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VSys Voices Presenters

Dana Litwin, CVA, is a globally recognized strategic advisor, speaker, and advocate for civic 
service. Since 2002 she has guided organizations nationwide to produce breakthrough 
volunteer and community engagement programs.  Dana is the creator of the YouTube 
channel “Priceless Advice for Leaders of Volunteers”. She served as President of the 
Association of Leaders in Volunteer Engagement (AL!VE) and is a founder of the National 
Alliance for Volunteer Engagement. Learn more at danalitwinconsulting.com. 

Todd McMullin graduated in non-profit management and has 25 years experience as a 
technology consultant for community organizations. He is the co-founder of a United Way 
chapter, a local Volunteer Center, Samaritan Technologies, The Disaster Help Network, The 
Congress of Volunteer Association Administrators and the Association of Leaders in 
Volunteer Engagement (AL!VE). 
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
DANA: Welcome, we are recording. This topic was requested by a lot of you in our client survey last year, so thank you for joining us for this important session. We’ll have at least 10 minutes, maybe 15, for open discussion near the end of the presentation. Feel free to share comments and questions in the chat as we go, too!
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
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Today’s Learning Objectives 

What and Why of Cultural Competency

Breaking Down Our Own Biases

How: Best Practices for Cultural Competency

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
DANA: We have a few goals for today:
(READ SLIDE)
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Target Audience for Today’s Webinar

Minimal Knowledge
Looking for some basic information, 
key principles and “how-to’s” on the 

subject.

Working Knowledge
Integrated practices and moving 

beyond basic concepts. Looking for 
breadth and depth on a topic 

Authoritative Knowledge
Looking for advanced knowledge, integration 
and concepts that are innovative and cutting 

edge.

SKILL LEVEL

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
DANA
Our target audience today is Everyone. A working knowledge is helpful to incorporate the ideas to action for Cultural Competency into your organizational team trainings and programs. In fact, you don’t even need to be a volunteer manager or administrator to learn these concepts and frameworks that benefit you in all aspects of your life.

�
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What is Cultural Competency?

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
TODD

Cultural competency, also known as intercultural competence, is a range of cognitive, behavioral, and language skills that lead to better communication and collaboration with people of other cultures. Intercultural or cross-cultural education are terms used for the training to achieve cultural competence. 

Examples of effective cross-cultural interactions include understanding of personal space preferences and speaking styles – too close, too far, too loud, too quiet - or hand gestures that mean drastically different things in different cultures (like “thumbs up”), and much more complex social interactions and underlying concepts and frameworks.

Another example might be tolerance of religious differences, holiday observances, various cultural traditions and how each of these impact your interactions. 

[Todd’s Missionary Story]
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Cultural awareness 
leads the individual to 
an understanding of 
how their own culture 
determines feelings, 
thoughts, and 
personality.

What is Cultural Awareness?

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
TODD

Individuals who are good at handling intercultural situations display high levels of cultural self-awareness. They understand the influence of culture on behavior, values, and beliefs. To do so they need to understand their own culture. Self-awareness in intercultural interactions requires self-monitoring to censor anything not acceptable to another culture. In my encounters with Chaplain Derreth I learned to temper my frustrations when there were obvious discrepancies in our beliefs, and to then look beyond those differences to see a man who, frankly, worshipped the same God I did even better than I knew how. 

We need to regulate emotions - like my frustration or anxiety - during intercultural interactions. These emotions are strongly related to self-concept, open-mindedness, non-judgementalism, and social relaxation. In general, positive emotions generate respect for other cultures and their differences.. Actions during intercultural interactions are influenced by the ability to clearly convey a message with appropriate flexibility and management of behavior.





VSys One – Volunteer Management Solutions 8

Why is Cultural Competency Important?

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
TODD

While this slide gives stats on how corporations see the value of cultural competency it really applies to all of us. It is well documented that we work better and smarter together when we understand each other’s perspectives, cultures and values. A diverse workforce and volunteers and paid staff together is a more resilient and creative team.
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Our Workforce is Diverse

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
TODD

This slide illustrates that by 2050 nearly 1/3 of our total workforce will be non-white. However, my missionary experience also taught me that there are many subcultures inside the white population that we need to be aware of. These are often defined by geography, income levels, religious preferences and political viewpoints. In each case we need to be fully aware of the cultural background of whomever we’re interacting with and respect it regardless of things like skin color. 
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Characteristics of Culture

• Culture is learned.
• Cultures are logical.

