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Steps to Intercultural Competence 

Summary 

This study considers whether definitions of intercultural competence (IC) commonly used 

by cross-cultural assessments correlate to student understandings of the concept. While various 

guidelines outline how to measure intercultural competence, “its measurement [should] depend 

first on its definition…” (Klemp 1979, p.41). As such, this research builds on the premise that 

student understandings of the concept should serve as the foundation for student assessments.  

This research examines how students at North Carolina State University (NCSU) 

understand intercultural competence in the context of their study abroad experience. Data came 

from two sample populations: eight International Studies students (IS) and six residents of the 

Global Village dormitory. Questions for the three, hour-long focus groups and three, half-hour 

interviews employed concepts from the Intercultural Development Inventory, cultural 

competency workshops at NCSU, and the 2009 Consortium Project spearheaded by Georgetown 

University. Data analysis reveals two themes associated with students’ understanding of 

intercultural competency arising from study abroad: immersion and social impact. Immersion 

covers elements of cultural adaptation and levels of cultural invisibility that students experience 

when abroad; more specifically, “understanding and accepting the surrounding culture without 

standing out.” Social impact describes a student’s development of a more critical lens toward 

global and domestic viewpoints. This critical lens focuses mainly on awareness, cultural 

knowledge, and self-identity. Overall, this study highlights components of intercultural 

competence that may be used by other institutions seeking to integrate intercultural competence 

assessments into their programs.  

Defining Intercultural Competence 

Researchers employ a variety of phrases as synonyms for intercultural competence, 

including: intercultural communicative competence (ICC), global competence, cross-cultural 

effectiveness, international competence, transcultural communication, cross-cultural adaptation, 

and intercultural sensitivity, among others (see Diagram 1; Appendix C; Fantini 2006; Deardorff 

2004). This variety is in part due to a lack of agreement in the definition of intercultural 

competence. As a result, scholars prefer general definitions and avoid delineating specific 

components. The reason most often cited for a more general understanding of intercultural 

competence is the need for institutional definitions that work for all students in all situations, 

regardless of their majors.  

Furthermore, numerous approaches addressing “intercultural competence” are plagued by 

constraints and biases (Stephan and Stephan 2012, p. 277). Many institutions define intercultural 

competence in terms of how many students study abroad or how many international students 

study at their university. Within study abroad, levels of success have “predominantly focused on 

the increase in number of student participation (quantity) while program evaluation efforts 

(quality) typically include post study abroad surveys assessing outcome such as student 

satisfaction” (Pedersen 2010, p. 71). According to Stephan and Stephan, these biases are an 

essential part of the problems faced by intercultural researchers and practitioners (2012, p. 277). 
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Diagram 1: Assessments and Definitions of Intercultural Competence 

Assessment Definition of IC Critique of Instrument 

Intercultural Development 

Inventory (IDI) 

“The capability to accurately 

understand and adapt behavior 

to cultural difference and 

commonality.” 

(Hammer 2012, p. 3) 

Focuses solely on students’ 

immersion and does not 

address any resulting social 

impact. 

Assessment of Intercultural 

Competence (AIC) 

“A complex of abilities needed to 

perform effectively and 

appropriately when interacting 

with others who are 

linguistically and culturally 

different from oneself” 

(Fantini 2006, p. 12) 

Focuses solely on students’ 

immersion and does not 

address any resulting social 

impact. 

American Council on 

International Intercultural 

Education (ACIIE) 

 

 

Uses the term global competency 

instead of intercultural 

competence: 

 

“Global competency exists when 

a learner is able to understand 

the interconnectedness of 

peoples and systems, to have a 

general knowledge of history 

and world events, to accept and 

cope with the existence of 

different cultural values and 

attitudes and, indeed, to 

celebrate the richness and 

benefits of this diversity.” 

(ACIIE 1996, p. 4) 

Briefly addresses both 

immersion and social 

impact. 

 

Used within community 

colleges and has difficulty 

determining the depth of 

global competence that is 

being defined. 

