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Taking Culture Seriously Framework 

Through analysis of all CURA data compiled, CURA Partners proceeded to develop a framework 
to guide future mental health policy and practice. The intent was to develop a framework that 
was principle-driven, action-oriented and that could inspire future innovation (“scaffolding for 
demonstration projects” was how one partner put it). This theory-building process was highly 
collaborative and is described in detail in one of our CURA publications (Westhues, Ochocka, 
Jacobson, Simich, Maiter, Janzen & Fleras, 2008).  

The Taking Culture Seriously in Community Mental Health framework includes three main 
components: values that guide concrete action that in turn produce desired outcomes that 
serve to reinforce the stated values. Each of these main components is described in detail and 
illustrated in the following pages. 
 
Figure 1: Taking Culture Seriously in Community Mental Health framework 
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
 
 
 
 
This framework adequately addresses combined ideals of both the culture-oriented and the 
power-oriented theories (Janzen, Ochocka, et al., 2007). Central to the framework is the active 
involvement of mental health policy-makers/system planners, mental health 
organizations/practitioners and cultural-linguistic communities. Their collaboration in innovating 
mental health policy and practice is characterized by reciprocity in which the benefits and 
responsibilities of collaboration are shared (Maiter, Simich, Jacobson & Wise, 2008). This type 
of reciprocal collaboration is the transformational process by which the present context of 
disconnections is rectified and through which the values, actions and outcomes of the Taking 
Culture Seriously framework are achieved (for details see Janzen, Ochocka et al., 2009, in 
press).   
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Guiding Values of the Taking Culture Seriously Framework  

Values represent the underlying guiding assumptions or motivations for our actions. The 
framework identifies three main values. A detailed graphic of these can be found on the next 
page.  

Individual and Community Self Determination 
People from culturally diverse backgrounds, individually and collectively, should direct the 
formation and implementation of culturally responsive services and supports that promote their 
well-being. This value is oriented to issues of power. It attempts to address existing structural 
inequities between the mental health system and cultural-linguistic communities. It recognizes 
that access to existing mental health services is limited by structural barriers. 

Dynamic Inclusion 
The second value stresses the importance of culture and the need for people to improve 
culturally responsive attitudes, knowledge and skills. It is called dynamic inclusion because it 
emphasizes the need to ensure that people from all cultural-linguistic backgrounds have a sense 
of belonging to and participation in different contexts within mainstream society. 

Relational Synergy 
The final value is relational synergy. Here power and culture intersect as new, mutually 
respectful and beneficial connections between cultural-linguistic communities and the mental 
health system are desired. The diverse perspectives within such collaboration holds the 
potential to spur on innovation beyond what each stakeholder group could create in isolation. 

  
Actions of the Taking Culture Seriously Framework 

The CURA framework proposes three main groupings of actions. A detailed graphic for the 
framework actions is on the fourth page of this document. 

Enhancing Cultural-linguistic Communities 
Community enhancement refers to activities that strengthen cultural-linguistic communities. It 
implies an acknowledgement that activities should build on and augment existing strengths 
inherent within cultural-linguistic communities. Equally important is recognizing the need to 
equip cultural-linguistic communities with resources to more fully realize well-being. 

Reconstructing the Mental Health System 
The second group of activities target the mental health system. These activities work to make 
mental health policy, system planning, organizations, and individual practitioners more 
responsive to the cultural diversity around them. This requires a reconstruction or rebuilding of 
a mental health system that in many ways is currently dysfunctional. 

Building Reciprocal Relationships 
The third group of actions is the most important in that it brings together cultural-linguistic 
communities and the various parts of the mental health system. Here the value of “relational 
synergy” is acted out, as communities and the system build relationships that allows for shared 
responsibilities and mutual benefits. 
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Figure 2: Guiding Values of the Taking Culture Seriously Framework 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1. Focus on serving individual and 
community needs, not on the 
needs of the mental health 
system. 

