What Is Cultural Competence?
In Transcultural Health Care: A Culturally Competent Approach, Dr. Larry D. Purnell, PhD, RN, FAAN, defines cultural competence as “developing an awareness of one’s own existence, sensations, thoughts, and environment without letting it have an undue influence on those from other backgrounds; demonstrating knowledge and understanding of the client’s culture; accepting and respecting cultural differences; adapting care to be congruent with the client’s culture.”
In other words, cultural competence is learning about how cultural differences may impact healthcare decisions and being able to modify care to align with that patient’s culture.
What Kind of Barriers Are Created by Cultural Differences?
There are many barriers erected by cultural differences, especially between nurses and their patients:
Language
When nurses and their patients don’t speak the same language, providing quality medical care and making the patient feel comfortable and cared for can be exponentially more challenging. It can be difficult to inform a patient or be confident about consent given when the patient primarily communicates in their mother tongue. It’s also very common for patients who are bilingual to speak in their native language when they don’t feel well and are stressed or scared.
Cultural Traditions
Many cultures have very different ways of thinking about healthcare and may have traditions that go against the grain of Western medicine. For example, a Native American man may not want to be resuscitated or placed on life support. A woman born in Beijing may be resistant to taking prescribed medication for a condition and may want to use traditional Chinese herbal remedies and acupuncture. Healthcare providers who are unfamiliar with cultural traditions surrounding medical care may have difficulty connecting with the patient or the patient may not feel safe and recognized, which is key to treatment acceptance.
Health Literacy
A different understanding of healthcare from culture to culture also affects health literacy. Individuals in some cultures may not be aware of certain health conditions or how to maintain their health on a day to day basis. When patients from different cultural or racial backgrounds have difficulty understanding healthcare practices, nurses have the important job of bringing them up to speed with diagnosis and treatment in a way that is sensitive to their cultural needs.
Cultural Assumptions
Many nurses have developed assumptions about different cultures over time, often because there was a fundamental lack of accurate education about that particular culture. Cultural assumptions and the lack of knowledge of culture can create unique challenges for both nurses and patients.
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7 Steps Nurses Can Take to Provide Culturally Sensitive Care
There are many things nurses can do to provide culturally sensitive care to an increasingly diverse nation:
1. Awareness
As with any social issue, the first step is awareness. You’re here, which means you have a degree of awareness about the need for culturally competent care. Many healthcare facilities and their staff, especially those in rural areas, may not be aware that the medical sector is in desperate need for culturally sensitive healthcare.
What You Can Do
As you strive to learn more about becoming a culturally sensitive nurse, let others know what you’re doing and why. Encourage your co-workers to provide more culturally competent care. Approach sharing awareness with openness and positivity, rather than from a critical point of view.
2. Avoid Making Assumptions
It’s important that nurses avoid making assumptions about cultures they aren’t familiar with. This can lead to a breakdown of trust and rapport between the nurse and their patient and reduce treatment acceptance.
What You Can Do
If you’re unsure about something, simply ask. Most people of different cultures will happily educate a healthcare provider who is willing to listen and understand their cultural differences. When asking questions, make sure your body language communicates openness and an intent to truly hear the patient versus listening to respond.
3. Learn About Other Cultures
As a nurse, part of your responsibility to your patient is to learn what you can about them. Often, this is reduced to their medical history, their list of medications, and their current symptoms. In reality, healthcare only reaches its full potential when the whole patient is considered, including their family, their day to day life, and their culture.
What You Can Do
Think about the different cultures you’ve encountered in your healthcare career, as well as the cultures that are within your community. Make an effort to learn about those cultures by becoming immersed in them. Visit the area where that culture is dominant and read about the culture from reputable books and online sources. Question any assumptions you have about cultures that are not your own and make an effort to either prove or disprove the assumption and turn it into knowledge.
4. Build Trust and Rapport
It’s essential for nurses to build trust with their patients, regardless of ethnic or racial backgrounds. However, treating culturally diverse patients require a heightened level of trust to be established, which can become even more difficult when there’s a language barrier.
What You Can Do
Ask for a translator, but don’t be tempted to look at the translator when speaking. Look at the patient and speak to them as if no language barrier existed. The translator will relay the information to the patient and then their response back to you. Body language and eye contact become much more important, so be sure to display open and kind body language and look the patient in the eyes when speaking to them or their family members.
5. Overcome Language Barriers
Language barriers exacerbate all other challenges nurses face when providing care for culturally diverse patients. To effectively communicate with a patient to ask them about their health history or to educate them about a procedure, the language barrier must be broken in some way.
What You Can Do
Ask your facility if a translator is available. Most hospitals do have translators on-staff, but a smaller doctor’s office may not. Explore translation technology — while it may not be 100% accurate, it can help you better understand your patients and your patients better understand you. Use pictures or hand gestures to communicate when necessary, and remember to be patient. Language barriers are frustrating for both you and your patient, but your patient is at a distinct disadvantage.
6. Educate Patients About Medical Practices
It’s critical that every patient, regardless of their cultural or racial background, give informed consent for any medical procedures. If they are unfamiliar with a medical practice, nurses often have the job of explaining in detail why the procedure is needed and what to expect during and after the procedure. Additionally, patients from some cultural backgrounds need further education on how to manage at home on their own. They may need to blend new practices with cultural traditions to maintain their health, and education is a key component of that process.
What You Can Do
When communicating with a patient, ask them to repeat back to you what you said, in their own words. If there’s a language barrier, a translator can help. Essentially, this will help you determine how much of what you are saying has been understood and how you might be able to change the way you communicate to improve the patient’s understanding. Continue until you are reasonably confident that the patient has enough clarity about the next step to willingly and knowingly consent to it.
7. Practice Active Listening
Many people have a bad habit of asking a question and then listening to the answer for the sole purpose of planning what they are going to say next — instead of actually hearing, considering, and validating the person speaking. Active listening in the healthcare community is imperative, especially when individuals of different racial or cultural backgrounds are involved. It’s important that patients feel heard and validated, particularly when they are in a vulnerable position.
What You Can Do
After you ask your patient a question, take the time to really listen. Sit down with them, make eye contact, or gently place your hand over theirs. Reassure them that you’re there and ready to hear what they have to say. If you need clarity, ask. If your patient becomes frustrated by a language barrier, remain calm and let them know it’s okay to take their time when communicating with you. Repeat back to them what they said in your own words, so they can also have confidence that you’ve understood them.
Cultural Sensitivity in the Healthcare Community Is No Longer an Option
In today’s changing cultural climate, it’s no longer a choice to become culturally sensitive, it’s a necessity. Nurses will need to work hard at becoming aware of cultural differences and providing culturally competent care. The payoff is significant though — culturally sensitive care builds provider to patient trust and rapport, increases treatment acceptance and opens the door for continuing education about important health matters in cultural communities that need it.
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