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Getting to Know 
Hispanic/Latino Culture  
Latino culture has certain cultural nuances or 
unwritten rules that govern social interactions. 
These unstated rules may impact the way in which 
individuals perceive, seek, and receive health 
services. Below are some common cultural 
characteristics for Latinos in the United States. 
Please note, however, that every patient is an 
individual with a unique personal history, belief 
system, communication style, and health status. 

 La familia (family)  

A good starting place for any discussion of Latino 
culture is with la familia, the family. Family 
involvement often is critical in the health care of 
the patient. Traditionally, Latinos include many 
people in their extended families, not only parents 
and siblings, but grandparents, aunts, uncles, 
cousins and compadres, close friends, and 
godparents (padrinos) of the family's children. 
When ill or injured, Latino people frequently 
consult with other family members and often ask 
them to come along to medical visits. Latino 
extended families and the support role they play 
for patients may run counter to certain institutional 
rules, such as hospital policies that limit patients to 
two visitors.  

 Respeto (respect)  

For Latinos the intimate confines of extended 
families, close-knit Latino communities, and 
traditional patriarchal networks are mediated by 
respeto (respect). Respeto implies a mutual and 
reciprocal deference. Respeto dictates appropriate 
deferential behavior towards others based on age, 
sex, social position, economic status, and 
authority. Older adults expect respect from those 
younger, men from women, adults from children, 
teachers from students, employers from 
employees, and so on.  

 

 

 Personalismo (personal relationships) 

Latinos tend to stress the importance of personal 
relationships, which is why so many Latinos 
continue to rely on community-based 
organizations and clinics for their primary care. 
Latinos expect health providers to be warm, 
friendly, and personal, and to take an active 
interest in the patient's life. For example a health 
provider, even one with a limited time schedule for 
patient visits, might greet Señora Rivas with, 
"Buenos Días, Señora Rivas. How are you doing 
today? How did your daughter's graduation go?" 
Such a greeting implies personalismo, conveying 
to the patient that the provider is interested in her 
as a person and will help put the patient at ease 
before an exam or medical procedure. 

 Confianza (trust)  

Over time, by respecting the patient's culture and 
showing personal interest, a health care provider 
can expect to win a patient’s confianza (trust). 
When there is confianza, Latinos will value the 
time they spend talking with their health care 
providers and believe what they say. Confianza 
means that the provider will have their best 
interests at heart. 

 Espiritu (spirit), body, and mind  

Health care professionals often work within the 
structures of mainstream medicine, which provides 
separate physical and mental health care. Latino 
culture, on the other hand, tends to view health 
from a more synergistic point of view. This view is 
expressed as the continuum of body, mind, and 
espiritu (spirit). 

(Adapted from The Provider’s Guide to Quality & Culture 
by Management Sciences for Health, funded by U.S. Agency 
for International Development. For more information, go to  
www.msh.org/programs/providers_guide.html or contact 
Lynn Meier, Senior Health Educator at 831-430-5570 or 
lmeier@ccah-alliance.org) 
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