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Becoming a midwife: A qualitative study on factors

influencing the decision to study midwifery

Hebamme werden: Eine qualitative Studie zu den Faktoren, die die
Entscheidung fur ein Studium der Hebammenwissenschaft beeinflussen

Abstract

Background: The professionalisation of midwifery has led to the intro-
duction of bachelor’s degrees in Germany. Midwifery degree courses
may attract candidates with different types of motivation. Choosing a
degree subject is significantly influenced by motivational factors because
these have an impact on students’ academic success and satisfaction.
Both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation to work in a particular field in-
creases the likelihood that someone will engage more deeply in their
studies and achieve better results. Hence, selecting a degree subject
that considers both personal interests and factors that boost motivation
is essential for ensuring a successful academic path.

Aim: The aim of our study was to identify factors that influence students’
decision to study midwifery in a big large German city.

Methodology: We used a qualitative approach to explore students’
motivation to study midwifery. We carried out 23 interviews with first
and third-year midwifery students using a semi-structured interview
guideline. The data was analysed by means of the framework analysis.
Results: Study participants were mainly motivated by intrinsic factors
such as values, emotions and profession-specific interests. Possessing
certain attributes, such as empathy and resilience, as well as past ex-
perience through internships or the birth of their own children were
considered decisive when entering the midwifery programme. Although
weighing less in the decision to study midwifery, extrinsic factors such
as job prestige and elements pertaining to the German healthcare sys-
tem had both a motivating and demotivating role.

Conclusion: The predominance of intrinsic motivation among midwifery
students indicates a great potential for satisfied midwifery students.
However, study findings suggest that adverse working conditions could
reduce motivation and potentially lead to attrition. The results of the
current study can support educators in curriculum development and
selection procedures.

Keywords: midwifery, motivation, professionalisation, education,
retention

Zusammenfassung

Hintergrund: Die Professionalisierung der Hebammenausbildung hat
in Deutschland zur Einfihrung von Bachelorstudiengangen geflhrt.
Hebammenstudiengange ziehen potenziell Bewerbende mit unterschied-
lichen Motivationen an. Die Wahl eines Studienprogramms wird maf3-
geblich durch Motivationsfaktoren beeinflusst, da diese einen Einfluss
auf den akademischen Erfolg und die Zufriedenheit der Studierenden
haben. Sowohl die intrinsische als auch extrinsische Motivation in einem
bestimmten Berufsfeld zu arbeiten, erhéhen die Wahrscheinlichkeit,
dass sich eine Person intensiver mit ihrem Studium auseinandersetzt
und bessere Ergebnisse erzielt. Daher ist es entscheidend, ein Studien-
feld zu wahlen, das sowohl persénliche Interessen als auch motivations-
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fordernde Faktoren berlcksichtigt, um einen erfolgreichen akademi-
schen Werdegang zu gewabhrleisten.

Ziel: Ziel dieser Studie war es, Faktoren zu identifizieren, die die Ent-
scheidung der Studierenden beeinflussen, Hebammenwissenschaft in
einer groflen deutschen Stadt zu studieren.

Methode: Wir haben einen qualitativen Ansatz genutzt, um die Motiva-
tion der Studierenden fur das Hebammenstudium zu untersuchen.
Hierflr fUhrten wir 23 Interviews mit Erst- und Drittjahres-Studierenden
im ersten und dritten Studienjahr mithilfe eines halbstrukturierten In-
terviewleitfadens. Die Daten wurden anhand der Framework-Analyse
ausgewertet.

Ergebnisse: Die Studienteilnehmenden wurden hauptsachlich durch
intrinsische Faktoren wie Werte, Emotionen und berufsspezifische In-
teressen motiviert. Bestimmte Eigenschaften wie Empathie und Resilienz
sowie Erfahrungen durch Praktika oder eigene Geburten wurden als
entscheidend fur die Wahl des Hebammenstudiums angesehen. Obwohl
sie bei der Entscheidung, Hebammenwissenschaft zu studieren, eine
geringere Rolle spielten, hatten extrinsische Faktoren wie das Ansehen
des Berufs und Aspekte des deutschen Gesundheitssystems sowohl
eine motivierende als auch eine demotivierende Wirkung.
Schlussfolgerung: Die Dominanz der intrinsischen Motivation unter den
Hebammenstudierenden deutet auf ein grofRes Potenzial fir zufriedene
Studierende hin. Die Ergebnisse der Studie legen jedoch nahe, dass
ungunstige Arbeitsbedingungen die Motivation verringern und mogli-
cherweise zu einem Abbruch flihren kénnten. Die Studienergebnisse
kénnen Lehrende bei der Curriculumsentwicklung und bei Auswahlver-

fahren unterstitzen.

