
 

 

 
 
Mrs. L. has a Hispanic surname and speaks with 
an accent.  She gets upset when she calls or visits 
a health care provider’s office and the staff 
assume that she does not speak or understand 
English.  Sometimes this assumption leads staff to 
speak slowly and loudly.  Other times they have a 
Spanish-speaking person interact with her.  
Although she is pleased that some providers have 
Spanish-speaking staff or professional interpreters 
available for families who need language 
assistance, she wishes they would ask about her 
specific needs. 
 
This is one of several case studies provided by the 
National Center for Cultural Competence at 
Georgetown University. As medical providers are 
striving to deliver more culturally responsive care, 
it is also important to consider patients’ 
interactions with non-clinical staff.  Cultural 
competence starts at the front desk when patients 
call to make an appointment and  when they check 
in for their visit.  Patients’ experiences are 
affected as much, if not more, by interactions 
with non-clinical staff, both before and after the 
office visit.  If front office staff demonstrate 
insensitivity, lack of respect, or assumptions about 
the family’s economic status or culture, it may set 
the tone for the whole visit and affect future use of 
care.   
 
• Patients may be uncomfortable calling for 

advice or appointments, leading to delayed 
access to care. 

• Patients may fail to make or keep follow-up 
appointments. 

• Clinicians may lack information about the 
nature of the visit because the front desk has 
not been able to communicate effectively with 
the patient. 

By contrast, when front office staff welcome 
diverse patients and demonstrate respect, 
communication and health outcomes improve.  

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

They recommend including front office staff in 
planning and training activities.  Formal policies 
and procedures should define what resources are 
available to staff, how they should determine a 
patient’s need for interpreter services, and how 
they should serve individuals with other 
communication needs such as hearing impairment 
or limited literacy skills.   
Staff training may include: 
• Self-assessment with a simple survey tool 
• Interacting effectively with individuals from 

diverse cultures 
• How to access interpreter services 
• How to work with an interpreter 
• How to help people with low literacy skills 
• Confronting bias, discrimination, and 

stereotypes in  health systems 
 
How the Alliance Can Help 
The Alliance offers tools and trainings to help 
providers assess and improve cultural competence 
among staff.  To learn more, contact Lynn Meier, 
Senior Health Educator, at 831-430-5570.   
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The National Center 
for Cultural 
Competence states, 
“Staff require 
organizational support 
to develop the 
attitudes, behaviors, 
skills, and knowledge 
necessary to serve 
families in culturally 
and linguistically 
competent ways.”  


