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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

The application and interview process for gynecologic oncology fellowship is highly competitive, time-
consuming and expensive for applicants. We conducted a survey of successfully matched gynecologic oncology
fellowship applicants to assess problems associated with the interview process and identify areas for
improvement. All Society of Gynecologic Oncology (SGO) list-serve members who have participated in the
match program for gynecologic oncology fellowship were asked to complete an online survey regarding the
interview process. Linear regression modeling was used to examine association between year of match, number
of programs applied to, cost incurred, and overall satisfaction. Two hundred and sixty-nine eligible participants
reported applying to a mean of 20 programs [range 1-45] and were offered a mean of 14 interviews [range
1-43]. They spent an average of $6000 [$0-25,000], using personal savings (54%), credit cards (50%), family
support (12%) or personal loans (3%). Seventy percent of respondents identified the match as fair, and 93% were
satisfied. Interviewees spent a mean of 15 [0-45] days away from work and 37% reported difficulty arranging
coverage. Linear regression showed an increase in number of programs applied to and cost per applicant over
time (p < 0.001) between 1993 and 2016. Applicants who applied to all available programs spent more
(p < 0.001) than those who applied to programs based on their location or quality. The current fellowship
match was identified as fair and satisfying by most respondents despite being time consuming and expensive.
Suggested alternative options included clustering interviews geographically or conducting preliminary inter-
views at the SGO Annual Meeting.

Keywords:
Gynecologic oncology
Fellowship training
Fellowship interview
Quality-of-life

1. Introduction year. Applicants receive invitations to interview from May to August of

the following year. Rank lists are due in September and the NRMP

The application process to receive training in gynecologic oncology
is highly competitive. Fellowship programs accredited by the American
Board of Obstetrics and Gynecology (ABOG) participate in the National
Residency Match Program (NRMP). The NRMP is an independent, not-
for-profit organization that manages both the Main Residency Match as
well as a Specialties Match Service that includes 27 Matches for nearly
60 subspecialties (National Resident Matching Program, n.d.). The
matching process involves submission of program rank lists by appli-
cants and applicant rank lists by fellowship programs that are matched
by a computer system. A successful match constitutes a binding
agreement between a program and the matched applicant.

Obstetrics and gynecology residents applying for fellowship in
gynecologic oncology apply to programs in December of their third

reveals match results in early October. In 2016, 70 US graduate
applicants and 10 foreign applicants applied for a total of 56 positions
in 41 programs. Fifty-five applicants (69%) matched, filling 98% of the
available slots (National Resident Matching Program, n.d.).

Applicants may choose how many programs to apply to, and
typically invited applicants are given 2 to 3 interview dates to choose
from. They must arrange coverage of their clinical services at their
home institution and travel and lodging is paid for out-of-pocket by the
applicant. A dinner or social gathering the night before typically
precedes the interview. The interview day begins sometime in the early
morning and concludes in the afternoon. While some programs employ
several one-on-one interviews, others prefer a group interview style
with 2 to 4 interviewers per applicant. Depending on flight availability,
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Quotes About Benefits

Fairness

community).”
“Fair distribution of eligible candidates.”

scenes ‘wheeling and dealing.””

“Match process provides a better chance of securing a fellowship spot for those of us coming from residency
programs without fellowships (and thus probably with fewer connections in the gyn onc academic

“Feels fair. It would be very anxiety provoking to need to agree to go places outside of the match, you would
feel time pressure. Now you have time to consider all the programs before making your list. Avoids behind the

Networking

several.”

“Meeting friends and leaders in the field and having the opportunity to have one on one conversations with
many of them. Truly a once in a life time chance.”

“Getting to meet influential attendings in gynecologic oncology and meeting the future gyn oncologists that
will both change the field and impact so many women's lives.”

“It was also a great opportunity to meet the other people that | interviewed with. | am still very close with

Visiting Institutions

potentially live."

list.”

“Get to visit programs and meet faculty/fellows in their work environment. Get a taste of cities where | might

“Great opportunity to appreciate differences among training programs.”

“Get a good understanding of what the fellowships are like. The interview provides you with an acceptable
window into the program which is necessary if you're committing another 3-4 years of training.”

“Programs | thought | would like turned out not to be my top choices after | visited. | learned a lot from seeing
places first-hand and talking with faculty and fellows during the interviews, which significantly changed my rank

Exploring New Options

might otherwise not consider.”

“Opportunity to see fellow applicants from broad geographic range; and fellow applicants to see programs they|

“Ability to explore options, consider programs you would not have considered.”

“Based on the need for broad based interviewing secondary to the competitiveness of gyn onc fellowship...
interviewing process also helps you to better understand different nuances in training programs.”

“Gets you out to see programs you might not have thought of.”

Organization

“Structured process, very straight forward.”

