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Exploring Current and Future Challenges of Promoting the 
Linguistic Competencies of Internationally Educated 
Nurses in Canadian Healthcare Settings  

Presenter: Dr. Lillie Lum, York University 
 
Background:  
Globalization has intensified as a result of the increased need for skilled healthcare 
professionals in economically developed countries. In Canada, Australia and the USA, 
internationally educated nurses (IENs) represent a group of adult immigrant health care 
professionals who have been documented to experience difficulty with professional 
integration into English speaking receiving countries. The existing literature suggests that 
the levels of official language(s) among professional immigrants have a significant impact 
on both the normative and institutional dimensions of their labour market integration 
process. Lower levels of linguistic proficiency appear to create barriers to successful 
employment.  Internationally educated nurses represent a linguistically and culturally 
diverse group of learners with varying degrees of ability and learning needs. The current 
emphasis on acquiring the technical aspects of language alone has not adequately 
addressed their ability to meet regulatory requirements nor the needs of the health 
workforce. Furthermore, there is a lack of empirical evidence concerning the precise nature 
of the linguistic challenges experienced by IENs in Canadian health care settings.  
This paper reports the results of a major research project exploring the cultural and 
professional communication learning needs of 93 IENs enrolled in a university bridging 
education program in Ontario, Canada from 2012-2014. A multi-method strategy was used 
to develop a comprehensive profile of their socio-demographic characteristics and 
linguistic competencies. Using a standardized nursing language measure, the Canadian 
English Language Benchmark for Assessment of Nurses, the results illustrate that linguistic 
competency is a complex skill that is developed, modified and influenced by both individual 
and environmental factors. Specifically, this research has identified previously 
unrecognized linguistic competency challenges experienced by IEN related to speaking, 
reading, writing and listening skills within the Canadian nursing practice context.  
Linguistic competence is essential to the provision of quality patient care. This paper 
contributes to a deeper understanding of how to integrate language, professional 
communication, and cultural components into workplace education, not just for IENs but 
also for other health professions. In order to promote more successful integration of 
internationally educated professionals in Canada, profession-specific linguistic programs 
need to be offered and available not only in bridging programs but also in health care 



settings to promote the ongoing development of linguistic competency of its highly 
multicultural workforce. 
 

Understanding Internationally Educated Nurses’ Past Work 
Experiences: Insights for Future Integration Practices  

Presenter: Ndolo Njie, University of Ottawa 
Co-Authors: Josephine Etowa, University of Ottawa 
 
Background:  
In Canada, 8.6% of registered nurses (RNs) alone graduated outside of Canada, and within 
the province of Ontario, IENs make up11.9% of RNs. The challenges IENs face prior to 
obtaining their licenses are well documented, however, the body of knowledge that 
examines the integration experience of IENs as RNs once they have been licensed is scarce. 
Therefore an in-depth understanding of organizational and work environment practices as 
a resource for IEN integration is necessary to promote their effective integration into the 
Canadian health care system. 
 
Objectives: 
This paper presents findings from a recent research study that examined the transition 
experiences of internationally educated nurses and its role towards their integration into 
the Canadian health care system. 
 
Methods: 
Descriptive Phenomenology approach was utilized. Data collection consisted primarily of 
semi-structured interviews involving eleven IENs in an urban city in Ontario, through 
purposive sampling and snowball technique. Interview data were transcribed verbatim and 
thematic data analysis began with coding. Atlas ti computer software was used for data 
management and storage. 

Findings:  
The paper will focus on one of the major themes of the study which describes the influence 
of IENs prior nursing knowledge, skills, life as well as work experiences. Descriptive 
examples will be presented within the two sub-themes namely, a) similarities between 
countries, b) differences between countries. 
 
Conclusion:  
The paper concludes by highlighting useful strategies which are likely to promote 
reciprocity in the integration process between IENs and Canadian health care 
organizations. Implications and recommendations for nursing with regards to practice, 
education, research, and administration will be presented. 
 
 



Take Home Message:  

Understanding the role of IENs prior work experience is useful to: 
 

 Promote reciprocal integration practices, both for the IENs involved and their 
respective health care organizations. 

 Likely to facilitate their transition 
 Likely to augment cost efficiency in IEN integration process. 

