
Wa l ker Cityview, a Wa l ker Methodist-owned nu rsing fa c i l i t y
near Minneap o l i s , looks like a mini-United Nat i o n s , w i t h
s t a ff rep resenting five continents and dozens of countri e s
and many more languages and dialects. 

In its bro ch u re to potential fa m i l i e s , Wa l ker Methodist
highlights the dive rsity of its wo rk fo rc e. It say s , “Our dedi-
c ated team consists of men and women from all over the na-
tion and the wo rld with vast cultural and language ex p e ri-
ences. A recent internal survey found staff rep resenting 29
out of our 50 states and 28 diffe rent countries with language
skills in 55 dialects.”

A c ross the country at Live Oaks Living Center, in El So-
b a rat e, C a l i f. , s t a ff include emigrants from such fa r- fl u n g
c o u n t ries as China, N i ge ri a , G h a n a , Pa k i s t a n , M ex i c o ,
I n d i a , G u at e m a l a , N i c a rag u a , and Fiji. And down south, i n
N o rth Miami Beach , F l a . ,G reynolds Pa rk Manor hire s
m o s t ly Haitian and Filipino staff from the surrounding com-
mu n i t y. A c ross A m e ri c a , the mu l t i c u l t u ral wo rk fo rce is be-
coming the new reality in long term care. With a seve re

nu rse short age combined with an unprecedented number of
i m m i grants flooding the nat i o n ’s shore s ,m a ny recent hire s
a re coming not from the town next door, but from lands fa r
away. 

Rising Populations, Cultural Dif f e re n c e s
This is not an issue that ’s going to disap p e a r. Consider this:
A c c o rding to the 2000 U. S. census, fo re i g n - b o rn people
m a ke up more than 10 percent of the country ’s populat i o n ,
up signifi c a n t ly from 7.9 percent just 10 ye a rs ago (see side -
b a r, p age 29). Wh at ’s perhaps more telling than these nu m-
b e rs is that nearly 60 percent of the fo re i g n - b o rn populat i o n
is between the ages of 25 and 54—today ’s wo rk fo rc e.

With each of these hires comes a new set of customs, l a n-
g u age s , and stereotypes. And while some facilities are suc-
ceeding in integrating the many dive rse culture s , l a n g u age s ,
c u s t o m s , and values into the wo rk fo rc e, o t h e rs are fi n d i n g
this ch a l l e n ge immensely difficult. Challenges can ra n ge
f rom simple cultural diffe re n c e s , s u ch as how close people
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Making
Marla Fern Gold

Communication across cultures is key to effective staff teamwork.

Diversity
Work



should stand to one another and wh e t h e r
to provide eye contact to co-wo rke rs , t o
m o re ch a l l e n ging diffe rences such as per-
sonal hy gi e n e, d re s s , l a n g u age skills, a n d
the role of women in society. 

“ We see gaps in the staff’s lack of un-
d e rstanding in training and commu n i c a-
t i o n ,” s ays Brenda McKe n z i e, vice pre s i-
dent of long term care services with
C atholic Health Serv i c e s , wh i ch serve s
the Ft. Lauderdale and
Miami region. 

“ S t a ff hesitate in say-
ing that they do not un-
d e rstand something.
Th ey will nod their
heads and say ‘ ye s ,’ bu t
you find out that wh at
you had asked for has
not been accomplished
because staff re a l ly did
not understand wh at wa s
being aske d.”

The language barri e r
is but one factor that may
hinder a fa c i l i t y ’s best effo rts to integrat e
s t a ff into a cohesive wo rk team. A m e ri c a n
c u s t o m s , s u ch as touching a person on the
shoulder or looking dire c t ly into some-
o n e ’s eyes during a conve rs at i o n ,m ay be
seen as signs of aggression or disre s p e c t
by people of another culture. Similarly,
m a ny A f rican and A rabic cultures have
s p e c i fic rules defining the roles of
wo m e n — roles that do not include super-
vising men. 

A dd to that the cultural divide that sep-
a rates A m e ricans from one another: ri ch
ve rsus poor, N o rt h e rn ve rsus Southern ,
white ve rsus bl a ck , plus diffe rences in re-
l i gi o n ,p o l i t i c s , and ge n d e r, and prov i d e rs
wind up with a nearly nonex t i n g u i s h abl e
s o u rce of potential misunders t a n d i n g s ,
s t e re o t y p e s ,p re j u d i c e s , and intolera n c e.

