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PRACTICING CULTURAL RELEVANCE
For Family Partners, practicing cultural relevance is an ongoing 
process of: 

•	 Learning how each person’s values, beliefs, attitudes, and traditions 
contribute to their culture and identity. Factors may include their race, 
ethnicity, religion, age, sexual orientation, gender identity, education, 
economic/social status, health impairments or disabilities, and more. 

•	 Learning about personal circumstances, conditions, and experiences 
that influence people’s thinking, behaviors, and roles in their community.

•	 Understanding and acknowledging the differences or similarities in 
power and privilege between groups of people on a personal, insti-
tutional, and systemic level, including imbalances of power and their 
effect on caregivers and families. 

•	 Incorporating this knowledge into the Family Partner’s practice so they 
are better able to work collaboratively and effectively with all people.
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Conduct cultural self-assessment in the context of the family partner work

•	 Before working with each caregiver and family, take an inventory of 
your own values, beliefs, attitudes, biases, knowledge, and awareness 
relative to the caregiver and family being served.

•	 Regularly assess your own privilege in relation to the caregiver’s privilege 
in areas such as sexual orientation, gender, race, ethnicity, economic 
status, and social status. 

•	 Reflect on your personal family history, experiences, and circumstances, 
and be aware of how they may lead you to be biased or judgmental 
about the caregiver’s family situation and relationships.

•	 Take responsibility for continually learning about the many cultural 
identities of the people you work with. 

•	 Request and accept feedback from others, such as coworkers, caregiv-
ers, and others.

•	 Engage in conversations with other service providers you work with such 
as clinicians, outreach workers, peer mentors, school staff, supervisors, 
and others, as well as in supervision, about your own values, beliefs, 
attitudes, and biases, and how they may affect your work with caregivers 
and families.

•	 Develop self-awareness about triggers related to any traumatic expe-
riences of your own. 

•	 Develop awareness of your own parenting style.

•	 Understand how culture impacts parenting styles, relationships, priori-
ties, and the family’s access to and use of services.
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Discover the caregiver’s culture

•	 Explore the caregiver’s cultural beliefs about mental health.

•	 Create a “safe space” for exploring the family’s culture.

	» Explore these topics at a pace that the caregiver is comfortable 
with.

•	 Explain that this exploration can help you and other service providers 
engage in a way that respects the family’s cultures.

•	 Explore and address cultural differences within the family (for example, 
transracial adoption, blended families, immigrant families).

•	 Engage in ongoing discussion with the caregiver about their unique 
values, beliefs, attitudes, assumptions, and life experiences within their 
cultural identities.

•	 Explore both the resilience and vulnerabilities that come from the care-
giver’s culture and life experiences.

•	 Engage in initial and ongoing discussion specifically about individual, 
family, and community strengths related to caregiver and family culture.

•	 Help the caregiver recognize and explore their strengths and reflect 
on their potential strengths even when they may not be initially aware 
of them.

•	 Show genuine interest in and respect for the caregiver’s culture.

“The family partner 
respected how things 

are done in my 
culture and worked 
with that instead of 
trying to change it.”
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Discover the culture of the caregiver’s community

•	 Educate yourself about the caregiver’s community and its impact on the 
family, including faith-based and other available resources, community 
safety, socio-economic conditions, and any tensions at school or in the 
community (such as racial, LGBTQ+ gender expression, faith-based)

•	 Identify the strengths, connections and sources of resiliency within their 
community. 

•	 Understand and acknowledge, initially and on an ongoing basis, the 
neighborhood and community environment of the caregiver and family.

	» Explore any safety concerns or discomfort the caregiver may have 
about the community in which they live.

	» Explore how the caregiver and other family members do or don’t 
identify with the culture of the community where they live.

•	 Gain an understanding of the specific needs of caregivers who have 
experienced immigration-related or other separation from community 
or family (due to homelessness, foster placement, long-term residential 
placements, hospitalization, adoption, incarceration, or deportation).

•	 Gain an understanding of the family’s views, experiences, and comfort 
with using police, first responders, and other community interventions 
as part of the safety plan and incorporate this understanding into your 
overall understanding of the family culture. (see “Safety Planning”)

•	 If the caregiver expresses interest in educating their family or community 
about mental health issues, help them explore ways to do this.
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Work to reduce cultural barriers and misunderstandings 
between the caregiver and service providers

•	 Before intake, find out what the caregiver’s preferred language is for 
written and spoken/signed communication.

	» If there are language or literacy barriers, offer options such as trans-
lation or interpreter services.

•	 Encourage and empower the caregiver to share their preferences 
regarding the cultural identity and backgrounds of their providers.

	» Recognize that the family’s racial, cultural, and immigration experi-
ences, as well as other factors, may make them careful about shar-
ing too much information and/or certain kinds of information.

	» If the family’s preferences can’t initially be met due to staffing 
issues, work with your supervisor to advocate for solutions.

•	 Consider your own and other service providers’ cultural fit with the 
family’s preferences.

•	 Recognize and act on any practical concerns about meeting times and 
locations that relate to culture (such as holy days, family privacy bound-
aries, concerns about stigma).

•	 Talk with the caregiver about their experiences with other formal and 
informal supports and whether these supports have or have not showed 
respect and understanding for the caregiver’s cultural identity.

•	 Routinely check in with the caregiver about whether your approach to 
their cultural identity is meeting their needs and concerns.

	» Notice when the caregiver or other service providers misstep in the 
form of racism, microaggressions, cultural bias, misgendering, or 
misunderstanding.

	» Promptly acknowledge, apologize, and correct your own actions 
and engage in repair work when there is a breakdown in the rela-
tionship due to cultural misunderstandings.

•	 Encourage and support the caregiver to inform service providers of 
their experiences of bias or misunderstanding by you or other service 
providers.

•	 Assess whether sharing about your own culture meets the caregiver’s 
needs and only self-disclose based on those needs. 

•	 Talk openly about differences and similarities in culture between yourself 
and the caregiver (e.g., race, age, sexual orientation, gender expression, 
etc.) and how these cultural differences and similarities might affect your 
work together.

•	 Adjust your practice as needed to bridge any gaps between the cultural 
perspectives of the caregiver and their service providers.

•	 If you are aware of having emotional reactions to the caregiver’s choices 
or beliefs, bring it up with your supervisor and consider seeking cultur-
ally relevant consultation.
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Resolve cultural misunderstandings

•	 Invite the caregiver to discuss and address behaviors by you and other 
service providers, supports, or team members that result from misun-
derstanding of culture.

	» Support the caregiver in addressing these behaviors with other 
providers, supports, and team members.

•	 Offer options for facilitating discussions about the caregiver’s and fami-
ly’s cultural preferences that may affect services and decisions about 
culturally specific interventions.

•	 If you see other service providers or organizations doing something that 
appears insensitive to the caregiver’s culture or experience, address 
them directly and respectfully.

•	 Recognize the institutional racism and linguistic barriers that the care-
giver may experience.

	» Educate the caregiver about how to advocate for their needs (for 
instance, by requesting a translator or interpreter) and model this 
skill.

•	 Work with others to find ways to educate service providers and other 
supports working with the family regarding systems of oppression that 
affect the caregiver and their family.

•	 Respectfully educate the caregiver and family on how some cultural 
norms regarding the discipline of children, expectations of women, 
and other areas may conflict with U.S. laws and customs, and how this 
could create problems.

	» Explore the family’s current strategies and options (such as alterna-
tive behavior/actions) to prevent or resolve potential conflict with 
U.S. laws and/or customs that could be problematic for the care-
giver and family.
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