 

Four developmental stages 

were identified in the 

process and represent a 

continuum germane 

throughout all levels of 

education 

Deardorff’s 

‘Identification and 

Assessment of Intercultural 

Competence as a Student 

Outcome of 

Internationalization’ 

 

(See Appendix for Model) 

“Ability to communicate 

effectively and appropriately in 

intercultural situations based on 

one’s intercultural knowledge, 

skills, and attitudes.” 

(2006, p. 249) 

Does not take into 

consideration how students 

define intercultural 

competence. 

 

Briefly addresses both 

immersion and social 

impact.  

 

More research is needed to 

refine these models in 

identifying and assessing 

intercultural competence as 

a student outcome. 
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While these numbers are an important element to evaluations, numbers alone do not indicate the 

achievement of meaningful outcomes. For example, a report by the American Council on 

Education stated that such measures are silent on student learning and attitudes (Engberg & 

Green 2002, p. 16).  

Interestingly, while definitions of intercultural competence are manifold, little research has 

focused on how the receivers of higher education, the students themselves, define intercultural 

competence (Boyd & Ellison 2007; Knight 2012; Odag, Wallin & Kedzior 2016). This topic 

demands greater attention because students might conceptualize intercultural competence 

differently than older, mostly U.S.-based, scholars who developed the theoretical models of 

intercultural competence (Deardorff 2006; Stier 2006; Deardorff & Jones 2012; Spitzberg & 

Changnon 2009; Fantini 2009). 

Methods 

The initial stage of this study involved conducting participant observation in NCSU cultural 

competence training. Organized by NCSU’s Office for Institutional Equity and Diversity 

(OIED), the cultural competence workshops aimed to create a dialogue about intercultural 

competence. Topics covered include navigating cultural differences, understanding complexities 

of identity, and creating a basic grasp of intersectionality (understanding that human beings are 

shaped by the interaction of different social locations such as ‘race’/ethnicity, gender, class, 

sexuality, geography, age, disability/ability, migration status, religion, etc.). Using Deardorff’s 

studies as a reference guide, these educators discussed the importance of ensuring intercultural 

competence is integrated throughout undergraduates’ course work.  This infusion of intercultural 

competence into courses entailed finding multiple ways throughout a course to bring in diverse 

perspectives on issues, using students’ diverse backgrounds within a course, and encouraging 

students to participate in study abroad or another cultural immersion experience. 

The second stage included collecting data from two sample populations: eight International 

Studies majors (IS) and six residents of the Global Village dormitory. While most of the 

individuals are IS students, the opinions of Global Village students allow for insight into whether 

their understanding of intercultural competence is different from students who only participate in 

study abroad programs. The questions for the three, hour-long focus groups and three, half-hour 

interviews focused on three main elements based on the research questions for this study: 1) 

baseline information about the students, 2) student definitions and 3) students understanding of 

the concepts in relation to their personal travel (see Appendix A). Questions were drawn from 

the Intercultural Development Inventory, cultural competency workshops at NCSU, and the 2009 

Consortium Project spearheaded by Georgetown University. First draft of the focus group script 

was pilot-tested with a small group (8) of IS majors involved in a post-study abroad reflection 

course. The goal of the pilot script was to ensure that questions were clear, well-worded, 

focused, and void of bias. Input from the first focus was incorporated into the final script used 

for the remaining focus groups and interviews. Participation in the focus groups and interviews 

was entirely voluntary. Anonymity and confidentiality was insured in that individual names were 

not reported.  

After the focus group and interviews, the data collected was coded and categorized based on 

patterns that emerged. In creating the codes, I followed a similar method as Strauss (1987) in 

which “initial data are collected, written up/transcribed, and reviewed line by line.… [so] 
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categories or labels are generated” (as cited in Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 58). The coding 

process was reviewed for any necessary revisions and ended when all key data was classified. 

This inductive approach was selected in order to maintain open-mindedness about the data and 

patterns that emerged, so as not to bias the patterns by pre-set codes. The ultimate goal was to 

use the conceptual framework and literature review of this study as a guide for constructing these 

codes, so that the coding process was not entirely unstructured. Transcribed data from the focus 

groups and interviews were summarized and analyzed for overall trends and patterns so as to 

give a “snapshot” of how NCSU students with experience study abroad or living in a global 

environment comprehend intercultural competence. 

