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Cultural, personal, contextual, and universal factors integrate to form the
personal cultural identities of both the counsellor and the client. These
personal cultural identities may have a dramatic impact on the success of
the counselling process and must be taken into account in both theory and
practice. The culture-infused counselling model builds on the concept of
personal cultural identity to form a conceptual framework for enhancing
the multicultural competence of practitioners and for optimizing thera-
peutic outcomes with a wide range of clientele. The specific attitudes,
knowledge, and skills required for multicultural competence are described,
expanding upon and enhancing earlier theoretical conceptualizations of
multicultural counselling competencies. This detailed elaboration of
specific multicultural counselling competencies provides a foundation for
counsellor education and continued professional development.

Keywords: cultural counseling; personal cultural identity; multicultural
competence; counselling process

Introduction

The challenge of developing multicultural counselling competence has occupied
a prominent place in the literature over the past 30 years. In spite of the complexity
of opinion on the topic, many now argue that this is not an optional endeavor but
a foundation for effective and ethical professional practice (Arredondo & Toporek,
2004, Marsella & Pedersen, 2004). Each of us faces the challenge of identifying our
current level of multicultural competence and identifying the attitudes and beliefs,
knowledge, and skills that we require to work with clients who are culturally
different from ourselves. To make the goal of infusing culture effectively into
counselling practice more manageable, counsellors require a starting place from
which to review their current professional practices. Codes of ethics provide an
overarching view of counselling practices with culturally diverse clients (Pettifor,
2005). However, the details of how to improve standards of practice are not covered
in most professional codes of ethics. What have emerged in the counselling literature
are collections of competencies for multicultural counselling practice, organized
according to various conceptual models (Sue, Arredondo, & McDavis, 1992; Sue
et al., 1982; Sue et al., 1998). These models assist counsellors to move forward on

*Corresponding author. Email: sandrac@athabascau.ca

ISSN 0951–5070 print/ISSN 1469–3674 online

� 2010 Taylor & Francis

DOI: 10.1080/09515071003798212

http://www.informaworld.com



their journey of developing multicultural competence and to incorporate new
learning into professional practice as they acquire more experience working with
their clients. However, for a somewhat different perspective see for example Alladin
(1993, 2009), Laungani (1997) and Moodley, Rai, & Alladin (2010) with models
more consistent with our culture-infused model.

We have developed a conceptual model for infusing culture into practice with all
clients and compiled a comprehensive template of multicultural competencies for
professional practice based on a review of current literature. In another paper in this
issue of the journal (Collins & Arthur, 2010b) we provided a rationale for our revised
conceptual framework.

In this current paper, however, we introduce our conceptual model for culture-
infused counselling and provide a detailed description of the attitudes, knowledge,
and skills identified as central to the development of culture-infused counselling
competence. We begin by exploring the concept of personal cultural identity as
a foundation for infusing culture into practice with all clients. We then present our
model of culture-infused counselling and the culture-infused counselling competen-
cies it encompasses. A detailed elaboration of specific multicultural counselling
competencies provides the foundation for counsellor education and continued
professional development.

Personal cultural identity

Awareness of one’s own personal culture and awareness of client culture is
consistently identified as foundational to multicultural counselling competence
(American Psychological Association [APA], 2002). We have argued elsewhere that
multicultural counselling competencies must be based on a broad definition of
culture (Arthur & Collins, 2005b, 2010; Collins & Arthur (2010b, this issue).
Conceptualizations of personal and cultural identity vary (Arredondo et al., 1996;
Arredondo & Glauner, 1992; Ho, 1995; Ivey et al., 2002; Sue, 2001). We have
amalgamated a number of these models to posit the following factors as central to
personal cultural identity. These apply to both the counsellor and the client in any
counselling interaction.

