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Introduction: 
 

 
 

You are asked to address issues of culture & diversity in all of the workshops you present for 

the OCWTP, and to explain how you will address those issues on your workshop outlines. But 

what does that mean? How does one go about “addressing issues of culture & diversity”? 
 

 

Actually, there is no one way, no set formula for preparing your trainees (i.e., workers, 

supervisors, or caregivers) to respond competently to the culture & diversity they encounter in 

the people with whom they work (i.e., clients, supervisees, or foster children and their birth 

families). Nonetheless, it is still important to provide some guidance to your trainees on how to 

take people’s culture and diversity into account--particularly as applied to your training topic. 
 

 

To help assist you in the process, this guide will take you through some definitions, key 

concepts, and examples. It also includes a list of anticipated questions and answers to address 

the following points: 
 

(1) What we mean by the terms “culture” and “diversity” in the context of child welfare-- 

and how the two terms interrelate; 
 

(2) What we mean by “addressing diversity issues” in your training 

(We will provide lots of examples); 
 

(3) Ways you can identify diversity issues--and help your trainees respond to them, should 

they arise; 
 

(4) Ways to work your diversity-related content into your workshop; 
 

(5) Recommended “dos” and “don’ts” when talking about diversity issues; and 
 

(6) Where you can go for additional information or assistance. 
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Family roles & 

expectations 

Social rules of 

engagement 

Child-rearing 

practices 

Defining CULTURE 
 
 

A simple working definition of culture is “the values, beliefs, traditions, and practices of a group 
of people.” A group member’s values, beliefs, or practices can vary from those of other groups 
in any number of areas--such as the following: 

 

• Attitude toward 

authority 

• Expectations of the 

worker/client, 

supervisor/worker, 

or caregiver/foster 

child relationship 

• What constitutes 

“family” 

• View of “insiders” 

vs. “outsiders” 

• Family roles & 

expectations 

• Social rules of 

engagement 

(both verbal and 

nonverbal) 

• Child-rearing 

practices 

• Discipline practices 

• View of health & 

health management 

(including mental 

health) 

• View toward 

substance use & 

abuse 

• Help-seeking 

behaviors 

• Financial 

management 

• Time 

management 

• What’s considered 

too “personal” or 

“private” 

 
 
 
 

Defining DIVERSITY 
 

 
 

A general working definition of diversity is “the existence of differences (variation) among 

people in any number of ways.” Individual diversity refers to the combination of factors in a 

person’s life that makes him unique. These factors include a combination of cultural influences 

(i.e., the values, beliefs and practices he’s picked up from groups he’s aligned with), and also 

take everything else into account—the sum total of factors in a person’s life that makes him 

uniquely who he is. 
 

Elements that contribute to diversity include (but are not limited to) a range of factors in the 

following categories: 
 
• socio-economic 

status 

• ability/disability 

• learning style 

• communication 

style 

• ethnicity 

• race 

• country of origin 

• personality type 

• generation/age 

• political ideology 

• occupation and/or 

organization 

• gender 

• sexual orientation 

• type/level of 

education 

• religion/faith 

 
Diversity is a broader concept than culture. It includes all the cultural influences in a 

person’s life—the beliefs, values and behaviors he draws from the groups that influence him— 

as well as  additional factors that can influence a person. These could include individual traits, 

situations, or experiences that have impacted a person and uniquely shaped how he thinks or 
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behaves. So whether a person’s uniqueness comes from cultural influences or whether it comes 

from influences other than cultural, it all contributes to who he is. All these factors must be 

considered in the context of child welfare-related practice. 
 

Since the elements of a person’s culture are already included as a part of his diversity, we 

would like to make a shift in our use of language. From this point on, we will refer to “issues of 

culture and diversity” as simply “issues of diversity”--to reflect the fact that cultural 

influences are a part, but not the only part, of a person’s diversity that matters. 
 

