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A 
 

Lower economic  
class 
Middle economic 
class 
Upper economic 
class 
 
Militant 
Radical 
Liberal 
Moderate 
Conservative 
Reactionary 
Indifferent 
 
Republican 
Democrat 
Independent 
 
Other: 
____________ 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

B 
 
Anglo-Saxon 
American 
Anglo 
White 
Ethnic 
Black 
African-American 
Negro 
Hispanic 
Latino 
Chicano 
Latin-American 
Asian-American 
Asian 
Oriental 
Native American 
Indian 
American Indian 
 
Other: 
_____________ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

  C 
 
Female 
Male 
 
Married 
In a relationship 
Single 
Separated 
Divorced 
 
Wife 
Husband 
Partner 
Significant Other 
Mother 
Father 
Step-parent 
Son 
Daughter 
Godparent 
Grandmother 
Grandfather 
Aunt 
Uncle 
Brother 
Sister 
Other: 
_____________ 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
       D  
Business person 
White-collar 
Professional 
Technical 
Blue-collar 
Skilled 
Student 
Service provider 
Laborer 
 
Other: 
_____________ 
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Gun rights advocate   _____   _____   _____
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There has been a dramatic increase in the population of the United States in recent decades, as 
well as changes within the population itself.  As health care providers, we find ourselves providing 
services in an environment where patients and their families may be of different cultures, traditions, 
languages and spiritual backgrounds.  The goal of the medical system and the institution in which 
we serve is to provide the best possible care for all patients.  In our multicultural society, the 
challenge is determining how we can provide services in ways that are appropriate and sensitive to 
these differences. 

 
“Ask not what disease the person has, 

but rather what person the disease has.”   
- William Osler 

 
Cultural insensitivity is usually not intentional.  It is, rather, caused by not having the knowledge we 
need to understand another person’s frame of reference.  Sometimes our insensitivity is a result of 
our fear of the unknown or of something new, or we try to deny that there are differences by 
viewing everyone as the same.  At other times, our insensitivity is simply due to time constraints: 
we have too much to do and feel pressured to complete our tasks and move on to the next patient 
who is waiting.  When we are culturally insensitive, 
misunderstandings can result between the patient and/or 
family’s expectations and ours.  Miscommunication can 
occur.  It  becomes difficult for us to provide the best and 
most appropriate care.   

 
 
Cultures vary in their beliefs of the prevention, cause, and 
treatment of illness as well as in their understandings of the 
processes of life and death.  These beliefs dictate the 
practices used to maintain health and to prepare for and 
experience the processes of life, including pregnancy, birth, 
postpartum, infant care, illness and death.   

 
 
Too often we interpret the behaviors of others as negative 
because we don’t understand the underlying value system of 
their culture.  It is a natural tendency for us to assume that 
our own values and customs are more sensible and right.  It 
is necessary, then, for us to become aware of the cultural 
assumptions from which we develop our judgments.   This is 
the first step to becoming more culturally sensitive. 

 
 
 
 

























. 



 

 
 

 
© Sue Wintz and Earl Cooper. All Rights Reserved. 

20 

 
Providers of health care and patients often begin their relationship separated by a huge cultural 
gap. As providers, we are socialized into the atmosphere of the medical profession, with a set of 
beliefs, practices, habits, likes, norms and rituals.  These are all factors that comprise a given 
culture.  We speak a different language filled with medical terminology, and our understanding and 
beliefs regarding health and illness can differ greatly from the population we serve.   
 

The Health Care Provider Culture 
 

Spector, R.E.: CULTURAL DIVERSITY IN HEALTH AND ILLNESS , © 1979.  Reprinted by permission 
of Prentice Hall, Upper Saddle River, New Jersey. 

 
 
Beliefs 

 
a)   Standardize definitions of health and illness 
b)   The omnipotence of technology 

 
Practices 

 
a) Maintenance of health and prevention of disease via mechanisms such 

as the     
      avoidance of stress and the use of immunizations 
b)   Annual physical examinations and diagnostic procedures such as Pap 
smears 

 
Habits 

 
a)   Charting 
b)   Constant use of medical jargon 
c)   Use of a systematic approach and problem solving methodology 

 
Likes 

 
a)    Promptness 
b)   Neatness and organization 
c)   Compliance 

 
Dislikes 

 
a)   Tardiness 
b)   Disorderliness and disorganization 

 
Customs 

 
a) Professional deference and adherence to the “pecking order” found in     

               
      autocratic and bureaucratic systems 
b)   Hand washing 
c)   Employment of certain procedures attending birth and death 

 
Rituals 

 
a)   Physical examination 
b)   Surgical procedure 
c)   Limiting visitors and visiting hours 

 
 

Western medicine, by its very nature, often treats patients as though they were objects - machines 
to be put back into “proper working order” or which fail.  Patients who are hospitalized, as well as 
their families, are removed from their own lives and life stories and taken from their familiar homes 
into the strange and often fearful world of the hospital.  They are treated by numerous different 
people who come uninvited into their rooms. 
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Care means that patients and their families are treated as human beings that have lives beyond the 
hospital and meaning beyond the medical world of diagnoses, medications, treatment and 
prognosis. Competence means that we are able to provide that care.  

