students and the factors that may affect 
these motivations. The survey asked students the 
open-ended question: “Why do you want to become 
a dentist/dental hygienist?” A qualitative analysis of 
their open-ended responses allowed us to compre-
hensively explore the range of reasons that motivated 
these students. In addition, closed-ended questions 
asked the respondents how old they were when they 
decided on this career, whether they had a spouse/
partner, and whether they had a family member in 
dentistry/dental hygiene. Including these questions 
provided the opportunity to explore whether these 
three factors affected career choice considerations. 

The data were entered into SPSS, Version 22 
(IBM Corp., Armonk, NY, USA). Two independent 
coders coded the open-ended responses to the ques-
tion “Why do you want to become a dentist/dental 
hygienist?” Based on a literature review,3-27 the inde-
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pendent coders started with some overarching cod-
ing categories such as wanting to help others, being 
inspired by others, business-related considerations, 
and lifestyle-related considerations. However, based 
on the students’ responses, additional categories were 
added such as hands-on aspects of the profession, 
science-related considerations, wanting a profession 
in the health care field, and own dental experiences—
resulting in ten major coding categories. Descriptive 
statistics (frequencies, percentages, and means) were 
computed to provide an overview of the responses. 
Inferential statistics were used to compare responses 
of subgroups of respondents such as the responses 
of dental vs. dental hygiene students or responses of 
students with vs. without a family member in den-
tistry/dental hygiene. Comparisons of frequencies of 
responses were analyzed with chi square tests and 
comparisons of average responses with independent 
sample t-tests. Pearson correlation coefficients were 
computed to determine the relationships between the 
frequencies of career choices and the year in which 
the respondents entered their program. A p-value of 
p<0.05 was used as the level of significance. 

Results
Of the 959 dental students and 270 dental hy-

giene students invited to participate, 783 dental and 
256 dental hygiene students responded to the survey 
(response rates 82% and 95%, respectively; overall 
85%). Table 1 shows the number of responses for 
each group in each year.

Table 2 shows the number of responses con-
cerning these incoming students’ career choice moti-

vations. The two independent coders started with the 
same transcript of the open-ended answers to the 
question “Why do you want to become a dentist/
dental hygienist?” Rater 1 coded 2,094 responses, 
and Rater 2 coded 2,126 responses; 1,851 statements 
were rated consistently by the two raters. The most 
frequently mentioned motivation was wanting to 
help others (Rater 1: N=548; Rater 2: N=546). The 
second most frequently used motivation was wanting 
a profession in the health care field (Rater 1: N=305; 
Rater 2: N=312). Hands-on aspects of the profession 
motivated 222 students in each of the two programs. 
Motivations derived from the human interaction 
aspect of the profession (Rater 1: N=188; Rater 2: 
N=231), being inspired by others (Rater 1: N=203; 
Rater 2: N=207), and lifestyle-related considerations 
(Rater 1: N=171; Rater 2: N=166) were also identi-
fied quite frequently. Roughly 145 students in each  
of the two groups reported being inspired by their 
own dental experiences, and slightly over 100 reported 
science-related considerations. About 100 students  
in each group reported choosing their careers because 
of wanting a meaningful career or for business-
related reasons. The two raters coded 88% of the 
responses consistently, which is an acceptable rate 
of interrater consistency. 

We also compared the percentages of dental 
vs. dental hygiene responses in each of the ten major 
categories. The two groups differed significantly on 
eight of the ten categories (Table 3). A higher percent-
age of dental students than dental hygiene students 
were motivated by wanting to help others (47% vs. 
36%; p<0.001), hands-on aspects of the profession 
(22% vs. 4%; p<0.001), human interaction aspects 
of the profession (23% vs. 11%; p<0.001), lifestyle-

Table 1. Number of all dental and dental hygiene students and survey respondents by year, 2009 to 2017

	  	Dental Students	                          Dental Hygiene Students		    Total Students	
	 All		  Respondents	 All		  Respondents	 All		  Respondents
Year	 Students		 (Response Rate)	 Students		 (Response Rate)	 Students		 (Response Rate)