What does any of this have to do with child welfare practice? As child welfare professionals, we 

must avoid judging a client by cultural labels and the preconceptions we can associate with 

those labels. We must also remember that any aspect of an individual’s diversity (i.e., not just 

what he picked up from his cultural groups, but other components of his individual makeup, 

identity, circumstances, and experiences) can play a key role in the perspectives, priorities, and 

behaviors that influence how clients manage his children or families, and foster parents care 

for children. 
 

Consequently, we need to remind our trainees that it is their responsibility to be informed 

about the diversity of each individual/family, and to be sensitive to diversity issues throughout 

the life of a case. Due to the intensely personal nature of casework (where all kinds of 

information are asked of the client), it is critical for workers to seek and find a way of 

communicating that feels and works best/most naturally for each client. Furthermore, without 

getting a clear understanding from the clients themselves of what their attitudes, perspectives, 

practices, and/or circumstances are in any given area (typically discovered through special 

interview techniques and potential follow-up research), a worker may not have enough 

information or context to competently work with the family. For this reason, we hope you 

encourage all child welfare staff to take the OCWTP workshop on ethnographic interviewing— 

especially designed to help workers discover the unique diversity of their clients. 
 

Similarly, the supervisors and caregivers we train need to discover and respond competently to 

the diversity they find in their caseworkers and foster children/birth families, respectively. 
 

For a fuller explanation of the concepts just discussed and how they relate to child welfare 

practice, please click onto the following link for a ten-minute animated presentation [with an 

interactive component], entitled “ Key Concepts of Culture and Diversity”: 
 

www.ocwtp.net/Concepts on Diversity/player.html 
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QUESTIONS & ANSWERS 

About Addressing Diversity Issues in your Training 
 

 

 

 
 
 

I. THE OCWTP ASKS US TRAINERS TO “ADDRESS RELEVANT ISSUES OF DIVERSITY” IN OUR 

TRAINING. WHAT DOES THAT MEAN? 
 

It means: 
 

• Helping your trainees (i.e., caseworkers, supervisors, and/or caregivers) be aware of 

and competently responsive to the diversity they encounter, particularly as it relates 

to their training topic. 
 

• Helping your trainees understand that not everyone they work with will share the 

same beliefs, circumstances, needs, and/or goals--nor will everyone necessarily 

respond in the same way to the ideas and interventions put forth in your workshop. 
 

• Offering your trainees (a) information relevant to various aspects of diversity, and 

(b) strategies & resources on how to individualize their work with clients so as to be 

responsive to their diversity--especially as related to your topic area. 
 

 
II. WHAT DO YOU (THE OCWTP) MEAN BY THE SPECIFIC TERM “DIVERSITY ISSUES”? 

 

 

A.  “Diversity issues” refer to potential variation among groups or individuals in their 

beliefs, values, attitudes, or behaviors as related to your training topic. It is therefore 

likely that some aspects of your training may not be as effective or applicable for some 

people as for others--and for such people, may require a different approach. 
 

Examples: 
 

1)   In a workshop for caseworkers on children’s mental illness, the workshop might 
include information on the following: 

 

• How various groups may perceive the condition itself 
 

While many view it as an illness, others may view it as a gift, still others as 
a punishment. 

 

• How various groups/individuals may perceive the cause of the condition 
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Some may believe it is caused by a biochemical imbalance, others by 

spirit possession, still others may see it as a “sixth sense.” 
 

• How various groups/individuals may perceive how to address and/or 

treat the condition 
 

Some may believe in drug therapy and/or psychotherapy, others in 

spiritual intervention; others may be against intervention altogether. 
 

• How various groups/individuals may perceive the role of treatment 

providers vs. family members in managing the condition 
 

While some believe the condition requires the expertise of professionals, 

others may see it as a private family matter, to be handled by the family 

members in charge. 
 

• Help-seeking behavior of various groups/individuals (i.e., how, when, and 

from whom to seek help) 
 

While many will seek assistance outside their home, neighborhood, 

and/or community, others will not—expecting help to be local or to come 

to the home. 
 