While few standard programs exist to
help facilities cre ate a mu l t i c u l t u ral team,
open commu n i c at i o n , mu l t i faceted tra i n-
i n g, and an ap p re c i ation for dive rsity can
help facilities transition from the ho-
m ogenous wo rk fo rce of ye s t e rd ay to the
mu l t i c u l t u ral and multiethnic wo rk fo rc e
of tomorrow.

Wh at ’s more, the wo rk fo rce of tomor-
row will eve n t u a l ly become the re s i d e n t
p o p u l ation of tomorrow, so learning to
re c og n i ze and celeb rate dive rsity now
will help facilities meet the ch a l l e n ge s
a h e a d.

Managing Diversity
B e rn a rd Robinson, an independent human
systems development consultant wh o
wo rks with long term care prov i d e rs , u s u-
a l ly re c e ives calls for dive rsity tra i n i n g
after a facility has a pro blem. “I have re-
c e ived some calls to train staff in manag-
ing diffe rences in culture and ra c e, and it
will be a more prominent part of wh at
m a n age rs will need to do in the future,”
s ays Robinson, founder of the Institute
for Human Deve l o p m e n t , in Oxon Hill,
M d. “Calls to me usually are tri gge red 
by an incident that affects the staff 
e nv i ro n m e n t .”

He explains that theore t i c a l ly, d ive rs i t y
t raining should not be an issue, but in
A m e ri c a , as in many societies, it is simply
a re a l i t y. “ S o c i e t a l ly and socially, we have
made distinctions of diffe rences. On the

s u r fa c e, we are all human, but if we look
in a social contex t , we have been sensi-
t i zed to the diffe rences among us, so it be-
comes a bigger deal.” In A m e ri c a , h e
s ay s ,“ we have not managed the diffe r-
ences we l l .”

He says a pro d u c t ive dive rsity tra i n i n g
p rogram is one that “ e l i m i n ates the
p ropensity for people to see themselves as
d i ffe re n t , but allows them to see them-
s e l ves as diffe rent but equal. When I look
at the need for dive rsity tra i n i n g, I think
about how it affects employee re t e n t i o n ,
m o ra l e, the commu n i c ation env i ro n m e n t ,
and how it affects the capacity for eve ry-
one to feel like a part of the same team,
the same gro u p .”

S i g n i fi c a n t ly, Robinson and others say
t h at effo rts to cre ate a mu l t i c u l t u ral wo rk
team must start at the top. “ The role of
m a n agement is key,” s ays Robinson. “A
m a n age r ’s job is to set the tone and live
out the values that re flect respect. Man-
age rs must speak about the value of dive r-
sity and re a l ly behave in ways that are
consistent with the values that re flect re-
spect for dive rs i t y.”
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A Changing Census

L ouis Benson, p resident of Th e
Benson Gro u p , in Delray
B e a ch , F l a . , puts it bl u n t ly :

“Health care orga n i z ations need to un-
d e rstand that the immigrant is going to
be the future of employ m e n t .”

The 2000 U. S. Census reveals some
telling data about the ch a n ging face of
A m e ri c a ’s wo rk fo rce—a ch a n ge that ’s
cl e a rly re flected in the makeup of the

n at i o n ’s long term care facilities. Of the
n e a rly 30 million fo re i g n - b o rn living in
A m e rica in 2000, half—or 14.5 million
p e o p l e — we re from Latin A m e ri c a .
Asians rep resented another quarter of
the fo re i g n - b o rn populat i o n , with 7.2
million. Europeans and A f ricans made
up most of the rest. 

S p e c i fic areas of the country have
seen the gre atest influx of these immi-
grants (see tabl e). For ex a m p l e, in Cali-
fo rn i a , the fo re i g n - b o rn population rep-
resented more than 25 percent of the
total resident population. In New Yo rk ,
fo re i g n - b o rn individuals made up nearly
20 percent of the populat i o n , and in
F l o ri d a , this group comprised more than
18 percent of the population. 

In six additional stat e s , fo re i g n - b o rn s
accounted for more than 10 percent of
the population. A c ross the country,
m o re than half of all immigrants lived in
l a rge metropolitan are a s .

States With Largest Foreign-Born Po p u l a t i o n s
Six states had estimated fo re i g n - b o rn populations of 
1 million or gre at e r.

