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Since time machines are not currently available, 
this can be appreciated only as a thought 
experiment. However, we can share our insights 
with younger colleagues in our profession who 
are just starting out in practice. 

This is the very question we posed to 4 wise 
and seasoned ASRS members. Each brings 
unique and diverse personal and professional 
insights, and we hope that their reflections 
may help others with their future journeys.

 Andrew P. Schachat, MD
  Vice Chairman for Clinical Affairs  
Cole Eye Institute 
Cleveland Clinic 
Cleveland, Ohio  

What one piece of advice would I offer a 
young colleague just starting out? If the 
advice speaks to personal happiness—give 
your spouse or partner 51% of the votes, 
move on, and relax. If the advice speaks to 
patient care—be methodical in what you do. 
Choose an approach, preferably based on 
solid evidence, and minimize deviation. If you 
deviate often, you will never have any sense of 
your outcomes or which approach is better. 
Assess how things are going, make one change 
(ideally on half of the patients), and reassess. 

If  the advice relates to how to interact with 
all those around you—be flexible and respect 
others. Since I’ve been asked to select one 
thing, here it is: Be strategic.

Being strategic is being future-oriented, 
identifying long-term goals, and puzzling 
out how to achieve them. Are you focused on 
family, living longer, being happier, making 
more money, helping more people, advancing 
science? Is there a priority? Understanding this 

will help focus early-career strategies. All too 
often, we act based on the immediate situa-
tion; we are biased in focusing on the present 
as opposed to thinking strategically to achieve 
long-term goals.  

The pandemic offers an example. Early 
on, there was focus not only on obtaining 
personal protective equipment (PPE) but on 
immediately alleviating a perceived ventilator 
shortfall. Your patient (identifiable victim 
effect) might die due to a theoretically avoid-
able lack of a ventilator. The problem was 
immediate (present or presence bias). 

Some billions of dollars were spent on urgent 
purchases and contracts. Yet, very early in 
the pandemic, the mortality rates for COVID 
patients on ventilators were staggering, 
around 90%. Many more lives would have 
been saved if the billions had been spent 
strategically, perhaps on expanded testing and 
contact tracing. 

A more retina-focused example is avoiding  
an injection for an unhappy dry-eye  
patient to manage immediate comfort, but 
negatively impacting the strategic long-term 
vision outcome.  

An early-career example might relate to  
solving a present crisis (how to pay for 
interview-related travel) while balancing the 
strategic importance of selecting the best 
practice opportunity, which presumably is 
facilitated by undertaking more interviews.

My best advice: Call my former fellows, and 
do what they would do ... 

Joseph M. Coney, MD
Partner 
Retina Associates of Cleveland, Inc 
Cleveland, Ohio 

Looking at my career over the last decade, I 
encourage young physicians to find their  
passions, be authentic, and remember why 
they decided to become ophthalmologists.  
We have an obligation to serve our communi-
ties and to be ambassadors for all patients. 
We should never forget the iconic trailblazers 
and mentors who dedicated their minds and 
talents to advance science and technology to 
provide better medical and surgical care.  
On their shoulders, we stand humbly  
with inclusivity.  

Advocacy is one way to better serve your com-
munity. Local and state societies continuously 
search for enthusiastic, energetic physicians 
with new ideas. The American Academy of 
Ophthalmology (AAO) has a Leadership 
Development Program that I highly recom-
mend, and there are countless ways to get 
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we are biased in  
focusing on the present 
as opposed to thinking 
strategically to achieve 
long-term goals.’  

—Andrew P. Schachat, MD
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involved in subspecialty societies. The ASRS 
Early Career and Women in Retina sections 
also offer mentoring programs for young 
physicians. Who knows, we may be supporting 
you for a House or Senate position one day. 
The point is, if you want a voice to promote 
change, you need to be sitting at the table.

Missionary work is another way to give back 
and impact your career. Caring for the poor 
and underserved has been a humbling  
experience. With support from the ASRS, 
AAO, and the National Medical Association, 
we have been able to train a general oph-
thalmologist as the first retina specialist in 
Port-au-Prince, Haiti. Volunteering your time 
to help restore sight is the most important 
gift you can give. The cultural, emotional, and 
spiritual experience is also rewarding.

Clinical trials can provide a sense of 
gratification, as well. Over the last 15 years, 
our specialty has developed biologics that 
have changed the landscape in preserving and 
preventing blindness. Being an investigator  
in many of these trials gives a better under-
standing of the trial data, familiarity with  
our future pipeline, and better treatment 
options, providing my patients with a better 
quality of life.

