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Abstract 

This paper proposes the Cultural Wisdom Integration Framework (CWIF) as a conceptual model for 
reframing counseling practice through Indigenous epistemologies. While contemporary counseling has 
advanced through evidence-based and multicultural approaches, it remains largely grounded in Western 
individualistic paradigms, often overlooking culturally embedded ways of knowing. This limitation is 
particularly evident in non-Western and collectivist societies, where relational, communal, and spiritual 
dimensions shape individuals’ experiences of distress and healing. Drawing on Indigenous psychology, 
multicultural counseling theory, and cultural epistemology, this paper argues that cultural wisdom should 
be positioned not merely as contextual adaptation but as a foundational source of knowledge in 
counseling. The proposed CWIF consists of three interrelated layers: ontological (relational 
understandings of the self), epistemological (culture-based sources of knowledge), and praxis 
(implementation through culturally attuned, relational, and community-engaged practices). The 
framework offers a structured approach to integrating Indigenous values into counseling processes, 
emphasizing meaning co-construction, relational healing, and community involvement. The paper 
concludes by discussing theoretical implications, practical applications, and directions for future 
empirical validation. This work contributes to ongoing efforts to decolonize counseling and to develop 
more culturally responsive global mental health practices. 

Keywords: Cultural Wisdom Integration Framework (CWIF); cross-cultural counseling; indigenous 
psychology; epistemic pluralism; cultural grounding; multicultural counseling; decolonizing counseling. 

 

1. Introduction 

Global counseling practice has undergone significant development, particularly through 

the expansion of evidence-based interventions and increased attention to multicultural and 

socially responsive approaches (Hwang, 2026; Chiu, Gelfand, 2021) . However, despite these 

advancements, contemporary scholarship continues to highlight that counseling theory and 

practice remain largely grounded in western epistemological traditions, which prioritize 

individualism, intrapsychic processes, and universal assumptions about human experience 

(Gone, 2020;  Kirmayer, 2024). This dominance raises concerns regarding the cultural validity 

and contextual relevance of counseling models across diverse global settings. 

In many non-western and indigenous contexts, psychological experiences are deeply 

embedded within relational, communal, ecological, and spiritual dimensions of life (Rogoff, 

2021; Nancy & Collins, 2024). Mental health and help-seeking behaviors are not solely driven 

by individual agency but are also shaped by culture, collective identity, and traditional knowledge 

systems (Roy & William, 2018; Gone, 2021). This perspective underscores that culture is not 

merely a contextual variable but a constitutive force in shaping human experience. 

Consequently, counseling approaches that rely exclusively on western frameworks risk 

producing epistemic limitations and may contribute to the marginalization of indigenous 
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knowledge systems and practices within psychology (Phan & Rivera, 2009; Rukmana, & 

Romadhoni, 2024). 

Recent developments in multicultural counseling research and decolonial scholarship 

have increasingly emphasized the need to critically re-examine dominant paradigms. A growing 

body of literature suggests that integrating local wisdom, cultural values, and social justice 

perspectives is essential for developing more inclusive and contextually grounded counseling 

practices (Faqihudin, 2024; Garai & Ku, 2024). However, many existing approaches still 

position culture as an adaptive component within pre-existing theoretical structures, rather than 

as a foundational epistemological framework in its own right (Um, 2024; Kiyama & Simpkins, 

2026). 

In response to these limitations, this paper proposes a conceptual reframing of 

counseling grounded in cultural wisdom. Specifically, it introduces the Cultural Wisdom 

Integration Framework (CWIF), a model designed to systematically integrate indigenous 

epistemologies into counseling theory and practice. By repositioning cultural wisdom as a core 

source of knowledge, this framework contributes to the advancement of counseling practices 

that are culturally responsive, epistemically inclusive, and contextually relevant in an increasingly 

pluralistic world (Virgona & Ruby, 2025; Lur Rochman & Basit, 2024) 

Despite the growing body of literature on multicultural and culturally responsive 

counseling, significant theoretical and epistemological gaps remain (Amalia, 2026; Alzoubi & 

Alsalhi, 2025). Contemporary approaches largely focus on enhancing practitioners’ cultural 

competence within existing frameworks, yet they rarely question the foundational assumptions 

upon which these frameworks are built (Gone, 2020; Nancy & Collins, 2024). As a result, culture 

continues to be positioned as an external or adaptive variable rather than as a generative source 

of theory and knowledge. 

