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� SPECIAL POPULATIONS FORUM

Cultural Commitment and the Counseling
Preferences and Counselor Perceptions

of Native American Women
Ruth J. Bichsel

University of Oregon

Brent Mallinckrodt
University of Missouri

Native American women (N = 218) living on a reservation were surveyed to assess their
preferences for counselor sex, ethnicity, cultural awareness, counseling style, and com-
mitment to Native American and Anglo-American cultures. Women generally preferred a
counselor with the following attributes: female, ethnically similar, culturally sensitive,
and used a nondirective counseling style. All these preferences, except for counseling
style, were generally stronger for personal versus vocational problems and were stron-
ger for women with high commitment to Native American culture. Written analogue por-
trayals depicted counselors in four combinations (Native American vs. Anglo, culturally
sensitive vs. insensitive). The Native American/sensitive counselor was rated highest,
with the Anglo/insensitive counselor rated lowest. The Anglo/sensitive counselor was
preferred to the Native/insensitive counselor by women who strongly identified with
Native American culture.

Native Americans (American Indians) experience higher levels of pov-
erty, unemployment, suicide, substance abuse, alcohol-related mortality, and
mental health problems than the general U.S. population (LaFromboise,
Coleman, & Gerton, 1993; LaFromboise & Howard-Pitney, 1995). Although
Native Americans’ need for mental health services has been well docu-
mented, and treatment is increasingly available (Attneave, 1987; Jackson,
1995), formal counseling services are underutilized by Native Americans
(Price & McNeill, 1992). Among Native American clients who do use these
services, the drop-out rates are among the highest of any ethnic group (D. W.
Sue & Sue, 1990a; S. Sue, Allen, & Conaway, 1981). Underuse of services by
Native Americans has been attributed to mistrust of White counselors
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(LaFromboise & Dixon, 1981), differing cultural views of the healing pro-
cess (Price & McNeill, 1992), and differing cultural values between Euro-
pean Americans and Native Americans (Bennett & BigFoot-Sipes, 1991;
LaFromboise, Trimble, & Mohatt, 1990). Some experts believe that much of
the mental health service provided by government agencies on reservations is
culturally insensitive, biased toward dominant cultural values, and may be
more destructive than helpful (LaFromboise & Rowe, 1983).

For any ethnic minority group, but perhaps especially for Native Ameri-
cans, a key element for engaging and retaining a client in counseling is a posi-
tive, mutually respectful therapeutic relationship in which both client and
counselor believe that the client will benefit (Atkinson, Thompson, & Grant,
1993; Gim, Atkinson, & Whiteley, 1990; LaFromboise & Howard-Pitney,
1995; McWhirter & Ryan, 1991; D. W. Sue & Sue, 1990b). A key element in
forming this type of positive relationship with Native American clients is the
counselor’s understanding of psychological aspects of the client’s cultural
experience (LaFromboise et al., 1993). Historically, Native Americans have
experienced grievous attempts to extinguish their tribal culture and language
and force them to adopt values of the dominant culture. The legacy of
imposed acculturation through, for example, the boarding school system,
forced separation of children from parents, and punishment for speaking the
tribal language (Garrett & Pichette, 2000; Little Soldier, 1985) has created
special psychological and emotional problems for many Native Americans
(Attneave, 1987; Morrissette, 1994). It is not surprising that many have a low
level of trust for White counselors (Herring, 1990a, 1990b; LaFromboise &
Dixon, 1981). Thus, the historical context and present experience of many
Native American clients require counselors to express positive attitudes,
knowledge, and respect for Native American culture as well as special sensi-
tivity to the unique stresses imposed by cultural conflicts to earn the trust of
Native American clients (LaFromboise et al., 1993; Trimble & LaFromboise,
1987).

Before proceeding, it is necessary to define important terms used through-
out this article. Acculturation has been described as a process of socialization
into an ethnic group other than one’s own, resulting from contact between
persons of two or more cultures. Acculturation involves cultural learning,
attitudinal change, and behavioral change (Casas & Pytluk, 1995). For
Native Americans, “acculturation refers to the degree to which the individual
accepts and adheres to both majority [White/Euro-American] and tribal cul-
tural values” (Choney, Berryhill-Paapke, & Robbins, 1995, p. 76, brackets in
original). A related term, bicultural competence, refers to the ability to inter-
act effectively with members of two cultures through one’s mastery of the
appropriate behaviors and knowledge of the culture-based expectations of
both cultures (LaFromboise & Rowe, 1983). Although there has been a
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widespread assumption that living in two cultures is invariably a
marginalizing experience and must involve a preference for one culture over
the other (Kerwin & Ponterotto, 1995), LaFromboise et al. (1993) argued that
it is possible to gain competence in a second culture without losing identifica-
tion with one’s traditional culture. The key to acquiring bicultural compe-
tence and minimizing the potentially negative impact of contact with the
dominant culture is maintaining a strong sense of personal identity. A compo-
nent of this personal identity for members of any ethnic minority group is cul-
tural commitment (Johnson & Lashley, 1989; Sanchez & Atkinson, 1983),
which, for the purposes of the current study, is defined as a desire to adopt
what an individual understands to be the values, norms, attitudes, and behav-
ioral practices of a given culture. In this sense, cultural commitment is a nec-
essary first step in the process of voluntary acculturation, but commitment
itself does not imply that acculturation has progressed very far. Ethnic iden-
tity is

the sum total of group members’ feelings about those values, symbols, and
common histories that identify them as a distinct group. . . . A person does not
belong to an ethnic group by choice; rather, he or she must be born into such a
group and becomes related to it through emotional and symbolic ties. (Smith,
1991, pp. 181-182)