2009	 105		  61 (58%)	 31		  25 (81%)	 136		  86 (63%)
2010	 106		  66 (62%)	 30		  30 (100%)	 136		  96 (71%)
2011	 108		  77 (71%)	 35		  32 (91%)	 143		  109 (76%)
2012	 104		  87 (84%)	 23		  20 (87%)	 127		  107 (84%)
2013	 105		  104 (99%)	 29		  29 (100%)	 134		  133 (99%)
2014	 106		  104 (98%)	 26		  26 (100%)	 132		  130 (98%)
2015	 109		  80 (73%)	 32		  32 (100%)	 141		  112 (79%)
2016	 107		  97 (91%)	 32		  30 (94%)	 139		  127 (91%)
2017	 109		  107 (98%)	 32		  32 (100%)	 141		  139 (99%)
Total	 959		  783 (82%)	 270		  256 (95%)	 1229		  1039 (85%)
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related considerations (13% vs. 7%; p=0.002), 
science-related aspects of the profession (13% vs. 
4%; p<0.001), and business-related considerations 
(11% vs. 4%; p=0.001). Compared to dental students, 
higher percentages of dental hygiene students were 

motivated by wanting a profession in the health care 
field (26% vs. 46%; p<0.001) and their own dental 
experiences (12% vs. 22%; p<0.01).

In addition to exploring if there were significant 
differences in career choice motivations between 

	 Rater 1	 Rater 2
Motivation	 N=2094	 N=2126

Wanting to help others		
Helping others	 291	 284
Better serve community/underserved	 77	 81
Create beautiful smiles	 61	 64
Help to reduce health care disparity	 36	 32
Help others feel good	 32	 25
Improve health	 27	 27
Career of service	 22	 28
Aid patient in diagnosis	 2	 5
Total  	 548 (26%)	 546 (26%)

Wanting a profession in the health care field		
Being in health care/oral health care	 105	 124
Love/interested in teeth	 65	 64
Preventive care	 33	 28
Liked medical field	 26	 28
Wanted to be dentist/dentistry-related	 20	 23
Primary health care provider	 21	 13
Health care-related opportunities 	 16	 16
Liked dental atmosphere	 14	 12
Health care with artistic aspect	 5	 4
Total	 305 (15%)	 312 (15%)

Hands-on aspects of profession		
Work with hands	 142	 141
Being artistic	 70	 70
Requires precision	 10	 7
Total 	 222 (11%)	  (10%)

Human interaction aspects of profession		
Patient relationships	 84	 117
Personal contact/human interactions	 96	 105
Being sociable	 8	 9
Total	 188 (9%)	 231 (11%)

Being inspired by others		
Inspired by family member/friend	 39	 49
Shadowing a dentist	 40	 39
Inspired by family dentist/general dentist	 38	 37
Introduced to dentistry at young age	 22	 17
Working in practice/dental office	 20	 19
Inspired by orthodontist	 13	 14
Inspired by others	 12	 12
Inspired by dental hygienist	 9	 10
Inspired by doing dental research	 7	 7
Inspired by pediatric dentist	 1	 1
Inspired by oral surgery	 1	 1
Pre-dental club	 1	 1
Total 	 203 (10%)	 207 (10%)

	 Rater 1	 Rater 2
Motivation	 N=2094	 N=2126

Lifestyle-related considerations		
Lifestyle	 45	 45
Flexibility	 40	 31
Good/stable job	 27	 31
Great balance work/family	 20	 22
Support a family/good pay	 18	 17
Good hours	 11	 12
Respected profession	 5	 5
No residency/less schooling	 3	 2
Fast-paced	 2	 1
Total  	 171 (8%)	 166 (8%)

Own dental experiences		
Own dental experience	 62	 55
Good experiences with dentist	 31	 33
Dental assisting	 18	 19
Lot of work done on teeth	 18	 14
Braces	 8	 13
Mission trip	 7	 8
Volunteer	 2	 2
Total 	 146 (7%)	 144 (7%)

Science-related considerations		
Science-related	 56	 54
Love sciences	 42	 43
Biology involved	 12	 11
Continue science	 7	 4
Total  	 117 (6%)	 112 (5%)

Wanting a meaningful career		
Enjoy field/job/dream job	 42	 39
Rewarding career	 23	 23
Meaningful career	 19	 18
Mentally challenging	 15	 13
Independence	 7	 5
Total  	 106 (5%)	 98 (5%)