Furthermore, although calls for the integration of indigenous and local knowledge 

systems have intensified in recent years, there remains a lack of coherent and systematic 

frameworks that operationalize how such knowledge can be meaningfully embedded within 

counseling processes (Pat & Roz, 2021; Lestari & Mahfud, 2020). This gap reflects a broader 

epistemic imbalance in which dominant western paradigms continue to define the boundaries 

of legitimate knowledge in counseling (Rahmah & Winingsih, 2025; Mahfud & Latifah,  2025). 

Therefore, there is a critical need for conceptual models that not only acknowledge cultural 

diversity but also position cultural wisdom as a foundational epistemological basis for 

counseling theory and practice (Pieterse & Blume, 2024; Kharis, Azmi, Ulya, 2021). 

This paper makes a theoretical contribution by critically challenging the dominant 

competence-based paradigm in multicultural counseling and introducing the Cultural Wisdom 

Integration Framework (CWIF) as an alternative epistemological model. Unlike approaches that 

treat culture as an external variable, CWIF conceptualizes cultural wisdom as a generative source 

of knowledge, offering a transformative pathway toward more epistemically inclusive and 

culturally grounded counseling practice. 

2. Theoretical Background 

2.1 Limitations of Western-Centered Counseling Models 

Contemporary counseling theories have played a significant role in advancing 

professional mental health practice, particularly through the development of structured 
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and empirically supported therapeutic interventions (Mani & Mansaray, 2025; Lianasari 

& Purwati, 2022). However, these models are largely grounded in Western 

epistemological assumptions that prioritize individual autonomy, internal psychological 

processes, and universalized constructions of human functioning (Sue, D. W., Sue, 2022; 

Joseph P. Gone, 2020). 

Such assumptions tend to conceptualize distress primarily as intrapsychic 

dysfunction, thereby privileging individual-level explanations over relational, communal, 

and sociocultural dimensions of lived experience (Fietzer & Ponterotto, 2018; Sahu et 

al, 2021). Although this orientation has demonstrated effectiveness in certain contexts, 

its universal application across diverse cultural settings has increasingly been questioned. 

In many non-Western societies, identity is not constructed as an independent entity but 

is fundamentally embedded within relational networks, social roles, and cultural 

expectations (Singh et al, 2020; Virgona & Ruby, 2025). 

Consequently, reliance on Western-centered models may result in conceptual 

misalignment, whereby culturally grounded meanings of distress, well-being, and 

therapeutic processes are overlooked or misinterpreted. This limitation underscores the 

need to critically examine not only the application of such models but also the 

epistemological assumptions underpinning dominant counseling paradigms. 

2.2 Indigenous Psychology and Cultural Epistemology 

In response to these limitations, Indigenous psychology offers an alternative 

framework that situates human experience within culturally embedded systems of 

meaning. Rather than assuming universality, this perspective emphasizes that 

psychological knowledge is constructed through culturally specific processes, including 

shared narratives, social practices, spiritual beliefs, and collective ways of knowing 

(Alzoubi, 2025; Nancy & Collins, 2024). 

From this perspective, culture is not merely a contextual variable but a 

foundational epistemological system that shapes how individuals interpret reality, 

experience distress, and seek therapeutic meaning (Mani & Mansaray, 2025; Rogoff, 

2021). Knowledge is generated and validated through lived experience, intergenerational 

transmission, and communal engagement, rather than solely through abstract 

theorization or empirical generalization. 

Importantly, Indigenous epistemologies often integrate relational, spiritual, and 

ecological dimensions of life, thereby offering a more holistic understanding of well-

being (Hwang, 2026; Woo & Tam, 2025). This perspective challenges the reductionist 

tendencies of dominant psychological models and calls for the recognition of cultural 

wisdom as a legitimate and necessary source of theoretical and practical knowledge in 

counseling. 