For most individuals, cultural competency, ethnic identity, and cultural
commitment all coincide in their primary cultural identification. However,
for Native Americans immersed to varying degrees in contact with a second
culture, they may or may not choose to make a commitment to the values,
norms, and behavioral practices of the second culture. Whether they make a
commitment to the second culture, they may or may not derive any portion of
their ethnic identity from it. Finally, irrespective of making a cultural com-
mitment or deriving identity, a person may or may not be competent at func-
tioning in the second culture. An example may help to illustrate these distinc-
tions. A young woman may move from her reservation to a large city to take a
job whose duties require her to function competently in the dominant culture.
Even after years of working successfully at this job, she may never come to
view herself as “White” in terms of ethnic identity, and—although competent
in the dominant culture—she may not make a commitment to it by adopting
its values, norms, or attitudes as her own. In contrast, her sister, who moved
from the reservation with her, after a few years may stop describing herself as
“American Indian,” reject her traditional culture, and commit herself to
adopting the norms and behaviors of the dominant culture. Thus, cultural
commitment (especially for those who have made a recent commitment to a
second culture) does not necessarily involve completed acculturation,
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cultural competence, or ethnic identity. Although connections between
acculturation, bicultural competence, and mental health will be described in
this article, the specific focus of this study was the influence of cultural com-
mitment on counselor preference and perceptions of counselors.

Research is mixed about whether acculturation influences ethnic minority
clients’ help-seeking preferences. Some studies suggest that Mexican Amer-
ican college students prefer an ethnically similar counselor to a dissimilar
counselor and perceive the similar counselor as a more credible source of
help, regardless of the students’ cultural commitment (Lopez, Lopez, &
Fong, 1991; Ponce & Atkinson, 1989). Other studies suggest that accultura-
tion to the dominant culture is related to the willingness of Asian American
college students to seek Western-style psychological help (Atkinson & Gim,
1989). However, still other research suggests the converse, namely, that high
levels of identification with Asian culture predict willingness to see a psy-
chologist (Atkinson, Whiteley, & Gim, 1990). Perhaps these apparent dis-
crepancies are explained by complex interactions between acculturation, cul-
tural identification, gender, and the nature of the hypothetical presenting
problem (Gim et al., 1990). The somewhat contradictory findings in this
body of research can perhaps best be summarized by concluding that
although many studies suggest that ethnic minority clients prefer counselors
of the same ethnicity, especially for students with low acculturation to the
dominant culture (Atkinson, Jennings, & Liongson, 1990), these preferences
must be considered in relation to other factors related to preference
(Atkinson & Wampold, 1993). Among these moderating variables may be
the nature of the hypothetical presenting problem (Gim et al., 1990), coun-
selor cultural sensitivity (Atkinson, Casas, & Abreu, 1992; Pomales,
Claiborn, & LaFromboise, 1986; Thompson, Worthington, & Atkinson,
1994), and match of counselor and client sex. Although the effect of gender
on counseling process and outcome has received increased research atten-
tion, findings are inconclusive, especially when applied to multicultural
counseling (Atkinson & Schein, 1986).

In research focused on Native Americans, studies suggest that college stu-
dents have a strong preference for Native American counselors, men prefer
male counselors regardless of presenting problem, and women appear to pre-
fer female counselors only for personal problems (Haviland, Horswill,
O’Connell, & Dynneson, 1983). Native American college students low in
acculturation may have significantly less favorable attitudes toward counsel-
ing (Price & McNeill, 1992) and a strong preference for a Native American
counselor, if they were to seek counseling from anyone (BigFoot-Sipes,
Dauphinais, LaFromboise, Bennett, & Rowe, 1992). BigFoot-Sipes et al.
(1992) also found that female Native American students had a strong prefer-
ence for a female Native American counselor regardless of whether the pre-
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senting problem was academic or personal. In other research, stronger com-
mitment to Native American culture was associated with stronger preference
for seeing a Native American counselor (Johnson & Lashley, 1989) and was
associated with different expectations about counseling.

Research with Native American students confirms that counselor attitude
and value similarity are among the most important aspects of counselor pref-
erence (Bennett & BigFoot-Sipes, 1991). Unfortunately, almost the entire
body of research on counselor preferences has been conducted with college
students. These findings have limited generalizability to the full population
of Native Americans because many of those who most need mental health
services do not attend colleges or universities. Therefore, the purpose of the
present study was to investigate the association of cultural commitment in
Native Americans living on a reservation to preferences for counselor char-
acteristics and perceptions of counselors. The focus was on women because
they may be most likely to seek help from outside sources for themselves or a
family member. Approximately 45% of all Native American households are
headed by a woman (LaFromboise, Berman, & Sohi, 1994). In keeping with
contemporary theory (LaFromboise et al., 1993), we assessed cultural com-
mitment not as a mutually exclusive dichotomy but rather in terms of
orthogonal dimensions of commitment to Native American culture and the
dominant culture.

Specifically, in line with the previous research on acculturation, cultural
commitment, and counselor preference described above, we hypothesized
that greater commitment to Native American culture and less commitment to
the dominant culture would be associated with stronger preference of Native
American women for (a) a female counselor, (b) a Native American coun-
selor, (c) a counselor who was aware of Native American culture, and (d) a
counselor who used a more directive counseling style. Second, we hypothe-
sized that these preferences would be stronger for a personal counseling
problem than a vocational counseling problem. We posed a specific direc-
tional hypothesis for sex preference because, although the research is some-
what mixed, most previous studies suggested a preference for female coun-
selors, especially for personal problems. Our hypothesis about counseling
style was based on previous research suggesting that Native Americans pre-
fer a directive counseling approach to a nondirective one (Dauphinais,
Dauphinais, & Rowe, 1981). We also investigated the association of cultural
commitment to perceptions of four analogue counselors in a repeated-mea-
sures design that represented two levels of sensitivity to Native American
culture and two types of counselor ethnicity (Native American vs. Anglo).
Our third hypothesis led us to expect that cultural commitment would influ-
ence perceptions of counselors who varied in cultural sensitivity and ethnic-
ity. Specifically, we expected that women with high commitment to only
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Native American culture would form the most favorable impressions of the
culturally sensitive Native American counselor. We expected women with
high commitment to only Anglo culture to view the two Anglo counselors
most favorably, regardless of the counselors’ sensitivity. We formed no spe-
cific hypotheses regarding the complexities of how women with high or low
commitment to both cultures would perceive the counselors.