Business-related considerations		
Be my own boss/have own business	 43	 45
Business aspects	 22	 25
Education	 14	 14
Stepping stone	 9	 8
Lifelong learning	 7	 7
Total  	 95 (5%)	 99 (5%)

Number of codes	 2094	 2126
Number of consistent codes	 1851	 1851
Percentage of consistent codes 	 88%	 87%

	
 

Table 2. Responses concerning career choice motivations for total respondents (dental and dental hygiene students) as 
coded by Rater 1 and Rater 2				  
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the two groups, we sought to determine whether the 
likelihood of choosing dentistry or dental hygiene 
changed over the nine years from 2009 to 2017. 
Pearson correlation coefficients were therefore 
computed to determine the relationships between the 
year students entered their professional programs and 
the likelihood of having chosen one of the motiva-
tions (Table 4). The more recently dental students 
entered their program, the more likely they were to 
name wanting to help others (r=0.15; p<0.001) as 
a motivation and the less likely they were to report 
being inspired by others (r=-0.15; p<0.001) and by 
their own dental experiences (r=-0.10; p<0.01). For 
the dental hygiene students, the year of beginning 
their program was significantly correlated with the 
likelihood of wanting a profession in the health care 
field (r=0.12; p<0.05). However, these significant 
correlations were relatively small and explain only 
a small percentage of the variance. 

The results showed that having a spouse/partner 
may have affected the dental students’ motivations 
in two ways (Table 5). Among the dental students, 
49% without a spouse/partner reported that wanting 
to help others was a motivation, while only 39% with 
a spouse/partner reported this reason (p<0.05). In 
addition, 15% of dental students without a partner/
spouse reported being motivated by science-related 
motivation, while only 6% with a spouse/partner 
reported this type of motivation (p<0.01). Having a 
partner versus not having a partner did not make a 
difference for the dental hygiene students’ responses.

Having a family member in dentistry or dental 
hygiene only made a difference in the percentages 
of dental students who were motivated by human 
interaction aspects of the profession. While 26% 

of the dental students with a family member in the 
dental or dental hygiene profession identified this 
career motivation, only 21% of the dental students 
without a family member in the profession identified 
this motivation (p<0.05). 

Table 6 compares dental and dental hygiene 
students’ average age if they responded positively 
versus negatively to each of the motivation catego-
ries. Dental students who chose their career because 
of the hands-on aspects decided at a later age to 
become dentists (18.34 years versus 17.35 years; 
p<0.05) than dental students who did not report 
this motivation. Dental students who reported being 
inspired by others as a motivation were on average 
younger when they decided to become dentists than 
dental students who were not motivated by others’ in-
spiration (16.07 years vs. 17.82 years; p<0.001). The 
same pattern held for the dental students who were vs. 
were not motivated by their own dental experiences. 
The students who did not report this reason were on 
average 17.78 years of age, while the dental students 
who did list this reason were on average 16.08 years 
of age (p<0.001). The age at which dental hygiene 
students decided to choose their profession did not 
differ as a function of whether they were motivated 
versus not motivated by these career factors. 

Discussion
This study went beyond previous research in 

three ways. First, while quite a number of studies 
have researched the career choice motivations of 
dental students3-21 and dental hygiene students,22-28 
only one previous study had explored how dental 

Table 3. Career choice motivations of students, by percentages of total responding dental students (N=783) and 
dental hygiene students (N=256)

Motivation	 Dental Students	 Dental Hygiene Students	 p-value

Wanting to help others	 47%	 36%	 0.001
Wanting a profession in the health care field	 26%	 46%	 <0.001
Hands-on aspects of profession	 22%	 4%	 <0.001
Human interaction aspects of profession	 23%	 11%	 <0.001
Being inspired by others	 15%	 19%	 0.075
Lifestyle-related considerations	 13%	 7%	 0.002
Own dental experiences	 12%	 22%	 <0.001
Science-related considerations	 13%	 4%	 <0.001
Wanting a meaningful career	 10%	 11%	 0.481
Business-related considerations	 11%	 4%	 0.001

