
Cultural Competency for Healthcare Providers
Promoting a Culturally Responsive Healthcare 
System

Sandra C. Melvin, DrPH, MPH
Chief Executive Officer

Institute for the Advancement of 
Minority Health
October 4, 2019



SESSION 
OBJECTIVES

Discuss cultural competency issues and trends in the 
United StatesDiscuss

Identify the social determinants of health and explain how 
they affect a wide range of health, risks, and outcomesIdentify

Discuss the need for culturally and linguistically 
appropriate servicesDiscuss

Identify ways to promote a culturally responsive healthcare 
system.Identify



Why Is 
Cultural 
Competency 
Important in 
healthcare?

• For example, the Hispanic population in the U.S. rose from 
approximately 12.5 percent in 1990 to over 16 percent by 
2009, and is anticipated to comprise 25 percent of the 
population by 2050.

Demographic shifts and 
an increasingly diverse 

population

• Technology and social media

Societies are 
increasingly becoming 

globalized

• The FBI reported that in 2013, there were almost 6,000 
reported incidences of hate crimes in the United States. Of 
these, almost 60 % had racial or ethnic motivations; 20% were 
around sexual orientation; and 17% involved religion.

Persistence of issues 
around cross-cultural 

contact, discrimination, 
and related challenges

• Implicit bias, stereotyping

Discrimination and bias 
in various forms result 

in poor health 
outcomes



Five Key 
Determinants 
of Health

Biology and Genetics

Individual Behavior

Social Factors

Policymaking

Health Services



Biology and 
Genetics

 Age
 Sex
 HIV status
 family history of heart disease
 carrying the BRCA1 or BRCA2 gene, 

which increases risk of breast & ovarian 
cancer
 inherited conditions, such as sickle-cell 

anemia, hemophilia, & cystic fibrosis



POLICYMAKING

 Increasing taxes on tobacco sales
Limiting the size of soft drinks
Replacing junk food in vending 

machines with healthier options
Car seats & seatbelts
Driving while intoxicated laws



SOCIAL 
FACTORS

SOCIAL DETERMINANTS
High-quality education
Nutritious food
Decent & safe housing
Affordable, reliable public transportation
Culturally sensitive health care providers
Health insurance
Clean water & non-polluted air

PHYSICAL DETERMINANTS
Natural environment, such as plants, weather, or 
climate change
Built environment, such as buildings or transportation
Worksites, schools, & recreational settings
Housing, homes & neighborhoods
Exposure to toxic substances & other physical hazards
Physical barriers, especially for people with disabilities
Aesthetic elements, such as good lighting, trees or 
benches



HEALTH 
SERVICES

Lack of availability
High cost
Lack of insurance 

coverage
Limited language access



CULTURAL 
COMPETENCE

 A set of attitudes & behaviors that 
enables us to work effectively with 
people of different cultures
 is critical to providing high quality health 

care, health care that is respectful & 
responsive to the needs of diverse patients



FOUR COMPONENTS OF CULTURAL COMPETENCE

 Awareness of one's own cultural worldview
 Attitude towards cultural differences
 Knowledge of different cultural practices & world views
 Cross-cultural skills



Challenges to 
Providing 
Culturally 
Responsive 
Care

Systemic 

Organizational

Professional

Individual



SYSTEMIC • Capturing cultural diversity 
in patient-centred care 
systems . 

• Problems with data, 
measurement of 
performance, indicators 
and benchmarks

• Tools and instruments for 
assessment of cultural 
competence in health 
settings 

• Use of biomedical models 
of service delivery systems 
which prevent holistic 
approaches to treatment 
(e.g. utilisation of 
traditional methods of 
healing)

• Absence of appropriate 
resources to embed and 
follow cultural diversity 
guidelines

• Invisibility of cultural 
diversity in major systems 
and procedures (e.g. 
policies and accreditation) 

• Treatment of cultural 
diversity as ‘add-on’ and 
token to overall work of 
health services

• Integration and 
mainstreaming of diversity 
initiatives has resulted in 
loss of focus on cultural 
diversity



ORGANIZATIONAL

Planning and reporting on cultural diversity 

Managing cultural diversity among competing priorities

Lack of understanding of cultural competence and failure to 
incorporate cultural diversity into all areas of core business 

Lack of support from the central office about cultural 
diversity responsiveness

Absence of benchmarks and guidelines for successful 
outcomes in cultural diversity

Lack of critical mass of some ethnic communities in regional 
areas to justify cultural diversity needs



PROFESSIONAL

Need to deliver 
culturally responsive 

services in busy 
environments 

Lack of training of 
professionals for 

cultural diversity (e.g. 
doctors, nurses, other 

staff) 

Effectiveness of 
interpreters or 

appropriateness of 
translations

Absence of specialists 
and expertise to 
support cultural 
diversity work

Difficulties with cross-
cultural training (e.g. 

high costs, lack of 
impact across agencies) 

Lack of interpreters in 
some languages, or 

regions



INDIVIDUAL

Lack of 
understanding of 

cultural 
competence in 
health service 

settings

Prejudicial 
attitudes to 

particular ethnic 
groups

Cultural diversity 
initiatives seen as 

‘special’ 
treatment of 
ethnic groups

Inability to 
understand and 

work with cultural 
issues (e.g. male 

consent for 
female patients)



PROMOTING A 
CULTURALLY RESPONSIVE 
HEALTH CARE SYSTEM

• Information and data 

• Satisfaction/quality 
questionnaires and 
surveys and Patient 
Satisfaction Monitor

• Direct contact with client 
family members and other 
community agencies. 

• Individual care plans 
• Team consultation 

environment

• Client specific advisory 
boards in which community 
groups are appropriately 
respresented



How can the clinical team and organization 
take action to improve SDH for patients?

Provide education on 
what factors determine 
health to the entire shop 
from front desk to the 
back of the clinic on a 
continuous basis. 

1
Systemically adopt a SDH 
screener for all patients

2
Get buy-in and 
commitment from 
leadership

3
Recognize SDH as an 
important component of 
case management and 
provide support 
accordingly 

4



CONTACT US

Institute for the Advancement of 
Minority Health

215 Katherine Dr.
Flowood, MS 39232

Office: (601) 933-0370
IAMH@advancingminorityhealth.org

Website: https://www.minority-
institute.org
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