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Introduction/Purpose:  International medical graduates (IMGs) are a heterogeneous group of 
learners with distinct ethnicities, religions, and cultural backgrounds.  IMGs come from various 
countries with differing medical education standards, societal values, and professional codes of 
conduct. This study examined strengths and challenges that IMG family medicine residents 
encounter in becoming culturally competent within the Canadian medical context, as perceived 
by those who teach and work with them.  
 
Methods:  This was a qualitative, exploratory study employing focus groups and interviews. Ten 
academic/community family physicians, 13 health professionals, and 4 family medicine 
residents from the University of Alberta and University of Calgary took part in the study. 
Participants identified perceived strengths and challenges that IMG family medicine residents 
encounter within the Canadian medical context and areas for learning. Focus group/interview 
data were transcribed and analyzed thematically.    
 
Results:  Study participants identified that IMG residents possess strengths in 4 areas: (1) 
clinical/medical – knowledge of global diseases, strong physical exam/procedural skills; (2) 
education – highly educated, specialty knowledge; (3) cultural – multilingual, different cultural 
perspectives; (4) personal – mature, exhibit perseverance.  Challenges were identified in 5 
areas: (1) language – difficulty with language nuances/writing; (2) clinical/practice – limited 
experience with Canadian lab tests/medications, limited mental health awareness; (3) 
educational – hierarchical/didactic learning approach, challenges with ethical issues and 
computer technology; (4) cultural – challenges with gender roles and diverse populations; (5) 
personal – struggle with loss of professional identity/status, later stages of life issues. The need 
for education related to communications skills, ethics, confidentiality, and cultural 
competencies was noted.   
 
Conclusion:  IMG family medicine residents bring the strength of diverse perspectives and 
experiences. When transitioning into the Canadian medical context, IMG residents are 
perceived to face a broad range of challenges, including those related to cultural differences 
between their home country and western culture. An understanding of these challenges can 
facilitate the development of teaching resources to make the transition easier. 
 


