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1. Introduction

The world today is experiencing an unprecedented intensification of economic, cultural, political, and social
interconnectedness. This phenomenon, globalization, is the subject of intense debate as scholars put forward different
conceptualizations and conflicting understandings of its consequences (e.g., Appadurai, 1990; Held, McGrew, Goldblatt, &
Perraton, 1999). For this paper, I am adopting Inda and Rosaldo’s (2006) depiction of globalization as ‘‘spatial-temporal
processes, operating on a global scale that rapidly cut across national boundaries, drawing more and more of the world into
webs of interconnection, integrating and stretching cultures and communities across space and time, and compressing our
spatial and temporal horizons’’ (p. 9). This definition aptly captures the increased challenges and opportunities that
educators across the globe are now facing. The impact of globalization extends well beyond the realm of business and
enterprise, it affects the cultural fabric of societies and educational institutions. It is a powerful force for change in practices
and ways of conceptualizing the world and one’s place in it.
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A B S T R A C T

In this new millennium, due to the advent of globalization, the world is becoming

increasingly interconnected. In response, institutions of higher education are reassessing

their mission as they address the following question: how can they best prepare their

graduates to become global citizens and professionals in today’s diverse world? The

policy-based response of many is internationalization. As a consequence, the number of

students receiving education outside their home countries has risen dramatically,

especially with the proliferation of short-term SA (study abroad) programs. This paper

presents an illustrative case study of advanced foreign language students who took part in

a 5-week sojourn. At the center of the theoretical framework for this ethnographic study is

the Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity (DMIS), which is linked to the

Intercultural Development Inventory (IDI). Along with ethnographic data, the IDI was used

to gauge the intercultural sensitivity of Chinese students before and after their stay in

England. Preliminary results, in general, supported the primary assumption that

underpins the DMIS. Those who acquired higher levels of intercultural sensitivity and

sociopragmatic awareness went beyond superficial observations of differences in the host

culture and displayed more empathy for others. It was also discovered that, in general, the

participants had very inflated perceptions of their level of intercultural sensitivity. While

learners may be ‘‘advanced’’ in terms of proficiency in a foreign language, their

intercultural sensitivity may lag far behind.
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Institutions of higher education around the world are reassessing their mission and responsibilities. Most feel
compelled to address the following question: how can they best prepare their graduates to become global citizens and
professionals in today’s complex world? The policy-based response of many is internationalization, which Kälvermark and
van der Wende (1997) define as ‘‘any systematic sustained effort aimed at making higher education more responsive to the
requirements and challenges related to the globalization of societies, economy and labour markets’’ (p. 19). More
specifically, it entails ‘‘the process of integrating an international/intercultural dimension into the teaching, research, and
service functions of the institution’’ (Knight, 1994). This paper views globalization and internationalization as dynamically
linked concepts, whereby the former serves as ‘‘the catalyst’’ and the latter is ‘‘a response in a proactive way’’ (Knight,
1999).

The internationalization of higher education can take such diverse forms as: student and faculty exchange, study and
residence abroad (with multiple variations), internships or service learning in a foreign country, ‘‘globalized’’ curricula on
home campuses, foreign language education, area or cultural studies, international or comparative education programs, and
offshore campuses (e.g., Anderson, 2005; Cushner & Karim, 2004; Naidoo, 2006; Olson, Green & Hill, 2006). Among these
options, an ever increasing number of universities are encouraging their undergraduates to participate in study abroad (SA)
programs. In 2004 there were 2.7 million students enrolled in higher education outside their home countries (OECD, 2007)
and UNESCO estimates that this number will rise to almost 8 million by 2025 (Davis, 2003). While some join ‘‘year abroad’’
programs, many more now take part in short-term sojourns or internships, ranging from a week to 3 or 4 months (Chieffo &
Griffiths, 2003; Edwards, Hoffa, & Kanach, 2005; Hulstrand, 2006).

This paper focuses on a case study of advanced foreign language students who joined a short-term SA program. While the
participants were Hong Kong students who sojourned in England, elements of their stories should reach across ethnic,
linguistic, and geographic lines and resonate with border crossers in other parts of the world.