• Culture is the basis for 
self-identity and 
community.

• Culture is both visible 
and invisible

• Culture changes!

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
DANA:

Characteristics of Culture​

Culture Is Learned. The rules, values, and attitudes of a culture are learned and passed down from generation to generation.​ You learn culture as a child..
Cultures Are Inherently Logical. The rules of a culture reinforce its values and beliefs. ​ 
Culture Is the Basis of Self-Identity and Community. Culture describes a group’s rules, manners, ceremonies, beliefs, languages, and values.​
Culture Combines the Visible and Invisible. Visible – the way we act. Signs include words, body language, gestures, dress, and outward behavior. But there is also Invisible culture. These are unspoken rules governing behavior. An example of this might be what is considered polite vs inpolite OR how different cultures handle being late to a meeting. In Spain this is accepted. In  Germany it is considered rude.
Culture Is Dynamic. Culture can change over time.​ We saw that in the 1960s and more recently with the Me too movement.
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Types of Cultural Misunderstandings

• Language Barriers

• Misinterpretations

• Contextual Differences

• Normative Assumptions

• Value Divergence

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
DANA

Differences in culture can result in misunderstandings. 

Language Barriers: Misunderstandings arising from language differences, including vocabulary, idioms, and nuances.  This happens not just with different cultures but often different generations. When someone says “that is mad sick”  or that is dope. 
Nonverbal Misinterpretations: Confusion caused by differing interpretations of body language, gestures, and facial expressions.
Contextual Differences: Misunderstandings due to differing cultural contexts, such as high-context (implicit) versus low-context (explicit) communication styles.
Normative Assumptions: Misinterpretations based on assumptions about 'normal' behavior, which may vary significantly across cultures. We all have our own default settings for ‘normal” from our own enculturation and lived experience.  
Value Divergence: Conflicts arising from differing cultural values, such as individualism versus collectivism.




VSys One – Volunteer Management Solutions 12

Examples of Cultural Miscommunications

• Greeting Gestures

• Hand and Body Gestures

• Personal Space Norms
 
• Eye Contact Differences

• Decision making styles

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
DANA

Cultural miscommunication occurs when individuals from different cultural backgrounds misunderstand or misinterpret each other’s words, actions, or intentions. This often stems from differing cultural norms, values, or language expressions, leading to confusion and potential conflict. Understanding and respecting these differences is key to effective intercultural communication.

Greeting Gestures: In some cultures, a handshake is standard, while in others, it may be a bow or cheek kiss. Research and respect greeting
customs of other cultures.
Hand and body gestures; thumbs up, “OK” sign, left hand/right hand taboos, shoes off/on, showing sole of shoe all have polite to very rude meanings around the world. 
• Personal Space Norms: Proximity in conversations varies across cultures, leading to discomfort. Be observant and adapt to the other person's comfort level.
• Eye Contact Differences: In some cultures, direct eye contact is respectful, in others, it's seen as confrontational.
Communicate effectively: Understand and adapt to the eye contact norms of the culture.
Decision making styles: Cultures vary in their decision-making styles from collective to individualistic. Be clear and explicit, especially in a
multicultural context.
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Examples of Cultural Miscommunications

• Gift Giving Customs
• Dress Code Misinterpretations 
• Humor Misunderstandings 

• Time Perception 
• Work/Life Balance
• Hierarchy and Authority

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
DANA: 

Individuals from different cultural backgrounds may misunderstand or misinterpret each other’s words, actions, or intentions. This often stems from differing cultural norms, values, or language expressions. Understanding and respecting these differences is key to effective intercultural communication.

Decision making styles: Cultures vary in the decision-making styles from collective to individualistic.  Some cultures are more autocratic and don’t expect communal decision making. Others expect communal decision making and may be offended if they aren’t included in the decision-making process. 
Communicate effectively. Be clear and explicit, especially in a multicultural context.

