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To address this issue, in 2013 we began a multi-stage project to 
identify ways to increase awareness and interest in Rheumatology 
among medical students and internal medicine residents. With funds 
from CIORA/CRA, we recruited 103 learners, faculty, and 
administrators associated with Rheumatology post-graduate programs 
across Canada. In surveys and interviews they identified messages 
about the sub-specialty and ways to share them with prospective 
trainees. Renewed funding from the CRA provided the opportunity to 
collaboratively develop tools based on findings from phase one of the 
study that could help increase the number of students pursuing an 
opportunity to find out more about the field.  
  
 

CONCLUSIONS RESULTS 
A key to ensuring adequate numbers of rheumatologists will be to attract more learners to Rheumatology. To do this we need to educate 
medical students about the specialty, attract residents to the field, and expose learners to the wide range of clinical and research opportunities 
in Rheumatology. Clinical electives and opportunities to shadow rheumatologists are key experiences that shape learners’ career decisions. In 
addition, formal events, information sessions, and messages spread through social media networks can help to promote the specialty, as well 
as update and change students’ perceptions of Rheumatology. Hosting a face-to-face meeting as part of a pan-Canadian project to increase 
awareness and interest in Rheumatology was an important way to ensure that efforts to develop new tools moves forward. It also contributed 
to the CRA’s human resource planning efforts.   
  
 

  BACKGROUND 
 
Canada, like many other countries, faces a critical shortage of 
rheumatologists due to an aging population of patients and 
practitioners. There is a need to increase recruitment but many 
students’ perception of Rheumatology is outdated; they often think the 
specialty treats only elderly patients with chronic, difficult-to-treat 
diseases. They know little about the cutting-edge treatments, long-term 
close relationships with patients, growing career opportunities plus the 
good work/life balance that characterizes this field.   
  
. 
  

The 16 attendees were from the CRA, the ORA, and nine Rheumatology post-graduate programs 
(UBC, Calgary, Alberta, Saskatchewan, Western, McMaster, Toronto, McGill, and Dalhousie).  
Attendees learned about the activities and results from Phase One of the project, efforts by the ORA 
to increase the number of rheumatologists in underserved areas of Ontario, and ongoing activities in 
Canadian post-graduate programs.  
  
 At the undergraduate level many programs have updated MSK lectures and courses they offer to 1st- 
and 2nd-year medical students, which often results in requests to shadow rheumatologists. They also 
ensure space for students interested in a rotation in either pre-clerkship or clerkship years. Some 
schools offer MSK clinical skills sessions, and one provides “meet the patient” sessions for students to 
interact with people who have rheumatological conditions. Other opportunities to interact with 
rheumatologists include mentorship programs, the CRA Summer Studentship, joining faculty on 
research projects, as well as research days, career days or evenings, dinners, bootcamp, and 
informal mentoring.  
Rheumatology programs focus considerable attention on internal medicine resident rotations for 
PGY-1s and -2s (before they select a sub-specialty), as well as shorter rotations and clinical skills 
sessions for PGY-3s studying for their Royal College exams. Fellows and faculty also offer clinical 
skills sessions as well as assist students present their work at academic half-days. Some programs 
provide books to residents or cover costs for them to attend conferences and research meetings. 
Special events include bootcamp, research days, career nights, and MSK weekends with didactic and 
clinical skills sessions. Informal mentoring is also an important way to ensure interest among learners.  
 

Participants formed working groups and identified the following novel ways to 
inform and attract trainees about Rheumatology:   
§  streamlining the way that Rheumatology programs match undergraduate 

students with rheumatologists for an elective 
§  creating a package of material to assist programs interested in hosting 

Rheumatology special events  
§  enhancing the CRA website’s education messages for learners 
§  developing new marketing tools to familiarize both trainees and the general 

population with the field of Rheumatology.  
 

Feedback at the meeting revealed that attendees appreciated the opportunity to learn what each 
program is doing to attract more trainees and messages that could increase interest in 
Rheumatology. Meeting in person, working collaboratively to identify champions, and setting goal 
dates were seen as important ways to maintain momentum while developing tools and messages for 
testing in Phase Three of the project.  
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