“Centralizes data for review for program directors and simplifies notification of results.”

“Clearly defined decision & time. No back/forth negotiations."”

Familiarity

“Similar to residency process."

“Similar to ERAS for residency so process is familiar.”

Fig. 1. Representative quotes from respondents regarding benefits of the current fellowship matching process.

from service.

To the best of our knowledge, no prior literature has been published
regarding how applicants to gynecologic oncology fellowship programs
view the match process. Insight into problems encountered by candi-
dates could help prompt change in the way we conduct interviews. The
purpose of our study was to conduct a web based survey of successfully
matched gynecologic oncologists who participated in the NRMP match
system. Our hypothesis was that successfully matched gynecologic
oncology applicants will report having spent a great deal of time and
money on the application process and will have novel ideas for
improvement of the match process.

2. Materials and methods

After IRB approval by the Albert Einstein College of Medicine
Institutional Review Board, all Society of Gynecologic Oncology (SGO)
list-serve members who have participated in the National Residency
Match Program® (NRMP) for gynecologic oncology fellowship were
asked to complete an online survey delivered by Survey Monkey®
modeled after surveys used to query participants in surgical and
medical subspecialty matches (Appendix I) (Frishman et al., 2016;
Meals and Osterman, 2015; Bernacki et al., 2012). Linear regression
modeling was used to examine association between year of match,
number of programs applied to, cost incurred, and overall satisfaction.
Data for a cohort of respondents who matched between 2008 and 2016
was analyzed separately as no information exists regarding how many

programs participated in the NRMP prior to 2008. List-serve members
were incentivized to respond by pledging to donate $5.00 to the
Foundation for Women's Cancer for each response received.

Participants were asked to provide free text responses to the
following queries: 1) What would you say are the major benefits of
the gynecologic oncology match process? 2) What would you say are
the major disadvantages of the gynecologic oncology match process? 3)
Please use this space to provide us with suggestions on how you think
the gynecologic oncology match process could be improved. Responses
were recorded in face valid terms, and were coded to domains by three
independent judging reviewers. Each individual response could be
coded to one or multiple thematic domains depending upon content
appraisal by each judge. Kappa values were calculated to assess
consistency in agreement between judges in assignment of domains.
For all thematic domains with kappa < 0.70, arbitration was con-
ducted for code assignment amongst the three reviewing judges. The
process of arbitration included reading of free text statements and
comparison of initial coding. For statements coded to disparate
domains, arbitration amongst the three judges decided on the most
appropriate code(s). For these statements with disparate coding,
manualization of rules for code assignment was conducted and
recorded (Appendix II). Manualized rules were then used to check
domain assignment. For themes with kappa > 0.7, domains were
assigned to statements by majority rule.
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Quotes About Disadvantages
Cost
“Expensive for residents, they typically are just managing to get by so it represents a major source of financial
distress.”
“It’s incredibly expensive to fly somewhere when you have no flexibility in timing because you can only take the
minimum amount of time away from residency. Transportation was my main expense.”
“Expensive and should be subsidized by the host institution.”
Time

“Difficulty finding resident coverage for the interview especially if a lot of classmates also interviewing for fellowship.”
“Hard to miss residency, ACGME rules of # days you can take off in last year of residency.”

“Logistically challenging to arrange interviews. My program only allowed three days away from clinical responsibilities
for interviews, so | had to use a significant amount of vacation time and arrange trades with my co-residents in order

to interview.”

Fairness

at that program.”

“Programs often won't be upfront about their arrangements outside the match.”

“Programs with internal candidates still go through the match, so that they can say that they fill through the match.
This places an unneeded cost burden to those applicants who apply, interview, but really have no chance of matching

“People frequently make agreements outside of the match skewing the outcome”
“Some programs interview applicants even when they know they are taking an internal candidate. This causes
applicants to spend money interviewing at places where they have no chance to match.”

Importance of Connections

prestigious institution. "

“The ‘behind’ the scene phone calls and emails to try to express your desires.”

“I strongly feel the match is dependent on who you know, who your program directors know, and if you come from a

“Biased towards applicants that come from programs with fellowships, where the directors and coordinators meet
frequently and can put in a good word for their own people.”

“Interviews at different programs in the same cities/states were not close in timing, requiring multiple separate flights

“There was significant overlap between dates and thus it would be great if the programs...to have a pre-arranged

Lack of Coordination
to those locations.”
“Candidates who get more than a few interviews often have to make difficult choices about where to interview
without having the opportunity to learn about the programs.”
“Difficulty coordinating travel between geographically distant sites.”
schedule for interviews and coordinate geographically. ~
Uncertainty

“Had to depend/hope for "a deal" to ensure that my spouse matched in same town."
“It doesn’t give you much control and it is very hard to plan life with a spouse/family."

