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ABSTRACT

Introduction: Otolaryngology or otorhinolaryngology (ORL) is a Modern Greek term derived from ancient Greek 
words: ous (ear), rhis (nose), larynx (larynx), and logia. In the past, the phrase ear, nose, and throat (ENT) was used 
to describe this specialty. However, over the years, this term has proved its limitations in describing the wide variety of 
the scope of its practice. Thus, the official name was changed in 1980 to otolaryngology-head and neck surgery (ORL-
HN) to better describe the scope of this practice. Many studies have been conducted to evaluate public awareness of the 
terms used to describe different medical specialties. However, no study has evaluated medical students’ perceptions 
of the same topic. Therefore, we sought to assess the perception and awareness of the term otolaryngology-head and 
neck surgery among medical students.

Methods: This cross-sectional study was conducted in 2019. A 2-question questionnaire was created and attached to 
the final exam of fourth-year female medical students of King Abdulaziz University. All data analyses were performed 
using SPSS, version 24.

Results: A total of 86 female students were included in the study. Of the participants, 67.4% thought that ENT was the 
official medical term, whereas only 32.6% chose otolaryngology–head and neck surgery as the correct answer. The 
most common justification for choosing ENT was that rhino should be included in the full name of the subject; some 
believed that ENT is the correct medical term of the specialty, and some reported that they never knew that the name 
of the subject was otolaryngology-head and neck surgery.

Conclusion: Although otolaryngology-head and neck surgery is a long and difficult-to-pronounce term, it describes 
the actual scope of the specialty. Medical students need to be aware of the official terms and scope of the specialty. A 
possible way to achieve this is by increasing clinical exposure during medical school and emphasizing the wide variety 
of subspecialties that fall under otolaryngology.
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INTRODUCTION

Otolaryngology, or otorhinolaryngology (ORL), is a 
Modern Greek term derived from ancient Greek words: 
Ous (ear), rhis (nose), larynx (larynx), and logia [1]. 
It refers to the specialty of physicians who practice 

and treat diseases of the ear, nose, throat, face, head, 
and neck. In the past, the phrase ear, nose, and throat 
(ENT) were used to describe this specialty. However, 
over the years, this term has proved its limitations in 
describing the wide variety of the scope of its practice 
[2]. Thus, the American Academy of Otolaryngology–
Head and Neck Surgery and the American Board of 
Otolaryngology agreed to change the official name in 
1980 to otolaryngology-head and neck surgery (ORL-
HN) to better describe the scope of this practice [3,4].

The use of informal abbreviations has become quite 
common because of the difficulty in pronouncing this 
term. Abbreviations such as ENT, ORL, and ORL-HN are 
predominantly used by physicians and patients. Moreover, 
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the use of the term otolaryngology predominates 
in North America, whereas otorhinolaryngology is 
more popular in Europe [5]. In the literature, a study 
by Laskin et al. [6] evaluated the public recognition 
of specialty designations. Their results showed that 
the least recognized name of a medical specialty was 
otolaryngology and only 53.5% of the participants were 
able to correctly match “otolaryngologist” with “ear, nose, 
and throat” when given a list containing 12 different 
speciality names to match with what these specialties 
treat. These results were expected, as otolaryngology is 
a long and difficult-to-pronounce term with ambiguous 
meaning.  Although this term has been used in the 
medical field for many years, the scope of this field is 
still not well-recognized by other physicians. Al-Khatib 
et al. [7] evaluated the perception of otolaryngology-
head and neck surgery among physicians from other 
specialties and found that the awareness of the scope of 
this specialty was not fully satisfactory. 

Many studies have been conducted to evaluate the public 
awareness of terms used to describe different medical 
specialties. However, no study has evaluated medical 
students’ perceptions of the same topic. Therefore, we 
sought to assess medical students’ perceptions and 
awareness of the term otolaryngology-head and neck 
surgery. 

METHODS

Study design and setting
This cross-sectional study was conducted in the year 
2019. The authors created a 2-question questionnaire 
that was added to the ORL-HN final exam of fourth-year 
female medical students at King Abdulaziz University 
(KAU), Jeddah, Saudi Arabia. The questionnaire was 
formulated based on the objectives of the study.

Participants
A total of 86 fourth-year female medical students were 
included in the study. In King Abdulaziz University, 
the Bachelor of Medicine, Bachelor of Surgery (MBBS) 
program consists of one preparatory year, five years 
of study, and a mandatory internship year. ORL-HN is 
incorporated into the curriculum in a three-week course 
during the fourth year.

Data collection and statistical analysis
The data were collected during the final otolaryngology 
exam of the 2019 female class, and participants were 
asked to answer a 2-question questionnaire attached to 
the exam paper. The collected data were managed and 
encrypted using Microsoft Excel (Microsoft, Redmond, 
WA). To ensure the privacy and confidentiality of the 
participants, all identifying variables were removed. 
Data analysis was performed using SPSS version 24 (IBM, 
Armonk, NY). Descriptive analyses were performed, and 
all categorical variables were described as frequencies 
and percentages. 

RESULTS

In this study, we aimed to quantitatively assess 
students’ perception and awareness of the medical 
term of otolaryngology-head and neck surgery. A 
total of 86 female students were included in the study. 
Table 1 summarizes the responses to the multiple-choice 
questionnaire. In the first question, when asked about the 
name of the subject, 67.4% thought that ENT was the official 
medical term, whereas only 32.6% chose otolaryngology-
head and neck surgery as the correct answer. The second 
question displayed participants’ justifications if the right 
term was not chosen. Most participants (97.3%) did not 
choose the correct answer, as they thought that rhino 
should be included in the full name of the subject, and 
26.66% of the participants believed that ENT is the correct 
medical term for the specialty. Surprisingly, 17.2% never 
knew that the name of the subject was otolaryngology-
head and neck surgery.