2)   In a workshop for caregivers, 
 

a)  A workshop on parental rights would include: 
 

• The reminder that birth parents will differ in their religious beliefs 
 

• The legal requirement to respect parents’ rights to determine 

their children’s religious upbringing while in foster care 
 

Foster caregivers may need to seek information from parents 

regarding their children’s diet, style of dress, “dos,” and “don’ts” 

around social interaction, religious activities, etc. 
 

They should also honor birth parents’ wishes regarding their child’s 

participation in religious events and activities that are part of the 

foster family’s life. 
 

b)  In other workshops for caregivers, it is relevant to (1) remind trainees 

how some of the content and guidelines in your workshops may not 

necessarily line up with the values and practices embraced by the birth 

families of foster children, and (2) provide some guidance on how 

caregivers might reconcile those differences. 
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In a workshop on disciplining foster children, a trainer might encourage 

caregivers to develop a relationship with birth parents that would allow 

for dialogue on discipline practices and lead to parental agreement on 

how the caregiver will handle discipline. 
 

3)   In a workshop for supervisors on casework supervision, the workshop might 

include information on: 
 

• Differences in how people see the role of work in their lives 
 

Due to different factors (individual work ethic, the economy, prior 

experience with employers, commitment to family, etc.) employees will 

differ on what they expect of an organization—and on what they think an 

organization should expect from them. 
 

• Differences in how employees/workers are motivated 
 

Some workers are motivated by recognition (verbal, written, and/or 

public), others by promotion and/or economic rewards. 
 

• Differences in an employee’s expectations of the supervisor- employee 

relationship. 
 

Some workers work better when they feel “close” to their supervisor, 

others prefer to maintain a professional distance 
 

• And in addition, of course, the kinds of diversity issues their supervisees 

(caseworkers) might encounter, so that the supervisor can assist workers, 

as needed. 
 

B.   Because individual diversity issues refer to the unique combination of traits, qualities or 

circumstances in a person, being responsive to that person’s diversity will call for a 

customized approach--and taking the particulars of his or her diversity into account. 
 

Examples include: 
 

• Economic Status 
 

A client may not have the kind of employment, insurance coverage, and/or 

financial means to cover the direct or indirect costs incurred by a service. 
 

• Employment Status 
 

A client may not have the kind of employment that allows for sufficient schedule 

flexibility or time off from work. 
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• Immigration Status 
 

A client’s immigration status may directly impact the kinds government 

assistance for which she is eligible. 
 

• Limitations in physical, mental, emotional, and/or social capacity 
 

-- A client may have a physical impairment (sight, hearing, mobility) that could 

prevent him from accessing or fully benefiting from a given service. 
 

-- A client may not have the mental or emotional capacity to benefit from a 

certain kind of intervention. 
 

-- A client may feel socially inhibited about accessing a service located outside of 

his immediate community (and may be reluctant to admit it). 
 

• Transportation Barriers 
 

A client may not have a car or a driver’s license (undocumented workers are not 

granted driver’s licenses), or even access to reliable public transportation. 
 

• Availability of resources in the community 
 

A client not able or willing to access resources outside of his community will be 

impacted by the lack of a needed service within his community. 
 

• Values, social norms, and/or codes of conduct that influence help-seeking 

behavior. 
 

A client may be willing to accept services that come to his home but unwilling to 

leave the home to access them. 
 

• Biases (on the part of the client or service provider) against participating in 

certain services, or in services under certain conditions. 
 

A client of a certain religion (or level of modesty) may resist services from a 

physician of the opposite sex or a different faith. 
 

 
 

III. HOW DO WE TRAINERS GO ABOUT IDENTIFYING POTENTIAL DIVERSITY ISSUES THAT MAY BE 

USEFUL TO INCLUDE IN OUR TRAINING? 
 

A.  Refer to the list on page 2 for (a) common categories of diversity and (b) common areas 

subject to cultural influences (i.e., areas where a person’s beliefs, attitudes, or practices/lifestyle, 

may vary). As you go through the lists, ask yourself the question: How might people 
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who are (for example) economically-challenged, physically-challenged, from a particular 

generation, from a particular region of the world, or of a particular religious faith view 

any of the ideas, approaches or recommended interventions in my training differently 

from how they are presented in the workshop? How might their values, beliefs, 

practices, or circumstances affect their perception of the ideas presented in my 

workshop? 
 

