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INTRODUCTION

The importance of attending to client diversity is hard to refute across 
mental health fields (1-5). Yet, clients frequently report instances of 

cultural and social insensitivity on the part of mental health professionals 
(6-8). Attending to client diversity is critical in order to ensure a collaborative 
helping relationship, which leads to a more comprehensive and holistic 
assessment (9). Whether one is conducting an assessment in the form of 
a psychiatric evaluation, a structured psycho-social battery, or a clinical 
interview, the role and impact of culture and social justice need to be 
considered. 

Cultural and social justice responsiveness

In order to be responsive to a client’s cultural background in the assessment 
process, it is helpful to adopt an inclusive conceptualization of culture. From 
this perspective, an individual’s cultural background includes an array of 
self-selected variables such as age, race, ethnicity, gender, sexual/affectional 
orientation, (dis)ability, religion, spirituality, indigenous ancestry, nationality, 
status in country, social class, accessibility, physicality, etc. (10-12). Moreover, 
these multiple cultural identities and social locations continuously intersect 
and shift. As such, a client’s cultural background needs to be assessed upon 
the first consultation, but also considered as treatment progresses. 

Taking it to the next level and considering the importance of social justice, 
mental health professionals who conduct assessments are in a position to 
address a client’s societal barriers, directly and indirectly. Social justice can 
be understood as a professional commitment, an action-oriented process, 
and a desired goal (10,13). The process entails investigating and dismantling 
inequities related to the cultural identities and social locations enumerated 
above. Such an action-oriented process requires critical, reflective, ongoing, 
community-driven multidisciplinary research, which addresses issues of 
inequity, power, privilege, and oppression, and includes traditional and 
indigenous ways of knowing, with the aim of challenging unjust policies and 
systems (10). The goal then is the full and equitable engagement of all groups 
within society (13). From this perspective, social justice efforts become 
the responsibility of all mental health professionals and their respective 
disciplines. 

Bringing this information together, being culturally responsive and socially 
just throughout the assessment process means working with a client’s 
presenting concerns in a way that is in line with their values, beliefs, and 
worldviews (7,14).

The importance of attending to diversity in assessment 

Attending to a client’s diversity in such an inclusive manner allows mental 
health professionals to conduct assessments that are more collaborative, 
holistic, and individualized. Asking a client about their cultural identities 
and social locations, allows for information to be self-identified as opposed 
to ascribed (13,15). This cultural and social information sheds light on how a 
person views themselves as well as which aspects of their cultural background 

is most important to them (and perhaps even challenging) at the time of 
assessment (11). Furthermore, understanding client diversity provides 
mental health professionals with a glimpse into critical concepts such as 
their values, beliefs, and worldviews. Even when a client is seeking services 
for issues that seem completely unrelated to their cultural background, such 
information should be considered as contextual and important (6,11). This 
contextual information is critical in that it leads to a better understanding of 
how one might comprehend their mental health challenge. Moreover, it can 
also provide insight into possible areas of oppression. 

Considerations for children and adolescents

When it comes to the cultural and social needs of children and adolescents 
more specifically, the complexity often increases. That is, child and 
adolescent clients enter an assessment with their own multiple and 
intersecting cultural identities and social locations, along with various 
developmental considerations and unique family situations. As such, 
children and adolescents may not be as readily able to discuss the cultural 
and social factors that are most important and influential in their lives 
(12,15) Nonetheless, mental health professionals have to find other ways 
of accessing this critical information, such as asking a child or adolescent 
client about what is important to them, how they see themselves, what their 
circumstances are, etc. Moreover, it is essential to enlist parents in these 
cultural and social conversations in order to obtain a more holistic picture of 
the client in question and their context. 

It is clear that when this information is integrated into a child or adolescent’s 
assessment, a more holistic picture of their mental health concerns can 
emerge (9). In fact, the American Psychiatric Association (2013) suggests that 
a diagnosis cannot be made without first assessing such cultural and social 
understandings. That is, the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 
Disorders explicitly states that mental health professionals need to conduct 
a cultural information interview to fully understand a client’s background 
and context. As mentioned earlier, while such recommendations have been 
longstanding, clients continue to encounter culturally and socially insensitive 
situations when seeking mental health services (6-8).

Thus, it is vital for professions across various mental health fields to integrate 
cultural and social information in their client assessments. The best and most 
direct way of doing so is simply by asking a client (and/or their family) about 
their cultural background. Through this conversation, critical information 
about their multiple and intersecting cultural identities and social locations 
will emerge. In order to do so in a culturally responsive and socially just 
manner, it has been recommended that mental health professionals first 
begin by exploring their own cultural background (6,16). Such a reflexive 
practice will allow them to identify areas where they may hold biases and 
assumptions, which could negatively impact their work. This preliminary 
work is especially important when conducting assessments with children and 
adolescents, as there are multiple levels to consider in one’s self-reflexive 
practice. 
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CONCLUSION

In summary, there is no uniform way for mental health professionals to assess 
a client’s cultural background. What has been agreed upon however is that 
such information is essential in informing proper diagnosis and treatment. As 
such, it is paramount for mental health professionals to become comfortable 
with the idea of having open conversations about culture and social justice 
with their clients. Relatedly, it is important to assess the level of social justice 
intervention a client, community, or system might need.
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