METHOD

Participants

Participants were recruited through letters mailed to a random sample of
1,600 residences on the Confederated Tribes of the Warm Spring Reservation
in central Oregon. A total of 218 Native American women (age 18 or older)
responded by returning surveys with useable data. The resulting sample rep-
resented a 14% response to our solicitation. Separate tribes live together on
this reservation. Women identified themselves as belonging to the following
tribal groups: Warm Springs (32%), Wasco (21%), Warm Springs and Wasco
mixed heritage (37%), and other tribal groups (10%). The mean age of
respondents was 37.93 years (SD = 12.40; range = 18-73). To provide the
maximum protection of anonymity, no further demographic questions were
asked.

Instruments

Cultural commitment. This measure was adapted for the present study
from single-item questions used in previous research (Johnson & Lashley,
1989; Price & McNeill, 1992; Sanchez & Atkinson, 1983) that conceptual-
ized cultural commitment in terms of two orthogonal factors of identification
with the “traditional” culture (in this case Native American) and the domi-
nant culture. Participants were asked to choose which one of the following
four phrases best described them: (a) “I have a strong commitment to both
Native American and Anglo-American cultures,” (b) “I have a strong com-
mitment to Native American culture and a weak commitment to Anglo-
American culture,” (c) “I have a strong commitment to Anglo-American cul-
ture and a weak commitment to Native American culture,” or (d) “I have a
weak commitment to both Native American and Anglo-American cultures.”
Following the example of Johnson and Lashley (1989), we included two
items to corroborate validity through asking about (a) degree of participation
in tribal activities and (b) proficiency in the tribal language. These items used
3-point scales (1 = not at all , 2 = somewhat, 3 = very). Because language
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proficiency may depend on opportunities not completely within the respon-
dents’ control, for this study we added two additional validity items asking
about (a) opportunity to learn the tribal language and (b) degree to which
respondents were encouraged to speak the tribal language at home or school.
These items used 3-point scales matched specifically to each item (e.g., for
learning the tribal language: 1 = no opportunity, 2 = some opportunity, 3 = a
lot of opportunity). Scoring is based only on the single item asking respon-
dents which combination of strong or weak commitment to Native American
and Anglo-American cultures best describes them. In addition to face valid-
ity, evidence of concurrent validity was provided by Johnson and Lashley,
who reported that language proficiency and participation in tribal activities
were associated in expected ways with the four-category item measuring cul-
tural commitment. Price and McNeill (1992) reported that commitment to
Native American culture assessed by this item was associated in expected
ways with previous experience living on a reservation.

Multi-Ethnic Preferred Counselor Characteristics Inventory (MEPCCI).
This measure was developed by Wetsit (1992), based on earlier work by
Bernstein, Wade, and Hofmann (1987), to assess preferences for counselor
characteristics across different presenting problem scenarios common to
Native American students. Wetsit’s original measure included six scenarios,
but the two concerning academic difficulties for college students were
deleted in the present study. Of the four scenarios retained, two scenarios
involved personal problems (breakup of romantic relationship, losing temper
with your child) and two involved vocational problems (fear you might
lose your job, dissatisfied with current job). In the current study, prefer-
ences for four counselor characteristics were assessed: (a) gender, (b) ethnic-
ity, (c) counseling style, and (d) cultural awareness. Respondents used a 5-
point Likert-type scale (1 = not important, 5 = very important) to indicate the
overall importance of a counselor characteristic for this problem and then
indicated their preferences within each characteristic, for example, within
ethnicity the preferences were (a) same race as me, (b) different race than me,
or (c) doesn’t matter. Beyond face validity, neither Wetsit nor Bernstein et al.
reported evidence of validity or reliability for their versions of this measure.
To reduce the number of analyses and control inflation of Type 1 error, in the
current study pairs of preference items for the two vocational and two per-
sonal problem scenarios were summed to form two-item scales.

Counselor Analogue Portrayals

Four short counselor-client vignettes based on those used by Gim,
Atkinson, and Kim (1991) were modified for use in this study. Each vignette

864 THE COUNSELING PSYCHOLOGIST / November 2001

 © 2001 Division 17 of Counseling Psychologist Association. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 at SAGE Publications on July 19, 2007 http://tcp.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://tcp.sagepub.com


was presented in written form and included three speaking turns each for cli-
ent and counselor. In this study, the four vignettes depicted combinations of
counselor ethnicity (Native American or Anglo-American) and sensitivity to
Native American culture (either moderately sensitive or fairly insensitive).
For example, in the vignettes depicting cultural sensitivity, the Anglo coun-
selor expresses empathy for the client’s experience of cultural isolation, and
the Native American counselor acknowledges the importance of showing
proper respect for one’s family members. In the vignettes depicting insensi-
tivity, the Anglo counselor admonishes the client for arriving late to the ses-
sion, and the Native American counselor fails to acknowledge the client’s
expressed concerns about not being respected by White coworkers.1 Respon-
dents were told that the client in each vignette was Native American and that
the counselor in each vignette lived near but not on the reservation. (The gen-
ders of counselor and client were deliberately left ambiguous.) A manipula-
tion check item presented after each vignette assessed perceptions of the
counselor’s “level of commitment to Native American culture” using a 10-
point unanchored scale.2 Three additional items asked for ratings of the coun-
selor’s competency, how comfortable the respondent would be if she or he
were to see this counselor, and how willing the respondent would be to see
this counselor. The 10-point scales for these items were anchored at the end
points with not at all competent versus very competent, not at all comfortable
versus very comfortable, and not at all willing versus very willing. These
three items were then summed to form a single index. Internal consistency
(coefficient alpha) ranged from .90 to .94 for the ratings.

