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GOALS

◼ Communicating in a culturally responsive and inclusive way 
can help VR agencies have positive interactions & 
communicate more effectively with underserved populations. 

◼ Culturally responsive communication can help VR agencies 
convey messages sensitively and effectively across various 
cultural backgrounds, supporting improved retention of 
existing employees.

◼ Mastering culturally appropriate communication helps VR 
agencies foster trust, improve relationships, and better serve 
their internal and external clients.
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OVERVIEW AND INTRODUCTIONS

◼ Overview of Culturally Responsive Communication – What it is and 
Why It Matters to VR

◼ Experiences from the VR Agencies

◼ Strategies and Tips

◼ A Call to Action and Next Steps
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CULTURALLY RESPONSIVE 
COMMUNICATION
WHAT IS IT & WHY DOES IT MATTER TO VR?
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WHAT IS IT?

◼ The ability to communicate with 
people while being aware of 
and accommodating their 
cultural difference

◼ Involves respect and 
understanding that socio-
cultural issues can affect a VR 
client’s beliefs and 
behaviors

◼ Core of culturally responsive 
communication is a person-
centered approach

◼ Understand the cultural norms 
of a group

◼ Recognize that there are many 
ways to communicate and to 
understand a message

◼ Respect people’s backgrounds, 
beliefs, values, customs, 
knowledge, lifestyle, and social 
behaviors
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WHY IT MATTERS: 2023 CRC CODE OF ETHICS

A: The Counseling Relationship. 

3.c. Communicate information in ways that are both 
developmentally and multiculturally appropriate 
while taking into consideration the accessibility 
needs of the client

◼ Qualified interpreters, translators, captioning

◼ Collaborate with clients, considering the 
multicultural implications of informed consent 
and adjusting practices accordingly
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WHY IT MATTERS: 2023 CRC CODE OF ETHICS

B: Respecting Client Rights. 

1.c. Multicultural Considerations.

◼ Develop & maintain awareness & sensitivity of the 
client’s cultural meanings of confidentiality and 
privacy

C: Advocacy & Accessibility

2.b. Referral Accessibility 

◼ Refer clients only to programs, facilities, or 
employment settings that are appropriately 
multiculturally responsive

7



WHY IT MATTERS: 2023 CRC CODE OF ETHICS

D: Multicultural Considerations. 

◼ 1.a. Establishing Constructive Multicultural 
Counseling Relationships. To be aware that 
professional relationships may be impacted by 
cultural differences that exist between the CRC and 
the client

◼ b. Impact of Client Intersectionality/Identity. Across 
each stage of the rehabilitation counseling process

◼ d. Interventions. Develop or adapt interventions & 
services that considers the client’s cultural 
perspectives.
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CULTURALLY RESPONSIVE COMMUNICATION

◼ Creates a safe and welcoming environment 

◼ Involves building relationships, learning about culture and traditions, 
and incorporating these into the relationship

◼ Reinforces engagement and respect

◼ Helps us understand and appreciate different perspectives and builds 
empathy for others

◼ Chopp, S., Topitzes, D., & Mersky, J. (2023). Trauma-Responsive 
Vocational Rehabilitation Services. Behavioral Sciences
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EXPERIENCES FROM VR AGENCIES

ALEXA SOBERAL, CONNECTICUT AGING & DISABILITY SERVICES

TRICIA EYERLY & MICHAEL MACKILLOP, WA DEPARTMENT OF SERVICES 
FOR THE BLIND
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Providing background

October 2022 Conducted a 
Latino Needs Assessment 

Purpose: Conduct a needs 
assessment for ADS and the 

Bureau of Rehabilitation Services 
(BRS) focused on the 

Connecticut Latino community.

Goals:

Data Review: Analyze 
administrative and statewide data 
to compare service utilization and 

outcomes of the Latino 
community with other racial and 

ethnic groups in Connecticut.

Access Understanding: 
Investigate access and utilization 
patterns of ADS/BRS services by 
the Latinx community, identifying 
strengths and weaknesses and 
making recommendations for 

improvement.



Why is it important

◼ As of 2020, the Hispanic population in the U.S. reached 62.1 million 
accounting for 19 percent of all Americans. The Hispanic population is 
also the fastest growing group in the U.S. increasing 23 percent between 
2010 and 2020 (Pew Center Research, 2022). For many states, including 
CT, the demographic shift to more people identifying as Latino will 
undoubtedly intensify the existing challenges to provide more equitable 
VR services and employment.

◼ "Cultural differences were often mentioned when speaking about 
language barriers. Needs assessment respondents suggested that people 
with certain language repertoires, like those speaking Spanish, often felt 
disadvantaged in their access to language-mediated services and 
benefits and this created a lot of anxiety and fear.” 



Cultural Competence:
Understand cultural 
values, beliefs, and 

norms specific to Latino 
communities.

