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The Association of American Medical Colleges (AAMC) has
recommended that residency interviews be conducted remote-
ly in light of public health risks associated with traveling dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic [1]. Program directors have lim-
ited time to make major changes to their recruitment methods
with inadequate preliminary guidelines [2, 3].

There will be multiple challenges involved with such a
significant, rapid change. Medical students use geographic
location as a major factor in their match decision [4, 5].
Without visiting a new city, it will be harder to commit to
living in a new location. It may also be more challenging to
appreciate the unique strengths and weaknesses of a program
without an in-person interview and tour.

Despite these challenges, remote recruitment presents op-
portunities similar to those that surfaced during the transition
of clinical care and didactics to video platforms. Remote inter-
views alleviate scheduling, travel, and financial barriers asso-
ciated with in-person interviews [6, 7]. Since monetary costs
disproportionately affect underrepresented minority students
and students of lower socioeconomic status, reducing them
has the potential to increase equity [8, 9]. Programs will save
money in the transition to remote interviews [10], which is
especially relevant as programs face budget shortfalls during
the COVID-19 pandemic. Programs may also benefit from
having a broader pool of applicants with increased geographic
diversity.

This paper provides program directors with initial ideas and
considerations for remote recruitment to match interns suited
to their program. The best practice guidelines from the AAMC
for conducting residency interviews [11] continue to be rele-
vant for remote interviews with some creative and logistical
modifications. There have already been positive reports of

using remote interviews effectively for recruitment to residen-
cy programs [12–16].

Screening Applications

Remote interviews are more accessible to medical students
with limited time and money for traveling, which will increase
the incentive to apply to more programs. However, most pro-
grams are not likely to significantly increase their interview
slots due to constraints on faculty and resident time. Programs
have already experienced an increased number of applicants
over the last 5 years [17], and a further increase will require
even more faculty time to review applications.

Applicant screening will be especially important to deter-
mine which applicants are truly interested in a program. A
structured screening tool with points for various elements of
the application could increase efficiency and standardization,
especially if administrative staff can complete the first steps of
the process [18]. Another option is to conduct brief screening
interviews by phone or video with a larger number of appli-
cants before inviting them for a full interview experience,
which has been shown to be cost-effective and time-efficient
[19].

Brief secondary applications can be used to identify appli-
cants’ compatibility with a program. For example, a short
essay prompt could select for applicants with interests that
align with a program’s mission (e.g., interest in psychothera-
py) or it could select for specific characterological traits that
have allowed residents to be successful in the past (e.g., re-
sponsiveness to feedback). A secondary application could also
filter for applicants with specific connections to a program; for
example, many program directors already use geographic ties
as a predictor that applicants will come to their program. A
short series of checkboxes with room for expansion could
confirm an applicant’s interest in a specific program, geo-
graphic region, or program specialization. See Table 1 for
specific examples.
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Secondary applications may help programs reduce their
applicant pool to a more manageable size. One program found
that a secondary application asking for specific interest in their
program caused 25% of applicants to self-select out of their
pool [20]. While a secondary application presents an addition-
al hurdle during an already time-intensive application process,
there are potential advantages for both applicants and residen-
cy programs. With fewer applications to review, a program
can devote more time to each application, allowing them to
focus on humanistic criteria rather than numerical selection
criteria (e.g., a minimum test score) to reduce the cohort size
[20–22].

The Interview Day

Many interview day activities can be converted to remote
settings, but there are logistical modifications to consider.

Sharing Resources

Programs that provide applicants with a welcome packet of
materials about their program will now need to either mail
these materials to applicants in advance of their interview
day or convert them to online materials. Electronic conversion
could be as simple as emailing a pdf to applicants, but pro-
grams may wish to consider richer formats such as those pro-
vided by Canvas or Medhub.

Conducting Remote Interviews

Most interviewers and applicants will be familiar with video
conferencing from their experiences over the past several
months. However, the anxiety of an interview raises the stakes
of these interactions. We recommend orienting interviewers to
best practices for remote applicant interactions. This should
include practical tips, such as using a neutral background and
optimal lighting, minimizing distractions, plugging portable
computers into a power source, minimizing the video of one-
self, and avoiding excessive movement [13]. Orientation

should also include instruction to use more explicit cues to
put applicants at ease because video interactions obscure sub-
tle verbal and body language cues. Interviewers can be more
expressive with their tone of voice and facial expressions.
They may need to state things explicitly that would normally
be interpreted through “reading the room.” For example, an
interviewer will need to explicitly end the interview rather
than simply winding down and slowly standing up from their
chair.

