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ABSTRACT

Background Fellowships in global health are increasingly popular and seek to equip physicians with the skills necessary to be

effective global health practitioners. Little objective guidance exists on which skills make graduates competitive applicants from

the perspective of potential global health employers.

Objective We sought to provide objective evidence for the qualifications that make applicants competitive for global health

positions by analyzing the listed qualifications for current job openings in large global health organizations.

Methods The websites of 48 global health employers were systematically searched for current job postings between May and

August 2017. Jobs were included for analysis if a medical degree was listed among the primary degrees accepted, and the job was

based primarily in a low- or middle-income country.

Results A total of 5849 employment opportunities were posted during the search period, and 81 (1.4%) of these met inclusion

criteria. Twenty-two (27%) jobs required and 35 (43%) preferred a relevant master’s degree. Few jobs requested a candidate with a

PhD and none mentioned tropical medicine training as a requirement or preference. Twenty-three jobs (28%) required and 19

(23%) preferred candidates to speak another language. Most jobs (69%, 56 of 81) required more than 5 years of relevant

experience. Only 11 (13%) jobs were primarily clinical positions.

Conclusions For physicians pursuing a career in global health, most publicly searchable jobs require substantial previous

experience and involvement in global health activities beyond clinical practice. Master’s degree and language skills are frequently

requested candidate qualifications.

Introduction

Over the past 15 years, postresidency fellowships in

global health have rapidly spread across the United

States. In 2000, few international fellowships existed,

and most were in emergency medicine. Between 2012

and 2017, global health fellowships grew from 80

programs in 7 specialties to 125 programs in 9

specialties.1,2 Fellowships have generally arisen inde-

pendently, taking advantage of various institutional

strengths and cross-national partnerships. Currently,

global health fellowships are not accredited, and there

are few structures to ensure standardization of

training.3 This has resulted in a wide variety of

experiences, learning objectives, and outcomes for

global health fellowship programs. Published litera-

ture for learning outcomes in global health fellow-

ships exists in certain specialties and provides some

valuable guidance for program directors and train-

ees.4–8

While many fellowship graduates accept academic

faculty positions after graduation, others seek em-

ployment with global health employers.1 The purpose

of a global health fellowship is to equip physicians

with the skills for a successful career in global health

development, and many programs require or encour-

age fellows to obtain a master’s-level degree, have

tropical medicine certification, or gain competency in

a foreign language. At the same time, there is little

objective guidance on which of these skills make

graduates competitive applicants from the perspective

of future global health employers. Results from a

2016 survey revealed that 85% of responding global

health employers agreed that graduates of global

health graduate programs could be better prepared in

nonclinical skills, yet the exact mechanisms by which

employers expect learners to obtain these skills

remain unclear.9

The purpose of this study was to provide objective

evidence for the qualifications that make applicants

competitive for global health positions by analyzing

requested qualifications of currently available job

openings in large global health organizations and

comparing these qualifications with current training

provided by global health fellowships.

Methods

For this study, we identified 48 large global health

organizations from 2 sources: a list of 40 top vendors
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Editor’s Note: The online version of this article contains a table of
available jobs by organization.
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published by the United States Agency for Interna-

tional Development (USAID) and a list of major

global health nongovernmental organizations

(NGOs).10,11 One of 3 physicians reviewed each of

the 47 websites for job opportunities between May

and July 2017. Jobs were included in the analysis if a

medical degree was listed among the primary degrees

accepted for the job and the job was based primarily

in a low- or middle-income country (as defined by the

World Bank).12 Jobs based out of an organization’s

headquarters in a high-income country or that

required the applicant to be a national of the country

where the job was located were excluded.

For each job meeting inclusion criteria, we entered

the following data points into a spreadsheet: language

requirements (other than English); years of experience

required (divided 0–1, 1–5, 6–10, or . 10 years);

master of public health (MPH), PhD, or a tropical

medicine diploma; and requirements for postgraduate

courses. Jobs were also categorized as fitting into 1 or

more of 6 main categories: program administration,

clinical, epidemiology/surveillance, advisement, aca-

demic/research, and public health/community educa-

tion (TABLE). In addition, active global health

fellowships were identified using an online database.2

Their respective websites were reviewed to identify

the number of fellowship programs offering an MPH,

PhD, tropical medicine diploma, or language acqui-

sition as part of the curriculum. Fellowships were

included in the evaluation if they were university or

hospital based, were open only to trained physicians,

were currently active, and had a working website.

Results

A total of 48 global health employers were searched.

Six organizations were eliminated due to lack of

employment opportunities posted on the website or

an inoperable website. One organization did not have

a website; 2 organizations posted only unpaid

volunteer opportunities on their website; 2 organiza-

tions had no jobs available at the time of the search;

and 1 organization did not post specific jobs and used

an online application and interview process for

placement. The remaining 42 organizations had

5881 employment opportunities posted to their

websites over the search period, and 81 (1.4%) of

these met inclusion criteria. Seventeen organizations

had at least 1 job meeting inclusion criteria, with a

range of 1 to 18 relevant jobs per organization (list

provided as online supplemental material).