2.3 From Cultural Competence to Cultural Grounding 

The emergence of multicultural counseling has represented a significant effort to 

address cultural diversity in therapeutic practice. Frameworks such as Multicultural 

Counseling Competence (MCC) have emphasized the importance of developing 

awareness, knowledge, and skills for working with diverse populations (Hwang, 2026; 

Anusha & Green, 2021). However, despite these contributions, such approaches often 

remain situated within an adaptive paradigm. 
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Specifically, cultural competence approaches tend to focus on modifying existing 

counseling models to accommodate cultural differences rather than fundamentally 

transforming their underlying epistemological foundations (Rogoff, 2021; Yusri, Afrida, 

& Putri, 2023). As a result, culture is frequently positioned as an external variable to be 

managed rather than as a generative force that shapes the nature of counseling theory 

and practice. 

This paper proposes a paradigmatic shift from cultural competence to cultural 

grounding. Cultural grounding involves repositioning Indigenous knowledge systems as 

active agents in the construction of counseling processes, thereby enabling approaches 

that are more contextually responsive and epistemically inclusive (Singh, Appling, & 

Trepal, 2020; Lee, Greenblatt, et al, 2022). This shift not only enhances cultural 

relevance but also addresses deeper issues of epistemic imbalance within the field. 

 

3. Cultural Wisdom Integration Framework (CWIF) 

3.1 Ontological Layer: A Relational Conception of the Self 

At the ontological level, CWIF reconceptualizes the self as fundamentally 

relational rather than autonomous. Individuals are understood as beings shaped 

through dynamic interactions with family systems, community structures, and culturally 

prescribed roles (Sahu, et al, 2021; Lee, Greenblatt, & Hu, 2021). This perspective 

aligns with a collectivist orientation in which identity is co-constructed through social 

relationships and shared meanings. 

Within this framework, psychological distress is not located solely within the 

individual but is instead understood as a disruption of relational harmony (Arthur, 

2018; Bathje, Pillersdorf, & Eddir, 2022). Such disruptions may manifest as the 

breakdown of social roles, disconnection from the community, or misalignment with 

cultural values (Mintert, Tran, & Kurpius, 2020; Zakiyah, Rahmat, & Sa’adah, 2022). 

Therefore, therapeutic efforts are oriented toward restoring balance and connectedness 

rather than merely alleviating internal symptoms. 

3.2 Epistemological Layer: Culture as a Source of Knowledge 

At the epistemological level, CWIF positions culture as a primary source of 

knowledge in counseling practice. This encompasses not only formal belief systems but 

also lived practices, oral traditions, and community-based understandings of well-being 

(Tanaka-Matsumi, 2022; Setyono & Widodo, 2019). Knowledge is therefore understood 

as situated, relational, and context-dependent. 

For example, within the Minangkabau cultural context, the principle of adat 

basandi syarak, syarak basandi Kitabullah reflects an integrated cultural and spiritual 

knowledge system that underpins moral reasoning, social behavior, and interpretations 

of life challenges. These principles illustrate how cultural wisdom provides a coherent 

framework for understanding human experience and guiding interventions (Dameron, 

Camp, Friedmann, & Parikh‐Foxx, 2020; Gonzalez, Crunk, Barden, Harris, & Belser, 

2020). 

By integrating such epistemological resources, counseling moves beyond 

externally imposed theoretical frameworks and is instead grounded in locally meaningful 

knowledge systems. 
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3.3 Praxis Layer: Culturally Grounded Counseling Practice 

At the praxis level, CWIF operationalizes its theoretical foundation into four 

interrelated components: 

1. Cultural Alignment 

Counselors actively engage in deep, context-sensitive understanding of clients’ 

cultural meanings, values, and lived experiences. This goes beyond surface-level 

awareness toward interpretive cultural sensitivity (Sue, Sue, Neville, & Smith, 2022; 

Zhu, Luke, Liu, & Wang, 2023). 

