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Embracing Diversity

In today’s world, the image of the melting pot is no longer accurate. Think salad bowl instead. People 
seek acceptance of their differences. For some, diversity is recognition of skin color, ethnic background, 
sexual orientation, income levels, class or location. Others consider diversity to be acceptance of their 
individual styles or abilities. Still others may define diversity in other ways, and all are correct.

Communities include many different cultures. Even specific cultures may have important intergroup 
differences. Therefore, to be successful, coalitions need to identify, learn about and include members of 
the different cultures that exist in their communities. In this way, a coalition’s vision can better reflect the 
diverse perspectives of how the coalition would like the community to look five to ten years in the future. 

Defining Cultural Competence
The Strategic Prevention Framework (SPF) requires that Cultural Competence be integrated into 
each of the five steps of the SPF process (assessment, capacity, planning, implementation and 
evaluation), yet this is not always easy to do. One reason is that it is difficult to define the term 
“Cultural Competence”.

The National Center for Cultral Competence* actually provides 12 definitions of cultural competence. 
Some commonalities in their definitions are:

	 • �Culture involves behaviors, attitudes, policies, practices, thoughts, communications, 
actions, customs, beliefs, and values supported by a racial, ethnic, religious or social group 
or within a system, organization or program. 

	 • �Competence implies having the capacity to function effectively in cross-cultural 
situations; displaying sensitivity and the ability to honor and respect the beliefs, language, 
interpersonal styles and behaviors of members of different groups.

	� *To review additional definitions, visit the National Center for Cultural Competence 
Web site at http://www.nccccurricula.info/culturalcompetence.html

Achieving cultural competence is a vital part of effective prevention efforts. The process of 
becoming culturally competent is life-long and requires a conscious and deliberate  
commitment to acquire understanding. This chapter is designed to assist coalitions in negotiating 
the challenges associated with cultural competence as it relates to building capacity. Working 
with people from other cultures can arouse emotions such as fear, anger, anxiety and arrogance. 
Working with people from other cultures can also inspire emotions like curiosity, wonder, joy and 
compassion. The difference between the two extremes in emotion is often found in relationships. 
The suggestions and tools provided in this chapter focus upon building relationships.

Prevention Terminology: Using Words that Work for Everyone

My grandfather fought for the U.S. in World War I before he was even allowed to be a citizen of 
the United States. He came home a war hero but not a citizen. In order to become a citizen of the 
United States, he had to be declared “competent” by a federal agent. All Indian people had to be 
declared “competent” before they were allowed to be a citizen. This remains an extremely offensive 
issue to this day, so the word “competent” has very negative connotations for Indian people.

Ernie St. Germaine, Intercultural Leadership Initiative, Vilas and Oneida Counties, WI, 
Northwoods Coalition member
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Critical Elements of Embracing Diversity
The following suggestions are designed to assist in reaching out to people from other cultures, 
inviting them to become actively involved in the work of the coalition. 

	 •  �Build personal relationships- this is the most critical strategy to becoming a culturally 
competent coalition. 

	 •  �Connect within- find someone who knows the culture and is willing to provide guidance 
and support in the coalitions efforts to become inclusive.

	 •  �Be patient- developing trust between communities with historic tensions may take years.

	 •  �Be a true ally - work across systems and politics to compliment and strengthen the 
possibility of change for all communities.

	 •  �Accept and respect differences- develop individual and coalition mechanisms that identify 
and respond to differences in cultural behaviors or learning styles. 

	 •  �Integrate cultural dynamics into every aspect of coalition work. 

	 •  �Adapt strategies, programs and best practices to fit local cultural norms and traditions. 

	 •  �Understand the dynamics of historical cultural interactions in the community.

	 •  �Make sure the invitation to join the coalition is not perceived as tokenism*. This is 
especially important if tokenism has occurred in your community in the past.

* �Tokenism is the practice or policy of making no more than a token effort or gesture, as in offering 
opportunities to minorities equal to those of the majority. (Dictionary.com)

Cultural Competence Continuum
Research suggests that cultural competence occurs along a continuum starting with the negative 
forces of cultural destructiveness and ending in cultural proficiency. In order to become more 
deliberate in embracing diversity, coalitions can determine where they currently stand and develop a 
plan to move along the continuum. Coalitions have found utilizing the tool called Cultural Competence 
Continuum, included in this chapter, can assist in this process. 

Continuing Education on Cultural Competence
The National Center for Cultural Competence offers a module series* that centers on four core 
content areas:

	 •  Cultural Awareness 
	 •  �Cultural Self-Assessment (includes self-discovery exercises) 
	 •  �The Process of Inquiry – Communicating in a Multicultural Environment 
	 •  Public Health in a Multicultural Environment 

* �The series is directed toward health care providers, but much of the information is also relevant to 
those in the prevention field.

	� View or download these National Center for Cultural Competence modules at the 
following Web site: http://www.nccccurricula.info/modules.html
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Seeking Terms That Build Community

We have formed our own word for the SPF term of cultural competency: 
Gitchitwaweninge (gih chih twuh way nin gay). “Gitchitwaweninge” means to behave 
in a very respectful way. To do things with the attitude of making others feel good, feel 
honored and respected.

As a young boy, I was at a feast with my grandpa and grandma. She had brought food 
but when she noticed certain elders there, she gave me a kettle of fish head soup and 
told me to bring it over by one particular elder, place it by him then sit quietly near him.  
Since he was visiting with some other people, I did not dare interrupt him. I placed the 
kettle near him and sat on a stump nearby. The elder man went on with the story he 
was telling then as he finished, he finally noticed the kettle. Then he noticed me, held 
the entire kettle aloft to the sky world and began an oration on the life of all the fish in 
creation. He then thanked all the grandma’s who keep these old medicine foods alive 
by cooking these delicacies. And finally, he thanked the creator for the messengers who 
carry these good medicines to old timers like himself.

In this entire process, grandma connected me with my first clan teacher who began 
his teaching that day. Without a formal introduction, without ceremony, he and I were 
connected. The ceremony of food and medicines connected us in a spiritual way. 

I have never forgotten that moment in time in the way it made me feel that day and how 
it continues to make me feel today. This was one of many gitchitwaweninge teachings I 
had in my young life that helped to fashion who I am as Anishinaabe.

Minode’e Bineshi, Ernie St. Germaine, Intercultural Leadership Initiative, Vilas and Oneida 
Counties, WI, Nothwoods Coalition member
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A tool is provided on the following page:

Cultural Competence Continuum- University of Minnesota Duluth, Department of Social Work

The enclosed workbook CD includes the tool listed above plus  
the following:

Elements of Culture- Health Promotion Resource Center
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