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It is important for Youth Development programs to create an inclusive environment. It is 
important to create an ethno relative environment; one where cultural differences are accepted 
and the importance of differences are understood. This involves learning to take others’ 
perspectives into account and integrating differences into our own identity (Van Hook, 2000, p. 
70). These differences help make up a diverse youth development program. There are many 
areas that can make up a diverse program such as race, ethnicity, gender, disabilities, and sexual 
preference. Taking a further look into an organization to investigate the diversity and cultural 
competency practices allows for the identification of strengths and weaknesses in relation to 
diversity and recommendations for improvement to be made.   
 
Program Background  
 

The Youth and Shelter Services, Inc. (YSS) provides services to youth and families such 
as prevention, education, treatment and residential programs. These programs are designed to 
advocate on behalf of the youth and families, help them to solve problems, become self-
sufficient, contribute to society, and build responsibility. YSS focuses on and builds its programs 
around eight core competencies. These competencies include: 

• result-based outcome-driven services 
• cultural competency 
• development of family 
• developing youth in the community 
• promoting self-reliance and responsibility 
• community based services 
• volunteer services 
• building coalitions and collaborations  

(Youth & Shelter Services, Inc. , 2015) 
 

Supporting all YSS programs is the YSS Diversity Task Force. The YSS Diversity Task 
Force is made up of YSS staff, members of the community, and members of other agencies. The 
mission of the YSS Diversity Task Force is “to welcome our differences at YSS and to build and 
maintain an open community that will not tolerate bigotry, homophobia, sexism, racism or 
prejudice” (Youth & Shelter Services, Inc., 2015). The task force believes that inclusion 
promotes equity and cultural sensitivity and that continuing education and open dialogue helps to 
foster a better understanding and awareness of what might create barriers. They also work to 
create an environment that is free of discrimination and bullying and have designed an agency 
wide procedure for resolving conflict.  

YSS has been in existance since 1976. Through the years they have recognized the ever 
changing world and that the United States itself is becoming more and more diverse. A major 
strength of YSS is their ability to recognize that one’s thoughts on diveristy need to expand 
beyond just ethnicities. Diversity also includes things such as ones identity, religion, generational 
differences, and individuals with disabilities. To educate their staff on the varying topics of 
diversity, YSS provides in-service training. In-service training topics have included cultural 
comptency training, safe zone training (open environment for LGBTQ), personality differences, 
challenges transgender youth face, effective and unifying communication and identifying racist 
attributes.  
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Diversity Investigation  
 

In Communication between Cultures Larry A. Samovar, Richard E. Porter and Edwin R. 
McDaniel (2010) discuss many of these topics. One of these topics, cultural competency is an in-
service topic that YSS offers its staff on multiple occasions. Being culturally competent involves 
acting appropriately and effectively in any given moment or context. Y.Y. Kim explains cultural 
competence in more detail stating “the overall internal capability of an indiviual to manage key 
challenging features of intercultural communication: namely, cultural differences and 
unfamiliarity, inter-group posture, and the accompanying experience of stress” (as citied in 
Samovar, Porter & McDaniel, 2010, p. 384).  

Samovar and colleagues also dicusses five different components of competency, 
motivation, knowledge, skills, sensitivity and character. Motivation involves showing interest 
from those outside of what you personally know. You make en effort to talk to others and you 
want to understand and relate to others; being motivated to learn about people who have had 
different experiences than you. Intercultural knowledge involves being aware of what is expected 
within the culture of people you are interacting and working with. Knowing things such as 
customs and norms allows you to respond appropriately in different situations. Skills is taking 
into consideration all that you know about communicating and adapating those skills to the 
appropriate cultural situation. Sensitivity involves not reacting negatively when you experience 
something that is different from you own personal norm. Character simply involves being a good 
person and making good choices. Someone who is respectful, fair, honest, sincere and acts with 
good will is a person of good character.  

