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Cultural Crossroads 

Tips and resources to help you communicate better with Alliance members 
 

 

Cross-Cultural Communication 
 
Good health care requires good communication.  
Yet, even when providers and patients speak the 
same language, there may be cultural differences 
in understanding.  Tone, inflection, or non-verbal 
cues may be as important as the spoken word.   

Experts have observed the following common 
communication patterns in their own cultures.  
However, generalizations never fit all individuals.  
Use this primer as a framework to explore what 
works for each patient and family. 

Mexican Americans 
• Nonverbal communication influenced by 

respeto (respect) 
• May avoid direct eye contact with authority 

figure 
• Usually reserved, respectful and polite in 

formal settings 
• Silence sometimes shows lack of agreement 

with treatment plan 
• Culture emphasizes personal relationships 

African Americans 
• May speak a regional dialect or urban Black 

English and may switch to from Black English 
to standard English depending on the situation  

• Maintaining eye contact shows respect and 
establishes trust 

• Silence may indicate lack of trust for caregiver 
• Conversations can get loud and animated 
• Affection shown by touching and hugging 

friends and family 

Vietnamese Americans 
• Respect shown by slightly bowed head and 

avoiding eye contact with those of “higher 
status”  

• Typically soft spoken  

• Raising one’s voice  
or pointing fingers is 
disrespectful 

• Indirectness and restraint is valued over 
confrontation or open expression of emotions 

• Ask the proper way to address the client.  For 
example, in traditional Vietnamese names, the 
family name comes first and the given name 
comes last. 

Native Americans 
• Respect shown by avoiding eye contact 
• Requests should be made in personable, polite 

manner 
• Direct, emphatic, calm tone expresses urgency 
• Loudness is associated with aggression 
• Self-humor or willingness to be teased 

establishes comfortable atmosphere 
 

Source: Lipson, JG, Dibble SL, and Minarik, PA (ed.).  
Culture & Nursing Care: A Pocket Guide. San Francisco: 
UCSF Nursing Press, 1996. 
 
 

Free Books 
Provider Handbooks on 

Culturally Competent Care  
 
Kaiser Permanente has 
produced an excellent series  

of books to help providers increase cultural 
sensitivity and improve clinical practice.  Each 
book covers a different community:  African 
American, Asian/Pacific Islander, Latino, LGBT, 
or Individuals with Disabilities.   

The handbooks describe health risks, beliefs and 
practices common in each population and advise 
on relevant areas for clinical focus.  Call us at 831-
430-5570 to request your free copies. 