S t a t e Number Fore i g n - B o r n P e rcent Of To t a l
(In Millions) That Are For e i g n - B o r n

C a l i f o rn i a 8 . 8 2 5 . 9
New Yo r k 3 . 6 1 9 . 6
F l o r i d a 2 . 8 1 8 . 4
Te x a s 2 . 4 1 2 . 2
New Jersey 1 . 2 1 4 . 9
I l l i n o i s 1 . 2 < 1 0

S o u rc e : 2000 U. S. Census
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Educating Staff
But a strong message from the top will
not tra n s l ate into cohesive mu l t i e t h n i c
wo rk teams without the support ,
k n ow l e d ge, and buy-in of the entire
wo rk fo rc e. To bri d ge the gap betwe e n
ideals and pra c t i c e, facilities are
e m p l oying methods both fo rmal and
i n fo rmal to ach i eve their goals. Th e s e
p ractices ra n ge from educating staff
about one another’s nat ive countries and
c u l t u res in info rmal inserv i c e s , t o
wo rkshops ex p l o ring dive rs i t y, to fo rm a l
c o l l ege-based training programs that
p rovide manage rs with tools to show c a s e
d ive rsity while building a cohesive staff.

Hy-Lond Home, in Garden Grove,
C a l i f. , hosts an annual MultiCultural Day
e a ch spri n g, wh i ch includes a potluck
l u n ch and dive rs i t y / t o l e rance tra i n i n g.
A d m i n i s t rator Mike Dodge says the inter-
m e d i ate care facility for persons with de-
velopmental disabilities has staff fro m
s eve ral countri e s , and the MultiCultura l
D ay is a good way to open commu n i c a-
tion about diffe rent culture s , as well as to
b ring staff together as one team. 

“ The main goal of the day is to see that
we are diffe re n t , we may respond to
things diffe re n t ly, we may have diffe re n t
i d e a s , but that together we ’re a team that
wo rks for a common go a l ,” he says. Th e
p o t l u ck , he say s , “is a way to re c og n i ze
our va rious cultures and stress dive rs i t y
and tolerance in the wo rk p l a c e.”

As part of dive rsity training last ye a r,
D o d ge had staff close their eyes and eat
d i ffe re n t - c o l o red M&Ms, then he aske d
s t a ff if they could tell the diffe rence be-
t ween the diffe re n t - c o l o red candies. Fo r
this ye a r ’s tra i n i n g, D o d ge brought in dif-
fe re n t - c o l o red and -shaped balloons and
had the staff talk about the diffe re n c e s
among the balloons. Then they made a
bouquet out of the balloons and talke d
about how gre at they looked toge t h e r. 

At the potluck and throughout the 
ye a r, D o d ge say s , s t a ff are encouraged to
talk about their countri e s , c u s t o m s , a n d
c u l t u res. 

Po t l u cks are part of the info rmal cultur-
al awa reness program at Wa l ker Cityview

as well. Po t l u cks seve ral times each ye a r
help to break down cultural barri e rs and
s t a rt conve rs ations about diffe rent cul-
t u res. But the talk about diffe rent culture s
b egins mu ch earl i e r. A d m i n i s t rator Susan
A ger ex p l a i n s , “ Pa rt of my intro d u c t i o n
[ for new staff] to the facility is to ask
wh e re eve ry b o dy is from and talk ab o u t
the fact that people are from all over the
wo rld here, and how mu ch we enjoy and
ap p re c i ate that. I tie that into the fact that
m a ny of us are far from our nat ive are a
and families as we l l .”

S u p p o rting the fa c i l i t y ’s value on dive r-
s i t y, A ger encourages staff to talk with
one another about wh e re they are fro m ,
b ring in mementos or maps to educat e
other staff and pat i e n t s , and link up 
with other staff who are from the same 
c o u n t ry. 

At Live Oaks, open commu n i c ation is 
the fi rst step towa rd building a team. 
S ays Director of Nursing (DON) Chri s-
tine D’Souza, a Pakistani immigra n t ,“ I
sit in the bre a k room with staff and listen
to them, l e a rn about their cultures. I also
t ry to explain diffe rent cultures to them.”
She adds that new staff are encouraged to
tell stories about themselves so staff can
u n d e rstand them better. “ You need to hear
your staff’s stori e s , whether they are
h ap py ones or sad ones.”