Cultural factors represent the group affiliations held by individuals, including
age, gender, ethnicity, physical and mental ability, sexual orientation, religion,
language, and social class. The focus at this level is on between-group or intercultural
differences (Ho, 1995). These factors are often identified for protection under various
forms of equity and diversity legislation. Many now emphasize the importance of
cultural competencies that incorporate attention to all of these factors (Arredondo &
Perez, 2006; Mollen et al., 2003). Personal identity factors include idiosyncratic
experiences, genetic make-up, developmental paths, socialization, and so on (Dana,
1998). We include in this dimension factors such as education, marital status, and
work experience that are unique to the particular individual. At this level, attention is
focused on within-group or intracultural differences (Ho, 1995). Contextual factors
refer to the historical, social, political, environmental, or economic contexts in which
individuals live. These factors can have a significant impact on personal experiences,
worldview, and values. Widespread social or institutionalized oppression based on
one or more cultural identity factors would be recognized here (Arredondo &
Glauner, 1992). Universal factors include those elements of experience that are
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common to everyone and, to some degree, set human beings apart from other forms
of life, including self-awareness, ability to use symbols, and psychological or
biological similarities (Sue, 2001). At this level we are reminded that ‘‘all individuals
are, in some respects, like all other individuals’’ (Sue, 2001, p. 793), our common
shared humanity.

For both the counsellor and the client, these factors are fluid, dynamic, and
interactive. Human beings are all active participants in the shaping of personal and
collective culture (Ho, 1995). Sue (2001) points out that the primary foci of
psychology have traditionally been on the personal identity factors and the universal
factors. In the development of theoretical models and counselling processes, the
cultural and contextual factors have largely been ignored. The experiences, norms,
values, and practices of particular cultural groups may dramatically impact the
nature of service required to meet their needs. Recognition of the resulting under-
representation and under-servicing of nondominant populations has played a central
role in the growth in theoretical and practical resource material for multicultural
counselling over the past few decades (Arthur & Collins, 2005b).

It is also critical, however, to acknowledge the complexity of individual and
group identity. Critics of earlier conceptual models point to the underlying premise
that group-specific interventions are required, noting that the focus has been placed
primarily on group ethnic identities (Weinrach & Thomas, 2002). However, cultural
identity may be expressed differently by individuals from similar groups because of
the interaction with other identity factors. Each individual internalizes various
elements of culture from the four factors to form their own internalized culture (Ho,
1995; Collins & Arthur, 2005). It is the internalized culture of the individual that
becomes significant at the psychological level (Ho, 1995; Popadiuk & Arthur, 2004).
Attention has also been paid to the intersection of cultural dimensions such as
ethnicity and gender, recognizing that many clients hold multiple and sometimes
conflicting cultural identities that impact their worldviews (Pope-Davis & Coleman,
2000). Because of the interaction of all of these factors, within-group differences may
sometimes be as significant as between-group differences. Each client is unique and
the salience of cultural and personal identity factors must be constantly assessed.

The other dimension of personal cultural identity that has often been ignored
in psychology is the contextual factors that impact on both dominant and
nondominant groups in society (Sue, 2001). How individuals perceive and define
themselves is dependent on the interpersonal and systemic factors present at a
particular time and in a particular context. Taking all these components of personal
identity into account clearly supports the assertion that all interactions between
counselling and client are multicultural (Pedersen, 2001).

The culture-infused counselling model

One of the criticisms of early frameworks of multicultural counselling competencies
was that, although Arredondo and colleagues (1996) presented the dimensions of
personal identity model, the competencies themselves did not reflect this multi-
dimensional conceptualization of personal cultural identity (Weinrach & Thomas,
2002). We have attempted in our presentation of culture-infused counselling
competencies, to address this concern and to identify attitudes, knowledge, and
skills that are foundation to working effectively with clients with a wide range of
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complex personal cultural identities. Our culture-infused counselling model is

organized according to three core competency domains:

. Cultural awareness – Self: Active awareness of personal assumptions,

values, and biases;
. Cultural awareness – Other: Understanding of the worldview of the client;

and
. Culturally sensitive working alliance.

