Cultural Diversity Series:
M eeting the Mental Health Needs of African Americans
Executive Summary

The Nationd Technicd Assstance Center for State Mental Hedth Planning (NTAC) is pleased to release
thisfirg ingdlment in its Cultural Diversity Series, a series of technica assistance reports focusing on the
mental health needs and access issues of diverse ethnic and non-ethnic populations. The increasingly
heterogeneous composition of the U.S. population has important implications for the delivery of public
mental hedlth services, particularly for state mental hedlth agencies (SVIHAS). The Cultural Diversity Series
Is designed to facilitate a greater understanding of:

o thenead for culturdly competent mental health services,
 drategiesfor providing more culturaly competent menta hedlth services and supports; and
o the resources necessary and available to develop culturaly competent mental hedlth services.

Public menta hedlth systems must adapt to the changing U.S. population or risk becoming irrdlevant in the
hedlth care marketplace of the future. Foremosg, isthe desire to provide high-quality menta hedlth services
equitably to al persons and groups. There are dso compelling business reasons to incorporate cultura
competence into state menta hedth systlems. As menta health systems evolve under managed care, growing
attention is devoted to contracting requirements and patients rights.

There are compelling business reasons to incorporate cultural competence into state menta health systems.
Public mental health systems must adapt to the changing U.S. population or risk becoming irrdlevant in the
hedth care marketplace of the future. Foremost isthe desire to provide high-quality menta hedth services
equitably to al persons and groups. As menta health systems evolve under managed care, growing attention
is devoted to contracting requirements and patients rights. SMHASs face legdl obligations to provide
culturaly gppropriate services that may involve not only removing cultura barriers but dso actively engaging
of clients from dozens of different ethnic backgrounds and avariety of other marginaized populations. State
Menta Hedth Agencies (SMHAS) that ignore or minimize the racid, ethnic and culturd diversity of their
clientde are likdly to face serious liability issues in the future.

The task of becoming culturaly competent is daunting, particularly given the growing number of culturd
groups represented in this country. For example, Rhode Idand, the smalest state in the nation, contracts with
interpreters who spesk 41 separate languages to accommodate its diverse popul ation receiving human
Services.

While some biases may derive from bigoted attitudes and beliefs, others arise from asmple lack of
knowledge and exposure to individuas from diverse groups. However, "smdl" behaviors often carry large
consequences, misunderstandings sometimes result from unintended "insults' based on miscommunication
rather than lack of sengtivity. Training in culturd competency can hdp increase provider proficiency in
communicating with consumers with traditions and histories unfamiliar to the provider.

Despite the chdlenges, efforts to develop culturally competent menta hedth systems steadily continue. States
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are adopting awide range of gpproaches, including creating speciaized services for some ethnic and non-
ethnic minorities, establishing linkages between the forma mental health system and traditiond hedlers and
community supports, and inviting community leaders to help guide the menta hedlth sysem in its efforts to
Improve services.

African Americansand the Mental Health System

Theinitid report of the Cultural Diversity Series--African Americans and the Mental Health System --
focuses on the United States largest ethnic minority group. The report provides ademographic and cultura
overview of African Americans, describes their mental hedlth needs, and describes traditiond patterns of
service Uutilization and suggests dtrategies for enhancing access to effective, culturaly competent mental health
sarvices. In addition, the report provides profiles of the following two outstanding programs:

« African American Family Services (AAFS), amultifaceted, culturaly-specific agency that provides
menta health and substance abuse services in Minnegpolis and St. Paul, MN;

o The Village Project, based in South Carolina's Charlestor/Dorchester Community Mental Health
Center, which provides arange of menta health and support services to children and families.

The profiles address the programs' philosophy and values, services and supports, funding sources and available
evaluation data. Although ahigh percentage of those served by these culturaly competent programs are African
Americans, many of the programs strategies are aso applicable to consumers from other underserved or
marginalized groups.

The authors of this report are keenly aware that sgnificant differences exist among individuds and families
who are members of any identifiable ethnic, racid and/or cultura group. Such differences may be dueto
socioeconomic satus, persond history, acculturation level for recent immigrants or numerous other variables.
Individua characteristics must be recognized even as commonadlities are acknowledged and respected.
Otherwise, mentad hedlth providersrisk engaging in stereotypica thinking that overlooks and undermines
consumers individua needs.

Cultural Diversity Services

Future reports in the Cultural Diversity Series will focus on the menta hedlth needs of Asans and Pacific
Idanders, Hispanicg/Latinos and Native Americans. As with this report, each successive technical assstance
report will provide a synopsis of the population's mental heglth needs, including relevant cultura
characteristics and traditions, perceptions about mentd illness and preferences for services and supports.
Each report will dso describe saverad mental hedlth programs that have successfully tailored their servicesto
meet the needs of ethnically and racidly diverse consumers and provide a comprehensive resource reference
section, including lists of suggested readings, web sites and organizationa resources. NTAC anticipates that
this series will provide important support to state mental hedlth agencies, consumers, family members and
state mentd hedth planning and advisory councils as they seek to increase the cultural competence of their
menta hedth sysems.
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