® Appreciate that there is large variation
across cultures in how people respond
to death and loss.

® Guard against stereotyping based on
knowledge of general characteristics
of a group.

® Be aware of the impact of oppression and

historical trauma on the daily lives of people.

® [ carn about the extent of alcohol and
substance abuse in community cultural
groups and rely on strategies that are tai-
lored to the groups and that promote
healthy coping.

® Be attentive to aspects of non-verbal
communication (e.g., knowledge of per-
sonal space, body language).

® Acknowledge your limitations in under-
standing aspects of culture and language
and encourage the people you are coun-
seling to let you know if you unknowing-
ly upset them or do something wrong.

® Consider alternative approaches to
missed or cancelled appointments.

® Be respectful, well informed and follow
through with what you say you will do.
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edu/hfweb/comm/Publications/Cultural.html
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For Additional Information
and Assistance, contact:
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Support for this program comes from the Federal
Emergency Management Agency and the Center for
Mental Health Services.

Feel free to feel better

Srovil Csirally

A key to effective, responsive
and respectful care



What is cultural competence?

In disaster mental health, cultural com-
petence is the ability of counseling, educa-
tion and outreach workers to understand
and respond effectively to the cultural and
linguistic needs of individuals and families
most affected by a disaster.

Why is cultural competence important?

According the Department of Health and
Human Services, “ ... culture bears upon
whether people even seek help in the first place,
what types of help they seek, what coping styles
and social supports they have and how much
stigma they attach to mental illness.”
Culture influences how individuals per-
ceive and interpret traumatic events. It influ-
ences how they, their families and their com-
munities respond. Access to and acceptance
of disaster crisis counseling services may be
affected by a number of important factors,
including:
® Diversity of cultural values and beliefs
about illness, healing and help seeking
® Differences in language and use of
English
® Socioeconomic conditions
® Suspicion of governmental programs
® Rejection of outside assistance
® Reluctance to seek help due to stigma
® Variations in responses to loss and
expressions of grief
® [ack of information about available
services

® [mmigration status

® Physical limitations, disabilities or other
stressors

® [ ocation of service delivery

® History of previous abuse or trauma

What are significant cultural
considerations?

Ethnicity, race, country of origin, gen-
der, age, socio-economic status, education,

primary language, English proficiency,
spirituality/religion, immigration status,
literacy level, employment, sexual orienta-
tion, geographic location, and physical
disability or limitations.

What do agencies need to do?

® [mplement a strategic plan to increase
organizational cultural competence and
integrate components into the mission
and activities of the agency.

® Understand the history, language, norms,
traditions and beliefs of the cultural
groups present in the community.

® Recruit and retain education and out-
reach workers and natural leaders who
are representative of the community and
who are fluent in the preferred languages
of the community.

® Use approaches to counseling and
education that are naturally occurring
and acceptable to the groups in your
community (e.g., offering services at
places of worship or in schools).

® When bilingual staff are not available,
rely on trained interpreters to provide
language assistance services.

® [nsure that disaster-related information,
educational materials, and messages
are translated into the languages of
the community.

® Rely on naturally occurring media out-
lets to make education and counseling
services known to the community (e.g.,
ethnic newspapers, TV, radio).

® Develop partnerships with community
leaders, “cultural brokers” and natural
networks to guide disaster response efforts
and to facilitate access to services within
the community.

® I[ntegrate knowledge of alcohol and sub-
stance abuse trends and treatment into the
development of tailored disaster preven-
tion and supportive counseling strategies.

® Monitor access to crisis counseling
services and design specific strategies
to reach the unengaged.

® Conduct ongoing assessments of organi-
zational cultural competence at the
provider and administrative levels and
examine the effectiveness of disaster crisis
counseling and education activities.

What do outreach, crisis counseling
and education workers need to do?

® [mplement an organizational plan to
increase cultural competence and strive
each day to provide culturally relevant
crisis counseling services.

® Be knowledgeable of the history, lan-
guage, norms, traditions and beliefs of
the cultural groups in the community.

® Rely on the people served to be the best
source of information about their experi-
ences with traumatic events. Ask individu-
als and families how they respond to crisis
and about their history with prior trauma.

® Be conscious of personal cultural biases
and how they may influence cross-cultur-
al interactions.

® Understand and accept the need for ritu-
al and customs in coping and dealing
with stress.

® Understand cultural uniqueness in
expressions of distress.

® Become educated about behaviors
shaped by culture (e.g., not making
direct eye contact).

® Maintain respect for the beliefs and val-
ues that are important to people coping
with a disaster. In particular, be aware of
individual spiritual beliefs and practices.

® Understand the role of families and
communities in supporting people
affected by disaster.

® Be mindful that a child’s perception
of a disaster is closely linked to how the
parents or significant others react.



