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abstract

PURPOSE To describe the characteristics of the members of the ASCO-sponsored Oncology Student Interest
Groups (OSIGs) in Latin America.

METHODS This was a multicenter cross-sectional study. We surveyed 97 OSIG members from three medical
schools in Peru and Mexico. We administered a 60-question survey covering topics including personal
background, oncology training experience, and professional practice expectations and preferences.

RESULTS A little more than one half of the surveyed OSIGmembers were female. More than one half had a visa to
visit the United States and had an advanced level of English. One half of the OSIG members were also ASCO
members. Most participants agreed or strongly agreed that participation in their OSIG increased their interest in
cancer-related specialties (94%) and provided professional networking opportunities (94%) and that it was
accessible to all students (91%). Most participants believed that their OSIG had sufficient resources to carry out
its activities. Students were asked to rate their interest when they enteredmedical school versus at the time of the
survey. Most of the members were strongly interested in pursuing surgical oncology. The majority of members
were somewhat interested or very interested in palliative care and medical oncology.

CONCLUSION To our knowledge, this is the first study that provides data on medical student perceptions of the
Latin American OSIGs sponsored by ASCO. Student perceptions of medical oncology and the impact of OSIGs
were generally positive. Given the shortages of oncology specialists in Latin American and elsewhere, strategies
to engage medical students in the pursuit of cancer-related careers are becoming increasingly essential.
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INTRODUCTION

ASCO is an organization that connects nearly 45,000
oncology professionals around the world. In Latin
American countries, where cancer is the second-
leading cause of death, there is a shortage of medi-
cal oncologists to meet the demands of patients from
the region.1 Cancer is the third- and first-leading cause
of mortality in Mexico and Peru, respectively.2,3 De-
spite the burden of this disease, there are just 0.48 and
two oncologists for every 100,000 people in Mexico
and Peru, respectively.4 For comparison, the United
States has 16.1 oncologists for every 100,000 people.5

The ratio of new cancer cases per clinical oncologist is
420 for Mexico, 331 for Peru, and 137 for the United
States. In Mexico and Peru, the majority of oncologists
work in their respective capital cities, resulting in
significant shortages in smaller towns and rural areas.6

It is important to note that in Peru and Mexico, the field
of medical oncology treats only patients with solid
tumors; in the United States, the field of oncology-
hematology involves patients with blood diseases as

well as those with solid tumors.7 Unfortunately, data
regarding the practice of other cancer-related spe-
cialties in Mexico and Peru, such as radiation oncology
and surgical oncology, are not available.

The strategic plan of ASCO is to support the global
oncology community to reduce the burden of cancer.
As part of this plan, ASCO is interested in increasing
medical student engagement and interest in cancer-
related careers, both within the United States of
America and internationally.8 Consistent with this,
ASCO developed a program to sponsor Oncology
Student Interest Groups (OSIGs), which are made up
of medical students and residents who share a com-
mon interest in the field of oncology and meet reg-
ularly to learn more about cancer, patient care, and
pursuing a career in oncology.9 In this way, ASCO
seeks to encourage the pursuit of specialties related
to oncology to face the shortage of cancer control
specialists.10,11 ASCO offers a 2-year sponsorship that
includes funding, opportunities to connect with cancer
professionals, and the opportunity to attend the annual
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ASCO meeting. OSIG program benefits include access to
situational mentoring and networking opportunities. More-
over, OSIGmembers have the opportunity to submit research
to the abstract forum at the ASCO annual meeting, apply for
travel stipends to that meeting, receive complimentary stu-
dent registration for it, and the opportunity to be paired with
an oncologymentor as part of the buddy program. EachOSIG
receives funds based on the needs expressed in a detailed
budget sent as part of the initial application.

For the period of 2018-2019, at the time of the current
study, ASCO sponsored 87 OSIGs across 33 states in the
United States and five countries.10,11 In Latin America,
there were only four (4.6%) of all OSIGs, including one in
Peru at the National University of San Marcos (Universidad
Nacional Mayor de San Marcos [UNMSM]) and three in
Mexico at: (1) the University of Anahuac (Universidad
Anáhuac [UA]), (2) the Autonomous University of Baja
California (Universidad Autonoma deBaja California [UABC]),
and (3) the Autonomous University of Coahuila (Universidad
Autonoma de Coahuila [UAC]).10 After the completion of this
study, for the period of 2019-2020, two additional OSIGs
were founded in Latin America, one in Brazil and another
in Mexico,12 to bring the total number of Latin OSIGs to
six (6.74%) of all OSIGs).

