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ABSTRACT

The Latino/Hispanic population comprises about 19% of the total U.S.
population, contributing cultural traits that are recognized as social
determinants of health, with language disparities being one such factor that can
significantly influence health outcomes. Expanding representation in medicine
improves Latino/Hispanic outcomes within the health care system. However,
only 5.8% of physicians in the United States identify as Latino/Hispanic,
highlighting the importance of recruiting and retaining Latino/Hispanic
medical students. This pilot study explores factors influencing Latino and
Hispanic medical student recruitment. A comprehensive survey was conducted
focusing on personal experiences and perceptions, including oral audio
recordings to capture in-depth narratives. Twenty-two medical students from
Sam Houston State University College of Osteopathic Medicine who identify as
Latino/Hispanic participated in the study. The study covered four main
themes: identity and community, pathways to medical school, key influences
and barriers on the pathway to medicine, and advice for prospective students.
The findings of this study identified six major themes that are critical for the
recruitment of Latino/Hispanic medical students. These themes include family
and community support, resilience and hard work, early interest in medicine,
personal familial experiences with medicine, the importance of mentorship,
hands-on health care experience, and self-confidence. Applying these themes
will enhance the number of Latino/Hispanic students applying to positions in
medicine.

INTRODUCTION

According to the U.S. Census, the Hispanic/Latino population is projected
to comprise 27.5% of the total population by 2060, a 93.5% increase from
2016.1 However, the representation of this group in higher-paying
professions continues to lag behind. For example, in the medical field, only
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5.8% of working physicians identified as Hispanic or Latino in 2018.1 Despite
significant efforts to increase representation in health care, medical school
matriculation statistics still show that only 6.2% of undergraduate applicants
to medical school identified as Latino/Hispanic in 2018-2019, and only 5.3%
of the graduating class of the same year identified as such.? The 16.98%
attrition rate highlights the challenge of both recruiting and retaining Latino/
Hispanic individuals interested in pursuing a career in medicine.

The lack of representation has significant economic and social consequences.
Hispanic physicians are recognized assets to the community.3 They are more
likely to work in underserved areas, increasing access to quality care for
marginalized populations. Hispanics contribute significantly to the U.S.
economy, providing nearly $3.2 trillion of the U.S. gross domestic product
in 2023 alone.* Hispanic physicians are well-positioned to mitigate health
inequalities among populations by extending culturally competent care and
investing in the well-being of underserved communities.

Cultural identity and awareness

Cultural awareness has become increasingly important as research highlights
the benefits of an all-encompassing health care system. Patients who receive
care from culturally informed physicians often experience improved
satisfaction and Vvell—being.5 Improved outcomes can be attributed to the
physician’s ability to understand how various aspects of a patient’s life and
perspective influence their health. For instance, Latino/Hispanic immigrant
patients may face difficulties due to language barriers, community distrust,
and the challenges of acculturating to American culture.® Even U.S.-born
Latino/Hispanic patients who grew up with their cultural heritage may
struggle to find physicians who understand their unique perspective shaped
by two distinct cultural value systems.”

Latino/Hispanic culture strongly emphasizes the importance of family,
leading many individuals to develop a sense of distrust toward outsiders
and a reluctance to disclose personal struggles to unfamiliar individuals.®
Patients hope to find a physician who will not only treat their ailments
but also understand the complexities of being a Latino/Hispanic in the
U.S., where values like family, social politeness, personalism, and respect
hold significant importance.7' Additionally, Latino/Hispanic physicians can
offer more realistic treatment options, as they possess intimate knowledge
of patients’ routines, including eating habits, social practices, gender roles,
expectations, and religious beliefs.?

