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ABSTRACT 

Background: The motivation for a medical student to choose medicine as a career is manifold, and it is 
overall due to the pursuit of success. Objective: To understand what medical undergraduate students 
perceive as success and the factors they consider essential to achieving success . Methods: The required 
sample size based on a population of 450 students with a confidence level of 95%, margin of error of 4%, 
and response distribution of 50%, is 258. We employed a cross-sectional study design, surveying 268 clinical 
year students (Years 3, 4, and 5) using a pre-validated questionnaire. Students were randomly selected. We 
rated their perception of success in life based on five common attributes and rated the six identified factors 
that they perceived as important in their road to success. Results: We had 260 respondents. Financial 
stability (29.9%), personal growth (24.6%), and work-life balance (23.5%) were the most valued indicators of 
success. No statistically significant differences were found across gender, year of study, or ethnicity, 
indicating consistent perceptions across different groups. In examining the factors for success, strong family 
relationships (Mean=6.41, SD=0.918) and good health (Mean=6.08, SD=1.070) received the highest ratings. 
Good time management, economic stability, health, and study habits showed statistically significant 
variability between the groups.  The least important was good teaching-learning methods. Conclusion: 
These findings highlight the importance of personal well-being and socio-economic stability in shaping both 
academic outcomes and the broader definitions of success, suggesting that interventions should focus on 
enhancing time management, health, and financial literacy. 

 Keywords: Perception of success, medical students, academic achievement, financial stability  

INTRODUCTION 

 Medicine is a coveted field among many 
students, and the general understanding is that 
they will succeed if they become doctors. The 
motivations for choosing a medical career are 
diverse, and they range from altruism and desire 
to help others [1], intellectual curiosity, financial  

stability [2], and perceived success.  Success has 
an expansive definition; it is a concept that is 
ever changing, it is deeply personal, and its 
meaning is as perceived by the individual. 
Traditionally, success amongst medical students 
is commonly associated with academic 
performance and clinical skills [3-5]. 
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In today's digital age, the rise of social media 
platforms has introduced a new concept called 
fame, which was traditionally considered 
recognition. There are very few articles on this. 
Fame, now an influential factor, redefines 
“success” for medical students and doctors. 
Through social media such as Instagram, 
YouTube, and Facebook, medical students can 
share their journeys, educate the public, and gain 
widespread recognition, influencing their 
perception of success[6]. This ability to connect 
with and inform the public is considered a 
valuable skill and a marker for success [3].   
 

Financial well-being has been associated with 
having a higher quality of life and has often been 
associated with success amongst doctors and 
professionals. Amongst students, they often 
perceive it as a key component in their definition 
and association with success [7-8]. Post-
graduation earning potential is one of the 
important factors. Specialties that can provide 
higher salaries, such as obstetrics and 
gynecology, orthopedics, and dermatology, are 
often more successful, influencing many 
students' career choices [9]. This professional 
trend highlights how the power of income can 
outshine personal interests or societal needs, 
leading students to prioritize financial stability.  
 

Success is a multifaceted concept, understood as 
multidimensional, and extends beyond the 
traditional constructs of grades and income [10]. 
It encompasses various dimensions of life, 
including health, finances, career, relationships, 
skills, intellectual growth, and emotional well-
being. Some medical students perceive work-life 
balance as a crucial factor in defining success, as 
it helps them manage stress and prevent burnout 
[11]. Work-life balance during medical school 
also sets the base for long-term career 
satisfaction. Doctors who can develop this 
balance early in their careers are more likely to 
maintain it throughout their professional lives, 
leading to better and greater job satisfaction and 
significantly lower rates of burnout [12]. This 
balance contributes to a fulfilling and happy 
career by allowing medical professionals to enjoy 
their own lives while excelling in their 
professional occupation. Some consider strong, 
trust-filled relationships as success. Emotional 
success is about managing feelings and finding 

inner peace. Each person defines success 
individually, aligned with their personal values 
and life goals [13]. Family support also plays a 
significant role in presenting how medical 
students define and experience “success” [14].  
Family provides emotional support, which is very 
important for the rigorous demands and 
challenges of medical school. In addition, when 
asked about their idea of success, many rich and 
famous people provided diverse answers. These 
ranged from happiness, satisfaction, 
relationships, leaving behind a legacy, and 
making an impact in life [15]. 
 

