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12 Tips for Improving Relationships with

Patients from Diverse Backgrounds

Perspectives: 

1. Put yourself in your patient’s shoes. How would you feel being examined by … How might your patient feel being treated by…
a. A medical student or resident? 

b. A military vs. a civilian physician?

c. A physician who is African-American, Caucasian, Asian, Hispanic…? 

d. A physician who is much younger or older?

e. A physician who is Christian, Jewish, Buddhist, Muslim…?

2. Recognize that you are biased; you DO have immediate negative reactions to some types of people based upon the way they are dressed, the color of their skin, the way they talk, their weight, their height, etc. This is to be expected because we have all had negative experiences with certain types of people. 

3. Recognize that your patients are biased, possibly toward you. They have also had negative experiences with certain types of people. This may include prior physicians, or maybe just people who look like you. 

4. Recognize that you are probably unaware of some important issues that relate to your client’s psychosocial context. It is easy to overlook important cultural and other social variables that are not overtly related to their chief medical or psychological complaint.  

5. Conceptualize patients’ cases in relation to their psychosocial context. Assessment of patients’ strengths and needs may need to involve a consideration or exploration of patients’ cultural and religious beliefs and how they might help explain patterns of thoughts, feelings and behavior. 

6. Consider how each patient’s psychosocial context relates to his/her treatment. After gathering information about your patient’s cultural, consider how this information may impact the implementation of and adherence to various treatment options. 

Nonverbal:

7. Show respect and empathy by: sitting with patients and listening patiently, empathically and interestedly. 

8. Give an “appropriate” level of eye contact by: being attentive to patients’ comfort with eye contact. Modify your eye contact based on what appears more comfortable for your client.

Verbal:

9. Avoid stereotyping by: gathering specific information unique to each patient. While cultural differences exist, on an individual level you must explore issues unique to each patient’s needs. When in doubt about the possible impact of a cultural variable, just ask them. 

10. Show an interest in patients’ lifestyle, culture, and social context by: asking about their family, cultural practices, conflicts between their beliefs and others’ beliefs, etc. Allow him/her to explore the role of cultural factors on their mental and physical health. 

11. Help patients understand how their particular context or situation has affected your assessment and treatment planning. Help them understand the value of their background; each patient has a special and unique set of experiences, values, and culture. Show respect for your patient’s culture by inviting him/her to participate in treatment decisions; explain how his/her culture is involved in his/her treatment.

12. Create a culturally nonjudgmental environment by: allowing patients to discuss their cultural beliefs, religion, and bias. Learn to confront your patient’s “real issues,” not just the ones you or they feel most comfortable talking about. Some psychosocial problems may be very challenging to tackle head-on: religion, sexual orientation, etc. There is often a balance to strike. You may risk pushing away clients through the confrontation; on the other hand, it is difficult to make progress by avoiding the “real” issues. 