Note: Chi-square tests were used to compare the percentages of dental versus dental hygiene students’ answers in each category.  
The percentages of responses of dental vs. dental hygiene students in each of the ten categories were computed by considering if  
a student had vs. did not have at least one reason in a given category. The sum of percentages in each column can total over 100% 
because students could have more than one motivation for choosing their profession.
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versus dental hygiene students’ career motivations 
differed.15 That earlier study took place in Nepal, and 
a generalization of its results to the U.S. is limited 
due to cultural differences. The fact that the data 
from both dental and dental hygiene students in our 

study were collected in the U.S. allows a definitive 
comparison. Second, no previous study had looked at 
the question of career choice motivations in dentistry 
and dental hygiene over a consecutive period of time. 
Having data from nine consecutive cohorts provided 

Table 4. Relationships between year of entering dental school/dental hygiene program and type 
of reported motivation for career choice for each student type

	 Year of Entering	 Year of Entering
Motivation	 Dental School	 Dental Hygiene Program

Wanting to help others	 0.15***	 -0.07
Wanting a profession in the health care field	 -0.01	 0.12**
Hands-on aspects of profession	 0.03	 0.08
Human interaction aspects of profession	 0.07*	 -0.02
Being inspired by others	 -0.15***	 0.10
Lifestyle-related considerations	 -0.03	 0.02
Own dental experiences	 -0.10**	 0.03
Science-related considerations	 -0.001	 -0.07
Wanting a meaningful career	 -0.07	 0.02
Business-related considerations	 0.05	 0.08

*p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001

Table 5. Career choice motivations of students with vs. without a spouse/partner and with vs. without a family member 
in dentistry/dental hygiene, by percentages of total dental students (N=783) and dental hygiene students (N=256)

		                                 Spouse                         Family Member in  
		                or Partner 	                  Dentistry/Dental Hygiene	

Response	 Student Type	 No	 Yes	 No	 Yes

Percentage of 	 Dental	 82%	 18%	 63%	 37%
	 Hygiene	 76%	 24%*	 70%	 30%*
Motivated by					   

Wanting to help others	 Dental	 49%	 39%*	 45%	 50%
	 Hygiene	 34%	 40%	 36%	 36%
Wanting a profession in the health care field	 Dental	 26%	 30%	 28%	 24%
	 Hygiene	 45%	 50%	 46%	 46%
Hands-on aspects of dentistry	 Dental	 24%	 18%	 22%	 23%
	 Hygiene	 4%	 3%	 3%	 5%
Human interaction aspects of profession 	 Dental	 23%	 20%	 21%	 26%*
	 Hygiene	 11%	 10%	 12%	 9%***
Being inspired by others	 Dental	 15%	 16%	 15%	 14%
	 Hygiene	 21%	 11%***	 21%	 13%
Lifestyle-related considerations	 Dental	 12%	 17%	 12%	 14%
	 Hygiene	 7%	 5%	 6%	 8%
Own dental experiences	 Dental	 13%	 11%	 14%	 10%***
	 Hygiene	 22%	 21%	 22%	 21%
Science-related motivation	 Dental	 15%	 6%**	 12%	 15%
	 Hygiene	 5%	 2%	 4%	 4%
Wanting a meaningful career	 Dental	 9%	 14%	 10%	 11%
	 Hygiene	 10%	 13%	 11%	 11%
Business-related reasons	 Dental	 10%	 13%	 12%	 9%
	 Hygiene	 4%	 7%	 4%	 5%

Note: Chi-square tests were used to compare the percentages of dental versus dental hygiene students’ answers in each condition.

*p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001
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Comparison of the dental versus dental hygiene 
students’ responses showed that the two groups 
differed in eight of these motivations. The dental 
hygiene students were more likely than the dental 
students to choose their career because of wanting 
a profession in the health care field and because of 
their own dental experiences. The dental students 
were more likely than the dental hygiene students to 
choose their career because they wanted to help oth-
ers and due to the hands-on aspects of dentistry, the 
human interaction aspects, lifestyle considerations, 
science-related considerations, and business-related 
considerations. Recruiting efforts should consider 
these differential findings and develop compre-
hensive and tailored recruitment materials for both 
groups of students. 

