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The Importance of 

Culture-Based Care for
Better Health Outcomes


The COVID-19 pandemic 

has shined a light on the significant
health disparities that exist within the
U.S.1 Cultural factors appear to be
major drivers of differences in the
healthcare experience.2

 



It is estimated that by the
year 2050, minorities will
account for half of the U.S.
population.3


Given the growing diversity within the
U.S., determining ways to reduce
culture-related health disparities and
achieve equitable care is a key priority
for the healthcare system.4
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Racial and ethnic minorities suffer
higher rates of illness and disabilities


 



Across all areas of medicine, cultural factors appear relevant for
clinical outcomes. For instance, compared to their white
counterparts, minority populations suffer higher rates of obesity,
diabetes, coronary heart disease, stroke, cancer, liver disease,
anxiety, depression, asthma, and human immunodeficiency virus
(HIV). 5 7
African American babies suffer higher infant mortality rates.8 In
addition to a higher incidence rate of chronicdisease and acute
health events, minorities also have less access to care.3
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Several cultural factors drive 

health disparities in the U.S.



Though the reasons for healthcare disparities are multifaceted, it has
become increasingly clear that enhancing cultural competence
amongst healthcare providers can help to overcome some of the
challenges underlying the disparities.9 Doing so, however, requires an
understanding of the specific aspects of cultural differences that may
lead to poorer health outcomes amongst minority populations. 

Several of these specific challenges have been identified. 
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Language




- It is critical that there are healthcare workers within the U.S. who can
communicate effectively with each patient. However, of the more than 37
million U.S. adults who speak a language other than English, nearly half of
them report that they are incapable of speaking English “very well.”10  
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Language
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- Improving care for these millions of people thus requires that there are
healthcare workers trained to speak and communicate in languages in
which these patients are fluent. Without successful communication,
healthcare cannot be effective. 


 


Trust

- Trust has been established as a crucial component of health equity,
with certain groups, such as African Americans, generally lacking trust in
the U.S. healthcare establishment relative to white patients. 

The pandemic has provided a context to bring this problem clearly
into view, with racial and ethnic minorities displaying significantly
higher rates of hesitancy toward the COVID-19 vaccine.11

Even in the context of everyday choices around health, such as
taking the medicines healthcare providers recommend, choices are
very much shaped by trust level, which varies based on culture.12 It is
thus essential that we find ways to promote trust between healthcare
providers and patients to improve health outcomes.
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03 Cultural Respect




- Cultural respect can significantly
influence the way care is delivered and
how responsive patients are to medical
interventions. Specifically, displayed
cultural respect by healthcare
providers may improve racial and
ethnic minorities’ perception of the
healthcare they are provided.




 






Research has shown that some
patients express disillusionment when
they are referred to Western healthcare
providers because they deem Western
treatment options as inappropriate
from
a cultural standpoint.13
 



 



For minority patients to value healthcare
providers’ recommendations, they must
believe that healthcare providers
understand them and their values.
Cultural-based care demonstrates
cultural respect, which can increase
credibility and trust amongst minority
patients.2
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Improving cultural competence in the 

healthcare system can improve health
outcomes

The importance of cultural competency in the U.S. healthcare system is
becoming increasingly recognized.3,14 As such, education and training
modules are being developed to improve healthcare providers’ cultural
competence.4 

Cultural competency training is often aimed either at providing generic,
universal models for enhancing cultural competency or at improving
understanding of specific groups.4 Research into the success of these
interventions has found that the group-specific training is vulnerable to
oversimplifying certain groups and potentially leading to a lack of
understanding of the diversity that can exist within those groups. The
universal approach, on the other hand, appears to help reduce implicit
biases and cultural insensitivities by teaching active listening skills,
empathy, and reflective awareness.
Some specific recommendations for the goals of cultural competence
training include raising awareness of personal biases against people of
different cultures, engendering respect and tolerance of cultural
differences, accepting responsibility to combat discrimination, and
deepening understanding of how cultural factors affect relationships
between clinicians and patients.10  


It has also been suggested that merging cultural competence with
cultural humility, or the commitment to honoring another’s values, beliefs,
and customs, can be particularly effective in improving care across
diverse patient populations.15
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Takeaway
As diversity in the U.S. grows, there is a significant challenge to
improve cultural competence within the healthcare system. 


However, growing diversity also offers an opportunity to draw on the
knowledge of individuals from minority groups to help improve
cultural competence across the system and to impart knowledge
and skills for healthcare providers who care for a diverse set of
patients. With a more culturally competent healthcare system, quality
of care – and thus outcomes – are likely to improve.
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