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ABSTRACT
Identifying factors that influence the satisfaction of undergraduate dental students can contribute to 
establishing strategies for improving the educational process, furthering student development, and 
enhancing students’ academic and professional achievements. Aim: the present study investigated 
associations between undergraduate students’ satisfaction with the dental course and their satisfaction 
with life, perception of professional career and sociodemographic factors. Materials and method: 
this was a cross-sectional study on 512 dental students from a Brazilian School of Dentistry. Students 
were asked to respond to three questionnaires about sociodemographic characteristics, academic, 
and professional perceptions. Satisfaction with life was measured using the Brazilian version of the 
Satisfaction with Life Scale, which comprises five statements with responses scored on a seven-point 
Likert scale ranging from “I strongly disagree” to “I strongly agree”. Unadjusted and adjusted multiple 
logistic regression analyses were performed to test associations between satisfaction with the dental 
course and key variables. Results: most participants were female (73.2%), single (99.8%) and with 
mean age 21.77 (±2.71) years. Approximately three quarters had a family income over three times 
higher than the national monthly minimum wage. Higher satisfaction with the course was associated 
with more optimistic perception of the job market (OR=2.44; 95% CI: 1.36-4.40), better academic 
performance (OR=1.65; 95% CI: 1.00-2.74) and greater satisfaction with life (OR=1.10; 95% CI: 
1.06-1.15). Students’ sex and family income did not have significant impact on satisfaction with the 
dental course. Conclusions: satisfaction with the dental course is related to an optimistic perception of 
the job market, academic performance and satisfaction with life.
Keywords: dental education - dental student - professional education - personal satisfaction - academic 
success
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RESUMEN
Identificar os fatores que influenciam na satisfação dos estudantes de odontologia pode contribuir para 
o estabelecimento de estratégias que aprimorem o processo educacional, favorecendo o desenvolvimento 
dos alunos e potencializando suas conquistas acadêmicas e profissionais. Objetivo: o presente estudo 
investigou as associações entre a satisfação de estudantes de graduação com o curso de odontologia 
e sua satisfação com a vida, percepção da carreira profissional e fatores sociodemográficos. Materiais 
e método: um estudo transversal foi realizado com 512 estudantes de Odontologia de uma Faculdade 
Brasileira de Odontologia. Três questionários foram aplicados aos alunos, com o objetivo de avaliar as 
características sociodemográficas, percepções acadêmicas e profissionais. A satisfação com a vida foi 
mensurada pela versão brasileira da Escala de Satisfação com a Vida, que compreende cinco afirmações 
com respostas pontuadas em uma escala Likert de sete pontos, variando de “discordo totalmente” a 
“concordo totalmente”. A análise de regressão logística foi realizada para testar associações entre a 
satisfação com o curso de Odontologia e as demais variáveis. Análises de regressão logística múltipla 
não-ajustada e ajustada foram realizadas para testar associações entre a satisfação com o curso de 
odontologia e variáveis-chave. Resultados: A maioria dos participantes era do sexo feminino (73,2%), 
solteiros (99,8%) e com média de idade de 21,77 (±2,71) anos. Aproximadamente três quartos tinham 
renda familiar três vezes superior ao salário-mínimo nacional. A maior satisfação dos alunos com o 
curso foi associada a maior percepção otimista do mercado de trabalho (OR=2,44; IC 95%: 1,36-4,40), 
desempenho acadêmico (OR=1,65; IC 95%: 1,00-2,74) e satisfação com a vida (OR =1,10; IC 95%: 
1,06-1,15). O sexo dos alunos e a renda familiar não apresentaram impacto significativo na satisfação 
com o curso de odontologia. Conclusão: a satisfação com o curso de odontologia está relacionada com a 
percepção otimista do mercado de trabalho, desempenho acadêmico e satisfação com a vida.
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INTRODUCTION
Emotional and social aspects are vital to the 
development and maintenance of interpersonal 
relations, including those between healthcare 
providers and patients1. The emotional reactions of 
university students are reflected by their academic 
satisfaction2. Students’ satisfaction with their 
undergraduate course may involve factors such as 
academic performance4,5, motivation in the choice 
of course4 and job prospects6. Dissatisfaction can 
affect their university life and learning processes, 
and compromise their professional future, work 
environment and relationships with other healthcare 
providers. Even so, psychometric tests are rarely 
administered in health courses at universities3.
The literature reports associations between dental 
students’ satisfaction with their undergraduate 
course, sociodemographic characteristics5,7, and 
satisfaction with life8,9, though there are few studies 
on the subject4,6,7. 
Knowledge of factors that influence degree of 
satisfaction among undergraduate dental students can 
contribute to establishing strategies for improving the 
educational process, furthering student development, 
and enhancing academic and professional 
achievements. Dental teaching institutions could use 
such knowledge to take specific actions to improve 
their academic role. 
The aim of this study was thus to investigate 
associations between undergraduate dental students’ 
satisfaction with their course and its association with 
their demographic characteristics, satisfaction with 
life, and other professional factors, in a representative 
sample from a public university in Brazil.