Before addressing students’ definition of intercultural competence, it is important to 

acknowledge the difficulty of disentangling the study abroad experience from class experience or 

dorm life. This difficulty appears in all intercultural competence frameworks and studies, 

including this one. The methodology was constructed to solely address students’ study abroad 

experience, and not their impact from post-study abroad courses. However, after participating in 

the cultural competency workshops, it became apparent that it is impossible to completely 

disentangle student’s study abroad experience from their class experience. When asked how 

universities could improve a student’s intercultural competence development, every IS student 

discussed how helpful pre-and-post departure classes were for their student abroad experience. 

Furthermore, Global Village students specifically acknowledged the role that their dormitory has 

played in their understanding of intercultural competence. Therefore, these two experiences are 

inherently connected. Dorms and classes allow students to further understand and deconstruct 

their study experience, while future classroom experiences are impacted by a student’s study 

abroad experience. 

Students’ Definition 

The undergraduate students at NC State University define intercultural competence within 

the context of two separate categories: immersion and social impact. Respondents defined 

immersion as “understanding and accepting the surrounding culture without standing out;” more 

specifically, developing elements of acceptance and invisibility. Acceptance is understood 

through the increase of intercultural knowledge and skills (see Appendix C). According to IS 

students, “adapting to [international] cultural norms, whether that is language, fashion, or eating 

local cuisine,” emphasizes a level of understanding that is fundamental to further development 

and acquisition of intercultural competence. Invisibility, however, is seen by NCSU students as 

an essential byproduct of appropriate interaction. Students indicate that they “strive to not be the 

typical ignorant American,” but rather perceived as one of the locals. Students would purposely 

emulate local students and communicate using the local language, rather than English, in order to 

produce this sense of invisibility. 

In comparison to immersion, students describe social impact as the “ability to understand 

other’s worldviews and the development of a more critical lens toward global and domestic 

viewpoints.” Specifically, NCSU students saw themselves draw upon their knowledge and 

experience living in individualistic societies (America and Northern Europe) and communalistic 

societies (Africa, Asia, Europe, South America) to critically analyze topics such as politics and 

healthcare. By critical, students mean having “a sense of accountability and 

responsibility…especially when it comes to the actions of America.” According to these 
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students, “having those different points of views for politics actually makes conversation, 

argument, and discussions so much richer and so much more grounded.” This cultural 

knowledge goes beyond politics and has students look critically at how cultures function, both 

global and domestically. The students unanimously agreed “that you come back with critical 

eyes toward your home culture.” For example, IS students expressed how “Danish people have 

their healthcare system figured out and it makes me think about how America has so many 

problems.” However, one participant mentioned how study abroad made them “way more critical 

of America and this is really a positive thing because that exposure opened [my] eyes about the 

different problems our country is facing.”  

On numerous occasions, students shared experiences where social impact and (or lack of) 

immersion simultaneously occurred. The IS students expressed how other American students 

“would start arguments with international students because they assumed other people knew 

what they were talking about…but that came across, in the European way of seeing things, as 

being very standoffish.” Since people see, interpret and evaluate things in different ways, 

miscommunication can easily arise when what is considered appropriate in one culture is 

perceived to be inappropriate in another. A lack of awareness of how they were projecting their 

own behavioral rules onto others can also result in cultural misinterpretation. This shows how 

students consider awareness of different worldviews (social impact) and effective 

communication (immersion) to be fundamental in the acquisition of intercultural competence. 

Student’s Alignment with the Literature 

The definitions of intercultural competence provided by undergraduate students in this study 

contained aspects that were consistent with two scholarly definitions of intercultural competence; 

“the ability to communicate effectively and appropriately in intercultural situations based on 

one’s intercultural knowledge, skills, and attitudes” (see Diagram 1 and Deardorff 2006, p. 249); 

and “the understanding that individuals cannot be reduced to their collective identities” (Sercu, 

Bandura, & Castro 2005, p. 2).  

