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Culture

Provides us with our identity, beliefs, 
values, and behavior.

Is learned as a part of the natural 
process of growing up in a family and 
community and from participating in 
societal institutions.

Is the conscious and unconscious 
content that a group learns, shares, 
and transmits from generation to 
generation that organizes life and 
helps interpret existence.
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Culture Gives Context & Meaning

It is a filter through which people process 
their experiences and events of their lives.

It influences people’s values, actions, and 
expectations of themselves.

It impacts people’s perceptions and 
expectations of others.
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What Is Cultural Competence?

The integration and transformation of 
knowledge about individuals and groups of 
people into specific standards, policies, 
practices, and attitudes used in appropriate 
cultural settings to increase the quality of 
services, thereby producing better outcomes.

The ability to think, feel, and act in ways that 
acknowledge, respect, and build upon ethnic, 
socio-cultural, and linguistic diversity.

National Technical Assistance Center for State Mental Health Planning
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Cultural Competence

The awareness, knowledge, and skills needed to work with others who are culturally 
different from self in meaningful, relevant, and productive ways.

The ability to work effectively across cultures in a way that acknowledges and respects 
the culture of the person or organization being served.

J. H. Hanley(1999): Beyond the tip of the Iceberg: Five Stages toward cultural competence

For Individuals and Workplaces:
A set of consistent behaviors, 
attitudes, skills, and knowledge that 
creates respectful interactions with 
people different from ourselves.
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Cross-Cultural Competence
The U.S. is currently in the middle of a significant 
demographic shift. Groups once considered minorities will 
together make up at least 52% of the country’s population 
by 2050, with the population of Hispanics likely to more 
than double and the Black and Asian American 
populations also expected to grow by a significant margin.

In the workplace, due in part to globalization, customers 
and employees will represent an even more diverse mix. 
Most organizations are already experiencing this as they 
hire employees and serve customers from multiple 
cultures, religions, and ethnic backgrounds.

Millennial idealism offers a great opportunity to overcome 
many social injustices, including racism. This generation 
is “color-conscious” and multicultural, so by embracing 
this aspect of millennial mindset, we can organically grow 
out of some implicit biases that currently hinder cultural 
competence in the workplace.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/the-fix/wp/2015/04/03/what-america-will-look-like-in-2050-less-christian-less-white-more-gray/?noredirect=on
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/the-fix/wp/2015/04/03/what-america-will-look-like-in-2050-less-christian-less-white-more-gray/?noredirect=on
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Benefits of Cultural Competence in the Workplace

• Improves understanding of those you work for, with, 
and around.

• Creates a work environment that allows everyone to 
reach their full potential.

• Provides multiple perspectives on problem-solving.

• Better performance outcomes.

• Increases employee productivity.

• Boosts employee morale.

• Improved customer relations.

• Reduces complaints and grievances.

• It is the right thing to do!



Cultural Competency – Updated 12/19/25

8

Cultural Competency Includes…

Self-Awareness
Cultural 

Understanding
Multiple 

Perspectives

Intercultural 
Communication

Relationship-
Building

Flexibility / 
Adaptability

Intercultural 
Facilitation / 

Conflict-Resolution 
Skills

Multicultural 
Organizational 

Development Skills
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Essentials for Cultural Competence
1. Beliefs and Worldview – People have fundamentally different 
ways of seeing the world, and their role in it. In the West, people 
tend to believe they’re in charge of their fate. But most other 
cultures are more fatalistic: either it’s meant to be or it’s not –
which has significant impact on multicultural teams.

2. Communication Styles – Different people have wildly 
different ways of communication, especially regarding context 
and directness. In North America, people tend to say what they 
mean. But in most other cultures, people are more indirect, 
which can seem confusing or even misleading.

3. Formality – Cultures differ greatly in greetings, manners, and 
etiquette. In the United States, people tend to be casual, both in 
dress and behavior. But in most other cultures, formality is 
more valued, and is an essential sign of respect.

4. Hierarchy – Cultures differ in whether their societies are 
horizontal or vertical. In the West, people are generally seen as 
equals. But in Asian, Latin, and Middle Eastern cultures, there is 
much more emphasis on – and comfort with – hierarchy and 
strong leadership concentrated at the top.

5. Perceptions of Time – In addition to diverse religious 
and cultural events, people differ greatly in their 
perceptions of time. Americans tend to be short-term 
and fixed: deadlines are deadlines. But in many other 
cultures, people tend to think more long-term, and dates 
and deadlines are more flexible.

6. Values and Priorities – In North America, there is 
greater emphasis on the individual and career, and less 
loyalty between employer and employee. But in Asian 
and Latin cultures, there is greater emphasis on the 
group, and long-term business and work relationships.

7. Everyone’s Unique – Finally, it’s important to 
remember that cultural guidelines are only that –
guidelines. Every person is as unique as their singular 
fingerprints, and it’s important to perceive the individual.
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Managing Cultural Diversity in the Workplace

1. Communication: Providing information accurately and promptly is critical to effective 

work and team performance. This is particularly important when a project is troubled and 

needs immediate corrective actions. However, people from different cultures vary in how 

they relate to bad news. For example, people from some Asian cultures are reluctant to 

give supervisors bad news – while those from other cultures may exaggerate it.