The fact that changes in the prevalence of cer-
tain motivations occurred over the nine-year period 
studied should alert recruitment and admission staffs 
as well as educators about the changing nature of  
career motivations. Changing environmental condi-
tions such as an increasing percentage of dentists 
working in corporate dentistry could definitely affect 
career motivations in the future. 

Anecdotally, it seems as if legacy cases were 
frequent in these dental and dental hygiene classes. 

a unique opportunity to gain a better understanding 
of these issues. Third, quantitative research into the 
question of career choice motivations of dental and 
dental hygiene students builds on previous research 
and asks questions based on previous findings. Uti-
lizing an open-ended question and collecting quali-
tative data in our study went beyond a quantitative 
approach because it allowed respondents to provide 
answers that had not been previously reported in 
quantitative research studies. The answers to the 
question “Why do you want to become a dentist/
dental hygienist?” were not only coded according to 
previously reported categories, but made it possible 
to identify new categories of career choice motiva-
tions. An example of a motivation many authors 
had identified before was to help others. Research 
with both dental students7-9,11,13-15,17,30,31,34-38 and dental 
hygiene students15,26,27 found that this motivation ap-
peared frequently. However, the use of open-ended 
responses in our study enabled the emergence of 
previously largely neglected issues, such as want-
ing a profession in the health care field31 and being 
motivated by own dental experiences,26,39,40 as well 
as previously unidentified issues such as being mo-
tivated by an interest in science. Overall, ten career 
choice motivations were identified. 

Table 6. Dental and dental hygiene students’ average age of deciding to enter their profession by type of career motivation

	 Motivation	 Dental Students’ Age	 Dental Hygiene Students’ Age
Motivation	 No/Yes	  N=783	 N=256

Wanting to help others	 No	 17.62	 18.50
	 Yes	 17.51	 17.33*
Wanting a profession in the health care field	 No	 17.51	 18.39
	 Yes	 17.73	 17.74
Hands-on aspects of dentistry	 No	 17.35	 18.13
	 Yes	 18.34**	 17.10
Human interaction aspects of dentistry	 No	 17.41	 18.20
	 Yes	 18.11*	 17.15
Being inspired by others	 No	 17.82	 18.26
	 Yes	 16.07***	 17.35
Lifestyle-related considerations	 No	 17.49	 17.98
	 Yes	 18.10	 19.47
Own dental experiences	 No	 17.78	 18.16
	 Yes	 16.08***	 17.80
Science-related motivation	 No	 17.61	 18.14
	 Yes	 17.26	 16.80
Wanting a meaningful career	 No	 17.48	 17.99
	 Yes	 18.38	 18.88
Business-related reasons	 No	 17.45	 18.03
	 Yes	 18.54*	 19.36

Note: Independent sample t-tests were used to compare if the mean age of dental vs. dental hygiene students differed significantly. 

*p<0.10; **p<0.05; ***p<0.001
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Conclusion
Our study found that these dental and dental 

hygiene students entered their professional training 
based on one or more of ten motivations. The two 
most prevalent motivations were wanting to help 
others (26%) and wanting a profession in the health 
care field (15%). The two least prevalent motiva-
tions were wanting a meaningful career (5%) and 
business-related considerations (5%). Compared 
to the dental students, the dental hygiene students 
were more likely to have chosen their career because 
of wanting a profession in the health care field and 
their own dental experiences. The dental students 
were more likely than the dental hygiene students 
to have chosen their career because they wanted to 
help others and because of the hands-on aspects of 
dentistry, the human interaction aspects, lifestyle 
considerations, science-related considerations, and 
business-related considerations. The more recently 
the dental students had entered dental school, the 
more they were motivated by wanting to help others 
and the less motivated they were by being inspired 
by others and their own dental experiences. The more 
recently the dental hygiene students had begun their 
program, the more they were motivated by wanting 
a profession in a health care field. Overall, having a 
family member in dentistry/dental hygiene did not 
affect career choice motivations. However, the dental 
students with family members in these professions 
were more likely to be motivated by being inspired 
by human interaction aspects than students who did 
not have family members in these professions. All 
these findings can inform recruitment efforts for 
dental schools and dental hygiene programs.
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