Procedure

Survey packets contained cover letters that promised complete anonymity
and included a prestamped return envelope. The cover letter stated our con-
cern about so few American Indians using counseling services and described
the purpose of the study as collecting information that we hoped would lead
to better training and improved counseling services. After the initial presen-
tation of demographic questions, the survey presented elements in the fol-
lowing order: (a) cultural commitment assessment, (b) MEPCCI with prob-
lem vignettes, and (c) counselor analogue portrayals and ratings. To provide
the highest assurance that the surveys would remain completely anonymous,
no tracking-return procedure or multiple mailing of the surveys was used.
Only one letter was mailed to each randomly selected residence, with no spe-
cific directive as to which adult living in the household should complete the
survey. An address located on the reservation and telephone number were
provided for potential respondents to request additional copies of the survey.
Respondents were entered in a lottery for a $100 gift certificate for her choice

Bichsel, Mallinckrodt / NATIVE AMERICAN WOMEN 865

 © 2001 Division 17 of Counseling Psychologist Association. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 at SAGE Publications on July 19, 2007 http://tcp.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://tcp.sagepub.com


of one of several businesses located on or near the reservation. In addition, all
participants received a gift certificate good for a $3 purchase at one of these
cooperating businesses on or near the reservation.

RESULTS

Validity and Manipulation Checks

Women responded to the four-category measure of cultural commitment
with 78 (36%) reporting a strong commitment to both cultures (“strong
both”), 104 (48%) reporting a strong commitment to Native American cul-
ture and a weak commitment to Anglo culture (“strong Native American”),
24 (11%) reporting a strong commitment to Anglo culture but not Native
American culture (“strong Anglo”), and 12 (6%) reporting a weak commit-
ment to both cultures (“weak both”). To check the concurrent validity of this
single-item measure, the first two and the last two groups were combined to
form a high commitment to Native American culture group (n = 182) and a
low commitment to Native American culture group (n = 36). Chi-square
analyses indicated that these two groups differed as expected, in that the
group highly committed to Native culture was more active in tribal activities,
�

2(2, n = 218) = 13.17, p < .01; was more proficient in their tribal language,
�

2(1, n = 218) = 19.97, p < .0001; had been more encouraged to learn the tribal
language, �

2(2, n = 218) = 14.90, p < .001; and had more opportunity to learn
the tribal language, �

2(2, n = 206) = 30.78, p < .00001.
Respondents’ ratings of the commitment of counselors to Native Ameri-

can culture depicted in the vignettes were analyzed with a one-way repeated
measures analysis of variance (ANOVA) as a manipulation check for the
effectiveness of the vignette portrayals. The vignettes were designed to rep-
resent four different combinations of ethnicity and cultural sensitivity: Coun-
selor A was an Anglo-American counselor with moderate sensitivity to
Native American culture, Counselor B was a Native American counselor
with a low level of sensitivity to Native culture, Counselor C was a Native
American counselor with a high level of sensitivity to Native culture, and
Counselor D was an Anglo-American counselor with a low level of sensitiv-
ity to Native culture. Results of the ANOVA suggested that the manipulation
was very effective, F(3, 215) = 110.69, p < .0001. t tests used as follow-up
analyses indicated that Counselor C was rated as more committed to Native
American culture than Counselor A, t(217) = 3.25, p < .001; Counselor A was
rated as more committed than B, t(217) = 4.73, p < .001; and Counselor B was
rated as more committed than D, t(218) = 11.23, p < .001. Thus, the vignettes
effectively portrayed four counselors that were perceived as distinctive in
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their commitment—and we believe also in their sensitivity to Native Ameri-
can culture (see Note 2).

Tests of Research Hypotheses

To test our first hypothesis about preferences for counselor sex, ethnicity,
cultural awareness, and counseling style, we created indices of these depen-
dent variables by combining single items from the MEPCCI. Our intention
was to create continuous measures likely to be more reliable than the single
items used by Wetsit (1992). The MEPCCI preference indicators for coun-
selor sex and ethnicity consisted of two components, a categorical choice
(“same,” “different,” or “does not matter”) and a 5-point scale to indicate the
strength of preference (1 = not important, 5 = very important). An index was
created for each item that reflected not only the basic preference but also the
importance attached to the preference. First, a valence coefficient of –1 was
assigned for the choice of different, +1 for same, and 0 for does not matter.
This coefficient was multiplied by the importance indicator, resulting in an
index that varied from –5 (very important to have a counselor of different eth-
nicity or sex) to 0 (this choice does not matter) to +5 (very important to have a
counselor of the same ethnicity or sex). Pairs of parallel items resulting from
ratings of the two vocational problems and the two personal problems were
then summed to yield an index that ranged from –10 to +10 for ratings of pref-
erence for counselor sex and ethnicity—with separate ratings for vocational
and personal problems. The third MEPCCI preference item asked about
counselor cultural awareness (either through the counselor belonging to the
respondents’ tribal group or having knowledge of the tribal culture). This
preference was scored on a 1 to 5 scale, summed across parallel items in the
two vocational and two personal problems to yield indices that varied from 0
(does not matter) to 10 (cultural awareness is very important). Regarding
counseling style, the choices works with me to determine options and lists
options and lets me decide were both given a valence of +1 because these both
described a fairly nondirective style, whereas tells me what to do was
assigned a valence of –1 to indicate a more directive style. The choice does
not matter was assigned a valence of 0. After multiplying the valence by the
importance attached to this choice (scored on a 1-5 scale) and summed across
the two vocational and two personal hypothetical problems, the resulting
index could range from –10 (strong preference for a directive counseling
style) to 0 (does not matter) to +10 (strong preference for a nondirective
counseling style). Note that assignments of valences were done only in our
statistical analyses, not in the materials presented to respondents.