Customized Tr a i n i n g
Some facilities are incorp o rating cus-
t o m i zed cert i fied nu rse assistant (CNA )
t raining into their effo rts to re c ruit and
t rain qualified fo re i g n - b o rn direct care
s t a ff, as well as to help them integrat e
into the fab ric of the fa c i l i t y.

M agnolia Special Care Center, in El

C a j o n ,C a l i f. , re c e n t ly embarked on a new
p ath to re c ruit fo re i g n - b o rn employe e s
and help them master the language and
skills necessary to pass the CNA compe-
t e n cy test and succeed as CNAs. 

After adve rtising in English and Span-
ish in local new s p ap e rs for people wh o
wanted to get paid to improve their Eng-
lish while training for a new care e r, S a n-
d ra Louri d o , a regi s t e red nu rse and the fa-
c i l i t y ’s director of staff deve l o p m e n t , re-
c e ived dozens of applicants from the
c o m mu n i t y ’s Hispanic population. Using
a mu l t i s t ep interv i ew pro c e s s ,s h e
s c reened potential hires for basic pro fi-
c i e n cy in English as well as bedside care-
giving skills, s ays Louri d o .

L o u ri d o , an immigrant from Columbia,
fi rst conducts an hour-long interv i ew with
e a ch potential CNA. During the inter-
v i ew, wh i ch is done in English, e a ch po-
tential employee must read from an Eng-
lish tex t b o o k , then summari ze the tex t .
N ex t , she has them write about their per-
sonal goals or why they want to become a
C NA. “I’m looking to see whether they
can write a sentence,” she say s , because if
potential re c ruits cannot, t h ey will not
pass the CNA ex a m .

L o u rido wo rks with a local commu n i t y
c o l l ege, wh i ch provides additional testing
to ensure that each re c ruit unders t a n d s
enough English to succeed in CNA tra i n-
i n g. This thorough screening pro c e s s
helped each of the 15 students in Louri-
d o ’s fi rst mu l t i c u l t u ral CNA training cl a s s
to pass the exam in Ja nu a ry and become
c e rt i fied to wo rk in the fa c i l i t y.

English Lessons
Wh at also helped was the English-as-a-
s e c o n d - l a n g u age (ESL) course she taught
in conjunction with the CNA tra i n i n g.
L o u rido taught each subject fi rst as an
ESL cours e, with a focus on vo c abu l a ry
and dialog u e. Once students we re
familiar with the wo rd s , C NA tra i n i n g
focused on ap p lying the new wo rds to
s p e c i fic tasks. 

Pa rt of Louri d o ’s ESL curriculum in-
cludes A m e rican culture. “ We talk ab o u t
h ow A m e ricans deal with deat h , wh at ’s

Potlucks several 

times each year help 

to break down cultural

barriers and start

conversations about

different cultures.



ap p ro p ri ate in this country and wh at is
n o t , the correct way to add ress people,
things that are not ap p ro p ri ate to say, h ow
to fill out fo rm s ,” she says. 

Her new re c ruiting tactics have helped
L o u rido locate qualified applicants. “ I ’ m
finding a lot of health pro fessionals fro m
other countries who have not been able to
get into this pro fession and have been
wo rking odd jobs,” she says. “ Just be-

cause their English is not perfect does not
mean they should not be wo rking in this
p ro fe s s i o n .”

ESL training was the ticket to upwa rd
mobility at The Vi l l age at Johnson Cen-
t e r, an assisted living facility in Centenni-
a l , C o l o . , as well. But this class did not
t a rget nu rsing staff; rather it was the
b ra i n child of Assistant Dining Serv i c e s
D i rector Kyung Chung, a Ko rean immi-

grant who attended college in the United
S t ates. 

Peggy Vu l t aggi o , dining services dire c-
t o r, s ays the program has helped kitch e n
s t a ff rise through the ranks to take on
m o re skilled, b e t t e r- p aying jobs within
the fa c i l i t y. “Our staff mostly are Indone-
s i a n ,” she says. “ S t a ff wanted to move
into bigger and better positions thro u g h-
out the kitch e n , but they lacked the lan-
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R ight now, most of the nat i o n ’s
long term care residents re fl e c t
A m e rica of the 1950s: C a u-

casian and middle class. Howeve r, as the
bu rgeoning immigrant population con-
t i nues to age, ethnic minority popula-
tions are expected to rise signifi c a n t ly. 