Barriers for Latino/Hispanic students

Pursuing a medical career is undeniably challenging, requiring rigorous
academic coursework, extensive schooling, laborious standardized test
preparation, and significant extracurricular involvement. These challenges can
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be even more pronounced for Latino/Hispanic students. Beyond potential
language barriers, many students lack the financial resources to attend a
four-year university or purchase necessary study materials.10:11 Additionally,
family expectations to contribute financially after high school can further
complicate the pursuit of a medical career, as students may need to balance
employment, academic responsibilities, and extracurricular activities.!! Some
students may have delayed their pursuit of higher education due to
uncertainty about their career goals. Without guidance or mentorship, these
individuals may struggle to navigate the transfer process or apply to a four-
year university. Furthermore, self-doubt and feelings of inadequacy can
hinder their progress, particularly if they have been out of school for an
extended period. 2,13

Previous research on the challenges faced by Latino/Hispanic medical
students has focused on identifying effective strategies to increase their
representation in medical school. These strategies include efforts in
revamping Latino Medical School Association chapters and increasing
Latino/Hispanic representation on admissions committees.1%>14 Moreover,
increased Latino/Hispanic applications to medical school are linked to
introducing the concept of medical careers early in students’ education,
improving access to institutional resources, fostering networking between
physicians and prospective students, and providing financial support through
paid research or internships.ll’ls’16 Some institutions have also implemented
programs that offer Latino/Hispanic students firsthand experiences in
providing health care to underserved communities.}” While these strategies
have shown promise in raising interest in medical careers among Latino/
Hispanic students, further research is necessary to fully understand the
motivations and experiences of those who have successfully matriculated into
medical school.

The Currvent Study

The pressing need for increased Hispanic/Latino representation in the
physician workforce necessitates an exploration into the motivations and
major deterrents for students who have already matriculated into medical
school. By recognizing the rich tapestry of geographic and cultural
experiences within the Latino/Hispanic community, this pilot study explores
the development of strategies to mitigate health inequities. These strategies,
extracted directly from the firsthand experiences of current medical students
through open-question interviews, are essential for fostering equitable access
to medical education and promoting health equity. Furthermore, the use of
Al for thematic analysis provides a comprehensive and unbiased look at the
results by removing the possibility of author positionality.
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METHODS
Study Design

The pressing need for increased Latino/Hispanic representation in the
physician workforce prompted this study. This comprehensive survey was
approved by the institutional review board at Sam Houston State University
College of Osteopathic Medicine (SHSU-COM). A qualitative survey
approach using thematic analysis was conducted to explore the personal
experiences and perceptions of Latino/Hispanic medical students. The survey
posed to each student entailed these four questions:

1. What does being Latino/Hispanic mean to you?

2. When did you first envision yourself becoming a medical
student?

3. What experiences guided you in this direction?

4. What advice would you give to undergraduate students
considering a career in medicine?

The goal of this exploratory study was to gain insights into the major
factors that motivated their commitment to this demanding career, how their
identity and experiences have shaped their medical journey, and potential
barriers faced by other Latino/Hispanic students aspiring to become
physicians.

Participants

The study included 22 first- through fourth-year students at SHSU-COM,
whose backgrounds ranged from native to second-generation Latino/
Hispanic. Participation was voluntary and recruitment was done via
advertisement from Latino/Hispanic organizations at SHSU-COM. Anyone
who was an enrolled student, identified as Latino/Hispanic and had the time
available to record their response was welcome to join the study.

SHSU-COM has approximately 480 attendants, of which 129 identify as
Latino/Hispanic. The 22 respondents make up 1/6th of the total population
of Latino/Hispanic students enrolled at SHSU-COM. Of the 22 participants
who completed the survey none were excluded and each participant answered

all four questions. From the included participants, 11 (50%) were female and
11 (50%) were male.

Data Analysis

All 22 responses were transcribed and subsequently reviewed using ChatGPT
3.0. Using artificial intelligence for thematic analysis allowed for theme
identification. By applying advanced natural language processing, Al can
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detect subtle semantic patterns and similarities in meaning. For multilingual
or culturally diverse datasets, Al is capable of capturing nuances across
different expressions of similar ideas. Other advantages of using Al included
increased efficiency during the initial coding phase, allowing researchers to
develop meaningful themes, and improving the overall efficacy of the
thematic analysis process. It is important to note that Al was not used to
replace researchers but rather to enhance the thematic analysis process.

To apply this in practice, the AI model powering ChatGPT was used to
analyze 22 responses. The processing of each response went through these
steps:

1. Text Pre-processing — Removal of stopwords (e.g., “and,”
“the,” “is”) while preserving meaningful phrases such as
“family support” or “cultural pride.”

2. Text Representation — Counting word occurrences and
weighting words by their uniqueness across responses.

3. Similarity Measurement - Calculating the degree of
similarity between responses.

4. Clustering — Applying hierarchical clustering to identify
natural groupings without predefining the number of
clusters, along with topic modeling to detect recurring
themes.