Few studies have evaluated the factors that influence the
choice to pursue a career in cancer-related specialties. A
French study found that among residents, the most de-
cisive motivation for choosing medical oncology was the
experience they had had at the undergraduate level. The
main reasons listed were the interest of the students in
cancer research, the multidisciplinary nature of oncology,
and the significant variations in clinical practice and the
perception of the lifestyle offered by these specialties.13 In
a study conducted by the Boston University School of
Medicine, the implementation of a Student Oncology So-
ciety, a multidisciplinary interest group led by students, was
associated with an increase in student interest in oncology
compared with when the students startedmedical school.14

In this study, we sought to gain additional understanding of
the membership of the ASCO-sponsored OSIGs in Latin
America. We surveyed OSIG members in Peru and Mexico
to describe the basic demographic characteristics of their
members, their experience and perceptions of oncology
specialties, their interest in cancer-related careers, and
their engagement with ASCO. The study was limited to
these two countries, because these were the only two
countries in Latin America with ASCO-sponsored OSIGs at
the time.

METHODS

This study was cross-sectional and multicenter. The pop-
ulation consisted of all of the student members of the
ASCO-sponsored OSIGs in Latin America during 2019,
including at UNMSM in Peru, as well as at UABC, UA, and
UAC in Mexico. A brief description of the characteristics of
each university and its curriculum can be found in the Data
Supplement. We collected data through a 60-item ques-
tionnaire that had three sections:

1. Personal background
2. Oncology training
3. Professional practice expectations and preferences.

To ensure clarity for both Peruvian and Mexican students,
the survey was developed in Spanish by A.A.-G., A.D.B.-H.,
C.A.G.-N., A.R.M.-R., and M.G.-W. The survey contained
sections regarding sociodemographics, perceptions of
specialties related to oncology, training in oncology during
medical school, and preferences and expectations for the
OSIG at all of the surveyed universities. The research ethics
committee of UNMSM approved the protocol (19-0091).

Participants provided informed consent before filling out
the survey, which was conducted using Google Forms. For
qualitative variables, descriptive statistics were used, in-
cluding frequencies and percentages. To analyze interest in
cancer-related careers, we used a Likert scale ranging from1
to 10 (1 = no interest, 10 = strong interest). Because of the
differences in training duration and curriculum between
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countries, we asked specific questions only regarding med-
ical oncology as a medical specialty. We assessed the level
of interest in only the specialties of surgical oncology, pal-
liative care, and radiation oncology. Students were asked to
rate their interest when they started medical school versus at
the time of the survey. Data were subjected to a paired t test.
All analyses were performed in STATA. All P values are two
sided at a significance level of .05.

RESULTS

The four surveyed ASCO-sponsored OSIGs consisted of
125 medical students. We sent out a survey to each one of
these students, and a total of 97 students responded
(response rate, 77.6%). Only one student from the UAC
OSIG (n = 15) in Mexico responded, and as such, this OSIG
was omitted. A total of 96 surveys were analyzed. The
baseline characteristics of the surveyed Latin American
OSIG members are listed in Table 1. The majority of OSIG
members were female. None of the students surveyed were

citizens of the United States, but more than one half had
a visa to visit the United States, and 62.5% self-reported
having an advanced English level. Most had been a member
of their OSIG for , 1 year. Just over one half were also
ASCO student members. More than 75% reported having
a family member diagnosed with cancer.

The perceptions of the OSIG student members regarding
oncology specialties are listed in Table 2. The majority
reported agreement or strong agreement with the phrases
“medical oncology is an attractive specialty,” “enjoys an
elevated status among other specialties,” and “elevated
social status,” “enjoys scientific prestige,” “has an essential
role in society,” and “it is interesting for research.” Con-
versely, 44.79% reported agreement or strong agreement
with the statement “medical oncology has a high salary,”
and 43.75% of students were neutral about it. One half of
the participants agreed or strongly agreed with medical
oncology providing a “good work environment.” With
regards to oncology education in their medical school, most

TABLE 1. Characteristics of the OSIG
Characteristic UA UABC UNMSM Total

Total 53 (55.21) 14 (14.58) 29 (30.21) 96 (100)

