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ABSTRACT: As medicine is both an

art and a science, the clinical care of

a patient depends on both scientific

and personal factors. These person-

al factors can only be addressed in a

medical interview, currently referred

to as the “patient-centred approach.”

Medical schools are giving increas-

ing emphasis to the patient-centred

approach, thus Canadian-trained

phy sicians of the future will be in -

creasingly aware of such principles.

However, as Canada opens its doors

more widely to international medical

graduates, we must ensure that these

graduates appreciate and are skillful

in the patient-centred approach. We

describe the experience of one inter-

national medical graduate (the pri-

mary author) in acquiring patient-

centred interviewing skills, and the

outcomes. We also describe the pos-

itive effect of his experience—in that

colleagues in his study group also

benefited from his newfound knowl-

edge, skills, and improved attitude.

Enhancing the interviewing skills of

foreign-trained doctors upgrades

their skills to the levels taught by

Canadian medical schools, helps

graduates pass requisite examina-

tions, and improves patient care.

One has a greater sense of intel-
lectual degradation after an
interview with a doctor than

from any human experience,” stated
Alice James (1848–1892), sister of
novelist Henry James and philosopher
William James.1 Several decades later,
in 1927, Dr Francis Peabody wrote,
“The treatment of a disease may be
entirely impersonal; the care of a pa -
tient must be completely personal.”2

These sentiments highlight the
importance of making the medical
interview as pleasant and meaningful
as possible. Medical interviewing is
an art and a science; it can be taught
and learned. When a patient consults
a doctor, the patient and the doctor
each have their own agenda, but it
behooves the doctor to be sensitive 
to the patient’s agenda. Such an ap -
proach is called “patient-centred inter-
viewing.”3 In Canada, medical stu-
dents are required to be familiar with
the concept of patient-centred inter-
viewing. Indeed, in examinations of
medical students and residents using
the objective structured clinical exam-
ination (OSCE) candidates’ commu-
nication skills are evaluated.

In British Columbia, the need for
more doctors4 means that internation-

al medical graduates (IMGs) are being
afforded an opportunity to access the
Canadian Resident Matching Service
(CaRMS).5 However, to do so, IMGs
must also take the OSCE. IMGs ap -
pear to lack the basic train ing in com-
munication skills that Can adian med-
ical students commonly receive, and
this may be one reason that IMGs do
less well in objective structured clini-
cal examinations.

My coauthor and I have direct
experience of the enhancement of
communication skills possible, hav-
ing worked together as trainer (JB)
and trainee (TK). Before coming to
British Columbia, I was a practitioner
in Egypt for 13 years. My training in
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communication skills with JB result-
ed in immense personal growth and
professional transformation. This ex -
perience is worth considering along
with data from an audit of the training
experience and examination results of
some other IMGs.

Transformation
I first became interested in correcting
the flaws in my interview style after I
failed to pass a clinical examination in
2007—the IMGBC OSCE. I needed
to pass that examination to become
eligible to apply for a family medicine
residency in British Columbia. I had
already passed the Medical Council of
Canada Qualifying Exam (MCCQE)
Part 1, but that examination assessed
only medical knowledge and not
physician-patient interaction.

I was ill-prepared for the IMGBC
clinical examination and I failed. Dr
Rodney Andrew, the director of the
IMGBC program, told me in his feed-
back that I was asking too many ques-
tions too quickly, using too many lead-
ing questions, and not listening to the
patient. This valuable information
helped me gain insight on my weak-
ness and spurred me on to change. I
realized that I needed to enhance my
interview skills in order to pass the
IMGBC clinical examination and to
be successful in other exams, such as
MCCQE Part 2, the Clinical Skills
Assessment Test (CSAT) of New-
found land and Labrador, and the Clin-
ical Assessment for Practice Program
(CAPP) of Nova Scotia.

I was fortunate to obtain 6 months
of training with JB, a psychiatrist 
who is very experienced in teaching
communication skills. On observing 
my interview style, he said I had 
“a machine-gun approach”—a striking
metaphor. He made me realize that 
I showed little empathy toward the 
pa tient and had developed the bad
habit of firing away questions in order

to score as many points as possible 
in the limited time allotted in exam 
settings.

JB taught me how to do patient-
centred interviewing. He taught me
the feelings, ideas, function, and ex -
pectations (FIFE) model.6 The FIFE
model, which was developed at the
University of Western Ontario, ex -
plores the patient’s emotions, his or
her ideas on what caused the problem,
the effects of the illness on his or her
functioning and relationships, and his
or her expectations for the future and
from medical care. JB also used analo-
gies that I found wonderfully easy to
understand. I remember him describ-
ing the interview as a dance in which
sometimes the physician leads and
sometimes the patient leads.

Outcome
In health care today, we are very aware
of measurements and outcome. The
outcome for me after training was
measured by my success in my exam-
inations, and it was good. Using the
skills that I learned, I was able to pass
every clinical exam that I tackled. I
passed my Licentiate exam (LMCC),
the IMGBC OSCE 2008 (which had
tougher odds than when I took it in
2007), the CSAT of Newfoundland
and Labrador, and the CAPP of Nova
Scotia.

