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Given the complexity of multiculturalism, it is beneficial to understand cultural competency as a 
process rather than an end product. With increasing racial and ethnic diversity in our nation, 
there is also a growing multiracial population (Jones & Bullock, 2012). Cultural diversity and the 
rising emphasis on evidence-based practice within the field of psychology have sparked 
dialogues regarding cultural competence among mental health professionals. Given the 
complexity of multiculturalism, it is beneficial to understand cultural competency as a process 
rather than an end product. From this perspective, competency involves more than gaining 
factual knowledge — it also includes our ongoing attitudes toward both our clients and 
ourselves. 

Cultural humility is one construct for understanding and developing a process-oriented 
approach to competency. Hook, Davis, Owen, Worthington and Utsey (2013) conceptualize 
cultural humility as the “ability to maintain an interpersonal stance that is other-oriented (or open 
to the other) in relation to aspects of cultural identity that are most important to the [person]” (p. 
2). 

Three factors guide a sojourner toward cultural humility. The first aspect is a lifelong 
commitment to self-evaluation and self-critique (Tervalon & Murray-Garcia, 1998). 
Underlying this piece is the knowledge that we are never finished — we never arrive at a point 
where we are done learning. Therefore, we must be humble and flexible, bold enough to look at 
ourselves critically and desire to learn more. When we do not know something, are we able to 
say that we do not know? Willingness to act on the acknowledgement that we have not and will 
not arrive at a finish line is integral to this aspect of cultural humility as well. Understanding is 
only as powerful as the action that follows. 

The second feature of cultural humility is a desire to fix power imbalances where none ought to 
exist (Tervalon & Murray-Garcia, 1998). Recognizing that each person brings something 
different to the proverbial table of life helps us see the value of each person. When practitioners 
interview clients, the client is the expert on his or her own life, symptoms and strengths. The 
practitioner holds a body of knowledge that the client does not; however, the client also has 
understanding outside the scope of the practitioner. Both people must collaborate and learn from 
each other for the best outcomes. One holds power in scientific knowledge, the other holds 
power in personal history and preferences. 

Finally, cultural humility includes aspiring to develop partnerships with people and groups 
who advocate for others (Tervalon & Murray-Garcia, 1998). Though individuals can create 



positive change, communities and groups can also have a profound impact on systems. We 
cannot individually commit to self-evaluation and fixing power imbalances without advocating 
within the larger organizations in which we participate. Cultural humility, by definition, is larger 
than our individual selves — we must advocate for it systemically.  

Multiracial and multiethnic individuals and families illustrate the cultural richness of our diverse 
nation. As therapists, we have a responsibility to recognize and value the diversity of our clients. 
We must enter our therapeutic relationships with cultural humility, acknowledging that we are 
always in the process of learning and growing. 
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Based on your own personal and professional experiences, respond to the following 
questions:  

• Describe a scenario in which you (or someone that you know) experienced cultural 
humility (or lack thereof) in an interpersonal exchange. Consider the cultural context in 
which this occurred, and reflect on and evaluate your response. 

 

 

 

• What types of actions or competencies reveal cultural humility to you? 

 

 

 

http://www.census.gov/prod/cen2010/briefs/c2010br-13.pdf


• One way that I can recognize and develop cultural humility in myself is to... 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• One time that I witnessed/experienced genuine cultural humility was... 

 

 

 

 

• Cultural humility can directly benefit me, my colleagues, and clients, because... 

  



Cultural Competency 

A number of skills contribute to the development of cultural competency. These include the 
ability to: 1) articulate one’s perspective respectfully and clearly; 2) question one’s own 
perspective; 3) demonstrate awareness of one’s own biases; 4) manage personal biases and 
stereotypes; and, 5) personalize observations and rephrase using “I” statements. 

Consider the fourteen personal competencies identified by Hogan (2007). Rate yourself on a 
scale of 1 (low) to 5 (high) in each of these areas. Add up the points: 617-70=high; 51-
60=moderate, 0-50 needs more practice. 

1. Be nonjudgmental (we have a common tendency to judge those we perceive as different) 
2. Be flexible (adjust and readjust) 
3. Be resourceful (be prepared, look for alternatives) 
4. Personalize observations (recognize that one’s personal perceptions, attitudes, and beliefs 

may not be shared) 
5. Pay attention to thoughts and feelings 
6. Listen carefully 
7. Observe attentively 
8. Assume complexity 
9. Tolerate the stress of uncertainty 
10. Have patience 
11. Manage personal biases and stereotypes 
12. Keep a sense of humor 
13. Show respect 
14. Show empathy 

Describe your personal reaction to this self-assessment exercise. 

 

 

 

 

How will you will focus your own personal and professional development to develop these skills 
further?  
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