Favors Programs

“Easily manipulated by programs that prefer to highly rank only candidates who have ranked them number one.”

~Programs that do not follow the rules and want you to indicate where they are on your Jist.”

Fig. 2. Representative quotes from respondents regarding disadvantages of the current fellowship matching process.

3. Results

A total of 2057 list serve members of the Society of Gynecologic
Oncology were identified. Twenty-four (1%) were returned undeliver-
able. Of the 282 survey respondents (14% of delivered), 269 were
eligible (13% of delivered). Thirteen respondents were ineligible as
they self-identified as interviewing prior to the NRMP match. Two
hundred and eleven (75%) responded to the first request, 27 (10%) to
the second request, and 43 (15%) to the third request.

Most applicants (91%) applied during only one match cycle,
whereas 8% applied more than once (Table 1). Participants applied to
a mean of 20 programs (range: 1-45) and were offered a mean of 14
interviews (range: 1-43). They spent an average of $6000 (range:
$0-25,000), using personal savings (54%), credit cards (51%), family
support (11%) or personal loans (3%) to cover costs. Interviewees spent
a mean of 15 (range: 0-45) days away from work and 37% reported
difficulty-arranging coverage. Linear regression showed an increase in
number of programs applied to and cost per applicant over time
(p < 0.001). Those who matched lower on their list were more likely
to be disappointed (p < 0.001) or think the process was unfair
(p = 0.03). Applicants who applied to all available programs spent
more money ($2473 extra, p < 0.001) than those that applied based
on geographical preference or quality of a program. In the cohort of
respondents analyzed separately who matched between 2008 and 2016
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(n = 149), more money was spent each year after controlling for
number of programs participating and number of interviews attended
(Appendix III). Nineteen people in this cohort (13%) reported applying
to more than the number of programs available. The majority of
respondents identified the match as fair (70%) and were satisfied
(93%) by Likert scale response. Ninety-three percent matched to his or
her first or second ranked program.

Five hundred and fifty-two free responses by 269 respondents were
recorded for three questions: 1) What are the benefits of the interview
process? (212 free responses, 79% of respondents), 2) What are the
disadvantages of the interview process? (218 free responses, 81% of
respondents), and 3) Suggestions for improvement? (122 responses,
45% of respondents). Thematic domains for benefits of the match
process with kappa agreement = 0.7 were fairness, networking, other
and no response. Domains of the disadvantages of the match process
with kappa = 0.7 were cost, time, and no response. Suggestions for
improvement that had kappa = 0.7 were better coordination between
programs, program cost subsidization, geographical subsidization/SGO
interviews, capping interviews, shorter interviews, programs taking
internal applicants should withdraw from match, and no response. Free
responses regarding benefits the of interview process included domains
of fairness of the process, opportunity to network, see new institutions,
and explore new opportunities (Table 2, Fig. 1). Free text comments
regarding the disadvantages within the current fellowship match
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Quotes About Ways to Improve

Better Coordination

“Programs should coordinate with other institutions in their location to facilitate travel plans for residents coming from afar.”]
“Clustering geographically (like NYC programs did).”

“SGO creating a dedicated schedule by region for interviews to occur to decrease travel.”

Reducing Cost

“Fellowships should subsidize cost of interviews.”

“It would be nice if some travel expenses were covered.”

“Residency programs at least provide general support...for residents who are interested in doing fellowship (since matched
residents reflect positively on residency programs).”

Transparency

money applying and interviewing.™

“Programs should be required to identify if they have an interal candidate.”

“If programs are taking fellows outside the match, they should withdraw and not allow other fellows to waste their time and

“Programs with internal candidates should withdraw from the match process

Screen Applicants

and time away from residency.”

“Initial process with interviews in a more affordable format (i.e. Skype). Perhaps real-time visits could [be] optional (just
informative) or be reserved for a handful of people at the top of your list.”

“An initial round of...Skype interviews to narrow down the applicants and programs interest would help decrease the cost

“Potentially video pre- interviews to decrease travel time, then only select number go on to interview at institution.”

Centralized Interviews

individuals.™

facilities of any given institution.”

“First interview at a national meeting...and then based on first interview offer a second interview to smaller group of

“At SGO, there should be a half day dedicated to a preliminary interview process where programs can meet potential
applicants in a face to face process in a brief manner and then from that pool.”

“Have one national day of interviews at or inmediately before/after a meeting like SGO. It is not important to tour the

“Interview opportunities at one of the national meetings- SGO For example. If you could meet faculty from more than one
program in the same location, it would save a lot of time and money."

“I think interviews should be regional. The programs could be grouped by region and host their interviews at a neutral
location. There would be about 4 interview weekends [for]...4 different locations.”

Shorter Interview Days

more flexibility with travel.”

