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Abstract 

One’s identity and world view can be influenced by one’s level of understanding of 

the other. Europe finds itself at a crossroads, and while the issues of intercultural 

sensitivity are frequently viewed as important in both global and domestic contexts, 

we tend to limit them to educational and business contexts. Cultural sensitivity is 

defined as having an awareness of cultural differences. People who work with 

people who come from different cultural backgrounds face various challenges. 

These differences make it challenging to offer appropriate health care. Chen and 

Starosta (1998) define intercultural sensitivity as the subjects’ “active desire to 

motivate themselves to understand, appreciate, and accept differences among 

cultures” (p. 231). An area where cultural sensitivity has an important role is the 

provision of nursing care. It embodies knowledge, understanding and skills and is a 

component of cross-cultural communication skills which are highlight relevant in the 

health profession. This paper is a review of cultural sensitivity in nursing students 

and looks at their educational and training needs and the tools available to assess 

the aforementioned, as a precursor to implementing a research study. It focuses on 

cultural sensitivity in terms of addressing all positive feelings that grow during or 

after the interaction and lead to recognition and respect for cultural differences. The 

presentation can serve as a venue for discussion on the issue of cultural sensitivity 

training in tertiary health profession education.  

 

 

Europe at a Crossroads: Rights, Values and Identity 

The trend of globalization has increased the importance of being competent in 

communicating with people of different cultural backgrounds. Globalization has 

brought together people of diverse cultures, ethnicities, geographies, and 

religions in every aspect of contemporary human life. Modern societies have 

dictated a new situation where cultures and teams interact in the frame of a new 
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postmodern situation. Culture is one of the current issues of European policy 

(Vignoles, Smith, Becker, & Easterbrook, 2018).  Europe is more culturally diverse 

than ever. There are cultural differences between the countries, regions and 

ethnic groups in Europe (Grasso & Lahusen, 2019). Europe is founded on a 

community of values such as the respect of human dignity, freedom, democracy, 

equality and the respect of Human Rights. New Europe becomes increasingly 

diverse, so they need citizens who have cultural knowledge and have intercultural 

skills. The new living conditions in the increasingly globalized world have brought 

about interactions between different cultural contexts (Gobel, Benet-Martinez, 

Mesquita & Uskul, 2018). However, across the globe people are different and hold 

different values, lifestyles and perceptions.  Therefore, there is a growing need to 

respect differences. The globalization process requires us to become more 

knowledgeable about how people from different cultures can communicate 

effectively and appropriately with each other. Europe finds itself at a crossroads.  

Thus, the issues of intercultural sensitivity are frequently viewed as important 

(Balakrishnan, 2015). 

 

Culture  

Culture is a complex term whose definitions vary greatly, carrying different 

meanings depending on the social context and population in which it is applied 

(Pasikowska-Schnass, 2018). Culture is learned by each generation through both 

formal and informal life experiences. It is about knowledge and behaviors, 

attitudes shared and passed on by a group –a shared system of beliefs, values, 

and behavioral expectations that provide a social structure for daily living 

(Spencer-Oatey, 2012). Cultures are based on different values. These are 

important elements of the culture of a society which determines what principles 

it considers as essential to its well-being and survival. It will usually include 

important ideals such as freedom, justice, the rule of law, due process, and 

ceremonies. These ideals form a value system that guides societal life.  Thus, 

cultural diversity is an important topic in most European countries (Henrich, 2015).  

 

Intercultural sensitivity 

Over the past two decades, increasing attention has been given to the importance 

of intercultural sensitivity in human services. Health and mental health 

researchers have identified disparities among cultural groups in diagnosis, 

resource utilization, and treatment (Jackson, 2002; Robinson & Morris, 2000). 

Intercultural sensitivity, being defined by some authors as an attitude reflecting 

the degree of willingness to interact with people from different cultures, is 
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considered to be crucial in promoting dialogue between cultures and social 

cohesion in today’s diverse and globalized world (Kriaučiūnienė, 2015).  