MATERIALS AND METHOD
Ethical aspects
This study was approved by the Human Research 
Ethics Committee of Universidade Federal de 
Minas Gerais (UFMG), Brazil (protocol number: 
67189617.2.1001.5149). All volunteers received 
explanations regarding the objectives of the study 
and agreed to participate by signing a statement of 
informed consent. 

Study design and sample characteristics
This was a cross-sectional study on dental students 
from the School of Dentistry of the UFMG, which is 
the fifth largest university in Latin America and the 
third largest higher education institution in Brazil, 

according to Times Higher Education ranking 
published in July 202110.
The inclusion criterion was being an undergraduate 
student enrolled in the UFMG dental course. The 
universe population comprised 641 undergraduate 
dental students, of whom 512 took part in the study 
(response rate: 80.37%), as 129 were not present at 
the time of data collection.

Data collection 
A pilot study was first conducted with ten students 
to assess the logistics of administering the 
questionnaire and participant adherence. The results 
of the pilot study did not show any need for changes 
in the proposed study method.
Data were collected in the second semester of 2018. 
Self-administered structured questionnaires were 
used, addressing sociodemographic characteristics, 
the dental course, professional career, and satisfaction 
with life. Sociodemographic variables were age, 
sex, and income. Income was dichotomized as < 
three times or ≥ three times the Brazilian monthly 
minimum wage (R$ 954/US$ 170). Questions 
on the course and professional career enquired 
about whether students had jobs while they were 
in the undergraduate course, and their degree of 
satisfaction with the course, course choice process, 
academic performance, and perceptions regarding 
the job market. The Satisfaction with Life Scale 
(SWLS) was used, which consists of five statements 
scored on a seven-point Likert scale with response 
options ranging from “I strongly disagree” (1 point) 
to “I strongly agree” (7 points). Higher scores 
indicate greater satisfaction with life. Cronbach’s 
alpha coefficient for the present sample was α = 
0.8211.

Data analysis
The Statistical Package for the Social Sciences 
(SPSS for Windows, version 21.0, IBM Inc., 
Armonk, NY, USA) was used for data organization 
and statistical analysis. Data frequency distribution 
was determined for sample characterization. Logistic 
regression analysis was performed to test associations 
between the dependent variable satisfaction with the 
dental course and the independent variables. The 
unadjusted backward stepwise procedure was used 
for selecting variables with a p-value <0.20 to be 
used in the adjusted analyses.
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RESULTS
Table 1 shows participants’ characteristics. Most 
participants were female (73.2%) and single 
(99.8%). Monthly family income was higher than 
US$ 1,755.82 among 77.4% of the sample. Mean 
age was 21.77 ± 2.71 years and most students 
expressed high satisfaction with the course (80.1%). 
For 51.8%, dentistry was not their first course of 
choice. Among these, medicine had been the first 
educational and professional choice for 72.5%. 
Regarding satisfaction with life, the mean SWLS 
score was 24.13 ± 6.47 points (range: 5 to 35 points). 
Table 2 shows the results of the logistic regression 
analysis conducted to determine factors associated 
with the outcome. The multivariate analysis revealed 
that satisfaction with the course was associated with 
perception of the job market (OR = 2.44; 95% CI: 
1.36-4.40), academic performance (OR = 1.65; 95% 
CI: 1.00-2.74) and satisfaction with life (OR = 1.10; 
95% CI: 1.06-1.15). 