In this context, understanding how medical 
students define and perceive success is 
increasingly important in the evolving social and 
digital landscape. Traditionally, it has been 
academic excellence and clinical skills, and these 
determine whether a student is successful in 
their undergraduate life. However, recent studies 
have shown that there is a broader spectrum of 
factors ranging from motivation, learning 
strategies, to perseverance and self-awareness 
[16].  Their perception of success also affects 
their choice of specialties later in life. This is 
significant as this decision will not only define 
their career but will also impact the distribution 
of health workers between these specialties [17]. 
Sometimes students develop an unrealistic 
definition of success, neglecting their 
psychological and emotional health, leading to 
burnout. Therefore, institutions also need to 
understand their students to be able to design 
appropriate support systems [18]. 
 

Given the limited research available on medical 
students’ perception of success, this study aims 
to explore what success means to students at a 
private medical university in Northern Malaysia.   
Additionally, we seek to identify the factors they 
currently consider important and those they 
believe will contribute to their future success.  

 

METHODOLOGY 
 
We conducted a cross-sectional study among the 
medical students at this private university. Before 
the survey commenced, consent was obtained 
from the students, and the consent was 
incorporated into the questionnaire. Students 
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could not proceed with answering unless they had 
consented to take part in the survey. 

Questionnaire 

Data was collected using a pre-validated 
questionnaire, which was personally distributed by 
the research team during small group teaching 
sessions. These sessions took place when students 
were present on campus following their clinical 
postings, and completed forms were collected at 
the end of the classroom session. The 
questionnaire was administered to medical 
students in the clinical years specifically, Years 3, 
4, and 5 within the Faculty of Medicine. To ensure 
the exclusion of responses from students in other 
faculties, data on faculty affiliation was also 
gathered. 

The questionnaire consisted of two main sections 
in addition to demographic information: (1) 
students’ perceptions of success in life, and (2) the 
perceived importance of various factors 
contributing to future success. The domains used 
to assess perceptions of success were derived 
from feedback provided by a group of Year 3 
students and included academic achievement, 
financial stability, personal growth and happiness, 
recognition and fame, and work-life balance. 

Six key factors were identified as potentially 
contributing to future success: effective time 
management, stable economic conditions, good 
health, strong study habits, supportive 
relationships (including family), and effective 
teaching and learning methods. Respondents were 
asked to rate the importance of each factor on a 
scale from 1 (least important) to 10 (most 
important). 

Sample size  

The total number of students from the faculty of 
Medicine is approximately 450 for the five years of 
study. Based on this population, with a 95% 
confidence interval, a margin of error of 4%, and a 
response distribution of 50%, the expected sample 
size was 258. Participants were randomly selected 
based on the responses.  

 

Inclusion and exclusion criteria 

Only students from the faculty of Medicine, from 
the clinical years of study, i.e., years 3, 4, and 5, 
and from the university concerned who consented 
to take part in the survey were included in the 
analysis.  

Ethical consideration 

Ethical approval to conduct this study was 
obtained from the university from the Faculty of 
Medicine Research and Human and Animal Ethics 
Committee with reference number 
(FOMSSM/B27/2024/27). This committee also 
investigates the face validity of the questionnaire. 
Data was collected from December 2024 to 
January 2025. There was no identifying data 
collected, and all information collected was kept 
confidential by the researchers. 