Employ bilingual 
counselors or staff to 

facilitate 
communication.

Building Trust:
Establish rapport 

through community 
engagement and 

relationship-building.

Use culturally relevant 
materials and 

approaches to foster 
trust.

Community 
Partnerships:

Collaborate with local 
organizations, 
churches, and 

community leaders to 
reach wider audiences.

Leverage existing 
networks to disseminate 

information about 
counseling services.

Accessible Services:

Offer services in various 
locations and formats 

(e.g., in-person, virtual) 
to enhance 

accessibility.

Provide flexibility to 
accommodate work 

schedules.
Awareness 
Campaigns:

Conduct outreach 
campaigns to raise 

awareness vocational 
rehabilitation services.

Utilize social media, 
local radio, and 

community events to 
spread information.

Addressing Stigma:

Educate communities 
about vocational 

rehabilitation to reduce 
stigma associated with 

seeking help.

Share success stories 
and testimonials to 

normalize counseling.

Culturally Responsive outreach



“I think that it’s mass messaging. It’s, again, having the cultural 
awareness to reach out to individuals so that we’re not focused only 
on marketing our services across the state in English and not just 
translating it over just to Spanish word for word but actually sending 
a different message that’s culturally relatable for the Latine 
population.” [Staff]



Seeking assistance 

Goal: Develop and implement a statewide strategic approach 
to marketing in this current and future landscape to effectively 
target our audience and promote new connections

⮚Establish consistent messaging
⮚Enhance Social Media & Video content to reach wider audience
⮚Address Outreach to underserved populations
⮚Bring in marketing expertise
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PR / Earned 
Media
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Public Relations (PR) refers to the strategic communication process that builds 
mutually beneficial relationships between organizations and their publics. It 
encompasses a wide range of activities, including media relations, crisis 
communication, event planning, and community engagement. The goal of PR is 
to manage and shape the perception of a brand or organization in the eyes of its 
audience.

Earned Media is a subset of media coverage that occurs when a brand gains 
exposure through media coverage, social media mentions, or word-of-mouth 
without having to pay for it. This type of media is considered "earned" because it 
reflects the organic interest or support from journalists, influencers, or the public, 
rather than being directly paid for through advertising. Earned media can include 
news articles, blog posts, social media shares, and mentions in podcasts or 
broadcasts. It is often valued for its credibility, as it comes from third-party 
sources rather than the brand itself.

In summary, PR is the broader practice of managing communications and 
relationships, while earned media specifically refers to the unpaid media 
exposure that results from those efforts.



Recommendations
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“trans-create” your brand and 
messaging to be culturally-relevant 
to today’s diverse consumer

Latinos and multicultural 
consumers are more connected 
than any other demographic

Needed to develop a bi-lingual 
social media management and 
content development.



Recruitment 
Campaign
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Planned and executed 
a BRS VR Counselor 

Recruitment campaign 
to drive awareness 
and leads for VR 

career opportunities at 
BRS. 

• Developed website 
and vanity URL 

(WorkForBRS.org) as 
the call to action to find 
opportunities and sign 
up for updates as well 
as inform people on 

the requirements and 
benefits. 

• Content creation was 
a significant part of the 
approach, and multiple 
videos were produced 

for web, digital and 
social.

ITEM DESCRIPTION 
Campaign Dates 

August – October 2023 
Media Mix TV, OTT, 

radio, streaming, 
outdoor, print, digital 

marketing, social 
media Languages 

English and Spanish 

https://portal.ct.gov/rehabilitationservices/careers?language=en_US
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Creative was 
developed in Spanish 
and English in both 
:30’s and :15’s to 

support broadcast and 
OTT.. 

:30 Radio spot was 
also developed in both 
English and Spanish 

for both broadcast and 
streaming.

English Radio Spanish Radio Spanish TV :30 Spot 
(also :15)

English TV :30 Spot 
(also :15)

https://vimeo.com/995142800/6f56a527de
https://vimeo.com/995142783/cf489fc55a
https://vimeo.com/995130031/d6b6c15863
https://vimeo.com/995130031/d6b6c15863
https://vimeo.com/995129977/7255d4da1d
https://vimeo.com/995129977/7255d4da1d
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STRATEGIES AND TIPS
DR. EMILY A. BRINCK, UNIVERSITY OF WISCONSIN-MADISON
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Active Listening and Empathy

Active Listening: 

● requires complete attention to the speaker
● Free from judgement or premature responses
● Involves absorbing the message fully and reflecting on it before 

replying 
● Nonverbal & Verbal Cues

Empathy: 

● Shows understanding by acknowledging cultural contexts that may 
influence a person’s experience
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Active Listening and Empathy (Example and Impact)

Example

● In a VR setting, when working with a client from a collectivist culture, 
listen for cues related to family influence on their decision-making, 
and validate these perspectives.

