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PRACTICE POINTS

- The most common themes discussed in applicant
personal statements include personal accomplish-
ments/attributes and positive qualities of dermatology.

- Presentation of dermatologic cases was more preva-
lent in personal statements of matched applicants.

- Name-dropping was more common among
unmatched applicants.

The personal statement is a narrative written by an<applicant to
residency programs to discuss his/her interests and express his/her
personality, but it is unclear how the personal statement impacts the
dermatology residency application process. The aim ©of this study was
to analyze personal statements from applicants toa dermatology pro-
gram at a major academic institution to_identify.common themes and
determine if certain themes were associated with»successful match-
ing. All personal statements submitted to the dermatology residency
program at UNC School of Medicine (Chapel Hill, North Carolina)
during the 2012 application<eycle (N=422) were analyzed to identify
9 common themes of content. Certain themes differed in prevalence
between matched and unmatched applicants. Further investigation
is needed to elucidate the impact of personal statement themes and
other application content on the residency selection process.

Cutis. 2020;105:83-85.

he personal statement is a narrative written by an

applicant to residency programs to discuss his/her

interests. It is one of the few places in the residency
application process where applicants can express their
personalities." Applicants believe the personal statement
is an important opportunity to distinguish themselves
from others, thus increasing their chances of successful
matching, particularly in competitive specialties.!?

Dermatology is a.highly competitive specialty, with
614 medical students applying for 440 total dermatology
positions in 2016.> Aecording to the results of the 2016
National Resident Matching program director survey, 82%
(27/33) of.dermatology program directors reported that
the personal statement was a factor in selecting applicants
to interview. Furthermore, dermatology program directors,
on average, rated personal statements as more important
than the Medical Student Performance Evaluation/Dean’s
Letter, US Medical Licensing Examination (USMLE)
Step 2 scores, and class ranking/quartile.*

Prior studies have sought to evaluate the impact of
personal statements on the application process. A 2014
study of personal statements submitted by dermatology
residency applicants found that the prevalence of certain
themes differed according to match outcome.” However,
some of the conclusions drawn in this study were not
supported by the reported results or were based on low
numbers of participants. The purpose of our study was to
examine personal statements from applications to a der-
matology program at a major academic institution. This
study identified common themes in personal statements,
allowing for an analysis of their association with success-
ful matching into dermatology.

Methods
All applications to the dermatology residency program at
UNC School of Medicine (Chapel Hill, North Carolina)
during the 2012 application cycle (N=422) were eligible.
All submitted personal statements (N=422) were included
with all personal identifiers removed prior to analysis.
The investigator (D.S.M.) was blinded to other Electronic
Residency Application Service data and match outcome.
The investigator initially reviewed a small, randomly
selected subset of 20 personal statements to identify
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characteristics and common themes. The investigator
then analyzed each of the personal statements to quan-
tify the frequency of each theme. All personal statements
submitted to the dermatology residency program at
UNC School of Medicine were analyzed in this manner.
Dermatology match outcomes for each applicant were
confirmed later using dermatology program websites.

Differences in the prevalence of common themes
between matched and unmatched applicants were calcu-
lated. Analysis of variance tests were used to determine
if the differences in prevalence were statistically signifi-
cant (P<.05).

Results

All 422 submitted personal statements were evalu-
ated, with 308 personal statements from applicants who
matched and 114 personal statements from unmatched
applicants. The screening of the initial subset of 20 per-
sonal statements resulted in a total of 9 content themes.
The prevalence of each theme among matched and
unmatched applicants is shown in the Table.

The most common themes among both matched
and unmatched groups were personal accomplishments
or attributes and positive qualities of dermatology. The
prevalence of certain themes varied between matched
and unmatched groups. Dermatologic cases were dis-
cussed significantly more frequently in the matched
group compared to the unmatched group (60.06% s
46.49%, P=.013). Name-dropping was more prevalent in
the unmatched group (37.72%) compared to the matched
group (26.95%). This difference in prevalence reached
statistical significance (P=.014). Religioustinfluences also
were discussed more frequently in the unmatched group
(5.26%) vs the matched group (0:65%) with statistical
significance (P=.002).

Comment

This study of 422 personal statements submitted to
a major academic.institution showed that certain
themes were common_dn personal statements among
both matched and unmatched applicants. These themes
included personal accomplishments/attributes and posi-
tive qualities of dermatology. This finding is consistent
with prior studies that show common themes in the
personal statements of applicants across a wide variety
of specialties, including dermatology, anesthesiology,
pediatrics, general surgery, internal medicine, and radi-
ology.>'® Most commonly, applicants feel the need to
justify why they chose their particular specialty, with
Olazagasti et al® (N=332) reporting that 70% of submit-
ted dermatology personal statements explained why the
applicant chose dermatology.