The students’ understanding of immersion as acceptance resonates with the notion that levels 

of openness and respect act as an entry point into intercultural understanding (Byram 1997). The 

American Council on International Intercultural Education (1996) proposes a four stage model 

for the development of intercultural competence, in which the first stage centers on openness to 

other cultures, values, and attitudes. Since the participants were on average 21 years old, in their 

third and fourth year of university, and this was, for most, the first or second time travelling 

abroad, it is not surprising that student definitions of intercultural competence are derived from 

more foundational stages of intercultural understanding. Additionally, the high frequency of 

NCSU students who included appropriate interaction and effective communication in their 

responses resonates with Deardorff’s 2006 study. The techniques used by student to “adapt to 

cultural norms” and “not be the typical ignorant American,” encompass communicative 

adaptability, interaction, and cultural integration (similar to “Internal Outcome” and “External 

Outcome” dimension in Appendix C; Deardorff 2006, p. 254).  
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Similar to the “Knowledge” dimension of Deardorff’s Pyramid and Process Model 

(Appendix C), NCSU students define social impact as the ability to understand another’s 

worldview and the development of a more critical lens toward global and domestic viewpoints. 

As seen above, this critical lens focuses mainly on “awareness”, “cultural knowledge”, and “self-

identity." In accordance with Zhu’s definition, cultural awareness refers to “the ability of 

stepping back and becoming aware of not only one’s own cultural values, beliefs and 

perceptions, but also those of other cultures” (Zhu, 2011, p.116). IS students experienced cultural 

awareness were witnessing the argument between Europeans and the other American students, 

because they looked past their own perceptions and came to understand the situation from the 

Europeans’ perspective. This awareness not only allows students to understand other values and 

viewpoints, but it creates a sense of accountability. One participant stated how “having more 

global viewpoints and being challenged in views makes me grow as a person.” This increased 

accountability “enhances people’s self-criticism, people’s motivation to debais themselves, and 

people’s argumentative virtues” (Brézillon, Turner, Springer 2016, p. 134). This means that 

students at NCSU understand the multitude of cultures around them as being a critical factor for 

successful social and academic life. 

Recommendations for Academics  

The following recommendations are offered for academics, such as professors and study abroad 

offices, who are involved in the assessment of intercultural competence.  

1. Diagram 1 and 2 of this report provides a list of systematic approaches and expert definitions 

for assessing intercultural competence. It is recommended that curriculum developers, whether 

professors or study abroad offices, use this information, in conjunction with student definitions, 

as a basis for evaluating students’ level of intercultural competence. 

2. Given the frequency of new definitions of intercultural competence, a series of longitudinal 

studies, using this report as a guide, would document trends and thereby increase the potential 

that student definitions and assessments regarding intercultural competence would be accurate 

and relatively current.  

Recommendations for Improving this Study  

The following recommendations are offered as possible ways to improve this study.  

1. While intercultural studies like this one provide insight into how respondents comprehend 

intercultural competence, the complexities in assessing intercultural competence call for a 

multimethod approach. This includes going beyond the established measurements of focus 

groups and interviews used within this study and adopting a combination of multiple assessment 

types and strategies, including self-report questionnaires, interactive activities, and surveys. 

2. Expanding future studies to include pre-departure information would allow for a comparison 

of students’ intercultural competence definitions before and after study abroad.  
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3. Recruitment challenges resulted in a small sample size of American students and an 

unbalanced sample size between American and international students. Therefore it is 

recommended that researchers use a larger and more balanced sample.  

Conclusion 

Recognizing student definitions of intercultural competence — which are partially in 

contrast to how scholars define the term — are essential for understanding their needs and 

perspectives. While students define intercultural competence as being “alert to differences and 

being able to adopt other’s perspectives and standpoints in order to analyze their position”, the 

scholarly literature is focused instead on students’ behavior and ability to interact with others 

(see Diagram 1 and Appendix B). Thus, it is essential that expert and student opinions are both 

incorporated into models of intercultural competence, especially since the students are receivers 

of such competence at most universities. This study highlights components of intercultural 

competence that may be used by other institutions seeking to integrate intercultural competence 

into their programs. 
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Appendix A 

Focus Group Question Guide 

Base Line Information 

Where did you study abroad at? For how long? 