Our second hypothesis stated that counseling preferences would depend
on whether the hypothetical presenting problem was personal or vocational.
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To test both of the first two hypotheses, the four indices described above were
analyzed with a mixed model multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA),
with one between-participants factor (cultural commitment group); a within-
participants factor of problem type (vocational vs. personal); and a second
multivariate within-participants factor of preferences for (a) counselor sex,
(b) counselor ethnicity, (c) counselor cultural awareness, and (d) counselor
directive versus nondirective style. Because there were too few women who
indicated a weak commitment to both cultures (n = 12), they were excluded
from these analyses. Results shown in Table 1 indicate a significant main effect
for the between-participants factor of cultural commitment, F(2, 202) = 7.38,
p < .001, thus providing strong support for our first hypothesis. Results also
show strong support for our second hypothesis in that there was a significant
main effect for vocational versus personal problem type, F(1, 202) = 35.07,
p < .001, and a significant Cultural Commitment � Problem Type interaction,
F(2, 202) = 9.37, p < .001.

Univariate follow-up analysis suggested that the nature of the hypotheti-
cal problem was associated with women’s preferences for the sex, ethnicity,
and cultural awareness of their counselors but not counseling style. Compari-
son of the means in Table 1 shown in each pair of rows suggests that for
women with either a strong commitment to Native American culture or to
both cultures, their general preference for a counselor of the same ethnicity
and sex was stronger for a personal problem than for a vocational problem.
Regarding importance placed on cultural awareness, the picture is somewhat
mixed, with women in the “strong both” and “strong Anglo” groups attaching
higher importance to cultural awareness for personal problems than voca-
tional problems, whereas women in the “strong Native American” group
attached somewhat more importance to cultural awareness for vocational
problems. Note that because the ceiling score on this index was 10, these
scores indicate that all three groups had a fairly strong preference for coun-
selors with cultural awareness. Nevertheless, the strength of this preference
did vary depending on cultural commitment groups. All respondents pre-
ferred a nondirective counseling style, and the level of this preference was not
dependent on the nature of the counseling problem.

Scheffe follow-up comparisons between the three cultural commitment
groups are shown in the last column of Table 1. These comparisons suggest
that as hypothesized, preference for a counselor with high cultural awareness
and one of the same sex and ethnicity for personal problems was significantly
higher for women with high commitment to Native American culture or both
cultures, compared to women with a high commitment only to Anglo culture.
Interestingly, for vocational concerns there were also differences, in that
women with high commitment to Native American culture had even stronger
preferences for counselor cultural awareness and ethnicity than women with
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TABLE 1: Cultural Commitment and Preference for Counselor Sex, Ethnicity, Cultural Awareness, and Counseling Style (n = 205)

Cultural Commitment

A: Strong B: Strong Native C: Strong
Both (n = 78) American (n = 103) Anglo (n = 24)

Counselor Preference by Problem Type M SD M SD M SD F Group Difference Scheffe Test

Preference for sexa

Personal 3.10 4.45 4.70 4.69 0.23 0.87 10.96** B, A > C
Vocational 1.89 3.32 1.49 2.60 0.96 1.43 1.57 —

Preference for ethnicityb

Personal 3.89 3.49 4.11 3.77 0.18 0.85 13.86** B, A > C
Vocational 0.04 0.35 1.15 2.28 0.82 1.37 9.80** B > A

Preference for cultural awarenessc

Personal 7.73 1.61 7.74 1.23 6.64 0.95 7.65** A, B > C
Vocational 7.07 1.12 8.06 0.96 6.27 0.94 36.75** B > A > C

Preference for counseling styled

Personal 8.06 2.92 7.30 2.33 8.46 2.15 3.28*
Vocational 8.15 1.96 6.47 2.44 8.27 1.96 14.50** C, A > B

NOTE: Omnibus MANOVA results: Main effect for cultural commitment, F(2, 202) = 7.38, p < .001; main effect for problem type, F(1, 202) = 35.07, p < .001;
Cultural Commitment � Problem Type interaction, F(2, 202) = 9.37, p < .001.
a. Scores could range from –10 to +10, with higher scores indicating stronger preference for the same sex of counselor and increasing negative scores indicating
stronger preference for a male counselor. Effect of problem type, F(1, 202) = 9.10, p < .001.
b. Scores could range from –10 to +10, with higher scores indicating stronger preference for the same ethnicity of counselor and increasing negative scores indicat-
ing stronger preference for an Anglo counselor. Effect of problem type, F(1, 202) = 61.69, p < .0001.
c. Scores could range from 0 to +10, with higher scores indicating preference for greater cultural awareness; 0 indicates does not matter. Effect of problem type,
F(1, 202) = 4.47, p < .05.
d. Scores could range from –10 to +10, with higher scores indicating preference for less directive counseling style; 0 indicates does not matter, and increasing nega-
tive scores indicate preference for more directive style. Effect of problem type, F(1, 202) = 1.72, p = ns.
*p < .05. **p < .01.
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a strong commitment to both cultures. Although all women generally pre-
ferred a nondirective counseling style, women in the two groups with high
commitment to Anglo culture (i.e. “strong both” or “strong Anglo”), com-
pared to the “strong Native American” group, had a significantly higher pref-
erence for a nondirective style when working with vocational problems.

Our hypothesis predicted differences in perceptions of the analogue coun-
selors depending on the cultural commitment of women who read the
vignettes. Specifically, we expected that women with high commitment to
only Native American culture would form the most favorable impressions of
the culturally sensitive Native American counselor. Furthermore, we
expected women with high commitment to only Anglo culture to view the
two Anglo counselors most favorably, regardless of the counselors’ sensitiv-
ity. Each participant rated each counselor for (a) competence, (b) comfort
with the counselor, and (c) willingness to see the counselor. These three items
were summed to produce a single rating for each counselor. The four por-
trayed counselors represented combinations of ethnicity (Anglo vs. Native
American) and two levels of cultural sensitivity (moderately sensitive vs.
fairly insensitive). However, because the high and low sensitivity vignettes
were not identical, data were analyzed for the variable of counselor as a sin-
gle factor with four levels, instead of a 2 � 2 (Ethnicity � Sensitivity) design.
Thus, the mixed model MANOVA used to test the third hypothesis had one
between-participants factor (cultural commitment group) and only one within-
participants repeated measure (counselor) with four levels. Once again, the
small number of women in the “weak both” cultural commitment category
was excluded from these analyses. Results suggested a significant main
effect for cultural commitment, F(2, 203) = 21.36, p < .001; a significant
main effect for counselor, F(3, 201) = 140.14, p < .0001; and a significant
Cultural Commitment � Counselor Interaction, F(6, 404) = 10.78, p < .001.

