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Inter cultural Work Competence
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I ntroduction

A good amount of research has been published @opalrfactors accounting for adaptive or
efficient performance in intercultural work settnd hese studies have yielded a commonly
accepted set of characteristics that serve aslgqmeddor recruitment purposes. But, instead of
personal characteristics, a more fruitful approaadbffered by behavioural competencies.
Competencies, as desirable sets of behaviourgivea job provide “roundtables” for all work
improvement efforts. A set of two plus one broathpetencies is suggested, addressing work
improvement in recruitment, training, leadership @erformance processes in intercultural work
contexts. The proposition is to move from emphasisultural differences to emphasis on
commonalities in people processes in order to ezéharercultural exchange in the ever
globalizing world of work.

Threeto four broad personal characteristics

There has appeared a small plethora of researperd@ormance and adaptation of individuals
working in intercultural settings. This researcls Bparked equally vivid development of
assessment instruments and today there are alinesy single assessment tools available (Fantini,
2005). Reviews on intercultural success tend t@goaon the personal characteristics that stand out
as beneficial for adaptation and performance indearray of intercultural work settings.

Hammer and colleagues (1978) used factor anakysgentify three main “personal ability”
dimensions underlying cross-cultural success:tgioi deal with psychological stress, ability to
communicate, and ability to establish interpersoeakdtionships. Gudykunst and Hammer (1984)
presented a very similar tripartite division of g@mal factors accounting for success in intercaltur
settings. Mendenhall and Oddou (1985) reviewed potdictors and performance in acculturation
and summarized the criteria along three areas:re#dftionship and perceptual orientations, each
organized further into sub-dimensions. Cui and dam Berg (1991) conceptualized intercultural
effectiveness as a second-order factor comprisiregtdimensions: communication competence,
cultural empathy, and communication behavior. Argmd Bennett's survey (1995) focused on
people moving from and to a diverse range of caesitassigned to a variety of jobs. Their list of
important topics included job knowledge and motoatfamily situation, flexibility/adaptability,
relational skills and extra-cultural openness.ifrbview, Daniel Kealey (1996) presented
motivation, communication, flexibility, empathy speect, tolerance for ambiguity and self-
confidence as consistently confirmed personal nessufor cross-cultural success. Finally, Niitamo
(1999) reviewed the literature specifically witlyaed to evaluation of individuals applying to
“overseas” jobs and work positions, see also Hotwga& Bjorkman (2005).

It may be summarized from the above that, desprtaihological differences, there appears from
three to four broad personal factors importaniricercultural work effectiveness. Perceptual and
attitudinal factors appear often in reviews witference to terms such as perceptual orientations,
tolerance of ambiguity and cultural empathy. Soigdraction and communication also appear as



P. Lappalainen (2011): People with People - Views of Corporate Social Responsibility.
Aalto University Publication Series, Crossover 1/2011. pp.39-45.

important preconditions of success in almost alréviews. Thirdly, the ability to withstand or
handle stress appears as a factor enhancing iliteedwadaptation or “acculturation”. The fourth
broad category of personal factors is composedisdetianeous personality and behavioral traits
exemplified in terms such as self-confidence, fhdity, respect, etc. While personal charactersstic
serve as useful checklists in recruiting peopletercultural work settings, they fail to provide
guidelines for how to influence the behaviour pssas involved in intercultural work.

Competencies as roundtables to work improvement

The concept of competency contrasts to personaactaistics in its emphasis on situation-
sensitive capacities and behaviours performededgfmed contexts (e.g., McClelland, 1973;
Spencer & Spencer, 1993). Sandberg (2000) disshgsibetween worker-oriented and work-
oriented approaches to competence. The former wewspetence as composed of attributes
possessed by workers, typically represented as leigw, skills, abilities and other personal
(KSAOs) attributes required for effective perforrnanin the latter approach, important task
activities are first identified and then transfodre otherwise related to worker attributes, e.g.,
ability to inspire others. Competency is here dadisimply as a set of activities (behaviours and
cognitions) that the individual (or workgroup) skibmaster for adequate or superior performance
in a given task, job or problem situation.

In addition to emphasis on actual behaviours peréalin a given job or job family, the

competency concept underscores their multi-elerstentture. For example, not only is it

necessary to have a skill to do something, oneldhaso possess motivation to perform the task.

Or, strong motivation to do something is rarelywgioto fulfil a task, knowledge is also needed to
reach a satisfactory performaegel. Another conceptual tenet proposed here distinguish

between competencies and their regulatory or “dripeocesses (Nederstrom & Niitamo, 2010).

Such driver-outcome distinction makes the stillugly understood concept of competencies

tangible and more understandable. The view of coemgees “driven” by motivational, thinking

and attitude processes brings more leverage tocek improvement efforts as the focus of

change efforts can be targeted on either the daveutcome end of a competency.

