Influence of Culture in Social Work Practice: Strengthening Global Perspectives
Joanne Corbin, PhD, Smith College School of Social Work

Purpose of Module
The purpose of this module is to strengthen social workers’ integration of global perspectives in their practice.  The module identifies cultural influences on social workers’ understanding of presenting issues, assessments, and interventions.  Examples of cultural orientations from regions worldwide are presented. Attention is on individualism and collectivism as aspects of culture.   

Learning Objectives

1. Strengthen cultural competency

2. Increase awareness of how one’s cultural orientation affects understanding of a client’s/client system’s presenting concerns

3. Develop knowledge of individualism and collectivism as aspects of culture

4. Assess the influence of cultural orientation on social work practice

5. Develop more inclusive ways of exploring culture when working with clients/client systems
Estimated Time of Module
· With all components, approximately 105 minutes at a fast pace. 

· With only Healy example (Healy, 2001), 75 minutes 

· With Healy example (Healy, 2001) and ‘aina culture video (Strengths Enhancing Evaluation Research [SEER] video), 90 minutes 

· Shonfeld-Ringel example (requires that the article be read before class), the exercise itself will add 10 minutes to the entire module

Modality: Lecture and Class/Student Exercises
· PowerPoint lecture

· Specific books or articles used in this module:

· Healy, L. N. (2001). International social work: Professional action in an interdependent world. New York, NY: Oxford University Press. (page 160 specifically) – BOOK
· Shonfeld-Ringel, S. (2001). A re-conceptualization of the working alliance in cross-cultural practice with non-western clients: Integrating relational perspectives and multicultural theories.  Clinical Social Work Journal, 29(1), 53–63. – ARTICLE
· SEER http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GEubejt8oUg –VIDEO
· Instructor notes are included.
Educational Policy and Accreditation Standards (EPAS) Competencies

The two EPAS competencies (CSWE, 2008) relevant to this module are as follows:
2.1.4: Engage diversity and difference in practice.

· This module engages social workers around culture and cultural differences as an important aspect of human experience.  

· The module encourages social workers to develop a deeper awareness of their own cultural perspectives influencing their work and of cultural differences with clients.   

· The module strengthens social workers’ attention to the ways culture can affect assessment of client presenting concerns, perception of strengths and weaknesses, and development of interventions. 

· Finally, the module supports social workers by identifying important resources for their ongoing learning related to cultural influence on their practice.   

2.1.7:  Apply knowledge of human behavior and the social environment.

· This module explores the concepts of individualism and collectivism as aspects of culture that affect individuals’ worldview, their sense of self, and their relationships with others.  

· The module provides opportunities for students to reflect on and discuss vignettes from the social work literature reflecting cultural differences and similarities among clients and social workers and among social workers.  

· This module allows students to identify strategies to increase their understanding of culture and include that understanding in their practice. 

Possible Location of This Module in the Human-Behavior-and-the-Social-Environment (HBSE) Curriculum

· Foundation HBSE courses that focus on culture as a critical aspect of understanding the person in environment.

· HBSE courses that focus on cross-cultural issues and multiculturalism and diversity.
· HBSE courses that integrate cultural influences on biopsychosocial assessments.
· HBSE courses that focus on cultural influences on development.

· HBSE courses that focus on cultural influences on the development of interventions with individuals, families, groups, communities, and organizations.
· HBSE courses that focus on work with immigrant, refugee, and asylum seeking populations.
Possible Connection to Research and Practice Curriculum

This module was designed for use in HBSE courses; however, there are components that lend themselves to work well with practice and research courses.  The full SEER YouTube video presented on Slide 26 may be appropriate for a research class that is focusing on cultural influences, developing a program evaluation project, or on conceptualizing research more broadly. The content on cultural influences on working individuals and families, Slides 22–25, may be appropriate for a practice course that is focusing on culturally responsive interventions.  If cross curriculum teaching is used, coordination among faculty teaching this module is recommended to reduce redundancy.
Influence of Culture in Social Work Practice: Strengthening Global Perspectives
Instructor notes corresponding to PowerPoint presentation

Slide 1: Title page 

Slide 2: Purpose of Module 

Slide 3: Learning Objectives 

Slide 4: Relevance of Global Learning for Social Work Practice

Slide 5: EPAS 2.1.4: Engage diversity and difference in practice
Slide 6: EPAS 2.1.7: Apply knowledge of human behavior and the social environment

Slide 7: National Association of Social Workers (2008) Code of Ethics Standard 1.05: Ethical standard of cultural competence and social diversity 

Slide 8: Three conceptualizations of culture (1).

