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Postgraduate Certificate in Refugee and Migrant Services

Cultural Competency in Working with Refugees

Cultural Competency
Cultural competency is the ability to understand, communicate with, and effectively interact with people
across different cultures. It involves recognizing and respecting the diversity of beliefs, values, traditions,
and behaviors of individuals from various cultural backgrounds. In the context of working with refugees,
cultural competency is essential to providing effective and culturally sensitive services to this population.

Cultural competency goes beyond mere awareness of cultural differences; it requires a deep understanding
of how culture shapes individuals' experiences, perspectives, and behaviors. This understanding allows
service providers to tailor their approach to meet the unique needs of refugees and create an inclusive and
welcoming environment for them.

Cultural competency in working with refugees involves several key components:
1. Cultural Awareness: Understanding one's own cultural background and biases, as well as being open and
receptive to learning about other cultures.
2. Cultural Knowledge: Acquiring knowledge about the cultural practices, beliefs, values, and norms of the
refugee populations one serves.
3. Cultural Skills: Developing the skills to effectively communicate, engage, and build rapport with
individuals from diverse cultural backgrounds.
4. Cultural Sensitivity: Being respectful and sensitive to the cultural differences and needs of refugees, and
avoiding stereotypes or assumptions.

Refugee
A refugee is a person who has been forced to flee their home country due to persecution, war, or violence.
Refugees are unable or unwilling to return to their home country due to a well-founded fear of persecution
based on race, religion, nationality, political opinion, or membership in a particular social group. They seek
protection in another country and are granted refugee status under international law.

Refugees often face numerous challenges when fleeing their home country, including limited access to
basic necessities such as food, water, shelter, and healthcare. They may also experience trauma, loss, and
separation from family members during their journey to safety. As a result, refugees require specialized
support and services to help them rebuild their lives in a new country.

Working with refugees requires a deep understanding of their experiences, needs, and challenges. Service
providers must be equipped to address the unique cultural, social, and psychological factors that impact
refugees and provide them with the necessary support to navigate the resettlement process successfully.

Cultural Sensitivity
Cultural sensitivity is the awareness, understanding, and acceptance of cultural differences. It involves
recognizing and respecting the cultural beliefs, values, practices, and norms of individuals from diverse

Read online: https://certificates.HealthCareCourses.org.uk/guides/
3851715/cultural-competency-in-working-with-refugees

HealthCareCourses (An LSIB brand) · 04 Jul 2026



G U I D E

cultural backgrounds. Cultural sensitivity is essential in working with refugees to ensure that services are
delivered in a respectful and inclusive manner.

Being culturally sensitive means being attuned to the ways in which culture influences individuals'
behaviors, perceptions, and experiences. It requires service providers to approach interactions with refugees
with an open mind, empathy, and respect for their cultural identity. By demonstrating cultural sensitivity,
service providers can build trust, rapport, and effective communication with refugees and create a safe and
supportive environment for them.

Cultural sensitivity also involves acknowledging and addressing power dynamics, privilege, and biases that
may exist within the service provider-client relationship. Service providers must be mindful of their own
cultural background, assumptions, and attitudes and work to overcome any barriers that may impact their
ability to connect with refugees effectively.

Intersectionality
Intersectionality is a concept that recognizes the interconnected nature of social identities, such as race,
gender, class, sexuality, and ability. It acknowledges that individuals' experiences of oppression and
privilege are shaped by multiple intersecting factors and cannot be understood in isolation. In the context
of working with refugees, intersectionality highlights the importance of considering the complex and
overlapping identities of refugees and how these identities impact their experiences and needs.

For example, a refugee woman may face unique challenges and barriers due to her gender, such as limited
access to education, employment, or healthcare. A refugee with a disability may encounter additional
obstacles in accessing services, transportation, or housing. By understanding the intersectionality of
refugees' identities, service providers can develop more holistic and inclusive approaches to meeting their
diverse needs and promoting social justice and equity.

Intersectionality emphasizes the need to address the intersecting forms of oppression and discrimination
that refugees may face based on their multiple identities. By taking an intersectional approach, service
providers can better understand the complexity of refugees' experiences and tailor their services to address
the unique challenges and strengths of each individual.

Acculturation
Acculturation is the process of adapting to and integrating into a new culture. When refugees resettled in a
new country, they undergo acculturation as they navigate the cultural, social, and economic differences of
their host society. Acculturation involves learning new customs, norms, values, and behaviors while
maintaining aspects of one's own cultural identity.