The U. S. Census Bureau rep o rts that
in 50 ye a rs , while the population of Cau-
casian A m e ricans older than 65 will de-
cline from 84 percent to 64 percent of
the total populat i o n , the number of His-
panic senior citizens will increase fro m
under 10 percent now to 16 perc e n t .
D u ring this peri o d, A f rican A m e rican se-
nior citizens will increase from 8 perc e n t
to 12 percent of the populat i o n , a n d
Asians will account for 7 percent of all
s e n i o rs , up 5 percent from current totals.

As the nat i o n ’s immigrant populat i o n s
age, t h ey more than like ly will want to
retain their customs, b e l i e f s , and tra d i-
t i o n s , ex p e rts predict. At nu rsing fa c i l i-
ties around the country, p rov i d e rs are
re c ognizing the growing need to prov i d e
ri ch cultural ex p e riences for a dive rs e
aging population. 

Hispanic culture is alive and well at
St. A n n e ’s Nursing Center, in South
Miami. While the facility is in the Unit-
ed Stat e s , the patients who reside there
feel at home with the Hispanic culture
t h at infuses their daily live s , f rom the
c o l o rs on the wa l l s , to the food they are
s e rve d, to the ways they celeb rate 
h o l i d ays. 

“ We are bri n ging Hispanic culture
a l ive for re s i d e n t s ,” s ays Brenda McKe n-
z i e, vice president of long term care ser-
vices with Catholic Health Serv i c e s ,

wh i ch owns the fa c i l i t y. “ The menu is
d i c t ated by the re s i d e n t s ,” and the holi-
d ays are celeb rated according to re s i-
d e n t s ’c u s t o m s .

For instance, C h ristmas is celeb rat e d
on Christmas Eve, as it is done in His-
panic culture s , so schedules need to be
a d j u s t e d, and ap p ro p ri ate meals need to
be prep a re d. 

In add i t i o n , the colors of the bu i l d i n g
fit the colors of the culture : b right and
bold ye l l ow s , re d s , o ra n ge s , and gre e n s .
The facility curre n t ly is trying to fo c u s
on end-of-life issues, because people of
Hispanic back ground are ge n e ra l ly re-
luctant to deal with the dying process 
at all.

At the Reutlinger Community fo r
Jewish Liv i n g, in Danv i l l e, C a l i f. , an on-
s i t e, full-time rabbi provides cultural 
and re l i gious activities for the fa c i l i t y ’s
180 re s i d e n t s , ove rsees the ko s h e r
k i t ch e n s , and presides over the we e k ly
S abb ath serv i c e s , held in the fa c i l i t y ’s 
s y n agog u e. 

The rabbi provides education to staff
as we l l , t e a ching them about Jewish hol-
i d ays and special customs. In add i t i o n ,
k i t chen staff are we l l - ve rsed on ko s h e r
l aw s , s u ch as the prohibition on mixing
milk with meat pro d u c t s , a law that ex-
tends to cutlery and tabl e cloths. “ Th e
kosher needs are ve ry mu ch in the fo re-
f ront of eve ry staff member’s mind,”
s ays Suzanne Sloane, a d m i n i s t rat o r. 

“ The kitchen staff defi n i t e ly need
t raining on it and are taught from the be-
ginning about the sep a ration and the im-
p o rtance for it,” s ays Sloane. As a re s u l t ,
eve rything in the kitchen is color- c o d e d :

red for meat and blue for dairy. “ Th e
t abl e cloths are even color- c o d e d, so if a
s t a ff member’s English is not ve ry go o d,
the info rm ation is bro ken down into such
simple cues that English is not a pro b-
l e m ,” s ays Sloane.

The food also re flects the culinary tra-
ditions of the culture. Eve ry Sunday is
l ox and bagel day, Fri d ay night Sabb at h
s e rvices are fo l l owed by a ch i cken dish
and mat zo ball soup, and bri s ket and
s t u ffed cabb age are we e k ly stap l e s .

The env i ronment is import a n t , s ay s
S l o a n e, because “it gives residents a
sense of identity. Th ey feel comfo rt abl e
h e re because it is ve ry fa m i l i a r.

“ E ven as their minds fa d e, t h ey can
p a rt i c i p ate because they grew up with
these tra d i t i o n s .”

B ri n ging Culture A l ive For Long Te rm Care Residents



g u age skills to get them to the next leve l .
We decided we needed to do something
in-house to promote people from within.”