 

Recruitment and Retention of Bilingual Professionals in 
Francophone Minority Situations 

Presenter: Dr. Danielle de Moissac, Université de Sainte-Boniface 
Co-Authors: Sébastien Savard 
 
Background:  
Access to social and health services in French is limited in communities who live in a 
minority language situation in the provinces of Manitoba and Ontario. The limited access to 
services in the native language influences the health and quality of care received. This 
situation particularly affects francophone seniors. Among the main reasons for limited 
access, there is a shortage of bilingual professionals, disability support networks and no 
particular strategy for their recruitment and retention. It is therefore relevant to take note 
of current practices in human resources management and promoting elements that 
commitment bilingual professional in the workplace. 
 
Objectives:  
The objectives of the study is to : Learn about the realities of working in a bilingual health 
facility and social services. Identify challenges envisaged by the health professionals and 
bilingual social services in these environments. Identify factors that promote the 
recruitment and retention of bilingual professionals in these environments. Recommend 
ways forward on specific strategies for recruitment and retention of bilingual professionals 
 
Methods:  
Six discussion groups with attendant (s) to health care (60%), nurse (s) (30%) and social 
workers and others (10%) (n = 55) at Winnipeg and Ottawa. Interview questions focused 
on recruitment, the realities of bilingual workplace, engagement, the main reasons why 
participants postulate on bilingual positions and remain in office, the importance of social 
capital in the workplace and current management practices. 
 
Findings: 
Taking the environmental and socio-cultural variables of minority language communities, 
recruitment and retention are enhanced when language skills and psychological needs of 
the employee are recognized and organizational support related to language is present. 
 



Conclusion:  
Recruitment strategies of bilingual health professionals should focus on the values, needs 
and expectations of employees who wish to serve Francophone clients.  Organizational 
support at the level of language skills would increase the retention of bilingual employees. 
 
Take Home Messages:  
 

1) To ensure that employees remain bilingual in their workplace, language support in 
both official languages is required.  
 

2) A facility designated bilingual and recognized for offering services in French should 
create a workplace where employees, customers and their families feel comfortable 
to always communicate in the official language of their choice.  
 

3) The ability to recruit bilingual staff and therefore offer Francophone minority 
services in their own language that is not based solely on practical management of 
health facilities and social services but on the commitment of the entire 
francophone community. 

 
 

Strategy to Recruit and Retain Bilingual French Health 
Professionals in Minority Settings 

Presenter: Ms. Caroline Vezina, Société Santé en français 
 
Background:  
Founded in 2002, Société Santé en français is a non-profit organization composed of a pan-
Canadian national secretariat in Ottawa and 16 member networks across the country, 
working in 12 different health systems. By her vision and his organization, The Société 
Santé en français aims to improve the health of official language minority communities in 
all provinces (except Quebec) and territories and to promote the use of the French 
language in the delivery of health services. The structure of the Society and networks is 
based on a partnership model inspired by the World Health Organization.  
The availability of health care professionals with language skills to provide services in 
French is one of the main challenges of access to health services in French for 
Francophones living in minority communities. 
 
Objectives:  

 Build a consultation and support system for the integration and retention of 
francophone and bilingual healthcare professionals from English or French training 
environments in community settings. 

 Develop tailored approaches to different environments, provinces or territories. 
 
 



Methods:  
 Identify specific needs for services in French to be filled; 
 Develop specific approaches to each province / territory or community; 
 Identify and / or recruit new bilingual mentors; 
 Identify students or new bilingual professionals; 
 Develop hospitality and integration for each community professionals (welcome 

committees intergenerational meetings, etc.); 
 Educate and support the various organizations placement of trainees to consider the 

language and cultural skills as selection factors; 
 
Findings: 

 Better integration of health professionals in OLMC; 
 Increase the number of bilingual professionals in schools; 
 Increased support to health facilities; 
 Increase the supply of services in French; 
 Valuation of the linguistic competence of health professionals. 

 
Conclusion:  
Clear communication between the healthcare professional and the patient/client while 
taking into consideration his language and culture increases:  

 Quality of services (continuity); 
 Patient Safety; 
 Effectiveness and Efficiency (address barriers); 
 Patient Satisfaction; 
 Capacity management (individual and group). 

 
Retention of Personal Care Workers in Geriatrics: A 
Challenge of Empowerment  

Presenter: François Aubry, Université de Sherbrooke 
Co-Authors: Sophie Beauchamp 
 
Background:  
The group of personal care workers is one of the largest numerically in the health care 
system in Canada and Quebec. They play a major role in supporting elderly people with loss 
of autonomy, since they must respond to meet their daily operational needs (Aubry, 2011; 
Anderson et al., 2005). There is also an aging group affected by many health problems 
(occupational injuries, absenteeism, mental suffering, etc.). In order to increase service 
quality and efficiency of their organizations, managers of private and public shelters in 
Quebec welcoming older people want to identify the conditions and winning strategies for 



the maintenance of employment of experienced employees. This project is part of a 
concerted action FRQSC. 
 