2. Literature review

The first part of this review describes the Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity (DMIS), which is Bennett’s
(1993) conceptual framework for understanding the developmental stages of intercultural competence. What follows is an
overview of several SA projects that made use of the DMIS to investigate the cultural learning of student sojourners. This
section sets the stage for the present study, which employed this model to explore the intercultural sensitivity development
of Hong Kong students.

2.1. Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity

The DMIS, which is phenomenological in nature, was developed to explain the observed and reported experiences of
individuals in intercultural encounters (Bennett, 1993, 1997, 2004; Bennett & Bennett, 2004; Landis, Bennett, & Bennett,
2004). It defines intercultural sensitivity in terms of personal growth and the development of an ‘‘intercultural mind—‘‘a
mindset capable of understanding from within and from without both one’s own culture and other cultures’’ (Bennett,
Bennett, & Allen, 2003: 252). Specifically, the DMIS theorizes that individuals move from ethnocentric stages where one’s
culture is experienced as central to reality (Denial, Defense, and Minimization), through ethnorelative stages of greater
recognition and acceptance of difference (Acceptance, Adaptation, and Integration).

This model assumes a social construction of identity, positioning it as relational and subject to change, aligned with
contemporary critical and poststructuralist notions of identity (e.g., Guilherme, 2002; Jackson, 2007, 2008; Pavlenko &
Lantolf, 2000). The DMIS also posits that ethnorelative worldviews have more potential to generate the attitudes, knowledge,
and behavior that facilitate successful adjustment in a new cultural milieu (Kim, 2001, 2005). These worldviews are believed
to constitute intercultural competence, which Bennett and Bennett (2004) define as ‘‘the ability to communicate effectively
in cross-cultural situations and to relate appropriately in a variety of cultural contexts’’ (p. 149). In sum, the DMIS offers a
theory-based explanation of individual effectiveness in intercultural encounters.

Bennett et al.’s (2003) extension of the DMIS to incorporate both language and culture learning also has relevance for the
present study. They maintain that ‘‘cultural learning resonates positively with communicative competence and proficiency-
related theories of language learning’’ (p. 252). They hypothesize that there is a ‘‘typical fit between language proficiency
levels and developmental levels of intercultural sensitivity’’ (p. 255). More specifically, they speculate that learners who have
an advanced level of proficiency in the target language are apt to be in an ethnorelative stage of cultural development (e.g.,
adaptation/integration). Conversely, those who are novice learners of the target language are likely to be in an ethnocentric
stage of development (e.g., denial/defense). These notions will be problematized in my investigation of second language
sojourners.

2.2. Empirical research on intercultural sensitivity and SA

The DMIS has served as the theoretical basis for the investigation of intercultural sensitivity development in many diverse
populations, including student sojourners. The following studies employed the Intercultural Development Inventory (IDI)
(Hammer & Bennett, 2002), a survey instrument that was designed to measure the stages of development of intercultural
sensitivity outlined in the DMIS.
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Using a mixed-method case study, Medina-López-Portillo (2004a,b) investigated the intercultural sensitivity of 28
American university students who participated in one of two SA language programs: 18 attended a 7-week program in Taxco,
Mexico and 10 took part in a 16-week sojourn in Mexico City. Those with less time abroad focused on visible, behavioral
cultural differences, while the longer-term sojourners developed a deeper understanding of nuances in the host culture. In
general, the participants had significantly inflated opinions about their level of intercultural sensitivity.

Engle and Engle (2004) investigated the French language learning and intercultural sensitivity of American students who
took part in a SA program in France for either one semester or a full year. Longer-term sojourners made significantly more
progress in areas of cultural understanding and cross-cultural communication, with the most growth in the second term.
Anderson, Lawton, Rexeisen, and Hubbard (2006) also employed the IDI to assess the extent to which a short-term SA program
affected the cross-cultural sensitivity of 23 American students in Europe. As a group, the business students lessened their
tendency to see other cultures as better than their own and improved their ability to accept and adapt to cultural differences
suggesting that short-term programs can have a positive impact on the overall development of cross-cultural sensitivity.

These studies focused on the intercultural sensitivity development of American students. Would an investigation of Hong
Kong foreign language sojourners yield similar results? Would a short stay in the host culture be long enough for the
enhancement of their intercultural communication skills, understanding, and sensitivity? In the following case study, I
consider the extent to which the DMIS accounts for their intercultural learning. I also problematize Bennett et al.’s (2003)
proposed linkage between second language proficiency and intercultural sensitivity.