As a re s u l t , Chung started an after-
h o u rs ESL course for kitchen staff. Th e
group met for an hour each week for sev-
e ral months to improve their conve rs a-
tional English skills. Since that time, s ev-
e ral dishwa s h e rs have been promoted to
p rep cooks and wait staff, and a fo rm e r
p rep cook now is a principal cook. “ We
just grow our own now,” she say s .

ESL group members meet once each
month now to continue improving their
E n g l i s h .

Incorporating Native Languages 
The philosophy at Wa l ker Cityview is a
little diffe re n t , with staff from any of sev-
e ral countries called upon to convey in-
fo rm ation when necessary. “ We found out
t h at explaining rules and reg u l ations in
their own language allows [staff] to un-
d e rstand the concep t ,” A ger says. “ Th ey
m ay be able to speak English, but con-
c epts such as fi re safety and prep a ring fo r
s u rvey get across better in the nat ive 
l a n g u age.”

The facility is able to conduct tra i n i n g
in seve ral languages because seve ral of
the fa c i l i t y ’s manage rs are from other
c o u n t ries. Having management from dif-
fe rent cultures also helps when culture s
cl a s h , s u ch as when one CNA from an
A f rican country needed to take time off
e a ch day to cook dinner for her husband.
Since staff understood her cultural re a-
sons for the re q u e s t , t h ey adjusted to her
s chedule with no hard feelings from other
s t a ff members. 

“ H aving manage rs from other culture s
m a kes a huge diffe re n c e,” s ays A ge r. “ I t
b reaks down barri e rs between entry - l eve l
and unskilled staff and management. If
we didn’t have those people in manage-
m e n t , t h e re would be an inv i s i ble wa l l .
Our DON is from Ethiopia. She’s a gre at
t e a cher about A f rica. Our new assistant
DON is from Ghana. We ’re always look-
ing for people who can be leaders fro m
all culture s .”
C rossing The Cultural Divide

At Genesis Elderc a re, nu rse educat o r
Ja ckie Miller re q u i res good English as a
p re requisite for tra i n i n g, but infuses her
C NA training classes with A m e rican cul-
t u re to help her students assimilate into
the nu rsing facility once they become 
c e rt i fi e d. 

Miller says she includes a “social as-
pect to the CNA tra i n i n g.” This incl u d e s
i n fo rm ation about personal hy giene and
the value of time in A m e rica. “A rriv i n g
on time is a factor for people from some
c u l t u re s ,” she says. “I tell them they have
to focus on time, because time is impor-
tant in A m e ri c a .” In fa c t , if a student is
l ate more than once, the student is dis-
missed from her CNA cl a s s .

Another potential conflict Miller has
dealt with stems from beliefs in some cul-
t u res that men should not take ord e rs
f rom women. “I have had to let a couple
students know that this is my cl a s s ro o m
and I am the authori t y,” she say s .

L i ke other CNA tra i n e rs , Miller say s
the gre atest hurdle is language. “All of
my students understand basic English,
but the difficulty comes when I get dow n
to specifi c s ,” she says. For instance, o t h e r
c u l t u res may not use cat h e t e rs , so try i n g
to explain how to use one is meaningless,
e s p e c i a l ly when the students may not un-
d e rstand the ex p l a n ation in English as
well. Miller uses visual aids to help her
students understand the term i n o l ogy.
“My philosophy is that I want to teach so
t h at the person with the least amount of
k n ow l e d ge can unders t a n d, so I find way s
to simplify the info rm ation. In that way,
the company wins, and the student wins,
and I have a ve ry high pass rat e.”

F o rmalizing Diversity T r a i n i n g
At Birch wood Cos.’ Wo o d bu ry Health
C a re Center, in St. Pa u l , M i n n . ,H u m a n
R e s o u rces Manager Diana Rock s t a d
l o o ked to a local community college to
help bri d ge the gap between nat ive- and
fo re i g n - b o rn staff. Wh at she ended up
with was a customized fo u r- p a rt tra i n i n g
p rogram that became the pilot for a long
t e rm care mu l t i c u l t u ral dive rsity compe-
t e n cy course offe red by North Hennep i n
C o m munity College, in Bro o k lyn Pa rk ,
M i n n .

S ays Rock s t a d, “Some of the pro bl e m s
stemmed from the va riety of cultures we
h ave. We have some Southeast Asian em-
p l oye e s , and we have some employe e s
f rom diffe rent A f rican nations. We eve n
h ave employees from wa rring tribes. 