Data analysis  

Data was presented in frequencies and 
percentages for the perception of success. We 
calculated the mean and standard deviation for 
the factors. Data was presented as descriptive 
statistics in the form of tables. Chi-square was 
used to determine the association between the 
demographic variables and the perception of 
success. The mean score and standard deviation 
for the factors were calculated. Significance level 
was kept at p<0.05. 

All data collected was transcribed into Excel and 
analyzed using the Statistical Package for Social 
Sciences (SPSS) v.23. The reliability test was 
conducted on 28 samples. We checked for internal 
consistency for questions on success and the 
factors. Using Cronbach’s alpha, we had a value of 
0.800 for the 7 variables. 

RESULTS 

A total of 260 respondents participated in the 
study, representing students across three 
academic years. The majority were from Year 5 (n 
= 121, 45.8%), of Indian ethnicity (n = 175, 66.3%), 
and female (n = 149, 56.4%). The ethnic 
composition of the sample closely mirrored that of 
the clinical-year student population. 
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Financial stability emerged as the most significant 
indicator of success across all demographics and is 
cited by 33.0% of males and 27.5% of females. This 
was followed by personal growth, which was 
valued by 21.7% of males and 26.8% of females, 
respectively. Recognition (4.5%) was the least 
valued criterion for success. Respondents’ 
perceptions of success were consistent across 
different years of study and ethnic groups. 
Amongst the 25.4% of respondents in year 3, most 

valued financial stability (38.8%). The total of 
28.8% of respondents in Year 4 valued work-life 
balance (27.6%).   However, from 45.8% of 
respondents in Year 5 financial stability was again 
valued the most.  As presented in Table 1, no 
statistically significant differences were observed 
in perceptions of success based on gender (p = 
0.647), year of study (p = 0.263), or ethnicity (p = 
0.647).

 

Table 1: Demography and Perception of Success 

Variable Total 

count (%) 

Academic 

achievement 

Financial 

stability 

Personal 

growth 

Recognition 

(fame) 

Work-

life 
balance 

X2 p 

Total (%)  46(17.4) 79(29.9) 65(24.6) 12(4.5) 62(23.5)   

Gender Male 

Female 

119(43.6) 

149(56.4) 

22(19.1) 

24(16.1) 

38(33.0) 

41(27.5) 

25(21.7) 

40(26.8) 

6(5.2) 

6(4.0) 

24(20.9) 

38(25.5) 

2.486 0.647 

Year of 

Study 

Year 3 

Year 4 

Year 5 

67(25.4) 

76(28.8) 

121(45.8) 

12(17.9) 

12(15.8) 

22(18.2) 

26(38.8) 

19(25.0) 

34(28.1) 

17(25.4) 

21(27.6) 

27(22.3) 

0(0) 

3(3.9) 

9(7.4) 

12(17.9) 

21(27.6) 

29(24.0) 

10.03 0.263 

Ethnicity Chinese 

Indian 

Malay 

85(32.2) 

175(66.3) 

4(1.5) 

18(21.2) 

27(15.4) 

1(25.0) 

28(32.9) 

49(28.0) 

2(50.0) 

18(21.2) 

47(26.9) 

0(0) 

3(3.5) 

9(5.1) 

0(0) 

18(21.2) 

43(24.6) 

1(25.0) 

2.486 0.647 

 

 

Figure 1: Mean score (Standard deviation) of factors considered important by respondents as contributing to success
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Among the factors (Fig. 1), strong family 
relationships had the highest mean score (Mean = 
6.41), but the p-value (0.743) indicates no 
significant difference between groups. Stable 
economic conditions, good health, and good study 
habits showed statistically significant differences 
(p<0.001) between the groups despite having 
lower mean scores. Good time management also 
showed a significant difference (p=0.001). Good 
teaching learning methods had a low mean score, 
and there was no significant difference (p=0.983) 
between the groups. 

