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Cultural Crossroads 

Tips and resources to help you communicate better with Alliance members 
 

Improving Care for  
African American Patients 

 
With only a small population of African 
Americans living in the Central Coast, few local 
medical providers are experienced in serving the 
unique health care needs of this community.   

Among Alliance members, 3% identify as African 
American (AA).  To learn more about their needs, 
the Alliance met with community leaders, service 
providers, and two member focus groups.   

Health Beliefs and Practices 
Members and community leaders identified health 
beliefs and practices that are common in the 
African American community.  Note that the 
findings presented here may not apply to 
individual patients.  
• There is a pervasive distrust of the medical 

system and providers based on historical 
abuses and personal experiences of 
contemporary racism. 

• Spirituality is an important component of 
health.   

• The health of the individual is the responsi-
bility of the whole family.  

• Life issues such as child care, transportation, 
or needs of a family member take precedence 
over medical appointments, leading to a  
higher no show rate in medical care.  
Children’s health care and other needs come 
first, so parents often don’t have time to 
address their own health. 

• Some AAs rely strongly on traditional home 
remedies, herbs, and elder healers.   

• Some AAs may not take prescribed medication 
due to distrust or concern about adverse 
effects.   

• While AAs cite obesity as a common health 
risk, there is more acceptance of larger size than 
the “thin” ideal of the mainstream white culture. 

 

 

Suggestions for Providers 
Focus group participants said that a good 
relationship with the provider and open 
communication is paramount.  That relationship 
can overcome distrust and even some gaps in 
knowledge regarding AA health needs.  They 
offered these suggestions to improve care:   
• Familiarize yourself with health issues that are 

particular to AAs, without making assumptions 
about individuals.  Ask more questions about 
the patient’s beliefs and practices. 

• Make AAs feel welcome by having magazines, 
posters, and health education materials that 
address AAs. 

• Work at hiring diverse staff, including AAs. 
• Assess current nutrition and physical activity.  

Culture and income play a big part in diet and 
exercise.   

• Be direct yet respectful in communication.   
• Personally encourage patients to return for well 

care. 

For a copy of the full needs assessment or focus 
group reports, call Isleen Glatt at 831-430-5570. 

 
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.  Request free 
handbooks at 831-430-5570 
 