Objectives:  

1) Identify the problems faced by experienced PCW  in terms of working conditions, 
enhancement of professional skills and relationship to work with managers 
attendants, and 

2) Identify strategies for managers to promote retention of PCW 
 
Methods:  
In the initial phase of the current project, we conducted 20 interviews with managers, by 5 
types of resources: public nursing homes, private nursing homes, intermediate resources 
and retirement homes. We have identified the key strategies of retention of employees by 
managers (human resources management, clinical management, etc.). The interview 
schedule was built around the issues related to working conditions, the enhancement of 
professional skills and relationships at work of employees with managers. 
 
Findings: 
Favored strategies are 1) redesign task to a mentoring role, and 2) a flexible organization 
adapted to allow schedules. Managers of private nursing homes appear to have more 
flexibility than the one in public to implement these strategies. 
 
Conclusion:  
The intensity of the pace of work seems a major factor in the weakening of experienced 
attendants in hosting resources. It seems necessary for managers to reduce the intensity to 
maintain employment attendants in optimal conditions. 
 
Take Home Messages:  
 

1) Experienced PCWS over the age of 45 are an important health human resources 
cadre in Quebec but pose the greatest number of human resources management 
problems. 
 

2) Managers of private CHSLD seem to enjoy greater latitude than those in the public 
sector in terms of implementing PCW retention strategies. 

 
3) We need to be aware of problems faced by PCWs in their daily work environment in 

order to devise effective strategies for job retention. 
 
 
 
 
 



Health Workforce’s Cultural Diversity Helps System Meet 
its Mandate  

Presenter: Dr. Sara Torres, Université de Montréal 
 
Background:  
Health workforce cultural diversity is important given the growing concern among service 
providers, researchers, and policy makers over the impact on the health care system of lack 
of integration in Canadian society of immigrant and refuges. Our health workforce’s 
cultural diversity and competencies have the potential to contribute to: reducing individual 
and system wide barriers leading to the underutilization of preventive health programs; 
strengthening chronic and infectious disease prevention measures; and reducing other 
health disparities experienced by immigrants and other marginalized groups. Community 
health workers (CHWs) foster workforce cultural diversity and are an asset to respond 
proactively to the demographic changes in Canada’s population, specifically migration 
trends and the health sector human resource shortage, and in managing increasing health 
care costs. 
 
Objectives:  

 To explore the role of CHWs’ cultural diversity in addressing the challenges of 
immigrant integration in cities in Canada.  

 To discuss the relationship between cultural diversity and the challenges this 
diversity poses to equity in access to healthcare. 

 
Methods:  
A qualitative instrumental and embedded case study design including: participant and 
direct observation, face-to-face interviews, document review, and analysis of archival 
records and artifacts. Through these research techniques, data were explored to identify 
how CHWs provide culturally responsive access to healthcare services for new immigrant 
and refugee populations in Canada. 
 
Findings: 
CHWs, also known as multicultural health brokers, offer an important contribution to 
public health workforce development and a unique CHW worker model. These workers 
provide culturally- and linguistically-appropriate services to immigrant and refugee 
families from at least 18 different cultural backgrounds, and collectively are able to speak 
29 languages. Multicultural health brokers understand the issues experienced by these 
populations in pre-migration, migration, settlement, and adaptation to the challenges they 
face in accessing health and social services. They help health service providers in the city to 
understand the need to look at ‘culture’ when serving immigrants and refugees. As one 
health professional interviewed stated: “Well, I don’t think we could do our work without 
them… I think that they’re hugely influential in the outcomes... we really depend on them.” 
 
 



Conclusion:  
Multicultural health brokers’ approach helps the health system to meet its mandate to 
serve immigrants and refugees. These workers provide insight into how our health care 
systems are responding to addressing health inequities impacting on these populations’ 
access to health services.  
 
Take Home Messages:  
 

1) CHWs provide a key opportunity to foster health workforce cultural diversity and 
are an asset to respond proactively to the demographic changes in Canada’s 
population; 
 

2) CHWs offer an important contribution to public health workforce development; 
 

3) CHWs help the health system to meet its mandate to serve immigrant and refugee 
communities. 