What motivated you to study abroad? 

Thinking back to when you first contemplated studying abroad, what did you expect to learn out 

of the experience?  

- How have those expectations changed? 

 

Definitions 

How would you define culture shock? 

- Did you experience it? When? 

How would you define intercultural competence? 

How would you define immersion? 

Tell me about the first moment you felt immersed. 

- Apart from weekend trips, when did you feel immersed? 

 

Travel Stories  

How did study abroad affect you? 

How did study abroad affect your undergraduate education experience? 

What was the most memorable experience abroad? Why? 

What barriers/constraints made going abroad difficult? 

How was study abroad advertised at your school? 

What are ways universities and schools could help improve a student’s development while 

abroad? 
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Appendix B 

 

 

  

Diagram 2: Additional Assessments and Instruments of Intercultural Competence 

Assessment Definition of IC 
Type of 

Instrument 
Critique of Instrument 

Cross-Cultural 

Adaptability 

Inventory 

(CCAI) 

 

(Kelley and 

Meyers 1995b) 

By making the respondents 

aware of qualities that can 

increase intercultural 

effectiveness, the CCAI aims to 

help individuals make informed 

decisions about one’s readiness 

to live/study/work abroad 

(Lombardi 2010, p. 16) 

A 50-item 

survey using a 

6-point Likert 

scale. 

Prominently used in 

business and 

government settings. 

Cross-Cultural 

World 

Mindedness 

Scale 

(CCWMS) 

 

(Sampson and 

Smith 1957; 

Silvernail 

1979) 

Uses the term world-mindedness 

instead of intercultural 

competence: 

 

World-mindedness is the 

“positive attitudes towards 

issues such as immigration, 

world government, and world 

economic justice” 

(Paige 2004, p. 113) 

A 26-item 

survey using a 

6-point Likert 

scale. 

The political nature of 

the assessment tool 

limits the CCWMS from 

being further developed. 

 

No training requirements 

or manuals for this 

instrument. 

 

Intercultural 

Sensitivity 

Inventory (ISI) 

 

(Bhawuk and 

Brislin 1992) 

Modify behavior in culturally 

appropriate ways when 

encountering diverse cultures; 

through the cultural constructs 

of individualism, collectivism, 

and flexibility and open-

mindedness  

(Lombardi 2010, p. 16) 

A 46-question 

self-report 

instrument 

using a 7-point 

Likert scale. 

Role of language 

competence and 

developmental aspects 

of intercultural 

competence over time 

are not considered. 
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Appendix C 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Move from personal level (attitude) to interpersonal/interactive level (outcomes) 

• Degree of intercultural competence depends on acquired degree of underlying elements  

Deardorff’s Pyramid Model of Intercultural Competence  

Source: (Deardorff 2006, p. 254) 

 

  

Requisite Attitudes:  

Respect (valuing other cultures, cultural diversity) 

Openness (to intercultural learning and to people from other cultures, withholding judgment) 

Curiosity and discovery (tolerating ambiguity and uncertainty)  

 

Skills:  

To listen, observe, and interpret  

To analyze, evaluate, and relate 

DESIRED EXTERNAL OUTCOME: 

Behaving and communicating effectively and appropriately 

(based on one’s intercultural knowledge, skills, and attitudes) to 

achieve one’s goals to some degree.  

DESIRED INTERNAL OUTCOME: 

Informed frame of reference/filter shift: 

Adaptability (to different communication styles & behaviors;  

adjustment to new cultural environments); 

Flexibility (selecting and using appropriate communication  

styles and behaviors; cognitive flexibility);  

Ethnorelative view; 

Empathy  

Knowledge & Comprehension:  

Cultural self-awareness; 

Deep understanding and knowledge of 

culture (including contexts, role and 

impact of culture & others’ world views);  

Culture-specific information; 

Sociolinguistic awareness   
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