
Leadership lessons in health disparities: What do students 
learn in student- vs. program-directed field experiences??

BACKGROUND
• Leadership skills are essential for physicians, 

particularly in global health.

• Current medical school leadership curricula 
derived from business executive, team 
leadership, or organizational leadership models.

• Medical school leadership training should be 
informed by medical students’ interests and 
understanding of leadership development.

METHODOLOGY

• 90 second-year medical students completed 
25 field projects in teams in 2013-15 cohorts 
(Project Years 1, 2, and 3).

• All projects required contact or collaboration 
with organizations outside our university. 

• Students learned GRPI 1 (Goals, Roles, 
Processes, Interpersonal Relations) model 
of organizational development and analysis.

• Years 1 and 3 –
• Student teams independently designed 

projects on topics of interest.
• Asked for “Lessons in leadership”.

• Year 2 –
• Student teams selected one of 9 

program-identified community-based 
organizations. 

• Asked for “Lessons / Reflections”.

• Text analyzed for themes.  

PURPOSES
• Elicit and examine students’ perceptions of 

high-value leadership lessons from field 
experiences

• Compare range and types of lessons from 
student- vs. program-directed field 
experiences.
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RESULTS

Program-
Directed

Student-
Directed

Theme Content Quotation

X X
Personal 

Commitment
Finding inspiration, 
continuing thru failure

“Work in health disparities requires a 
lot of passion and commitment.”

X X
Personal 

Leadership Skills
Motivating others, team 
building “Fight the urge to micromanage!”

X X
Organizational 

Leadership 
Strategic planning, 
coalition building

“Identify the problem before creating 
an unnecessary solution”, 

“…importance of involving all 
stakeholders”

X
Career 

Development 
Choosing a specialty, 
scholarship

“It is important to connect with 
physicians outside your field“

X
Work-Life 
Balance 

Sacrificing or postponing 
family commitments 

“There is no work-life balance {in 
global health}”

X
Interdisciplinary

Work 
Working with other 
health and non-health 
care providers

“Medicine…is a team sport”

X
Patient-Centered 

Care 
Maintaining commitment 
to individual patients as 
well as populations

“…a commitment to providing quality 
care to every patient”.

CONCLUSIONS IMPLICATIONS

Compared to curricula based on business, 
team, or organizational leadership models, 
student-directed leadership lessons: 

• Include a wider range of topics.

• Often focused on physician role models.

• Are inextricably combined with develop-
ment of personal and professional values, 
and exploration of professional roles and 
career paths.

Medical student leadership curricula should:

• Provide students opportunities to 
independently design learning experiences. 

• Expose students to a variety of role and 
organizational models for physicians.

• Promote reflection and application of 
learning to future careers.

Findings should be validated and expanded in 
future studies.
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