• Gift Giving Customs: In some cultures, certain gifts may be considered inappropriate or unlucky. 
• Dress Code Misinterpretations: Attire that is acceptable in one culture might be inappropriate in another. It is important to communicate your dress code effectively: you may want to  Inquire about dress codes in different cultural settings.
• Humor Misunderstandings: Jokes that are funny in one culture might be offensive in another. Be cautious with humor in cross-cultural interactions. Be especially careful with SARCASM. Sarcasm rarely translates well. Same goes for slang. We often use words that mean the opposite of what we intend. Like saying “GREAT” when you mean something is terrible.
Time Perception: Punctuality expectations differ, with some cultures viewing lateness as disrespectful. Communicate effectively: Clarify time expectations in advance. “Island time” in Hawaii for example.
Work/Life Balance: Different cultural attitudes towards work-life balance can lead to misunderstandings. For example, the expectation of working late hours might be normal in some cultures but not in others.
Hierarchy and Authority: Respect for hierarchy and authority varies across cultures. In some, questioning authority is common, while in others, it is frowned upon. Misunderstanding these norms can affect workplace harmony. 
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Dimensions of Culture 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
TODD:

To help you better understand your culture and how it contrasts with other cultures, this graphic shows the Hofstede model of cultural dimensions of culture. This model by IBM in the 1960 to train staff who were being sent to work in other countries. It is still being used. Take a second and scan through the 6 dimensions. It’s likely that if you’ve ever had intercultural trainings that they were based on this model. 
​
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Low & High Context Cultures

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
TODD

This model measures a country based on certain social preferences that surround power. We call these contexts. 

Equalitarian societies believe you work together to make decisions. They believe the boss is really the leader who listens to their team. A more hierarchical organization, the boss makes decisions, often without consulting the team. They are the more autocratic cultures like we often see in the Middle East. 

In a collectivist culture the GROUP is more important than the individual. An example of this is China. The USA is considered more Individualistic. 
Some cultures are more comfortable with risk, others aren’t. In a culture that is uncomfortable with uncertainty, people want very clear directions. 
Feminist countries like Sweden invest way more in social supports whereas more masculine societies feel everyone should look out for themselves.
In a short term oriented culture people think in the short term of when things will get done. They expect fast results. In a long term culture people are taught to think of the future. Think of China with their 5 year plans vs. the USA that tries to make immediate changes. 
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Low & High Context Cultures

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
TODD:

In some cultures you rely more on the actual words spoken rather than the context of a situation. Does body language count or not? Messages are explicit and rely exclusively on the written or spoken word.​  A low context country is more explicit in their language and use linear logic* (proceed from Point A to Point B to Point C and arrive at a conclusion)​. Communicators in low context cultures depend on directions: words or verbal communication. As a result they rely on formal or professional communication in order to convey logical points and convince audiences.

In a high context culture you assume that the receiver of a message does not need much background information​. They may even use spiral logic (circling around a topic indirectly and looking at it from many tangential or divergent viewpoints)​. Conclusions may be implied… but not stated directly. In high context cultures, they think about the CONTEXT more, so… much is left unsaid. High context cultures are also more intuitive and contemplative. They pay more attention to non-verbal signals, social settings and tone of voice. Relationship dynamics are valued higher than logic when conveying a point. 
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Story Time with Dana: Breaking Down Biases

17

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Dana shares her experience of personal growth and understanding his own biases and enculturation.
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Direct vs Indirect Communication

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
DANA:

Like here in the USA East coasters or New Yorkers specifically are known to be direct, and West coasters, or how Californians tend to be more indirect and use lots of “buffer” language like Lisa and I discussed in last month’s webinar. The Dutch and Australians are also known for being direct, while there are often layers of subtlety and meaning in Japan and other Asian business communications, and face to face (or meeting in person) is preferable to build trust in teams.
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Barriers to Cultural Competence

• Lack of awareness

• Stereotyping and prejudice

• Resistance to change

• Inadequate training and resources

• Communication barriers

• Socioeconomic and power dynamics

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
DANA:

