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Cultural competence serves as a foundational catalyst for advancing equity, wellbeing, 
and belonging in both academic and professional settings. This systematic review ex-
amines how culturally responsive practices, particularly inclusive mentoring, supportive 
organizational frameworks, and robust professional networks, contribute to identity affir-
mation, mental health, and career progression for underrepresented groups. Drawing on 
interdisciplinary scholarship from education, healthcare, and organizational studies, the 
review consolidates evidence on promising strategies and exposes ongoing limitations 
in longitudinal research, intersectional analysis, and equity-centered evaluation methods. 
It further underscores the connection between cultural competence and social determi-
nants of health, emphasizing the urgency of adopting holistic, sustainable models to fos-
ter inclusive excellence. Key recommendations include embedding cultural competence 
into institutional policy, leadership development, and mentorship structures to enable 
sustainable, systemic transformation. This review positions cultural competence as both 
an ethical imperative and a strategic lever for advancing justice and inclusion in diverse 
environments.
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Introduction

   Cultural competence is increasingly recognized 
as a critical factor in fostering equity, wellbeing, 
and belonging in academic and professional 
environments. As institutions across sectors 
strive to become more inclusive, there is a 
growing demand for evidence-based strategies 
that support diverse populations and address 
systemic barriers. This systematic review examines 
how culturally responsive practices, particularly 
inclusive mentoring, organizational frameworks, 
and professional networks, contribute to identity 
affirmation, mental health, and career advancement 
for underrepresented groups.
  Drawing from interdisciplinary literature in 
education, healthcare, and organizational studies, 
this review synthesizes current strategies and 
identifies persistent gaps in the integration and 
evaluation of cultural competence. It highlights 
how these practices intersect with social 
determinants of health and are essential for 
systemic transformation. For example, language 
access policies that fail to provide adequate 
interpretation services in clinical settings represent 
a systemic barrier that disproportionately affects 
non-English-speaking populations. The review also 
explores the institutional policies and leadership 
models that embed cultural competence into 
sustainable structures, positioning it as both a 
moral obligation and a strategic driver of inclusive 
excellence.

By providing a comprehensive analysis of effective 
interventions and uncovering areas in need of 
further research, such as longitudinal outcomes, 
intersectional approaches, and equity metrics, 
this paper offers actionable insights for scholars, 
practitioners, and leaders aiming to create 
equitable, inclusive, and affirming environments.

Literature Review

   Recent research highlights the urgent need 
for strong Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) 
frameworks in higher education and professional 
settings. Fagun (2025) demonstrates that 
institutions with comprehensive DEI strategies, 
including structured mentorship, equitable hiring 
practices, and targeted financial support, achieve 
higher student retention, greater faculty diversity, 
and more inclusive climates. Hill et al. (2024) 
and Byars-Winston et al. (2023) emphasize the 
effectiveness of culturally tailored interventions 
that support diverse and minoritized groups, 
particularly in academic and healthcare sectors.
   McEwen et al. (2024) illustrate how social 
justice–oriented professional development fosters 
inclusive practices and equitable participation. 
In professional environments, Leuhery et al. 
(2024) identify leadership commitment, inclusive 
policies, diversity training, and employee resource 
groups as essential drivers of inclusion. Meta-
analyses by Kasih and Ruslaini (2024) connect 
diversity initiatives with improved organizational 
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performance across industries, while Østergaard 
and Timmermans (2023) acknowledge human 
capital diversity as a key catalyst for innovation.

Importance of Cultural Competence

   Cultural competence encompasses an individual   
and organization-wide ability to understand, 
respect, and effectively engage with people 
from diverse cultural backgrounds (Campinha-
Bacote, 2019). It is essential for fostering inclusive 
workplace climates, enhancing employee 
engagement, driving innovation, reducing turnover, 
and improving client relations, ultimately serving 
as a competitive advantage in diverse markets 
(Minh & Osei-Amponsah, 2024). Within healthcare, 
it involves awareness, attitudes, knowledge, and 
skills necessary for culturally respectful care, along 
with ongoing self-reflection on personal values, 
cultural norms, and biases (Li et al., 2023).

Urgency for Cultural Competence Now More 
Than Ever 

   Li et al. (2023) emphasizes the critical need for 
cultural competence education in medical training, 
noting that effective care demands more than 
cultural facts. Recent social movements such as 
Black Lives Matter and the COVID-19 pandemic 
have brought longstanding societal and healthcare 
inequities into sharp relief, underscoring the 
urgent need for culturally appropriate care (Liu et 
al., 2022). Beyond healthcare, cultural competence 
is imperative across all professional fields to 
navigate increasingly diverse workplaces, foster 
inclusion, and ensure equitable interactions in a 
globalized world.

