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Achieving Inclusion through Cultural Awareness  
and Cultural Competency 



Diversity Only Thrives in an Inclusive Environment 
The benefits of diversity in the workplace include faster problem-solving, better decision-making, 
increased innovation, employee engagement, and better financial performance.1,2 Yet diversity can only 
deliver on its full potential when it exists in a genuinely inclusive environment. An organizational culture 
that does not make talented diverse employees feel valued and supported is certain to lose them.  

Inclusion, then, is the mechanism for achieving sustained diversity. It relies on cultural awareness and the 
people and communication skills involved in cultural competency.  

Cultural awareness refers to the ability to recognize and appreciate the nuances of culture and 
background – both one’s own and those of others – and it is at the heart of societies, communities, and 
organizations that aspire to be equitable and inclusive for all of their members.  

We are not born with an innate ability to navigate diversity with ease, in fact our brains are wired to 
mistrust differences with others, that leads us all naturally to develop biases. Because of that, to become 
effective, trusted leaders within our organizations and communities, we first need to become students of 
culture. That is, we need to develop competency in effectively understanding, communicating with, and 
interacting with people whose backgrounds and culture may be different from our own.3 

Bias: Nature’s Blessing and Its Curse 

There is no shame in acknowledging that we have 
biases. They are impossible to avoid entirely and are 
rooted in nature’s desire that our brains be equipped 
in the most efficient way to help us survive and adapt 
to complex social living.4  

But as is sometimes the case, a trait or behavior that 
has evolved over time for one type of situation can be 
a problem in another, and that is the case with bias in 
modern society.  

People experience affinities for others they perceive 
to be like themselves, and research has now shown 
that the brain itself responds accordingly. This 
tendency to favor those we see as in our own group 
(in-group bias) may occur with affinities based on age, gender, profession, nationality, race, ethnicity, 
favorite sports team, social group, education or any number of other factors. Scientists have discovered 
that the neural mechanisms of our brains react differently to those in our in-group: we perceive their faces 
differently, categorize them differently, empathize at a different level, and experience their actions 
differently.5 

We can’t change our neuroscience. Our responsibility is to recognize our biases – whether conscious or 
unconscious (implicit) – and to do our best to mitigate any negative effects they may have on others and 
the organizations and institutions we serve.  



Success Begins with Self-Confidence and Genuine Interest 
Our ability to mitigate the negative effects of our bias and build strong, trusting, collaborative relationships 
with others – regardless of differences in culture and background – begins with an openness to the 
process which requires self-confidence and a genuine interest in becoming a better version of ourselves 
in this regard. 

Before we can begin to examine our own cultural and professional backgrounds, it is important to 
recognize that this kind of self-examination is essentially an exchange of feedback with ourselves, and 
that accepting feedback – even from ourselves – requires self-confidence. 

Research shows a strong correlation between people’s level of self-confidence and both their willingness 
to accept negative feedback and their performance after receiving it.6,7  Without sufficient self-confidence, 
people often respond to negative feedback with defensiveness in order to justify their actions in an 
unconscious effort to protect their feelings of self-worth. Alternatively, negative feedback can drain people 
with low self-confidence of their drive and optimism leaving them unable to perform at their best. Neither 
of these scenarios is conducive to using feedback for its real purpose which is improvement.  

The other essential prerequisite for success is that we be genuinely interested in bettering ourselves 
when it comes to our interactions with and impact on others. Again, this requires self-examination, this 
time of our own principles, beliefs and goals for ourselves, our organizations, and our communities.  

Together, this genuine interest and sufficient self-confidence (not over confidence) support our ability to 
receive feedback and to learn, both of which are part of the process of becoming culturally aware and 
culturally competent. 

Mitigating the Effects of Our Bias Requires Both Cultural Awareness and  
Cultural Competency 
Unchecked bias creates issues that can exist at the individual, group, organizational and societal levels, 
leading to conflict, distrust, perceptions of preferential treatment, dissatisfaction, and much worse. It also 
results in missed opportunities regarding benefits that can be derived from a diverse and inclusive group 
of people working together toward shared goals.  

To combat the consequences of bias, effective training 
must include both cultural awareness and the skills 
involved in achieving cultural competency. A meta-
analysis of 40 years of diversity training suggests that 
the “positive effects of diversity training were greater 
when training was complemented by other diversity 
initiatives, targeted to both awareness and skills 
development, and conducted over a significant period 
of time”8  Simply enhancing cultural awareness without 
providing practical techniques for how to reduce bias 
and its negative effects can actually leave participants 
feeling powerless, by heightening their sensitivity to 
expressions of unintentional bias without concrete skills 
for dealing with or preventing them.9  



Becoming more culturally aware relates to mindset. It requires the self-examination and exploration of our 
own personal, cultural, and professional backgrounds and it can increase our sensitivity toward our own 
biases and their effects on others. 

Cultural competency relates to the skills involved, and developing those skills is an ongoing process. 
Communicating with empathy, managing conflict effectively, and adept change leadership are all 
important components. Learning practical, time-tested skills such as these enables us to better manage 
our own perceptions, prevent misunderstandings, build trust and psychological safety, and create 
stronger relationships. This in turn helps us reduce the negative impact of our bias on others and our 
organization’s effectiveness.  

When combined, cultural awareness and the skills 
involved in cultural competency provide the 
foundation people need to have the confidence and 
intention – also known as self-efficacy – to identify 
and successfully demonstrate behaviors that can 
help promote and sustain a positive climate for 
mutual trust, diversity and inclusion within an 
organization and beyond.10   

The Bottom Line 
Struggling with our own biases is part of what it is to be human. We are not born able to read or write, yet 
it has become an accepted necessity that we learn to do so because those skills are essential for us to 
succeed in modern society. The same case can be made for learning cultural awareness and cultural 
competency in order to contribute to a genuinely inclusive environment that promotes diversity and all of 
the advantages it offers.  

To learn more about how Dale Carnegie Training can help you develop cultural awareness and 
competency in your people, teams, and organization, contact your local Dale Carnegie office today. 
Please go to: dalecarnegie.com/office 
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