Schliisselworter: Hebammenwissenschaft, Motivation,
Professionalisierung, Bildung, Verbleib im Beruf

Background

One approach to professionalising midwifery has been
through education. Prompted by international regulations
and standards, the switch from a vocational qualification
to a bachelor’s degree has been implemented at different
speeds across European countries [19], [35]. Until 2019,
the majority of German midwives still completed their
training at vocational training colleges [25]. In fact, Ger-
many was the last EU member state to follow the World
Health Organization’s (WHO) recommendations [38]
concerning the standardisation of midwifery training at
university level [5]. Professionalisation and educational
reform are therefore still in a transitional period.

Higher education provides midwifery candidates with
more career opportunities and potentially contributes to
increasing the desirability of midwifery as a degree sub-
ject. The attractiveness of programmes is likely to be in-
fluenced both by institutional factors, such as having new,
up-and-coming educational offerings [2], but mostly by
individual factors such as motivation [30]. Motivation for
choosing a particular degree subject is a multifaceted
construct that distinguishes between intrinsic and extrin-
sic motivation [20], which are concepts that originate in
the theory of self-determination [27]. Intrinsic motivation
is the type that is most in line with one’s own interests,
whereas extrinsic motivation refers to the extent to which

behaviour is influenced by external factors, such as re-
ward structures.

Given that the development of midwifery studies in Ger-
many is only in the early stages, exploring students’ mo-
tivation to study the field is extremely relevant to structur-
al curriculum development and selection procedures,
which are also at the early stages of development and
validation [17]. In some European countries such as the
UK, selection procedures are quite diverse and include,
among others: knowledge tests, standardised interviews
and personal statements or motivation letters [7], [32],
[39]. According to an overview provided by the German
Midwives Association, entry requirements for midwifery
degrees include the successful completion of 12 years
of general education (Abitur or Fachabitur) or of a training
qualification in healthcare or nursing, the submission of
a medical certificate and police clearance certificate, and
proof of German language proficiency [10].

Additionally, many universities require the completion of
an internship in a relevant field and knowledge or social
competency tests [17].

Considering the challenges related to the retention of
midwifery students [16], [26] and indeed midwives who
are already working [1], it is imperative that in the admis-
sion process, universities identify candidates who have
the necessary personal characteristics for the job and
who are aware of the demanding degree course and
working conditions [34]. Previous studies on midwives’
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motivation [22], [29], [31] pointed at a combination of
intrinsic and extrinsic factors prompting students’ de-
cisions to apply for a certain degree programme. For ex-
ample, a desire to help or serve others and an interest
in specific areas, such as improving maternal and child
health, were common themes across studies. One study
conducted in Germany looked at the motivation of stu-
dents who had enrolled in a bachelor’'s programme [6]
because of their interest in the field and in research.
However, the study was performed with midwives who
were already qualified and focused mainly on satisfaction
with the professional situation, job development and op-
portunities, but less on the motivation to study midwifery.
In spite of some commonalities in study findings, it is
difficult to draw generalisable conclusions related to
motivations to study midwifery, mainly due to the diversity
of education and healthcare systems, which may them-
selves result in certain types of motivating factors. Con-
sidering context specificity and given that Germany is still
in a transitional stage of educational reform and profes-
sionalisation of midwifery, the aim of our study was to
identify factors that influence students’ decisions to study
midwifery in a large German city.