Achieving cultural and linguistic competence is essential for fostering inclusive and respectful environments. However, several barriers can hinder this process, preventing individuals and organizations from fully embracing the diversity. Here are some key barriers:
Lack of awareness: Many individuals are unaware of their own cultural biases and the impact these biases have on their interactions with others. This lack of awareness can lead to misunderstandings and perpetuate stereotypes, hindering the development of cultural competence for human services.
Stereotyping and prejudice: Stereotyping and prejudice are significant obstacles to cultural competence. Preconceived notions about other cultures can lead to unfair judgments and discriminatory behaviors, creating a hostile environment that discourages diversity and inclusion.
Resistance to change: Change is often met with resistance, and cultural competence requires a willingness to adapt and learn. Individuals and organizations may resist changing their established ways of thinking and behaving, making it difficult to adopt culturally competent practices.
Inadequate training and resources: Without proper training and resources, individuals and organizations struggle to develop cultural competence. Comprehensive education and continuous learning opportunities are crucial for understanding and integrating diverse cultural perspectives.
Communication barriers: Differences in language and communication styles can create significant barriers to cultural competence. Misunderstandings and misinterpretations often arise when individuals are not attuned to the nuances of different communication practices.
Socioeconomic and power dynamics: Power imbalances and socioeconomic disparities can hinder cultural competence by creating environments where certain groups feel marginalized or undervalued. Addressing these dynamics is essential for fostering equity and inclusion.
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How should you 
communicate?

• Building trust
• Time management
• Feedback

20

Of Trust, Time and Critiques…

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
DANA: 

Lisa and I mentioned this in last month’s webinar about “negative” communications, but you can help prevent any misunderstand or “negative” interaction with some understanding if your audience is not from the same cultural background  (or lived experience) as you. Once you define your audience, or the receiver, the next most important thing to consider is HOW you should communicate. 

Building Trust: Different cultures have diverse ways of building and maintaining trust in business relationships. Misinterpreting these methods can hinder long-term business partnerships.
Time Management: Perceptions of time urgency and deadlines differ among cultures. Failure to understand these differences can lead to missed deadlines and strained business relationships.
Feedback and Critique: The manner of giving and receiving feedback is heavily influenced by cultural norms. Direct criticism that is normal in one culture might be seen as rude or disrespectful in another.  But either way getting Feedback is key. This is how you ensure that your message was understood as intended. 
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Strategies for Intercultural Effectiveness

• Building cultural self-
awareness

• Curbing ethnocentrism
• Understanding 

generalizations 
and stereotyping

• Being open-minded
• Realize that we tend to 

gravitate towards people 
like us…

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
TODD:

Again, key to being effective with intercultural communications is to know thyself. The more you understand where you are at and came from, the better you will be at understanding others. Monitor yourself for ethnocentrism. We all do it but recognizing it is half the battle.

Descriptiveness: Giving descriptive feedback instead of judgmental feedback. Avoid using “You” and use passive voice when possible.
Non-judgmentalism: Being tolerant, which helps prevent defensive reactions
Supportiveness: Encouraging others with head nods, eye contact, and facial expressions. Ask for feedback to ensure your communications were understood as intended.
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Creating (Inter) Cultural Competency

• Mindfulness

• Cognitive flexibility

• Tolerance of ambiguity

• Behavioral flexibility

• Cross-Cultural empathy

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
TODD:

Circling back to something we presented earlier:  Cultural competence is determined by the presence of cognitive, affective, and behavioral abilities that directly shape communication across cultures. These essential abilities reinforced by universal skills we hope everyone can work on better after today:

Mindfulness: the ability of being cognitively aware of how the communication and interaction with others is developed. It is important to focus more on the process of the interaction than its outcome while maintaining in perspective the desired communication goals. For example, it would be better to formulate questions such as "What can I say or do to help this process?" rather saying than "What do they mean?”

Cognitive flexibility: the ability of creating new categories of information rather than keeping old categories. This skill includes opening yourself to new information, taking more than one perspective, and understanding other ways of interpreting messages and situations.

Tolerance for ambiguity: the ability to maintain focus in situations that are not clear rather than becoming anxious and to methodically determine the best approach as the situation evolves. Generally, low-tolerance individuals look for information that supports their beliefs while high-tolerance individuals look for information that gives an understanding of the situation and others.