(Example: Let’s suppose that a trainer is preparing to train on the topic of 

independent living. It would be useful [as a relevant “diversity issue”] for 

trainees to know that some members of certain ethnic groups or traditions do 

not consider it appropriate to leave the home of his/her upbringing until much 

later than some might expect. By knowing this information, caseworkers can be 

prepared to offer alternative strategies, resources, and/or emotional support to 

foster children who fall in this category.) 
 

B.   Refer to the Diverse Beliefs & Behaviors Continuum, an OCWTP tool that organizes 

diversity issues by grouping people according to a shared perspective, social norm, or 

value--as opposed to people who simply share a trait they were born with (like race, 

ethnicity, nationality, physical or mental abilities or traits, etc.) This approach may help 

you avoid making sweeping generalizations about members of a group that share an 

“external” attribute, but not necessarily the same belief or value. 
 

Example: In a workshop on engaging families, rather than to say “Mexican families tend 

to be relationship rather than task-oriented, so for the sake of building the relationship 

you might want to show sincere gratitude for any hospitality they might offer,” you 

could shift the context by saying “Showing sincere gratitude for a client’s hospitality may 

take you further with a relationship-oriented clients than being “professional” or 

“efficient” by getting straight to the task at hand. 
 

C.   Do some online exploring for possible confirmation of your thoughts, or for new 

information: 
 

1.   Go to “Google” and enter “Cultural Issues in “  ,” filling the blank 

with your topic area (such as "independent living" or "engaging families," for 

example). 
 

(Other search terms could be “Cultural perspectives on   ,” “   

and culture,” “Cross-cultural differences in   ,” etc. You might also 

substitute the word “culture” or “cultural” for “diversity,” in case something 

turns up.) 
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2.   Identify sources of information on selected populations in your geographic area 

and explore how portions of your training may run counter to some of the common 

beliefs and practices for that population. Sources to explore include the following: 
 

o Websites 
 

o Books & Articles 
 

o Community members 
 

o Cultural consultants* (i.e., people with expertise on cultural 

patterns common to members of an identified group;  

                                                                                                                                      

*A link to a resource on cultural consultants is provided in Section 

VII) 
 

 
 
 
 

Important Note: 
 

As you conduct your Google search and explore other sources of information, be 

aware of the principles of Evidence-Based Practice (EBP)** as a way of vetting 

the information you find. 
 

It will also be useful to check a variety of sources against each other (books, 

websites, articles, community members, cultural consultants, etc.), knowing 

that the more consistent your information across sources, the more reliable it is 

likely to be. 
 

Finally, even in the face of the most reliable information on common beliefs and 

practices of a given group, you must bear in mind—and remind your trainees— 

that it is important not to assume that any of it applies to every member of that 

group,  but  merely  to  take  it  as  a  possible  clue  to  understanding  individual 

members of the group. 
 

**A link to information on EBP is provided in Section VII 

 
 

D.  During each training, invite your trainees to share what diversity issues/resources they 

may be aware of; then take note for later follow-up (i.e., verifying the information and 

working it into your training as appropriate) 
 
 
 
 
 
 

How to Address Diversity Issues in Your Training: A Resource Guide for Trainers 
Developed by IHS for the Ohio Child Welfare Training Program – June, 2010 Page 9 



IV. ONCE I IDENTIFY POTENTIAL ISSUES OF DIVERSITY TO INCLUDE IN MY WORKSHOP, WHAT 

STRATEGIES CAN I RECOMMEND TO MY TRAINEES ON HOW TO MANAGE THOSE ISSUES? 
 

Should your trainee encounter resistance regarding a certain approach or intervention, here 

are some common strategies: 
 

A.  Your trainee may want to gently explore the reasons for that resistance and how the 

client would prefer to proceed. If there is no reason why the client’s approach 

should be rejected (your trainee may need to consult with his/her supervisor on 

this), it is probably better to support the client’s approach and proceed accordingly. 
 