Methods

The current study focuses on understanding meaning. It
therefore adopts a qualitative approach in an interpreta-
tive paradigm to explore students’ motivation for studying
midwifery [23]. Since detailed descriptions of participants’
views on motivation were sought, the use of one-to-one
interviews was considered the most appropriate method.
We used purposive sampling to recruit participants that
could provide crucial information on the subject being
investigated [18]. We invited 109 midwifery students via
email to participate in our study and we offered them a
25 euro voucher as an incentive to show our appreciation
for their time and effort. Soon after receiving the email
invitation, 25 students confirmed their interest in being
interviewed and 23 ultimately participated in the study.
The 23 one-to-one interviews were conducted by three
researchers, took place online and had a length of 20 to
30 minutes. Before the interviews, participants were in-
formed of the aims of our research. This was supplement-
ed by an information sheet detailing the expected degree
of involvement and an informed consent letter which
participants signed before the interview took place. The
semi-structured interview guide was developed by our
multidisciplinary team of two psychologists, an education-
alist and a public health professional. It was based
on a literature review about motivation [20], [28] and
written feedback from midwives and educators in the
midwifery degree programme. It contains questions about
personal and general motivation for studying midwifery,
as well as questions regarding professional prospects
(Attachment 1). After the first two interviews, researchers
refined and finalised the interview guidelines and con-
cluded that the planned length of the interviews was ap-

propriate. The interviews were audio recorded, transcribed
verbatim and pseudonymised. As part of meeting quality
criteria for qualitative research, participants were given
the opportunity to read and make changes to the inter-
view transcripts [24], [33]. Three of the participants were
interested in reviewing the transcripts to eliminate any
potential misunderstandings. One of them deleted three
references to her previous work experience, which could
have led to her being identifiable. This did not have any
consequences for the coding system or interpretation of
data.

The framework analysis method was used to analyse
qualitative data [13]. This method is generally character-
ised by teamwork and some of its procedures are used
to ensure transparency. The analysis process combined
deductive and inductive approaches to data analysis as
the main overarching themes were derived from the re-
search question; additionally, new themes emerged from
the qualitative data due to the open-ended nature of the
interview questions [15]. The MAXQDA 2022 software
assisted the analysis process and management of the
collected data. After repeated reading of verbatim tran-
scripts, two researchers coded the first two interviews
and identified initial codes, categories and potential
themes. At this point, all four co-authors met and agreed
on a general coding framework. Subsequently, after
coding additional interviews, the two researchers met
regularly to discuss and agree on the final coding tree.
The codes were then applied to the raw data, a process
called indexing in the framework analysis method. Each
code was discussed to ensure consistent assignment to
the data. During the data analysis process, some quota-
tions were recoded or codes merged because of similarity
in content and meaning. Lists of quotations for each code
were generated and re-read. Researchers then identified
typologies, which are understood as connections between
data categories and characteristics, and constitute an
important step in the interpretation of the data. A final
list of 83 codes, organised into categories and themes,
was generated.

Results

Participants’ characteristics

The majority of study participants (65%, n=15) were in
the third semester, while the others had just started their
studies. Interviewees were female and 27.9 years
(SD=6.9) old on average. Most of them had previously
started or completed a different university degree (70%,
n=16).

Overarching themes

The interviews with the midwifery students aimed at es-
tablishing the factors that influenced their motivation for
studying midwifery. The findings are organised into four
overarching themes: attributes, previous experience, in-
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Figure 1: Factors influencing students’ motivation to study midwifery

trinsic, and extrinsic factors. A summary of categories
and themes is shown in Figure 1, illustrating that the de-
cision to study midwifery is determined by intrinsic and
extrinsic (de)motivating factors. As possessing certain
attributes and previous professional or personal experi-
ence can influence the motivation to study midwifery, the
relationship between experience/attributes and motiva-
tion can be described as reciprocal. For example, some
study participants reported that being motivated had
already influenced their decision to do an internship in
the field of midwifery, while other interviewees reported
having decided to study midwifery after completing an
internship or after giving birth.

Attributes and previous experience

The attributes mentioned most often as being crucial for
the midwifery profession were empathy and resilience.
Additional attributes emphasised by the interviewees
were being well structured, goal oriented, open, tolerant,
confident, a good team player, flexible, motivated, self-
reflective, patient, intelligent and communicative.
The first thing that pops into my head is empathy. You
should be empathetic, that’s very important, and tol-
erant, and you should be able to put yourself in other
people’s shoes, understand their thoughts and feel-
ings, even if you disagree with them.
Some interviewees identified previous experience as an
important factor determining their motivation to study
midwifery. Having completed an internship or university
degree and having given birth were some of the experi-
ences mentioned by participants that motivated them to
pursue a career in midwifery. Doing an internship before
applying for the degree programme was viewed as a
trigger but also as a stepping stone in the decision to
study midwifery.
[...] and then | also did an internship in the delivery
room, which | really enjoyed. And then | applied for
university.
For some participants, the motivation to study midwifery
was sparked after having started or completed a univer-

