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Commentary: Cardiothoracic
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coronavirus disease 2019
(COVID-19) pandemic: Time to
recalibrate and reconnect virtually
Robert E. Merritt, MD

CENTRAL MESSAGE

The COVID-19 pandemic has
significantly altered the cardio-
thoracic residency interview
process. Programs will have to
recalibrate their interview pro-
cess and embrace the virtual
interview platform.
Robert E. Merritt, MD

The coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic has
disrupted most aspects of daily living since March 2020.
The social distancing and mitigation of coronavirus
transmission policies have forced cardiothoracic surgery
residency programs to quickly pivot from in-person
interviews to a completely virtual format. Unfortunately,
many cardiothoracic residency programs were not prepared
to optimally orchestrate effective and informative virtual in-
terviews to adequately showcase their residency program
strengths in the best possible light. A survey by the Thoracic
Education Cooperative Group revealed that 96% of the
cardiothoracic surgery residency applicants who inter-
viewed during the 2019 to 2020 interview season favored
the in-person component of the interview process.1 The
most lackluster components of the initial cardiothoracic res-
idency virtual interview process were the description of the
culture of the programs and the lifestyle of the surrounding
communities in which the residency programs are located.
Given the substantial amount of cost savings and fewer
days missed from work by cardiothoracic surgery residency
candidates, there will certainly be enough impetus for opti-
mizing and maintaining the virtual interview platform in the
foreseeable future.2-4 Taylor and colleagues5 have provided
some potential areas of improvement for traditional cardio-
thoracic residency virtual interviews. They reported that
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only 7% of cardiothoracic surgery residency candidates,
who were surveyed after the 2020 to 2021 Match, preferred
the in-person interview format and 87% of the respondents
had a favorable virtual interview experience. The challenge
is, however, that only 50% of the survey respondents felt
that they were able to fully evaluate residency programs
with the virtual interview format. This should be a call to ac-
tion for current cardiothoracic residency programs who are
trying to recruit the best and the brightest residents during
the COVD-19 pandemic and beyond.
The disconnect between the favorable view of virtual in-

terviews by applicants and the inability to decipher impor-
tant residency program characteristics underscores the
important need for the adoption of new changes to improve
the virtual interview experience for cardiothoracic resi-
dency candidates. Improving and expanding the cardiotho-
racic training program’s website is one high-yield upgrade
that could better display faculty profiles, current and past
residents’ profiles, case logs, and didactic curriculum infor-
mation.6 In addition, virtual tours and interviews with cur-
rent cardiothoracic residents would be another high-yield
component of the virtual interview experience that provides
cardiothoracic residency candidates the best insight into the
culture of the program and the daily experiences of current
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cardiothoracic surgery residents.7 A major source of
training program information regarding the amount of
trainee autonomy, operative experience, culture, and quality
of life come from informal interactions with current
residents. These candid encounters between the current
cardiothoracic residents and applicants are probably the
most important components of the interview process;
therefore, cardiothoracic programs will have to preserve
these current trainee–applicant interactions in the virtual
interview process. In the foreseeable future, the challenge
for cardiothoracic residency programs is to figure out
what factors are important to applicants when ranking
programs and determine how to best showcase the most
beneficial program characteristics in a virtual interview
platform.
2 The Journal of Thoracic and Cardiovascular Surger
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