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a designated or particular group that are gener-
ally transmitted intergenerationally and influ-
ence one’s thinking and action modes.”1 Many 
assume overcoming language barriers or having 
a basic understanding of some ethnic practices 
is enough to successfully address the needs of 
diverse clients within our practice. However, this 
is not the case.

Cultural competence is the capacity of indi-
viduals or services to incorporate ethnic/cultural 
considerations into all aspects of their work 
relative to health promotion, disease preven-
tion and other healthcare interventions. It also 
is described as the ability to perform and obtain 
positive clinical outcomes when engaging in 
cross-cultural encounters. Acquiring skills 
related to culturally competent nursing practice 
is important for better client outcomes, satisfac-
tion and quality of care.

Best practice related to cultural competence 
describes the process of systematically finding 
and appraising current research findings related 
to culturally competent practice, and using 
these findings as a basis for clinical decisions 
and actions. Best practice also could include 
nurses advocating for the resources necessary 
to establish culturally competent practices in the 
clinical setting. There is increasing information 
that speaks to the improved health outcomes of 
clients where there is integration of culturally 
relevant care.

Changing Demographics
The U.S. population is growing and becoming 
increasingly diverse. For example, it is estimated 
people of Hispanic origin constituted 15 percent 
of the nation’s total population as of July 1, 
2006, making them the nation’s largest ethnic 
or racial minority. The U.S. Census Bureau 
predicts by the middle of the 21st century, the 
average U.S. resident will trace his ancestry to 
Africa, Asia, the Pacific Islands, Latin America 
or Arab countries.

It is essential for nurses, as part of the health-
care delivery system, to be aware and knowledge-
able about the unique cultural issues related to 
providing care and treatment to people from 
different cultures. Nurses will need to know 
how to adapt their delivery of care to meet the 
diverse cultural needs of each client.2 These skills 
could involve attitudinal and behavioral changes 
that will enable nurses to engage clients more 
successfully.

Diverse Practitioners
Another reason for increasing cultural proficiency 
is the growing number of healthcare providers and 
workers from other countries who have become 
colleagues within the healthcare delivery system. 
Nurses are working with other members of the 
healthcare team who might have values, beliefs 
and cultural experiences very different from 
their own.

Practicing communication skills that acknowl-
edge cultural awareness and behaviors that dem-
onstrate cultural competence will be important 
within healthcare settings as diverse groups 
work together to improve healthcare delivery. 
Understanding cultural practices of colleagues 
can provide opportunities to clarify differences in 
styles of work and serve as a resource for informa-
tion to better support patient-centered, culturally 
sensitive care.

In the past decade, there has been increasing 
pressure on institutions that educate healthcare 
professionals to include cultural competence 
education and training. For example, New Jersey’s 
former acting Gov. Richard Codey signed legis-
lation in March 2005 that requires New Jersey 
medical schools include cultural competency 
instruction in the curriculum. This mandate to 
educate and train physicians serves as a condition 
of licensure for all physicians in the state.

In its Health Care Agenda 2005, the American 

Culturally Competent Practice
Cultural competence of the healthcare workforce 
and the healthcare delivery system is increasingly 
tied to improved client outcomes and quality of 
care provided. Financial reimbursement for care 
provided to clients can be negatively affected if 
there is not a system in place to support culturally 
competent delivery of care.

The federal government is one of the main 
purchasers of healthcare services through Medi-
care and Medicaid. These programs require their 
contractors to be culturally diverse and deliver 
culturally competent service and care. Medicare 
and Medicaid are significant sources of revenue for 
healthcare institutions, and these regulations are 
binding on providers who accept these funds.

Efforts to improve client outcomes and culturally 
centered care have been championed by the Joint 
Commission. The national accrediting body for 
hospitals was represented on the committee that 
developed the National Standards on Culturally and 
Linguistically Appropriate Services. Its collabora-
tion with government agencies led to additional 
cultural competency mandates being integrated 
within Joint Commission standards that ultimately 
impact all healthcare organizations. For example, 
Joint Commission Performance Standards: RI 2.10 
Section B states, “Each patient has a right to have his 
or her cultural, psychological, spiritual and personal 
values, beliefs, and preferences respected.”
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Fig. 1: Tips for Developing Your Cultural Sensitivity
• �Increase your awareness of your cultural values, beliefs and practices

• �Explore the influence of your culture on health and health behaviors, and of cultures in general

• �Develop easy access to resource material that provides information on specific cultural groups and use it 
when interacting with clients and/or shaping treatment interventions

• �Increase your familiarity with cultural assessment tools and questions that can be used to better shape 
healthcare interventions