Age, years, mean and SD 19.94 6 1.36 23.43 6 2.24 21.48 6 2.37 20.92 6 2.22

Female 34 (64.15) 7 (50) 11 (37.93) 52 (54.17)

Upper third of the class rank 38 (71.70) 6 (42.86) 18 (62.07) 62 (64.58)

Visa to visit United States 40 (75.47) 12 (92.31) 5 (17.24) 57 (60)

Published scientific paper 6 (11.32) 0 (0) 2 (6.9) 8 (8.33)

Attended ASCO conference 5 (9.43) 2 (14.29) 5 (17.24) 12 (12.50)

Took courses with patient contact 28 (52.83) 14 (100) 24 (82.76) 66 (68.75)

Leadership position in OSIG 5 (9.43) 2 (14.29) 9 (31.03) 16 (16.67)

Family member works in oncology field 4 (7.55) 1 (7.14) 1 (3.45) 6 (6.25)

Family member diagnosed with cancer 42 (79.25) 11 (78.57) 21 (72.41) 74 (77.08)

Attended medical conference in home country 38 (71.70) 14 (100) 19 (65.52) 71 (73.96)

Attended medical conference abroad 4 (7.55) 1 (7.14) 4 (13.79) 9 (9.38)

Student member of ASCO 12 (22.64) 12 (85.71) 25 (86.21) 49 (51.04)

Membership, months

. 36 0 (0) 0 (0) 1 (3.45) 1 (1.04)

30-36 0 (0) 0 (0) 1 (3.45) 1 (1.04)

19-24 1 (1.89) 0 (0) 3 (10.34) 4 (4.17)

13-18 2 (3.77) 3 (21.43) 10 (34.48) 15 (15.63)

6-12 12 (22.64) 11 (78.57) 13 (44.83) 36 (37.50)

, 6 38 (71.79) 0 (0) 1 (3.45) 39 (40.63)

Self-reported level of English

Advanced 45 (84.91) 7 (50) 8 (27.59) 60 (62.50)

Intermediate 7 (13.21) 7 (50) 7 (24.14) 21 (21.88)

Basic 1 (1.89) 0 (0) 12 (41.38) 13 (13.54)

None 0 (0) 0 (0) 2 (6.90) 2 (2.08)

NOTE. Data presented as No. (%) unless indicated otherwise.
Abbreviations: OSIG, Oncology Student Interest Group; SD, standard deviation; UA, Universidad Anáhuac; UABC, Universidad Autonoma de

Baja California; UNMSM, Universidad Nacional Mayor de San Marcos.
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members agreed or strongly agreed that “there are suffi-
cient reasons to justify its mandatory theoretical-practical
learning,” “oncology teaching must be mandatory,” and
“the training I receive in oncology seems appropriate to
me.” About their respective OSIG, the majority of students
agreed or strongly agreed that these organizations in-
creased their interest in oncology, promoted the estab-
lishment of professional connections, and were accessible
to all students, and that their OSIG had sufficient resources
to carry out its activities.

The factors that influenced the students’ interest in on-
cology are listed in Table 3. The majority expressed that

their interest in oncology was positively affected by personal
experiences in medical school, the OSIG, their experience
as either a patient or relative of a patient, and the opinions of
other physicians and oncology specialists. The views of
family and friends had a positive influence, and social
media had a variable impact. Members were asked about
their interest in oncology as a medical field when they
started medical school compared with at the time of the
survey. Participants in all groups reported a significant
increase in their interest (Data Supplement).

Table 4 lists the interest of OSIG members in careers in
oncology. Most of the members were strongly interested in

TABLE 2. Beliefs of OSIG Members

Component/Item
Strongly
Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree

Strongly
Agree

Medical oncology as a specialty in their home country

Is an attractive specialty 6 (6.25) 3 (3.13) 16 (16.67) 28 (29.71) 43 (44.79)

Has a high salary 5 (5.21) 6 (6.25) 42 (43.75) 36 (37.5) 7 (7.29)

Has a good work environment 7 (7.29) 11 (11.46) 30 (31.25) 40 (41.67) 8 (8.33)

Has elevated status among other specialties 4 (4.17) 12 (12.5) 22 (22.92) 36 (37.5) 22 (22.92)