Technical errors can be stressful during a time-limited in-
terview. Applicants should be reminded ahead of time to en-
sure a good internet connection and a quiet location for their
interview. Before the interview day, applicants should be giv-
en a phone number for administrative staff to call if a link is
not working or they need technical support. Interviewers
should also provide a phone number to applicants to call if
the video connection stops working.

All applicants should be reassured that they will not be
penalized if there are technical errors interfering with their
interview. This is essential to provide equal access to poten-
tially disadvantaged groups of applicants, including those of
lower socioeconomic status without the financial means to
afford high-speed internet service as well as those applicants
in rural and international settings where internet services may
be less reliable. Programs could assess access and means prior
to the interview day in order to further minimize these unin-
tentional biases. Programs could consider providing enhanced
internet access through a subsidized hotspot or they could
offer phone interviews for applicants without a reliable inter-
net connection.

Types of Interviews

One-on-one interviews can easily be converted to a remote
format. Video conference interviews have not been found to
result in a change in factors associated with acceptance com-
pared with in-person interviews [16, 23], and one program
even found that applicants were perceived to be more relaxed
during remote interviews [16].

Table 1 Sample secondary application prompts

Function of prompt Sample prompt

Selection of applicant interests aligning with a program’s
mission (e.g., psychotherapy)

Tell us about a memorable time when you experienced or witnessed the healing power of
psychotherapy

Selection of residents with a specific trait (e.g.,
responsiveness to feedback)

Tell us about a time you made a significant mistake and how you handled it

Checklist to filter for interest in a specific program, region,
and/or specialization

[ ] Yes I am interested in applying to the University of Washington Seattle Track
[ ] I am interested in serving the WWAMI (Washington, Wyoming, Alaska, Montana,

Idaho) region for the following reason(s): ___
[ ] I am interested in learning more about Collaborative Care for the following reason(s):

___
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While traditional formats can be continued, some programs
may use this as an opportune time to experiment with different
types of interviews. There are, of course, pros and cons to each
interview method. Panel interviews may be easier to coordi-
nate in a virtual setting because faculty can easily participate
from multiple locations [13]. One program found that panel
interviews facilitated multiple evaluations of a candidate with
a fair amount of consistency between evaluators [24]. It is
easier to discretely take notes during a remote interview, so
this may be a time to experiment with using behavioral and/or
situational questions that are evaluated with a rubric. The
AAMC best practice guidelines review the advantages and
disadvantages of structured interview questions [11].
Remote interviews may allow programs to experiment with
different interview lengths, such as usingmultiple short “mini-
interviews” in which faculty evaluate applicants’ response to a
specific scenario [25]. Mini-interviews have been shown to
work effectively in a remote setting [26].

Programs may wish to experiment with “blinding” to de-
crease bias. By conducting an interview over the phone, an
interviewer could effectively be blinded to an applicant’s ap-
pearance, complexion, and assumed socioeconomic status.
This advantage must be weighed against the potential disad-
vantages of phone conversations, including inability to read
facial expressions and other visual cues, although there is
some evidence that phone interviews do not significantly
change interview quality [27]. With telephone interviews, it
is important to maintain engagement with strategies such as
creating a professional and confident atmosphere [28], active
listening, supportive vocalizations, and making validating and
clarifying statements [29].

Structuring the Interview Day

Programs will need to be attentive to the time zones in which
applicants are located. Programs may opt to shift the timing of
their interview day or hold half-day interviews, some in the
morning and some in the afternoon, so that applicants can
choose the time of day that works best in their time zone.
This would prevent applicants from having to interview very
early or late in the day when they may not be able to perform
their best and during which time they may have competing
demands (e.g., applicants with young children). However, this
would require increased coordination burden on administra-
tive staff, and faculty interviewers may not have flexibility in
the time that they are available.

Remote events can easily be packed too tightly together.
Interactions over video conferencing can cause feelings of
unease and fatigue, particularly in situations in which close
reading of social cues is required [30]. It is important to sched-
ule adequate breaks to use the restroom or simply stand up and
stretch. Applicants should be given explicit permission to turn
off their video cameras and microphones during breaks to

ensure a restorative break. Programs may want to decrease
their total number of interviews or provide longer breaks for
both applicants and interviewers.

Lunch presents a challenge for online interviews.
Traditionally, lunch is provided to applicants on interview
days, and the lunch break provides a casual environment in
which to interact with current residents. Creating a remote ver-
sion of this experience is important, and while there is no sub-
stitute for eating together, there are steps programs can take to
foster this more informal interaction.