Support for our hypothesis is evident in the final column of Table 2, which
reports results of planned comparisons in the form of repeated measures
(paired samples) t tests between ratings of each adjacent counselor, presented
separately for each cultural commitment group. For example, the first row
shows that women with a strong commitment to both Anglo and Native
American cultures rated the culturally sensitive Native American counselor
(Counselor C) significantly more favorably than either Counselors A or B,
who, in turn, they rated as both more favorable than Counselor D. The second
row shows that unlike the “strong both” women, the “Native American”
women did make a significant distinction between Counselors A and B.
These women who were strongly committed only to Native American culture
gave significantly more favorable ratings to Counselor A (the Anglo sensitive
counselor) than to Counselor B (the Native American insensitive counselor).
Finally, women who were committed strongly only to Anglo culture did not
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TABLE 2: Cultural Commitment and Perceptions of Analogue Counselors Differing in Ethnicity and Cultural Sensitivity (n = 206)

Counselor A Counselor B Counselor C Counselor D
(Anglo, (Native American, (Native American, (Anglo,

sensitive) low sensitivity) sensitive) low sensitivity)
Repeated Measures

Cultural Commitment Group M SD M SD M SD M SD t Test Planned Comparisons

Both 18.68 7.02 19.27 6.13 22.44 4.15 14.82 6.71 C > A, B > D
Native American 18.64 3.17 16.62 5.80 20.60 4.22 7.51 3.98 C > A > B > D
Anglo 22.00 4.66 22.17 4.36 20.67 2.46 10.25 5.57 B, A, C > D

NOTE: Both = strong commitment to both cultures (n = 78); Native American = strong commitment to Native American culture, weak commitment to Anglo cul-
ture (n = 104); Anglo = strong commitment to Anglo culture, weak commitment to Native American culture (n = 24). Omnibus repeated-measures MANOVA
results: Main effect for cultural commitment, F(2, 203) = 21.36, p < .001; main effect for counselor, F(3, 201) = 140.14, p < .0001; Cultural Commitment � Coun-
selor Interaction, F(6, 404) = 10.51, p < .0001.
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distinguish between Counselors A, B, or C—although they rated all three
more favorably than Counselor D. In these rather complex findings, four gen-
eralizations are evident: (a) The insensitive Anglo counselor (Counselor D)
was rated lowest by every group of women; (b) the Native American sensitive
counselor (Counselor C) was rated more favorably than any of the other three
counselors by women in the two cultural commitment groups committed to
Native American culture; (c) women with a high commitment only to Native
American culture were the only group to distinguish between Counselors A
and B, and they clearly preferred the culturally sensitive Anglo counselor
(Counselor A) to the culturally insensitive Native American counselor
(Counselor B); and (d) women in the two groups with commitment to Anglo
culture showed no consistent preference between Counselors A and B, who
differed in both ethnicity and cultural sensitivity.

DISCUSSION

This study explored, among Native American women who differed in
commitment to Native American and Anglo culture, several aspects of their
preferences for counseling and their perceptions of counselors who system-
atically differed in cultural sensitivity and ethnicity. We hoped to identify fac-
tors that would encourage Native American women to seek help from coun-
selors who represented “Anglo” culture (i.e., the dominant culture outside
the reservation) and to continue in counseling rather than dropping out. Spe-
cifically, we explored the hypothesis that women with a strong commitment
to Native American culture would express significantly stronger preferences
than other women for seeing a female Native American counselor who used a
fairly directive counseling style. Second, we hypothesized that these
expressed preferences would be stronger for personal problems than for
vocational problems.

Our hypotheses regarding counselor sex, ethnicity, cultural awareness,
and problem type were supported. However, contrary to expectations based
on previous studies (e.g., Dauphinais et al., 1981), all groups in our study pre-
ferred a generally nondirective counseling style. Perhaps the difference in
our findings was due to differences in our method of describing the counsel-
ing styles (i.e., “tells me what to do” is a fairly stark description of the direc-
tive style). In partial support of our hypothesis, women with a strong commit-
ment to Native American culture expressed the lowest level of preference for
a nondirective style. Although there were differences between groups and
problem type that generally supported our first two hypotheses, it must be
noted that, overall, all groups preferred a counselor of the same sex and eth-
nicity, one who was culturally sensitive, and one who used a style character-
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ized by “works with me to determine options” or “lists options and lets me
decide” versus “tells me what to do.” Recall that the 0 point of the scales mea-
suring preference for sex and ethnicity shown in Table 1 represents the point
of makes no difference, with +10 representing the strongest possible prefer-
ence for similar sex or ethnicity and –10 representing the strongest possible
preference for opposite sex or different ethnicity. Thus, because their scores
for counselor sex and ethnicity were close to the 0 point, it appears that
women identified only with Anglo culture did not have strong preferences in
these areas. (Small standard deviations indicate that their near 0 scores did
not result from approximately equal numbers of high and low scores.) The
preferences of the two groups of women identified with Native American
culture (i.e., “strong both” and “strong Native American”) for vocational
problems were only a bit stronger but still not very high (i.e., > 0 but < +2).
However, the means in Table 1 show that for personal problems, women com-
mitted to Native American culture had much higher preferences for female
counselors of the same ethnicity, compared to their preferences if the prob-
lem was vocational or the preferences of women identified with Anglo cul-
ture for either type of problem.

