
Learning to design culturally sensitive
interventions

Background
In the world of work, university graduates will operate in complex environments and deal with 
issues that affect people of different ethnicities in distinct ways. Similarly, graduates will invariably 
work in multi-disciplinary professional teams, requiring them to recognise the mutual benefits that 
derive from such collaboration.
 
Yet, units in the first and second years of a psychology degree include discussions of culture 
which are only of a conceptual nature, while research methodologies are experimental rather than 
directly applicable to community settings.  Similarly, students are not required to consider the 
financial viability or sustainability of their work.

In this context, it is imperative that psychology students in their final year have the opportunity to 
apply psychological knowledge regarding a culturally-sensitive approach applied to a simulated 
situation in an area where they see themselves working after graduation. 

What we did
We designed a new type of assessment for a unit on ‘Culture and Individual Differences’ that 
ran for the first time in 2014-151 . Using an Action Research approach, students are required to 
produce proposals for interventions in areas of health, work, education, crime and mental health 
which apply concepts from cross-cultural/cultural psychology.

The students go through the following stages in tutorials:

1. They choose an area and identify an issue of interest. They are then introduced to 
Action Research, a methodological framework that is apt to the design and imple-
mentation of interventions in community settings.

2. They learn about the particular groups and contexts where the issue is prevalent 
using a diversity of sources. They are encouraged to identify previous and current ini-
tiatives that address the issue, thereby construct a solid rationale for their proposal. 
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3. They create a detailed plan of a proposed intervention, based on psychological prin-
ciples, complete with aims, phases, the resources needed, and a consideration of in-
ter-disciplinary and inter-institutional collaborations. Students must prepare a budget, 
explore potential funding, and propose a strategy to ensure sustainability.

4. Students finally identify an approach to evaluate the impact of their interventions in 
terms of whether the aims are achieved.

The submitted proposals (of 2,500 words +/- 10%) are assessed according to the following 
criteria: 

  - Conceptualization of the issue (what it is and how it can be defined).
  - Contextualization of the issue (who is affected and how).
  - Rationale (why it is important to intervene).
  - Disciplinary basis (concepts from cross-cultural/cultural psychology).
  - Planning (in the terms described above) 
  - Evaluation (means of collecting evidence).
  - Expression, citations, referencing. 

Content and resources used 
1. Mostly media based (news reports, blogs, YouTube videos and documentaries) for general 
context of an issue, and insights to the experiences of the people affected. Also, more robust 
sources, such as governmental and non-governmental reports (e.g. WHO, Office of National 
Statistics, Public Health England, Home Office, British Crime Survey, CENSUS, etc.).

2. YouTube Videos about Action Research, best viewed prior to the tutorial, for example:
 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=chJSM-cCScA
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FVCEhay71ts 

3. Journal articles on how Action Research interventions can provide information to change 
a situation, typically in community settings. These are read in preparation for a discussion in 
tutorials.

4. A Community Guide Toolbox, http://www.thecommunityguide.org/toolbox/index.html on 
how to plan community-based interventions in public health, but is applicable more widely.

What was the impact? 

 � Action Research takes the students out of their comfort zone. Where they tend ini-
tially to be suspicious of the idea that you can combine learning about a topic with 
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acting to change a situation, they quickly appreciate the value of this method. 

 � This assignment offers the students a space to create a product that is realistic and 
most of them apply themselves to research a group and imagine they really are sub-
mitting proposals to a potential funding source. 

 � Generally, even weak students become motivated and welcome the idea of a practi-
cal assignment which simulates a real world scenario they may face after graduation, 
as reflected in the BUS.

 � Last year there were many well-grounded proposals, describing highly creative and 
practical interventions. The grades obtained by that group were very encouraging: 
186 students submitted out of 200 enrolled (93%), an average grade of  C+ and the 
pass rate of 96.77%.

What we learnt? 

 � Students are typically not trained to contextualise the topics they study or tackle in 
assignments. Without a broad understanding of who are affected and how, students 
are not be able to design culturally sensitive interventions nor articulate a clear justifi-
cation of their work.

 � Whereas students may be familiar with some sources of information regarding so-
cial issues, such as peer reviewed journal articles, they know little of the existence 
of governmental and non-governmental institutions that are directly relevant to the 
issues they choose to study. 

 � Some students struggle to use the concepts studied in the unit (intelligence, per-
sonality, motivation, etc.) to understand the specific issues they choose to address. 
Therefore, further support should be provided to facilitate or ‘scaffold’ this process. 

 � Similarly, some students do not apply psychological knowledge to the design of the 
actual activities (plan). So, more effort must be made in tutorials to can encourage 
students to use prompts such as ‘what psychological theory am I basing that activity 
on?’ or ‘What psychological theory/model could I use to design an activity in order to 
achieve that aim?’