B.   If your trainee sees value in persuading the client to accept the approach or 

intervention being resisted, she might identify a value she recognizes is important to 

the client and find a way to present that value as a reason for the client to consider 

the approach 
 

(Example: A mother resistant to naming the perpetrator in a sex abuse case because 

“families don’t expose and humiliate their own members,” may be persuaded to 

name the perpetrator if reminded how central the role of “mother as protector” is in 

her own belief system.) 
 

C.   Your trainee might see if there is a way a compromise can be negotiated with the 

client 
 

(Example: A mother resistant to her child getting antibiotics for a lung infection 

because she believes her child’s condition will only be cured by leeches may be 

persuaded to allow her child to have antibiotics as long as she is not prevented from 

including leeches in her child’s treatment.) 
 

D.  Of course, forewarned is forearmed! You or your trainees might want to be 

proactive about reviewing the literature, or consulting with a community member 

and/or a cultural consultant for recommended strategies in addressing diversity 

issues. 
 

E.  Again, during every training you can invite your trainees to share effective strategies 

they have discovered for addressing diversity issues with their clients. 
 

F.  In any case, for any of the above strategies you will want to remind your trainees 

that because each person and family is different, no one approach will necessarily 

succeed or fail for all families. 
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V. ONCE I HAVE IDENTIFIED DIVERSITY ISSUES THAT MAY APPLY TO MY TOPIC AREA, HOW SHOULD I 

INCORPORATE THEM INTO MY WORKSHOP? 
 

 

A.  We prefer you take an integrative approach, identifying the issues and working 

examples throughout the various subtopics in your workshop. 
 

• Just as has been done throughout this guide, you will want to illustrate each 

potential diversity issue you discuss with a specific example, appropriate to 

the context of your topic. 
 

• Furthermore, build in opportunities for your trainees to brainstorm, discuss, 

and otherwise think through how they might address some of the diversity 

issues (or apply some of the strategies) you identified. 
 

Large or small group discussion questions, case examples, and/or role-plays are all 

ways to accomplish this. 
 

B.   If you believe your workshop calls for it, you may also include an introduction and 

overview of diversity issues as it applies to your training topic, and then follow up 

with the integrative approach. 
 

C.   If you have a strategic reason for doing so, you may also choose to dedicate a 

separate section to your discussion on diversity issues. 
 
 

D.  As already mentioned, be sure to draw on the diversity in the training room--inviting 

trainees to identify issues they’re aware of and to offer examples.. 
 

E.  Provide interviewing questions trainees can use with clients to help them tease out 

(or rule out) potential diversity issues on a case-by-case basis. 
 

Example: Reminding caregivers, for example, that since religion or other cultural 

practices play a role in determining their foster children’s diets, it is important for 

them to ask both the children and the birth parents if there are any particular foods 

the children may or may not have. 
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VI. WHAT ARE SOME DOS (STRATEGIES TO CONSIDER) AND DON’TS (COMMON PITFALLS TO AVOID) 

WHEN TALKING ABOUT DIVERSITY ISSUES IN TRAINING? 
 

 

A.  Don’t make stereotypical statements: that is, blanket statements about the 

characteristics, beliefs, or behaviors of a given group (like “African Americans are a 

faith-centered people”)--as if such statements would apply equally to every member 

of the group. 
 

Instead, you might want to adjust your language accordingly (Examples): 
 

• “Many African Americans are faith-centered . . .” 
 

• “African Americans are frequently faith-centered . . .” 
 

• “It is common for African Americans to be faith-centered . . .” 
 

• “Faith is a central part of many African American cultures . . .” 
 

Note that in the last example above, changing “culture” to “cultures” is a way of 

reminding our trainees that different cultures can exist within a given group (This is 

sometimes referred to as “cultures within cultures”). 
 