3. The special English stream: a short-term SA program for English majors

In 2001, in line with the Chinese University’s internationalization policy, the English Department established the Special
English Stream (SES) to enhance the English language proficiency, intercultural sensitivity, and intercultural communicative
competence of English majors. In particular, the SES aims to foster their sociopragmatic awareness, which Rose and Kasper
(2001) define as ‘‘the social perceptions underlying participants’ interpretation and performance of communicative action’’
in a particular sociocultural context (p. 2). The program encourages the participants to become confident enough to interact
across cultures in English in a wide range of settings.

The SES consists of pre-sojourn seminars in applied linguistics (ethnographic research), intercultural communication
(culture-general/culture-specific elements) and literature, a 5-week sojourn in England, post-sojourn debriefing sessions,
and an undergraduate thesis related to the experience abroad. The sojourn includes a homestay component, literary and
cultural studies at a university in central England, excursions (e.g., to the theatre, museums), and ethnographic fieldwork
(Jackson, 2006a). A unique feature of the SES is that all elements are credit-bearing and integrated into the Bachelor of Arts
program of studies. The sojourn component is subsidized by a University grant.

4. Method

4.1. Research design and aims

To better understand the language and cultural development of the 2005 cohort, I adopted an ethnographic approach as
this mode of research is well suited to focused investigations of cultural phenomenon (Bailey, 2007; Crang & Cook, 2007). I
had the opportunity to spend time with the participants in both informal and formal situations in Hong Kong and England.
This afforded me the opportunity to observe their development over a 16-month period. This study differed from my
previous investigations of SES groups (Jackson, 2005, 2006b, 2007, 2008), in that I also employed a quantitative instrument
to provide an objective measure of the participants’ cultural sensitivity.

4.2. Participants

The 2005 cohort of the SES was comprised of 141 (2 males and 12 females) full-time English majors in the 2nd year of a 3-
year BA program. On entry into the SES, the students had an average age of 20.1 years and a grade point average of 3.3. All of
them grew up in Hong Kong and spoke Cantonese as the first language. They had an advanced level of proficiency in English
with an average of ‘B’ on the ‘Use of English’ A-level exam at the end of their secondary schooling. Before the sojourn, three
had participated in short-term SA programs in English-speaking countries (a 4-week stay in the U.S., Australia, or the U.K.).
For most, however, personal contact with non-Chinese had been very limited and their travel experiences had primarily
consisted of short family trips to Mainland China or organized tours to other Asian countries.

Prior to joining the SA program, none of the participants had ever taken a course in intercultural communication, anti-
racist education, or multiculturalism. Further, their use of English had largely been restricted to academic settings in Hong
Kong. Most had had very limited exposure to informal, social English before traveling to England. Few had personal
relationships across cultures.

All of the participants signed informed consent forms as part of the University’s research ethics review. They were free to
withdraw at any time. None did.

1 One student, S5, did not participate in the sojourn due to an illness in her family.
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4.3. Instrumentation

4.3.1. Qualitative measures

Pre-sojourn qualitative data included: an application letter to join the SES, a cultural identity narrative, an intercultural
reflections journal, open-ended surveys, and an interview that prompted the participants to reflect on: their cultural
background, language use, identity, previous travels/intercultural contact/SA, and aspirations/concerns about the sojourn.
During this phase I kept detailed field notes.

Qualitative data collected during the sojourn included a diary and weekly open-ended surveys designed to draw out
student views about: their intercultural adjustment, their awareness and reactions to cultural differences, their use of
English in daily life, their identities, their perception of their intercultural communication skills and sensitivity; and their
investigations of a cultural scene. Throughout the 5 weeks, I participated in the excursions and debriefing sessions and kept a
daily record of my conversations, observations, and reflections.

Post-sojourn qualitative data included: an interview with the participants about their sojourn experiences/re-entry and
an open-ended survey. The interviewees were encouraged to reflect on the impact of SA on: their intercultural awareness
and sensitivity, their identities, and their intercultural communication skills. During a 3-month period, I supervised the
development of the ethnographic research theses of those who chose this option and had informal conversations with them
about their sojourn and re-entry experiences. I continued to keep field notes during this phase of the study.

