
Culture is a set of beliefs, attitudes, values and standards 
of behavior that are passed from one generation to 
the next. A culture may be ethnic, national, religious, 
professional and/or based on socio-economic factors. 
When working cases that involve multi-cultural 
considerations, child abuse professionals must 
understand, respect and integrate the child’s and family’s 
cultural context and how it relates to issues of abuse. This 
will involve learning about the child’s and family’s:

• Language requirements.
• Differences in world view.
• Cultural beliefs and norms.
• Religion.
• Family traditions.
• Community support systems. 

It is important to be aware of how different cultures define 
abuse, as these differences can be significant. Cultural 
beliefs can strongly affect how children and their caregivers 
recognize and respond to sexual and physical abuse. 

• Some cultures do not delineate as clearly between 
“discipline” and “physical abuse.” 

• Sexual abuse can be very complex for some cultures, 
especially those that place blame on the victims and 
assume they were deserving of the abuse. 

• The concept of shame and how it is perceived by the 
child’s ethnic community may be a factor in a child’s 
or family’s decision to acknowledge sexual abuse and to 
seek assistance. 

• If a cultural population has experienced historical or 
multigenerational trauma, it can have adverse effects on 
that population’s expectations regarding oneself, others 
and social institutions. 

• Some cultural norms discourage disclosure of personal 
information to others. 

• A child’s or caregiver’s country of origin may not have 
had child protection laws in place and caregivers may 
not be aware of the legal ramifications of abuse in this 
country. In addition, they may not be aware of the 
services available to assist them or be receptive to it.

Working with Children from 
Culturally Diverse Backgrounds

• The caregiver’s residency status may affect the child’s 
willingness to disclose abuse.

• Families may harbor fear or hatred towards the legal 
and social service sectors due to both a real and 
perceived overrepresentation of children of color in the 
penal and child welfare systems.

All MDT members should make every effort to 
accommodate the child’s and caregiver’s language 
requirements.* Additional sessions may be needed to 
conduct the interview and make the necessary adjustments 
to compensate for language and cultural issues. Prior to 
the interview or one-on-one communication, the forensic 
interviewer and MDT will need to consider the child’s 
or caregiver’s ability to speak a native or second language. 
Although the interviewer or team member may speak the 
same language, it is important to be aware of the possible 
differences that may result from dialect, region, etc. When 
interviewing a child who may have language considerations, 
the following are recommended interview techniques: 

• English only interview (if the child is perceived to be 
fluent enough in English). 

• Interviewing the child in their language only. 
(A qualified interpreter should be present in the 
observation room to translate for MDT members.)

• Interviewing with an interpreter trained in matters 
of child abuse, crisis intervention and cultural 
competence. (Family members should never be used as 
interpreters.)

• Bilingual Interview by a bilingual, bicultural 
professional who can perceive and understand cultural 
cues and can effectively communicate idioms and 
phrases of the language and culture. (A qualified 
interpreter should be present in the observation room 
to translate for MDT members.)

* Professional interpretation and translation services are 
available in Texas and can be contracted when needed. 
Each CAC should research and identify the professional 
services available to them. One example is MasterWord, a 
statewide resource that CPS utilizes for their translation 
services.
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Cultural norms, beliefs, values and past experiences will 
impact how the child and caregiver experience and express 
distress, as well as how they participate in the investigative 
and recovery processes. It may be necessary for MDT 
members to spend additional time to build rapport with the 
child and family. It will help move the investigation forward 
if MDT members take the time to learn:

• The roles the caregivers play in the family and what is 
permissible or practiced within the specific culture. 

• How the outcry and investigation may affect the child 
and family in their standing within the family or the 
community. 

• The family’s community and social support systems 
(e.g. places of worship, community groups, extended 
family, etc.). 

• Any social and support systems that extend beyond 
their local community.

• Any previous interactions with law enforcement or 
social services organizations that the child and/or 
caregiver may have had in their country of origin.

Non-English and Limited English Proficiency speakers 
should be provided written information in their native 
language to ensure comprehension. To verify that they 
understand the information being provided, paraphrase or 
ask the caregiver to summarize the conversation throughout 
the interaction. The following discussion topics may be 
helpful in building rapport with the family:

• Do you feel safe?

• Tell me about your child.

• What questions or concerns do you have?

• Who do you have to support you throughout this time?

• Tell me how you and your family decided to come here 
to live.

Because of Texas’ culturally diverse population, it is 
important that child abuse professionals understand the 
complexity of working with children from culturally diverse 
backgrounds. According to the 2010 U.S. Census:

• Over half of the Hispanic population in the U.S. 
resides in California, Texas and Florida.

• Persons of Hispanic or Latino origin make up 37.6% 
of the Texas population.

• Approximately, 32% of Texans speak a language other 
than English at home.

• The current population in Texas is:

 White 72.7%

 Hispanic or Latino 37.6%

 Black or African American 12.6%

 Asian 4.4%

 American Indian and Alaska Native 1.3%

 Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander 0.2%

 Other Race(s)  11.7%

Important Note: The total of the percentages above 
exceeds 100 because some individuals reported more than 
one race when responding to the census.
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