Today I have moved on from the
“machine-gun approach” to the FIFE
interview format. Simulated patients
have made many positive comments
about my performance in the exam
setting: “He makes an excellent intro-
duction and makes it very clear that I
would be cared for”; “He is very skill-
ful… I would be happy to have him as
a doctor”; “He has a professional and
confident demeanor, and is not flus-
tered easily”; “His empathetic com-
ments are disarming”; “He established
rapport through the use of age-appro-
priate language and questions, effec-

tive listening skills and he is calming,
friendly and open” (OSCE results let-
ters from Drs R. Maudsley, K.E.
Burke, and M.T. Chiasson, 20 August
2008). Indeed, patients’ satisfaction
was high in all the clinical exams I
went through and I succeeded in meet-
ing critical elements in 100% of the
cases presented to me.

Importance of training
Having seen what can happen when
an experienced trainer helps a trainee
acquire a new and deep awareness of
patient-centred interviewing, we de -
cided to follow up on the progress of
other international medical graduates
who did not pass the IMGBC OSCE
2007. At the outset, we knew that
many IMGs were doing parts of the
patient-centred interview intuitively
and haphazardly.

We examined data from 12 IMGs
(including myself—TK) who attended
10 different foreign medical schools
on four continents ( ). All sub-
jects reported that they had not
received any formal patient-centred
interview training at their respective
medical schools and 11 candidates
(one did not take the exam) failed  the
IMGBC OSCE 2007 ( ). How-
ever, after I received formal training
from JB and discussed my new skills
with my 11 IMG colleagues, the mere
incidental transfer of knowledge led
to amazing results. Out of 10 candidates
who repeated the IMGBC OSCE in
2008, 8 received passing scores. All 7
candidates who took the equivalent ex -
aminations offered by the Centre for
the Evaluation of Health Profession-
als Educated Abroad (CEHPEA) in
Ontario passed, 2 candidates who took
the Alberta examination also pas sed,
and 2 out of 3 candidates who took 
the Nova Scotia CAPP assessment
pas sed. Subsequently, 5 of the 6 IMGs
who took the BC CaRMS as sessment
were offered residencies and the 2

Table 2

Table 1

The patient-centred interview and international medical graduates: A preliminary view



BC MEDICAL JOURNAL VOL. 51 NO. 6, JULY/AUGUST 2009 www.bcmj.org248

candidates who took the Alberta
CaRMS assessment were offered 
residencies.

Conclusions
Ours is a small but striking audit. Cer-
tainly, both measurement and selec-
tion biases exist. In order to better
measure the impact of communication
skills training in IMGs, a larger sam-
ple would have to be studied, and the
subjects of the study would need to
follow the same training curriculum
and take exactly the same assessment
exams. Further study is merited con-
sidering the potential benefits.

First, focused training could help
IMGs prepare better for costly exam-
inations. IMGs face a heavy financial
burden in taking ex aminations. For
example, the CAPP of Nova Scotia
costs $6500 and historically only 13%
to 19% of its applicants have passed.
The CSAT of Newfoundland costs

around $4000 and the training in -
volved typically costs around $13 000
before a licence is issued.

Second, training could prepare
IMGs for the realities of practice.
Medical practitioners conduct between
120 000 and 140 000 interviews in an
average 40-year medical career.1 As
IMGs will also conduct thousands of
interviews once in practice, it is
imperative that they obtain formal
training in interviewing skills.

Furthermore, if we are to be seri-
ous about retraining IMGs, then it
might be worthwhile to learn more
about the training in communication
skills that they receive in their home
countries, and then use that informa-
tion to design an integrated educa-
tional program that would enhance
those skills. This could benefit even
those who are long-term practising
clinicians, as was my case.

Government and provincial col-

leges of physicians and surgeons
would do well to recognize these spe-
cific needs of IMGs. The training of
IMGs should focus more on com -
munication and interviewing skills,
including emphasis on cross-cultural
and language challenges. Only then
will Alice James’s soul rest in peace.
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Table 2. Results achieved by 12 IMG candidates attempting to pass objective structural clinical examinations before training in 
patient-centred interviewing (2007) and after training (2008).

Candidate
IMGBC OSCE
2007 results

IMGBC OSCE
2008 results

Ontario CEHPEA
OSCE 2008

results

Alberta IMG
OSCE 2008

results

Nova Scotia
CAPP results

BC IMG 
CaRMS assess-

ment offers

Alberta IMG
CaRMS assess-

ment offers

A. Fail Fail Pass N/A N/A N/A N/A

D. Fail N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A

G. Fail N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A

K. Fail Pass Pass Pass Fail Yes Yes

L. Fail Pass Pass Pass N/A Yes Yes

M.S Fail Pass N/A N/A N/A Yes N/A

O. N/A* Pass Pass N/A N/A Yes N/A

R. Fail Pass N/A N/A N/A Yes N/A

Sy. Fail Fail Pass N/A N/A N/A N/A

S. Fail Pass Pass N/A Pass N/A N/A

St. Fail Pass Pass N/A N/A No N/A

T. Fail Pass N/A N/A Pass N/A N/A

* N/A means the candidate did not take the exam or apply for CaRMS.
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