YSS has diversity polices in place that are relatable to these concepts of cultural 
competency, specifically the five components. YSS believes a healthy work environment enables 
proper client services and the productivity of their staff. As previously stated, within their 
programs YSS works to promote education that allows for open communication. They also 
promote an enviornment that is free of any judgement, and being open to everyones’ differences. 
This also applies to their staff. Within their diversity polices it states that they expect a respectful 
work environemnt in all situations, with all acting with compassion, integrity and respect 
towards others.  

Another topic, as discussed by Samovar and his colleagues, is identity. There are many 
different aspects of identity. These include but are not limited to a cultural identity, racial 
identity, ethnic identity, gender identity, national identity, personal identity and more. Samovar 
et. al., (2010) explain gender identity as “the meanings and interpretations we hold concerning 
our self-images and expected other images of ‘femaleness’ and ‘maleness’” (p. 158). Though, 
others may argue that gender identity is a component of sexual identity. Other components of 
sexual identity include sexual orientation, and romantic orientation. Under these components 
identities such as lesbian, gay, and transgender fall.  

The YSS strongly supports and promotes acceptance of all identities, and provides 
multiple trainings that relate to sexual and gender identity. Within programs and services of YSS 
is the YSS Safe Zone. Those associated with YSS who have completed the YSS Safe Zone 
training display the Safe Zone symbol at their program or where their services occur. The safe 
zone symbol tells others that those involved with that program are understanding and supportive 
and are someone that lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgender youth can receive help and advice. 
YSS provides multiple Safe Zone in-service trainings a year. YSS also created a resource, the 
“Who Am I” brochure in 2013. These brochures are available anywhere YSS programs or 
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services takes place. The brochure provides information that can help youth who may be 
confused in defining an identity. It helps people to become more knowledgeable in identifying 
their own gender, orientation, race, ethnicity and religion.  

Unfortunately, prejudice is often a negative result of many different identities existing. 
Prejudice is defined as having “deeply held negative feelings associated with a particular group” 
(Samovar et al., 2010, p. 173). Discrimination is an expression of prejudice. Discrimination 
involves completely alienating and excluding a particular group of people from something. The 
YSS NoDis campaign was developed to help avoid issues like prejudice and discrimination 
occur within their programs. The NoDis campaign promotes tolerance of differences such as 
culture, race, and sexual orientation. All programs pride themselves in no bad mouthing peers, no 
disrespect, no discrimination, no bullying and no harassment. To show their respect for diversity 
youth and adults of YSS sign a NoDis pledge.  

As previously mentioned YSS provides its staff with multiple diversity trainings. In 
addition, they complete self-assessments of Cultural Awareness and Sensitivity. These 
assessments allow them to concentrate the trainings so that the programs can be developed in a 
culturally sensitive way that best serves their community. YSS also provides translators and sign 
language interpreters so that no client is ever kept from receiving services or information. Youth 
are free to feel welcomed and accepted through the addition of the Safe Zone, and the work of 
the YSS Diversity Task Force. All of these aspects earned YSS the Chamber of Commerce 
Diversity Award.  

With all these resources and programs in place it would be true to say that YSS is an 
ethno relative environment. Ethnorelativisim is a place of acceptance, adaption and integration. 
Ethnorelativism is a stage of the Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity. Milton J. 
Bennett’s (2004) Development Model of Intercultural Sensitivity (DMIS) is a model that 
explains the move from ethnocentrism to ethnorelativism. Those that are in the stages of 
ethnocentrism, “refer to the experience of one’s own culture as central to reality. Beliefs and 
behaviors that people receive in their primary socialization are unquestioned” (Bennett, 2004, p. 
62). YSS does not welcome these types of thoughts and beliefs and behaviors into their 
programs. They promote an environment that integrates all cultures, and encourages all those 
that take part in their programs to adapt to the cultures and diverse world around them. Bennett 
(2004) states, “Acceptance of cultural difference is the state in which one’s own culture is 
experienced as just one of a number of equally complex worldviews” (p. 68). This concept is the 
main mission of the YSS Diversity Task Force. “We come together to suport each other in our 
desire to welcome our differences at YSS and to build and maintain an open community that will 
not tolerate bigotry, homophobia, sexism, racism or prejudice” (Youth & Shelter Services, Inc. , 
2015).  
 
