The Power of Diversity

Cultural Competency and Violence Against Women

Violence against women affects all segments of our society. Understanding the importance and the role of cultural competency within the context of violence against women is crucial for service providers and advocates. Domestic violence, sexual assault, and stalking are all forms of violence that compound the multiple oppression women experience throughout the world.  Addressing violence against women of color and in diverse communities calls for a comprehensive understanding of the impact of culture, race, class, sexual orientation, and ethnicity on a woman’s ability to access resources, information and advocacy services.

Cultural Competency

Cultural Competency can be defined as a set of congruent policies that come together in a system, agency, or among professionals and enables that system, agency, or those professionals to work effectively in cross-cultural situations.

Operationally defined, cultural competency is the integration and transformation of knowledge about individuals and groups of people into specific standards, policies, practices, and attitudes used in appropriate settings to increase the quality of services, thereby producing better outcomes.

Culture: Integrated patterns of human behavior that includes thoughts, communications, actions, customs, beliefs, values, and instructions of racial, ethnic, religious or social groups.


Cultural Competency Pitfalls

· Assuming that all individuals enjoy the same rights and privileges because they live in the same society, country or community;
· Instituting policies or services within an organization or institution without the input of the targeted community or population;
· Assuming that racism, sexism, homophobia, and classism cannot exist in movements or organizations working towards social justice or within oppressed communities;
· Using stereotypes or myths about communities as facts to create policies, standards, or procedures within an organization or institution; 
· Instituting quick fixes or remedies without a real understanding of the cultural dynamics that might be at play in a particular situation; or
· Using the voice of one person to speak for an entire group of people or community.
Diversity

Is more than just a word

Diversity is the term used to describe differences that exist among individuals, cultures, communities, and societies.

To value diversity means accepting and respecting differences among individuals, communities and cultures. People come from diverse backgrounds and their customs, thoughts, ways of communicating, values, traditions, and institutions vary accordingly.

While we live in a diverse society, it is not uncommon for individuals to normalize certain ideas or way of being.  These ideas may be culturally or societally based, but nonetheless have a direct impact on how people view themselves in relation to other people.

In valuing diversity, it is not only important to accept and respect difference, but to strive to incorporate the lives, views, and opinions of the targeted population and staff. For example, it is possible to have a staff of 15, ten of whom are people of color. Those 10 may not have any real influence on the policies and procedures within the organization.
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Within-Group Diversity

Culture shapes the choices individuals make everyday. Cultural experiences influence how we interact with others, our choice of occupation, and how we spend our free time. It may even determine how individuals define family and normal behavior.

Diversity within cultures, communities, and communities, and among individuals must be recognized. Individuals are exposed to many different cultures simultaneously. Geographic location, socio-economic status, education level, or sexual orientation directly influences how individuals define culture, community, or themselves in relationship to others.

People generally assume a common culture is shared between members of racial, ethnic, linguistic, and religious groups. Based on these assumptions decisions are made concerning services and resources; how certain groups or communities should be treated; and their place within society.

It is important to note that although the larger group may share common historical or geographical experiences, their outlook on life; political and spiritual beliefs; backgrounds, socioeconomic status, and education levels may vary drastically.

Barriers

To addressing Violence Against Women in Diverse Communities
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Groups of women are underserved due to the unique barriers they face when dealing with violence against women issues and accessing services, such as inability to speak English or having a physical handicap that limits mobility. The most common barriers reported were inadequacy of available services, cultural norms or beliefs that inhibit women’s willingness to access services, and insufficient means to access services.  Across all categories of programs, the most frequently cited barriers to serv9ices for underserved populations were:

· Language barriers;

· Lack of culturally appropriate or problem-specific services;

· Social tolerance of violence in families;

· Importance of the family and/or women not wanting to leave their families;

· Distrust or fear of the “system”;

· Geographic isolation from community and any available services;

· Lack of transportation; and

· Poverty and/or no independent source of income.
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Deference to Authority

Deference is a form of respect. Most Asian and Pacific Islander cultures values are often reinforced by hierarchical structures in their societies and histories of colonization. Deference can be a barrier for victims or survivors of domestic violence or sexual assault because victims may not communicate their needs clearly. For example, a smile or nod may be interpreted as compliance or agreeance. However, the individual may just be nodding or smiling so as not to offend you as an advocate.

Language

Language barriers can isolate women and make it difficult for them to access resources and information. A&PIS speak over 100 different languages and dialects. Language may vary from community to community or from culture to culture.

Language is a significant barrier than can compound other barriers and make it difficult for women to leave an abusive relationship.

Shame

Shame is used in Asian and Pacific Islander cultures to remind individuals of their obligation to their families and to their communities. Women who are abused or who are sexually assaulted may be forced to keep it a secret so as not to shame or disgrace the family.

Another factor to consider is Saving Face.

Saving Face means acting in ways that support family and social values and structures. In an effort to save face, Asian and Pacific Islanders may not talk about the abuse or hide it. The fear of rejection or stigmatization of the family by their community is strong.