5. Theme Extraction and Labeling - Identifying the most
prominent words and representative responses within each
cluster and assigning descriptive theme labels.

The Al then generated percentage distributions for each theme, along with
representative keywords and sample quotes that informed the thematic
labeling. These results were then displayed in horizontal bar charts, with each
bar representing a theme and showing the proportion of participants whose
responses aligned with that theme.
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RESULTS
Cultural Identity

Cultural Identity
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Cultural Pride

Resilience and
Hard Work
Food and
Tradition

Theme

Support System

Representation
and Acceptance
Language and
Communication

60

Percentage

Figure 1. Major traits that Latino/Hispanics use for self-identification

The histogram depicts the major attributes that Latinos/Hispanics use to self-
identify in the study. Data are being presented in a descending order. The
seven categories were generated, with the most prevalent being “Family and
Community” and the least prevalent being “Language and Communication.”
Scant attributes were not categorized by Al and, therefore, are not included
in the figure. The data represent clusters from 22 participants.

Using Al-generated cluster analysis, as described in our “METHODS”
section, we identified the major themes that characterize how Latinos/
Hispanics define their identity (See Figure 1). The most common theme
was “Family and Community,” which accounted for 54.5% (n = 12) of
responses and centered on the significance of close family ties and the local
community. Following this theme was “Cultural Pride,” which emerged in
40.9% (n = 9) of responses, reflecting a strong sense of cultural identity. This
was best illustrated by one participant who shared, “Owur culture is so deeply
rooted in our community.” The theme of “Resilience and Hard Work” was
also prominent, appearing in 31.8% (n = 7) of responses, as reflected in
comments such as, “We are some of the most strong-willed and determined

people.”

In addition to these dominant themes, participants also described other
meaningful aspects of identity that, while less common, provide important
context. Three themes were equally present in 18.2% (n = 4) of responses:
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“Food and Tradition,” highlighting the importance of culinary practices
and customs; “Support System,” emphasizing the value of having people
to depend on; and “Representation and Acceptance,” which focused on
the feeling of cultural belonging. The theme of “Language and
Communication” appeared in 13.6% (n = 3) of responses. Responses with
fewer than two mentions were excluded to maintain thematic consistency.

Envisioning Medicine

Envisioning Medicine

Childhood Interest
in Medicine

Caregiving or
lliness in Family

Theme

College Exposure
or Mentorship

High School/Teen
Years Realization

0 10 20 30 40

Percentage

Figure 2. Initial vision of a medical career

The histogram depicts the major attributes that Latinos/Hispanics use to
identify the period that was influential in pursuing a medical career. Data are
being presented in a descending order. The four categories were generated,
with the most prevalent being “Childhood Interest in Medicine” and the least
prevalent being “High School/Teen Years Realization.” Scant attributes were
not categorized by Al and, therefore, are not included in the figure. The data
represent clusters from 22 participants.

Using Al-generated cluster analysis, as described in our “METHODS”
section, we identified the major themes that characterize how Latinos/
Hispanics first envisioned themselves pursuing a medical career (see Figure
2). The most common themes were “Childhood Interest in Medicine”
and “Caregiving or Illness in Family,” each appearing in 31.8% (n = 7) of
responses. One participant noted, “From as far back as I can remember, I've
always wanted to be a physician,” illustrating the early inclination toward the
field. Personal experiences, such as observing a grandparent manage diabetes,
cancer, or dementia, also served as catalysts for pursuing medicine.
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In addition to these early influences, participants described experiences during
their academic journeys that further shaped their interest in medicine. The
theme of “College Exposure or Mentorship” emerged in 18.2% (n = 4) of
responses, as guidance from mentors and higher education experiences helped
clarify career aspirations. One participant shared,

“The idea that this was a possibility really came from the mentors I had in my
[ife.” Finally, “High School/Teen Years Realization” appeared in 13.6% (n
= 3) of responses. Responses with fewer than two mentions were excluded to
maintain thematic consistency.