Eating lunch simultaneously over video is challenging for a
large group. Only one person can talk at a time, and partici-
pants may accidentally speak over each other. Small side con-
versations are not viable like they are during an in-person
lunch. There are several ways to manage this. A resident could
moderate the event, asking pertinent questions and calling on
people when needed.While this is a significant departure from
the informal nature of lunch on an interview day, it has the
advantage of keeping the entire group together. Another ap-
proach is to use breakout sessions of smaller groupings of
residents and applicants. Many video conferencing technolo-
gies facilitate this by allowing participants to interact in sepa-
rate “rooms.” Breakout sessions could be rotated at set inter-
vals of time to give people a chance to meet with a broader
group of applicants and residents.

Supplemental Recruitment Activities

Outside of the interview day, virtual platforms allow for a host
of additional recruitment opportunities. Without the time con-
straint of a single interview day, activities can be offered over
a longer period of time, allowing applicants to form a more
nuanced assessment of a program. Some of these activities can
be prepared in advance and consumed by applicants on their
own time, while other events can be hosted live.

Tours

Often there are limitations to in-person tours based on time
constraints and spaces where large tour groups can visit.
Video recorded tours of clinical sites could cover more clinical
locations through time-lapse techniques and simple editing.

For many applicants, touring the city where a program is
located is just as important as viewing the hospitals, clinics,
and workrooms. A recorded tour could include local restau-
rants, parks, and landscapes. It could even feature areas where
most residents live and common activities that residents par-
ticipate in.

If programs have the budget, producing professionally de-
veloped videos of the clinical sites and the program’s location
could help applicants feel more confident in getting to know a
location without visiting in person. To save costs, program
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directors from multiple specialties could collaborate to pro-
duce a common video for all applicants. If it is not feasible
to hire a professional video team, programs may opt to find
residents or faculty with talents in this area who may be ex-
cited to contribute to this effort.

Open Houses

Programs could offer regularly scheduled remote “open hous-
es” with resident and faculty volunteers. A resident or faculty
moderator could take questions submitted through the chat
function and pose them the participants. Some open houses
could have themes, such as discussing research opportunities
at a program or experiences in addiction psychiatry. Later in
the season, more exclusive open houses for those who have
been invited for an interview could be held with the program
director and associate program directors.

Applicants could attend as many or as few as they would
like, providing a low commitment, low barrier option to learn
more about a program. Programs would need to clearly state
that attendance is not taken and that participation does not
affect the interview process.

Given the casual nature of these non-traditional recruitment
settings, it is important to remind residents, faculty, and staff
of match violations prior to each encounter. Having a template
slide visible as participants join is one gentle way to repeat this
important message.

Resident Life Videos

Residents are often the best recruiters of applicants. Willing
residents could film short “day-in-the-life” videos. While they
could not film patients, they could film their living space, their
favorite places in their neighborhood, their commute to clini-
cal settings, and shared work spaces. These glimpses of resi-
dent life could provide more information than a resident could
relay to an applicant at an in-person dinner. Applicants try to
imagine how their future self would fit into a program, and this
could help applicants “feel” what this would be like.

In order to preserve residents’ privacy, some consideration
would have to be given to storing and sharing these videos.
For example, videos could be stored on a secure site and
applicants are given time-limited access codes. Or, videos
could be shown on a virtual platform during the interview day.

Website

Maintaining an appealing, professional, and up-to-date
website is important during the remote recruitment season.
A program’s website already influences applicants’ first im-
pression of a program and is one factor applicants use in de-
ciding where to apply [4, 5]. Some of the most important
elements to include on a website are a list of current residents

and faculty, campus maps, a description of the application and
interview process, a list of alumnae fellowships and jobs, cur-
rent or planned changes to the program or department, bene-
fits and salary, and an academic schedule [4].

Conclusion

Despite our attempts to make the most of the change to remote
recruitment, we would like to acknowledge the hardships this
will cause both applicants and programs alike. There is no true
substitution for meeting an individual face to face nor for
exploring a new location in person. Even the best video cannot
fully capture the feeling of exploring a new area for oneself.
And, many of the short, informal interactions that make up an
interview day will be lost in the conversion to a remote setting,
which by its nature is more planned and formal [13].

We also want to acknowledge the extra burden that this
places on newer residency programs. Established programs
have years of experience that they are now trying to “convert”
to a virtual setting, while newer programs have to transition
while they are still learning how to navigate recruitment
season.

As with all things new, there is increased anxiety for both
applicants and programs alike. Many are feeling disappoint-
ment at the loss of their expectations and having to adjust to a
new experience. As psychiatrists, we have the skills to help
applicants feel comfortable during a vulnerable time.

Sharing resources across programs will be more important
than ever. Participating in organizations such as the American
Association of Directors of Psychiatry Residency Training
(AADPRT), the Association for Academic Psychiatry
(AAP), and the American Psychiatric Association (APA)
can provide a venue for this through publications, work
groups, and listservs. Each program will have their own
strengths and weakness, and we can all stand to benefit from
learning from each other’s successes and failures.
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