The term cultural sensitivity appears in the literature mostly in the context of 

interactions taking place in multicultural environments. Intercultural sensitivity 

refers to the ability to distinguish and experience relevant cultural differences. It 

is crucial in a globalized context and is an important asset for those who live and 

work in pluralistic democratic societies (Aktaş, Ertuğ & Öztürk, 2015). Intercultural 

sensitivity is the emotional dimension of the capacity of intercultural 

communication. It refers to the person's emotion, which can motivate him to 

engage in intercultural interactions. Chen and Starosta argued that without the 

"feeling" that encourages people to engage in intercultural interactions, then the 

actual act of engaging in interactions remains ineffective (Yunus, Tamam, Bolong, 

Adzharuddin & Ibrahim, 2017). Bennett (1993) defines intercultural sensitivity as a 

cultural difference experience –an experience that depends on how the individual 

manufactures the difference. It can also be defined as a set of skills that allows 

one to learn about and understand people whose cultural background is different. 

It is important that the concept has become increasingly relevant. Moreover, 

when you have cultural sensitivity, you can understand their background, 

experiences, and values (Oksoon, et al., 2017). 

A slightly different approach to this issue is represented by G.M. Chen and J.W. 

Starosta (1997). They assumed that cultural sensitivity is related to cognitive, 

affective and behavioral aspects of interactive situations and is inseparably 

connected with emotions. Considering this, they defined cultural sensitivity as the 

ability of a person to develop positive emotions towards the understanding and 

appreciation of cultural differences, which induce proper and efficient behavior in 

intercultural communication. Intercultural sensitivity is employing one’s 

knowledge, consideration, understanding, respect, and adapting after realizing 

awareness of self and others (Chen & Young, 2012).  Cultural sensitivity was, 

therefore, seen as a dynamic concept according to which culturally sensitive 

people should be willing to motivate themselves to understand, appreciate and 

accept cultural differences as well as strive to achieve positive results of 

intercultural relations. When developing their model, Chen and Starosta referred 

to the umbrella metaphor, which combines three abilities: cognitive, affective, 

and behavioral. The effect of such an approach is a model of intercultural 

communicative competence consisting of three aspects: cultural awareness, 

sensitivity and ability (Altan, 2018). Cultural sensitivity was of the highest 

importance as they assumed that in a globalized, multicultural society the aspect 

that refers to the emotional desire of a person to confirm, appreciate and accept 

cultural differences via contact must be crucial. They also acknowledged the fact 

that such positive emotional reactions lead to the recognition and respect of 
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cultural differences (Fritz et al., 2015). Such a view of cultural sensitivity has 

become the basis of the study presented below. Bennett (1986, 1993), for 

instance, defined intercultural sensitivity as a development process in which one 

can transform oneself effectively, cognitively and behaviorally, moving through 

ethnocentric stages to reach ethno-relative stages. Bennett’s developmental 

model of intercultural sensitivity provides the theoretical framework for 

understanding and assessing intercultural sensitivity within the framework of 

cross-cultural adjustment and adaptation.  

 

Cultural sensitivity in nursing students 

Cultural sensitivity increases the quality of health services due to its positive 

outcomes such as efficient communication, efficient intervention, and increased 

satisfaction (Foronda 2008). Cultural sensitivity requires knowledge evaluation as 

well as respect and cultural harmonization (McMurray, 2007). Healthcare 

professionals are required to know the cultural differences and values, evaluate 

individuals and groups with their own customs and traditions from different 

perspectives, understand their healthcare needs, and adapt their interventions 

with their own culture (Kim et al., 2017). 

Cultural sensitivity serves as a foundation for the development of cultural 

competence, and intercultural sensitivity is a component of cross-cultural 

communication skills (Chen & Young, 2012). The provision of intercultural health 

care is a professional and moral responsibility and obligation for nurses both 

today and in the future (Douglas et al., 2011). Nursing students who are aware that 

the values and behaviors of individuals are affected by their culture will evaluate 

the planning and delivery of health care within this context to improve the 

effectiveness of health care (Boutikouka et al., 2017). Cultural sensitivity is defined 

as the care and ability of the nurse to respond to the attitudes of groups of people 

who share a racial, ethnic, religious and linguistic heritage. It refers to the 

sensitivity or orientation in the differences between cultures and is a 

multidisciplinary structure that is actively discussed in areas such as education, 

communication and nursing (Balakrishnan, 2015). Intercultural sensitivity uses 

knowledge, appreciation, comprehension, and respect for self-realization and 

others. Cultural sensitivity serves as a foundation for the development of cultural 

capacity and is the component of intercultural communication skills. Cultural 

sensitivity is very important for the provision of health services (Yilmaz, Toksoy, 