· “Culture can be conceptualized as the shared beliefs, attitudes, norms, roles, and behaviors transmitted among members of a group” (Triandis, 1995, p. 4).
Slide 9: Three conceptualizations of culture (2).
· “Culture is the way of life of a society and life patterns related to conduct or ways of behavior, beliefs, traditions, values, art, skills, and social relationships. Culture perpetuates the sharing of ideas, attitudes, values, and beliefs among individuals of that culture” (Lum, 2007, p. 54).

Slide 10: Three conceptualizations of culture (3).

· “The collective programming of the mind that distinguishes the members of one group or category of people from another…. The ‘mind’ stands for the head, heart, and hands—that is, for thinking, feeling, and acting, with consequences for beliefs, attitudes, and skills. …Culture in this sense includes values: systems of values are a core element of culture” (Hofstede, 2001, pp. 9–10).

Additional Definitions (Not on Slides)
“…culture as shared meaning systems” (Shweder & LeVine, 1984, p. 1).

“Culture is a way of life of multiple groups in a society and consists of prescribed ways of behaving or norms of conduct, beliefs, values, and skills” (Gordon, 1978, as cited by Lum, 2007, pp. 4–5).  
“Culture is the sum total of life patterns passed on from generation to generation within a group of people and includes institutions, language, religious ideals, habits of thinking, artistic expressions, and patterns of social and interpersonal relationships” (Hodge, Struckmann, & Trost, 1975, as cited by Lum, 2007, pp. 4–5). 

Additional Notes

All of these definitions of culture incorporate the importance of the transmission of group understanding about the following.
· Beliefs: For example, some cultures conceptualize health and well-being as the harmonious relationship between individuals and the spiritual world, among individuals and with the community (Honwana, 2006). 
· Behaviors such as funeral practices, birth practices, transitions to adulthood. 
· Norms such as gender role expectations, attitudes toward the elderly, and expressions of emotion.
· Values such as the value of sense of self that is connected to community identity or a sense of self that is connected to an individual identity (Kamya, 1997; Triandis, 1995). 
Whereas specific aspects of culture can be defined such as expectations around behaviors, values, beliefs, and so forth, Hofestede’s (2001) definition takes this further by addressing the unspoken and intangible aspects of culture.  Referring to “head, heart, and hands” provides a sense of the everyday, routine, and ordinary behaviors through which culture is kept alive and transmitted.
Cultural values, beliefs, norms, and practices remain important for individuals even after they are no longer in the culture of origin (Mbiti, 1990).  The attachment to culture may cause tension between a generation of individuals who hold to their culture and a younger generation that does not have the same cultural experience as their parents.
Slide 11: Unstated Assumptions of Culture

Following on the definitions and conceptualizations of culture presented previously and the everyday and ordinary practice of culture, Triandis (1995) reminds us that much of an individual’s culture can remain unstated and may be unrecognized by an individual until that individual has an interaction with someone with differing cultural values, norms, or practices or the individual experiences a different culture.    
Slide 12: Definition of Cultural Competence
At the individual social worker level, cultural competence can be described as an ongoing process in which the social worker deepens self-awareness of her or his own culturally based beliefs, values, and norms that inform his or her perceptions and actions in any situation.  This process involves developing awareness and knowledge of the cultural experiences of others and strengthening skills at developing working relationships with those of differing cultural backgrounds.  Lee (2010) extends this general concept of cultural competence by focusing on the interaction between a social worker and client and arguing that cultural competence is not solely located in the social worker.  The social worker must recognize the place where her or his cultural experience, internalized understanding of the cultural experience, and personal characteristics meet the client’s or client system’s cultural experience, internalized understanding of the cultural experience, and personal characteristics.
This expanded conceptualization of cultural competence—cross cultural competence  (Lee, 2010)—requires that the social worker has knowledge of the general cultural experience of the client, but seeks to learn from the client
1. the points of intersection and divergence with the generalized description of the culture, 
2. the meaning of cultural influences in the client’s life, and 

3. the relationship of these issues to the presenting concerns.  
Slide 13: Cross-Cultural Competency—Figure
Reflects the nature of the previously discussed (Slide 12) interactions and relational space where all social work interactions occurs.