You might also consider referring to members of a given group as “People who are 

such-and-such (Jewish, adopted, physically-challenged, etc.)” as opposed to “Such- 

and-such people (“Jewish people,” “adopted people,” “physically-challenged 

people,” etc.) Wording your description the first way reduces the nuance of one- 

dimensionality to the group members (and the suggestion that they should be 

viewed solely through the lens of that one characteristic.) 
 

B.   Don’t put a member of a given group on the spot by asking him/her be a 

spokesperson for that group (e.g., “How do single parents/Chinese 

Americans/gays and lesbians feel about such-and-such issue?”), as if all members of 

the group would think or respond the same. When you invite comments on a 

particular issue regarding a specific group, open the question up to the entire group. 

If a member of that group cares to offer his/her own personal perspective at that 

time, that’s fine--and should be taken as such. 
 

C.   By the same token, don’t expect a cultural consultant to explain, with 100% 

certainty, the thinking, intention, or behavior of every member of the culture or 

group you are consulting with him/her about. At best, a consultant can make you 

aware of patterns of beliefs or behavior that may, but will not necessarily, apply to a 

member of that group. 
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D.  Do remind your trainees how important it is to remember that cultural 

characteristics commonly identified with a group (such as the ones you might 

mention in your training) will not apply equally to every member of that group, and 

must be ruled in or ruled out with each individual on a case-by-case basis. 
 

So, for example, if a caseworker is working with someone with an Islamic-sounding 

name and you’re wondering if (a) that person is a practicing Muslim, and (b) if so, 

how that particular person does or does not follow the tenets/practices of the faith, 

it would be better to give that person the opportunity to identify him/herself as 

Muslim (or not) by asking a question like “What should I know about you culturally 

that will help me understand you and your family?” 

 

E.  DO NOT ALLOW your trainees to think that being “responsive to diversity” is the 

     same as permitting a practice to go uncontested just because it is considered 

     acceptable by a specific culture or group (a potentially-dangerous practice rooted in    

     the concept of cultural relativism.) 

 

At the same time, in cases where danger is not imminent for the children in    

question, remind trainees how important it  is for them to suspend their personal,   

potentially culturally-biased judgment of the appropriateness or  inappropriateness  

of a certain practice until they first do the following:  

 

 Gather information from the family about the concerning issue--and  

              the context, history and intention behind the belief or practice in question   

              (Training on ethnographic  interviewing will help build those requisite skills), 

 Seek out a cultural consultant: again, someone with the expertise and credibility 

to provide input on patterns and practices that might apply to that family’s 

diversity/group affiliation, and shed insight into how members of that group 

may gauge when a given practice or situation crosses the line of 

“appropriateness.”  (See page 14, Section VII - A for information on “cultural 

consultants,”) and  

 Consult with their supervisor about agency policies that may help guide  

or decide the way of responding.  
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F.  Finally, do remind your trainees that the best way to discover and address the 

diversity of a person--and to avoid falling prey to their own assumptions--is through 

skillful interviewing—an approach that gives clients the opportunity to share their 

values, beliefs, attitudes, preferences and practices in relevant areas. Be sure that 

your trainees are aware of the OCWTP training on ethnographic interviewing—a 

workshop on how to conduct such interviews—and encourage your trainees to 

register for it. 
 
 

VII. WHERE SHOULD I GO IF I NEED ADDITIONAL INFORMATION OR ASSISTANCE? 
 

 

Look at the list of cultural resources (websites, books, and/or articles) for culture-general 

and culture-specific information by clicking on the following link: 
 

A.  Look for cultural consultants in your area (See “Questions & Answers about 

Cultural Consultants”) 

 
B.   As a way to measure the degree and quality of evidence in the resources 

you use to address diversity issues, see “Guidelines for Evaluating Articles 

as Evidence-Based.” 
 

C.   We, the members of the cultural competence task force at IHS, are also here   

to assist trainers by answering questions and/or providing additional technical 

assistance: 
 

• Leslie Ahmadi:  lahmadi@ihs-trainet.com 
 

• Beth Ann Rodriguez: brodriguez@ihs-trainet.com 
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