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INTRODUCTION:
BEYOND CULTURAL
COMPETENCE IN
THERAPEUTIC
PRACTICE

The  l andscape  o f
mental  health  care  is
undergoing a profound
transformation.  For
decades, the dominant
paradigm  for  working
w i th  c l i en t s  f rom
diverse  backgrounds
w a s  c u l t u r a l
c o m p e t e n c e — a
model  centered  on

acquiring  knowledge
about  different  cultural
groups.  While  well-
i n ten t ioned ,  th i s
approach  often  fell
s h o r t .  I t  c o u l d
inadvertently  reinforce
stereotypes,  suggest
that  a  therapist  could
ever  become  fu l ly
"competent" in another
culture,  and place the
therapist in the role of
expert  rather  than
learner. Enter cultural
humility  engaging
diverse identities in
therapy,  a  dynamic
a n d  e v o l v i n g
framework  that  shifts
the focus from mastery
to  openness,  f rom
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e x p e r t i s e  t o
partnership.
Cultural humility is not
m e r e l y  a  s e t  o f
techniques;  i t  is  a
lifelong commitment to
self-reflection,  self-
c r i t i que ,  and  the
redressing  of  power
imbalances.  When
therapists  embrace
cultural  humility,  they
acknowledge that they
w i l l  n e v e r  k n o w
everything  about  a
c l i en t ' s  i dent i ty .
Instead,  they  position
themselves as curious,
respectful collaborators
in  the  therapeutic
journey. This approach
is  particularly  vital  in
o u r  i n c r e a s i n g l y
interconnected  world,
where individuals carry
i n t e r s e c t i n g
i d e n t i t i e s — r a c e ,
ethnicity,  gender,
sexual  orientation,
socioeconomic  status,
ability,  religion,  and
more.  Engaging  these

diverse  identities  with
humility is not just an
ethical imperative; it is
t h e  b e d r o c k  o f
effective,  meaningful
therapy.

UNDERSTANDING
CULTURAL
HUMILITY: A
FOUNDATIONAL
SHIFT

Coined  by  medical
educators  Melanie
Tervalon  and  Jann
Murray-García in 1998,
cultural  humility  was
initially developed as a
f r a m e w o r k  f o r
healthcare. It has since
been  widely  adopted
across  social  work,
p s y c h o l o g y ,  a n d
counseling.  The  core
tenets  o f  cu l tura l
humility  are  distinct
f r o m  c u l t u r a l
competence  and  offer
a  more  sustainable
path  for  clinicians.
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Lifelong
Learning
and Self-
Reflection
Cu l tu ra l  humi l i ty
b e g i n s  w i t h  t h e
therap is t  look ing
inward.  It  requires  an
honest  examination of
o n e ' s  o w n  s o c i a l
identities,  privileges,
biases, and blind spots.
This is not a one-time
e x e r c i s e  b u t  a
continuous  process.  A
therapist  practicing
cu l tu ra l  humi l i t y
r e g u l a r l y  a s k s
themselves:  What
assumpt ions  am  I
br ing ing  in to  th is
room?  How  does  my
own identity shape the
way  I  perceive  this
client?  What  do  I  not
know,  and  how  can  I

l e a r n ?  T h i s
introspective  work  is
challenging,  but  it
prevents  the  therapist
from  projecting  their
worldview  onto  the
client.

Recognizi
ng and
Mitigating
Power
Imbalanc
es
T h e  t h e r a p e u t i c
r e l a t i o n s h i p  i s
inherently  unequal.
The  therapist  holds
institutional  authority,
clinical  expertise,  and
the power to diagnose
and document. Cultural
humility demands that
therapists  actively
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work  to  leve l  th i s
playing  field.  This  can
involve  transparent
conversations  about
the  therapy  process,
i n v i t i n g  c l i e n t
f e e d b a c k ,  a n d
acknowledging  when
the therapist has made
a  misstep.  It  means
understanding that the
client is the expert on
the i r  own  l i fe  and
cultural experience.

Communi
ty
Accounta
bility
True  cultural  humility
extends  beyond  the
t h e r a p y  r o o m .  I t
involves  partnering
with  communities,
seeking  mentorship
from  cultural  leaders,
and  staying  grounded

in the lived realities of
the  populations  one
serves.  Therapists  are
accountable not just to
their clients but to the
broader  communities
those  clients  come
from. This might mean
attending  community
events,  engaging  in
a d v o c a c y ,  o r
consulting with cultural
brokers.

