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Developing multicultural competence through intercultural sensitivity

One's own culture provides the “lens” through which we view the world; the “logic”... by which we order it; the “grammar” ... by which it makes sense

Introduction

A group establishes its universe of meaningful things through social representations which come into being in communication within the group
. The way “others”, be they immigrants, migrants or other non national cultural groups are perceived and ultimately received, depends on the dominant groups perceptions, conceptions and representations of these “others”. Immigrant, migrant and other non national cultural groups are often forced to play a "game" called "assimilation" in an effort to match these representations. If someone is the outsider and not a member of the dominant group, it means that he needs to give up his own values and adopt the values of others, as a means to survival. This is neither easy nor comfortable: it is painful and often demeaning
. 

We know that we can learn to understand and appreciate the values, expectations, and communication styles of other traditions without giving up our own
. We can adjust appropriately and effectively to different values and communication styles if we learn how first to perceive and then to adapt to them. Such understanding is part of what is referred to as multicultural competence. 

Civil servants as well as their managers can be helped to develop their multicultural competence so that they can be more effective in delivering their services to the changing populations within society. Persons in the organizations can not afford to be culturally myopic if they want not to be ineffective and consequently obsolete
. Professionals at all levels and in all work sectors are challenged to respond to the questions: “what to do, how to act, who to be?”
.

Professional groups need to continuously and critically evaluate routine practices and professional knowledge. This is particularly relevant in multilingual and multicultural contexts. Civil servants are doubly challenged: they both work in an environment that is increasingly linguistically and culturally diverse, and also are often the first contacts diverse groups have in their efforts to adapt to their new environment. Studies of the impact of linguistically and culturally diverse groups on professional attitudes, skills and actions suggest there is a need and demand for appropriate in-service training and extended education in intercultural competence in addition to organizational and structural changes
. 

The genesis of this paper was directly influenced by the experience of the writer during the December 2004 University of Ioannina European Seminar “Immigrant Reception in Public/Civil Services and Intercultural Communication” which was part of the European program “Comunicazione Interculturale”
. The seminar audience was comprised of social workers, civil servants and elementary school teachers. Their anecdoctal comments, questions and the general discussions that ensued, prompted the author to look at the subject and to attempt to focus on the how’s and why’s of multicultural competence in the public service sector as a means of facilitating the integration of newcomers. This paper attempts to briefly present information on cultural and more specifically multicultural competence as well as cultural sensitivity, its necessity as a tool for civil servants working with diverse groups and attempts to set the record straight with respect to some of the myths surrounding working with individuals and groups from other cultures. 

What is culture and why is it important?
So what do we mean when we talk about culture? Many different definitions abound. Culture has been defined as those things that everyone has in a predictable and in generally bounded sense which is recognizable in a list of cultural traits
. This notion of culture tends to refer to prescribed ethnic, national and international entities. Identifying with this «large culture paradigm» is clearly vulnerable to stereotyping. However, culture is not something one inherits: it is learned
. This is one of the few aspects of culture that has more or less been agreed upon. In contrast to large culture, a “small culture paradigm” attaches “culture” to small social groupings or activities wherever there is cohesive behaviour, and in this way moves towards negating this type of stereotyping
.

Answering the question of what is culture has been attempted by various researchers. The discussion of culture as a common dynamic process generates a more inclusive context for the discussion of differences. The way in which culture is defined, however, varies. For some, culture is broadly defined to include differences based upon economic status, sexual orientation, gender, and lifestyle. Others focus more on ethnic, racial, and linguistic differences. While basic assumptions about culture and differences vary, these assumptions influence the models, approaches, methods, and strategies used for personnel development in cross cultural settings
. 