Taboo subjects

Issues such as sex and sexuality, illness, spousal abuse, and death are considered taboo in many Asian and Pacific Islander cultures. Discussion of these subjects is thought to bring bad luck or irresolution on these problems. There is a cultural emphasis on self-reliance and on handling problems privately. This silence can cause many women to suffer and to become isolated.

Avoiding Direct Expression of Feelings

Many Asian and Pacific Islander cultures discourage the direct communication of feelings. Talking about one’s feelings is often viewed as a sign of weakness or immaturity, or a reflection of an inability to handle one’s
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Native Americans

Demographics

Native Americans represent 550 tribal nations with distinct customs and over 200 languages. About a quarter of the 2 million registered Native Americans still live on federal reservations with the remaining 75% living in rural areas or cities.

Native American Families

The family is a very important structure within Native American communities. The family usually consists of aunts, uncles, grandparents, cousins, as well as adopted relatives. The traditional nuclear family of mother, father, and children is considered an unit within the larger extended family.

Spirituality and Religion

Rather than going to church, they attend a sweatlodge; rather than accepting bread and toast from a Holy Priest, they smoke a ceremonial pipe to come into communion with the Great Spirit; and rather than kneeling with their hands placed together in prayer, they let sweetgrass be feathered over their entire spiritual being, cleansing and allowing smoke to carry their prayers into heaven. “Noah Augustine”

Spirituality, rather than Religion plays a significant role in Native American Communities. Due to the wide range of habitats in North American, different native religions evolved to match the needs and lifestyles of individual tribes.

The Origins of Violence against Women in Native Communities

Violence against women in Native Communities is considered to be a relatively new phenomenon. It is believe that the introduction of abuse can be traced back to the integration of alcohol, Christianity, and the hierarchical structure of the family. Although, it was reported that violence against women was present before colonialization and pre-reservation society, it was atypical.

Historically, the community responded to issues of domestic violence and sexual assault. If an incident occurred, the perpetrator was ostracized, banished, and retaliation was the responsibility of the male relatives of the victim.
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                          Barriers

Poverty

Poverty represents a significant barrier for Native American Women. With regard to violence against women, poverty directly impacts her ability to access resources; increases the likelihood of isolation; and is a possible factor in deciding whether or not to leave the abusive relationship or to report the incident.

Isolation

Many women who live on reservations do not have access to telephones, childcare or transportation.  They may be isolated from other or may live miles from help or resources. Further, language barriers may also create an additional barrier of isolation for some women.

Confidentiality

In small communities and on reservations, confidentiality is a major issue. Sanctions within tribal or clan groups or other subgroups are often more severe for victims than the perpetrator.  The community may view the behavior of the batterer as undesirable.  However, the decision to contact outside agencies or authorities or to reveal private matters is often viewed as disloyal.

Family

The family is a very important structure within Native American communities. Many women have lived on the reservation their entire lives. This creates a significant barrier if she decides to leave the reservation because of abuse or assault. She may experience feelings of isolation or rejection.

Issues of violence within the community are considered private and a family matter. If a woman seeks assistance outside of the family, she may risk losing her family support. Additionally, her family or the perpetrator’s family may ostracize her.

Trust

As a result of the historical oppression of Native American in this county, many women and Native communities possess a high level of distrust for white agencies and helpers; and the judicial system.

Further, when many Native American women do seek help from outside agencies they are often confronted with cultural stereotypes and myths about Native communities that directly affect the services they receive



    African-Americans

Demographics

There are 30 million African-Americans in the United States making up 12% of the total population.

African-American Families

There is great variation in the African-American family structure. Some families may have a father and a mother and two children. While others may be headed by single mothers or grandparents. Sometimes, the community is viewed as a large extended family.

Barriers
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Race over Gender

For many people in the Black community, race supercedes gender. In fact, in a survey conducted by the Political Science Department at Howard University, over 50% of Black women surveyed prioritized race over gender. Prioritizing race over gender presents a significant barrier for addressing violence against women in the Black community. First it ignores the fact that most sexual assault and domestic violence cases are intra-racial.  So, it is likely that the victim and the perpetrator are of the same ethnicity or race. Second, it does not take into account the intersections of race, class, and gender and how this multiple reality shapes the lives of Black women. Lastly, it silences Black women and men and prevents them from speaking out against domestic violence and sexual assault. This prevents women from accessing services or resources or leaving an abusive relationship.

Airing Dirty Laundry

Airing Dirty Laundry means to make public what is Private. For the Black community, Airing Dirty Laundry often refers to exposing what happens within the Black community between members of the community to the larger society. Some Blacks believe that the actions of one member of the community are a reflection of the entire community. As a result members of the community may feel a need to protect the community or individual from the criticism of the larger society. This reflects the “we must stick together no matter what” thinking that is often presented in oppressed groups or groups that have been marginalized.
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   Police and Law Enforcement

Historically, the Black community has had an antagonistic relationship with the police and law enforcement. Instances of police brutality, racial profiling, harsher prison sentences for Black men and women, and the lack of response by police make it difficult for many Blacks to trust police and believe that when they are called to the scene they will help.