THE CRITICAL
ROLE OF DIVERSE
IDENTITIES IN
THERAPY

Every  client  enters
therapy with a unique
c o n s t e l l a t i o n  o f
ident i t i es .  These
ident i t ies  are  not
separate  parts  of  a
person;  they  intersect
and  influence  one
another  in  complex
w a y s .  C o i n e d  b y
Kimberlé  Crenshaw,
i n te rsec t iona l i ty
d e s c r i b e s  h o w
overlapping  social
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categorizations—such
as  race,  class,  and
gender—create  unique
e x p e r i e n c e s  o f
p r i v i l e g e  a n d
oppression.  A  Black,
queer, disabled woman
navigating  workplace
discrimination  faces  a
reality  that  cannot  be
understood  by  looking
at any single aspect of
her identity in isolation.

Why
Identity
Matters
for
Therapeu
tic
Outcome

s
When therapists fail to
engage with a client's
diverse identities, they
miss crucial context. A
client's  symptoms  of
depression  may  be
rooted  in  systemic
racism,  not  purely
n e u r o c h e m i s t r y .
Anxiety may stem from
m i c r o a g g r e s s i o n s
experienced  at  school
or  work.  A  c l ient 's
reluctance  to  trust  a
therapist  may  be  a
rational  response  to
histor ical  medical
abuse  within  their
community.  Cultural
humility  allows  the
therapist  to  see  the
whole  person,  leading
to more accurate case
c o n c e p t u a l i z a t i o n ,
stronger  therapeutic
alliances,  and  better
outcomes.
Research  consistently
shows that clients from
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m a r g i n a l i z e d
b a c k g r o u n d s
experience  better
outcomes  when  they
feel  their  cul tura l
identity  is  understood
a n d  r e s p e c t e d .
Conversely,  cultural
i n s e n s i t i v i t y  o r
ignorance is a leading
c a u s e  o f  e a r l y
te rminat ion  f rom
therapy.  When  clients
f e e l  j u d g e d ,
s t e r e o t y p e d ,  o r
u n s e e n ,  t h e y
disengage.  Cultural
humil i ty  engaging
diverse  identities  in
therapy  is  therefore
not  a  luxury—it  is  a
clinical necessity.

PRACTICAL
STRATEGIES FOR
CULTIVATING
CULTURAL
HUMILITY

Moving from theory to
p rac t i ce  can  fee l
daunting.  However,
there  are  concrete,

actionable  strategies
that  therapists  can
integrate  into  their
da i ly  work .  These
strategies are rooted in
the  pr inc ip le  that
cultural  humility  is  a
verb—it  is  something
you do, not something
you have.

Cultivatin
g a
Stance of
"Not
Knowing"
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
powerful  tools  in  the
cul tura l ly  humble
therapist's toolkit is the
willingness  to  say,  "I
don't know, but I want
to learn from you." This
a d m i s s i o n  o f
vulnerability  can  be
deeply  disarming  and
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relationship-building.
Instead of assuming a
c l i e n t ' s  c u l t u r a l
background  based  on
their  appearance  or
name, ask open-ended
questions: "How would
you  descr ibe  your
cu l tura l  or  ethn ic
background?  What  is
most important for me
to  understand  about
your  identity  as  we
work  together?"  This
invites  the  client  to
define  themselves  on
their  own  terms.

Ongoing
Education
and
Supervisi
on
Cu l tu ra l  humi l i ty
cannot  be  achieved
t h r o u g h  a  s i n g l e

workshop or  textbook.
T h e r a p i s t s  m u s t
commit  to  l i felong
learning.  This  includes
reading  literature  by
authors  from  diverse
b a c k g r o u n d s ,
attending  training  on
specific  cultural  topics,
a n d  s e e k i n g
s u p e r v i s i o n  o r
consu l tat ion  wi th
colleagues  who  have
expert ise  in  areas
outside the therapist's
own  experience.  Peer
consultation  groups
focused  on  cultural
humility can provide a
s p a c e  f o r  h o n e s t
d i scuss ion  about
challenges and growth.

Integratin
g Client
Feedback
A key aspect of power-
sharing  is  actively
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s o l i c i t i n g  a n d
incorporating  client
feedback.  Therapists
can  use  brief,  routine
outcome  measures
that  include  items
a b o u t  c u l t u r a l
responsiveness.  Even
more simply, they can
ask: "Is there anything
a b o u t  h o w  I ' m
approaching  our  work
that  feels  off  or
unhelpful? Have I made
any  assumptions  that
don't  fit  with  your
exper ience?"  This
invites  correction  and
s h o w s  t h a t  t h e
therapist  values  the
client's  perspective
over  their  own  ego.

