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Having a PhD (Doctor of Philosophy) degree is very beneficial for a clinician. It instills
important scientific skills and methods that are not only useful within academia but
also allow continued professional development and understanding of the continued
advancements in the field of medicine. As well as this, in some competitive specialties
such as cardiology, having a postgraduate degree is often a minimum requirement for
application.1
Most people who complete a PhD do so by taking time out of their specialty training.
However, a possible alternative is to opt for an MB/PhD program at medical school,
where a student undertakes a PhD after completing an intercalated degree and, on its
completion, resumes their medical training. In the UK, four medical schools offer this
institutionally, while further 17 schools allow students to interrupt their studies and
complete a PhD.2 Deciding on whether to do a PhD at medical school or wait until
further on in the medical career is an important decision, and one which should not
be taken without due consideration of the strengths and weaknesses of each option.
An advantage of doing a PhD while at medical school is that one can get it out of
the way early and not disrupt postgraduate training, particularly since undergraduates
tend to be young and have less financial and familial responsibilities. Additionally,
graduating with an MB/PhD gains five points in the foundation program application for newly qualified doctors, which increases chances of obtaining the preferred
foundation job.3
A disadvantage of doing a PhD as an undergraduate is that 3–4 years are spent out
of medical study. This could prove to be a problem when resuming the course since
aspects of preclinical medicine, basic clinical skills, and history taking effectively have
to be “re-learnt”. Additionally, it is possible that the PhD will not be relevant to the
field of medicine the student eventually chooses to specialize in, although the scientific skills gained during it will be transferable. Doing an MD (Doctor of Medicine),
a shorter 2-year postgraduate qualification, is another option, and one that can only
be completed after medical school.

Conclusion
As PhDs are increasingly becoming more important for clinicians to have, the decision
as to when to undertake them should not be taken lightly. It is essential that the student
looks at their own particular circumstances and researches thoroughly whether doing
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a PhD will be advantageous to their planned career route. It
is also important to consider the impact of interrupting their
studies and to weigh this against the advantage of beginning
a medical career with a significant postgraduate qualification
already under the belt.
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