DISCUSSION

The field of otolaryngology has evolved markedly over 
the past few years. In the past, the term ENT was used 
to sufficiently describe the scope of this field. However, 
otolaryngology deals not only with diseases of the 
ears, nose, and throat, but also with other diseases 
and conditions of the head and neck region. Thus, the 
American Academy of Otolaryngology–Head and Neck 
Surgery and the American Board of Otolaryngology 
changed the official name to otolaryngology-head and 
neck surgery in 1980 to better fit the expanding scope of 
this specialty [3]. This study evaluated medical students’ 
perceptions and awareness of the official medical term 
of otolaryngology-head and neck surgery. 

Our results revealed that most participants were 
unaware of the correct medical term for this specialty. 
More than two-thirds (67.4%) believed that ENT was the 

Table 1: Percentage of responses to the multiple-choice 
questionnaire (n=86).

Question Response 
1. What is the name of the subject you are taking your exam in?

(1) ENT* 58 (67.4%)
(2) Otolaryngology-Head and Neck Surgery 28 (32.6%)

(3) Otolaryngology 0
(4) Head and Neck Surgery 0

(5) Urology 0
2. If your answer was anything different than the answer No (2), justify: 

(more than one answer can be chosen)
(1) Because no (Rhino) was in choice (2) 36 (97.3%)

(2) I’ve always thought that the name of the subject is 
“ENT” 31 (26.66%)

(3) This is the first time I know that the name of the 
subject is “Otolaryngology-Head and Neck Surgery” 20 (17.2%)

(4) I’ve always thought that head and neck surgery is 
part of “general surgery” 5 (4.3%)

(5) Didn’t know that head and neck surgery is part of 
otolaryngology (ENT) 4 (3.44%)

(6) ENT is more common term to use 1 (2.7%)
(7) Did not understand the question 0

* ENT: Ear, Nose, and Throat
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official name of the specialty. Only 32.6% of participants 
chose otolaryngology-head and neck surgery as the 
correct answer. 

There were many justifications for choosing ENT as an 
answer. Most participants thought that ORL-HN was 
the wrong answer because otolaryngology was missing 
the term rhino, and therefore did not represent the full 
scope of the specialty. In addition, 26.66% believed that 
the official name was ENT. 

Moreover, 17.2% of participants did not know that the 
name of the subject was otolaryngology-head and neck 
surgery. This is not surprising, as the literature suggests 
that exposure to otolaryngology is underrepresented in 
most undergraduate medical schools. A study conducted 
in the UK found that, on average, otolaryngology 
training comprised only 8.4 days of UK undergraduate 
medical curriculum, and 15.8% of students reported 
no formal clinical experience in a hospital setting [8]. 
In another study conducted in Saudi Arabia, the mean 
otolaryngology course length was 2.4 weeks [9]. In our 
institution, the duration of exposure to otolaryngology 
is three weeks during medical school. The curriculum is 
divided into two parts: a theoretical part composed of 
lectures and tutorials and a clinical part that includes 
attending clinics and surgeries. Although the exposure 
and duration are better than those in other medical 
schools locally and worldwide, they are still considered 
inadequate compared to other surgical specialties. This 
could explain the poor perception of official terms.

Interestingly, 7.74% of participants were unaware that 
the head and neck are part of the specialty, and 4.3% 
of them thought head and neck surgery was part of 
general surgery. This result is consistent with another 
study conducted in Saudi Arabia, which evaluated the 
perception of otolaryngology-head and neck surgery 
among physicians from other specialties [7]. The 
authors found that 77.8% of respondents chose general 
surgeons over otolaryngology surgeons as experts in 
performing thyroid surgeries, compared to 47% who 
chose otolaryngology surgeons. Jackler et al. [5] believed 
that the ideal medical specialty name must not only 
convey the type of illnesses it treats, but also have a 
meaning recognizable to a large portion of the public, 
that is easy to pronounce, and reasonably short. The 
term otolaryngology is one of the hardest phrases for 
non-native English speakers to pronounce compared to 
other specialty names. The name of the specialty should 
thoroughly represent the anatomical sites it addresses. 
Furthermore, otolaryngology has undergone numerous 
developments over the past few years. The scope of 
practice that was thought to be limited to the ear, nose, 
and throat now includes, but is not limited to, various 
subspecialties such as otology, neurology, facial plastic 
and reconstructive surgery, laryngology, and pediatric 
otolaryngology [10]. Therefore, the name of a specialty 
must anatomically match its scope. Oromaxillofacial 
surgery and cardiothoracic surgery are two examples of 
specialty names that describe the anatomical scope of 
the disease.

LIMITATIONS

This study had one main limitation. This was a cross-
sectional survey conducted in one batch in a single 
institution. Thus, it is possible that the sample size does 
not represent the level of awareness among all medical 
students worldwide.

CONCLUSIONS

The medical term otolaryngology-head and neck 
surgery is a long and difficult-to-pronounce term. 
However, it describes the scope of the specialty. Medical 
students need to be aware of official terms and scopes 
of specialties. One possible way to achieve this is by 
increasing clinical exposure during medical school 
training. Another method is to emphasize the wide 
variety of subspecialties that fall under otolaryngology.
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