Has elevated social status 3 (3.13) 14 (14.58) 28 (29.17) 30 (31.25) 21 (21.88)

Has scientific prestige 5 (5.21) 9 (9.38) 16 (16.67) 28 (29.71) 38 (39.58)

Has an essential role in society 6 (6.25) 4 (4.17) 13 (13.54) 23 (23.96) 50 (52.08)

Is interesting for research 5 (5.21) 2 (2.08) 9 (9.39) 19 (19.79) 61 (63.54)

Oncology education in their medical school

There are sufficient reasons to justify its mandatory
theoretical-practical learning

2 (2.08) 2 (2.08) 6 (6.25) 25 (26.04) 61 (63.54)

Oncology teaching must be mandatory 2 (2.08) 1 (1.04) 14 (14.58) 24 (25) 55 (57.29)

The training I receive in oncology seems appropriate to me 12 (12.50) 15 (15.63) 18 (18.75) 29 (30.21) 22 (22.92)

OSIG of their medical school

Increases the interest in oncology in medical students 0 (0.00) 0 (0.00) 6 (6.25) 36 (37.5) 54 (56.25)

Promotes the establishment of professional connections 0 (0.00) 0 (0.00) 6 (6.25) 30 (31.25) 60 (62.5)

Has the resources to carry out its activities 0 (0.00) 6 (6.25) 13 (13.54) 42 (43.75) 35 (36.46)

Is accessible to all students of my institution 0 (0.00) 2 (2.08) 7 (7.29) 29 (30.21) 58 (60.42)

NOTE. Data presented as No. (%).
Abbreviation: OSIG, Oncology Student Interest Group.

TABLE 3. Influence on the Perception of Oncology as a Medical Field

Item
Extremely
Negative

Somewhat
Negative Neutral

Somewhat
Positive

Extremely
Positive

Personal experience as a patient or patient relative 6 (6.25) 9 (9.38) 31 (32.29) 24 (25) 26 (27.08)

Opinion of other doctors 1 (1.04) 7 (7.29) 22 (22.92) 44 (45.83) 22 (22.92)

Opinion of the oncology specialists themselves 2 (2.08) 2 (2.08) 20 (20.83) 38 (39.58) 34 (35.42)

Opinion of my family and/or friends 7 (7.29) 9 (9.39) 34 (35.42) 20 (20.83) 26 (27.08)

Information from social media 4 (4.17) 10 (10.42) 42 (43.75) 25 (26.04) 15 (15.63)

Own experience in medical school 1 (1.04) 2 (2.08) 15 (15.63) 40 (41.67) 38 (39.58)

OSIG from my university 1 (1.04) 0 (0.00) 12 (12.50) 35 (36.46) 48 (50.00)

NOTE. Data presented as No. (%).
Abbreviation: OSIG, Oncology Student Interest Group.
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pursuing surgical oncology. The majority of members
where somewhat interested or very interested in palliative
care and medical oncology. A minority of students reported
an interest in radiation oncology.

DISCUSSION

The perception among the student participants of income
potential as a medical oncologist was mixed. In Peru,
oncology is the medical specialty with the lowest average
wage. According to publicly available information, the av-
erage yearly salaries for Peruvian and Mexican medical
oncologists are equivalent to $17,662.68 and $11,739
USD, respectively.15 Medical oncologists in Peru are less
likely to have higher incomes than physicians without
specialty training.16 In the United States, a 2011 study on
the factors associated with choosing oncology and he-
matology as a specialty reported that fewer than one half of
oncologists considered salary as a determining factor for
their career choice.17 Whether the same is valid for Latin
American students is unknown.

Students considered that the ASCO-sponsored OSIGs
had a positive influence on their interest in oncology and
provided an opportunity to network with cancer spe-
cialists. In 2007, the French Association of Residents in
Oncology surveyed every resident in medical oncology in
the country to determine the factors that influence the
decision to choose oncology for residency. The survey
found that 83% consider training as a motivating factor
for their choice. In the French study mentioned pre-
viously, 24% of participants reported that they did not
receive adequate oncologic training during medical
school, which is strikingly similar to the 27% of students
with a similar perception in our study.18 This finding
highlights the need to identify opportunities for im-
provement in the current oncology curriculum of medical
schools in Latin America.