Slide 14: Exercise 1: Student reflection on personal culture (own cultural characteristics)
The questions for reflection parallel the previous slide (13) that identifies (a) culture, (b) individual internalization of culture, and (c) the ways that individual characteristics intersect with this internalized meaning of culture in one’s life.

Students can be asked to consider that the clients they are working with have similar processes that must be understood to develop a strong working alliance.

This reflection may be difficult for students who do not feel connected to a culture or choose not to connect to a cultural experience.  These students may be able to identify the culture of someone they know well for the purpose of this exercise.

Slide 15: Cross Cultural Reflection (for Student): Reflection on student’s and client’s cultural influences.

This slide can be used to support Exercise 1 or be used separately. 

Slide 16: Individualism and Collectivism

Additional Notes
The constructs of individualism and collectivism can be useful in describing the general patterns of relationship between an individual and larger social systems such as the family, community, region, or nation. It is important to note that aspects of individualism and collectivism appear in all cultures; these are not exclusive constructs, and cultures may exhibit more individualistic patterns in one area, such as work context, and more collectivistic patterns in another, such as social context.

Related concepts include high-context and low-context cultures, idiocentric (self-oriented) and allocentric (social context-oriented), relational-self, and independent and interdependent self (Lu & Gilmour, 2007; Triandis, 1995).  
High context cultures are those in which an individual’s self-image and self-worth are defined in relation to the group; in low-context cultures self-image and self-worth are tied to the individual.  In high context cultures information is transmitted in the physical context of the interaction: facial expressions, gestures, and tone of voice are as important as the words spoken. The individuals involved in this exchange are expected to understand what is unspoken. In low context cultures information is explicitly transmitted through language (James & Gilliland, 2005, p. 542 as cited by Lum, 2007, p. 5).
The characteristics of the interdependent self include (a) belonging and fitting in,( b) occupying one’s proper place, (c) engaging in appropriate action, (d) promoting others’ goals, (e) being indirect, (f) family integration, and (g) interdependence with sociability (Lu & Gilmour, 2007).  Characteristics of the independent self include (a) being independent, unique, and consistent; (b) expressing oneself; (c) realizing internal attributes; (d) promoting one’s own goals; (e) being direct; (f) separation from in-group; and (g) self-reliance with hedonism (Lu & Gilmour, 2007).
The concept of the relational self corresponds to the interdependent self.  The focus is on the connection and role relationships with significant others. Self-worth is derived from appropriate role behavior (Brewer & Gardner, 1996). 

The four dimensions of individualism and collectivism are 

(1) self,

(2) goals,

(3) obligations, and
(4) relationships (Triandis, 1995).  

Slide 17: Individualism (Low Context Cultures) 
(See discussion following Slide 18.)
Slide 18: Collectivism (High Context Cultures)

It is useful to understand how these dimensions differ in the nature of interactions in cultures that tend toward individualism or collectivism.  Those with an individualistic orientation tend to view the self as independent.  Personal and familial/communal goals tend not to be aligned; social behavior tends to be guided by personal attitudes, needs, rights, and contracts; and the maintenance of relationships is guided by considerations of the advantages or disadvantages (Triandis, 1995, pp. 43–44).  Such individuals are described as idiocentric.

Individuals with a collectivistic orientation tend to view the self as interdependent rather than independent.  They have a tendency toward alignment of personal and familial/communal goals and needs; adherence to societal norms, obligations, and duties; and they place emphasis on the importance of relationships even when they may be disadvantageous (Triandis, 1995, pp. 43–44). Such individuals are described as allocentric.  Again, what is important is the tendency toward a pattern of behavior and interaction rather than thinking about these dimensions in absolute terms.
These cultural orientations affect how individuals understand, express, and respond to issues of health and well-being, illness, relationships, and functioning.  These worldviews affect how we understand psychological concepts such as self-concept, self-worth, and motivation.

It is important that the social worker gains awareness into her or his own culture and understands how this influences work with clients.  Culture orientation does influence practitioners’ work with clients and practitioners’ preferences in client responses (Fowers & Tredinnick, 1997).   
Additional Activity
It may be useful for students to reflect on where they see their predominant style of human relationships and under which specific circumstances.
Application to Practice 

The next section of this module uses material from the literature for reflection and discussion.
In the following examples, consider how the social worker can attend to the multiple levels of the cultural moment: larger culture, internalized understanding of the culture, and individual factors—all of which influence the clinical work.

Instructors can use one or both examples depending on time. 

