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Interventions: Working with Latino Families 

The information below is provided by: 

Bean, R.A., Perry, B. J., and Bedell, T.M. (2001). Developing culturally competent marriage and family therapists: 
Guidelines for working with Hispanic families. Journal of Marital and Family Therapy, Vol. 27(1), 43-54. 

Guidelines for Working with Latino Families 

Use Family Therapy when possible as the Treatment Modality 

1. Act as an Advocate for the Family with Other Helping Agencies 

2. Gather Information on the Immigration Experience 

3. Assess for Level of Acculturation 

4. Assess for Language Proficiency 

5. Respect the Father or Father Figure 

6. Do Separate Interviews with Family Subsystems 

7. Do Not Force Changes in Family Relationships 

8. Provide the Family with Concrete Suggestions That They Can Quickly Implement 

9. Engage the Family in the First Session with Warmth and Personalismo 

Use Family Therapy (when possible) as the Treatment Modality: 

 Family therapy is seen as being culturally relevant for Hispanics because it reinforces their view of familismo 

and extended family 

o Individuals identity is seen as a product of the family relationships 

o Hispanics have broad support networks of extended family members (can be included in family 

sessions) 

o Structural Family therapy interventions have been found effective in reducing behavioral and 

emotional problems. 

o Family functioning deteriorated in the families in which only the individual was treated 

Act as an Advocate for the Family with Other Helping Agencies: 

 Families interact with churches, schools, work and other groups; therapists may be called on to coordinate 

services and to facilitate positive interactions between the family and outside organizations. 

 Therapists may need to act as a direct advocate with school or justice systems or may only need to 

encourage clients to make contact with extended family or community members who can help facilitate their 

interactions with other organizations 

Gather Information on the Immigration Experience: 

 There is considerable stress associated with immigration to the United States, including finding employment, 

financial difficulties, language barriers, and social discrimination. 

 The family’s national origin has been found to be associated with the level of immigration-related stress. 

 Foreign-born immigrants may have lower rates of mental illness than U.S.-born Hispanics. 

o Higher rates of mental health problems in the areas of depression, alcohol abuse, and panic 

disorders 

 Hispanics often rely on padrinos (godparents) and members of the extended family for emotional and 

financial support.  
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 U.S.-born Hispanics would have fewer available resources to cope with stress and life changes. 

Assess for Level of Acculturation: 

 Discrepancies in acculturation levels between parents and children have been linked to parent/child conflict 

in clinical and nonclinical populations. 

o Other issues regarding acculturation levels include: less family cohesion, parent-adolescent 

conflict, lower self-esteem in youth and the acceptance of the adoption of more majority-culture 

values. 

 A higher level of acculturation has been linked to lower levels of depression in Mexican-American young 

adults and older adults  

 Therapists can serve as an advocate in helping the family: 

o  acculturate to majority norms/expectations 

o help the family hold on to the cultural traditions and can help them to cope with the various 

stressors associated with acculturation 

o help family understand the inherent strengths of both cultures  

o have the therapy sessions open to family/friends who can offer perspective on challenges of 

establishing a bicultural identity. 

Assess for Language Proficiency: 

 Many Hispanics function bi-culturally, interacting with both English-speaking and Spanish-speaking groups. 

 When assessing family’s acculturation level, therapists should determine the language proficiency of family 

members and decide whether the family speaks enough English and/or whether the therapist speaks 

enough Spanish to facilitate family work. 

 The clear preference is for bilingual, bicultural therapists, but when a Spanish-speaking therapist is not 

available, it may be necessary to use an interpreter. 

Respect the Father or Father Figure: 

 Hispanic families are depicted as having traditional gender roles and a patriarchal structure. 

 Therapists are encouraged to show respect to the father by meeting with him first, addressing him first in 

family sessions, being less confrontational with him, and consulting him on treatment decisions. 

 In situations in which machismo complicates the therapeutic process, it is important for supervisors to focus 

therapists on this positive side because it can be used to engage fathers and invite their participation in 

family sessions. 

Do Separate Interviews with Family Subsystems: 

 Culturally in accordance with clear hierarchal standards in Hispanic families between parents and children, 

mature topics such as family secrets, marital problems, and financial difficulties are not discussed in the 

children’s presence.  

 Having separate sessions allows children to discuss their concerns without directly challenging the authority 

of their parents. 

 This strategy allows the therapist to join with each family subsystem and to assess for differences in 

acculturation levels and English-speaking ability. 

