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Financial and Time Burdens for Medical
Students Interviewing for Residency

Paul Callaway, MD; Trisha Melhado, MPH; Anne Walling, MB ChB; Jordan Groskurth

BACKGROUND AND OBIJECTIVES: Interviewing for residency positions is
increasingly stressful for students and challenging for programs. Little infor-
mation is available about the costs and time invested by students in inter-
viewing or about the key factors in decisions to accept interview offers. Our
objective was to assess the time and financial costs of residency interview-
ing for an entire class at a regional campus and explore factors influencing
student decisions to accept interviews.

METHODS: We used a 14-item survey administered electronically immedi-
ately following National Resident Matching Program results.

RESULTS: The response rate was 75% (49 of 65 students). About half in-
terviewed in primary care specialties. Thirty students (63%) applied to 20 or
more programs, and 91% were offered multiple interviews out of state. Sev-
enty percent limited interviews by time and cost. Other important factors in-
cluded personal “fit;” program reputation, and the quality of residents. About
50% of the students spent more than 20 days and $1,000-$5,000 interview-
ing; 29% reported spending over $5,000. Students used multiple funding
sources, predominantly loans and savings. Primary care applicants applied
to fewer out-of-state programs, reported fewer interview days and lower ex-
penses, but received more financial support from programs.

CONCLUSIONS: Students invested considerable time and resources in inter-
viewing, and these factors significantly influenced their decisions about ac-
cepting interviews. The other major factors in interview decisions concerned
personal comfort with the program, especially the residents. The costs and
time reported in this study could be greater than other schools due to the
regional campus location or lower due to the high proportion of students in-
terviewing in primary care.

(Fam Med 2017;49(2):pp-pp.)

the National Resident Match-

ing Program (NRMP) vied for
217,293 first-year positions in 4,012
programs.! Successful US seniors
applied to a median of 30 pro-
grams, received 16 interview offers,
and completed 12 interviews.? The
match rate for the 18.025 US allo-
pathic graduates remained around
94%, despite increasing competition.

I n 2015, 34,904 applicants to
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Interviewing is the most impor-
tant factor in the Match,** but little
is known about its burden on stu-
dents. The few heterogeneous stud-
ies estimate average expenditures
of $4,000—-$6,000 (range <$100 to
>$20,000), but response rates were
20%—47%.%° Lower costs are report-
ed for primary care specialties. This
study assessed the time and costs of
residency interviewing for regional

campus students and explored fac-
tors influencing decisions to accept
interviews.

Methods

Study Population

We studied all fourth-year students
at a regional campus of a large state
medical school.

Design

We used a 14-item survey based on
literature review and input from stu-
dents, faculty, and administrators,
distributed electronically immedi-
ately following NRMP results. Class
leaders sent social media reminders
for 3 weeks. Donations to the grad-
uation celebration were offered pro-
portional to response.

Measures

Survey questions covered number
and location of programs where stu-
dents applied and interviewed; fac-
tors influencing interview decisions;
time, costs, source(s) of funding for
interviewing; and costs covered by
programs.

Analysis

Descriptive: Chi square for primary
care verses other time and expense
comparisons.
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Approval

Approval was granted by the Uni-
versity of Kansas Institutional Re-
view Board.

Results
Forty-nine (75%) of the 65 students
completed surveys: 22 (45%) women;
42 (86%) white; mean age 28 years.
Thirty (63%) students applied to
more than 20 programs; 23 (77%) in
non-primary care and seven (23%)
in primary care (P<.001).
Ninety-one percent of students
were offered five or more interviews
out of state and completed an aver-
age of eight (range 1-15). Sixteen
percent interviewed in more than
one specialty mainly due to concern
about not matching in the desired
specialty. Almost 70% of students
limited the number of interviews

because of time and/or cost. The
most important additional factor
was personal “fit” with the program.
Residents were highly influential in
interviewing decisions (Table 1). For-
ty-seven percent of students spent
20 or more days interviewing (Fig-
ure 1). Half spent $1,000-$5,000
and 29% spent over $5,000 (Figure
2), using multiple funding sources
(Table 2). About 20% of programs
covered lodging, approximately 30%
paid for meals, and 24% offered trav-
el assistance. Applicants in primary
care spent comparable time but in-
curred significantly less expense and
received significantly more financial
support from programs (Tables 3
and 4).