Cultural Competence as a Catalyst for Inclusive 
and Equitable Professional Environments

   This conceptual framework positions cultural 
competence as a multidimensional catalyst for 
inclusive, equitable, and sustainable professional 
environments. It incorporates both individual 
and organizational elements essential for 
effective cross-cultural engagement and systemic 
transformation rooted in equity, justice, and 
inclusion (Betancourt et al., 2003; Campinha-
Bacote, 2019).
   Individually, cultural competence entails self-
awareness, recognition of personal biases, 
understanding of diverse cultural norms and 
social determinants of health, and communication 
grounded in respect and humility. The Campinha-
Bacote ASKED model (awareness, skills, knowledge, 
encounters, and desire) offers a structured 
approach to cultivating these competencies 
(Ingram, 2012), with relevance extending beyond 
healthcare into broader academic and professional 
domains.

Methods

  A systematic review was conducted across 
multiple databases, including CINAHL, Academic 

Search Premier, Health Source, MasterFILE Premier, 
ERIC, and Academic OneFile were selected to 
capture interdisciplinary research spanning 
healthcare, education, and social sciences. The 
search targeted studies published within the last 
ten years (2015–2025) in the English language 
that explicitly addressed cultural competence or 
related concepts (e.g., cultural humility, inclusivity, 
diversity) within mentoring or institutional equity 
practices and reported empirical findings in peer-
reviewed journals.
   Search terms combined keywords and subject 
headings related to cultural competence, 
mentoring, institutional equity, diversity, and 
inclusion. Boolean operators (AND, OR) were used 
to refine results, ensuring comprehensive coverage 
of relevant literature. Studies were included if they: 
(1) involved academic or professional settings, 
(2) examined culturally responsive mentoring 
or organizational practices, and (3) provided 
qualitative, quantitative, or mixed-method 
empirical data. Exclusion criteria comprised non-
peer-reviewed articles, theoretical papers without 
empirical data, opinion pieces, languages other 
than English, and studies outside the ten-year 
publication range.
   Using thematic synthesis (Thomas & Harden, 
2008), recurring themes were identified 
across studies to evaluate the effectiveness 
of interventions and highlight persistent gaps. 
This evidence-based methodology informs 
the development of equity-focused mentoring 
programs, supports institutional transformation 
efforts, and guides strategies to reduce bias in 
diverse academic and professional environments.

Findings

Current Strategies for Promoting Cultural 
Competence

   Evidence-based mentoring programs support 
underrepresented faculty and students by 
fostering culturally responsive relationships 
that affirm identity, promote career growth, and 
advance equity (El-Banna et al., 2025). Leadership 
efforts focus on transformational mentorship, 
recruitment, training, bias reduction, and call for 
ongoing research to sustain equity (Asriati, 2025).
   Organizational cultural competence requires 
institutional frameworks that promote equity, 
representation, and respect for diversity through 
continuous training, supportive environments, 
identity affirmation, and accountability. Combining 
individual and organizational competence drives 
true multicultural capability (Ljubica et al., 2016).
  Structured mentorship programs are pivotal 
in enhancing cultural competence. Amri et al. 
(2020) highlight the effectiveness of mentorship 
in global health, emphasizing the development 
of competencies through guided experiences. 
Similarly, Dahlberg and Byars-Winston 
(2019) discuss the importance of mentoring 
underrepresented students in science and math 
fields, noting that such relationships can foster 
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a sense of belonging and cultural understanding. 
Leadership plays a crucial role in this context; 
Asriati (2025) underscores that leaders who 
prioritize diversity and inclusion can create 
environments where cultural competence thrives.

Implementing organizational policies that 
support cultural competence is crucial. Betancourt 
et al. (2003) define cultural competence and 
provide a framework for addressing racial and 
ethnic disparities in health care and beyond. This 
can be used as a starting model. Ingram (2012) 
examines the relationship between health literacy 
and cultural competence using Campinha-Bacote’s 
model, indicating that structured approaches can 
effectively enhance cultural understanding within 
organizations. Bentancourt et al. (2003) and 
Ingram (2012) serve as seminal articles in the field 
of cultural competence review and can be used for 
future review. 
 Engaging with local communities and 
understanding cultural determinants of health are 
vital. Kelly et al. (2024) conduct a scoping review 
on cultural determinants, highlighting the need 
for healthcare providers to be aware of cultural 
factors influencing health behaviors. McEwen et al. 
(2024) discuss professional development courses 
that promote social justice and cultural awareness 
among educators, suggesting that such initiatives 
can lead to more culturally competent practices.