Do Not Force Changes in Family Relationships: 

 Therapists need to appreciate the wide range of family structures and not misinterpret a culturally normative 

relationship as pathological. There are different norms for family roles, hierarchy, etc. between differing 

cultures. What is normal for Latinos maybe abnormal behavior for Asian families. 
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 It is important to note some family patterns and strategies represent solutions/attempted solutions to the 

constraints put on families by their particular economic/social niche in the broader society. 

Provide the Family with Concrete Suggestions That They Can Quickly Implement: 

 Some studies have shown that structural family therapy is considered to be well-suited to working with 

Hispanic families because it advocates a therapeutic stance of being directive, present oriented, and 

focused on finding immediate solutions to problems.  

 Cognitive-behavioral therapy is also considered a relevant model because of the concrete assignments and 

behavioral changes. 

Engage the Family in the First Session with Warmth and Personalismo: 

 Engaging the family, as a therapeutic guideline, is not solely applicable to this ethnic group. The value of 

Personalismo marks the special importance of joining with Hispanic clients in the first session 

 Hispanic clients are more likely to trust their therapists when they know them as persons via self-disclosures 

about hobbies, family, and music/entertainment preferences. 

 Families need to feel that the therapist is personally concerned about their well-being and that he or she has 

particular interest in helping them solve their problems. 

Effective Therapy Approaches: 

 Family Systems Therapy 

 Cognitive Behavioral Therapy 

 Short Term Solution Focused Therapy 

Interventions: Working with Latino Military Personnel 

Unique Considerations: 

 Latinos in the military are bicultural-multiple identities 

 They are trying to respect parents’ values, but they are ambitious and are seeking to gain freedom from 
family struggles/dysfunction through different successes and adventures. 

 The Latino individual joining the military wants to gain their own life/identity and lose the family role 

 The can be considered Rebelde by their family 

 The individual could feel rejected/torn apart or isolated 

 If the Latino family is a proud family then they could feel embarrassed that their family member has joined 
the military 

 Typically Latino individuals are highly motivated and ambitious 

  

 Resources 

 
Hispanics in the Military  

http://pewhispanic.org/files/factsheets/6.pdf  

 
U.S. military, a growing Latino Army 

http://nbclatino.com/2013/01/01/u-s-military-a-growing-latino-army/  

 

Latina Leader: A veteran Creates a Mental Health Non-Profit for Fellow Veterans 

http://nbclatino.com/2013/05/27/latina-leader-a-veteran-creates-a-mental-health-non-profit-for-fellow-veterans/  

 

Cultural Competency Key to Meeting the Health Needs of Latino Veterans 

https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/race/news/2012/08/07/12037/cultural-competency-key-to-meeting-the-

health-needs-of-latino-veterans/  

http://pewhispanic.org/files/factsheets/6.pdf
http://nbclatino.com/2013/01/01/u-s-military-a-growing-latino-army/
http://nbclatino.com/2013/05/27/latina-leader-a-veteran-creates-a-mental-health-non-profit-for-fellow-veterans/
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/race/news/2012/08/07/12037/cultural-competency-key-to-meeting-the-health-needs-of-latino-veterans/
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/race/news/2012/08/07/12037/cultural-competency-key-to-meeting-the-health-needs-of-latino-veterans/
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“Saluting my Hermana in Arms this Memorial Day” 
http://blog.gracefullyglobal.com/?p=217  
 
Letting Your Child’s Literate Side Out 
http://www.gracefullyglobal.com/commerce/?page_id=280  
 
Letting Your Child’s Wild Side Out 
http://www.gracefullyglobal.com/commerce/?page_id=82  
 
Self-care When Caring for Others 
http://blogs.extension.org/militaryfamilies/2014/05/26/self-carewhen-caring-for-others/  
 
A Salute to the Latinas Who Served and Sacrificed 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/graciela-tiscarenosato/a-salute-to-latinas-who-s_b_5374415.html  
 
Adapting to Culture 
http://blogs.extension.org/militaryfamilies/2015/02/16/adapting-care-to-culture/ 
 
Suicidality Among Veterans after Surgery 

http://blogs.extension.org/militaryfamilies/2015/02/23/suicidality-among-veterans-after-surgery/   

 

As Numbers Grow, Recognizing Generations of Latino Vets 

http://www.nbcnews.com/news/latino/numbers-grow-recognizing-generations-latino-vets-n245261  

 
Cultural Competency 

http://www.nih.gov/clearcommunication/culturalcompetency.htm   

 
Self-care for the Military Family Advocate 
http://blogs.extension.org/militaryfamilies/2013/07/03/self-care-forthe-military-family-advocate/  
 
Working with Members of the Military: Secondary Traumatic Stress 
http://blogs.extension.org/militaryfamilies/?s=Working+with+Members+of+the+Military%3A+Secondary+Traumatic+St
ress    
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