2. Co-Construction of Meaning 

The therapeutic process involves collaborative meaning-making, in which counselors 

and clients jointly interpret experiences within relevant cultural frameworks (Mollen, 

& Ridley, 2021; Kim, Oh, & Han, 2022). 

3. Therapeutic Relationship 

Interventions prioritize the restoration of interpersonal harmony, emphasizing 

relationships as central to psychological well-being (Lee, Knutson, Koch, Brown, & 

Keyes, 202); Utomo, Isa, & Ilhamuddin, 2023). 

4. Community Engagement 

Counseling extends beyond the individual to include family and community systems, 

acknowledging their roles in both the development and resolution of distress 

(Rūtelionė & Bhutto, 2024; Juma-Michilena, 2024). 

3.4 CWIF Process Mechanism 

CWIF operates through a dynamic and iterative process: 

1. Exploration of cultural values and identity  

2. Contextual interpretation of problem presentation  

3. Integration of cultural wisdom into intervention strategies  

4. Reconstruction of meaning and relational patterns  

5. Reintegration of the individual within community and cultural systems  

This process reflects a shift away from linear, problem-focused interventions 

toward a counseling model that is holistic, relational, and culturally grounded. 
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Cultural Wisdom Integration Framework diagram 

 
Figure 1. The Cultural Wisdom Integration Framework (CWIF) 

Structural Diagram 

1. Ontological Layer: Relational Existence 

• Family systems  

• Community roles  

• Cultural values  

2. Epistemological Layer: Culture as Knowledge 

• Cultural traditions  

• Local wisdom  

• Spiritual beliefs  

• Community knowledge  

3. Praxis Layer: Culturally Grounded Practice 

• Cultural alignment  

• Co-construction of meaning  

• Therapeutic relationship  

• Community engagement  

4. Process Flow (Circular / Loop Diagram) 

• Cultural exploration  

• Contextual interpretation  

• Integration of cultural wisdom  
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• Meaning-making  

• Community reintegration  

The Cultural Wisdom Integration Framework (CWIF) presents a three-

layered model that integrates ontological, epistemological, and praxis dimensions 

of culturally grounded counseling. The framework operates through a dynamic 

process emphasizing the exploration, integration, and application of cultural 

wisdom in addressing psychological distress within relational and communal 

contexts. 

 

4. Case Illustration 

4.1 Case Illustration 1: Relational Distress in a Collectivist Context 

A 21-year-old university student from a Minangkabau cultural background 

experiences persistent anxiety and difficulty making personal career decisions. From a 

conventional Western counseling perspective, this concern is initially conceptualized as 

an individual anxiety issue associated with self-efficacy and decisional autonomy. 

However, through a culturally grounded exploration, it becomes evident that the 

client’s distress is rooted in relational expectations within an extended family system, 

particularly the role of the mamak (maternal uncle) in guiding major life decisions. The 

client experiences an internal conflict between personal aspirations and perceived 

obligations to family norms and cultural expectations. 

Using the CWIF approach, the counselor: 

• Engages in cultural alignment by developing an in-depth understanding of kinship 

structures and their decision-making authority  

• Facilitates co-construction of meaning by reframing the issue as a process of 

relational negotiation rather than individual indecisiveness  

• Emphasizes the therapeutic relationship to restore communication between the 

client and relevant family members  

• Integrates community engagement by acknowledging the influence of the extended 

family system in the client’s decision-making process  

Consequently, the counseling process shifts from promoting individual autonomy 

toward fostering relational harmony, leading to reduced anxiety and improved clarity in 

decision-making. 

4.2 Case Illustration 2: Community-Based Healing and Cultural Meaning 

Construction 

A 35-year-old woman reports prolonged emotional distress following a family 

conflict that led her to withdraw from social interactions. Initial assessment frames the 

concern as depressive symptomatology associated with interpersonal stress. 

Within the CWIF framework, the counselor explores the client’s culturally 

grounded understanding of conflict and reconciliation. The client identifies that her 

suffering is not solely emotional in nature but is also related to a perceived disruption 

of social equilibrium within her community. 