See Collins and Arthur (2010, this issue) for a detailed rationale for our conceptual

framework and for using the working alliance as the foundation of the third core

competency domain.
Figure 1 illustrates how the core competencies in this model interact with the

personal cultural identities of the counsellor and the client. The competencies that we

see as core to professional practice with all clients fall into the centre of the model,

in each of the three competency domains. Within the intersection of competency

domains, areas of practice and cultural affiliations are specific multicultural

competencies, which are defined at this more micro level according to the dimensions

of attitudes and beliefs, knowledge, and skills. Personal or contextual identity factors

are then used as means of assessing the salience of these factors to a particular client.
For example, in working with a female recent immigrant from Southern Asia, the

counsellor would begin with the overarching competencies in each domain, which we

Figure 1. Culture-infused counselling model.
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describe in the next section of this paper. These core competencies provide the
foundation for building an effective working alliance and engaging a process of
cultural inquiry to assess the role of personal cultural identity in the client’s
presenting concerns. Gender or ethnicity may or may not play out as salient features
of a culturally sensitive counselling process, depending on the nature of the
presenting concern, the context in which the individual finds herself, and other
personal identity factors (like education and English language skills). The specific
competencies required would also depend on the nature of the professional
interaction: supervision, individual counselling, consultation, and so on.

Although others have presented three-dimensional organizational structures for
identifying competencies (Toporek & Reza, 2001), intended to highlight the
interaction across multiple dimensions, defining competencies in all the potential
areas of intersection is, we believe, a not likely a feasible or value-added exercise. Our
framework allows for those competencies that are foundational (located at the center
of the model) to be articulated, then additional competencies may be added for
specific cultural groups or areas of practice. See Arthur and Collins (2005a) for
examples of how these additional competencies may be generated. It is the
foundational competencies for applied practice that are articulated below.

Culture-infused counselling competencies

The influence of the multicultural counselling competencies has been widespread,
and they have provided an important starting point for enhancing the competence of
future and current practitioners. Based on earlier criticisms about the difficulty in
applying the competencies to practice and to education and training, attempts have
been made to address the lack of specificity (APA, 2002; Pope-Davis & Coleman,
1997; Sue et al., 1998) and to operationalize the competencies (Arredondo et al.,
1996; Roysicar, 2003). What appears to be lacking in the literature is a parallel
modification of the competencies themselves. An attempt has been made in the
model presented in Table 1 to make the multicultural competencies (a) more
comprehensive, drawing on the range of current literature, (b) more inclusive, in
response to the expanded view of cultural identities above, and (c) more specific and
operational, wording each as a distinct learning objective.

The framework presented in Table 1 is an attempt to build on the foundational
work of earlier authors, while addressing some of the challenges described above and
in other writings (Collins & Arthur, 2005, 2010a, 2010b). We have also drawn on the
competency guidelines related to specific nondominant populations (APA, 1998,
2003; Bowman & King, 2003) and the work of Hansen and colleagues (2000), who
integrated a focus on other nondominant groups.

The competencies are described as if the counsellor is a member of the dominant
population (white, male, heterosexual, able-bodied). We have done this simply
because this is often the case and because using a more generic wording tends to
downplay the power differences among cultural populations. The purpose of this
table is to provide counsellors with an up-to-date template to assess their current
level of multicultural counselling competence and to identify areas where further
professional development may be required. We encourage students in our graduate
classes to work through the table and highlight items for further professional
development. Readers are invited to do the same.
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Conclusion

The field of multicultural counselling continues to expand, and there are more and
more contributions to the literature of areas for professional development in working
with a wide range of diverse clientele. We have attempted in this paper to provide
a comprehensive summary of the attitudes, knowledge, and skills that have been
identified by various authors as critical multicultural counselling competencies.
Although, the competency framework may meet with the same criticism as earlier
models in failing to provide solid empirical validation for the content (Atkinson &
Israel, 2003), we present it as a starting place for further research and development.
From a curriculum development and continued professional education perspective,
the literature base in multicultural counselling does form a solid starting point for
this work. In the third column of Table 1, we have also provided a summary of the
core constructs related to each competency area as a guide to curriculum design and
research.

As with other models, the usefulness of this particular conceptualization will be
born out over time. We consider this model a work in progress and a living
document. We welcome the critical review of this work by students, practitioners,
educators, and research colleagues. For ideas about how to gain particular
competencies listed in this paper, see Collins and Arthur (2007).
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