Guiding Experiences
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Figure 3. Major Guiding Experiences for Latinos/ Hispanics Pursuing Medicine

The histogram depicts the major attributes that Latino/Hispanic use to
identify guiding experiences that further impacted their decision to pursue
medicine. Data are being presented in a descending order. The eight
categories were generated, with the most prevalent being “Personal and family
health experiences” and the least prevalent being “Personal perseverance
through challenges.” Scant attributes were not categorized by AI and,
therefore, are not included in the figure. The data represent clusters from 22
participants.

Using Al-generated cluster analysis, as described in our “METHODS”
section, we identified the major guiding experiences that influenced Latino/
Hispanic students to pursue medicine (see Figure 3). The 22 responses to
the third survey question were analyzed for common themes. The most
frequently cited motivator was “Personal and Family Health and
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Experiences,” reported by 70% (n = 15) of respondents. This was closely
followed by “Support and Mentorship” at 63.6% (n = 14), and “Exposure
to Health Care,” which appeared in 54.5% (n = 12) of responses. Many
participants were also driven by a desire for “Serving Underserved
Communities,” mentioned in 50% (n = 11) of responses.

In addition to these primary influences, other factors played a meaningful role
in shaping participants’ paths. “Overcoming Language Barriers” motivated
30 (n = 7) of respondents, while the “Impact of Cultural
Representation” highlighted the importance of seeing providers who
reflected their own communities. “Volunteering and Work Experience in
Health Care” was noted by 27.3% (n = 6), and “Personal Perseverance
Through Challenges,” such as overcoming financial barriers and self-doubt,
appeared in 22.7% (n = 5) of responses.

Together, these themes underscore the combined influence of personal
experiences, community exposure, and mentorship in guiding career
aspirations. Participants shared accounts of growing up in underserved areas
and witnessing the need for health care, serving as translators for Spanish-
speaking patients, and volunteering in research labs or mentoring local youth,
which illustrated how these experiences inspired a commitment to medicine.

Advice for Undergraduates

Advice for Undergraduates
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and Support
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Challenges and
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Non-traditional
Paths

0 20 40 60 80
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Figure 4. Recommendations for Future Medical Professionals from Latino/Hispanic Participants
The histogram depicts the responses of Latinos/Hispanics to advise

undergraduate students who are interested in pursuing a career in medicine.
Data are being presented in a descending order. The five categories were
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generated, with the most prevalent being “Believing in Yourself,” and the
least prevalent being “Non-traditional Paths.” Scant attributes were not
categorized by Al and, therefore, are not included in the figure. The data
represent clusters from 22 participants.

Using Al-generated cluster analysis, as described in our “METHODS”
section, we identified the recommendations that Latino/Hispanic students
would offer to undergraduate students interested in pursuing medicine (see
Figure 4). The 22 responses to the fourth survey question were analyzed
for common themes. The most frequently cited recommendation was
“Believing in Yourself,” appearing in 65.2% (n = 14) of responses. One
participant emphasized, “Positive affirmations are crucial because self-doubr
and impostor syndrome are common hurdles to overcome in this field,”
highlighting the importance of maintaining confidence throughout the
journey. Following closely, “Persistence and Hard Work” was noted by
60.9% (n = 13) of respondents, reflecting the need to overcome setbacks and
remain committed to long-term goals.

“Seeking Mentorship and Support” was reported in 55% (n = 12) of
responses, underscoring the value of guidance from experienced individuals.
One participant shared, “Find someone who can mentor you, someone who
believes in you,” illustrating the critical role of mentorship in navigating
challenges and opportunities. “Overcoming Challenges” appeared in 43.5%
(n = 10) of responses, with participants describing obstacles such as financial
limitations, self-doubt, and academic pressures. Finally, “Non-traditional
Paths” emerged in 35% (n = 8) of responses, encouraging students to
recognize that multiple routes can lead to success in medicine.

DISCUSSION

The purpose of this study was to identify themes among Latino/Hispanic
students pursuing a career in medicine that were critical in shaping their
academic and professional trajectories. Additionally, the study aimed to utilize
these insights to enhance strategies for recruiting and retaining more Latino/
Hispanic students in medicine.