Renato Rosaldo has pointed out several facts related to how we can understand what in fact culture is today
. These include, but are not limited to, the realization that for many groups, especially those situated in urban areas, culture is not tightly bounded. People tend to live along side if not in the midst of different cultural groups. Beyond this, we see that there is a great deal of variation even within any given cultural group. No person from a specific cultural group is the same as another member of that group. Their knowledge and behaviour varies as a result of a variety of factors which includes among other gender, age, status, occupation and language. Cultures are not static: we actively construct them and thus they are in constant flux. Furthermore, while we obviously acquire some aspects of culture through socialization, this does not mean that we are passive recipients in the process. However, while we are not passive recipients in the process, there are aspects of our cultural knowledge which are implicit. An often presented illustration of this that helps us to understand this aspect has been attributed to Kluckholn
. He’s credited as having said that the fish would be the last creature to discover water, with water being to the fish what culture is to all of us. In other words, it is something so all encompassing that we take it for granted. Meaningful aspects of culture are found within the individual and are shared ways of interpreting the world and our experiences; these help us to understand the nonverbal aspects of communication specific to a given culture. It’s important to also remember that aspects of culture exist in everyday lived practices versus on a theoretical and stereotypical basis. We could easily continue in this vein providing even more facts that surround the way we interpret culture’s understanding. Consequently given the brief presentation of the dimensions of culture, we can agree that culture as a concept is much more complex than we might have thought. We can also argue that those who work within a multicultural environment need to understand how these facets impact their dealings with others. 

How and why do people react to cultural differences?

Cultural differences are an added complexity to an already difficult communication situation. Gudykunst, Wiseman and Hammer suggested that people choose whether they want to communicate effectively, and once they choose to do so, they need to know when and how
. This choice is usually not made consciously, but is rather a subconscious or even unconscious choice on their part based in part on inculcated beliefs, representations and stereotypes. Being sensitive to the beliefs of others and understanding and respecting their culture are critical to the process of acquiring a clients trust and satisfaction. As different societies hold different views, the way people react to cultural differences as well as the style employed in one culture will not necessarily work in another and adaptations must be made accordingly. Individuals who work with clients from different cultural milieus managers need to develop a “my cultures OK, your cultures OK” frame of reference unless the others culture really is not OK. In that case, the mainstream cultures representative needs to identify and implement programs to change the culture to “really OK”
.

Some of the myths surrounding intercultural communication related to cultural differences and working with individuals and groups include statements such as: 

1 «Basically, deep down, we are all the same…» 

2 «It all comes down to personality…»

3 «If I’m myself, don’t put on airs, it will all be ok…»

4 «Communication only takes place when we choose to send information» 

5 «Choosing not to discuss certain issues can minimize problems and discomfort». 

The fact is though, that all behaviours are learned and displayed in a particular cultural context – which means these can and do change given the particular cultural context-and that it is possible to learn to identify these and not expect everyone to act in the same way we do. If we consider the Cultural Iceberg paradigm we see that «appearances can be deceptive-more is hidden than revealed»
. Since culture’s role is in one respect subtle at least to each of us, it’s equally logical to consider that other’s don’t necessarily see all that underlies it- we see only the very tip of the cultural iceberg-more lies beneath the surface than is visible to the naked eye. Surface culture is primarily in our awareness and includes art, music, literature, dance, cooking, and dress. Deep culture is in contrast primarily outside of our awareness. It’s really a treasure chest full of those things that make up who we really are. Some of the things that are part of our deep culture are the way we relate to modesty, authority, justice, work, leadership, decision making, problem solving, non-verbal communication, time, language, social interaction, roles related to age, sex and occupation; even the way we use and interpret, eye contact, nodding and silence-while explicit is grounded in deep culture!

What is multiculturalism, cultural and by extension multicultural competence?

According to Lestinen, Petrucijová, and Spinthourakis, multiculturalism comes as a result of population and cultural migration and brings with it the dilemma of balancing acceptance, tolerance and openness to cultural pluralism with fear that traditional ways of life will be eroded
. The more open to cultural diversity, the less cohesive identity may be. Multi-ethnicity and cultural diversity raise questions of «uncertainty, diversity and about the ways in which people have the possibility, or not, of constructing their own identities»
. Multiculturalism also stresses identity as being inclusive, rather than exclusive. Cultivating inclusive identity is integral to socialisation in a culturally diverse society. Contact with another culture modifies cultural identity, both consciously and unconsciously. Contemporary multiculturalism expects individuals to deal with cultural contacts and to face possible tensions between different worlds. Cultural contact should be seen as a source of enrichment, not of conflict.