4.3.2. Quantitative data

I employed Version 2 of the Intercultural Development Inventory (IDI) (Hammer & Bennett, 2002; Hammer, Bennett, &
Wiseman, 2003), to measure the participants’ intercultural sensitivity/worldview orientation to cultural difference as
conceptualized in the Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity (DMIS). This psychometric instrument has
demonstrated construct validity and reliability (Hammer et al., 2003; Paige, Jacobs-Cassuto, Yershova, & DeJaeghere, 2003)
and, as was noted in the literature review, is widely used in SA research.

Respondents to the IDI rate their agreement or disagreement to 50 statements using a 5-point Likert scale. As well as
measuring overall intercultural sensitivity, referred to as the Developmental Scale (DS), the IDI software yields scores for 5
subscales. Denial and Defense (DD) (combined) measures a worldview that simplifies and/or polarizes cultural difference. It
ranges from disinterest and avoidance to a tendency to view the world in terms of ‘‘us’’ and ‘‘them,’’ where ‘‘us’’ is superior.
Reversal (R) measures a worldview that reverses the ‘‘us’’ and ‘‘them’’ polarization, where ‘‘them’’ is superior. Minimization

(M) measures a worldview that highlights cultural commonality and universal values through an emphasis on similarity.
Acceptance and Adaptation (AA) combined measures a worldview that can comprehend and accommodate complex cultural
differences. It can range from a tendency to recognize patterns of cultural difference in one’s own culture and in other
cultures (acceptance) to a tendency to alter perception and behavior according to cultural context (adaptation). Encapsulated

Marginality (EM) measures a worldview that incorporates a multicultural identity, where one’s identity is separated from
any specific cultural context form of integration (Hammer and Bennett, 2002).

Besides computing the respondents’ ‘developmental’ intercultural competence score (actual level of intercultural
sensitivity), the IDI software provides their perception of their own intercultural sensitivity and ability (Hammer and
Bennett, 2002; Paige et al., 2003). A gap between the two scores of greater than 0.50 is considered substantial.

4.4. Procedures and analysis

Once the students had agreed to participate, I set up a project database in NVivo (Bazeley, 2007; Richards, 2005), a
qualitative software program. Each piece of data was entered into the database soon after it was gathered. Using an ‘open
coding’ approach (Charmaz, 2006; Grbich, 2007), I devised codes to reflect what I saw in the material rather than restrict
myself to preconceived categories. New categories continually emerged, while others were reorganized as I better
understood the relationship between items. By triangulating data types and sources, I aimed to discover how the students
perceived cultural differences and made sense of their intercultural experiences. Since all of the data was dated, it was
possible to link their oral and written narratives with the three IDI administrations that were processed using IDI software.
This allowed me to track the development of the participants’ intercultural sensitivity and sociopragmatic awareness
throughout the program. It also enabled me to identify any discrepancies between the IDI scores and narratives.

5. Findings

Data for the group has been analyzed and cases of individual participants are being developed to better understand their
language and cultural learning and identity reconstruction over time (Jackson, in preparation). The scope of this paper is
largely limited to a discussion of intercultural sensitivity, and, due to space constraints, only a small sample of the qualitative
evidence can be provided. Efforts have been made to select representative extracts at various stages of the program.

Table 1 presents the actual and perceived IDI results of the participants at three intervals: on entry into the SES, after the
3-month pre-sojourn preparation, and immediately after the 5-week sojourn in England. These scores provide an indication
of each student’s worldview development and position on the DMIS’s ethnocentric/ethnorelative continuum at these
strategic points in time. The right hand columns of the chart also indicate whether or not the participants made progress in
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their intercultural sensitivity by comparing their pre- and post-IDI scores (both actual and perceived) at two junctures: after
the pre-sojourn preparation and after the sojourn.

To better illustrate the development of their intercultural sensitivity during the three phases of the study, excerpts from
the oral and written narratives of six of the participants are presented and linked to their IDI scores. Their voices offer a
window into their awareness of cultural differences and reactions to them as they progressed through the program. When
relevant, I have made reference to my field notes to contextualize their narratives. The selected individuals represent a range
of IDI scores and trajectories: some made significant progress during the program (S7, S10, S14); others remained in the same
band level (S3, S6); one advanced after the pre-sojourn preparation but regressed to a lower band level after the sojourn (S8).