sity degree in a different subject. Reflecting on their initial
study choice led to the realisation that it may not be the
right path and gave participants the courage and confi-
dence to pursue a career that they love.
And after | finished my other studies, | then realised
that I didn’t want to sit in an office all the time and |
wanted to do something that was actually close to my
heart, so I’'m going to start all over again and become
a midwife.
Giving birth was described in both a positive and negative
light by study participants. Some decided to study mid-
wifery after their own birth experience and having had a
positive personal experience with midwives during their
maternity leave. On the other hand, some viewed a neg-
ative birth experience (not necessarily their own) and the
desire to change certain aspects of care as being unreal-
istic and at the same time a “false” motivator to study
midwifery.
I always knew | wanted to do something with people,
but didn’t see myself in the medical field at all. And
then | actually came across the midwifery profession
through my own first pregnancy. That was such a
formative time for me as a mother, which was accom-
panied by my midwife very well and intensively and
there was just suddenly the feeling: | want to do that
too! What this woman gave me, | want to give to other
women. | would also like to make that possible for
other expectant families.
| think you first have to deal with your own trauma in
a different way before you start the course. It’s a bit
like not liking school and then becoming a teacher in
order to do it better. That’s a totally honourable
motive, but | think maybe it’s just not that realistic.

Intrinsic factors

Most of the aspects influencing students’ decisions to
study midwifery were intrinsic in nature. The main intrinsic
factors were related to humanistic values, emotions and
profession-specific interests. Some of the values that
were important to midwifery students were meaningful-
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ness, helping others and empowering women. For most
interviewees, the meaningfulness associated with the
nature of midwifery work, and the importance of pre-and
postnatal care for women’s health played a crucial role
in their decision to become midwives. Many also ex-
pressed a sense of inevitability, expressing that they
“have always known” they wanted to be in a caring pro-
fession.
So for me it’s a very, very meaningful profession. It’s
that’s important for me personally, that that this is
something I'm probably going to deal with a lot [...],
that | see the meaning in it.
Helping others and supporting women were other essen-
tial intrinsic motivators mentioned by the majority of in-
terviewees. A strong sense of female identity and the
desire to provide comprehensive healthcare to women
and their families was a dominant theme in the inter-
views.
I am very feminist oriented and it was important to
me to work in a field that also promotes and supports
women.
In this context, some even viewed political engagement
as part of their responsibility in the context of the chang-
ing midwifery profession and healthcare system. This was
mentioned by several interviewees who expressed their
wish to make a difference and contribute to the improve-
ment of healthcare.
For me, the midwifery profession, which | will still be
doing in ten years, also has a lot to do with socio-
political commitment and political work. | would like
to talk about it openly and also be effective in the
social media in some way. | want to influence birth
care, even if only to a small degree.
When asked what motivated them to study midwifery,
participants often mentioned emotions and used terms
such as “fascination”, “privilege”, “special moment”, or
“passion”. Studying midwifery because of a fascination
with the female body or with the mother-baby relationship
was another motive often raised by study participants.
Yes, it is a miracle every time a child is born. And it’s
different every time and no day is the same and you
can never ever really predict exactly what is going
happen.
Students saw being able to work as a midwife as a priv-
ilege because of the special role midwives play in coun-
selling and accompanying families in intimate situations.
Study participants considered giving birth and starting
and adding to a family very special moments that they
felt privileged to be part of.
[...]you have the privilege of being able to accompany
families in this super-sensitive and intimate situation.
And [...] you are somehow the first person, | would
say, to bring this new life into the world. So I think that
is simply a huge privilege that you have there.
Being passionate about midwifery was viewed as para-
mount for working in this profession, particularly when
considering the challenging working conditions. Studying
midwifery as a means of transitioning to a different career
was perceived negatively and as unfair by many of the