Direk, Bezirgan, & Boylu, 2017). Intercultural sensitivity is the emotional dimension 

of competence and is defined as "an active willingness to create their own 

motivation to understand, accept and appreciate intercultural differences" 

(Simsek, Erkin, & Temel, 2017). Intercultural sensitivity is a prerequisite for 
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intercultural competence. According to Hammer, Bennett, & Wiseman (2003a), it 

is defined as the ability of a person to distinguish cultural differences. As Bhawuk 

and Brislin (1992) points out, individuals should be interested in other cultures, be 

sensitive, observe cultural differences and respect them to be effective (Bhawuk 

& Brislin, 1992). McMurray (2003) argues that cultural sensitivity requires 

openness and respect for cultural differences. It also emphasizes that cultural 

sensitivity includes respect for cultural differences and requires an understanding 

of the dynamics of another culture. Only in this way can nurses begin to assess 

behavioral patterns in patients from different cultural backgrounds that may 

influence their attitudes towards managing health issues.  

Cultural sensitivity is a key feature for health professionals because of its impact 

on improving health outcomes and reducing health inequalities. The assessment 

of nurses' cultural sensitivity is vital in countries facing demographic and social 

changes due to migration (Yilmaz, Toksoy, Direk, Bezirgan, & Boylu, 2017). 

Bhawuk and Brislin (1992) support an alternative definition of intercultural 

sensitivity, such as the ability to understand different cultures and opinions and 

to shape cultural-based behaviors. Based on this definition, a model of four 

factors emerged using the open mind, flexibility, individualism and collectivism as 

factors. The open mind refers to an orientation where individuals are not opposed 

to differences of opinion, customs, beliefs etc. Flexibility refers to the ability to 

adapt to behaviors in unknown environments. Individualism is a context centered 

on itself or independence, while collectivism is a context that focuses on others. 

In order to achieve cultural sensitivity, students must have knowledge of cultural 

differences and values. This knowledge can be acquired through training, 

education, or experience with patients from different contexts (Oksoon et all., 

2017). In nursing care, nurses need to know and respect the culturally well-

founded values, beliefs and practices of patients to ensure safety and quality of 

care. Patients need health professionals who appreciate and respect their cultural 

aspects, opinions and beliefs and communicate effectively. Patients feel more 

satisfied with the care of health professionals who are motivated to learn about 

other cultures and those who demonstrate knowledge, skills and attitudes about 

cultural sensitivity. An account is taken of dietary habits, customs and traditions 

in culturally sensitive nursing care. A third essential feature is understanding. The 

fourth characteristic and a fundamental element of cultural sensitivity is respect. 

Nursing students showing respect for the culture and the language of patients are 

consistent with cultural sensitivity (Foronda, 2008).  

Nursing students must recognize the importance of cultural sensitivity in their 

practices and work to increase their own intercultural competence. Nursing 

students can communicate with patients from other cultures if they are culturally 

sensitive (Aktaş, Ertuğ & Öztürk, 2015). Cultural sensitivity is related to the 
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willingness to use cultural knowledge while interacting with patients and 

examining culture during discussions and recommendations for treatment. It 

further includes understanding and respecting the values, beliefs and attitudes of 

others. If there is no cultural sensitivity, it is difficult for health professionals who 

are trying to offer the best possible services.  Nursing students should recognize 

the importance of cultural sensitivity in their practices and work to increase their 

own intercultural competence (Ulrey & Amason, 2001). According to the 

literature, it was noted that sensitivity is characterized by the recognition of 

diversity. The realization of these concepts leads to an internal process of self-

exploration of personal racial prejudices (Prosen, 2015). Intercultural sensitive 

students can reach the level of dual identity and enjoy cultural differences (Chen 

& Starosta, 2000). Cultural sensitivity must be integrated into the required 

curriculum's teaching ability to teach culturally sensitive care (O'Connell, et al., 

2013). For nurses to enhance cultural sensitivity to vulnerable population groups, 

the curriculum should be improved to help nurses respond to the needs of 

individuals from different cultural backgrounds, avoid potential cultural conflicts 

and become culturally sensitive (Yilmaz, Toksoy, Direk, Bezirgan & Boylu, 2017). 

