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Intercultural Competence:
A New Critical Skill

In today’s world, people are more likely to meet
someone with a different cultural background, and
their cultural backgrounds may become a barrier
in intercultural communication. So how to com-
municate effectively and appropriately?

The key to an effective intercultural commu-
nication lies in intercultural competence, which
comprises the awareness and perception of dif-
ferent cultures, the ability of adaptation to cul-
tural differences and the communication skills to achieve an effective communication.

In this unit, you will learn the new concept of intercultural competence and its application in the
workplace. It can help you to be aware of the importance of developing intercultural competence,
which can help you achieve effective intercultural communication.

Learning Objectives

By the end of this unit, you will

¢ Be aware of the misunderstandings that may occur in intercultural communication because
of cultural differences;

¢ Better understand the three major components of intercultural competence;
Develop further thoughts on possible solutions to the problems companies may face when
they enter the global market;

¢ Think over the feasible approaches or steps to build your intercultural competence.



Before You Read

25 Learning Culture through Proverbs

Read the following proverbs. Answer the questions with a partner.

Proverb 1
A bad workman always blames his tools.

1. What is the literal meaning of this proverb in Chinese?

2. What does this proverb imply?

3. If people from two different countries speak the same language, do you think they can
always understand each other? Why or why not?

Proverb 2 d

He who is ashamed of asking is ashamed of learning.

1. What is the literal meaning of this proverb in Chinese?

2. What message does this proverb transmit to you?

3. This is an American proverb. Asking questions is a good way for learning. What do you
think American students would do when they are having lessons? And what would Chi-
nese students do?

2K Building Critical Reading and Thinking Skills

With a partner or in a small group, answer the following questions.

1. Have you had any unforgettable experiences when communicating with foreigners? Which
one impresses you most?

2. What do you think is the biggest problem when you communicate with people with
different cultural backgrounds? Why do you think so?

3. The passage you will read is “Intercultural Competence: A New Critical Skill”. From the
title of this passage, can you guess what will be discussed?



Reading Passage

Intercultural Competence: A New Critical SKill

Intercultural competence is now a critical requirement, and as
such, suggests that organizations develop new proactive strategies
that will enable them to compete in a global market, while individu-
als seek to develop the skills that will prepare them to interact with
and work alongside individuals from different cultural backgrounds
and perspectives. As competencies are made up of an essential combi-
nation of knowledge, skills, and attitude, intercultural competence
addresses:

1) Knowledge: Developing a keen awareness regarding the im-
portance of culture, specifically one’s own culture, in building
effective intercultural relationships.

2) Skills: Building constructive communication and conflict
resolution skills for more effective intercultural experiences.

3) Attitude: Understanding the benefits associated with cultural
diversity, and therefore, the importance of building effective
intercultural skills.

Moving Beyond Awareness and Meeting the Challenges

“When HR practice supports the creation of a workforce that
has the skills needed to run diversity into an advantage *, diversity is
more likely to lead to positive performance outcomes. ”

‘You may be wondering why, if cultural diversity is so beneficial to
both organization and employees, are some companies and individuals
resistant to it? The energy behind this resistance usually stems from
one of the following three issues: 1) resistance to or fear of change, 2)
fear of all things different, and/or 3) resistance to learning.

Fear and resistance reflect attitudes, which are often difficult to
influence. It takes an appropriate mix of education, skills training, and
ongoing support to allay fears and to shift attitudes.
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Employees must understand how cultural diversity ties into organi-
zational strategies. They must be trained in key communication, conflict
resolution, and intercultural skills. Organizational programs, practices, and
initiatives must align with and provide support for these strategies. Perhaps
of most importance, leaders must serve as role models, demonstrating the
same behaviors that will help to shape an inclusive culture.

The truth is that cultural diversity initially does present difficult
challenges, such as increased opportunities for misinterpretation,
miscommunication, and therefore conflict. Employees know this. Or-
ganizational leaders know this. Current organizational realities pro-
vide additional challenges, especially for companies taking their first
very important steps toward incorporating cultural diversity as a com-
petitive strategy. For example, a Society for Human Resource Manage-
ment (SHRM) Survey on Barriers to Advancement found that 74 per-
cent of human resource professionals agree that minorities face barriers
in the workplace and that these barriers stem from stereotypes, pre-
conceptions based on race or ethnicity, exclusion from information
networks, and lack of mentoring opportunities or role models. Statis-
tics also show that women and minorities tend to be clustered in staff
positions and in low-to-middle management levels, therefore, ensur-
ing that the contributions from these segments of the workforce are
solicited and utilized becomes a key initiative in the pursuit of an
inclusive environment. A recent backlash from white males® — they
claim diversity initiatives, rather than promoting an equal playing field,
but only turn the tables and place white males at a disadvantage — has
also challenged organizations to find new ways of involving and con-
sidering the contributions of this tradition to shape culturally inclusive
environments.

While these challenges may initially prove difficult to navigate,
case studies have shown that ongoing education, training,
communication, and support can help to ultimately transform the “us
versus them” mentality, which tends to define many organizational
cultures, into a more collaborative, or inclusive, mindset. Working
effectively across cultural difference requires a concerted effort, an
assumption of accountability by all employees, a long-term focus, and
organization-wide development of greater cultural awareness and com-

munication skills.