2. Learn about culturally diverse 
knowledge and understandings 
of mental health struggle and 
help seeking practices (e.g., 
holistic health, spirituality). 
Legitimizing these different 
perspectives affirms the self-
determination of multiple 
cultural-linguistic communities 
and becomes the context for 
future action. 

3. Recognize the power that mental 
health institutions have over 
people’s lives. Provide 
opportunities for cultural-
linguistic community members to 
have voice and control in 
shaping the mental health 
system. Given the fact that their 
voices have been largely silent in 
the past, these voices should 
now be privileged. 

4. Acknowledge that equity is 
achieved through systemic 
change and the overcoming of 
systemic barriers, including 
those resulting from racism. 
Ensure the equitable access to 
resources that society and 
communities value (such as 
employment, education, housing, 
income) in order to achieve 
social determinants of health. 

5. Reduce mental health stigma 
and its effects within society and 
within cultural-linguistic 
communities. Respect the 
reasons for the existence of 
stigma, all the while moving 
people and communities to 
increasingly acknowledge and 
address mental health struggle. 
Reducing stigma allows cultural-
linguistic communities to have 
greater self-determination over 
needed supports. 

1. Make efforts to connect cross-
culturally in the belief that 
healthy cross-cultural 
connections are not only 
possible but also desirable. 

2. Engage in inter-cultural curiosity 
and mutual learning. Seek to 
understand the perspectives of 
others and learn appropriate 
cross-cultural responses.  

3. Seek to be aware of and 
understand the strengths of all 
individuals and cultural-linguistic 
communities. Nurture the 
strengths that have enabled 
cultural-linguistic community 
members to adapt to and flourish 
in changing contexts. Recognize 
the example that this resilience 
can be to others struggling to 
adapt to changing and dynamic 
environments. 

4. View culture as not being static. 
Rather recognize the 
continuously evolving nature of 
culture and that cultures 
influence and shape each other. 

5. Learn when to generalize by 
responding to people from 
cultural linguistic groups in a 
similar manner and when to 
particularize by responding to 
the uniqueness of individuals. 

 

1. View cultural diversity as a 
strength and an opportunity, not 
as a challenge or problem to 
overcome. 

2. Commit to equitable, empathetic 
and constructive engagement 
and relationship building 
between cultural-linguistic 
communities and the mental 
health system. 

3. Affirm the value and benefit of 
dissimilar others. Be respectful 
of cultural difference, considering 
the perspectives of culturally-
different others before acting. 

4. Relate to each other in a racism-
free and discrimination-free 
manner, working to undo power 
differentials between races and 
other forms of identity. 

5. Recognize our common 
humanity that involves: 
knowledge of other cultures 
(you), awareness of our own 
cultural identities/biases (me), 
and relative power status and 
privilege (us). 

6. Work to involve and integrate the 
mutual reinforcement and 
integration of all stakeholder 
groups in solutions (i.e., policy-
makers/system planners, 
organizations/individual 
practitioners and cultural-
linguistic community leaders and 
members). 

 

Elaboration Elaboration Elaboration
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Figure 3: Actions of the Taking Culture Seriously Framework 
 

 

1. “Destigmatize” mental illness 
and promote mental health. Build 
understandings of the causes 
and impacts of mental illness 
and encourage active help 
seeking. Normalize distress and 
the use of mental health 
services. 

2. Increase knowledge and skills of 
cultural-linguistic community 
members around the functioning 
of the mental health system, 
needs assessment, policy 
development, service delivery 
and governance, and 
accountabilities. 

3. Validate and encourage the 
development of mental health 
practitioners from within cultural-
linguistic community. 

4. Promote education and practice 
that helps communities 
reconnect with own healing 
traditions and internal resources. 
Respect and nurture both formal 
and informal systems of support. 

5. Dialogue with and advocate for 
cultural-linguistic communities to 
have representation within the 
mental health system (e.g., 
merging formal and informal 
supports, promoting community 
stewardship of mainstream 
services). Include the 
perspectives and active 
involvement of diverse cultural-
linguistic community members in 
all actions. 

