
Respecting the Cultural Beliefs and Practices of the Youth You Serve 
 

 Assess your own values, attitudes, and beliefs about different racial/ethnic groups. Taking 

stock may help you to address internal biases, recognize personal limits, and identify 

areas for growth.  

 Ask other staff members to take stock as well so that the organization can serve youth in 

an open, honest, respectful manner.  

 Incorporate traditional elements of the culture(s) of youth served. Building upon the 

cultural beliefs and practices of client youth will reinforce the attitudes and skills the 

program seeks to strengthen.  

 Recognize that youth are individuals, not representatives of their ethnic or racial group. 

Get to know each individual in the program. 

 Recognize the cultural roots of many behaviors. Youth from different cultures may 

behave differently, in accordance with what they have learned from their family. For 

example, some cultures encourage youth to challenge gender roles, whereas others do 

not. Some encourage an assertive communication style; others encourage a more passive 

communication style.  

 Acknowledge that religious and other beliefs may influence how a young person 

responds to health issues (like sexual health, mental health, and substance abuse). Some 

cultures discourage open communication about sexuality, drug/alcohol use, and mental 

health, making it difficult for youth to discuss, especially in large groups.  

 Recognize that youth from culturally diverse backgrounds may experience varying 

degrees of acculturation into and comfort with the dominant culture.  

 Recognize that some youth are bicultural or multicultural and strongly resist labels that 

emphasize only one or another of these cultural identities. 

 Support young people's exploration of and pride in their individual racial/ethnic identity, 

including a bicultural or multicultural identity. Ask youth how they self-identify and 

respect that self-identification. This will support youth in building self-esteem and in 

actively and assertively debunking stereotypes and myths about people of different 

racial/ethnic backgrounds.  

 Develop a "zero tolerance" policy regarding discriminatory words and behaviors based on 

racial/ethnic or cultural identity, including sexual orientation and gender identity. Post the 

policy in public areas and develop clear guidelines regarding disciplinary action.  

 When training youth or staff to lead workshops, include opportunities for everyone 

(including volunteers), to practice responding appropriately to unacceptable language 

and/or behaviors.  

 Involve youth as full partners in designing, implementing, and evaluating the programs 

aimed at youth. Ensure that youth leaders actually represent all the cultures served by the 

program.  

 Encourage family involvement. Families offer a positive source of cultural strength as 

well as a primary source of information and support. Plan activities that encourage family 

participation.  

 Develop participatory, collaborative partnerships with the community. For example, an 

advisory committee of community representatives—including youth—can assess the 

needs of the community.  



 Make every effort to link with existing community service organizations to broaden the 

array of services available to the community's youth. 

 Hire diverse staff reflective of the youth served in the program. Program leaders, guest 

speakers, and/or volunteers should share the same cultural and ethnic backgrounds as 

youth.  

 Provide language assistance and hire bilingual and bicultural staff.  

 Schedule training workshops on cultural competence to provide ongoing education, 

moving staff from cultural awareness to cultural competence.  

 Use diverse materials, including brochures and videos, that are reflective of the cultural 

and ethnic diversity of the youth and that are culturally, linguistically, and age 

appropriate. Planners will need to choose these materials wisely. For example, a video 

that features urban Latino/Hispanic teens may not be appropriate for rural 

Latino/Hispanic teens.  

 Recognize that cultural competence is an ongoing process and make a commitment to 

building cultural competence in all available ways. 
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