Reccommendations for Improvement 
 

Though YSS is very adamant about providing an environemnt that is welcoming of all 
and has policies to prevent ethnocentric actions and beliefs it would be ignorant to assume that 
everyone that comes into their programs and all staff members are in the ethnorelative stages. 
YSS can use the DMIS as a learning tool with the youth in the programs, and as a in-service 
training opportunity for staff. Coming into the program they may know that YSS presents 
themsleves as being ethnorelative and that all those involved are expected to act in such a 
manner, but they may be unaware as to what ethnorelativism is. Staff and youth should be aware 
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of cultural differences and views, and also should be able to reflect on their own views. Being 
educated on and presented the stages of the DMIS would allow all those becoming a part of YSS 
to be aware of what stage they are in. YSS can present an outline of the stages (pictured on page 
4) to their staff and youth participants. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

(AFS-USA, 2011) 
 

Van Hook (2000) dicusses how everyone has the potential to develop. Their previous 
views can become obsolte and new viewpoints can be adopted. (p. 69). To know the stages the 
staff and youth who become a part of YSS are at an assessment can be done. The Intercultural 
Development Inventory (IDI) coorelates with the stages of the DMIS. The IDI shows the stage 
that one is at and what they may need to resolve in order to move on to another stage. These 
stages include denial, defense, minimization, acceptance, cognitive adaptation, and behavioral 
adaptation. Those in denial believe there are no differences among people from different 
cultures, and see their culture as the only one. In the defense stage people view other cultures as 
a threat. Van Hook (2000) describes the minimization stage as a view that “decreases the 
importance of differences that exist between individuals of various cultures” (p. 69). Those in the 
acceptance stage acknowledge that differences exist. Lastly those in the adaptation stages accept 
differences, and use the knowledge they have gained about cultural differences to improve the 
communication and relationships that they have with others.  

With every positive aspect YSS still recognizes the need to continually work to improve 
and progress. Their main focus right now is minority recruitment of staff. Using a diversity 
survey that was given to all YSS staff and volunteers as a baseline, three new objectives a year 
are created that strive to improve the recruitment and employment of minority staff. At the end 
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of each year they then evaluate the objectives that were created to determine the effectiveness of 
the objectives once they were implemented throughout the programs.  

To remain even more viligant in progressing and continually improving, a sugguestion 
for YSS would be to expand the surveying beyond their staff and volunteers. A needs 
assessement could be conducted that involves the youth and families that take part in the YSS 
programs and services. A needs assessment allows those involved in the program to voice what 
they feel are areas that need improvement or changes. YSS could conduct a diversity survey or a 
needs asssessment survey like the one they conduct with staff and volunteers. Needs assessment 
surveys often include pre-set lists of questions, are given to a pre-determined amount of people, 
and are often done through personal interview, on the phone, or written surveys (Work Group for 
Community Health and Development, 2015). From these surveys YSS would be able to 
determine if those involved in their programs see a need for more diversity training among staff 
or the need for more recruitment of different cultures and diverse populations into their 
programs.  
 
Conclusion  
 

As previously stated, taking a further look into an organization to investigate the diversity 
and cultural competency practices allows for the identification of strengths and weaknesses in 
relation to diversity and make recommendations for improvement. Continuing the work that they 
currently do will only further help the community they serve. The surveys that they annually 
conduct and the addition of surveys to include the participants and their families will allow them 
to progress and continually improve. Frameworks such as the Developmental Model of 
Intercultural Sensitivity can also be used as a tool to improve the overall environment of 
programs that are apart of YSS. Youth and Shelter Services, Inc. has a strong backbone in 
promoting diverse populations throughout their programs and promotes an environment that is 
diverse and culturally competent. 
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