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Recently, we’ve been covering stories about how Hispanics are the minority group that’s been able to 
overcome poverty the fastest, according to studies.  I think there needs to be more education on the  
program.  There are families that qualify for food stamps, and yet don’t take advantage of it.  Others 
don’t take advantage of their right because they’re scared they’d draw criticism and that they’d be  
labeled as lazy and as irresponsibly having too may kids.
Jose Carrera, El Dia (Houston)

Our biggest pet peeve is old news.  We also don’t like it when we are given little time before an event.  
We value information that affects the Hispanic community: education, crime, etc.  Sometimes we get 
information that is unrelated to Chicago or to Hispanics.
Arely Padilla, reporter, La Raza (Chicago)

Almost all our reporters are native Chinese speakers, and some may not speak English well or at all. 
Therefore, we prefer translated, in-language fact sheets and releases.
Emerson Chu, Southern Chinese Daily News (Houston)
 
If organizations have big presence in our communities, then we are more likely to cover news about that 
organization. By participating in our events and supporting our communities, they will appear credible, 
trustworthy, and recognizable in our particular ethnic community. Consequently, our community will be 
more interested in their news. 
Yunju Choi, News Korea (Dallas)
 
A story doesn’t have to apply exclusively to Asian communities to be relevant to our publications. It can be a 
story that affects populations regardless of ethnicity, but if it is somehow relevant to our ethnic communi-
ties, our readers may well be interested.
Abelardo Mogica, Philippine Mabuhay News (National City)
 
While we cover news that is relevant to the Asian community, we prefer to get news that is specifically 
relevant to our target nationality group. As a Japanese publication, our ideal news relates to the  
Japanese population specifically.
Jacob Marolies, Yomiuri Shimbun, (New York City)
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Section VI. Culturally Competent + Customer Service: Two Peas in a Pod 

The focus of this toolkit is on outreach, but really that is only the first step in ensuring that more diverse 
audiences participate in the FSP.  Outreach efforts can be undone in a matter of seconds with a negative 
encounter at the first point of contact with the FSP.  If individuals or families are met with insensitivity, 
lack of courtesy and respect, bias, or even discrimination, we may lose a potential participant.

After a negative encounter, clients may experience:

Feelings of being unwelcome, unwanted, and not valued•	

Fear of further contact with the office or agency•	

Fear that complaining about negative experiences with staff will compromise service or benefits•	

Anger, frustration, and insult.  Thus, they may refuse to initiate further contact.  •	

Confusion about completing paperwork, following instructions or next steps because clients did not •	
understand acronyms used by an eligibility worker.

After a negative encounter, organizations may experience:

Loss in time and resources due to missed appointments or errors on paperwork•	

Loss of clients due to negative first impressions or word-of-mouth•	

Frustrated staff due to lack of training and knowledge of appropriate ways to handle certain situations•	

Possible filing of a grievance or report of discrimination based on a bad experience with a first •	
point of contact

Steps for Being Culturally Sensitive in the Application Process

Support and obtain professional development and training for frontline and eligibility staff on diversity •	
and cultural and linguistic competence.  Share articles and other materials that will help in this effort.

Emphasize customer service and courtesy.  Accurate information should be provided in a respectful •	
and timely manner.

Ensure that everyone is aware of outside resources that may exist, and how and when it is  •	
appropriate to access those resources. 

Develop written guidelines for handling situations that are procedural in nature, such as accessing •	
TTY or language-line services and interpreters.
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Train and retrain frontline workers on your agency’s policies and procedures regarding communication is-•	
sues, such as serving individuals who speak little or no English.

Identify bilingual staff or those who have an affinity with other cultures in your agency who can make •	
a connection with individuals whose primary language is not English.

Train and retrain frontline workers on how to serve individuals who have special communication chal-•	
lenges, such as a limited literacy level.
Do not assume that supervisors are knowledgeable about the behaviors, attitudes, and skill sets  •	
necessary to work effectively with diverse populations.  They may also need training.
Consider cross-training with an organization that can teach you about a specific culture.  In return, you •	
can teach them about the food stamp application process so they can relay this information to their 
constituents.