Acculturation can be a challenging and complex process for refugees, as they must balance the preservation
of their cultural heritage with the need to adapt to their new environment. Refugees may experience
acculturative stress, identity conflicts, and feelings of loss or isolation as they adjust to life in a new country.
Service providers play a crucial role in supporting refugees through the acculturation process and helping
them navigate the cultural transitions effectively.

There are different modes of acculturation that refugees may experience:
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1. Assimilation: When refugees fully adopt the cultural norms and values of the host society and give up
aspects of their own cultural identity.
2. Integration: When refugees maintain their cultural identity while also adopting elements of the host
culture, creating a blended identity.
3. Marginalization: When refugees reject both their own cultural identity and the host culture, feeling
alienated and disconnected from both.
4. Separation: When refugees maintain their own cultural identity and reject the host culture, leading to
isolation and limited integration.

Understanding the acculturation process and the different modes of acculturation can help service
providers support refugees in their cultural adaptation and promote a sense of belonging and well-being in
their new environment.

Language Access
Language access refers to the ability of individuals to communicate effectively in their preferred language
and access services in a language they understand. Language barriers can significantly impact refugees'
ability to navigate systems, access resources, and communicate their needs effectively. Providing language
access is essential in ensuring that refugees can fully participate in society and access the support and
services they need.

Service providers working with refugees must be able to communicate in multiple languages to effectively
engage with diverse refugee populations. Language access also involves providing interpretation and
translation services to facilitate communication between refugees and service providers who may not speak
the same language. By offering language support, service providers can bridge communication gaps, build
trust, and ensure that refugees receive culturally appropriate and responsive care.

Language access is a key component of cultural competence in working with refugees, as it enables service
providers to overcome barriers to communication and create inclusive and accessible services. By
prioritizing language access, service providers can promote equity, diversity, and inclusion in their work with
refugees and ensure that language is not a barrier to accessing essential services and support.

Trauma-Informed Care
Trauma-informed care is an approach to service delivery that recognizes the impact of trauma on
individuals' lives and seeks to create a safe, supportive, and empowering environment for trauma survivors.
Many refugees have experienced traumatic events such as war, violence, persecution, and displacement,
which can have lasting effects on their mental health, well-being, and relationships. Trauma-informed care is
essential in working with refugees to address the complex effects of trauma and support their healing and
recovery.

Trauma-informed care is guided by the following principles:
1. Safety: Creating a physically and emotionally safe environment for refugees to feel secure and supported.
2. Trustworthiness: Building trust and rapport with refugees by being transparent, reliable, and respectful in
all interactions.
3. Choice: Empowering refugees to make choices and decisions about their care and treatment based on
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their preferences and needs.
4. Collaboration: Working collaboratively with refugees to develop a holistic and individualized approach to
addressing their trauma and promoting healing.

By incorporating trauma-informed care principles into their practice, service providers can create a trauma-
sensitive environment that validates refugees' experiences, promotes resilience, and fosters a sense of
empowerment and agency. Trauma-informed care is an essential component of cultural competence in
working with refugees, as it recognizes the unique experiences and needs of trauma survivors and supports
their recovery in a sensitive and respectful manner.

Resilience
Resilience is the ability to adapt, recover, and thrive in the face of adversity, trauma, or stress. Refugees
demonstrate remarkable resilience in overcoming the challenges and hardships they have experienced in
their home countries and during their journey to safety. Resilience is a key strength that refugees possess
and can be nurtured and supported through culturally competent services and interventions.

Service providers working with refugees can promote resilience by:
1. Building Social Support: Connecting refugees with community resources, support networks, and peer
groups to foster a sense of belonging and social connection.
2. Enhancing Coping Skills: Teaching refugees coping strategies, stress management techniques, and self-
care practices to help them navigate challenges and setbacks.
3. Promoting Cultural Identity: Recognizing and affirming refugees' cultural heritage, traditions, and values
as sources of strength and resilience.
4. Fostering Empowerment: Encouraging refugees to take an active role in their recovery, make decisions
about their care, and advocate for their needs and rights.

By supporting refugees' resilience, service providers can help them build on their strengths, adapt to new
environments, and overcome adversity with courage and determination. Resilience is a powerful resource
that can empower refugees to reclaim their agency, rebuild their lives, and thrive in their new communities.

Empowerment
Empowerment is the process of enabling individuals to take control of their lives, make informed decisions,
and advocate for their rights and needs. Empowerment is a fundamental principle of cultural competence in
working with refugees, as it promotes self-determination, agency, and autonomy in the provision of services
and support.