Table 1. Characterization of sample (n = 512).

Variables Frequency 

N %

Sex
   Male
   Female

        
137
375

26.8
73.2

Family income
   < 3 x monthly min. wage 
  (R$ 954/ U$ 170)
   ≥ 3 x monthly min. wage
  (R$ 954/ U$ 170)

           

116

396

22.6

77.4

Jobs
   Not employed
   Employed

476
36

93.0
7.0

Dentistry as first choice of course
   No
   Yes

           
265
247

51.8
48.2

Performance in course
   Low
   High

267
245

52.1
47.9

Perceived prospects in job market 
   Low
   High

323
189

63.0
37.0

Satisfaction with dental course
   Low 
   High

102
410

19.9
80.1

*Age: mean and standard deviation: 21.77 (± 2.71)
*Satisfaction with life: mean and standard deviation: 24.13 (± 
6.47)

DISCUSSION
Personal, academic, professional, and 
sociodemographic factors may be related to 
satisfaction with the course4-9. In the present study, 
satisfaction with the course was related to perception 
of the job market, academic performance and 
satisfaction with life, but not to sociodemographic 
variables. The association between perception of the 
job market and satisfaction with the dental course is 
related to optimistic outlooks. Optimistic students 
express considerable interest in their professional 
future, are enthusiastic about the field of learning, 
feel confident about succeeding in their careers, and 
express high levels of satisfaction with the course7. 
Self-efficacy is associated with higher likelihood 
of students persevering to complete their studies 
and having greater confidence regarding success 
in the world of work. Programs that promote self-
esteem and confidence among dental students 
regarding a professional future should therefore 
be encouraged12,13. Students’ self-efficacy can be 
fostered by providing training to improve self-
awareness for increasing knowledge and skills related 
to the profession. The literature reports that enhanced 
self-efficacy generates self-determined motivation 
and greater satisfaction with the course. Academic 
institutions can help motivate students regarding 
their professional future by promoting satisfaction 
with the course and life itself13.
The study also found an association between academic 
performance and satisfaction with the course. 
Highly motivated dental students tend to have better 
learning characteristics14. Educational motivation 
involves engagement for pleasure and satisfaction5, 
and satisfied students tend to be motivated, resulting 
in a good academic performance. Studies on students 
of medicine and psychology in Korea and Australia 
also found an association between satisfaction and 
academic performance15,16. However, a study on 
undergraduate students of social work in Germany 
found no association between satisfaction and 
academic performance17. Satisfaction with the 
course may be related differently to academic 
performance in different professional fields such as 
health and human sciences.
Satisfaction with life was also associated with 
satisfaction with the dental course. Satisfaction with 
life is not the mere sum of satisfaction in different 
dimensions of life, but rather, a stable psychological 
characteristic that influences the perceptions and 
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reactions of individuals in their environment9,18,19. 
The concepts of happiness and satisfaction with 
life are similar, and their assessment is subjective, 
depending on self-perception, mood and lifestyle20. 
Despite cultural differences, other studies on 
students in Hong Kong and Mexico found the 
same association as the current study, with people 
who were more satisfied with life reporting greater 
satisfaction with the course9,21.
Students in Brazil are admitted to public universities 
based on their grades in a national admission 
examination which evaluates the knowledge 
acquired at high school. Twice a year, an online 
system is opened to rank the exam grades, after 
which students can apply for up to two courses 
anywhere in the country. The higher the grade, 
the greater the possibility of being admitted22. 
Admission to some undergraduate courses such as 
medicine can be difficult as a result of the high level 
of competition among candidates23. Students who 
are not admitted to the medical course often choose 
dentistry as a second option. This might cause 