5.1. On entry into SES

The pre-sojourn narrative data provided insight into the students’ level of intercultural sensitivity on entry into the
program and was generally in accord with the IDI scores. Interestingly, the first administration of the IDI revealed that all of
the students had inflated opinions about the level of their own intercultural sensitivity, rating themselves in the acceptance
or adaptation range. In many cases, this was several band levels above their actual IDI score. The following excerpts from the
NVivo database illustrate the perspectives of the selected students when they first joined the program.

5.1.1. Defense

On entry, S14 displayed the highest level of ethnocentricism in the cohort according to the IDI. In the following excerpt,
she conveyed what Bennett (2004) has referred to as a ‘siege mentality.’ Afraid of cultural differences, she preferred the
safety and comfort of her familiar ‘in-group,’ in this case, Hong Kong Chinese:

� In Hong Kong the feeling of home is so pleasant that it lingers inside me all the time. . . I enjoy very much to be surrounded
by flocks of Hong Kongers. The common language that we speak, the similar way that we act are all signs of family. Once I’m
with people who look dissimilar or speak a different language, I begin to feel a bit awkward. . . I’m still not adapted to
staying in settings which people around are having different origins. (Intercultural reflections journal, S14) (Actual IDI
score: Defense 68.37; Perceived score: Acceptance 114.59)

5.1.2. Defense reversal

Five of her peers (including S7 and S8) were in a state of ‘defense/reversal,’ that is, they displayed a tendency to see
another culture as superior while maligning their own. In the following excerpts, they denigrated aspects of ‘Chineseness’
(e.g., mother tongue, traditional Chinese values) in favor of Western languages and cultures:

Table 1

Actual and perceived IDI scores: on entry into the SES, after the 14-week pre-sojourn preparation, and post-sojourn

Ss IDI scores Gain (+)/loss (�)

Actual Perceived Actual Per-ceived

1 2 3 4 5 6 1 2 3 4 5 6 1 2 3 4

S1 (M) 104.90 M 81.20 DefR 112.49 M 128.23 Ac 118.92 Ac 131.76 Ad � + � +
aS2 (F) 74.97 DefR 82.20 DefR 100.14 M 115.44 Ac 120.08 Ac 126.67 Ac + + + +

S3 (F) 92.91 M 98.91 M 98.81 M 120.86 Ac 122.54 Ac 122.26 Ac + �/+ + �/+

S4 (F) 83.49 DefR 76.34 DefR 99.38 M 118.10 Ac 113.16 M 123.08 Ac � + � +
bS5 (F) 96.55 M 95.30 M — — 122.89 Ac 121.86 Ac — — � – – _
aS6 (F) 119.97 Ac 119.31 Ac 115.13 Ac 133.71 Ad 133.19 Ad 132.05 Ad �/+ � �/+ �
S7 (F) 75.83 DefR 123.17 Ac 124.20 Ac 115.09 Ac 135.01 Ad 137.09 Ad + + + +

S8 (F) 77.66 DefR 88.31 M 77.20 DefR 116.04 Ac 121.39 Ac 117.28 Ac + � + �
S9 (M) 96.65 M 96.84 M 129.07 Ac 123.35 Ac 123.52 Ac 136.36 Ad �/+ + �/+ +

S10 (F) 85.87 M 118.50 Ac 125.57 Ac 117.74 Ac 134.69 Ad 137.73 Ad + + + +

S11 (F) 91.80 M 86.65 M 93.19 M 123.59 Ac 119.84 Ac 121.36 Ac � + � +

S12 (F) 76.02 DefR 85.59 M 94.87 M 117.15 Ac 120.69 Ac 125.16 Ac + + + +
aS13 (F) 90.25 M 114.34 M 106.46 M 122.85 Ac 130.85 Ad 127.78 Ac + � + �
S14 (F) 68.37 Def 80.85 DefR 86.16 M 114.59 Ac 117.99 Ac 120.92 Ac + + + +

Full group 88.23 M 96.25 M 104.82 M 120.69 Ac 123.84 Ac 127.65 Ac + + + +

Key: Ss = students; M = male; F = Female. Band descriptors: Dn = Denial; Def = Defense, DefR = Defense reversal, M = Minimization, Ac = Acceptance,