2. Team-Building: Some cultures – like the United States – are individualistic, and people 

want to go it alone. Other cultures value cooperation within or among other teams. Team-

building issues can become more problematic as teams are comprised of people from a 

mix of these cultural types. Effective cross-cultural team-building is essential to benefiting 

from the potential advantages of cultural diversity in the workplace.
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Managing Cultural Diversity in the Workplace (cont.)

3. Time: Cultures differ in how they view time. For example, they differ in the balance between work and 

family life, and the workplace mix between work and social behavior. Other differences include the 

perception of overtime, or even the exact meaning of a deadline. Different perceptions of time can cause 

a great misunderstanding and mishap in the workplace, especially with scheduling and deadlines. 

Perceptions of time underscore the importance of cultural diversity in the workplace, and how it can 

impact everyday work.

4. Schedules: Work can be impacted by cultural and religious events affecting the workplace. The 

business world generally runs on the Western secular year, beginning with January 1 and ending with 

December 31. But some cultures use wildly different calendars to determine New Year’s or specific holy 

days. For example, Eastern Orthodox Christians celebrate Christmas on a different day from Western 

Christians. For Muslims, Friday is a day for prayer. Jews observe holidays ranging from Rosh Hashanah 

to Yom Kippur. These variations affect the workplace as people require time off to observe their holidays.
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Cultural Incapacity vs Cultural Competence

Cultural Incapacity is the inability to work with 
diverse populations. There is not an intention to 
ignore issues or promote policies and standards 
that have an adverse impact on minorities; 
instead, their practices are based on a lack of 
understanding and ignorance.

Cultural Competence promotes differences in 
cognitive, behavioral, philosophical, social, and 
communicative styles that are from different 
cultural and generational contexts. Individuals 
seek to understand, ask for clarification or 
reasons for the behavior, and communicate 
policies and procedures clearly to employees.
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The Cultural Competency Continuum

Progress along the cultural competency 
continuum requires a continual assessment of 
an organization’s ability to address diversity, 
celebrating successes, learning from mistakes, 
and identifying opportunities for rediscovery.

An important point to remember is that actions 
taken at one point in time may not be sufficient 
to address diversity issues at another point in 
time. Today's changing environment demands 
that efforts to move toward cultural proficiency 
are more than the "right" and "good" thing to do 
– they are an essential component of any 
organization’s success.
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Understanding Our Differences
Diversity within populations isn’t limited to race or 
ethnicity; we must also consider language, religion, 
sexual orientation, ability/disability, and other factors 
when evaluating the unique individuality of each 
person. A one-size-fits-all approach doesn’t exist.

Differences can emerge from the initial greeting: 
Some cultures shake hands, while others would find 
that interaction offensive or uncomfortable.

Even simple gestures – pointing or beckoning, for 
example – can lead to misunderstandings between 
different cultures and affect the relationship between 
two or more people. Some cultures avoid eye contact 
as a sign of respect, and others consider pointing with 
your index finger as highly offensive. As Rene Revis 
Shingles, PhD, ATC, puts it in the webinar Culturally 
Competent Care in Athletic Training, “Gestures do not 
have universal meaning.
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Culturally Competent Mental Healthcare

Governor Jay Inslee declared that July 2017 would 
be recognized as Mental Health Awareness in 
Communities of Color Month. Mental healthcare is 
an indispensable part of life for many 
Washingtonians, and for many Asian American and 
Pacific Islander (AAPI) individuals, it is a substantial 
challenge to find culturally competent care.

There is much evidence showing that inequities 
persist for members of the AAPI population when it 
comes to accessing healthcare. For example, in 
2011 it was reported that older Asian American 
women had the highest suicide rates of all women 
over age 65 in the U.S. Among women ages 15-24, 
Asian Americans have the highest suicide mortality 
rates across all racial/ethnic groups. Whether we are 
researching the numbers at the state level or 
nationally, we’ve seen that access to culturally 
competent mental healthcare can be life-changing.
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Conclusion
“Having the ability to effectively work with diverse 
groups is a non-negotiable 21st-century skill that 
employers want you to have. It’s not just about 
diversity; it’s about diversity and inclusion. And getting 
a sense of that takes practice. It requires being put in 
situations that push you outside of your comfort zone.”
-Katherine Lampley, associate program director of the 
Office of Diversity & Inclusion, Bentley University.

“In conclusion, cultural competence is a holistic 
process that begins with awareness, develops 
sensitivity and knowledge, and ends with intelligence. 
The exciting part about cultural competence for an 
"old-school" diversity guy like me is, I can now overlay 
and integrate cultural competence onto social identity 
learning and create social identity competence, 
awareness, sensitivity, knowledge, and intelligence. It 
is all about finding the right language to make the 
invisible visible! By the way, culture is invisible.”
-Barry B. Cross Jr., president and chief executive 
officer of Elsie Y. Cross Associates (EYCA).
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