frustration, as dentistry may not have been chosen 
based on vocation24. In the present study, half the 
students reported that dentistry was not their course 
of choice. However, this finding was not related 
to satisfaction with the course, possibly because 
medicine and dentistry are both in the health field 
and share subjects and methods, or because students 
who did not identify with dentistry dropped out of 
the course in the initial semesters.  
None of the sociodemographic factors studied (age, 
sex or having a job) influence students’ satisfaction 
with the course. However, previous studies using 
the Academic Motivation Scale found that women 
had greater self-determination than men and greater 
motivation regarding the dental course5,25. A study 
conducted with computer science students at a 
public university in Spain found that women tended 
to express greater satisfaction with the course than 
men8. Sociodemographic indicators should be 
explored in future studies to enable a more in-depth 
understanding of these divergent results. 
The present study has strengths and limitations. The 

Table 2. Logistic regression for association between satisfaction with dental course and independent 
variables (n = 512).

Variables

Satisfaction with
dental course Unadjusted OR 

(95% CI)
p-value

Adjusted OR 
(95% CI)

p-value
Low

N (%)
High
N (%)

Sex
    Male
    Female

29 (21.2)
73 (19.5)

108 (78.8)
302 (80.5)

1.00
1.11 (0.69-1.80) 0.670

-
-

-
-

Family income
   < 3 x monthly min. wage
    (R$ 954/ U$ 170)
   ≥ 3 x monthly min. wage
   (R$ 954/ U$ 170)

24 (20.7)

77 (19.4)

92 (79.3)

319 (80.6)

1.00

1.10 (0.66-1.84) 0.717

-

-

-

-

Jobs
    Not employed
    Employed

95 (20.0)
7 (19.4)

381 (80.0)
29 (80.6)

1.00
1.03 (0.44-2.43) 0.941

-
-

-
-

Dentistry as first choice of course
    No
    Yes

65 (24.5)
34 (13.8)

200 (75.5)
213 (86.2)

1.00
1.99 (1.25-3.17) 0.004

1.00
1.62 (0.98-2.67) 0.059

Performance in course
    Low
    High   

71 (26.6)
31 (12.7)

196 (76.4)
214 (87.3)

1.00
2.5 (1.57-.98)   <0.001

1.00
1.65 (1.00-2.74) 0.052

Perceived prospects in job market
    Low
    High

83 (25.7)
19 (10.1)

240 (74.3)
170 (89.9)

1.00
3.11 (1.82-5.31) <0.001

1.00
2.44 (1.36-4.40) 0.003

Satisfaction with life - - 1.13 (1.09-1.17) <0.001 1.10 (1.06-1.15) <0.001
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high response rate ensured good representativeness 
of the target population. However, the cross-
sectional design does not enable the establishment 
of cause-and-effect relationships. Longitudinal 
studies are needed to identify causality among the 
study variables and contribute more information 
upon which to base intervention measures.
 Teaching institutions should develop programs 
to foster students’ self-awareness, empowerment, 
and mental and emotional healthcare. Curricular 
opportunities should be created to promote 
undergraduate dental students’ self-reflection and 

self-efficacy, and help improve their attitude towards 
the job market by pointing out both challenges and 
potential victories. This would help keep students 
motivated, optimistic and satisfied with life.  

CONCLUSION
Dental undergraduate students who were more 
optimistic about their prospects in the job market, 
those with a high academic performance, and 
those satisfied with life were more satisfied with 
their dental course. Age, sex, and income were not 
associated with such satisfaction.
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