DISCUSSION 

This study explored the medical students’ 
perceptions of success and the factors that they 
believed contributed to achieving it. Overall 
financial stability was the most valued indicator of 
success, followed by personal growth and work-
life balance. Academic achievement, which is most 
emphasized in educational institutions, ranked 
fourth here. The traditional and prevailing view of 
success in medical education focuses on academic 
performance and clinical competence, and this has 
consistently been given importance as a core 
competence. [19].  This suggests a paradigm shift 
in how students view success, moving beyond the 
traditional academic aspirations to a more holistic 
life. The findings here are consistent with those 
from previous research that students today define 
success with a broader definition where emotional 
well-being, career satisfaction, and economic 
independence are also valued [20,21]. In addition, 
in a study published in 2024, it was found that 
despite academic success being important, other 
factors influence it, such as self-fulfilment and 
personal habits, suggesting that intrinsic 
motivation and personal growth may be more 
important to the medical students' perception of 
success rather than grades alone [22] 

There were no differences in gender, and our 
results showed similar distributions in perceived 
success indicators amongst males and females, 
thereby supporting the idea that gender may not 
be a strong determinant in how success is 
perceived by students. Here, the perceptions were 
relatively stable across the years of study, and 
Overall differences were not statistically 
significant, indicating that the core values that 

were established early in their academic life 
remain consistent despite the challenges and their 
changing responsibilities in the clinical years of 
study. However, we need to be aware that 
students' motivations and perceptions can be 
influenced by various factors, including academic 
experiences and institutional culture [23]. There 
was no statistically significant difference observed 
in ethnicity, and this may reflect the shared 
academic environment and the similar socio-
economic status of the respondents. Despite this, 
we must be aware that cultural differences may 
influence and affect students' values and their 
perception of success. 

Among the factors believed to influence academic 
and personal success, strong family relationships 
scored highest, indicating that students perceive 
family support as the most important component 
of their overall success. Although the variability is 
low, this high mean score for strong family 
relationships suggests a consistent and widely 
shared belief across the groups.  Good health is 
also perceived highly and shows statistically 
significant differences across the groups, implying 
that while health is considered essential, its 
perceived importance may vary across the groups. 
Good study habits and good time management, 
although perceived as moderately important, 
showed statistically significant differences and 
reflect that students differ in self-efficacy, 
discipline, and exposure to academic challenges. 

Stable economic conditions showed significant 
variation across subgroups. Financial stability 
emerged as the most important factor for 
achieving success, with males having a slightly 
higher predilection than females. The importance 
of financial security is consistent with findings 
from an earlier section of the study, where it was 
seen that students valued financial stability as a 
prime indicator of success. The priority given to 
financial stability may also stem from the post-
pandemic era, where many perceived job-market 
instability. Many students also have student debts 
to repay. The good-teaching learning methods 
scored lower in comparison, and there were no 
significant group differences. This may imply that 
students find this less impactful than internal 
factors like health and family support. Since the 
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post-pandemic, there has been a shift in the way 
students perceive effective teaching [24].  

The low prioritization for recognition shows the 
trend away from external validation to a more 
internalized measure of success. This is in line with 
the Study-Deman-Resource Theory (SD-R), which 
states that students are more motivated by 
resources that fulfil psychological needs rather 
than accolades [25] 

CONCLUSION 

Overall, this study highlights a shift in how medical 
students define success. While traditional 
academic achievement remains relevant, students 
now place greater value on financial stability, 
personal growth, work-life balance, and strong 
family support. These values are consistent across. 
gender, ethnicity, and academic years, suggesting 
that these values are deeply rooted and shared 
across the student community. 