Theme 1: Cultural Identity and Sense of Belonging

Cultural identity emerged as the most prominent theme among participants,
frequently described through cultural pride, strong family ties, and a sense
of community. Although other aspects, such as food and tradition, support
systems, representation and acceptance, and language and communication
were mentioned less frequently, they remain significant components of
identity. These results suggest that for many students, being Latino/Hispanic
is primarily rooted in cultural pride, familial relationships, and communal

bonds.
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While participants in this study did not explicitly report experiences of
discrimination, existing literature highlights that many minority students
pursuing higher education encounter such challenges. These experiences have
been linked to lower rates of academic persistence and success.18-20
Therefore, adapting the aforementioned attributes to create representative
environments through student organizations, culturally affirming events, and
supportive faculty can foster a stronger sense of belonging and promote the
success of Latino/Hispanic students in the medical field.

Theme 2: Early Inspiration and Pathways to Medicine

The second most common theme involved the participants’ initial vision of
a medical career. For many, this interest originated in childhood and was
inspired by caregiving roles or family illness. Less frequently mentioned,
though still significant, were motivations that arose during adolescence,
through college exposure or mentorship, or as part of a non-traditional or
later career change.

Previous research has indicated that students from underrepresented
backgrounds often lack early access to academic preparation, career guidance,
and community support, making medical school appear inaccessible.2
Although nonprofit organizations such as the Latino Medical Student
Association (LMSA) and the National Hispanic Medical Association offer
mentorship programs, they are student and physician-run structures that face
financial and time constraints.22 A potential solution to this issue involves
schools providing both financial and advisory support to organizations such
as local LMSA chapters or other Latino/Hispanic student organizations.
By increasing this support, these local chapters gain the means to educate
other medical students about Latino/Hispanic cultures. Additional solutions
involve medical schools partnering with local high schools to provide early
exposure to the medical field and raise awareness of existing support systems.
Programs such as the Joint Admission Medical Program in Texas exemplify
this approach by targeting economically disadvantaged students, defined as
those eligible for a Pell Grant or with an Estimated Family Contribution
under $8,000.23 Increasing awareness and accessibility of such programs may
enhance the pipeline of Latino/Hispanic students pursuing medicine.10:22

Theme 3: Guiding Influences and the Call to Serve

The third identifiable theme that emerged as a major guiding influence for
Latino/Hispanic individuals pursuing a career in medicine included personal
and family health experiences, strong support and mentorship, early exposure
to health care, and a deep desire to serve underserved communities. These
influences were often rooted in lived experiences within their families and
communities, which helped cultivate both a personal and professional
mission toward health equity.
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Less frequently mentioned, though still significant, were factors such as
overcoming language barriers, the impact of cultural representation in health
care, volunteering or working in medical settings, and personal perseverance
in the face of systemic and individual challenges. A common thread across
these narratives was a deep commitment to giving back to their communities,
often stemming from firsthand exposure to the disparities faced by Latino/
Hispanic populations. Respondents frequently described observing
inadequate or culturally insensitive medical care, especially due to language
barriers and miscommunication.

Thus, for many Latino/Hispanic students, the pursuit of medicine represents
both a professional ambition and a powerful act of advocacy. Increasing
the representation of culturally and linguistically competent Latino/Hispanic
physicians is one pathway to closing persistent gaps in care, particularly
those driven by language discordance. Linguistic barriers between patients
and providers often result in poor communication, misunderstanding of
important health information, and even a reluctance to seek care altogether.24
These factors contribute to disparities in the quality and accessibility of
health care and may directly reflect the social determinants of health.2>

While cultural competency is often promoted as a tool for mitigating health
disparities, a growing body of literature suggests that training alone is not
enough. Cultural competency programs frequently reinforce stereotypes,
reduce cultural identities to simplistic traits, or overlook the heterogeneity
within Latino/Hispanic populations altogether.26’27 Such approaches risk
doing more harm than good, especially when they fail to consider the
complex lived experiences and diverse backgrounds within ethnic
communities. A more effective solution involves actively recruiting and
supporting Latino/Hispanic medical students, who inherently bring cultural
insight, language skills, and shared lived experiences to their future patient
care. Additionally, incorporating cultural competency into the medical school
curriculum, designed in collaboration with Latino/Hispanic students and
faculty, can help mitigate these stereotypes.