Exploring
Cultural
Strengths

and
Resilienc
e
T o o  o f t e n ,
conversations  about
culture  in  therapy
focus  on  t r auma ,
oppression, and deficit.
Cultural  humility  also
involves  recognizing
and  honoring  cultural
strengths. A client may
draw  resilience  from
their  faith  community,
their  extended  family
n e t w o r k s ,  t h e i r
ancestral traditions, or
their cultural values of
c o l l e c t i v i s m  a n d
p e r s e v e r a n c e .
Therapists  should
actively  explore  these
sources  of  strength
and  integrate  them
i n t o  t h e  h e a l i n g
process.
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COMMON PITFALLS
AND HOW TO

NAVIGATE THEM

Even  with  the  best
intentions,  therapists
can  stumble  when
engag ing  d iverse
identities.  Awareness
o f  t hese  common
pitfalls  is  the  first  step
toward avoiding them.

The
"Expert"
Trap
A  therapist  who  has
read extensively about
a  particular  culture
might fall into the trap
o f  be l i ev ing  they
u n d e r s t a n d  a n
individual  client  from
that  culture.  This  can
lead  to  stereotyping
and a failure to see the
c l i e n t ' s  u n i q u e
humanity.  Cultural
humi l i ty  requ i res

resisting  this  urge.
General knowledge can
inform,  but  it  must
never  replace  direct,
curious inquiry with the
specific  client  in  the
room.

Performat
ive
Humility
Some  therapists  may
use  the  language  of
cu l tu ra l  humi l i t y
without  genuinely
doing  the  internal
w o r k .  T h i s  c a n
m a n i f e s t  a s
p e r f o r m a t i v e
statements designed to
signal  virtue  rather
than  foster  genuine
connection. Clients are
often  acutely  attuned
t o  i n s i n c e r i t y .
Authentic  cultural
humility is grounded in
genuine respect and a
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real  commitment  to
self-growth,  not  in
saying  the  "r ight"
things.

Ignoring
Systemic
Context
Cultural  humility  can
sometimes be reduced
to  an  interpersonal
sk i l l ,  ignor ing  the
larger  systems  o f
oppression  that  shape
c l i e n t s '  l i v e s .  A
therapist can be warm,
curious, and respectful
in  the  therapy  room
while  remaining  silent
about  the  structural
forces  causing  their
client  harm.  Engaging
diverse  ident i t ies
means  a l so  be ing
willing to acknowledge
and  address  systemic
racism,  homophobia,
classism,  and  other

forms  of  oppression,
both  in  the  therapy
room  and  through
advocacy.

THE BENEFITS OF
CULTURAL
HUMILITY FOR
THERAPISTS

The practice of cultural
humility  is  not  solely
beneficial  for  clients.
T h e r a p i s t s  w h o
e m b r a c e  t h i s
framework often report
greater  professional
fulfillment,  reduced
burnout, and a deeper
sense  of  purpose.
W h e n  t h e r a p i s t s
release the pressure to
b e  " c u l t u r a l l y
competent"  experts,
they  are  freed  to  be
authentic learners. This
c a n  m a k e  t h e
therapeutic work more
dynamic,  surprising,
and  rewarding.
Moreover,  cultural
h u m i l i t y  f o s t e r s
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r e s i l i e n c e  i n  t h e
t h e r a p i s t .  B y
acknowledging  their
own  limitations  and
committing  to  growth,
therapists  model  the
very  vulnerability  and
openness  they  ask  of
their  c l ients .  This
creates a more human,
reciprocal  relationship
that  enriches  both
parties.  In  an  era  of
high  clinician  burnout,
engaging  deeply  and
authentical ly  with
diverse clients can be a
source of meaning and
renewal.

CONCLUSION: A
COMMITMENT TO
GROWTH AND
CONNECTION

The journey of cultural
humil i ty  engaging
diverse  identities  in
t h e r a p y  i s  n o t  a
destination.  It  is  a
continuous,  lifelong
pa th  o f  l ea rn ing ,
u n l e a r n i n g ,  a n d

g r o w t h .  I t  a s k s
therapists to be brave
enough  to  examine
the i r  own  b iases ,
humble  enough  to
learn from their clients,
a n d  c o u r a g e o u s
enough  to  address
systemic  inequities.  In
a world that often feels
divided,  the  therapy
room can be a space of
profound  connection
and  healing  across
difference.
For therapists, the call
is clear: move beyond
the checklist of cultural
c o m p e t e n c e  a n d
embrace  the  messy,
b e a u t i f u l ,
transformative work of
cultural  humility.  By
doing  so,  you  honor
the  full  complexity  of
your  clients'  identities
a n d  c r e a t e  t h e
conditions for genuine,
lasting  change.  The
work is not easy, but it
is  deeply  worthwhile.
Every client deserves a
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therapist who is willing
to learn, to listen, and
to  grow  a longs ide

them.  Tha t  i s  t he
promise and the power
of  cultural  humility  in
therapy.