participants interviewed, above all because it results in
many other passionate candidates missing out on an
opportunity to study midwifery as they are not considered
in the admission process.
Yes, and ultimately, of course, you are excited to start
your studies or passionate about your profession and
you have a lot of motivation to somehow battle your
way through beautiful but perhaps also difficult times.
The motivation to study midwifery was also influenced by
interests that are specific to the midwifery profession.
Having a practical job as opposed to working in an office
was one of the intrinsic motivators named by some of the
interviewees.
I kind of wanted to do a job where | was on my feet a
lot, where | was working with my hands, but still
working with people.
Some study participants explained that they had opted
to study midwifery rather than medicine on account of
having more opportunities to guide and support
physiological as opposed to pathological processes. An-
other profession-specific interest mentioned by parti-
cipants was being able to provide long-term care and the
opportunity to care for families for an extended period of
time, thus building a stronger partnership with women
and their families.
I think especially with midwifery and medicine, for me
there is such a clear difference somehow, as a mid-
wife | always have the closer personal contact with
the women or the families that | care for. Even over
a long period of time.
Interviewees were also motivated to study midwifery be-
cause of the psycho-social aspects of the profession
which involves caring not only for women’s physical but
often for their mental health as well. Again, this aspect
was sometimes compared to the physician’s role and
responsibilities.
And then | realised that | would totally miss that and
I want to be there and, above all, provide psychosocial
support and the like. And that’s not the doctor’s job
at all. And that was exactly the point.
The role of a midwife as a knowledge facilitator and a
person of trust for women was another intrinsic motivator
specific to the midwifery profession. Participants also
highly valued the variety of tasks and career opportunities
within the profession.
And what | find very attractive is that the profession
is very diverse. So you have many different options
wherever you go. You can combine different work
activities. So freelance and hospital, outpatient obstet-
rics and freelance. You can also kind of adapt your
working day to your current personal situation.
Participants’ decisions to study midwifery was sparked
in some cases by an existing interest in the natural and
social sciences and medical procedures. Moreover, some
students expressed their wish for their work to be guided
by evidence-based practice and their intention to pursue
a career in research.
| was more interested in the medical and biological
subjects in school, so mainly biology, a little chemistry,
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the natural sciences generally, and | just knew very
early on that | definitely wanted to pursue a social
career, definitely wanted to work with people and
definitely wanted to have this biological aspect, this
medical aspect.

Extrinsic factors

The participants in our study mentioned a variety of ex-
trinsic factors related to social elements and develop-
ments in the healthcare system, some of which were
viewed as both motivating and demotivating. The social
factors included the influence of family or friends over
the decision to study midwifery, the image of midwives
in society, being place-bound, and family and life planning.
Some midwifery students felt that midwives were viewed
positively in society and highlighted this as a potential
motivating factor.
So, for example, we all know that midwifery is a totally
respected profession, which means that it has a cer-
tain standing in society, and | think that’s completely
fine if you’'re aware of that and want that.
Many interviewees stated that they had not been influ-
enced by family and friends in their decision to study
midwifery. However, some admitted that they first con-
sidered midwifery at the suggestion of others in their so-
cial circle.
And then a friend of mine who was studying medicine
at the time and was working in gynaecology said to
me: [Name of interviewee] you are the kind of person
I could imagine working in obstetrics, for example.
And that planted the first seed in my head, so to
speak, to get into midwifery in the first place.
In the interviews, participants referred to the healthcare
system in Germany, mentioning aspects such as the in-
troduction of university degrees. The professionalisation
of midwifery was seen as both a motivating and demoti-
vating factor. On the one hand, it was seen as an oppor-
tunity to improve midwives’ new standing in the health-
care system, on the other it was perceived as a barrier
for certain groups of applicants due to stricter academic
entry requirements.
| also believe that at this point where training is being
upgraded to a bachelor’s degree programme, which
is somehow difficult, but at the same time could also
be a great opportunity to really bring the profession
of midwifery to another level and also to raise its so-
cial standing a bit and its value, which it actually
already has in all other countries. And it was time for
this to happen in Germany, too, and now it also has
to catch up politically somehow.
And something I think is a shame is that fewer people
are now being given the opportunity to become mid-
wives. Because now there are simply no more ap-
plicants without an Abitur [approximate equivalent to
A-levels].
Despite their awareness of the challenging working con-
ditions, students still decided to apply for the midwifery
bachelor’'s degree programme and become midwives.

