
For year 2020, 37,256 residency positions were available 
in various specialties in the United States for which, 
40,084 applicants submitted program choices.¹ This 
was the highest number of residency positions offered 
for match under the National Resident Matching 
Program (NRMP).  However, despite a very competitive 
environment, year 2020 was a banner year for IMG's for 
matching in US residency programs (Figure 1). In 2020, 
of the 12,074 IMG applicants who applied, 7,376 (61.1%) 
successfully matched into US residency programs. 
However, will this gradual upward trend of IMG's 
acceptance into US residency program continue? This 
remains to be seen given the fact that as of January 01, 
2022, a major change has been announced in Step 1 
format of United States Medical Licensing Exam® 
(USMLE).² The USMLE assesses a physician's ability to 
apply knowledge, concepts, and principles, and to 
demonstrate fundamental patient-centered skills, that 
are important in health and disease and that constitute 
the basis of safe and effective patient care.³ All 
domestic and international medical graduates are 
required to obtain USMLE certification to apply for 
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residency training in the United States. It is comprised 
of three distinct steps which are depicted in Figure 2. 
For years, the score of USMLE Step 1 has served as one 
of the many evaluation tools used by the residency 
programs to appraise applicants for the purposes of 
granting interviews. Both domestic and IMG's 
recognized the significance of USMLE Step 1 and made 
every effort to score high on this exam. Of equal 
significance is the score of USMLE Step 2 Clinical 
Knowledge (CK) which has served to moderate 
student's performance in USMLE Step 1 exam. Medical 
students who scored relatively below average in 
USMLE Step 1 exam but were able to improve their 
performance in USMLE Step 2 were deemed 
competitive and were afforded an advantage in their 
selection for interviews. 

THE IMPENDING SHORTAGE OF PHYSICIANS AND THE 
IMPORTANCE OF IMG'S IN THE DELIVERY OF CLINICAL 
CARE IN UNITED STATES:
The relationship between demand and supply of 
qualified physicians to meet healthcare needs in the 

ABSTRACT
All international medical graduates intending to join an Accreditation Council for Graduate Medical Education-
accredited clinical residency programs must obtain certification from the Educational Commission for Foreign 
Medical Graduates. A pre-requisite for obtaining this certification is the need to graduate from a medical school 
listed in the World Directory of Medical Schools and to pass all three steps of United States Medical Licensing 
Examination (USMLE). While the outcome of all three steps is important and considered during the evaluation of 
an applicant for residency training in the United States, the numerical score of Step 1 has generally been 
considered as one of the most important metrics during this process. However, as of 2022, USMLE Step 1 will be 
scored on a Pass/Fail basis eliminating the advantage afforded to the international medical graduates who 
traditionally scored relatively high on this step of the exam. It is therefore imperative that to succeed in obtaining 
a competitive residency program in the United States, international medical graduates must consider acquiring 
additional experience and expertise in the areas of research, publications, clinical electives in the United States, 
networking with program participants, etc.
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Figure 1: International Medical Graduates (IMG) 
Performance in the 2020 Main Residency Match 
(Source: National Residency Matching Program, 
Educational Commission for Foreign Medical Graduates).

 
Figure 2: Various Stages of USMLE Exam and the 
Proposed Changes as of January 01, 2022. CK: Clinical 
Knowledge; CS: Clinical Skills

United States has been fiercely debated.⁴ In 2019, a 
report by the Association of American Medical Colleges 
(AAMC) suggested that currently, about 14,472 
additional primary care physicians are required to meet 
the undersupply in identified shortage areas. With the 
expected shift in demographics due to growing 
population of people living longer, there will be an 
added demand for provision of healthcare services. It is 
projected that by 2032, United States will have a 
shortage from 46,900 to 121,900 physicians overall and 
from 21,100 to 55,000 primary care physicians. Further 
exaggerating this challenge is the projection that more 
than one-third of all physicians will be over the age of 65 
years in the next decade and close to retirement. This 

