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Cultural Competency Guidelines 

What to keep in mind when interacting with patients…

The Providers Guide to Quality & Culture reminds us that while culture is an essential mediator in people’s health status, culture is not the only factor that shapes us. Other factors including environment, economics, genetics, previous and current health status, and psycho-social factors exert considerable influence on our well-being. These compelling complexities should remind us that we all need to consider many factors before making assumptions.
Cultural Context

Because health care is a cultural as well as scientific construct, arising from beliefs about the nature of disease and the human body, cultural issues are central in the delivery of health services treatment and preventive interventions. When treating patients of a culture that is different than yours, it is important not to assume anything. Communication with the patient is the best strategy for creating an appropriate treatment. 

Free Clinic patients have little or no income and come from a variety of ethnic cultures.  This summary is a brief and general overview and we encourage you to do further readings.  

Language Barriers

Many patients may speak English well enough for conversation, but may need extra time and help understanding medical instructions. When interpretation is successful, the intended message and its meaning are appropriately conveyed. 
· Look and speak directly to the patient, even when an interpreter is present. Not only do you show respect this way, but you also have an opportunity to pick up on the patient’s non-verbal cues. 
· Look for signs of comprehension difficulties. Please keep this in mind, and remember that speaking in normal conversational tones clearly and slowly may help aid their understanding. 
· Verify the patient understands what is being said by asking open-ended questions, rather than those which evoke yes/no answers.
· A patient who utilizes an interpreter may also understand and/or speak some English, but may be more comfortable, when in a medical setting, with interpretation into their native language.  
Patient Struggles

· Pride - Many patients are dealing with a loss of pride when seeking charity medical care. Some patients deal with life struggles that many of us cannot imagine. Many have suffered unfortunate symptoms for weeks, months, and even years before receiving care. While some may project an attitude of entitlement, this may in fact be a survival ‘front’, a pride reflex developed to combat a sense of helplessness. Most of our patients truly do not have any other resource for medical care except the emergency room, and no other resource for dental care.
· Stress – Many of our patients experience high levels of stress as they engage in the day-to-day survival associated with poverty.  Some patients work multiple jobs and still live under the federal poverty level with numerous family members to support in their household. You may see health issues severely compounded by stress.

· Emotional states - Some patients may slip into an emotional or agitated state when faced with what might seem a minor barrier, or when overwhelmed by an abundance of new information. 
· Mental illness – Some patients are dealing with undiagnosed or poorly managed mental illnesses.  There are services available to refer them for mental health care.
· Homelessness – Only a small percentage of Free Clinic patients are homeless, but it is important to know that many of the homeless in the US do not have a regular place to sleep or have a regular diet. They may not be receiving the rest and nutrition they need to recuperate and it may take longer to bring about the desired health care results.
Patient Literacy

Sometimes patients of any literacy and socioeconomic level won’t tell Health Care Providers when they don’t understand something. Low literacy patients may respond better to practical advice and demonstrations. 
· Slow down; simplify, limit the information you offer and repeat the instructions. 
· Show patients pictures, models and demonstrations to illustrate what you want them to do. 
· Listen and check for understanding by asking open-ended questions such as "How are you going to take this medication?" 
· Be positive and hopeful. Emphasize the benefits of compliance, such as living longer or breathing more easily. 
· Some patients may be functioning at a lower reading level, or may not be able to read at all.  They may be embarrassed to admit this. Do not assume patients can read written instructions, and when in doubt, speak or read the instructions to them. 
· Take the time to ensure that all patients leave with a complete understanding of how to take their medications, what to expect from procedures, and other medical instructions. 

For more information:  
US Department of Health and Human Services
Health Resources and Services Administration (HRSA) 
Cultural Competence Resources for Health Care Providers
http://www.hrsa.gov/culturalcompetence/ 
The Providers Guide To Quality & Culture http://erc.msh.org/mainpage.cfm?file=1.0.htm&module=provider&language=English 
Office of Minority Health 
http://www.omhrc.gov/
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