Despite of the various conceptual perspectivesoompetencies, the shared emphasis on actual
behaviours makes competencies the premium chaidetégrated work improvement efforts. From
the work organization’s perspective, competenaidi&cate such valued and recognised behaviours
which to promote and reward in recruitment, tragpileadership as well as performance
management. Competencies serve as hubs or “rodesltétr all work improvement efforts.
Selection, training and development, coaching,destdp and performance management can be
coordinated with a common competency concept wipieatly increases manageability of
planning. Workers are provided with sets of objextiwhich to work towards and are clear about
how they are expected to perform their tasks.

Two plusoneintercultural work competencies

All the single but often overlapping and interrethpersonal characteristics in the previous reviews
were summarized into the three to four broad categof perceptual-attitudinal, interaction-
communication, stress management and miscellarfaotess. Three behavioral competencies were
delineated upon these categories. The goal wasfitoeda set of competencies vital for success in
all work situations that involve essential intetauhl exchange. This would cover anything from
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work accomplished in multicultural work teams ttuations involving people moving to work in
foreign culture environments.

Handling ambiguity-diversity

Handling ambiguity-diversity appears an obviousrfolation for a perceptual-attitudinal
competency in intercultural work settings. Expodoraeew cultures always involves perceptual
challenges, as newcomers to previously unfamilidtuces are bombarded with ambiguous stimuli
and meanings upon which they must make sense. Beraéption, a tendency to look at things in
an abstracting way enables to relate disparatgshiogether and understand new information.
Therefore, it is plausible to assume that brodaerathan narrow perception enhances
understanding and handling of ambiguity and diwgrsi

Tolerance of ambiguity appears often in studiemtafrcultural effectiveness and acculturation. The
term was introduced in Authoritarian Personalitgl@fno et al., 1950), the classic volume on Nazi
mentality drawing upon radical exclusion of ethoftherwise diverging groups of people.
Ambiguity tolerance is defined as the ability togeve ambiguity in information and behavior in
an open way instead of resorting to defensiveualtis. This means that intercultural exchange
would be better enhanced through adoption of caramd positive rather than negative and
defensive attitudes towards ambiguity, novelty elnange. Therefore, it may be summarized that
intercultural exchange benefits from efforts togegére the world in a broad, holistic manner and
efforts to develop positive curiosity towards newitares and experiences.

True cooperation

Interaction and communication are the foundinghtdricultural exchange. However, it is suggested
that these somewhat esoteric terms be replacedhdgttangible common sense term of
cooperation. Cooperation summarizes the sameatréglements while molding them into goal-
oriented form. “True” cooperation may be evaluatgdbserving performance in its three sub-
processes: creating and keeping up contacts, agwsid supporting others and serving and
listening to other people (Nederstrom & Niitamo1@Q These sub-processes can be used to
differentiate between different intercultural wattings. For example, contact creation may be of
pronounced importance in international businessenddvisory processes may be in high demand
in aid and assistance type of work. Therefore,ayime summarized that intercultural exchange
benefits from genuine efforts to cooperate witreathwhether it be creating contacts, supporting
others or listening to other people.

Coping with stress through interaction with others

The third broad competency concerns people whonargng to new cultural work and life
environments. Moving to live and work in anotheltaure will almost invariably cause at least some
emotional stress experiences. The more distanoed® own cultural environment, the more stress
may be expected. The term “culture shock” was thiced by Kalervo Oberg in describing
experiences of people moving to live and work irefgn countries (Oberg, 1960). Accordingly,
culture shock is precipitated by the anxiety tlesuits from losing familiar signs and symbols of
social intercourse. Oberg went so far as to nartiareulshock an occupational disease that consists
of a sequence of experiential phases along sojdarfaseign cultures.

The studies and reviews on personal factors piadieicculturation speak of “low stress”
individuals. The problem is that an overall abilibywithstand stress is not an established cortstruc
in general psychology, very few such people reakigt. Of course, when personnel professionals
speak about stress tolerance they have in mindtiaydar set of stressors in a given target job,,e.
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operative time pressures, health and security osksterpersonal conflicts. But instead of an
esoteric personal characteristic, a much moref@ittapproach is to focus on the ways people tend
to cope with stress (Folkman & Lazarus, 1980).

Coping with stress can be said to comprise fivatatjies or styles: direct action, interaction with
others, rational analysis and planning, detachrment the stressor and focusing on self. It is
proposed that interaction with others, i.e., askorgand accepting support from others, emerges as
prime means of dealing with stress in intercultuvatk contexts. The fact that the newcomer’s all
activities, particularly in the beginning phasepeled on interaction with host culture
representatives would make interaction a criticatiportant way of coping with stress for
sojourners.