Ad = Adaptation, I = Integration; Band scales measured by IDI scores: Denial and Defense (55–69); Defense reversal (70–84); Minimization (85–114);

Acceptance (115–129); Adaptation (130+). Actual scores: Columns 1 & 2 (IDI score/band descriptor on entry into the SES); columns 3 & 4 (IDI score/band

descriptor after pre-sojourn preparation); Columns 5 & 6 (IDI score/band descriptor after sojourn); Perceived scores: Columns 1 & 2 (IDI score/band

descriptor on entry into the SES); Columns 3 & 4 (IDI score/band descriptor after pre-sojourn preparation); Column 5 & 6 (IDI score/band descriptor after

sojourn); Gain (+) and/or loss (�) in actual intercultural sensitivity: Column 1 (after pre-sojourn preparation); Column 2 (after sojourn); Gain (+) and/or loss (�)

in perceived intercultural sensitivity: Column 3 (after pre-sojourn preparation); Column 4 (after sojourn).
a Previous short-term study abroad in US, UK or Australia.
b S5 did not take part in the sojourn.
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� I do not really want to be a Chinese because of the inferiority of China when compared to western countries. The concept of
‘the west is better’ has flooded into my mind since I was a small child and I have little consciousness of being a Chinese. . . I
would prefer to be any nationality except Chinese. (Cultural identity narrative, S7) (Actual IDI score: Defense reversal
75.83; Perceived score: Acceptance 115.09)
� In my mind Chinese culture is connected with adjectives such as ‘conservative,’ ‘static,’ and ‘outdated.’ In contrast, Western

culture is identified with ‘modernistic,’ ‘scientific,’ and ‘superior.’ If not for the British rule, Hong Kong could never become
such a prosperous and developed city. (Intercultural reflections journal, S8) (Actual IDI score: Defense reversal 77.66;
Perceived score: Acceptance 116.04)

5.1.3. Minimization

S3, S10, and S13 were in Minimization when they joined the program. These students were still experiencing ‘‘trailing’
(unresolved) Defense/Denial issues, indicating that they still had a tendency to consider their own home culture (e.g., Hong
Kong Chinese) as superior to others (e.g., Mainland Chinese).

� I am trying to remove my prejudice against Mainlanders. Concerning the poor condition of my hostel, I have told my friends
we were on the wrong track to say that all of them use the public facilities ungracefully. Who knows if every local student is
considerate? We need to remind all residents of our floor to keep the public area clean and tidy, not just them.
(Intercultural reflections journal, S10) (Actual IDI score: Minimization 85.87; Perceived score: Acceptance 117.74)
� The world is visually large but people may just differ a little as science and technology improves. Places all around the

world are well-connected through Internet, phones, emails, and ICQ. (Intercultural reflections journal, S3) (Actual IDI
score: Minimization 92.91; Perceived score: Acceptance 120.86)
� All over the world, when people are angry they make an ugly face and shout loudly; to show they’re happy, people smile or

laugh loudly. Emotions are the same everywhere. (Intercultural reflections journal, S13 (Actual IDI score: Minimization
114.34; Perceived score: Acceptance 130.85)

5.1.4. Acceptance

Only 1 (S6) was in the Acceptance stage on entry into the program; this young woman had already spent a month in the
U.S. on a short-term SA program. She had much more intercultural contact than her peers (e.g., a non-Chinese American
boyfriend).

� Whenever I’m in a new environment, I find myself unconsciously adopting people’s ways of doing things and adjusting my
own values and behaviors. When I see something that contrasts with what I was taught, I begin to re-think it. . . It’s like a
process of searching for new insights of your old ways of being. . . (Cultural identity narrative, S6) (Actual IDI score:
Acceptance 119.97; Perceived score: Adaptation 133.71)

5.2. After intensive pre-sojourn preparation

The students’ narratives (e.g., last entries in their intercultural reflections journal, pre-sojourn surveys) generally
supported the levels of the DMIS that were indicated in the second pre-sojourn administration of the IDI. The students still
had very inflated perceptions of their intercultural sensitivity, rating themselves, on average, in the acceptance range. After
the pre-sojourn preparation, there were four students in Defense reversal. One had moved from Defense (S14), two had
remained at this level (S2, S4), and one had regressed from Minimization (S1).