The Role of Inclusive Mentoring and Networks

Culturally responsive mentoring and 
professional networks are critical for identity 
affirmation, belonging, and equitable mentorship 
access (Wright-Mair, 2020; Dahlberg & Byars-
Winston, 2019). Communities of Practice (CoPs) 
promote collective learning, professional identity, 
and peer support, helping individuals navigate 
challenges and grow (Wofford et al., 2023). 
Ensuring equitable mentorship access remains 
essential for diversity and inclusion. Termini et al. 
(2021) state that scientists at all career stages can 
benefit from building diverse mentoring networks 
that transcend boundaries and promote inclusion.

Another example is the National Institutes 
of Health-funded National Research Mentoring 
Network (NRMN), which was established to 
enhance diversity in the biomedical research 
workforce through culturally responsive 
mentorship, networking, and professional 
development. The NRMNet portal offers accessible 
career-stage-specific resources and mentoring 
across the biomedical, behavioral, clinical, and 
social sciences (Javier et al., 2021). 
    Building inclusive mentoring networks involves 
seeking diverse, culturally responsive mentors, 
engaging in supportive communities of practice, 
and using accessible, career-stage-specific 
resources to promote equitable professional 
growth. Additionally, culturally responsive peer 
mentoring enhances psychological safety and 
organizational commitment, helping reduce 
turnover among underrepresented students 
and supporting success in professional settings 

(Gehreke et al., 2024; Thakar, 2024).

Cultural Competence and Wellbeing

  Cultural competence fosters mental health, 
psychological safety, and identity affirmation by 
creating inclusive environments where individuals 
feel respected and supported. When institutional 
norms clash with personal identity, cultural 
mismatch can cause exclusion and stress, harming 
wellbeing. Inclusive mentoring provides emotional 
and professional support to help underrepresented 
groups build resilience and navigate challenges 
(Pfund et al., 2022). 
     Campinha-Bacote (2019) introduces the concept 
of “Cultural Competemility,” which integrates 
cultural competence and cultural humility. This 
paradigm shift emphasizes the importance of 
self-reflection and lifelong learning in developing 
cultural competence, particularly in mental health 
care. By acknowledging and respecting diverse 
cultural backgrounds, mental health professionals 
can build stronger therapeutic alliances, reduce 
biases, and improve the mental wellbeing of clients 
from various cultural groups.
   Li et al. (2023) conduct a meta-ethnographic 
synthesis of cultural competence frameworks in 
medical and health professional education. Their 
review highlights that incorporating cultural 
competence training in health education enhances 
healthcare providers’ abilities to deliver culturally 
sensitive care, which is crucial for patient 
satisfaction and wellbeing.
     Alongside institutional supports like mentorship 
programs, equity training, and communities of 
practice, culturally competent practices reduce 
discrimination and address systemic barriers, 
promoting belonging, reducing stress, and 
improving mental health (Wyatt et al., 2023). 
Overall, cultural competence is vital for advancing 
wellbeing through equity, inclusion, and identity 
affirmation.
      Intersections with Social Determinants of Health
Cultural competence intersects with social 
determinants by addressing disparities, 
socioeconomic, racial, gender, and geographic, 
that impact career, academic, and wellbeing 
outcomes. Structural inequities often limit access, 
but effective mentoring and cultural competence 
can mitigate these barriers through tailored 
support and equity promotion (Pfund et al., 2022; 
Amir et al., 2020)
      Recent research highlights how mentorship that 
integrates awareness of social determinants of 
health (SDOH) improves retention, job satisfaction, 
and career progression for marginalized groups 
by providing not only professional guidance but 
also addressing systemic challenges such as 
discrimination and unequal access to networks 
(Smith et al., 2023; Johnson et al., 2023). Integrating 
cultural determinants of health with SDOH 
offers a strengths-based, holistic perspective on 
Indigenous health and wellbeing, which can also 
inform approaches for other underrepresented 
populations (Kelly et al., 2024). This integrated 
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approach acknowledges the role of cultural 
identity, community practices, and historical 
context in shaping health outcomes, offering a 
more comprehensive lens for understanding and 
addressing health inequities.