Quick Tips for Communicating With Clients and Families

At the heart of cultural competence is learning to communicate effectively with individuals and their 
families.  Here are a few tried and true suggestions:

When working with people different from yourself, it’s important to put your own personal biases •	
aside.  Keep an open mind and don’t jump to conclusions.  Because a person speaks with an ac-
cent does not mean they are not a native-born citizen.  Take time to learn about the person you are  
speaking with, which demonstrates respect and an understanding of cultural competency.

Establish rapport.  In many cultures, it is important to establish some type of relationship before  •	
discussing business.  Taking a few extra moments to ask questions and learn more about an individual  
and his/her family often makes an enormous difference in the long run.

While developing rapport, refrain from discussing topics, such as personal relationships, or behaviors  •	
that may be misinterpreted.  As a practice, avoid making jokes or displaying questionable posters  
or artwork in your office or workspace.  

If you don’t know what their native language is, use the “I Speak” document available at  •	
http://www.fns.usda.gov/fsp/outreach/translations.htm, which lists, in 34 different languages, the 
words “I Speak.”  Give this document to your clients so they can point out for you which language 
they speak when they spot it.

Respect personal space. When you first meet with potential clients, ask them to sit where they feel •	
the most comfortable.  This will allow people to choose the personal distance that makes them most 
comfortable.   Similarly, refrain from casually tapping or touching someone, which in some cultures 
can be perceived as being too familiar. 

Identify the decisionmaker.  Find out who the influential parties are and how they make decisions.   •	
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It may be important to ask, “Do you want to discuss the FSP with other members of your family?”

Send a message through children but do not use children as interpreters.  For many parents who •	
don’t speak English well, their children often serve as conduits for information.  They can take home 
what they received in school--for instance, information on summer programs or the FSP.  However, 
some caution must be taken if a parent brings a child to a meeting to serve as an interpreter.  Children 
may be able to informally convey casual conversation points.  However, eligibility for a government  
program is different.  Children may not understand the meaning of technical words such as in-
come and resources.  Also, parents may not feel comfortable discussing certain information such as  
household income in front of their children.     

Ask questions and listen to the answers.  Asking questions shows that you really are interested in what •	
a person has to say and his or her perspectives. But pay attention.  Do not interrupt your client or try 
to put words in his or her mouth.
Check for understanding.  In some cultures, people are reluctant to ask questions of authority  •	
figures.  Explain that asking for clarification is acceptable−then ask follow up questions to determine 
whether they correctly understood you.   Ask open-ended questions to ensure the information has been  
adequately understood. 
Learn greetings and titles of respect in other languages that you commonly encounter.•	
Write numbers down.  People easily confuse numbers spoken in a new language.•	

Eight Common Mistakes To Avoid  

1. Disrupting home and work schedules when conducting education and outreach activities.

2. Dismissing cultural preferences, customs, and traditions when discussing health and nutrition.

3. Assuming others perceive things the same way you do.  

4. Getting “right down to business.”  In many cultures, socializing is an important first step before  
    discussing business or personal matters.

5. Conducting interviews or discussing personal information in an open setting.   Receiving assistance    
    from outside agencies is an embarrassment in some cultures, and may be better discussed behind  
    closed doors.

6. Misreading silence for confusion or lack of knowledge.  Allow for a short period of silence or  
    reflection.  Rather than asking if the person understood what was discussed, ask open-ended questions   
    as you probe for understanding. 
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7. Ignoring the importance of such factors as age, gender, or position in family when asking  
    for decisions.

8. Making assumptions based on stereotypes. Examples: 

Ms. L. has a Hispanic surname and speaks with an accent.  She arrives for a community-sponsored •	
workshop on how to apply for food stamps.  When she approaches the sign-in table and gives her 
name to the staff person, she is promptly asked to step to the side and wait a moment.  The staff person 
speaks slowly and in a loud voice.  Ms. L immediately knows that the staff person assumes she cannot 
speak English, and has gone to get someone who is bilingual to help out.  Although she is pleased that 
they are making the effort to provide translators for individuals who require this level of language as-
sistance, she wishes they had asked about her specific needs.
Ms. T is African-American. She stops by the FSP booth at a citywide festival and asks where in her •	
community she can find out more about applying for food stamps.  She notices that instead of asking 
where she lives, the outreach worker assumes she lives in a predominately African-American section 
of town and immediately refers her to a location in that area.  This infuriates Ms. T because she does 
not live in that area and must point that out before receiving the correct information.  




