
  

Cultural Competence  Newsletter 
 
Editor: Silvia Ortiz, PhD 
 
Welcome to the eighth edition of the Cultural Competence Newslet-
ter. This issue focuses on the culture of poverty and is brought to you 
by the Cultural Competence Committee. All Newsletters are intended 
to increase awareness of the diverse cultures which reside in our com-
munity. It is our hope that by learning about the representative cul-
tures we are able to exist with a deeper respect for those among us 
and provide services which embrace differences. Each Newsletter is 
done in collaboration with consultants from the culture being fea-
tured. 
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The members are affiliated with San Luis Obispo 
County Behavioral Health Services, California Poly-
technic State University, Family Care Network and 
consumer groups. 

Cultural Competence  
Mission 

 
The mission of the Cultural Competence Committee 
is to ensure that cultural diversity is incorporated 
into all levels of San Luis Obispo County Behavioral 
Health Services. Given that since the year 2000, 
ethnic minorities exceed 50% of the population in 
California, and that the state demographics include 
diverse racial, ethnic and cultural communities, the 
Cultural Competence Committee is dedicated to 
eliminating cultural, linguistic, racial and ethnic dis-
parities in the populations served by San Luis 
Obispo County Behavioral Health Services. The 
term culture includes race, ethnicity, gender, sexual 
orientation, primary language, spiritual life, age, 
and physical condition. Since 1996 the Cultural 
Competence Mission was shaped by the work of La 
Frontera Consulting Group. In February 2010, the 
California Department of Mental Health (DMH) is-
sued the Cultural Competence Plan Requirements 
(CCPR) which set state wide standards for achieving 
cultural and linguistic competence for County Be-
havioral Health Systems. The CCPR sets criteria that 
will move County Behavioral Health Services 
“toward the reduction of mental health service dis-
parities identified in racial, ethnic, cultural, linguis-
tic and other underserved/underserved popula-
tions”. The revised mission works towards the de-
velopment of the most culturally and linguistically 
competent programs and services that meet the 
needs of the County of San Luis Obispo’s diverse 
racial, ethnic and cultural communities.                                     
. 

Cultural                                        
Competence Committee 

The Cultural Competence Committee was formed in 
1996 and has been entrusted with overseeing that 
San Luis Obispo County Behavioral Health Services 
adheres to the Cultural Competence Plan. The mem-
bers of the committee consist of representatives 
from diverse cultural backgrounds who bring the 
richness of this diversity to the committee.     
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Mutual Interaction between Poverty and Mental Health  
 Happy Larsen  

Work Force and Education Coordinator  
 

People living in poverty not only lack financial resources to maintain basic living standards but also have fewer educational and 
employment opportunities, are exposed to adverse living environments and are less able to access good quality health care. 
These factors put them at a higher risk of developing a mental disorder. When people develop mental disorders they are likely 
to descend further into poverty, both because of increased health care costs as well as decreased productivity and lost opportu-
nities for employment. 

Studies over the last 20 years indicate a close interaction between factors associated with poverty and mental ill-health: 

 Common mental disorders are about twice as frequent among the poor as among the rich. For example evidence indi-
cates that depression is 1.5 to 2 times more prevalent among the low-income groups of a population. 

 Common mental disorders are also more prevalent for people living in poor and overcrowded housing. 

 Highest estimated prevalence of mental disorders can be found among people with the lowest levels of education or 

people who are unemployed. 

 In relation to sever mental disorders, and schizophrenia specifically, data shows that: 

 People with the lowest socio-economic status (SES) have 8 times more relative risk for schizophrenia than 

those of the highest SIS; 

 People with schizophrenia in comparison with people without mental disorders; are 4 times more likely to be 

unemployed or partly employed; 

 People with schizophrenia are one third more likely not to have graduated from high school. 

Best evidence indicates that the relationship between mental ill-health and poverty is cyclical; poverty increases the risk of 
mental disorders and having a mental disorder increases the likelihoods of descending into poverty.  People living in poverty 
lack financial resources to maintain basic living standards, have fewer educational and employment opportunities are exposed 
to adverse living environments and are less able to access good quality health care. 

People who develop a mental disorder may not be 
able to work because of their illness.  Others, be-
cause of discrimination, may be systematically 
denied work opportunities or may lose their exist-
ing job. Lack of employment drives people deeper 
into poverty and people are unable to pay for the 
treatment that they need. In other cases a great 
deal of money is spent on ineffective and inappro-
priate mental health care, which means that peo-
ple not only end up out of pocket but also fail to 
get better. 
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Supportive community networks help to protect against the adverse effects of illness and poverty. But for people 
with mental disorders, social support systems often disintegrate as the stigma and discrimination that they face 
leads to their social exclusion and human rights violations. 

Mental Health and Development are mutually reinforcing. This interrelationship is mediated by a number of factors 
such as: nutrition, education, housing, respect for human rights, empowerment status, work status, social capital, 
and access to health care, livelihoods and coping strategies, among others. 

This mutual interaction linking mental health and development can work positively with good mental health facili-
tating the active and successful involvement of individuals and communities in development, and negatively with 
poor mental health increasing the risk of descending into a vicious cycle of poverty and adverse social and health 
outcomes. 