Behavioral flexibility: the ability to adapt and accommodate behaviors to a different culture. Although knowing a second language could be important for this skill, it does not necessarily translate into cultural adaptability. The individual must be willing to assimilate the new culture.

Cross-cultural empathy: the ability to visualize the situation of another person from an intellectual and emotional point of view. Demonstrating empathy includes the abilities of connecting emotionally with people, showing compassion, thinking in more than one perspective, and listening actively.
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Improving Outcomes

The provision of culturally 
tailored health care can 
improve patient outcomes.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
DANA:

The provision of culturally tailored health care can improve patient outcomes. In 2005, California passed Assembly Bill 1195 that requires patient-related continuing medical education courses in California medical schools to incorporate cultural and linguistic competence training in order to qualify for certification credits. In 2011, HealthPartners Institute for Education and Research implemented the EBAN Experience™ program to reduce health disparities among minority populations, most notably East African immigrants.
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Equity in Action Toolkit

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
DANA

https://learn.volunteermatch.org/equity-in-action-toolkit
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Equity Framework Tool

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
DANA 
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Understanding Volunteers’ Personal Values & Identity

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
DANA > TODD

This work begins with curiosity and respect; If you don’t ask, you don’t know! Todd, I know you found the Identity Signs video very useful.

https://app-na1.hubspotdocuments.com/documents/7138095/view/972916846?accessId=2ead9c

Identity Signs training video (60 minutes with Jennifer Bennett and Faiza Venzant:

https://solutions.volunteermatch.org/hubfs/Equity%20In%20Action%20Toolkit/Building%20Volunteer%20Relationships/Are%20You%20Ready%20for%20Equity_%20Navigating%20biases%20in%20volunteer%20engagement.mp4?hsLang=en
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Ideas to Action

27

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
TODD
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Cultural Training

• https://thinkculturalhealth.hhs.gov/education/behavioral-health

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Free TRAINING is available from a number of resources. 
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In Summary

• Key is to recognize that every individual is the sum of their past 
experiences and culture. We can’t assume everyone thinks like us!

• Diversity makes us stronger.
• Be open!

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Just remember: variety is the spice of life. Everyone brings different strengths to the table and we need to appreciate each other. We want our volunteers, not matter who they are to feel welcome.
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Resources

• The Equity in Action Toolkit

• SAMHSA: Tips on Cultural Competence

• 35+ Examples of Cultural Competency

• State-by-State Tracker of Cultural Competency Initiatives

• Improving Cultural Competencies in Behavioral Health

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
DANA

In addition to the free Equity in Action Toolkit we talked about, another great resource (and industry standard) is from the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Administration, very useful for any type of healthcare setting in my opinion, and an easy 15 minute read article from Culture Monkey as a refresher beyond this webinar.



===============

The Equity in Action Toolkit: 
https://learn.volunteermatch.org/equity-in-action-toolkit

Focus on Mental Health Services: https://www.samhsa.gov/resource/ebp/tip-59-improving-cultural-competence

35+ Examples of Cultural Competency:
https://www.culturemonkey.io/employee-engagement/cultural-competence/

https://thinkculturalhealth.hhs.gov/clas/clas-tracking-map

https://thinkculturalhealth.hhs.gov/education/behavioral-health


https://learn.volunteermatch.org/equity-in-action-toolkit?hsCtaTracking=9bdbc3b2-aff4-4a2b-89d2-94d4682ab07c%7C34325571-6eb0-44f6-b4cc-ecf9620e194f
https://www.samhsa.gov/resource/ebp/tip-59-improving-cultural-competence
https://www.culturemonkey.io/employee-engagement/cultural-competence/
https://thinkculturalhealth.hhs.gov/clas/clas-tracking-map
https://thinkculturalhealth.hhs.gov/education/behavioral-health
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Open Discussion Q&A

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
DANA facilitates discussion. 
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Thank You For Joining Us

32

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes

DANA & LISA:
Thank you for your time. We hope you found this information helpful. Remember that the recording of our webinar will be available towards the end of the month, in case you’d like to hear through it again, or share it with someone you know.
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