Interviewees were aware that working shifts could be
demotivating and underlined the importance of having a
good social network.
I think that’s the main point if you can’t cope with shift
work or if you’re heavily involved in something outside
of your job, whether it’s caring for relatives or your
own family. In any case, you have to have a network
like this in order to be able to complete your degree.
In spite of the demotivating aspects related to the working
environment in the midwifery profession, such as having
to pay high insurance fees and having a low salary, stu-
dents maintained their motivation to study midwifery and
were able to see the advantages rather than just the
negative aspects of the profession. At the same time,
working in a team was described in both a positive and
a negative light because of existing hierarchical struc-
tures.
Yes, but you don’t earn any money with it and you
have to pay so much insurance and do so much shift
work! And my thoughts are well, if | am doing some-
thing that I love, then | can also do shift work and then
have a Monday and a Tuesday off, so these are things
that don’t bother me at all, but you hear them again
and again.
Some study participants were motivated by the career
prospects of working as freelance professionals, mainly
due to the work-life balance it offered. The reluctance
of some of our interviewees to work in a hospital delivery
room was mostly prompted by the workload and working
environment.
And at the same time, of course, | can see that many
things are difficult in the delivery rooms and | don’t
necessarily see myself there. Then you somehow in-
evitably end up in out-of-hospital obstetrics as the
end point of “I want to assist birth, but not in the de-
livery room”. [...] Nevertheless, | don’t want to rule out
the delivery room completely. If | find a delivery room
where | feel comfortable, then I think I’d be very happy
to work there. [...] Where you can say in the long run:
the working conditions and the working environment
is the sort of thing | want. The workload isn’t too low,
or too high, | don’t know, all those of kind of things.
Participants demonstrated a good awareness of the high
demand for midwives in the German healthcare system
and were concerned about the quality of their work being
affected by precarious working conditions.
I mean, every midwife would like to be able to offer
one-to-one care in obstetrics, but if you're responsible
for four women at the same time, it’'s somehow clear
that you can’t provide the same quality of work. And
I believe that this is simply difficult in the profession,
that you get the feeling that you can’t do justice to
your work and your own standards because of the
external circumstances.
Finally, Germany was described both positively - as a
country with many resources that offers home visits -
and negatively - as lacking a women-centred approach
and services related to preparation for birth.
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| was appalled by the daily routine in the clinic and
the violence that takes place there in obstetrics and
| was terrified to automatically become an accomplice
as a student. This is still an aspect that will probably
accompany me throughout my studies, because we
work in an obstetrics department that is still not
completely women-centred. There is simply a lot that
is more focused on the daily routine in the hospital
than on the women.

Discussion

The aim of the present study was to gain insights into
what motivated midwifery students in a large German
city to choose their degree subject. As the education of
midwives in Germany is currently at a turning point,
shifting towards becoming a degree programme, a deeper
understanding of students’ motivation is crucial for re-
cruitment and selection strategies as well as for ensuring
that curriculum goals retain motivated midwives in the
future.

Attributes and previous experience

Midwifery students participating in our study underlined
the relevance of possessing attributes such as empathy
and resilience for the midwifery profession. These findings
resonate with the image of the “good midwife” reported
in previous research [4], in which study participants sim-
ilarly emphasised the significance of personal qualities
and communication skills.

Interviewees’ past experience was the main determinant
in the decision to study midwifery. Previous study or work
experience constituted a confirmation or trigger of moti-
vation, a finding that was also observed among lIrish
nursing students [21]. This finding can support decision-
makers involved in selection procedures who may con-
sider midwifery internships a relevant admission criterion.
Experiencing childbirth also stimulated students’ fascina-
tion with midwifery and guided their decision to apply for
the bachelor’s degree programme, at times also fuelled
by a desire to make a difference and contribute to the
reform of the midwifery profession. Other studies from
Portugal [29] and Australia [9] carried out with young
midwifery students found similar results concerning the
impact of exposure to childbirth on embarking on a mid-
wifery degree. Unlike their Australian counterparts, some
interviewees in our study had reservations about the
childbirth experience being the “right” motivator to be-
come a midwife. These findings show a diversity of views
which could partly be due to age differences, and which
reveals an aspect we did not specifically address in our
research.

Intrinsic factors

Our study participants perceived intrinsic motivating
factors as most important in their decision to enter mid-

wifery. These results are in line with previous research
conducted with midwifery [31], [37], nursing [21], [36]
and medical students [14], showing that the desire to
help others or the passion for caring were crucial in the
decision to pursue the respective careers, which appears
to be characteristic of caring professions.

