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Abstract

Purpose: One aspect of the hidden curriculum of medicine is specialty disrespect (SD)—an expressed lack of
respect among medical specialties that occurs at all levels of training and across geographic, demographic,
and professional boundaries, with quanti\able impacts on student well-being and career decision making. This
study sought to identify medical students’ perceptions of and responses to SD in the learning environment.

Methods: We conducted quantitative and content analysis of an annual survey collected between 2008 and
2012 from 702 third- and fourth-year students at the University of Washington School of Medicine. We describe
the frequency of reported SD, its self-rated impact on student specialty choice, and major descriptive
categories.

Results: Nearly 80% of respondents reported experiencing SD in the previous year. A moderate or strong
impact on specialty choice was reported by 25.9% of respondents. In our sample, students matching into
family medicine, obstetrics/gynecology, and emergency medicine were most likely to report exposure. Content
analysis identi\ed two new concepts not previously reported. Internecine strife describes students distancing
themselves from both disrespecting and disrespected specialties, while legitimacy questions the validity of the
targeted specialty.

Conclusions: SD is a consistent and ubiquitous part of clinical training that pushes students away from both
disrespecting and disrespected specialties. These results emphasize the need for solutions aimed at
minimizing disrespect and mitigating its effects upon students.

Introduction
The hidden curriculum redects a professional culture within medicine that is “implicitly taught by example.”  The
hidden curriculum has unintended consequences on student career choice and emotional well-being.

Specialty disrespect (SD) is one element of the hidden curriculum, encompassing unwarranted, negative, and
denigrating comments made by trainees and physicians about different specialties. SD affects all specialties,
starting early and touching most medical students by graduation, especially those interested in family medicine,
obstetrics/gynecology, and general surgery.  Students witnessing disrespectful communication and
behaviors are more likely to face stress, depression, and substance misuse.

We analyzed survey data from students regarding SD. We seek to determine if the prevalence remains high and to
assess how students, regardless of their specialty of choice, contextualize and respond to disrespect in the learning
environment.
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Methods

Data Source
Between 2008 and 2011, medical students at the University of Washington were asked to complete a questionnaire
regarding the learning environment at the end of the third and fourth years (approximately 400 students per year).
We analyzed transcribed, deidenti\ed data from the three SD questions of the yearly learning environment survey
between 2008 and 2011. Questions included:

“Were you exposed to disrespectful comments about specialties during your previous clerkship year?”
(Yes/No)

1. 

“Did disrespectful comments about specialties have any impact on career choice?” Responses were
measured on a 5-point Likert scale de\ning 1 as “not at all” and 5 as “strong impact,” with no de\nition offered
for 2, 3, or 4.

2. 

A free-response space for comments.3. 

The University of Washington School of Medicine Institutional Review Board deemed this study exempt.

Respondents
Our \nal quantitative analysis included 702 unique survey responses from either third- or fourth-year students. The
response rate, 39.3%-40.5%, is inexact due to students extending their education, changing the denominator
between entering and graduating classes. There were 190 unique student responses for the content analysis. Eleven
additional free-response excerpts were excluded due to inapplicable or uninterpretable content (Figure 1).

Data Analysis
We used 𝞆  testing with Predictive Analytics Software (PASW) 18.0 (SPSS, Inc, Chicago, IL). We used Dedoose for
content analysis (SocioCultural Research Consultants, LLC, Los Angeles, CA). Two family medicine faculty, two
family medicine residents, and a second-year medical student developed a coding framework emergent from the
data to describe themes, which were discussed as a group and further re\ned for coding.  After \nalizing the
framework, the student and two faculty members (Fleiss’  𝜅 statistic=0.87) independently coded all excerpts.
Multiple codes could be applied to individual excerpts. After independently coding, the team of three convened to
compare coding, resolving disparities via consensus.

We considered students’ use of “primary care” or “generalist” as references to general pediatrics, general internal
medicine, or family medicine.  We considered “surgery” as a reference to general surgery but “surgeons” as a
reference to general surgery, surgical subspecialties, or obstetrics/gynecology.

Results
A 𝞆  test of goodness-of-\t between the study cohort with the overall medical school classes entering between
2005-2008 demonstrated that gender and specialty choice were not signi\cantly different between the study cohort
and corresponding medical school classes (Tables 1 and 2). Third-year students comprised 70.5% of the population.
Over three quarters (79.7%, n=505) reported exposure to SD in the previous year; the rate varied by specialty choice
and was highest among students who matched in family medicine, obstetrics and gynecology, and emergency
medicine (Table 2). While the average impact on specialty choice was 1.90 out of 5, a quarter of students (25.5%)
indicated that SD had moderate to strong impact on their specialty choice by marking 3-5 on the Likert scale.

Content analysis identi\ed four major domains of SD: (1) occurrence, (2) content, (3) impact on student, and (4)
student responses (Table 3). “Occurrence” described the sources and targets of SD, including specialty and role.
“Content” described the nature of SD. “Impact” could redect the emotional impact on the student, or the student’s
subsequent interest in the target or source specialty. Student responses ranged from humor, to accommodation, to
true concerns. The analysis also revealed two concepts not previously described: legitimacy and internecine strife.
Comments regarding legitimacy went further than just diminishing the worth or reputation of the specialty, instead
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indicating to students that the speaker felt that the specialty’s existence was unnecessary. Disrespectful comments
had the potential to decrease students’ interest in both source and target specialties, a mutually destructive pattern
we termed “internecine strife.”

Conclusions
At our institution, nearly four out of \ve students reported experiencing SD, which reinforces the high rate of
specialty disrespect as well as the specialties named as sources and targets reported in studies across nearly two
decades and several continents.

This study revealed two novel concepts: legitimacy and a pattern that we termed internecine strife. “Legitimacy” was
applied to comments directed at scope of practice, credentials, or survival of the target specialty. While others have
described similar ideas, SD comments undermining specialty legitimacy tell the listener that, beyond having a
different scope of practice or lesser earning potential, the specialty is neither real nor worthwhile.  While comments
regarding the legitimacy of the subject specialty often passed from more to less specialized providers, it also went
the other way.

The pattern we call “internecine strife” describes the power of SD to push students away from both source and
target specialties. Internecine strife may explain the \ndings of Hunt, et al, that SD dissuaded students interested in
surgery and family medicine at nearly equal levels, countering their hypothesis that family medicine would be
singularly impacted by SD.

Notably, the most common source of SD in our sample was “everyone.” The range of implicated specialties
reinforces that no specialty is immune to disrespectful conduct, including family medicine.  While students at
our institution identi\ed family medicine as the most disrespected specialty and students matching into family
medicine were most likely to report exposure to disrespect, several comments clearly identify family medicine
providers engaged in disrespect. We must see ourselves not just as targets, but also as agents whose behavior can
and must change.

Our \ndings are subject to limitations, including being a single institution survey with limited participation from
fourth-year students, selection and recall bias, and a team largely comprised of family physicians.  Finally, our
coding framework was emergent from the data rather than a priori designed.

In a time of provider shortage, efforts to increase the supply of primary care physicians can no longer fail to directly
confront the hidden curriculum. Teamwork is paramount to the delivery of safe and effective health care, and
respect among medical professionals must be the cornerstone of the relationships between team members within
our training institutions.

Tables and Figures
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