We recommend that educational institutions 
enhance student engagement and aim for an 
inclusive approach where they help support the 
students' academic well-being and personal 
aspirations. Interventions should focus on these 
key areas. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

REFERENCES 

1. Sarrico, C.S. The expansion of doctoral education and the 

changing nature and purpose of the doctorate. High Educ 
84, 1299–1315 (2022). https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-
022-00946-1 

2. Urhahne, D., Wijnia, L. Theories of Motivation in 
Education: an Integrative Framework. Educ Psychol Rev 

35, 45 (2023). https://doi.org/10.1007/s10648-023-
09767-9 

3. Alyahyan, E., Düştegör, D. Predicting academic success in 
higher education: literature review and best practices. 
Int J Educ Technol High Educ 17, 3 (2020). 
https://doi.org/10.1186/s41239-020-0177-7 

4. Molnár, G., & Kocsis, Á. (2023). Cognitive and non-

cognitive predictors of academic success in higher 
education: a large-scale longitudinal study. Studies in 
Higher Education, 49(9), 1610–1624. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2023.2271513 
5. Smith, J. (2021). "Redefining Success in Medicine: The 

Role of Fame and Public Engagement." Healthcare 
Perspectives, 12(4), 201-209. 

6. George, A., et al. (2020). "The Impact of Social Media 

Fame on Medical Students: A Qualitative Study." Journal 
of Medical Education, 45(3), 123-135 

7. Ashley Mowreader. [June 13 2023]. Accessed 22 April,  
2025. Financial Wellness Impacts Student Success 
Indicators, Survey Finds. 

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/student-
success/health-wellness/2023/06/13/survey-financial-
concerns-impact-academics-student 

8. Jayakumar KL, Larkin DJ, Ginzberg S and Patel M. 
Personal Financial Literacy Among U.S. Medical Students 
[version 1]. MedEdPublish 2017, 6:35 
(https://doi.org/10.15694/mep.2017.000035) 

9. Wilder V, Dodoo MS, Phillips RL Jr, Teevan B, Bazemore 
AW, Petterson SM, Xierali I. Income disparities shape 
medical student specialty choice. Am Fam Physician. 

2010 Sep 15;82(6):601. PMID: 20842986. 
10. Sundararaman A, Baek K, Gee M, Weber A, Corzo MA, 

Dinardi J, et al. More Than Grades: How Students Define 

Holistic Student Success. JPSS [Internet]. 2025 Jan. 29 
[cited 2025 May 15];4(2):24-47. Available from: 

https://journals.flvc.org/jpss/article/view/134711  
11. Picton, A. Work-life balance in medical students: self-

care in a culture of self-sacrifice. BMC Med Educ 21, 8 

(2021). https://doi.org/10.1186/s12909-020-02434-5 
12. Bodendieck, E., Jung, F.U., Conrad, I. et al. The work-life 

balance of general practitioners as a predictor of burnout 

Author declaration   

 
Acknowledgement 
The authors acknowledge the students who took 

part in the survey and Faculty of Medicine 
Research and Human and Animal Ethics Committee 
(FOMRHAEC) team of AIMST University for 
approval to conduct the study.  

 
Authors' contributions:  
Conceptualization: YCH, SBR, PJE, PJH, CKZ, WGJ; 

Designing: YCH, SBR, PJE, PJH, CKZ; Internal content 
preparation: SBR, PJH, WGJ; Literature review: YCH, 
CKZ; Data collection: YCH, PJE, PJH, CKZ, WGJ; Data 
analysis: YCH, SBR, WGJ; Statistical analysis: YCH, 

SBR, PJE, PJH, CKZ, WGJ; Manuscript preparation: 
YCH, SBR, PJE, PJH, CKZ, WGJ; Manuscript 
reviewing: YCH, SBR 
 

Conflicts of interest:  
The authors declare that there is no financial or 
non-financial conflict of interest.   

 
 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        
 

 

Funding statement:  
Self-funded. 
 

Ethics statement:  
Ethical clearance was obtained from the Faculty of 
Medicine Research and Human and Animal Ethics 
Committee (FOMSSM/B27/2024/27). 