The intervention involves: 
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• Contextual interpretation of distress as an imbalance rather than a pathological 

condition  

• Encouragement of participation in culturally meaningful reconciliation practices  

• Support for the restoration of community-based relationships  

The outcome suggests that healing occurs not solely through intrapsychic 

emotional processing, but through reintegration into social and cultural relational 

networks. 

 

5. Methods 

This study adopts a conceptual and integrative review approach to develop the Cultural 

Wisdom Integration Framework (CWIF). Rather than relying on primary empirical data 

collection, the paper synthesizes existing scholarship across multicultural counseling, 

indigenous psychology, and cultural epistemology to construct a new conceptual model for 

counseling practice (Lê & Schmid, 2022; Mishra & Alok, 2022). 

The framework is developed through a critical and interpretive literature review, with 

a focus on identifying the limitations of Western-centered counseling paradigms and exploring 

alternative epistemological foundations rooted in Indigenous knowledge systems. This 

approach is consistent with growing calls for epistemic pluralism and culturally grounded 

mental health frameworks (Fernando, 2020; Kirmayer, 2024; Sue & Sue, 2022) 

The primary sources include scholarly work on multicultural counseling competence, 

Indigenous psychology, and decolonial approaches to mental health. Recent discussions in the 

field emphasize cultural engagement while also critiquing the limitations of universalist models 

in counseling psychology (Hook, 2021; Panofsky & Buchanan, 2022). In addition, Indigenous 

psychology literature highlights the importance of cultural narratives, relational knowledge 

systems, and community-based understandings of well-being (Gone, 2021; Chiu & Gelfand, 

2021). 

Through thematic synthesis, three core dimensions—ontological, epistemological, and 

praxis—are constructed to form an integrated model of culturally grounded counseling 

practice. This methodology aligns with contemporary theory-building approaches in cultural 

psychology, which position culture as a system of knowledge rather than merely a contextual 

variable (Chiu & Gelfand, 2021; Rogoff, 2021). 

This methodological approach is appropriate for theory-building studies, the aim of 

which is to propose a novel conceptual framework that can later be subjected to empirical 

validation. 

6. Discussion 

This paper examines the epistemological limitations of Western-centered counseling 

models and proposes the Cultural Wisdom Integration Framework (CWIF) as an alternative 

culturally grounded framework. The discussion highlights several theoretical and practical 

considerations relevant to the advancement of cross-cultural counseling. 

First, the critique of Western-centered models reinforces longstanding concerns 

regarding the dominance of individualistic and universalist assumptions in counseling theories. 

As noted by  (Gone, 2020), such models often fail to adequately account for the relational and 

sociocultural dimensions of psychological experience. This study extends this critique by 

suggesting that these limitations do not merely represent contextual gaps, but instead reflect 
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deeper epistemological constraints. In this sense, the issue is not only one of cultural adaptation 

but also of theoretical transformation ( Kirmayer, 2024; Kim & Yang, 2006). 

Second, the integration of Indigenous psychology within CWIF underscores the 

importance of recognizing cultural wisdom as a legitimate source of knowledge. Consistent 

with the work of (Smith, 2012; Sharma & Lakhan, 2025), this study affirms that knowledge 

systems are culturally situated and that Indigenous epistemologies offer valuable insights into 

human experience. By incorporating cultural narratives, spiritual beliefs, and community 

practices into counseling processes, CWIF moves beyond surface-level cultural sensitivity 

toward deeper epistemological inclusion (Garai & Ku, 2024; Mahfud & Latifah, 2025). 

Third, these findings contribute to ongoing discussions on epistemic pluralism in 

mental health. Recent scholarship emphasizes the need to recognize multiple knowledge 

systems as equally valid in understanding psychological phenomena ( Kirmayer, 2024). CWIF 

operationalizes this perspective by providing a structured framework that integrates diverse 

epistemologies into counseling practice (Kharis, Azmi, Ulya, 2021; Anusha Kassan & Green, 

2021). This represents a shift from theoretical advocacy to practical implementation, 

addressing a key gap in the literature. 