“ H oweve r,” she add s ,“ m o re issues
we re between fo re i g n - b o rn and nat ive -
b o rn employe e s , m o s t ly misunders t a n d-
ings by the nat ive - b o rn employe e s .”

G e rry Fe rn a n d e z , a trainer who put to-
gether Birch wo o d ’s customized tra i n i n g
p rogra m , s ays A m e rican ch i l d ren often
a re sheltered from the rest of the wo rl d,
and that cre ates conflicts. “ We have
young A m e ri c a n - b o rn kids who don’t un-
d e rstand wh at ’s going on with other cul-
t u re s .” The key to ch a n ging that is educa-
t i o n ,s ays Fe rn a n d e z , founder of the non-
p ro fit Multicultural Fo o d s e rvice and Hos-
pitality A l l i a n c e. “ E d u c ation is re a l ly the
fi rst line of defe n s e. As people become
e d u c ated and unders t a n d, t h ey are less
l i ke ly to have biases and commit sins that
sometimes take place in the wo rk p l a c e.”

The training program included an ini-
tial session with manage rs and “ i n fo rm a l
l e a d e rs on the fl o o r ” to understand why it
is important to understand and respect di-
ve rs i t y. This was fo l l owed by add i t i o n a l
sessions that focused on specific issues
and included info rm ation about some of
the countries rep resented on staff, s ay s
R o ck s t a d. 

“One session dealt with specifics of
wh e re employees are from. Others dealt
with scenarios that might come up,” s h e
s ays. These scenarios included customs
and ex p ressions from diffe rent culture s
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and how they might be misinterp re t e d.
For instance, R o ckstad say s , “in Russia,
smiling is seen as decep t ive, and yo u
d o n ’t trust someone who is smiling. Here,
if you want to put someone at ease, yo u
s m i l e. For our Asian employe e s , it is a
sign of disrespect if you look someone in
the eye. In A m e ri c a , if you wo n ’t look at
m e, I wo n ’t trust yo u .”

Explains Fe rn a n d e z , “ Th ey had all
s o rts of issues that we re not in a manu a l .
Pe rsonal hy giene was not in the manu a l .
A l s o , some people had cultural issues
with taking direction from women. Some
c u l t u res don’t talk about deat h .”

Cultural Competency T r a i n i n g
At Wa l ker Methodist, c o m mu n i c at i o n s
d i rector A my Carlson tried to introduce a
c u l t u ral competency training program in
1999. “ The objective was to cre ate a
wo rking env i ronment that respects and
a ck n ow l e d ges a va riety of culture s ,t ra d i-

t i o n s ,b e l i e f s , and biases of our wo rk-
fo rc e,” she says.  Why the focus on dive r-
sity? Says Carl s o n , “A m e rica is more di-
ve rse than eve r, and the freedoms we
e n j oy in this country allow all of us to
c o n t i nue our cultural practices here in the
United States. So as a nation we are see-
ing our dive rs i t y, we a ring our dive rs i t y,
e ating our dive rs i t y, p raising our dive rs i-
t y, wo rking our dive rs i t y.”

While upper management ap p roved the
m e a s u re, s t a ff at the orga n i z at i o n ’s 160-
bed Wa l ker Cityview heart i ly denounced
i t , s aying that they did not want a fo rm a l
p rogram to tell them how to do wh at they
a l re a dy we re doing. Howeve r, all new
s t a ff still must take part in discussions
about cultural competency and the va l u e
the orga n i z ation places on cultural dive r-
sity and teamwo rk during the mandat o ry
t h re e - d ay ori e n t ation. A highlight of these
discussions includes cultural perc ep t i o n s
of aging and deat h .

C reate A Common Culture
Louis Benson, p resident of The Benson
G ro u p ,D e l ray Beach , F l a . , faults pro-
grams that focus on dive rsity as a way to
help employees do their jobs. “ D o n ’t em-
p h a s i ze the diffe re n c e s , but emphasize
the commonalities,” he says. He sugge s t s
t h at instead of spending ori e n t ation talk-
ing about the diffe rent cultures staff come
f ro m , talk about the culture of the fa c i l i t y.
“If you do that , you wo n ’t have to wo rry
about a lot of the issues that might other-
wise come up, because you focus on the
fact that at this fa c i l i t y, we have our ow n
c u l t u re.”