Service providers can empower refugees by:
1. Providing Information: Offering clear, accurate, and culturally relevant information about services, rights,
and resources available to refugees.
2. Building Skills: Equipping refugees with the knowledge, skills, and tools they need to navigate systems,
advocate for themselves, and make informed decisions.
3. Promoting Self-Advocacy: Encouraging refugees to speak up, voice their needs, and assert their rights in
interactions with service providers and authorities.
4. Creating Opportunities: Offering opportunities for refugees to participate in decision-making, leadership
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roles, and community initiatives that empower them to shape their own future.

Empowerment is a collaborative and strengths-based approach that recognizes refugees as experts in their
own lives and respects their autonomy and agency. By fostering empowerment, service providers can build
trust, promote self-sufficiency, and support refugees in achieving their goals and aspirations in their new
environment.

Interpreters and Cultural Brokers
Interpreters and cultural brokers play a crucial role in facilitating communication and understanding
between service providers and refugees who speak different languages or come from diverse cultural
backgrounds. Interpreters provide linguistic support by translating spoken language from one language to
another, while cultural brokers bridge cultural differences and nuances to facilitate effective communication
and interaction.

Interpreters and cultural brokers help to:
1. Facilitate Communication: Interpret conversations, documents, and instructions accurately and clearly to
ensure that refugees understand and can participate fully in interactions.
2. Clarify Cultural Differences: Provide context, explanations, and cultural insights to help service providers
and refugees navigate cultural misunderstandings or barriers.
3. Ensure Confidentiality: Maintain confidentiality and neutrality in interpreting to uphold ethical standards
and protect the privacy and rights of refugees.
4. Promote Trust: Build trust, rapport, and mutual understanding between service providers and refugees
through effective communication and cultural mediation.

Interpreters and cultural brokers play a critical role in enhancing cultural competence in working with
refugees by bridging language and cultural gaps, promoting inclusivity, and ensuring that refugees receive
accurate and culturally sensitive care and support. Service providers should collaborate closely with
interpreters and cultural brokers to facilitate effective communication and promote positive outcomes for
refugees.

Self-Care and Burnout Prevention
Self-care and burnout prevention are essential practices for service providers working with refugees to
protect their well-being, resilience, and effectiveness in their roles. Working with refugees can be
emotionally demanding, challenging, and stressful due to the complex needs, trauma, and experiences of
this population. Service providers must prioritize self-care and burnout prevention to maintain their own
mental health and capacity to support refugees effectively.

Self-care strategies for service providers include:
1. Setting Boundaries: Establishing clear boundaries between work and personal life to prevent burnout and
maintain a healthy work-life balance.
2. Seeking Support: Connecting with colleagues, supervisors, or mental health professionals for supervision,
debriefing, and emotional support.
3. Practicing Mindfulness: Engaging in mindfulness practices, relaxation techniques, or self-care activities to
reduce stress and promote well-being.
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4. Engaging in Self-Reflection: Reflecting on one's emotions, reactions, and experiences in working with
refugees to process feelings, gain insights, and seek personal growth.

Burnout prevention involves recognizing the signs of burnout, such as emotional exhaustion,
depersonalization, and decreased job satisfaction, and taking proactive steps to address and prevent
burnout. By prioritizing self-care and burnout prevention, service providers can sustain their resilience,
compassion, and commitment to serving refugees with empathy and effectiveness.

Advocacy and Social Justice
Advocacy and social justice are essential components of cultural competence in working with refugees to
address systemic barriers, discrimination, and inequities that impact refugees' access to services, resources,
and rights. Advocacy involves speaking up, raising awareness, and mobilizing support to promote positive
change and empower refugees to access the support, protection, and opportunities they deserve.

Service providers can engage in advocacy and social justice by:
1. Raising Awareness: Educating the public, policymakers, and community members about refugees'
experiences, needs, and contributions to society.
2. Addressing Structural Inequities: Advocating for policies, programs, and services that promote equity,
inclusion, and social justice for refugees and marginalized communities.
3. Supporting Refugee Rights: Standing up for refugees' rights to safety, dignity, and self-determination by
challenging discrimination, xenophobia, and human rights violations.
4. Empowering Voices: Amplifying refugees' voices, experiences, and perspectives in decision-making
processes, advocacy campaigns, and community initiatives.

Advocacy and social justice work is a critical aspect of cultural competence in working with refugees to
create a more inclusive, equitable, and supportive environment for refugees to thrive and succeed. By
advocating for refugees' rights and addressing systemic injustices, service providers can promote social
change, foster solidarity, and build a more just and compassionate society for all.
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