Students matched to 25 different
programs in 18 states; 47% matched

Table 1: “Very Important” Factors in Accepting Invitations to Interview

Factor Percentage of
Students Reporting
Personal “fit” with the program 82
Program reputation 65
Program location 63
Advice from and/or experience with residents 47
Program literature/website 41
Recommendations from medical school/faculty 37
Recommendations from other students 31

Factors are not mutually exclusive

Figure 1: Time Commitment Associated With Interviewing

16%

31%
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m1to 10 days
m11to 20 days
o21 to 30 days
0>30 days

39%

in primary care and 30% to local
programs.

Discussion

The high response rate conveys the
experience of one class of US seniors.
The small sample, regional campus,
and primary care culture limit ap-
plicability to other schools. The study
indicates the need for further re-
search into the topic.

Study respondents reported simi-
lar numbers of applications submit-
ted, interview offers, and interviews
completed to the medians for all
matched US allopathic graduates.?
The “magic number” of interviews
for success in any specialty is un-
known but on a 94% Match rate was
related to five interviews in plastic
surgery.2™1% In all specialties, the
number of applications and inter-
views is excessive but understand-
able in this high-stakes process.

Location and overall quality of the
program were crucial in selecting
programs. Notably, residents were
more influential than input from fac-
ulty, other students, or information
provided by the program or medi-
cal school.

The interview costs appear sim-
ilar to figures previously reported,
but comparisons are complicated by
our high proportion of primary care
applicants.® Costs of under $5,000
have been reported by 94% for family
medicine applicants, 81% for internal
medicine, and 88% for pediatrics.®
Our students could be expected to
incur additional travel costs as the
closest residency programs outside
of the Sponsoring Institution are ap-
proximately 200 miles away. Narra-
tive comments validated that cost
was significantly more important
than time in deciding on the num-
ber and location of interviews. Stu-
dents interviewed nationwide, often
using borrowed funds. Residencies
showed great variation in financial
assistance, with primary care pro-
grams providing significantly more
support.

No study has reported time spent
interviewing. Students may under-
report interviewing time due to
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Table 2: Financial Support for Interviewing

Percent of
Principal Source Students Reporting
Loans 23
Savings 16
Credit cards 5
Family gifts 4

More than one source reported by 52% of students

Figure 2: Expenditures Associated With Interviewing

2% 2%

49%

regulations about excused absences.
The time demands of interviewing
are crucial in designing fourth-
year curricula.!’ Students prioritize
matching for residency over other
fourth year goals.!?
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Table 3: Interview Time and Cost Primary Care and Other Specialties

Primary NonPrimary
Care Care
n=23 n=25 P Value
More than 20 days interviewing 10 (44%) 12 (48%) NS (P=.94)
Total expenses <$1,000 10 (44%) 1 (4%) .005
$1001-$5,000 9 (39%) 15 (60%)
> $5,000 4 (17%) 9 (36%)

NS—not significant
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Table 4: Financial Support From Programs by Category

Primary Non-Primary
Care Care
N=23 N=25
Travel Expenses (p=.002)
No programs paid any expenses 11 (48%) 25 (100%)
Some programs paid partial expenses 5 (22%) 0 (0%)
Some or all programs paid all expenses 5 (22%) 0 (0%)
Lodging (p<.001)
No programs paid any expenses 0 (0%) 3 (12%)
Some programs paid partial expenses 0 (0%) 11 (44%)
Some or all programs paid all expenses 22 (96%) 10 (40%)
Meals (p=.033)
No programs paid any expenses 0 (0%) 1 (4%)
All programs paid partial expenses 5 (22%) 6 (24%)
Some programs paid partial expenses 3 (13%) 9 (36%)
Some or all programs paid all expenses 14 (61%) 9 (36%)

Note: percentages may not add up due to missing data
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