My last piece of advice is that to be a blessing 
to your patients, first remember to be a 
blessing to yourself. We as physicians have 
the utmost responsibility to provide the 
best care to our patients, but let’s not forget 
about taking care of our physical and mental 
health. Reading, bike rides, and simply good 
old-fashioned rest are some activities that 
can positively impact our overall well-being. 
Most importantly, remember to prioritize 
the important things in life, such as family, 
friends, and faith.  

 Amy S. Babiuch, MD
  Medical Retina Specialist 
Cole Eye Institute 
Cleveland Clinic

I can’t say I have a single piece of advice, but 
rather a few threads that have found their 
way through my last 11 years practicing as a 
medical retina specialist. First, while graduat-
ing from fellowship and starting a new job is 
certainly a celebration, it is a beginning and 
not an end. 

I would love to have known that my first 
practice would not be my last. While the 
changes that occur with that transition were 
tough, they would also prove rewarding, as I 

developed a better understanding of what I 
desired—both in a practice and in colleagues.

I would recommend continuing to go to  
meetings annually. These are awesome 
opportunities for gaining knowledge, but even 
more for making and maintaining meaningful 
friendships; these relationships have become 
one of the most satisfying aspects of my career.

One thing that physicians—especially those  
in academics—don’t speak much about is  
the inferiority complex/imposter syndrome.  
I would love to have known this early on, as  
it can creep into your life and practice over 
time. Know that this phenomenon is part  
of the journey, and do not let it limit  
your possibilities. 

In addition, arrival fallacy—the assumption 
that you’ll be happy once you reach a major 
goal, such as beginning retina practice—is a 
real thing; a few years into practice, you  
will begin to look for “the next thing.” Trust 
that at this point, your most rewarding 
accomplishments will not be about reaching 
the proverbial finish line, but about the 
knowledge and connections made along  
the way.

Successfully managing a career and family  
is no easy feat. There will be times when  
difficulties arise and one must yield to the 
other. When this happens, guilt will be 
inevitable, but do not allow it to overcome 
you. Instead, do what needs to be done, always 
with the intention of returning to the balance 
you desire. 

Practicing retina is a privilege that will allow 
you to feel challenged, connected, and engaged 
in your life and career. The road ahead is 
bright—put on your shades!

 Sundeep Dev, MD
  Partner 
VitreoRetinal Surgery, PA 
Minneapolis, Minnesota 

If you do it right, your first year of practice 
should be the hardest—but it will set you up 

for a lifetime of success. Take every opportu-
nity to show that you are a team player and 
that you are happy to take the load off of those 
who have spent years building the practice. 

I would suggest making the effort to appreci-
ate and understand the culture of your new 
practice early on; do your best to fit into that 
culture, among both the physicians and the 
staff. Recognize that a lot of hard work and 
sacrifice have gone into building the practice 
you have joined. 

Invest the time to connect with your new 
partners, get to know their families, and work 
to develop lasting bonds and friendships. 
Developing these strong relationships early 
will be invaluable as you navigate future  
challenges that inevitably will arise.  

You will have great ideas for change, but  
stay humble and observe and appreciate the 
way things are done before trying to offer  
recommendations. With this measured 
approach, your new insights will be better 
received in the long run and will ultimately 
be successful in strengthening the practice for 
each generation to come.

Starting in practice after years of education 
and training is thrilling, but also can be 
daunting. You have the knowledge, skills, and 
temperament to successfully care for your 
patients. You know what to do from a medical 
perspective, so be confident in that. While 
your first year will be rewarding in many ways, 
be prepared for the fact that it will still require 
a significant sacrifice of your personal time.  

Recognize that starting a practice will inher-
ently be less efficient than those who have 
mature practices. Volunteer to take on work 
that is less convenient or later in the day. With 
this energy and enthusiasm, you will soon 
become an invaluable asset to the practice, 

‘ Volunteering your time 
to help restore sight is 
the most important gift 
you can give.’

—Joseph M. Coney, MD

‘ One thing that  
physicians—especially 
those in academics— 
don’t speak much 
about is the inferiority 
complex/imposter 
syndrome.’

—Amy S. Babiuch, MD
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and soon they won’t remember how they did 
it before you came!

Finally, while you are starting to build your 
practice, take the extra time you have now to 
spread out patients and surgery so that you 
can be meticulously careful and thoughtful. 
Seek the advice and mentorship of your senior 
partners when you are unsure, as there are 
many subtle management approaches that 
benefit from experience over dogma. 

When you are called on to add a patient to 
your clinic or take an emergency call, view it 
not as a burden, but as a great opportunity 
to get to speak to, and develop a relationship 
with, referring doctors. They will always 
appreciate your willingness to take a difficult 

or problematic patient off their hands, and 
your commitment to provide their patients 
with great care. Soon your reputation will 
grow in your community and will provide 
a lifetime of personal fulfillment and 
professional satisfaction. 
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