Providing treatment for people with mental disorders will enable them to get a job, reduce their health care costs 
and help to create the conditions necessary for them to rise out of poverty.  People with mental disorders need to be 
targeted for poverty reduction and development programs to help bring them out of poverty and to promote devel-
opment through stigma reduction in the workplace and employment programs.     Citation:  Breaking the vicious 
cycle between mental ill-health and poverty. Geneva, World Health Organization, 2007 (url: http://www.who.int/
mental_health/policy/development/en/index.html, accessed 4 September 2007; Mental Health Core to Develop-
ment Information Sheet). 
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Poverty 

Gloria Velasquez 
 

Poverty hurts 
and it fills all of my veins 

 
It reminds me of a solider 
dying in a foreign country 
and his family suffering 

because they had no money 
to go and search for him 

 
Poverty destroys 

poverty devours all that is beautiful 
leaving behind that  

which is called hunger 
hunger for survival 

 
La Pobreza 

Gloria Velasquez 
 

La pobreza duele 
y llenas todas mis venas 

me hace recordar a un soldado 
muriendo en un pais extrano 

y su familia sufriendo 
por no tener dinero 

para ir a verlo 
 

La pobreza destruye 
La poberza se come lo bello 

dejando aquello 
que ese llama hambre 
hambre de sobrevivir 

About the Author 
Gloria Velasquez is a professor in 
the Modern Languages 
and Literature Department 
at California Polytechnic 
State University in San Luis 
Obispo, California 
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The Definition of Poverty Level:  A family of four that earns $22,050 per year or less is under the pov-
erty income level  (Federal Guidelines). 
 
 

A Comparison of the Percentage of Males by Age  Living Below the Poverty 
Level in San Luis Obispo, CA. and the State of California 

 
 

A Comparison of the  Percentage of  Females  by Age  Living Below the Poverty 
Level in San Luis Obispo, CA. and the State of California 
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Statistical Comparison of Poverty Rates Between San Luis Obispo, CA and the 
State of California by Age, Sex, Ethnicity, Disabilities and High School Degree 
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A Comparison of the Percentage of Residents by Ethnicity Living Below the Poverty 
Level in San Luis Obispo, CA. and the State of California 

   
 
 

Poverty Rates by Percentage 
   San Luis Obispo California 
 
All Residents   28.4%   14.2% 
 
Disabled males  22.4%   16.2% 
 
Disabled Females  23.6%   18.6% 
 
High School Graduates  
not Living with Family  
of  Origin 
    48.0%   18.0% 
 
Non-High School  
Graduates Not Living 
with Family of 
Origin    40.0%   43.0% 
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PSYCHOTHERAPY  JOURNAL REFERENCES ON WORKING WITH THE IMPOVERISHED 
 
 
 
Aponte, H. (1994). Bread & spirit: Therapy with the new poor. Diversity of race, culture, and 
values.  
 
Frankel,P & Carmichael C. (2007). Working with  families who are homeless. Journal of  Multi-
cultural Counseling and Development. 
 
Grimes, M.E. & McElwain, A.D. (2008). Marriage and  family therapy with low-income clients: 
Professional, ethical  and clinical issues. Science & Business Media, LLC. 
 
Langston, D.  (2009). Tired of playing monopoly. Race, Class and Gender (3rd Ed.). 
 
Lott, B  (2002). Cognitive and behavioral distancing from the poor American Psychology.  
 
Ming Liu, W., Soleck, G., Hopps, J., Dunston, K.,  and  Pickett Jr., T.  (2004) 
A new framework to understand social class in counseling: The social class worldview model 
and modern Theory. Journal of Multicultural Counseling and Development. 
 
Ming Liu, W., Pickett Jr., W. and Ivey, A. (2007). White middle – class privilege: social class bias 
and implications for training and practice Journal of Multicultural Counseling and Develop-
ment 
 
Minuchin, P., Colapinto, J., & Minuchin, S. (2007). Working with Families of the Poor (2nd ed.).  
New York: Guilford Press. 
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THE CULTURAL COMPETENCE PLAN 

The Cultural Competence Plan (CCP) was completed in July 2010. The plan is 
available for viewing at:                                                            

http://www.slocounty.ca.gov/Assets/MHS/pdfs/SLO Co CCP 2010.pdf    
The following excerpt from the CCP highlights the goals of the                          

Cultural Competence Committee : 

 To ensure that County Mental Health embraces and implements the behav-
iors, attitudes, values and policies of cultural diversity. 

 To provide recommendations that will increase service delivery to culturally 
diverse clients. 

 To provide recommendations that address the need of continued training on 
cultural diversity topics. 

 To identified and facilitate the removal of barriers that affect sensitive and 
competent delivery of service to culturally diverse clients. 

 To provide recommendations that address the recruitment and retention of 
bilingual providers. 

 To provide recommendations that increase utilization patterns of the un-
served and underserved populations such as the Latinos, Native Americans, 
transition age youth and older adults. 

 To provide County Mental Health employees with the topics and informa-
tion discussed at the Cultural Competence Committee. 

 To forge alliances with other community agencies and committees who sup-
port the mission and goals of the Cultural Competence Committee. 

 To foster a strong network among community agencies that will facilitate an 
integrated delivery of services. 
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