 
Statement on data availability:  
Data will be available on request from the 

corresponding author.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        
 



 Medical Students’ Perceptions of Success                                      Sri Lanka Journal of Medicine Vol. 34 No.4,2025 

12 
 

and motivation to stay in the profession. BMC Prim. Care 
23, 218 (2022). https://doi.org/10.1186/s12875-022-

01831-7 
13. BrainApps. (2024, December). Measuring quality of life: 

Success in health, finances, relationships & personal 
growth. Retrieved from 
https://brainapps.io/blog/2024/12/measuring-quality-
of-life-success/ (Accessed 24 April 2025) 

14. Marah, K., Fute, A., & Kangwa, D. (2025). Beyond the 
classroom: Examining the varied impact of family 

dynamics on students' academic success. Acta 
Psychologica, 255, 104895. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.actpsy.2025.104895 

15. Lebowitz S and Akhtar A. Thrive Global. 14 rich and 
powerful people share their surprising definitions of 
success. Wisdom. [online 2019] [cited 2025 April 22] 
Available from: URL: 

https://community.thriveglobal.com/14-people-share-
their-surprising-definitions-of-success/ 

16. Fatima, S., Pallath, V., & Hong, H. (2025). Validation of 

the Motivated Strategies for Learning Questionnaire 
among clinical clerkship students in Malaysia. PLOS ONE, 

20(4), e0319763. 
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0319763 

17. Al- zubi, M., Ali, M. M., Alzoubi, S., Bani-hani, M., 

Awwad, M. A., Seetan, K., Albeitawi, S., Alriyalat, S., & 
Demour, S. A. (2021). Preference of and factors that 
influence future specialty among medical students in 
Jordan: A cross-sectional study. Annals of Medicine and 
Surgery, 67, 102527. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.amsu.2021.102527 
18. Michael, K., Schujovitzky, D., & Karnieli-Miller, O. (2024). 

The associations between resilience, self-care, and 
burnout among medical students. PLOS ONE, 19(9), 
e0309994. 
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0309994 

19. Wynne, K., Mwangi, F., Onifade, O., Abimbola, O., Jones, 

F., Burrows, J., ... & Malau-Aduli, B. S. (2024). Readiness 
for professional practice among health professions 
education graduates: A systematic review. Frontiers in 

Medicine, 11, Article 1472834. 
https://doi.org/10.3389/fmed.2024.1472834 

20. Robbins, S. B., Lauver, K., Le, H., Davis, D., Langley, R., & 
Carlstrom, A. (2004). Do psychosocial and study skill 
factors predict college outcomes? A meta-analysis. 

Psychological Bulletin, 130(2), 261–288 
21. Datu, J. A. D. (2018). Flourishing is associated with higher 

academic achievement and engagement in Filipino 

undergraduate and high school students. Journal of 
Happiness Studies, 19(1), 27–39. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10902-016-9805-2 
22. Aljaffer, M.A., Almadani, A.H., AlDughaither, A.S. et al. 

The impact of study habits and personal factors on the 

academic achievement performances of medical 
students. BMC Med Educ 24, 888 (2024). 
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12909-024-05889-y 

23. Isabel Fischer, John M. Luiz, Exploring gender differences 
in Gen Z students’ attribution of obstacles influencing 
their academic and professional success, The 
International Journal of Management Education, Volume 

22, Issue 2, 2024, 100989, ISSN 1472-8117, 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijme.2024.100989. 

24. Zhang, Y., & Chen, X. (2022). Students’ Perceptions of  

Online Learning in the Post-COVID Era: A Focused Case 
from the Universities of Applied Sciences in China. 

Sustainability, 15(2), 946. 
https://doi.org/10.3390/su15020946 

25. Bakker, A.B., Mostert, K. Study Demands–Resources 
Theory: Understanding Student Well-Being in Higher 
Education. Educ Psychol Rev 36, 92 (2024). 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10648-024-09940-8 
 
 