Before starting to look into the topic of cultural competence, a definitional framework is needed here. Cross, Bazron, Dennis, and Isaacs explored the concept of cultural competence in the system of care, and developed a definition and framework
. They argue that cultural competence is defined as a set of congruent behaviours, attitudes, and policies. These in turn come together in a system, agency, or among professionals, which then enables them to work effectively in intercultural situations. Thus, we can argue that when referring to cultural competence, “culture” implies the integrated patterns of human behaviour that includes thoughts, communications, actions, customs, beliefs, values, and by extension, institutions of racial, ethnic, religious, or social groups. “Competence” in turn, implies having the capacity to function in a particular way within the context of human behaviour defined by a group. It should be pointed out that the words cross-cultural competence and intercultural competence are used interchangeably in disciplines as diverse as business, communications, education, nursing, nutrition, psychology, and social work. They refer to the ability to relate and communicate effectively when the individuals involved in the interaction do not share the same culture, ethnicity, language, or other relevant variables. Hains, Lynch and Winton provide a fairly thorough review of the topic
. They cite Barrera and Kramer who define cultural competence as «the ability of service providers to respond optimally to all children, understanding both the richness and the limitations of the socio-cultural contexts in which children and families, as well as the service providers themselves may be operating»
. Lynch and Hanson describe cross-cultural competence as «the ability to think, feel, and act in ways that acknowledge, respect, and build upon ethnic, [socio] cultural and linguistic diversity»
. It becomes fairly obvious from the common characteristics that we can note across these two definitions, that cross-cultural competence has multiple components that address attitudes, knowledge, skills, and actions. When applied to organizations rather than individuals, cross-cultural competence refers to the organization’s ability to be responsive to the unique cultural, ethnic, or linguistic characteristics of its constituency or clientele. Developing intercultural competence is a slow, gradual transformative learning process
. In short having cultural competence means that one is able and willing to learn new patterns of behaviour, to effectively apply them in the culturally appropriate settings and to recognize that this doesn’t happen over night. 

Assuming that we agree on the need for understanding of the culture of others-we can say that what we need therefore is a framework of multicultural competence, Sue, Carter, Casa, Fouad, Ivey, and Jensen, provide us with a framework of this type of competence which focuses on three facets
. These three facets include awareness, comprehension and competent skills. The first of these requires an awareness of one’s own culture in relationship with the other cultures around you, and an awareness of the culturally learned assumptions which control your life, with or without your permission. The second entails a comprehension that depends on having the right facts and information about the cultural context. The third relies on competent skills that depend on an accurate assessment of the situation and meaningful understanding to bring about positive change in each cultural context. Ferdman and Gallegos refer to multicultural competence as being about an appreciation of different cultures especially in regards to education, research and psychology
. Multicultural competence can be seen as an attribute of both individuals and of organizations in that our incentive to develop skills and to behave in particular ways comes from, on the one hand, our individual characteristics and, on the other, from the organizational and institutional contexts in which we find ourselves. Culture is more than race or gender. It can include values, beliefs and language. Simply, this framework includes knowing your own culture in relation to others, having an awareness of culturally learned assumptions that control your life; understanding based on the correct facts and information about the specific cultural context and the correct skills to use which are based on an accurate assessment of what is going on so that you can do what is needed in the given cultural context. 

Why Cultural Competence for civil servants?

There are several reasons for cross-cultural competence for civil servants. These include the shift to a global economy that demands that service providers as well as business understand diverse values and cultures in order to function more effectively. Also relevant is that fact that there is, to a degree and at least on paper, a shift being noted taking us from an assimilation perspective, to a multicultural perspective
. Other reasons given to support the argument that cultural competence is needed for civil servants include the fact that increasing professionals’ cross-cultural competence and creating culturally competent systems of care, are vital because of shifting population demographics, the move to family-centered services as well as the «importance of validation in the lives of individuals from underrepresented cultural and linguistic groups»
. Finally, when we have individuals who develop multicultural competence we find that they begin to understand that behaviour that makes no sense to them might make perfect sense to others as well as the opposite. They are not so quick to judge anymore and they begin to tolerate opinions and actions they would have dismissed in the past
. 

An issue that keeps coming up in the literature, albeit Anglo American literature is that cross-cultural competence has been predominantly analyzed from an Anglo, middle-class perspective
. This argument has been extended to include gender as well as age-based discussions. Nevertheless, as Hains et al. point out, many of these criticisms remark the need for: a) highlighting the lifelong process of developing cross-cultural competence, without forgetting that at the same time each person continues to expand their personal cultural competence within their own cultural or linguistic group; b) discussing the issues of power, privilege, and racism as legitimate aspects of understanding and responding appropriately to others; c) involving diverse constituents, in the development of personnel preparation strategies for competence
. We would add that in 21st century Europe, elements of these criticisms are equally true here as they are in the United States.

