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Maximizing Educational Engagement
and Program Exposure for
Recruitment to the Integrated and
Independent Interventional Radiology
Programs in a Virtual Environment
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Sukhdeep Grewal, MD, Dhara Kinariwala, MD, Luke R Wilkins, MD

Interventional Radiology residency training programs experienced significant impacts secondary to the COVID-19 pandemic. Prospective
resident recruitment and resident education were particularly affected due to limitations on in-person gatherings in effort to curb exposure.
Finding ways to mitigate the pandemic’s effect on recruitment and education was a challenge faced by residency programs across the
nation. This article discusses a single Interventional Radiology program’s approach to adapting to the reality of limited interpersonal inter-
action as well as efforts to maintain engagement for resident recruitment and education in a virtual setting.
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INTRODUCTION

he COVID-19 pandemic brought about numerous

challenges for interventional radiology (IR) residency

programs in maintaining resident education, medical
student recruitment and engagement of all learners (1-5).
Travel bans and limitations on in-person gatherings necessary
to mitigate viral spread resulted in significant disruptions to
the traditional residency recruitment and interview process
(6-11). A majority of IR residency programs adopted a virtual
approach to the process in accordance with Association of
Program Directors in Radiology Interventional Radiology
guidelines as well as those of the Coalition for Physician
Accountability (5).

At the time of writing of this article, the authors believe the
upcoming recruitment season will be similar as has been dis-
cussed by the same organizations. It is also difficult to predict
if or when another pandemic mirroring the severity of
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COVID-19 may occur again. For this reason, it is important
for residency programs to be prepared to make the necessary
adaptations to continue resident education and recruitment
within the confines of in-person restrictions.

This overview seeks to provide our institution’s experience
with the transition to the virtual education and recruitment
model and a focus on various strategies used to promote
engagement of applicants in the setting of limited to no in
person interaction.

Virtual Symposium

Our institution hosted a Virtual Interventional Radiology
Symposium over the Zoom platform with two primary goals:
provide IR education to all levels of medical students and to
serve as a recruitment tool for prospective residents. The Vir-
tual Symposium included presentations from IR faculty
members that focused on high impact IR topics as well as
extreme IR case examples. Additionally, there was an IR
Trivia segment included during the event, providing an inter-
active venue for symposium attendees. An IR resident panel
including current residents and alumni (dating back as far as
10 years since graduation) allowed students to gain perspec-
tive on the culture of the program and the successes of
alumni. In the past, the symposium was typically attended by
students at institutions in the surrounding region. The Virtual
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Symposium was open to all interested IR applicants nation-
wide and allowed for attendance regardless of their current
training location. Engagement with the Virtual Symposium
was high with 62 medical students signing up to attend the
event.

Exposure to Current Residents and Program Alumni

Virtual meet-and-greet events hosted over the Zoom plat-
form were an additional method used to provide applicants
exposure to our program and culture. These informal events
were designed for medical students and residents applying to
the integrated and independent IR residency programs,
respectively. Separate meet-and-greet events were hosted for
the applicants to integrated IR and independent IR, corre-
sponding with their application cycles, respectively. The
meet-and-greet events were marketed using our program’s
Twitter account as well as through the Society of Interven-
tional Radiology residency website. Applicants were given
the opportunity to speak with current residents about the
program in a low-stress environment, similar to the pre-inter-
view dinner the applicants would attend if interviews were in
person. Each meet-and-greet event was preceded by a brief
welcome from the respective program directors and division
director highlighting strengths of the program. The attending
faculty members would subsequently exit the virtual environ-
ment allowing applicants to ask residents further questions
about life in the program. A unique aspect of the virtual event
was that prior graduates of the program were also invited to
attend and provide insight into life after training, practice
models of post-graduate positions, and preparedness for inde-
pendent practice after training at our program. These gradu-
ates spanned 10 years from graduation and practiced IR in a
variety of settings including academia, private practice groups,
outpatient-based laboratories, among others.

Resident and Faculty Engagement

Our institution transitioned from traditional in-person jour-
nal clubs to virtual journal clubs, which made it easy to
include both current residents as well as applicants. Each
paper was presented by current residents with a brief analysis.
A serendipitous consequence of virtual journal club was that
residents and faculty from other programs were able to join,
promoting deeper discussion and collaboration with other
institutions. World-renowned leaders in IR, and lead authors
of the articles were also invited to the journal club events to
provide a unique educational opportunity for both members
of the residency program and as well as candidates applying
to the programs. These journal clubs not only provided appli-
cants exposure to the educational opportunities they could
expect from our program, but also insight into the culture of
our institution. Attendance at the virtual journal club was
generally high in terms of the ratio of number of invitees to
those in attendance to the virtual event. All candidates
selected for interview for the integrated IR residency were
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invited to participate in three separate journal clubs. Similarly,
all candidates selected to interview for the independent IR
residency program were invited to two separate journal clubs.
Approximately 80% of applicants attended at least one journal
club and 30% attended all the journal clubs that were avail-
able. We hope to continue these collaborative multi-institu-
tional virtual journal clubs in the future given the high level
of both trainee and applicant engagement.

Interview candidates for each residency program were
additionally invited to our weekly structured didactic sessions
allowing them to experience the type of education they
would regularly receive at our institution. Candidates selected
to interview for the integrated IR residency and independent
IR residency had the opportunity to participate in 6 and 4
separate lectures during their selection cycles, respectively.
Similarly, approximately 80% of applicants attended at least
one didactic session and 30% attended all the didactic sessions
that were available. Of the three matched independent IR
residents, all (100%) participated in all of events to which
they were invited. One of the 2 matched integrated IR resi-
dents participated in all events.

DISCUSSION

The COVID-19 pandemic has significantly affected the
delivery of medical education. All residency training pro-
grams have been affected, and IR is no exception (1-5).
Many programs have described novel virtual learning and
recruitment strategies (8-11). Our institution specifically
focused on continued engagement of both medical students
and residents applying for our integrated and independent IR
residency programs, respectively, with exposure to current
and past residents, journal clubs, and didactics throughout the
interview season. This was an intentional attempt to give the
applicants a better sense of the culture of our program, a void
that many programs and applicants experienced in this virtual
environment. As noted, these virtual events had a high impact
on our program as all matched candidates participated in mul-
tiple events, some candidates participating in all available
opportunities.

CONCLUSION

The COVID-19 pandemic and resulting precautions have
required residency programs to adopt a virtual model for
both education and recruitment. The upcoming year’s
recruitment cycle will be restricted to an online setting and
the methods to promote engagement in the virtual environ-
ment outlined here may be improved and expanded upon for
effective recruitment despite these limitations. Some aspects
of a virtual recruitment model may provide utility beyond
the restrictions of a global pandemic. Given the significant
costs associated with travel for residency interviews, virtual
recruitment strategies provide a more equity conscious alter-
native for the interview process promoting expansion of
opportunities for residency programs to engage with
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prospective applicants (12). Though an in-person residency

interview visit does provide a more in-depth view of a pro-

gram and its culture, a virtual alternative with multiple
opportunities to engage with programs may be a viable alter-
native for select individuals.
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