Fourth, the transition from cultural competence to cultural grounding represents a 

significant conceptual advancement. While multicultural counseling frameworks have 

improved cultural awareness (Sue & Sue, 2022), they often remain constrained by an adaptive 

orientation (Hook, 2021); (Roy & West, 2018). CWIF extends this discourse by proposing a 

model in which culture is not an external variable but a foundational element shaping the entire 

counseling process (Pat & Walker, 2021; Abdullah, 1966). This shift has important implications 

for how counseling is conceptualized, practiced, and taught. 

Finally, the three-layer structure of CWIF—ontological, epistemological, and praxis 

provides a comprehensive approach to culturally grounded counseling. By linking relational 

conceptions of the self with culturally derived knowledge and practice-based interventions, the 

framework offers a coherent model that bridges theoretical and applied dimensions (Goerdt 

& Woo, 2026; C´enat & Broussard, 2024). This integrative approach directly responds to the 

need for systematic frameworks that move beyond fragmented or surface-level cultural 

adaptations. 

6.1 Limitations 

This study is conceptual in nature and has not yet been empirically tested. While 

the Cultural Wisdom Integration Framework (CWIF) provides a theoretically 

grounded model, its application across diverse cultural contexts still requires 

systematic examination. Furthermore, the framework primarily draws on general 

principles from Indigenous psychology and selected cultural illustrations, which may 

not fully capture the complexity and diversity of local knowledge systems. Therefore, 

caution is needed in generalizing the framework without contextual adaptation. 

6.2 Future Research 

Future research is needed to empirically validate the applicability and 

effectiveness of the Cultural Wisdom Integration Framework (CWIF) in counseling 

practice. In particular, studies could explore how the framework operates across 

diverse sociocultural contexts and examine its impact on counseling outcomes. 
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Further investigation is also recommended to assess the integration of CWIF 

into counselor education and training programs, including its potential to enhance 

cultural responsiveness and epistemic inclusivity among practitioners. Additionally, 

comparative studies may be conducted to evaluate differences between CWIF-based 

interventions and conventional counseling approaches. 

 

7. Implications 

This study contributes to the advancement of cross-cultural counseling by proposing a 

conceptual shift from competence-based frameworks toward an epistemology-based 

model. By positioning cultural wisdom as a generative source of knowledge, CWIF 

challenges the dominance of Western-centered paradigms and supports the development 

of more inclusive and pluralistic counseling theories. Furthermore, the framework extends 

existing discussions on epistemic pluralism by providing a structured model that integrates 

multiple knowledge systems within a coherent theoretical architecture. 

Practical Implications 

From a practical perspective, CWIF offers guidance for counselors in engaging more 

effectively with clients from diverse cultural backgrounds. The framework encourages 

practitioners to move beyond surface-level cultural awareness toward deeper cultural 

alignment and collaborative meaning-making. By incorporating relational healing and 

community engagement, counseling interventions can become more contextually relevant 

and culturally responsive. 

This approach is particularly applicable in collectivist societies, where well-being is 

closely intertwined with social relationships and cultural values. 

 

8. Conclusion 

This paper examines the epistemological limitations of Western-centered counseling 

models and underscores the need for culturally grounded approaches to addressing 

psychological distress. Although multicultural counseling has contributed to improved 

cultural sensitivity, it often remains constrained by an adaptive orientation that does not 

fully engage with the epistemological foundations of knowledge in counseling practice. 

In response, the Cultural Wisdom Integration Framework (CWIF) offers a 

conceptual model that integrates relational ontology, cultural epistemology, and culturally 

grounded praxis. By positioning cultural wisdom as a foundational element, the framework 

provides a pathway toward counseling practice that is more inclusive, contextually relevant, 

and epistemically balanced. 

Future research is needed to empirically test the application of CWIF across diverse 

cultural settings and to further refine its components in practice. Nevertheless, this study 

provides an important foundation for rethinking counseling through a culturally grounded 

and epistemically inclusive lens. 
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