 
Cultural Sensitivity and Competence 

 

• Embodies attitude, knowledge and skills 
• Permits individuals to respond with dignity and respect to all 

people 
• Is a continuum that encompasses several stages 

 
 

We don’t become culturally sensitive or competent overnight.  It is a process that takes time, 
attention and self-awareness.  Unless we can identify and then step outside our own framework, it 
can be difficult for us to understand another’s point of view. 

 
Cultural competence can and should occur in both individuals and organizations.  It is the state of 
being capable of functioning effectively in the midst of cultural differences.   It is being sensitive not 
to impose our personal values on someone else because they are different.  It is the ability to 
establish relationships with people in the midst of diversity.  It is celebrating differences, the 
recognition of similarities, and a clear commitment to seeing differences as differences and not 
deficits. 
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Culturally competent services are systems, 
agencies and practitioners that have the capacity, 
skills and knowledge to respond to the unique 
needs of populations whose cultures are different 
from that which might be called dominant or 
mainstream American.   
             - Family Resource Coalition of America 
 
 
 
The culture in which we are raised or in which we 
work greatly influences our beliefs, values, and 
behaviors.  Assessing our individual cultural 
heritage is the first and most important step to 
identifying what may cultivate or   block our 
communication with and care of a person from 
another culture. By completing the exercises in 
Part 1 of this Self-Learning Module, you have 
begun this process. 

 
 

 
 

Culture is: 
 

the learned or shared knowledge, beliefs, traditions, customs, 
rules, arts, history, folklore and institutions of a group of people 

used to interpret experiences and to generate social behavior. 
 
Cultural identity includes a number of different things, including:  
 
 
SYMBOLIC OBJECTS, such as spiritual or religious items or clothing 
 

When encountering objects with which you are not familiar, politely ask about their 
significance, but don’t press the issue if the patient or family do not appear willing to 
explain. 

 
LANGUAGE, which includes slang terms, words that indicate status, and level of intimacy 
 

Always use surnames unless you are given permission by the patient or family member to 
use their first name. 
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TOPIC AND PATTERNS OF CONVERSATION 
 

In many cultures, it is inappropriate to initiate a serious conversation immediately. Take a 
few moments to introduce yourself to the patient and family in order to build rapport and 
trust. 

 
TONE OF VOICE 
 

Use a soft tone of voice, emphasize courtesy and respect, and refrain from harsh criticism 
or confrontation. 

 
NON-VERBAL CLUES SUCH AS GESTURES, FACIAL EXPRESSIONS, BODY LANGUAGE AND 
PERSONAL SPACE 
 

A handshake is customary among many Americans, however it is not always welcome 
among other cultures where it may be considered rude or intrusive, especially between 
opposite genders. 

 
 

CONCEPT OF TIME, INCLUDING PASSAGE, DURATION AND POINTS WITHIN  
 

Individuals who are past-oriented value tradition and doing things the way they have always 
been done.  They might be reluctant to try new procedures.  Present-oriented people focus 
on the here and now and may be relatively unconcerned with the future, dealing with it 
when it comes.  They may show up late or not at all for appointments.  Future-oriented 
people may become so caught up in the ”what-ifs” of the future that focusing on the 
present moment may be difficult. 

 
 
FAMILY AND KINSHIP STRUCTURE, COMPOSITION AND AUTHORITY 
 

How the family is constructed determines one’s values, the decision-making patterns within 
the household, and who will be responsible for the patient and health care decisions. 

 
COOKING AND DINING TRADITIONS 
 

What time of day does the patient eat their main meal?  Do they have special needs for 
preparation, utensils, or diet?  Some cultures place great value on the meal as an event 
when the entire family gathers together. 

 
SPIRITUALITY AND RELIGION 
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Being culturally sensitive or competent  does NOT mean knowing    
 everything about every culture... 
 
It is instead respect for differences, eagerness to learn, 
and a willingness to accept that there are many ways  
of viewing the world. 
 
The particular behaviors themselves are not as significant as the  
relationship of those behaviors to the personal values held  
by the patient and family.  By incorporating sensitivity to cultural  
beliefs and practices into a patient’s plan of care, we demonstrate  
respect and reduce stress due to feelings of isolation and alienation. 
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Spirituality 
 

• Can be both religious and non-religious 
• Expresses a source of meaning, connectedness and hope 
• Beliefs, values, and situations all play an important role in forming one’s 

spirituality 

• Each person’s spirituality is important 
 
 

 
 

 
Spirituality involves finding meaning and purpose in 
one’s life and experiences.  It encompasses a 
person’s philosophy of life and world view.  
Spirituality is expressed through concepts and 
ideas about God/the Deity/Higher Power, one’s 
sacred beliefs, and one’s religious rituals or 
practices. 
 
There is a significant difference between spirituality 
and religion: 
 
SPIRITUALITY refers to our inner belief system.  It 
is a delicate ‘spirit-to-spirit’ relationship to oneself, 
others, and the God of one’s understanding. 
 

Everyone is a SPIRITUAL being. 
 

RELIGION refers to the externals of our belief 
system: church, prayers, traditions, rites, rituals, 
etc. 
 

Not everyone is RELIGIOUS. 
 

Sensitivity to spiritual issues and the inclusion of 
spiritual care is an essential and necessary component in patient care and family support. 
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