These findings are consistent with studies of college students (Haviland
et al., 1983; Wetsit, 1992) that also found female Native American students
generally preferred female counselors but only for problems of a personal
nature. Our findings are also consistent with other research that found that
higher levels of commitment to Native American culture are associated with
even stronger preferences for a counselor of the same sex (Wetsit, 1992) and
ethnicity (Johnson & Lashley, 1989). Our results for women living on a reser-
vation also match studies of Native American college students that found an
overall preference for counselors of the same ethnicity (BigFoot-Sipes et al.,
1992; Haviland et al., 1983). However, Bennett and BigFoot-Sipes (1991)
found that female students had no strong preference for counselor sex or eth-
nicity match, regardless of problem type or cultural commitment. These con-
flicting results may be due to the specific problem vignettes used in each
study or, alternatively, due to the different geographical locations of the par-
ticipants studied. Respondents in both the Wetsit (1992) and Haviland et al.
(1983) studies were from Montana, whereas participants in the Bennett and
BigFoot-Sipes study were from Oklahoma. It may be that cultural constraints
on Native American women of the Warm Springs Reservation in Oregon
make sharing personal information with a man inappropriate, especially if
that man is not a spouse or a close family member. Further research is needed
to determine which specific variables play a role in gender and ethnicity
preference.

To our knowledge, ours is the only study to date that examined preferences
for counselor style among potential Native American clients living on a res-
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ervation. The mean scores on this scale, which could range from –10 to +10,
indicated a strong preference for a nondirective style. Interestingly, women in
the two groups with a strong commitment to Anglo culture had the strongest
preference for a nondirective style. Perhaps, women with strong identifica-
tion only to Native American culture are accepting of a slightly less
nondirective style if it is combined with the nurturance, authority, and exper-
tise expected of a tribal elder (Johnson & Lashley, 1989).

Recall that the scale measuring preference for cultural awareness ranged
from 0 (does not matter) to 10 (strong preference). Means shown in Table 1
for women who identified with Native American culture were all greater than
7 on this scale, indicating that cultural awareness is a very important issue for
them. Unlike preferences for sex and ethnicity, preferences for a culturally
aware counselor were equally high for vocational as well as personal prob-
lems. These findings suggest that cultural awareness and cultural issues are
important in vocational problems as well as in personal problems, particu-
larly for women with a strong identification with Native American culture.

It is interesting to speculate about why the preferences for counselor sex
and ethnicity were apparently stronger for personal problems than vocational
problems. Helms (1995) has argued that an ethnic minority individual’s eth-
nic identity “status” can vary depending on context and environmental influ-
ences. For example, the social contexts of work, school, and family life
involve differing demands to which a person responds with different sets of
culturally relevant attitudes and behaviors. Perhaps participants in our study
believed that a Native American, female, culturally aware counselor would
have the best chance of helping them with the ethnic identity status they
assume in relating to their families. For women in our sample, vocational life
may require competence in, and identification with, the dominant culture to a
far greater extent than family life. Thus, some women may feel that a repre-
sentative of the dominant culture may have special expertise for providing
help with vocational problems. Our findings suggest that cultural awareness
is still important for women seeking help with a vocational problem but that
cultural awareness is even more important when the problem is personal.

Our third hypothesis involved predictions about how differing commit-
ment to Native American and Anglo culture would be associated with per-
ceptions of counselors who varied in cultural sensitivity and ethnicity. We
expected that women with high commitment to only Native American culture
would form the most favorable impressions of the culturally sensitive Native
American counselor (i.e., Counselor C). We expected women with high com-
mitment to only Anglo culture to view the two Anglo counselors (Coun-
selors A and D) most favorably, regardless of the counselors’ sensitivity.
Results partially supported our hypotheses. Perhaps, not surprisingly, the
Anglo counselor who demonstrated cultural insensitivity (i.e., Counselor D)
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was rated lowest of all counselors by all three groups. Perhaps, also not sur-
prisingly, the Native American counselor who demonstrated cultural sensi-
tivity (Counselor C) was rated highest by all “both” groups with commitment
to Native American culture. However, comparison of Counselor A, the cul-
turally sensitive Anglo counselor, with Counselor B, the culturally insensi-
tive Native American counselor, is among the most interesting in this study
and has significant implications for counselor training and practice. Women
with a strong commitment to Anglo culture did not distinguish between these
two counselors. However, women with a strong commitment to Native
American culture (and not to Anglo culture) preferred the Anglo culturally
sensitive counselor to the Native American culturally insensitive counselor.
These findings underscore the importance of cultural sensitivity in counsel-
ing practice and suggest that especially for women who strongly value their
tribal culture, seeing a counselor who is sensitive to that culture is more
important to them than seeing a counselor who is a member of the culture but
does not appear to be sensitive to its values.

These findings are consistent with other studies that found both counselor
ethnicity and cultural sensitivity are important factors and interact with one
another as well as client characteristics in determining which counselor
potential clients prefer to see (Bennett & BigFoot-Sipes, 1991; BigFoot-
Sipes et al., 1992; LaFromboise et al., 1990). Perhaps women in our study
with high commitment to Native American culture, based on previous experi-
ence, did not expect much sensitivity from an Anglo counselor. Thus, Coun-
selor A who was Anglo and sensitive may have created a positive dissonance
that enhanced favorable ratings, whereas Counselor B who was Native
American and insensitive may have created negative dissonance by disap-
pointing expectations. The influence of positively or negatively confirmed
expectations on the counseling process might be a fruitful area for further
research.

LaFromboise et al. (1990) developed a five-level model of acculturation
for Native Americans based on varying degrees of cultural commitment and
assimilation. In this model, the traditional level is similar to the “strong
Native American” group in this study, with low commitment to the dominant
culture and strong commitment to Native American culture. The marginal
level corresponds to our “weak both” group, with low commitment to both
cultures. The bicultural level corresponds to our “strong both” group, with a
high commitment to both cultures. The assimilated level corresponds to our
“strong Anglo” group, with low commitment to Native American culture and
strong commitment to Anglo culture. The fifth level, pantraditional, is com-
posed of persons formerly at the assimilated level who seek out their tradi-
tional roots and embrace their tribal heritage. Thus, our “strong both” group
contained women that, according to the LaFromboise et al. model, could be
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labeled as either bicultural or pantraditional, depending on the developmen-
tal trajectory they followed to arrive at their commitment to both cultures.
The bicultural versus pantraditional trajectories—as well as the other three
acculturation levels—may have important consequences for counselor pref-
erence that should be investigated in future research.