5.2.1. Defense reversal

S14 had become more aware of cultural differences and less fearful of interacting with people from other cultures. As the
following excerpt shows, she had started to see limitations in her own ‘in-group’ and had begun to extol the attributes of
people from another culture. According to the DMIS, she still possessed an ethnocentric mindset as she employed dualistic
‘we-they’ thinking and stereotyping.

� Through chats with my lovely French teachers, I know more about the culture of French people. They are really romantic
and emotional, and many are devoted to cultural things like delicacy, art, and music. . . They are living the way of life that
I’m always longing for. . . I think we can learn a lot from the French. All Hong Kongers think about is making money.
(Intercultural reflections journal, S14) (Actual IDI score: Defense reversal 80.85; Perceived score: Acceptance 117.99)

5.2.2. Minimization

After participating in the intensive 14-week pre-sojourn preparation, seven students (including S3, S8, and S9) were in
Minimization, a more tolerant or transitional perspective. Their tendency to view the world in terms of ‘‘us versus them,’’
where us is superior, had lessened but was still present.
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� International students may be from different countries but their cultures aren’t really much different from ours.
(Intercultural reflections journal, S8) (Actual IDI score: Minimization 88.31; Perceived score: Acceptance 121.39)
� I believe that people could live happily in any place if they can keep to their principles in life, mainly being honest and well-

intentioned. (Intercultural reflections journal, S3) (Actual IDI score: Minimization 98.91; Perceived score: Acceptance
122.54)
� With the help of advanced technology, the distance between people is shortened. As long as not offending others’ cultures,

intercultural communication would be easy and business across the world would be effective and successful. (Intercultural
reflections journal, S13) (Actual IDI score: Minimization 114.34; Perceived score: Adaptation 130.85)

In many of the excerpts above, it is important to note that the participants emphasized the need to retain their own
culture in the face of diversity.

5.2.3. Acceptance

After the intensive pre-sojourn preparation there were three participants in the acceptance phase (S6, S7, and S10). S7 had
moved all the way from Defense reversal. According to the IDI, this indicates that she had significantly reduced her tendency
to see other cultures as better than her own and had become much more appreciative of cultural differences in behavior and
values. S10 had progressed from Minimization to an ethnorelative perspective, while S6 continued to display acceptance and
appreciation of cultural differences.

� When interacting with people from a different culture, we may need to adjust our behaviors and set aside our own beliefs
and values. I am still learning to put myself into others’ shoes and interpret others’ behaviors from their cultural
perspectives instead of mine. When I come across people of other cultures violating the rules of our culture, I would step
back and see the causes of problems in miscommunication before I make negative comments on others. How can we judge
anyway if the standard is not the same? (Intercultural reflections journal, S10) (Actual IDI score: Acceptance 118.50;
Perceived score: Adaptation 134.69)
� I am trying very hard to incorporate my Chinese traits with the western influence so that I could have good things from

both. By doing this, I am now a more flexible person and can get along with both western and local people better.
(Intercultural reflections journal, S6) (Actual IDI score: Acceptance: 119.31; Perceived score: Adaptation 133.19)
� I realize that I have to be more sensitive to what people in another culture do and in which ways they expect me to behave. I

think this could help me avoid conflicts with them. I have to be more sensitive to cultural differences. (Intercultural
reflections journal, S7) (Actual IDI score: Acceptance 123.17; Perceived score: Adaptation 135.01)

5.3. After the sojourn

The final administration of the IDI revealed that the students continued to have inflated opinions about the levels of their
own intercultural sensitivity, rating themselves in the Acceptance or Adaptation range. Statements made by the participants
(in their sojourn diary, weekly surveys, and post-sojourn interview) provided additional insight into their intercultural
adjustment and sensitivity during their stay in England and were generally in line with their actual IDI scores.

5.3.1. Defense reversal

Only one, a female student (S8), regressed to a lower band level. On entry into the SES, she was in Defense reversal and
developed a Minimization worldview during the pre-sojourn preparation. After spending 5 weeks in the host culture,
however, she slipped back to Defense reversal, a more ethnocentric position.