Creating outreach programs that introduce medicine at a young age can
further strengthen this pathway. These programs should target middle and
high schools with large populations of students historically underrepresented
in medicine, as early exposure has been shown to play a vital role in pursuing
medical careers. Previous studies have examined and implemented such
outreach efforts, which include (but are not limited to) health career
explorations such as hospital tours, career panels, and clinical rotations;
science enrichment activities such as classes on human body systems and
case study roundtables; and academic support such as college application
assistance and SAT tutoring.
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The study found that, of 27 participants, 11 decided to pursue a career in
STEM. In addition, many participants demonstrated growth in interpersonal
and professional skills, developed clearer goals, experienced positive attitude
changes, and fostered a stronger sense of self.28

By investing in these future physicians, the medical community takes an
important step toward addressing health disparities from within. Moreover,
organizations like the American Medical Association have acknowledged this
shift, emphasizing “precision education” that centers cultural identity as an
asset in medical education. These models advocate for meeting learners where
they are and leveraging their unique backgrounds to enhance both their
training and the care they will provide.29

Experiences and motivations of Latino/Hispanic medical students are deeply
intertwined with the communities they serve. Supporting their pathway into
medicine is not only about representation; it is a strategic and necessary step
toward equitable health care delivery in the United States.

Theme 4: Recommendations for Aspiring Latino/Hispanic
Medical Professionals

The theme focused on advice from current Latino/Hispanic medical students
for future applicants. Key recommendations included secking mentorship,
believing in oneself, demonstrating persistence, and embracing non-
traditional paths. Students emphasized the importance of resilience in
overcoming obstacles and the value of non-traditional routes to medical
school. Many shared that their paths were not linear and encouraged future
applicants to remain open to diverse educational experiences. This guidance
underscores a commitment to perseverance and a desire to empower others
to pursue careers in medicine despite challenges.

Mentorship, especially for first-generation students, was emphasized as vital
for navigating the complexities of the medical school application process,
with research supporting that strong mentorship increases confidence and
prepare<11nes.s.30331 Mentorship initiatives should include programs that pair
medical students with underrepresented-in-medicine college students who
are interested in pursuing a career in medicine. Mentorship should involve
but not be limited to mock interviews, personal statement reviews, and
application reviews. Mentors often provide encouragement and guidance to
their mentees, and building these personal relationships can facilitate the
application process while also providing mentees with a sense of belonging.

Limitations and Future Directions

The sample was small and drawn from a single osteopathic medical school,
which may limit the generalizability of the findings to broader Latino/
Hispanic medical student populations. Additionally, participation was
voluntary, introducing potential self-selection bias, as individuals with strong
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or positive experiences may have been more inclined to respond. Al tools
such as ChatGPT were employed to support grammar correction and
thematic organization; however, limitations have been documented with its
use. In the context of thematic analysis, ChatGPT has been shown to
produce varied outputs, which raises concerns regarding reproducibility.3'3”34
It is important to note that human-led thematic analysis can also result in
Variability.32’33 Additional limitations of ChatGPT include the fabrication of
quotes or misattributions and the tendency to generate surface-level coding,
in which deeper interpretive insights are often overlooked.3%33 Additionally,
the quality decreases with longer documents or large datasets.3>33 With
these limitations in mind, ChatGPT was used as an adjunct tool rather than
being solely relied upon for thematic analysis. Care was taken to preserve the
authenticity of participants’ responses and themes.

The study did not capture the full range of diversity within Latino/Hispanic
identities, such as national origin, generational status, or immigration
experiences, which may have influenced responses. The retrospective
approach, broad question prompts, and time constraint may have also
introduced recall bias, which limited the ability to probe deeper into
emerging themes. Additionally, no control group was included because our
study did not aim to compare different ethnic groups; rather, it focused solely
on the journey of Latino/Hispanic medical students.

Future research should involve a larger, multi-institutional, and diverse
sample. Using mixed methods that combine qualitative interviews with
quantitative data would deepen interpretation. Longitudinal studies tracking
students over time would also be valuable in assessing how motivations,
barriers, and support systems evolve throughout their educational journey.
To build on these findings, interventions should prioritize early career
exploration, guidance on the medical school application process, and
mentorship from current medical students and physicians. Moreover, to
enhance retention, efforts should focus on providing ongoing support and
guidance in these areas as students progress toward graduation. By addressing
these critical aspects, we expect to inspire and empower a new generation
of Hispanic/Latino physicians and help reduce gaps in the health care
workforce.

Published: November 03, 2025 EDT.
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