burgeoning physician shortage is more acute in rural 
communities where we have only 13.1 physicians and 
surgeons for every 10,000 residents as compared to 31.2 
in urban areas.⁵ 
IMG's have always played a very important role in the 
delivery of quality clinical care and they constitute 
nearly a quarter of total GME pool and practicing 
physician workforce in the United States.⁶ Majority of 
IMG's practice in family medicine (32%) and psychiatry 
(31%), the two specialties that have been projected to 
see major shortages in United States in the future. In 
some specialties such as geriatrics and nephrology, 
IMG's make up approximately 50% of active physicians.⁷ 
The burgeoning crisis in the delivery of quality clinical 
care in rural communities has been underscored 
previously. Interestingly, IMG's have long been bridging 
this gap and providing essential healthcare services in 
these rural communities and serve as the core of care 
options available to this grossly underserved 
population. Therefore, the role of IMG's in the delivery 
of quality clinical care in the United States is 
incontrovertible and their ongoing valuable and vital 
contribution must not be underestimated.

PROPOSED CHANGES - USMLE:
A synopsis of the three proposed changes of significant 
magnitude announced by USMLE is provided in Table 1.
These proposed changes were recommended after 
USMLE invited deliberate public comment and in 
consultation with key stakeholders and organizations 
involved in the education and training of medical 
students and residents.  The fundamental premise for 
recommending these changes was to continue to 
enhance both qualitative and quantitative assessment 
of student's performance to ensure that it meets the 
evolving needs of this profession.

IMPACT OF THESE CHANGES ON IMG'S:
Impact of the proposed changes have been outlined in 
many previous studies.⁸-¹¹ A recent survey conducted by 
Bhukan T, et.al., to ascertain the impact of these 

12changes on IMG's was very illuminating.  A total of 417 
students from various international medical schools 
responded to this survey. An abbreviated outcome of 
this survey is presented in Table 2.
The perception of IMG's as depicted by this survey is 
indeed alarming suggesting that the level of confidence 
among graduates of international medical schools to 
secure residency positions in the US has been 
undermined by proposed changes in various steps of 
USMLE. Additionally, this survey also underscored the 
enhanced recognition by the IMG's of the importance  
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of research, scholarship and letters of recommenda-
tions in securing an interview in US residency programs. 
It will be incumbent upon all involved institutions and 
organizations engaged in evaluating graduates of 
domestic and international medical schools to continue 
to monitor the impact of these proposed changes in 
USMLE and to take timely and appropriate decisions to 
avert any undesirable outcome.

illuminating 
Table 2: Outcome of a survey conducted to ascertain the impact of changes in USMLE IMG’s was very 

QUESTION 

RESPONSE (%) 

STRONGLY 
AGREE 

AGREE (NO 
CHANGE) 

DISAGREE 

Change in scoring USMLE STEP 1 to pass/fail will 
benefit the IMG’s when applying for residency 

programs in US as compared to domestic 
graduates? 

39.6% 4.8% 55.6% 

The three-digit numerical grade of USMLE Step 1 
give distinct advantage to IMG’s vs domestic 

graduates 
83.7% 11.8% (4.5%) N/A 

Applications from IMG’s for residency in US will 
be decreased as a result of proposed changes in 

USMLE Step 1? 
10.6% 51.3% (24.5%) 12.2% 

It will be more difficult for IMG’s to secure a 
residency position in subspecialties due to the 

proposed changes in USMLE Step I exam? 
76% 19.4% (4.5%) N/A 

Due to these proposed changes in USMLE 

examination, IMG’s will have more confidence in 
applying to Tier I residency programs? 

10.6% 65% (12.9%) 11.5% 

Extracurricular activities will be viewed with 
more importance in the applicant selection 

process? 
69.9% 24.8% 5.3% 
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 Table 1: Current and proposed changes in various steps of USMLE    

 
PROPOSED CHANGES 

FIRST SECOND THIRD 

PROPOSED CHANGE 

Reporting of USMLE 
Step 1 will Change 
from three-digit 

Numeric Score to 
Pass/Fail 

Pass 
USMLE Step 1 Before 

USMLE Step 2 CS 

Number of Attempts 
for Each USMLE Step 
or Step Component 

Reduced from 
6 to 4 

EFFECTIVE DATE 
No Earlier than 

January 01, 2022 
March 01, 2020 

No Earlier than 
January 01, 2021 
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