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Introduction 
 
One of IHMEC’s principal goals is to 
provide opportunities for medical students 
and residents to study and work in cultures 
outside their own. Borrowing from one 
anthropologist’s perspective, culture may be 
described as “systems of shared ideas, 
systems of concepts and rules and meanings 
that underlie and are expressed in the ways 
that human beings live”.*   For health 
professionals and professional -in-training 
the process of working internationally may 
result in ongoing comparative study of 
elements of culture they know at home with 
those with which they are confronted while 
abroad. Much has been written on the topic 
by specialists in a variety of fields and, in 
addition to publications intended specifically 
for an audience of international 
professionals, “specialty” literatures exist in 
several areas: medical anthropology, 
medical sociology, public health, materna
and child health, environmental health, 
occupational health, cross-cultural 
psychology, and refugee health among 
others. Additionally, provision of health care 
in North America often parallels work 
carried out overseas, and fields with relevan
documentation incl e studies of domestic 
care among urban or rural communities o
ethnic minorities, immigrants, refugees, 
families, and others.  
 
Medical students, residents, and health 
professionals often take part in international 
work without having the benefit of extended 
periods for detailed study of the culture of 
countries to be visited. As a result, this 
portion of preparation may frequently be 
relegated to a lower priority. The annotated 

list below is intended to serve as a practica
starting point for relatively rapid review by 
busy health workers planning work abroad. 
In addition, contrary to what many students 
and others may believe, English is not 
spoken everywhere, and health care 
providers may find they must adapt t
environments in which communications take 
place on a comparatively rudimentary level. 
In the following chapter we therefore 
include basic references to aid in language 
preparation, including guidelines availabl
online on the IHMEC web site. 
 

 
 
*  Keesing R. Cultural Anthropology: A 
Contemporary Perspective. NY: Holt, 
Rinehart, and Winston. 1981:68. 
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