He says manage rs must cl e a rly defi n e
the fa c i l i t y ’s culture, then define the ex-
p e c t ations of staff.

For instance, Benson suggests telling
s t a ff each step invo l ved in delive ring a
food tray to a pat i e n t , f rom knocking on
the door to making eye contact, a n n o u n c-
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ing yo u rs e l f, and ex ch a n ging a bri e f
gre e t i n g, to asking whether the pat i e n t
needs help with anything on the tray. Sim-
ilar instruction should be provided fo r
b athing pat i e n t s , wound manage m e n t , a n d
other health care tasks.

“ When we have cl e a rly defined ex p e c-
t ations for perfo rm a n c e, then we will ge t
the perfo rmance we want rega rdless of
n at i o n a l i t y,” he say s .

F u rt h e r, he says that wh at residents care
most about are staff who understand them
and their needs. At one facility in Flori d a ,
he says laundry staff we re taught English
idioms as well as basic phrases they may
be expected to unders t a n d, s u ch as, “ I
need towe l s .”

I n t roducing Patients To The W o r l d
At each of Wa l ker Methodist’s fa c i l i t i e s ,
i n fo rm ation given to all pro s p e c t ive pa-
tients and their families includes a full-
p age description of the many dive rse cul-
t u res found at the fa c i l i t i e s , along with the
d o zens of languages and dialects spoke n
by staff.

This highlights the other issue of mu l t i-
c u l t u ralism in long term care : re s i d e n t
p e rc eptions and stere o t y p e s .

“As a state with a large, white elderly
p o p u l ation and a ve ry dive rse young pop-
u l at i o n , our nu rsing facilities are a mirro r
of the ch a n ges in our commu n i t y,” s ay s
C a rlson. “ Young men and women from all
over the wo rld are fe e d i n g, t o i l e t i n g, a n d
becoming life companions for an elderly
p o p u l ation from a declining majori t y.
M i s u n d e rstandings and stereotypes hold
fi rm if your ex p o s u re to the wo rld has
been narrow, and many of our elders did
not travel mu ch or we re not exposed to
other cultures in their hometowns. For a
man from Nige ria or a woman fro m
Ghana to help a 90-ye a r-old Swe d i s h
fa rmer takes an introduction to cultura l
u n d e rstanding and accep t a n c e.”

R i c a rdo Becerra , p rincipal of Becerra
I n t e rn ational Consulting and a tra i n i n g
p a rtner of Fe rn a n d e z , c o n c u rs. “In Min-
n e s o t a , you have people from many coun-
t ri e s , and they are highly qualifi e d. Th ey
h ave gre at training coming from A f ri c a .

But pro blems ari s e. 
“ H e re we are dealing with a Nort h e rn

E u ropean population of people who are
ve ry stoic, ve ry conservat ive. It is ve ry
d i fficult for them to deal with these
s t ra n ge people who are touching them and
asking questions.”

H ow do prov i d e rs deal with that ,a s k s
Fe rnandez. “ Wh at do you do when re s i-
dents refuse service because the staff
member is bl a ck? And how do you re t a i n
m o rale with this going on?”

A d m i n i s t rator Barry Barkin re m e m b e rs
an incident wh e re a fa m i ly “ c o m p l a i n e d
b i t t e rly ” about a CNA who delive red the
food tray each day without a wo rd and left
the room. After doing a bit of inve s t i gat-
i n g, D’Souza re a l i zed that the lack of
closeness and commu n i c ation was a cul-
t u ral issue and wo rked with the CNA to
become more personal in her bedside
m a n n e r.

On the positive side, some fo re i g n - b o rn
s t a ff bring with them a respect for the el-
d e rly that nat ive - b o rn A m e ricans can
l e a rn fro m , s ays Becerra. 

“Most of the people we see in health
c a re come from group societies, who have
gre at respect for the elderly and give
value to the elderly that we do not in the
U. S. As people age in this country, t h ey
lose va l u e. In most countri e s , it is the re-
ve rs e. Th ey also have gre at unity of fa m i-
ly. So they look at the elderly with gre at
a d m i rat i o n , and the care they prov i d e
is with a lot of love and a lot of time.
Th ey bring a positive pers p e c t ive to
c a regiv i n g.” ■

Marla Fern Gold is a freelance writer
based in Annandale, Va.