A study by Sherwood et al,19 at a meeting of Interest
Groups in Oncology at the University of Saint John in
Canada, found that students perceived interest groups as
necessary. Activities such as clinical skill workshops and
training in delivering bad news were particularly valued by
students. The ability to connect with mentors in oncology
was also an influential factor in their future choice. The
authors pointed out that sufficient funding was vital to the
success of these groups. These findings highlight the

importance of initiatives such as the ASCO-sponsored
OSIGs in funding for these types of activities within Latin
America. The surveyed members perceived that the fi-
nancing available through ASCO was adequate to maintain
their activities.

It is important to note that sponsored OSIGs are the only
sponsor initiatives by ASCO that explicitly include medical
students outside the United States.12 This is especially
important because, according to the Accreditation Coun-
cil of Graduate Medical Education, 36.4% of active
hematologist-oncologists are international medical gradu-
ates (IMGs).20 Moreover, 40.9% of hematology-oncology
fellows are IMGs.21 Together, these statistics indicate that
international physicians are a significant component of the
oncologic workforce. Given the fact that the majority of
members of ASCO-sponsored OSIGs had an advanced
level of English and a visa to visit the United States, the
potential exchange of medical students is feasible.

Personal experiences with cancer, experiences in medical
school, and the opinions of medical experts and educators
positively influence the decision to select oncology as
a specialty. One study performed in the United States and
Canada found that personal experiences were the most
significant factor, with the opinions of physicians exerting
a secondary influence.22 Another study in Mexico found
that medical educators and personal experiences in
medical workshops and activities were the most influential
factors in the choice of medical specialty.23 Conversely, the
opinion of family members and friends seemed to have little
influence. This is in agreement with two separate studies
performed in Saudi Arabia and Brazil, in which students
reported that the opinions of family members and friends
had little or no significant influence on their choice of
medical specialty.24,25 The majority of OSIG students agreed
that medical oncology is an attractive specialty, is inter-
esting for those interested in research, plays an essential
role in society, and enjoys scientific and social prestige.
However, we understand that these experiences and
feelings can be part of the self-selection elements of
those interested in oncology.

It has been reported that students initially interested in
oncology lose interest as they advance in their careers.26 In
our study, we found that OSIG members reported a sig-
nificant increase in their interest in the field of oncology
compared with when they entered medical school. A

TABLE 4. Interest of OSIG Members in Careers in Oncologic Specialties

Item
Not at All
Interested

Not Very
Interested Neutral

Somewhat
Interested

Very
Interested

Surgical oncology 6 (6.25) 15 (15.63) 0 (0.00) 22 (22.92) 53 (55.21)

Palliative care 11 (11.46) 36 (37.50) 0 (0.00) 28 (29.17) 21 (21.88)

Medical oncology 3 (3.13) 11 (11.46) 0 (0.00) 37 (38.54) 45 (46.88)

Radiation oncology 17 (17.71) 35 (36.46) 0 (0.00) 31 (32.29) 13 (13.54)

NOTE. Data are presented as No. (%).
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limitation of this finding is that we asked students to report
their interest in oncology when they started medical school
and at the current time in the same survey, which in-
troduced the potential for recall bias. In addition, the
students surveyed were all active members of the ASCO-
sponsored OSIG, and, as such, there was potential for
selection bias. To overcome these biases, student specialty
interest at the time of medical school enrollment would
need to be collected prospectively and assessed at multiple
times as the student progresses. Because such information
is not currently available in the surveyed medical schools,
we consider that it is valuable to report our limited findings.
Another limitation is that this survey included only two Latin
American countries, and since the completion of this study,
other countries have joined the ASCO-sponsored OSIG
initiative. As such, the current results may not be repre-
sentative of the experience across all of Latin America. The

number of Latin American OSIGs has been increasing
annually; this expansion is important because of the low
number of oncologists in these countries. Additional studies
characterizing ASCO-sponsored OSIGs globally should be
considered to determine the influence of this initiative in
different parts of the world.

To our knowledge, this is the first study to provide data about
Latin American OSIGs sponsored by ASCO. We expect that
our data will help inform the design of future initiatives aimed
at engaging medical students in cancer-related careers.
Student perceptions of medical oncology and the impact of
ASCO-sponsored OSIGs at their institutions were generally
positive. Given the shortages of oncology specialists in Latin
American and elsewhere, strategies to engage medical
students in the pursuit of cancer-related careers are be-
coming increasingly essential.
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