Twenty-two jobs were categorized as program

administration, 11 clinical, 8 epidemiology/surveil-

lance, 8 public health/community education, 7

advisement, and 2 academic/research. The remaining

23 jobs were a combination of the aforementioned

categories (FIGURE 1), with the most common combi-

nation (16 of 23) being program administration and

clinical. Twenty-two (27%) jobs required an MPH or

equivalent, and 35 (43%) preferred a candidate with

an MPH degree. Three (4%) jobs required and

another 13 (16%) preferred a candidate with a PhD.

No job listed a tropical medicine diploma as a

requirement or preferred candidate qualification.

Twenty-three (28%) jobs required that the applicant

have a working knowledge or fluency in another

language, and another 19 (23%) indicated preference

for a candidate with a language skill (FIGURE 2).

French (9 jobs requiring and 4 jobs preferring) and

Portuguese (7 jobs requiring and 4 jobs preferring)

were the most commonly mentioned languages.

Seventy-five (93%) job openings requested candi-

dates with specific prior years of experience. Nineteen

(23%) jobs requested a candidate with 1 to 5 years of

experience, 38 (47%) requested a candidate with 6 to

10 years of experience, and 18 (22%) requested more

than 10 years of experience (FIGURE 3). Forty-one

(51%) job openings stipulated a candidate’s previous

experience in a similar international setting.

A total of 91 active global health fellowships were

identified using the global health fellowship online

database.2 Emergency medicine had the highest

number of active fellowships (n ¼ 38), followed by

family medicine (n¼ 18), pediatrics (n¼ 8), women’s

health (n¼ 8), internal medicine (n¼ 7), anesthesia (n

¼ 4), surgery (n ¼ 3), and psychiatry (n ¼ 1). Four

fellowships were categorized as interdisciplinary and

accepted applicants from a range of specialties. Fifty-

eight fellowships (64%) offered an MPH, 28 (31%)

offered a tropical medicine diploma, 3 (3%) offered

some degree of language acquisition, and 1 (1%)

offered a PhD as a part of the curriculum. Emergency

medicine fellowships were the most likely to offer

What was known and gap
Despite growth in global health fellowships, little guidance
exists for graduates on skills that make them competitive for
global health jobs.

What is new
Master’s degrees and language skills were frequently
requested candidate qualifications, and most jobs required
years of prior work experience.

Limitations
Search assessed major global health employers and may
have omitted faith-based organizations and nongovern-
mental organizations.

Bottom line
Most publicly advertised global health positions required
previous experience and involvement in global health
activities beyond clinical work.
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advanced training, with 95% (36 of 38) of those

fellowships offering an MPH and 45% (17 of 38)

offering a tropical medicine diploma.

Discussion

In this study of online posted jobs in large global

health organizations, few global health positions

offered were purely clinical in nature, which suggests

that physicians working abroad in clinical settings are

expected to be involved in administrative or public

health roles. This finding highlights the importance of

postresidency training in nonclinical skills, which is

consistent with a previous survey of global health

employers.9 A majority of postresidency global health

fellowships reviewed include obtaining a master’s

degree in public health or a related field, in keeping

with the finding that most available jobs either

required or preferred such a degree. The findings also

suggest that formal training in tropical medicine may

be overemphasized in postgraduate fellowships, while

language acquisition may be an underrepresented

area for many programs.

One of the most striking findings is that a majority

of jobs required more than 5 years of experience. This

is more experience than a physician can obtain during

a traditional fellowship, as the majority last 2 years. It

is likely that entry-level positions for physicians in

global health are often obtained in another manner,

such as networking or promotion from an internship

position within an organization. Although it is

difficult to measure the impact that networking with

other global health professionals has on future career

advancement, it is likely a major advantage of

fellowships. Fellowship training itself was not men-

tioned as a candidate qualification in any of the jobs

meeting inclusion criteria, raising the question of the

level of knowledge employers have about global

health fellowships.

This study has limitations. Organizations whose

websites were searched were limited to those included

in 1 of 2 lists: global health NGOs referenced from a

global health programming book and the most

common USAID vendors.10,11 A centralized database

of global health organizations does not exist, our

analysis may have excluded small global health

TABLE

Job Categories and Descriptions

Category Primary Responsibilities

Clinical Providing direct clinical care to patients

Epidemiology/surveillance Obtaining and analyzing epidemiologic data

Advisement Developing policy recommendations for local, national, or international agencies

Public health/community education Promoting health through community programs not involving individual

diagnostic assessments and treatment

Academic/research Teaching and research in a field not already described previously

Program administration Providing leadership and oversight in a nonclinical capacity

FIGURE 1
Types of Jobs Available
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NGOs and faith-based organizations, and our meth-

odology was limited to jobs posted on the organiza-

tions’ websites. Finally, we did not examine the

preferred or required qualifications for fellowship

graduates seeking academic positions, which is the

most common career path for fellowship graduates.

Future research is needed to assess global health

employers’ knowledge of global health fellowship

programs and their perceived value, which could also

be helpful in informing global health curricula.

Conclusion

For global health fellowship graduates seeking

employment with large global health employers, most

publicly searchable jobs require substantial previous

experience. Master’s degree or language skills were

desirable candidate qualifications, while having a PhD

or tropical medicine diploma were infrequently

requested. Most global health positions identified

required physicians to be involved in program

FIGURE 2
Percentage of Job Openings With Requested Qualifications

FIGURE 3
Years of Required Experience
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administration or public health practice in addition to

clinical activities.
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