Towards common sense conceptsin intercultural exchange

Anthropological concepts emphasizing cultural ddéfeces have heavily influenced the discussion
of intercultural exchange. The empirical researabition of acculturation originates from the
experiences of westerners sojourning to “exotidtures. The “us and them” mentality that
emanates from Europe’s colonial times still echindbese studies. Instead of facilitating true
intercultural exchange, such an approach carreesisk of erecting glass walls between members
of different cultures resulting in an aquarium-Ig&uation between members of the observer and
observed culture.

What is proposed here is a change of perspectigertonon sense, or if you will, socio-
psychological concepts that draw upon universalitthe human condition. With emphasis on
commonality between people from all cultures, tbemmon sense perspective should be more
functional in enhancing intercultural exchange.h@es cultural differences in regard to
intercultural exchange are not as profound, exetjslichotomous and dramatic as has been
thought previously. Developmental psychologistk tddout "bicognition” as a natural strand in
human development and they view, for example, dpilalism as a competency rather than a
problem (Ramirez & Castaneda, 1974). In the sarme beculturalism theory (LaFromboise et al.,
1993) lays out the notion of being able to funcwoempetently within two cultures, without loss of
original cultural identity or feelings of having éthhoose one culture over another. The theory eject
many of the dichotomies implicit in previous conteggizations of acculturation.

References

Adorno, Th., Frenkel-Brunswik D., and Sanford, M9%0). The Authoritarian personality, studies igjpdice series,
vol. 1. New York: Harper & Row.

Arthur, W. Jr. & Bennett, W. Jr. (1995). The Intational assignee: the relative importance of facparceived to
contribute to success. Personnel Psychology, 43,199

Cui, G. & van den Berg, S. (1991). Testing the ¢ validity of intercultural effectiveness. Intational Journal of
Intercultural Relations, 15, 227-241.

Fantini, A.E. (2006). 87 Assessment tools of intéteal competence [Electronic version]. BrattlelaovT: School for
International Training. http://www.sit.edu/publi@ais/docs/feil_appendix_f.pdf.

Folkman, S & Lazarus, R. (1980). An analysis ofingpn a middle-aged community sample. Journal elth and
Social Behavior, 21, 219-239.

LaFromboise, T., Coleman, H.L.K & Gerton, J. (19933ychological impact of biculturalism: Evidencelaheory.
Psychological Bulletin, 14, 395-419.



P. Lappalainen (2011): People with People - Views of Corporate Social Responsibility.
Aalto University Publication Series, Crossover 1/2011. pp.39-45.

Gudykunst, W & Hammer, M. (1984). Dimensions okiaultural effectiveness: culture specific or crdtgeneral.
International Journal of Intercultural Relations1811.

Hammer, M.R., Gudykunst, W.B., & Wiseman, R.I. (82/Dimensions of intercultural effectiveness: apleratory
study. International Journal of Intercultural Rilas, 2, 382-393.

Holopainen, J., & Bjérkman, I. (2005). The persottaracteristics of the successful expatriateitearreview of the
literature and an empirical investigation. Persbieview, 34, 1, 37-50.

Kealey, D.J. (1996). The Challenge of internatigreidsonnel selection. In D. Landis and R.S. Bhéegdd.) Handbook
of Intercultural Training, (2 ed.) pp. 81-105. Tlsand Oaks: Sage.

McClelland, D.C. (1973). Testing for competencéeathan for “intelligence”. American Psychologi8, 1-14.

Mendenhall, M & Oddou, G.R. (1985). The Dimensiofgxpatriate acculturation: A review. Academy of
Management Review, 10, 39-48.

Niitamo, P. (1999). Evaluation for Cross-Culturabii: Assessment Centre methods in Finland. Crods+#@u
Psychology Bulletin, March, 14-21.

Nederstrém, M. & Niitamo, P. (2010). Constructiordavalidation of a work personality inventory.
http://tuta.tkk.fi/fen/library/collections/reportsiger _content_workpsychology.

Oberg, K. (1960). Culture shock: adjustment to weltural environments. Practical Anthropology, 771182.

Ramirez, M. & Castaneda, A. (1974). Cultural deraoygr bicognitive development, and education. NewkY o
Academic Press.

Sandberg, J. (2000). Understanding human competgngerk: An interpretative approach. Academy ofridgement
Journal 43, 1, 9-25.

Spencer, L.M., & Spencer, S.M. (1993). Competenaeoak. New York: John Wiley.

About the author

Petteri Niitamo, Ph.D in Psychology, has served Esg-time head of the employment testing
centre at the Finnish Institute of Occupational IHe@10H) specializing, among others, in
assessment of candidates to intercultural workngsttHe has evaluated the psychological potential
of literally hundreds of job candidates to devel@ptrassistance, diplomatic, missionary, business
and UN police positions. Currently he serves aadjanct professor of competencies and
knowledge management at Aalto University Scho@aénce. He is also the author of the
multilingual WOPI competence development system wmopi.net.