Slide 19: Application to Social Work (Healy Example) 
· Healy, L. N. (2001). International social work: Professional action in an interdependent world. New York, NY: Oxford University Press. (Page 160 specifically)
· This is a brief vignette, and instructors can use this reading in the class or read this aloud to the class. 

Slide 20: Common Aspects of African Cultural Orientation

This slide briefly presents general commonalities among traditional African cultures for the purpose of the exercise.  There is more specific information about African culture in the references cited as well as specific information about African ethnic and tribal groups that would strengthen knowledge and practice skills.
Slide 21:  Exercise 2: Questions for Reflection on the Healy Example (Healy, 2001)
Slide 22:  Application to Social Work (Shonfeld-Ringel Example)

Shonfeld-Ringel article and practice vignette:
· Shonfeld-Ringel, S. (2001). A re-conceptualization of the working alliance in cross-cultural practice with non-western clients: Integrating relational perspectives and multicultural theories. Clinical Social Work Journal, 29(1), 53–63.

Slide 23: Shonfeld-Ringel Example (continued)
Slide 24:  Exercise 3: Questions for Reflection (Related to Shonfeld-Ringel Example)
Slide 25: Exercise 3 (continued): Questions for Shonfeld-Ringel Example
Slide 26: ‘aina Culture: Application to Social Work—View first 8:37 minutes of 

video 
SEER – VIDEO

Developed by University of Hawai’i Myron B. Thompson School of Social Work 
in Partnership with the Consuelo Foundation (2010).

This is a 25 minute video addressing culturally based research practices. However, the first 8:37 (just before the description of how the researchers engaged with the community) provides sufficient information on which to base this discussion.  

Slide 27: Exercise 4: Questions for ‘aina Culture
Questions associated with the prior video clip.  

Additional/Optional Material 

Two additional or alternative examples may be used for these application exercises:

· Lee, E. (2010). Revisioning cultural competencies in clinical social work practice. Families in Society, 91(3), 272–279.  doi: 10.1606/1044-3894.4005
(Presents several brief scenarios of one social worker exploring issues of cultural competence with three culturally different clients [two female, one male], pp. 272–273) 

· Shibusawa, T., & Chung, I. W. (2009).  Wrapping and unwrapping emotions: Clinical practice with East Asian immigrant elders.  Clinical Social Work Journal, 37, 312–319. doi: 10.1007/s10615-009-0228-y
(Presents two vignettes of social workers with an 80-year-old Japanese female client and a 78-year-old Chinese female client. The social workers were of the same cultural backgrounds as the clients but with different cultural experiences. Both social workers had to establish therapeutic relationships with the clients; pp. 314–317).
Slide 28: Ways to Strengthen Culturally Informed and Responsive Practice  

Slide 29: Exercise 5: Student Reflection on Strengthening Culturally Informed Social Work Practice

Slide 30: Summary
Slide 31: Ending Quote

“Cultural competence is not developed by choosing more correct than incorrect responses but instead by making thoughtful practice decisions with the best information available and learning through a process of reflection and evaluation how to do better in the future.”  (Williams, as cited in Williams, 2006, p. 218)

Slide 32: Suggested Readings 

The readings listed support the exercises in this module. 

References That Involve Case Examples
Lee, E. (2010). Revisioning cultural competencies in clinical social work practice. Families in Society, 91(3), 272–279. doi: 10.1606/1044-3894.4005
(Presents several brief scenarios of one social worker exploring issues of cultural competence with three culturally different clients [two female, one male] pp. 272–273) 
Shibusawa, T., & Chung, I. W. (2009). Wrapping and unwrapping emotions: Clinical practice with East Asian immigrant elders. Clinical Social Work Journal, 37, 312–319.  doi: 10.1007/s10615-009-0228-y
(Presents two vignettes of social workers with an 80-year-old Japanese female client and a 78-year-old Chinese female client. The social workers were of the same cultural backgrounds as the clients but with different cultural experiences. Both social workers had to establish therapeutic relationships with the clients; pp. 314–317).
Shonfeld-Ringel, S. (2001). A re-conceptualization of the working alliance in cross-cultural practice with non-western clients: Integrating relational perspectives and multicultural theories. Clinical Social Work Journal, 29, 53–63.

(Presents vignette of a U.S. social worker with a 19-year-old Taiwanese female client. Shonfeld-Ringel explores the cultural influence on the therapeutic alliance, specifically empathy, mutuality, dynamics of power, and the therapist’s subjective experience; pp. 59–60) 
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