There are a number of important methodological limitations that should
be noted. Our sample was limited to women on a single reservation, making
generalizability to men or to women on other reservations uncertain. The
self-selected sample was undoubtedly not representative of all women on this
reservation. For example, it is certainly conceivable that those with the stron-
gest negative attitudes toward Anglo culture did not return surveys. However,
this sample may represent women who have at least some favorable disposi-
tion to seek counseling, and it provides a better basis for generalization to
Native Americans living on reservations than previous studies that used col-
lege students as samples of convenience. In addition, all measures were sus-
ceptible to the potential biases of self-report instruments. A threat to con-
struct validity was introduced by the single-item forced-choice method of
designating cultural commitment groups. Although checks supported the
validity of the indicator item, because cultural commitment is a complex con-
struct, this single item provided at best only a rough assessment.

Finally, limitations are introduced by the written counseling vignettes.
The brief exchanges depicted did not provide a very powerful or realistic por-
trayal of actual counseling. On the other hand, they did have the advantage of
not introducing confounds based on the physical attractiveness or vocal
response tone of actors presented on videotape. The written exchanges were
not free of confounds, however, because pairs of vignettes differed in ways
other than cultural sensitivity and ethnicity. For example, Counselor D was
the only counselor depicted confronting a client (about being late), and
Counselor C was the only counselor to speak empathically about family rela-
tionships. Because social desirability bias may be a particular problem in
studies of ethnic minority counselor preferences (Abreu & Gabarain, 2000;
Coleman, Wampold, & Casali, 1995), we chose to present four different
vignettes instead of two pairs of identical vignettes (that varied only by coun-
selor ethnicity) to better mask our research purpose. Although some type of
confound is therefore unavoidable, it is important to note that the differences
in rating counselors in this study may have been due to differences in the
vignettes that were not related to cultural sensitivity or ethnicity.

The advantage of our study is that it is one of the few investigations of
counseling preferences of Native American women living on a reservation
and the only such study we are aware of to assess perceptions of analogue
counselors. Of course, more research of all types is needed to improve coun-
seling services for Native Americans. However, studies of reservation life are
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especially needed. The task is particularly difficult, in part, because of the
negative history that many Native Americans have experienced with research
results and government policies that were used to exploit and repress them
(Garrett & Pichette, 2000). The understandable resulting distrust of research-
ers must be overcome, as the first author in this study attempted, through
many hours of patient contacts with tribal leaders, by becoming well-known
in the reservation community, and by making a commitment to be of benefit
to the people instead of only extracting information from them and then leav-
ing—never to be seen again.

If the results of this study are extended and replicated in future research,
further evidence could be marshaled to support conclusions that must remain
tentative for now. It appears that Native American women living on the reser-
vation we studied, like many Native American college students, prefer
female counselors—especially for personal problems. Although they prefer
a counselor matched to their ethnicity, cultural sensitivity appears to be an
overriding factor. Some of our results suggest that counselors representing
the dominant culture may be regarded as competent and may engender will-
ingness of Native American women to see them, if they can demonstrate their
cultural awareness and sensitivity. Interestingly, the acceptability of a cultur-
ally sensitive Anglo counselor appears to be highest for women with a strong
singular identification to Native American culture.

We believe it is important not to overgeneralize these findings to Native
American women who do not live on reservations. One of the many differ-
ences between these groups of women is that information about Anglo cul-
ture is conveyed much more exclusively through media portrayals and
through contact with human resource workers who come to the reservation
for the women we studied, whereas women who live off the reservation
have much more extensive direct contact with Anglo culture. Conversely,
the sources of information about one’s traditional culture are necessarily
more limited for women living off the reservation. Each group experiences
unique stresses and coping advantages (LaFromboise et al., 1994). It remains
uncertain how these differences might influence the counseling preferences
and perceptions of Native American women who live off the reservation.

Our findings suggest that for Native American women who do live on res-
ervations to receive adequate counseling services, it is essential that counsel-
ors have competence in dealing with these individuals. In our study, the
Anglo counselor who evidenced cultural insensitivity was rated far more
negatively than any of the other three counselors. The results of this study
support the need for counselors to receive thorough training about Native
American cultural issues and values to provide competent and ethically
appropriate counseling to this underserved population. Many writers believe
that non–Native American counselors can and should be trained to work

Bichsel, Mallinckrodt / NATIVE AMERICAN WOMEN 877

 © 2001 Division 17 of Counseling Psychologist Association. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 at SAGE Publications on July 19, 2007 http://tcp.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://tcp.sagepub.com


more effectively with Native American clients (e.g., Atkinson, 1994;
LaFromboise & Foster, 1992; LaFromboise & Howard-Pitney, 1995; Sabnani,
Ponterotto, & Borodovsky, 1991). Further research concerning the type of
training necessary will be very important in providing guidance for counsel-
ors who wish to work with this population.

NOTES

1. Because we used a repeated-measures design in which every participant was exposed to
every vignette, we deliberately chose not to present a pair of identical vignettes with moderate
cultural sensitivity and a pair of identical low sensitivity vignettes that varied only with regard to
counselor ethnicity. Of course, the advantage of doing so would have been to create a 2 � 2 facto-
rial design with added control for confounds. However, we felt this advantage was outweighed
by the disadvantages of (a) added fatigue and lessened attention as participants read through
pairs of obviously identical transcripts and (b) increased transparency about our research pur-
poses and the resulting greater social desirability bias if respondents saw, quite evidently, that the
only variation in a pair of vignettes was counselor ethnicity.

2. Note that although the vignettes were intended to portray counselors of varying cultural
sensitivity, through an inadvertent error the manipulation check item asked participants to rate a
counselor’s “commitment to Native American culture.” Thus, validity of the manipulation
check depends on participants’ view that cultural sensitivity must necessarily be a component of
cultural commitment.
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