Getting to this cross cultural or better yet multicultural competence requires at least in part our becoming aware of six fundamental patterns of cultural differences-these help us to understand the ways in which cultures tend to vary between themselves and help account  for the recurring problems we encounter in communication between different culture. This means finding ways in which cultures, as a whole, tend to vary from one another. 

The descriptions point out some of the recurring causes of cross-cultural communication difficulties (see Table 1). The first of these patterns of cultural differences has to do with communication style-verbal and non verbal-even the same work can have a different meaning, multiple meanings and shadings. Non verbal communication is even more a factor – given that that same gesture can and often does mean quite different things – let alone the actions we have no knowledge of and unknowingly cause discontinuity in communication. If we bring in things like the way we interpret time, space and distances and we begin to see where this may lead us.

Table 1: Six fundamental patterns of cultural differences

	1. Different Communication Styles 

	The way people communicate varies widely between, and even within, cultures. A major aspect of communication style is the degree of importance given to non-verbal communication. Non-verbal communication includes not only facial expressions and gestures; it also involves seating arrangements, personal distance, and sense of time. 

	Communicating between two cultures involves generating, transmitting, receiving, and decrypting coded messages or bits of information; it is about much more than language. 

	2. Different Attitudes Toward Conflict 

	In some cultures, conflict is not usually desirable, but people most often deal directly with conflicts as they arise. In others, a face-to-face meeting is a customary way to work through problems. In many Eastern countries, open conflict is considered embarrassing or demeaning. Differences are best worked out quietly. 

	Another means might be enlisting a respected third party who can facilitate communication without risking loss of face or being humiliated.

	3. Different Approaches to Completing Tasks 

	Some cultures tend to attach more value to developing relationships at the beginning of a shared project, with more emphasis on task completion toward the end. 

	Others tend to focus immediately on the task at hand, allowing relationships to develop as they work together 

	Why? They might have different access to resources, different rewards associated with task completion, different notions of time, and different ideas about how relationship-building and task oriented work should go together.

	4. Different Decision-Making Styles

	In some cultures, decisions are frequently delegated. In others, strong value is placed on holding decision making responsibilities oneself. 

	Equally important is considering whether or not majority rule is a common approach or if consensus is the preferred mode. 

	5. Different Attitudes Toward Disclosure

	In some cultures, it is not appropriate to be frank about emotions, about the reasons behind a conflict or a misunderstanding, or about personal information. 

	6. Different Approaches to Knowing

	Some western cultures tend to consider information acquired through cognitive means (i.e., counting & measuring) more valid than affective ways of knowing (i.e. symbolic imagery & rhythm). 


The second has to do with attitudes on the subject of conflict. Overt and aggressive action may be totally suitable and acceptable in one culture and anathema in another. If we read it wrong we can end up with major problems and not merely stalemates. Unbeknownst to us, by projecting out attitude about conflict into the communication foray can lead to embarrassment if not humiliation. The third pattern focuses on how we deal with task completion. Here, we see that the way in which tasks are completed-singularly, collectively, independently, in a linear fashion or in other ways is also dependent on culture. Why? Because those involved may have different access to resources, different rewards associated with task completion, different notions of time, and different ideas about how relationship-building and task oriented work should go together. In the fourth, we find that “Who” decides what and how this is exhibited and actualized is also culture specific. An example that might help to make this clearer is given by Edward Hall
. Right after World War II, the Americans came to discuss an aid and rebuilding project in Greece. The Americans came with the head of the delegation and several assistants, the Greeks came with the whole echelon. The American discussed the general framework while the Greeks wanted all the details. The result was both sides walking away from the table in frustration if not anger and suspicion. Ultimately the aid package came through but the initial problem was for the Americans to decide and delegate, for the Greeks to discuss in detail to the point of exhaustion. A clear example of how different culture specific decision making styles can lead to cultural differences. The fifth pattern focuses on how much one is prepared to reveal. It deals with the issue of what you ask and what you may expect to get back as an answer. This is also a matter of culture. It also has to do with whom is asking and who is expected to answer this is not always the same person. In some cultures men give the answers and women do not; as well in these cultures, women do not ask the question. Thus, you need to know what is culturally appropriate so as not to be led to a dead end and far worse misunderstanding. Finally, in the last one we see that the way we approach coming to know things is important.

