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Pathology is a challenging discipline that has a progressive role in all medical specialties 
including psychiatry, surgery, obstetrics, acute and critical care medicine, and internal 
medicine. It is a diverse specialty that plays an increasing role in the day-to-day and 
longitudinal care of patients, especially with the introduction of complex diagnostic and 
monitoring parameters. Furthermore, the paradigm shift towards personalised medicine 
affords dynamicity and relevancy in medical curricula and practice (D’Abbronzo and 
Franco, 2021). This makes pathology an attractive area of medicine for students and medical 
graduates to consider as a career.

There is a growing trend for postgraduate medical education to adopt well-defined 
curricula, adequate supervision and a balance between clinical duties and education (Harden, 
2006). For pathology, there is no exception. In countries such as the UK and Australia/New 
Zealand, pathology encompasses a range of thoroughly-designed curriculums traversing, 
among others, haematology, microbiology, immunology, chemical pathology, and cellular 
pathology (which includes diagnostic surgical and cytological pathology, autopsy and 
forensic pathology). Training and accreditation oversight is provided by a medical college 
such as the Royal College of Pathologists (UK).

Despite this, pathology is one of the least popular medical disciplines (Holland and 
Bosch, 2006) and, worryingly, some countries are experiencing declining numbers 
of pathologists (Metter et al, 2019). There are a number of reasons why this may be 
the case among junior physicians, including poor exposure during education, poor 
understanding as a specialty, the lack of direct patient care and the perceived difficulty/
complexity of the subject (Lee and Malau-Aduli, 2013; McCloskey et al, 2020). From 
surveys, medical students are generally favourable towards the discipline of pathology 
with appreciation of the importance of the discipline for diagnosis and clinical care. 
However, they consider the discipline to be less prestigious than other medical specialties 
(Holland and Bosch, 2006).

How can we increase awareness of  
and interest in pathology? 
There is an emerging demand to foster interest in pathology in the medical curriculum and 
to vertically and horizontally integrate this specialty into the day-to-day practice of junior 
doctors. An invisible discipline – or one taken for granted – has little hope of attracting 
prospective trainees and, therefore, senior clinicians and role models are required to 
proactively engage interested students and potential trainees. To that end, special discipline-
dedicated interest groups for medical students can be highly effective in promoting early 
interest and awareness of a particular discipline among the cohort (Kerr et al, 2008). As a 
medical student, the author was instrumental in establishing a pathology interest group at 
his medical school which provided educational opportunities and information to students 
interested in pathology. Anecdotally, this was well received and amassed over 70 interested 
members in its first year. This interest group also worked with the local pathology college 
(Royal College of Pathologists of Australasia) to promote education and awareness of the 
discipline as a medical specialty.
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Another avenue to curb the challenges of exposure to pathology is via the adoption of a 
variety of teaching modalities that pathology has to offer; these include virtual microscopy, 
live autopsies and other e-learning or blended learning strategies. These are favoured among 
medical students and may be a way to positively integrate a varied programme in a busy 
medical student curriculum (Herrmann et al, 2015). Opportunities should be provided 
for keener students and junior doctors for research avenues, both in laboratory- and non-
laboratory-based domains. This will allow immersion in the discipline and higher-order 
learning opportunities in an area of interest.

As pathology is known to be a highly knowledge-based discipline with a significant 
integration of basic sciences (Holland and Bosch, 2006), the early and tactful integration 
of basic sciences in medical student and junior physician years may help promote retention 
and clinical relevance (Malau-Aduli et al, 2013). Assessments on basic and clinical 
sciences should promote ‘real-world’ outcomes, and in the case of students and trainees 
placed on pathology rotations, student-directed assessments with timely feedback is highly 
recommended (Jafri et al, 2020). Above all, enthusiastic mentors in pathology are needed 
– not only to impart knowledge and skills on the next generation of pathologists, but to 
also promote their physical and emotional wellbeing.

Conclusions
With concerns about the livelihood of pathology as a career, senior clinicians and educators 
have a duty to imbue knowledge and enthusiasm to all students and junior doctors about 
this discipline. Effort needs to be made to dispel negativities and myths, and to promote 
adequate exposure and integration during medical school and postgraduate years. In 
doing so, pathology may be better appreciated and considered as a potential career among 
interested students and junior doctors.
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Key points
	■ Pathology is a highly diverse and dynamic field of medicine that is playing a 

significant role in the provision of personalised healthcare to patients.

	■ There are challenges with promoting interest in pathology among medical students 
and graduates.

	■ Educators and mentors should maximise exposure and address attitudinal barriers to 
the consideration of pathology as a future career.
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