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Assessing the ophthalmology match through a ‘virtual lens’
MICHAEL E. MIGLIORI, MD, FACS

The COVID-19 pandemic was not the 
only thing that affected the 2020–2021 
ophthalmology match at Brown/Rhode 
Island Hospital. Before 2020, applicants 
for an ophthalmology residency had to 
participate in two separate matches. 
Ophthalmology residency extends 
three years, beginning in the PGY-2 
year, and the ophthalmology residency 
match is managed by the San Francisco 
Residency and Fellowship Matching 
Services (SFMatch). The PGY-1 year 
is in an accredited, direct patient care 
facility, and is conducted through the 
National Residency Matching Program 
(NRMP). The ophthalmology match is 
timed to allow applicants to know the 
results before submitting their rank list 
for their PGY-1 choices to the NRMP.

Recently, the Accreditation Coun-
cil for Graduate Medical Education 
(ACGME) mandated that ophthalmol-
ogy programs incorporate the PGY-1 
year into the ophthalmology residency 
no later than the 2023 match cycle. 
Brown/Rhode Island Hospital’s oph-
thalmology residency program inte-
grated the PGY-1 year starting with the 
2021 match cycle. Because of program-
matic limitations, the applicants will 
still have to apply through SFMatch 
for ophthalmology and the NRMP for 
the PGY-1 year, but the NRMP match 
should be a pro forma exercise. The 
PGY-1 year will include three months 
of ophthalmology and at least six 
months of general medicine. 

Ophthalmology is one of the most 
competitive residencies to obtain. The 
mean number of applications submit-
ted per applicant has steadily increased 
from 48 in 2008, to 68 in 2017. In past 
years, we would start receiving applica-
tions in early August and accept them 
through the end of September. The 

interview season ran from mid-October 
through mid-December, and the match 
list was due the first week in January. 
We typically receive about 450 applica-
tions and interview 40 applicants for 
three positions over two consecutive 
full days.

Shift to virtual interviews
This year everything was pushed back 
a month because SFMatch had to cre-
ate the virtual interview system. They 
imposed some significant restrictions 
this year. All interviews had to be 
scheduled through SFMatch. Programs 
submitted schedules for the number of 
applicants they would interview and 
the days they would hold interviews. 
There was no limit on how many inter-
views the programs could hold, but 
applicants were limited to no more 
than 20 interviews. It had been previ-
ously determined that the likelihood of 
matching did not increase if a US grad-
uate ranked more than 13 programs, 
and this was one way to make sure 
that there were available spots for all 
applicants. 

SFMatch offered an integrated video 
interview system through their web-
site, which worked well and allowed 
the interviewers to have access to the 
entire application and allowed the use 
of private rooms for individual inter-
views and public rooms for interaction 
with the current residents and other 
applicants. Programs could use other 
virtual platforms if they wished, but 
scheduling had to be through SFMatch.

Video showcase of RI program, 
facilities
Applicants could not see the facilities 
in person, so we created a Vimeo video 
showcase, which included a video from 

the Program Director describing the 
program, and a video from the Internal 
Medicine Residency Program Director 
to describe the PGY-1 year. We posted 
several one- to two-minute videos by 
individual residents describing what 
they liked about the program and about 
living in Rhode Island, We also posted 
virtual tours of our Rhode Island Hos-
pital and VA clinics hosted by a resi-
dent. Access credentials were sent in 
advance to all applicants scheduled 
for an interview. We asked them to 
review the videos before the interview 
to maximize the amount of time for 
direct interaction with the applicants 
on interview day.

Not knowing what to expect, we 
interviewed 60 applicants instead of 
our usual 40, and shifted the process 
of interviewing 10 applicants in the 
morning and 10 in the afternoon over 
two consecutive full days to six half-
day sessions of 10 applicants over one 
week. We scheduled interviews on one 
full day, and on four half-day sessions, 
including a Saturday morning. During 
each half-day session, the 10 applicants 
had six 20-minute interviews each 
with one or two faculty members and 
two hours in an open forum with res-
idents without faculty present. After 
the interviews were completed, we cre-
ated our match list based on commit-
tee scoring. 

Several applicants complimented us 
on the process, including making the 
videos available beforehand. They also 
felt that they had enough interaction 
with the residents to get a true sense 
of training here. Our faculty felt that 
they were able to assess the applicants 
about as well as they could in a live 
interview. We matched well at about 
our usual rank positions. Nationally, 

 59 

 60 

 EN 

59J U N E  2 0 2 1   R H O D E  I S L A N D  M E D I C A L  J O U R N A L   R I M J  A R C H I V E S  |  J U N E  I S S U E  W E B P A G E  |  R I M S

http://rimed.org/rimedicaljournal-archives.asp
http://www.rimed.org/rimedicaljournal-2021-06.asp
https://www.rimedicalsociety.org


INVITED ESSAY

there were 499 positions offered in 
2021, up from 496 in 2020. Only one 
position in each year went unfilled. For 
comparative purposes:

•	 547 US allopathic seniors partici- 
pated and 435 matched this year 
(80%) compared to 498 participating 
and 428 matching in 2020 (86%). 

•	 29 of the 46 US allopathic gradu-
ates (at least 1 year out of school) 
matched this year (63%) compared 
to 18 of 35 (51%) last year. 

•	 53% of the 38 osteopathic seniors 
participating matched in 2021, while  
55% of the 29 matched in 2020. 

•	 40 international applicants partici-
pated this year and 14 matched. In 
2020, 61 international applicants 
participated and 29 matched. 

Takeaways
There were more US applicants this 
year than last, and fewer international 
applicants. Even though the percentage 
of US seniors matching is a little lower, 
the absolute number of positions 
matched by US seniors has remained 
fairly constant over the past few years. 

The process was very different this 
year, but our faculty did not think 
it was significantly more difficult to 
assess applicants. The applicants felt 
they had a good sense of the culture in 
this program. Although they were not 
able to personally view the facilities, 
they felt that the videos were suffi-
cient. The biggest advantage to virtual 
interviews for the applicants is they did 
not have to travel. This not only saved 
them money on airfare and hotels (par-
ticularly an advantage to students of 
modest means), but they could also 
interview in California in the morn-
ing and Rhode Island in the afternoon. 
By limiting the number of interviews 
the applicants could accept, applicants 
had to prioritize the programs they 
were seriously considering and so most 
applicants were genuinely interested in 
the program.

SFMatch recently announced that the 
2022 Match interviews will be virtual. 
It has limited the number of interviews 
an applicant may accept to 18, and this 
year, the deadline for programs to sub-
mit their rank lists is two weeks before 
the applicants must submit their lists. 

During those two weeks programs have 
the option of holding open houses for 
interviewed applicants, with the goal 
to give applicants a chance to see the 
programs in person before submitting 
their rank list, while making it entirely 
optional, as programs will have already 
submitted their rank lists before host-
ing these events. The general senti-
ment among programs and applicants 
is that virtual interviews worked well, 
were less expensive and time consum-
ing, and made more programs available 
to more applicants. It remains to be 
seen if our virtual assessments of the 
candidates was accurate, but virtual 
interviews may be here to stay. v
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