Developing multicultural competence through intercultural sensitivity

Let us start with the tail end of the subtitle and work our way back to multicultural competence since the latter is the vehicle we need to understand to be able to get to what we want to achieve. According to Milton Bennett, intercultural sensitivity can be understood as a continuum ranging from an ethnocentric perspective to a more ethno-relative world view
. This continuum describes the development of a person's attitude towards other cultures through six stages. Three ethnocentric stages: Denial, Defense, and Minimization – in which a person's own culture is the measure of all things. And three ethno-relative stages: Acceptance, Adaptation, and Integration – in which a person understands and values other cultural points of view as equal to his or her own. Although the Bennett’s model (see Table 2) implies a developmental progression in individual awareness and understanding of cultural difference, it does not assume that progression through the stages is one-way or permanent. However, each stage is meant to characterize a treatment of cultural difference that is relatively consistent for a particular individual at a particular point of development. The primary goal in outlining these descriptors of Bennett’s stages is to point out that staff need to be at stages 4 and 5 of intercultural sensitivity, since development to this level is necessary for successful cross-cultural collaboration.

Table 2: Bennett’s Stages of Intercultural Sensitivity

	1. Denial: Does not recognize cultural differences 2. Defense: Recognizes some differences, but sees them as negative 3. Minimization: Unaware of projection of own cultural values; sees own values as superior 4. Acceptance: Shifts perspectives to understand that the same “ordinary” behaviour can have different meanings in different cultures 5. Adaptation: Can evaluate other’s behaviour from their frame of reference and can adapt behaviour to fit the norms of a different culture 6. Integration: Can shift frame of reference and also deal with resulting identity issues.


Developing multicultural competence, requires learning from generalization but not using them to stereotype; being flexible and not absolute. To become multiculturally competent comes down to valuing diversity, having the capacity for cultural self-assessment, being conscious of the dynamics inherent when cultures interact-being reflective-open and honest- and adapting our services to reflect cultural diversity that is around us. DuPraw and Axner (1997) set out the following guidelines for developing multicultural competence
: 

1) Learn from generalizations about other cultures, but don't use these to stereotype or oversimplify your ideas about another person 

2) Don't assume that there is one right way to communicate. Think about your body language; postures that indicate approachability in one culture might indicate aggressiveness in another

3) Don't assume that breakdowns in communication occur because other people are on the wrong track. Reflect on the situation and on what you can do to refocus the discussion rather than blame someone else

4) Listen actively and empathetically. Try to put yourself in the other person's shoes. Especially when another person's perceptions or ideas are very different from your own

5) Respect others' choices about whether to engage in communication with you

6) Don’t pre-judge, try to look at the situation as an outsider; put yourself in the place of the person you are dealing with

7) Use this as an opportunity to develop an understanding from "the other's" point of view

8) Be open to learning more about them. Honest acknowledgment of the situation the “other” comes from and their experiences on the basis of cultural difference is crucial

9) Awareness of current power imbalances - and openness to hearing each other's perceptions of those imbalances - is also necessary for understanding each other and working together. 

Anecdotally, our observations on the discourse of many of the seminar participants exemplified the fact that practitioners were clustered along different stages of intercultural sensitivity. This leads us to the realization that further research is needed to look into how we can identify appropriate models for training towards the development of multicultural competence. 

Conclusion

In an era of growing cultural diversity, civil services need to take up the idea of including in their orientation and ongoing training programs issues related to intercultural sensitivity and cultural diversity. This is a matter that takes on increased importance when we consider the social, political and demographic changes that have found expression in our respective countries as well as through our borders onto the broader world scene. A note of caution though, this subject can not be covered by providing “information” of a single presentation and by having the false belief that the recipients of this information will be adequately prepared to deal with a new and different clientele. A single presentation on cross-cultural differences may not be a sufficient training in preparing civil servants to be effective in an increasingly multicultural world. Ideally, a well structured dual focused theoretical and hands-on training program that takes into consideration the individual and agency needs in relation to the wants and requirements of their clientele would be the most effective means of achieving the desired ends. However, while the outcome of such interventions may not be the guaranteed improvement of intercultural competence, they may rather be a means of making civil servants realize their ability to communicate with clients from different cultures, and to help them realize that there is a need for developing this competency. 

Finally, if we agree that we need and want to help immigrant, migrant and other non national cultural groups avoid the ‘game of assimilation’, civil servants and all those who work with these groups need to understand the role culture plays directly and indirectly in their dealings with others. Multicultural competence development through intercultural sensitivity is one means of achieving this objective.
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