Orientation to Australian Culture

Australian Culture is different to many other cultures in terms of personal space, language, humour, and “rural bloke” stoicism i.e. “I feel a bit crook, as crook as a dog… a bit of a twinge in the chest”

Not only are OTDs commencing at a new practice they are also learning a new culture, humour, language and food. They will also be supporting their family through these processes. For some families there will be a significant grieving process for their home, pets, former lifestyle, ageing parents and extended family members. Some families will not necessarily be coming to Australia but rather leaving difficult circumstances in their country of origin. Hence they will not necessarily be grateful or enamored with Australia as we may expect.

Patience is also required as spouses grieve for the things they have left behind. The GP can easily settle into a work routine and the Australian lifestyle as they have the opportunity to meet and talk to a range of people. Spouses on the other hand, especially if they have left a professional career behind, can often take longer to find their niche. Their articulation of the differences between cultures (i.e. standard and size of housing, behaviour of children and schooling) can be heard as harsh criticisms by Australians. Ironically, their affirmation of safety or the quality of life (going for a family walk, letting children walk alone), can easily be dismissed by Australians who take these things for granted.  

It is important to provide an environment that will allow the GP and his family to ask about Australian culture without giving offence or feeling stupid. There is also an opportunity to learn about other cultures and the opportunity to be reflective on our own.

It is important to ask about differences so that barriers can be addressed. An example being: that we take car travel over long distances in our stride. Lonely roads in the country may be daunting to OTDs. Some incumbents will be without a vehicle so to visit a practice they may require public transport which can be lonely and inconvenient. It is important to make the transition as smooth as possible to encourage the incumbents to come and work in our area. This will require thoughtful consideration too many things we take for granted.

Religious and Cultural Needs

Many families from other countries will have religious and cultural needs. Do not presume that everyone will be strict with their religion but awareness of such needs, will assist in retention.

Consideration may need to be given to diet, customs, religious days, periods of fasting, festivals and traditional holidays. These may not be met in a small rural town, but time off may need to be granted to travel to larger centres to celebrate significant festivals. 

The RWAV Cultural Resource Kit provides a brief overview of the main religions of the overseas trained doctors and a calendar of religious holidays.  An electronic version with search options is available on RWAV website www.rwav.com.au 