Certain themes, however, varied in prevalence between
matched and unmatched groups in our study. Discussion
of dermatologic cases was significantly more prevalent in
the matched group compared to the unmatched group
(P=.013), possibly because dermatology faculty enjoy
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Common Themes in Personal
Statements of Dermatology Residency
Applicants (N=422)

Prevalence, %

Theme Matched Unmatched P Value
Dermatologic case 60.06 46.49 .013
presentation

Name-dropping 26.95 37.72 .014
Overcoming 16.56 22.81 141
personal struggles

Personal 99.03 100 291
accomplishments

or attributes

Personal 24.68 21.93 .558
dermatologic

history

Personalized 7.14 5.26 492
to the program

Positive qualities 85.71 80.70 .209
of'dermatology

Quotation 28.25 28.95 .888
Religious 0.65 5.26 .002
influences

hearing about cases and how the applicant responds and
interacts with the cases. These data suggest that matched
applicants focus more on characteristics specific to the
clinical aspects of dermatology.

Conversely, name-dropping was significantly
more prevalent in the unmatched group (P=.014).
Dermatology is a highly competitive specialty. In 2016,
applicants who matched into dermatology had a mean
USMLE Step 1 score of 249 with a mean number of
4.7 research experiences and 11.7 abstracts, presenta-
tions, or publications, which is higher than the average
USMLE Step 1 score of 239 with a mean number of
3.8 research experiences and 8.7 abstracts, presentations,
or publications for unmatched applicants.® It is possible
that residency selection committees may view name-
dropping negatively if applicants choose to name-drop
to strengthen their applications in comparison to more
competitive candidates. Religious influences also were
significantly more prevalent in the unmatched group
(P=.002), but the overall frequency of religious influences
was low (approximately 2% of all applicants).
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The 422 personal statements examined in our
study represent 83.1% of the total pool of applicants
to postgraduate year 2 dermatology positions in 2012
(N=508)." Our data differed somewhat from an analysis
of same-year dermatology personal statements of 65%
of the national applicant pool.® Olazagasti et al® found
that themes of a family member in medicine (more in
unmatched), a desire to contribute to decreasing literature
gap (more in matched), and a desire to better understand
dermatologic pathophysiology (more in matched) to be
statistically significant (P<.05 for all). Unfortunately, these
themes were found in a small number of applicants, with
each being reported in less than 7%.% Our study included
23% more unmatched candidates and likely better esti-
mated potential significant differences between matched
and unmatched applicants.

In the Results section, Olazagasti et al® reported that
matched applicants emphasized the study of cutaneous
manifestations of systemic disease significantly more fre-
quently than unmatched applicants. However, the P value
in their report did not support this statement (P=.054).
In addition, their Conclusion section discussed matched
candidates including themes of “why dermatology” and
unmatched candidates including a “personal story” as
differences between groups. Again, their results did not
show any statistical significance to support these recom-
mendations.” When providing medical student mentor-
ship in a field as competitive as dermatology, faculty must
be careful in giving accurate advice that, if at all possible,
is supported by objective data rather than personal pref-
erence or anecdotes.

Our study was limited in that onlyspersonal state-
ments of applicants to a single program in a specific
specialty were analyzed. Applicants may have submitted
personalized versions of their personal statements to spe-
cific schools, which may have biased the themes present
in this subset of personal statements: Given these limita-
tions, we are unable to determine if these results are gen-
eralizable to all dermatology residency applicants. Further
limitation is that the analysis of personal statements is in
itself a subjective process.

This study included a larger number of personal state-
ments representing a larger proportion of the total pool of
applicants in 2012 than prior studies examining personal
statements of dermatology residency applicants. In addi-
tion, this study examined the ultimate dermatology match
outcome for each applicant during the 2012 application
cycle. Future investigations could explore the role of other
factors in the residency selection process such as USMLE
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Step scores, community service, research experiences, and
Alpha Omega Alpha Honor Medical Society status.

Conclusion

There are common themes in the personal statements
of dermatology residency applicants, including personal
accomplishments/attributes and positive qualities of der-
matology. In addition, discussion of dermatologic cases
was statistically more prevalent in applicants who ulti-
mately matched, whereas name-dropping and religious
influences were more prevalent in applicants who did
not match. This information may be useful to effectively
mentor medical students about the writing process for
the personal statement. Further investigation is needed to
explore these associations and the role of other aspects of
the application in the residenc¢y selection process.
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