For Black victims or survivors of domestic violence and sexual assault, Police may represent a barrier and a threat. For example, a victim may want the perpetrator arrested, but because of the historic memory of Black people’s relationship with the police, may be reluctant to call or press charges. This creates a distressing situation for the Black community: How do we hold the perpetrator accountable without “turning them over” to a racist or classist criminal justice system?



Religion

Many organized religions stress staying married or the need to keep the family together. For women in abusive relationships, this can cause a conflict because she may feel that she must choose between her faith and her safety or well-being. Furthermore, some abusers may use religion as a form of control or to justify the abuse.

Lack of Information and Resources.

Very little research has been conducted regarding the prevalence of domestic violence and sexual assault in the Black community. A study conducted by the Institute for Domestic Violence in the African American community indicated that domestic violence is the leading cause of death among Black women between the ages of 15-34. Further, there are very few shelters located in the Black communities. Most women have to travel great lengths to access services or shelter.

[image: image10.jpg]



Working Definitions 

There are a variety of different ways to define or talk about race, class, gender, sexual orientation, or ethnicity. For the purpose of this manual, we will employ the definitions below

Race



Ancestry and selected physical characteristics such as skin color, hair texture, and eye shapes.

Class

Position in the economy in the distribution of wealth and resources, income, and poverty; in the distribution of power and authority in the workforce.

Sex/Gender

Biological and anatomical characteristics attributed to male and females (sex); culturally and socially constructed relationships between women and men (gender).

Sexual Orientation:

Sex of partner in emotional-sexual relationship.

Ethnicity:

Belonging to or deriving from the cultural, racial, religious, language or beliefs of a particular group of people or county.

Working Definitions for Dismantling Racism

Oppressed—being disempowered, devalued, ignored and/or held down by societal, cultural, and institutional beliefs and practices for the benefit of a more privileged group or groups.
Marginalized—being left out or devalued by a larger group that sets norms and holds power (any person can feel marginalized in certain groups at certain times; this is different from being oppressed which has the weight of social, cultural, and institutional beliefs and practices behind it).
Tokenism—inclusion of certain groups or individuals to create the illusion of diversity without an analysis of oppression or a commitment to challenge the disempowering influences of dominant culture. Often tokenism devalues and isolates individuals who are expected to represent an entire group.
Intentional Diversity—On going, active plan to include many groups or individuals to create true diversity in a supportive environment. This requires an analysis of oppression and a commitment to challenging and changing the disempowering influences of dominate culture. Representation of traditionally oppressed groups is a beginning, but everyone must share responsibility for ensuring that all voices are heard and valued.

	Reaching Underserved Communities

	


Direct Services

Programs aimed at providing culturally appropriate or problem-specific assistance implemented many different types of services.

· Diversity Liaison staff to work with women. Diversity Liaison staff are professional women form within the underserved population of interest (e.g., African American women) who conduct culturally competent/problem-specific services. These staff is bilingual and/or bicultural and provides many types of services, including case management, counseling, and advocacy.

· Legal advocacy specifically addressing women’s immigration concerns. Batterers often use immigration concerns as a mean of control; therefore, many women have immigration status issues when they seek help. Some women do not even know what their status is, but batterers have instilled fears of deportation or fears of losing their children to the system. Programs provide women with information regarding their immigration status and their corresponding rights. In addition, programs collaborate with and connect women with attorneys in legal service organizations who can work with women to address any concerns or problems regarding immigration.

· Substance abuse or mental health treatment or advocacy. Some programs provide both violence against women services and substance abuse or mental health treatment in order to address both issues in women’s lives. Other Victim focused programs have staff that advocate for women with substance abuse and/or mental health disorders to help them identify and become involved in services to treat such problems, while at the same time working on violence against women.

· Third party intervention. For nonlethal domestic violence cases, some programs recruit volunteers from within the underserved community of interest (e.g., Native American or African American community members) to serve as mentors and provide assistance to women victims of violence and their families.  The mentors are assigned to women and/or their family members to help address the primary concerns of each family member and work on addressing the violence without dissolving the family.

· Translation and interpretation services. Programs fund staff who are bilingual/bicultural to provide translation and interpretation services. Translation/interpretation is used during meetings and appointments when obtaining services from other agencies or when dealing with the criminal justice system. Translation/interpretation is also providing to specific agencies whenever it is necessary; for example, a court will hire such services from and agency whenever violence against women case requires it.

· Bilingual counseling. Programs fund bilingual/bicultural staff to provide counseling services in women’s first language

· Culturally specific or problem-specific victim support groups. Programs provide support groups addressing violence and victimization issues that are culturally specific, that is, led by women of color and/or in a specific language other than English, and are problem-specific, that is, addressing specific barriers to mainstream services, such as women in recovery

· Violence against women services for incarcerated women. Agencies work with correctional facilities to gain access to women who have been victims of domestic violence and sexual assault. Support and educational groups are provided to incarcerated women to address trauma surrounding their victimization and life after incarceration.
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