“Shortening interview days so you can make more flights.”

“More flexibility with interview dates/times (ex weekends). Less evening activities (dinners, interviews lasting until 6pm) so
people can fly home earlier in the day b/c of coverage issues with residency."

“Consider shortening the interview day. | remember one program that had a morning and afternoon option, which allowed for

Fig. 3. Representative quotes from respondents regarding ways to improve the current fellowship matching process.

process were dominated by themes of monetary and time expenditure
(Table 2, Fig. 2). The last free-text survey question asked respondents to
comment on how they thought the gynecologic oncology interview
process could be improved (Table 2, Fig. 3).

4. Discussion

Our study demonstrates that the gynecologic oncology fellowship
application process is time consuming and expensive for applicants. As
time progresses, applicants are applying to more programs and the
financial burden of interviewing is increasing. Despite these barriers,
the majority of respondents reported that the process was fair and
satisfying. Participants had many ideas on how to improve the inter-
view process, and suggested clustering interviews geographically or
conducting preliminary interviews at the SGO Annual Meeting.

Our study shares similarities with other published evaluations of
subspecialty match programs. In 2015, the Committee on Fellowship
Training in Obstetrics and Gynecology (COFTOG) issued recommenda-
tions from a panel discussion that included allocation of weeks of each
month for particular subspecialty interviews, supplemental video or
national meeting interviews, regional coordination of interviews, and
expansion of social networking between applicants to share expenses
(Frishman et al.,, 2016). Meals et al. survey of 61 hand surgery
fellowship applicants resulted in suggestions to centralize or coordinate
interviews, universal applications (i.e. eliminating supplemental appli-
cations), limitation on numbers of interviews accepted or offered, and
alternatives to in-person interviews (Meals and Osterman, 2015). In a
survey of 366 pathology residents applying to fellowship, 21% stated
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they would prefer a matching program over a free-market system
(Bernacki et al., 2012).

There were similarities in the out of pocket monetary and time away
from residency spent by applicants to gynecologic oncology and other
subspecialty fellowships. We found an average cost of $6000 with a
higher upper limit range of $25,000. Igbal et al. reported $5818 spent
by matched and $3786 spent by unmatched candidates to obstetrical
and gynecologic fellowship programs (Igbal et al., 2014). An average of
$6000 spent per candidate was also similar to the report by COFTOG/
CREOG (Frishman et al., 2016). In a survey of 113 neuro-radiology
fellowship candidates, cost was listed as the number one disadvantage
of the interview process (Hammoud et al., 2005). Niesen et al. surveyed
orthopedic surgery candidates who reported an average expense of
$4671 +/— $2454 (range $0-12,000), missed an average of 10 days of
work (range 1-24) and completed an average of 10 = 3.4 (range 1-20)
interviews (Niesen et al., 2015). Participants in our study cited a
slightly higher number of average days out of work, 15 days, and higher
maximum number of 45 days. In another survey of pediatric surgery
fellows, the average candidate expense was $6974, which represented
14% of the average applicants' total salary (Little et al., 2005).

There are several differences in our study as compared to the
existing literature. In our analysis, we demonstrated increased cost and
number of programs applied to over time. Our study is unique in that
we were able to obtain free-response suggestions from participants,
code them using grounded theory methodology and report them in
idiographic format. Free response answers explicitly stated that some
applicants perceived that programs broke rules, hired candidates out-
side of the match and exercised nepotism in ranking candidates.
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Interestingly, there was a correlation with perception of fairness and
satisfaction with the ranking of matched position.

Our study had a 14% overall response rate which falls short of
results reported by similar studies with response rates of 32%-80%
(Meals and Osterman, 2015; Hammoud et al., 2005; Little et al., 2005;
Cannada et al., 2015; Shetty et al., 2005). The low response rate may be
in part due to the fact that we surveyed the whole SGO community
rather than specifically querying recent applicants to gynecologic
oncology fellowship. Our study is also limited in that we included only
participants who had successfully matched to fellowship positions. It
would be very valuable to have data from individuals who have applied
to gynecologic oncology fellowships and not been successful. Our study
is also limited by significant recall bias. Thirteen percent of respondents
who applied between 2008 and 2016 reported applying to more
programs than were available to apply to for that particular year
(Appendix III), exemplifying recall bias that is inherent in any survey
study.

The current fellowship interview process is time consuming and
expensive. The cost of spending an average of 15 days away from
residency training should not be overlooked, as the institutional burden
of this cannot be quantified. Suggested options for improvement
include clustering interviews geographically, conducting preliminary
interviews at the SGO Annual Meeting, greater effort at prescreening
candidates, and retrospective review of results of match practices and
results for both candidates and programs. Future publication of match
statistics for both programs and candidates might also provide trans-
parency to validate fairness of the NRMP match.
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