 
 

1. Engage in reciprocal outreach 
that leads to partnerships (as 
described below) between the 
mental health system and 
cultural-linguistic communities.  

2. Share promising practices 
between organizations and 
communities. Hire qualified staff 
from cultural-linguistic 
communities within mainstream 
settings. Identify and involve 
people who act as natural links 
between cultural-linguistic 
communities and the mental 
health system. Ensure inclusive 
decision-making in community 
mental health education. 

3. Ensure cultural-linguistic 
communities are represented 
and hold power in mainstream 
organizations. Provide training 
opportunities and implement 
policies that enable both cultural-
linguistic members and 
mainstream powerholders to 
effectively collaborate on 
organizational and system 
governance. 

4. Ensure that cultural-linguistic 
communities and the mental 
health system collaborate to 
develop diversity policy at local, 
provincial and national levels. 
Include an improved immigrant 
settlement strategy as a part of a 
national mental health strategy. 

5. Conduct collaborative research 
among cultural-linguistic 
communities, academics and 
mental health system 
representatives. Pursue program 
monitoring and evaluative 
research on outcomes of 
innovations to build evidence-
based practice and 
accountability.  

 

1. Conscientize members of the 
mental health system to be more 
aware of and reflective about the 
power that they hold. Analyze 
the dominant ideology in relation 
to other ideologies (e.g., medical 
versus holistic health). Challenge 
power and racism and support 
alternatives to the present 
mental health system.  

2. Engage in cross-cultural 
consultations and recognize the 
unique needs, strengths, 
resources and resilience of 
communities. Develop 
accountability structures and 
mechanisms that focus on 
responsiveness to diversity. 

3. Broaden definitions of helping 
related to mental illness and 
well-being beyond medical 
interventions. Focus on holistic 
health, social determinants of 
health and health promotion. 
Make partnership linkages 
among immigration, education 
and employment sectors (i.e., 
service integration). 

4. Alter human resource practices 
that support improved 
responsiveness to diversity. 
Ensure representation of 
cultural-linguistic communities in 
management and decision-
making positions. 

5. Reduce the mystification 
surrounding services and ensure 
that they are socially, physically 
and geographically accessible 
and acceptable.  

6. Develop and test new models of 
funding that enable a range of 
actions to be implemented. Of 
particular importance is to 
dedicate funding to cultural-
linguistic communities, to 
adequately resource their 
needed actions and to develop a 
knowledge base of best practice. 

 

Elaboration Elaboration Elaboration



Taking Culture Seriously Framework – www.communitybasedresearch.ca/takingcultureseriouslyCURA   Page 5 
 

 
Outcomes of the Taking Culture Seriously Framework 

 
Outcomes are the tangible changes that the framework is intended to produce. 
  
Gateway Outcomes 
The starting point of observable change is the new and stronger reciprocal relationships that 
are developed among cultural-linguistic community members and the various components of 
the mental health system. This is a foundational level from which all other outcomes flow, being 
the gateway to subsequent levels of change. 
  
Individual Stakeholder Outcomes 
A second level of outcomes identifies changes that occur within specific stakeholder groups. 
They are: 1) changes within cultural-linguistic communities, and 2) changes within the mental 
health system. Cultural-linguistic communities and the mental health system are expected to 
change in ways related to both culture and power. Leaders and members of cultural-linguistic 
communities and mental health policy-makers, planners and practitioners will be more 
competent, better informed and equipped, and more effective at promoting and providing 
culturally responsive mental health policy, planning and service delivery. 
 
Longer-term Outcomes 
The third level of outcomes are longer-term in nature. Three groups of outcomes include: (a) 
improved acceptability and accessibility of mental health services and supports, (b) better 
mental health promotion by addressing the social determinants of health and better mental 
illness prevention, and (c) increased evidence that culture is taken seriously in person-centred 
and recovery-oriented care. 
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Figure 4: Outcomes of the Taking Culture Seriously Framework 
 
  
 