Cultural sensitivity to diversity and foreign culture relieves individuals of behaviors 

that are possessed by stereotypes and prejudices. The modern student must 

respect cultural differences and at the same time approach the patient's family in 

a unique way resulting in the best possible cooperation and efficiency in nursing 

care. 

 

Intercultural sensitivity in Greek nursing students 

Intercultural sensitivity is one of the important dimensions for people who work 

or live in intercultural workplaces where cultural differences occur. Thus, it is very 

important for graduate nursing students to develop their cultural sensitivities. A 

series of recent studies has indicated that the students were sensitive to the 

health care of immigrants and treated them with respect. They collected cultural 

data in order to understand their culture. Cultural sensitivity requires openness 

and respect for cultural differences. Nursing students accept and appreciate 

different views and ideas. When they communicate with patients, they feel 

confident (Kaukia, 2003).  

Though they acknowledge this, they do not have the necessary knowledge to 

effectively approach and provide care to patients from various cultural groups 

(Boutikouka, et al., 2017). Cultural differences affect patients’ attitudes about 

medical care and their ability to understand, manage, and cope with the course of 

an illness, the meaning of a diagnosis, and the consequences of medical 

treatment. There is no educational preparation in Greek nursing students on 
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intercultural nursing and do not gain intercultural sensitivity training in their 

studies. Moreover, it is worth noting that the lack of cultural training on the part 

of health professionals  leads to a wrong diagnosis of the patient's problem 

(Pournaras, Tsombanou, Surtzi, 2004). 

 

Why Greek nursing students need cultural sensitivity? 

Greece has become a host country of immigrants. Nurses are confronted with 

new challenges every day, especially during the recent years (Pournaras, 

Tsombanou, Surtzi, 2004). Cultural sensitivity increases the quality of health 

services due to its positive effects such as effective communication, effective 

intervention and increased satisfaction (Kaukia, 2003).  It has also been found that 

the seamless integration of immigrants in society is an essential issue that needs 

proper handling on the part of both the state and the citizens in order to address 

the challenges arising from the provision of healthcare services (Kalokairinou - 

Anagnostopoulou & Koutas, 2011). The conditions people live under are 

influenced by both economic and political issues in the increasingly globalized 

world which have been brought about by the interactions among people from 

different cultures. Human rights include the right to appropriate health care from 

well trained and sensitive medical professionals. In general, culturally congruent 

health care is a basic human right. Access to good care is a basic value. Identity 

speaks to both the recipients of health care as well as to the nurse practitioners 

and refers to how a person defines themselves culturally, based on their unique 

experiences (Kalokerinou, Kodella & Tolika, 2003). 

 

Educational and training needs 

Based on the review, it is suggested that nurses need to know and respect the 

cultural beliefs and practices of patients in order to ensure safety and quality of 

healthcare. They should have the ability to understand and apply knowledge 

regarding patients’ value systems. They should also explore new ways of 

providing cultural care in multicultural societies and understand how cultures 

affect health (Gerogiannis & Plexida, 2008). Nursing students need cultural 

awareness, knowledge, and experience.  Culturally sensitive nursing practices 

involve the identification of cultural needs and the understanding of cultural links 

between family and individuals in order to provide care without affecting their 

cultural belief system. They must recognize the importance of cultural sensitivity 

in their practices and work to increase their own intercultural competence (Aktaş, 

Ertuğ & Öztürk, 2015). In addition, there needs to be a change in their current and 

future nursing practices. Educational institutions in the field of health are required 
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to train students, who are sensitive to and aware of cultural problems. This also 

includes considering patients’ cultural needs. To sum up, nursing is a profession 

that is based on a holistic approach to health care delivery (Pournaras, 

Tsombanou, Surtzi, 2004).  
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