Unlike previous studies with nursing students, who would
have chosen medicine if they had had the opportunity to
doso[21], our interviewees demonstrated a real passion
for the midwifery profession, describing it as their primary
career choice. Congruent with a UK-based study [37], our
midwifery students clearly stated the reasons why they
had chosen midwifery over other health professions such
as medicine. This included an opportunity to focus on
women’s health (as opposed to disease) and to care for
women in a more comprehensive way. A passion for
midwifery and a strong sense of professional pride seem
to transcend contextual features of healthcare systems,
as evidence from the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC)
points to comparable findings [3].

Lastly, and perhaps of most relevance especially in the
context of midwifery training being upgraded to a bache-
lor's degree programme, the students interviewed in our
study were driven to enter midwifery as a result of their
interest in science and evidence-based practice. This re-
sembles the results of a systematic review of medical
students’ motivation who were equally drawn to science
upon entering medicine [14]. Such findings show the
potential of the professionalisation of midwifery to
strengthen evidence-based practice.

Extrinsic factors

In spite of the predominance of intrinsic motivators, study
participants stressed the relevance of extrinsic motivating
factors upon entering midwifery. Similar to an Ethiopian
study [31], students acknowledged having been inspired
by the positive image of midwives in society. As in the
case of Ethiopian midwives, the decision to study mid-
wifery was mostly made by the participants alone and
had not been influenced by others.

Achieving a work-life balance was also mentioned by the
participants, who expressed their intention to shape their
careers so as to be able to accommodate family commit-
ments. The role of working conditions and supportive
environments were previously found to represent a chal-
lenge to the retention of midwives. German midwives who
had enrolled in a midwifery bachelor’s programme in one
region stated that their primary motivation to study for a
degree (despite already having qualified as midwives
through vocational training) was the current situation in
midwifery, the low wages and poor career prospects [6].
Similarly, Australian midwifery students’ lack of motivation
to work in the continuity of care was due to unsupportive
workplace cultures [8]. The introduction of bachelor’'s
degrees may contribute to achieving more autonomy and
perhaps a more established role for midwives in the
healthcare system, as new generations of midwifery stu-
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dents are increasingly committed to political and cultural
change.

Limitations and future directions

Our study has a number of limitations. First, we only inter-
viewed students that had been admitted to university.
Future studies could investigate whether candidates that
were not successful in the selection process may have
had a different motivation to study midwifery.

Furthermore, researchers could focus on exploring the
demotivating factors in students who were interested in
midwifery, did midwifery internships but eventually de-
cided not to apply for a bachelor’s programme in the field.
Our study participants were in the first and third semester.
Students’ motivation is known to decrease with time,
therefore an investigation of how motivation progresses
until degree completion and beyond should be examined.
Moreover, participants were homogeneous in that 70%
of them had already finished an academic degree (and
were therefore also older), which could influence the
results, particularly concerning the role of previous exper-
ience as a motivating factor. Future research should
therefore explore the role of age and previous academic
experience in the decision to study midwifery.

Finally, given that the interviewers are members of admis-
sions teams, social desirability bias may have had an
impact on our research. However, the students we inter-
viewed had already been admitted to the midwifery pro-
gramme and were transparent in their answers, mention-
ing for example both the advantages and the disadvan-
tages of the professionalisation of midwifery.

Practical implications

Our study results suggest a predominance of intrinsic
motivation among midwifery students, which points to
enormous potential for successful and satisfied midwives.
However, national [1] and international [34] healthcare
systems suffer from an acute shortage of midwives and
struggle to fill midwifery positions, probably because the
unfavourable working conditions reduce motivation over
time. Therefore, investigating students’ motivation to
study midwifery is central to the development of selection
or screening tools that can predict the attrition and reten-
tion of students [11], [12]. It is recommended that admis-
sion stakeholders use standardised interviews addressing
motivation as a selection tool and make the existence of
practical experience a requirement, indicating students’
interest in the midwifery profession. Finally, the findings
of the current study can help educators to improve the
curriculum in order to increase student satisfaction and
the likelihood of retention, namely by aligning the content
and requirements of the study programme with students’
expectations and motivation to study midwifery.
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