Impact 

● Builds rapport, reduces resistance, and enhances client trust, which 
contributes to higher retention rates and client satisfaction
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Avoiding Assumptions and Stereotyping

Unconscious Biases & Stereotyping

● Recognizing unconscious biases and challenging preconceived 
notions that may influence interactions. 
○ Recognizing cultural complexity
○ Practical approach
○ Assumption check 
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Avoiding Assumptions and Stereotyping (Example & 
Impact)

Example

● When interviewing a client from a minority group, resist assuming 
that they face certain barriers based solely on their ethnicity. Instead, 
exploring their unique circumstances through open-ended question

Impact

● Fosters a more personalized and respectful approach,
● Leading to clearer communication
● Improved service delivery
● Better retention of diverse clients and employees
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Adapting Communication Styles

Communication Methods

● Modifying communication methods to suit different cultural 
preferences and sensitivities
○ Verbal communication
○ Non-verbal communication
○ Language Barriers
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Adapting Communication Styles (Example & Impact)

Example 

● Wne working with a client whose culture values indirect 
communication focus on softening critiques and providing feedback 
in a roundabout manner to avoid confrontation.

Impact

● Tailoring communication ensures messages are understood
● reduced likelihood of misinterpretation
● strengthens relationships
● vital for both retention and trust-building 
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Cultural Awareness and Sensitivity Training 

Learning and Training

● Continuous learning and training for staff on cultural diversity
● best practices for communication

○ Training content
○ Cultural humility
○ Periodic evaluations 
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Cultural Awareness and Sensitivity Training  (Example 
& Impact)

Example

● Provide case studies of successful culturally responsive interventions, 
followed by debrief to extract lesions and improve future 
performance

Impact

● Well-trained staff are most capable of handling diverse client needs 
effectively
○ boost retention
○ client satisfaction
○ builds agency’s credibility in the community 
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Inclusive Language and Communication Practices 

Inclusive Language & Communication

● Use language that is respectful, inclusive, and avoids marginalizing or 
stigmatizing any group
○ Person-first language
○ Avoid jargon
○ Culturally appropriate materials
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Inclusive Language and Communication Practices  
(Example & Impact)

Example

● When developing career assessment materials, ensure they are 
available in multiple language and have been reviewed for culturally 
sensitivity. 

Impact

● Reduce misunderstandings
● Creates a more welcoming environment
● Promotes the retention of clients & employees from diverse 

backgrounds
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Case Study

Implementation of culturally responsive communication in VR 
agencies

● Highlight a real-world or hypothetical example of how culturally 
responsive communication strategies were successfully implemented 
in a VR agency
○ Case description
○ Outcomes
○ Lessons learned 
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Case Study (Impact)

Impact

● Demonstrates the practical value of these strategies
● Provides evidence-based support for their continued implementation 
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Summing it up!

Improve Communication

Retention and Engagement

Building Trust

Enhanced Service Delivery 
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A CALL TO ACTION
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A CALL TO ACTION

◼ Language Matters – What’s your 
style of communication?

◼ Is it Complicated?

◼ Do you use excessive 
jargon?

◼ Are you Authoritarian?

◼ Are you Patronizing?

◼ Leadership Matters – What 
Training Does Your Agency 
Provide?

◼ Check Your Resources

◼ Relevant languages

◼ Appropriate graphics

◼ Check Your Hiring

◼ Check Your Interpreter 
Services

◼ Check Yourself 
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REQUIRED SKILLS

◼ Communication

◼ Ability to listen

◼ Clarify for understanding

◼ Inclusion and/or 
acknowledgement of family

◼ Limiting use of jargon

◼ Using inclusive language

◼ Avoid generalizations & 
stereotypes

◼ Avoid an assumption of 
similarity

◼ Avoid nonverbal 
misinterpretation
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CULTURALLY RESPONSIVE COMMUNICATION

It is important to explore with individual clients (and 
their families/communities) their beliefs, values, 
expectations, and understandings about VR and our 
processes, as well as their beliefs, values, expectations 
& understandings of disability, employment, and 
independent living, and their willingness to participate 
in the shared decision-making process. 
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Call to Action

- Peter Drucker
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Alexa Soberal, Connecticut
alexa.soberal@ct.gov

Tricia Eyerly, Washington
tricia.eyerly@dsb.wa.gov

Michael Mackillop, Washington
michael.mackillop@dsb.wa.gov

Q&A / DISCUSSION / ADJOURN

Dr. Emily A. Brinck, Wisconsin
brinck@wisc.edu

Dr. Robin Freeman, UA 
CURRENTS
rfreeman@uacurrents.org

mailto:alexa.soberal@ct.gov
mailto:tricia.eyerly@dsb.wa.gov
mailto:michael.mackillop@dsb.wa.gov
mailto:brinck@wisc.edu
mailto:rfreeman@uacurrents.org
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