Costs of Low Intercultural Competence

Given changing demographics and the increasingly global scope
of the labor market, the organization that fails to create an organiza-
tional culture that supports inclusiveness will likely face:

1) Low levels of employee attraction and retention — nontradi-
tional employees who feel pressured to conform and aban-
don their unique strengths will move to other organizations
that will accept them on their own terms;

2) Threats to their ability to compete in an increasingly global
market, and therefore, their ability to survive long term;

3) A higher rate of lawsuits.

The number of job discrimination complaints filed with the
Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) in the United
States increased by 4 percent in 2002 — the highest in seven years. The
highest growth in the post-9/11 era was represented by religious dis-
crimination (21%), age discrimination (14.5%), and national origin
bias (13%). A broader perspective demonstrates the significance when
you consider that these lawsuits make up about a quarter of the US
federal civil docket.

The implications for individuals are equally as significant. Ef-
fectively marketing oneself in a highly diverse labor market where
building effective working relationships with international colleagues
will increasingly become a requirement relies in large part on the
ability to demonstrate a high level of intercultural competence. Those
who choose not to develop these critical skills will face greater chal-
lenges in competing against skilled international talent, thriving in
the workplace, developing their careers, and pursuing opportunities
to join successful organizations. Fortunately, the first step to develop-
ing intercultural competence is relatively safe because it involves self-
exploration.

“Common sense suggests and research confirms that to produce
superior performance within heterogeneous groups, members need
to have advance awareness of the ways in which they are different
from and similar to the other members and how this may impact their
work.”
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After Youv Read

Ouestions for Critical Thinking and Discussion

With a partner or in a small group, answer the following questions.

1.

Intercultural competence is made up of three components, namely knowledge, attitude
and skills. What’s your understanding of each component for intercultural competence?

How can you account for cultural diversity in organizations? Is it positive or negative?

What’s your argument?

When organizations are facing difficult challenges of cultural diversity, what should they
do to navigate these challenges?

Do you agree with this statement that intercultural competence should be a basic quality
for any professional in the age of globalization? Give an account for your argument.

Do you think intercultural competence is what college students are supposed to de-
velop while they are learning English? Make comments on its necessity if you think it is
important.

L& Expanding Vocabulary

Read the definitions and example sentences from the text. Then write a sentence of

your own.



. beneficial to: helpful to
Example from the text: ... why, if cultural diversity is so beneficial to both organization and
employees, are some companies and individuals resistant to it?

Write a sentence oijour own:

. resistant to: opposed to -
Example from the text: ... why, if cultural diversity is so beneficial to both organization and
employees, are some companies and individuals resistant to it?

Write a sentence of your own:

. align with: come together in agreement or alliance
Example from the text: Organizational programs, practices, and initiatives must align with
and provide support for these strategies.

Write a sentence oijour own:

. stem from: originate from
Example from the text: ... these barriers stem from stereotypes, preconceptions based on
race or ethnicity, ...

Write a sentence of your own:

. in the pursuit of: in the process of trying to achieve something

Example from the text: ..., ensuring that the contributions from these segments of the
workforce are solicited and utilized becomes a key initiative in the pursuit of an inclu-
sive environment.

Write a sentence gfyour own:

. mavigate: understand or deal with something complicated

Example from the text: While these challenges may initially prove difficult to navigate, case
studies have shown that ongoing education, training, communication, and support can
help to ultimately transform the “us versus them” mentality.

Write a sentence gf your own;




2 & Enhancing Intercultural Skills

Case Study

At a business conference in Cairo, Egypt, an American attendee approaches two
men: a Japanese and an Arab.

American: “Good morning, gentlemen. I'm John Smith.” He extends his hand to
the Arab and then to the Japanese. “Do you mind if I join you?”

Arab: Shaking the American’s hand with both of his.

“Welcome, welcome, to Cairo. Please join us.”

Japanese: Steps backward, bows slightly, then shakes Smith’s hand. He says nothing
and prepares to exchange business cards.

Arab: “Are you enjoying yourself, John?”

American: “Oh, sure, it’s very nice here. What do you do, sir?”

Arab: “I'm Salleh, from Egypt, and I'm the president of my trading firm. I'm here
to meet our friends and look at some of the new products available.”

American: Turning to the Japanese. “And your name, sir?”

Japanese: Silently hands Smith his business card.

American: Glances at it quickly and puts it in his pocket. “Oh, you’re Mr. Suzuki.”

Japanese: “Yes, with NEC Corporation.”

American: “Oh, NEC! And what do you do at NEC?”

Japanese: Smiles.

Arab: “Well, should we all go to have some coffee and enjoy our new friendship
together?”

American: “I’m sorry guys, but I have to go and talk with someone from the
French group. Maybe we can get together later. It was nice to meet you. Goodbye.” He
walks away and introduces himself to the French group.

Analyze the case

. Do you know how Japanese greet each other?
. What did the American do when the Japanese handed him his business card? Do you think the
Japanese businessman would feel happy about the American’s reaction? Why or why not?
- Why did the American cut into the conversation and walk away so soon? Try to explain
it from the perspective of some American people’s behavior and values.