Discussion

Gaps in the Literature and Limitations 

   Current research on cultural competence and 
mentorship reveals several critical gaps. There is a 
notable lack of longitudinal studies that measure 
long-term outcomes, limiting understanding 
of sustained impacts. Additionally, insufficient 
attention has been given to intersectionality 
and the experiences of marginalized voices, 
which restricts the inclusivity of existing models. 
Many mentorship programs face challenges with 
scalability and transferability across different 
contexts. Furthermore, there are gaps in the 
development of robust evaluation tools and equity 
metrics to effectively assess mentorship quality 
and equity outcomes.
   Restricting included studies to those published 
in English may have excluded relevant research 
from non-English sources, potentially limiting 
the global perspective. Although multiple 
databases were searched, some pertinent studies, 
especially unpublished or grey literature, may 
have been missing, introducing publication bias. 
The variability in study designs, populations, 
and outcome measures across included research 
posed challenges for synthesis and generalization. 
Additionally, the focus on academic and 
professional contexts limits applicability to other 
settings, and potential reviewer bias during 
screening and data extraction cannot be entirely 
ruled out. These limitations, alongside the identified 
gaps, underscore the need for continued, rigorous 
research to advance more effective and inclusive 
mentorship practices. 
   Lastly, length limitations can restrict the depth 
and detail presented in a systematic review, 
often leading to the omission of comprehensive 
search methods, critical appraisals, and nuanced 
discussions, which may impact the thoroughness 
and clarity of the findings.
Strategies for Change
 Strategies for change include implementing 
evidence-based, scalable frameworks for inclusive 
mentoring; integrating cultural competence into 
institutional policies and practices; fostering 
sustainable communities of practice; and 
establishing robust evaluation and accountability 
measures. Effective change requires embedding 
cultural competence as a core organizational value, 
supported by leadership commitment to diversity, 
equity, and inclusion at all levels. Institutions should 
prioritize longitudinal mentorship programs that 
are adaptable to diverse populations and contexts, 
with particular attention to intersectionality and 
addressing systemic barriers. Additionally, training 
initiatives must extend beyond individual skill 
development to include organizational culture 

shifts that promote psychological safety, cultural 
humility, and continuous learning.
    Building partnerships with local communities 
and incorporating cultural determinants alongside 
social determinants of health will enrich 
programs and policies, ensuring relevance and 
responsiveness to the needs of underrepresented 
groups. Transparent data collection and equity-
focused metrics are essential for monitoring 
progress and guiding iterative improvements. 
Finally, fostering accessible, career-stage-specific 
resources and diverse mentoring networks can 
enhance professional growth and retention of 
marginalized individuals, reinforcing pathways 
toward inclusive excellence. These strategies, 
combined with ongoing research to fill identified 
gaps, will contribute to sustained systemic 
transformation that advances equity, wellbeing, 
and belonging across academic and professional 
settings.

Conclusion

    Cultural competence is both a moral imperative 
and a strategic lever for advancing equity, wellbeing, 
and belonging in academic and professional 
contexts. This review finds that evidence-
based practices such as inclusive mentoring, 
culturally responsive leadership development, 
and institutional policy integration are particularly 
effective in affirming identity, reducing systemic 
barriers, and fostering sustainable inclusion.

What Works

   Inclusive mentoring networks, equity-focused 
leadership training, and culturally responsive 
organizational frameworks consistently promote 
psychological safety, retention, and career 
advancement. These strategies are most effective 
when they incorporate community-informed 
practices, address social determinants of health, 
and are supported by ongoing evaluation and 
accountability.

For Whom 

     These interventions are especially impactful for 
historically marginalized groups, including Black, 
Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC); first-
generation college students; LGBTQ+ individuals; 
and underrepresented faculty and professionals.

When 

  Cultural competence initiatives are most 
effective when implemented at critical transition 
points—such as during college entry, early-career 
development, or mid-career advancement—
when individuals are most vulnerable to systemic 
exclusion and in need of support structures that 
affirm their identities and potential.

Sustaining Change

   To sustain change, institutions must invest in 
longitudinal research to measure outcomes over 
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time, develop inclusive evaluation tools, and 
embed cultural competence into every level of 
policy and practice. These actions are essential for 
transforming systems and creating environments 
where all individuals can thrive with dignity, 
purpose, and belonging.
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