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Cultural competence is the ability to understand and respond effectively to the cultural and 

linguistic needs of individuals and families most affected by a disaster. The following information is 

provided to offer guidance on how to approach survivors in a culturally competent manner.  

For additional information please see Developing Cultural Competence in Disaster Mental Health 

Programs by The Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration in The Department 

of Health and Human Services.  
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! ǾŀǊƛŜǘȅ ƻŦ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ǾƛŜǿǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎ ǘƻ ŘƛǎŀǎǘŜǊǎΦ hƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǳƴƛǉǳŜ 

factors is personal culture. Culture is defined as beliefs and behaviors that are characteristic of a 

specific ethnic, religious, social, age, gender or economic group. These culturally specific beliefs and 

behaviors will influence how individuals perceive and interpret traumatic events. They will also 

influence how individuals, their families, and their communities respond to the disaster situation. In 

order to serve survivors in a sensitive and supportive manner, care must be provided in a culturally-

competent manner.  The following information will address ways to direct your response in a 

culturally competent way. 
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The first step to providing culturally competent care is recognizing cultural differences. These are 

apparent in the manner with which individuals define disaster, express grief, and respond to loss. 

Recognizing and understanding the differences in reactions between cultures will better prepare 

you to serve that particular community and strengthen your response capabilities. Cultural 

differences also influence the degree to which survivors are willing to accept help and the manner 

in which they seek and use various sources of support. However, you may find that survivors are 

more willing to accept support if it is offered in a culturally appropriate way. As is mentioned in unit 

5 Attend to Survivors you will want to suspend judgment and seek to understand the culture of the 

population you are serving in order to serve the population to the best of your ability. The centrality 

and role of faith in dealing with disaster events also differs by culture. You may find that reactions 

of a particular culture may revolve more heavily around religious meanings or beliefs. Being 

sensitive to these beliefs will increase your rapport with survivors and help you understand their 

perspective. Also common to many cultures is a pervasive distrust of government. This is especially 

important to note if you work for a governmental agency and are trying to gather information from 

the population. Building trust with the community may be the initial step to your response.      
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In addition to disaster stressors experienced by most survivors, cultural groups face additional 

sources of stress. Immigration status may impact their ability to receive disaster resources and may 

also prevent certain groups from seeking assistance from responders. Language difficulties in 

comprehension or communication may decrease the level of participation in recovery services and 

create a barrier to accessing available services and support. These two previously mentioned 

variables, combined with a possible lack of knowledge of, and access to, disaster services places 

some cultural groups at higher risk of loss and trauma in a disaster situation. Another barrier that 

can cause additional stress is the lack of financial resources. Many minority groups have lower 

socioeconomic status within society. They often lack the ability to access additional financial 

resources to aid in recovery, which can cause additional stress post-disaster.  All of these stressors 

should be viewed under constant potential of discrimination. 

Many cultural groups face discrimination from members of other groups within society. Remaining 

aware of this potential discrimination is important when you are providing services, transporting 

groups to a new community, and working with a multicultural survivor group. Attempting to limit 

discrimination in all forms from all areas of the environment should be of utmost priority.  
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The following principles can be found in more detail in Developing Cultural Competence in Disaster 

Mental Health Programs  by the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Service Administration (2003). 

The first principle emphasizes the importance of having a culturally diverse community and 

therefore respecting diversity. This principle should be kept in mind throughout the development of 

a response initiative. Secondly, maintaining a cultural profile of the community allows responders to 

have an idea of the cultures they may work with and provides an opportunity to prepare culturally 

sensitive responses prior to a disaster. To ensure that the responses are culturally appropriate, it is 

also important to attempt to have a culturally diverse response team. The third principle of 

recruiting responders who are representative of the community addresses the need to have a 

diverse team to address potential cultural issues.  
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Principle number 4 notes the importance of increasing cultural competence of the entire team. 

Providing training to responders enables them to perform their duties more confidently and more 

competently. Principles 5 and 6 encourage supportive and accessible services. Utilizing already 

existing support networks and recognizing positive customs and traditions is important when 

viewing groups as empowered to help support themselves. While developing accessible and 

equitable services ensures that the response programs are empowering all cultural groups to access 

services. 
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Just as there should be a culturally diverse team of responders, teams should also be utilizing a 

variety of culturally appropriate experts. These community leaders and organizations can offer 

invaluable support in reaching communities, providing resources, identifying needs, and giving 

guidance. Next, all programs should ensure that the equitable services they are offering are 

culturally and linguistically competent. Relying on research, expert advice, and community 

feedback, services and publications can be culturally relevant for each cultural group within the 

community. Finally, the program should be evaluated. Resources, approaches, and services should 

be assessed to ensure that there is a high level of cultural competence in order to provide the most 

beneficial services to survivors.  

 

   

 