� I like the characters of the English people because they’re really helpful. . . when they noticed I was a bit frustrated and lost,
they would come and ask if I needed help. . . I really appreciated their helpfulness. That wouldn’t happen here. Hong Kong
people just ignore or walk away from tourists. (Post-sojourn interview, S8) (Actual IDI score: Defense reversal 77.20;
Perceived score: Acceptance 117.28)

In the above excerpt S8 compared English people with Hong Kongers, casting the latter in a more negative light. It is
important to note, however, that her post-sojourn data also included comments which conveyed a more favorable perception of
her in-group. Her interview provided insight into her mindset and behavior during the sojourn, which helped to explain her
trajectory: ‘People think they’ll become more open when they come back from a western country. I thought it would happen but
it didn’t. I developed a ‘never mind’ attitude toward differences. This is different from being open-minded. Open-minded is like
everything is fine. . . Never mind is like less stubborn.’ Her diary entries and sojourn surveys revealed that she had found many
aspects of the host culture difficult to accept (e.g., the food). A lower tolerance for ambiguity and a less flexible mindset appeared
to negatively impact on the development of her intercultural sensitivity and degree of openness.

5.3.2. Minimization

After 5 weeks in an English-speaking environment, eight of the students were in Minimization, the transitional phase of
development. These individuals minimized cultural differences. Consequently, they downplayed the importance of
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intercultural communication skills to build relationships across cultures, believing that people were ‘basically the same.’
While they displayed more sociopragmatic awareness than those in the lower band levels, they were still less sensitive to
nuances in the discourse (e.g., norms of politeness) than those who were in the acceptance phase of development.

� There’s not much cultural difference between Hong Kong and England. I felt happy with the food there and I’m also happy
with the kind of food I have in Hong Kong now. (S13) (Actual IDI score: Minimization 86.16; Perceived score: Acceptance
127.78)
� Though there are some strange things in local environment, I think it’s rather ‘‘easy’’ for Hong Kong people to adapt to

England as the culture is similar to Hong Kong’s. (Sojourn survey, last week, S3) (Actual IDI score: Minimization 98.91;
Perceived score: Acceptance 122.26)
� I used to think British people were traditional and gentle but, after I visited London, I think Londoners are similar to the

people in Hong Kong. They have a fast pace of life and some dress in a very trendy way. (Sojourn survey, last week, S14)
(Actual IDI score: Minimization 86.16; Perceived score: Acceptance 120.92)

5.3.3. Acceptance

By the end of the sojourn, 3 were in the Acceptance stage: S6 had remained in this band level throughout the program; S7
began in Defense reversal, jumped to Acceptance after the pre-sojourn preparation, and remained in this phase after the
sojourn. By contrast, S10 began her journey in Minimization and moved to Acceptance after the pre-sojourn preparation; like
S6 and S7, she was in this level at the end of the study. As these sojourners cultivated an ‘ethnorelative mindset,’ they were
better able to recognize and appreciate cultural differences. As the following excerpts reveal, they demonstrated an effort to
refrain from making snap judgments about cultural practices that were new to them:

� Though you’d expect cultural differences when you travel to another country, it’s different when you experience them in
the country. . . You need to step back, think clearly, observe what others do and how they act, and follow their steps.
Basically, I learned to observe more before taking action, instead of just seeing things from my own perspective. (Post-
sojourn interview, S10) (Actual IDI score: Acceptance 125.57; Perceived score: Adaptation 137.73)
� I always tried my best to accommodate to my hosts’ way of living. . . The change inside myself after coming back was my

world vision. I’ve learned to look at things from other people’s perspective, and thus I’ve become more reasonable. . . I’m
more aware that there are cultural and value differences between people. (Post-sojourn interview, S7) (Actual IDI score:
Acceptance 124.20; Perceived score: Adaptation 137.09)
� No matter how well you know British people, you don’t really understand the culture or the way they think. There’s a lot of

stuff in their culture that a Chinese person would never fully understand. The differences are fascinating. (Post-sojourn
interview, S6) (Actual IDI score: Acceptance 115.13; Perceived score: Adaptation 132.05)

Similar to their peers, these three individuals had inflated perceptions of their level of intercultural sensitivity although it
was less pronounced. They had a better grasp of the complexity of cultures and seemed more aware that they had only begun
to scratch the surface of the host country and had much more to learn.

6. Discussion and conclusions

This small-scale study showed that the DMIS can provide educators with a useful means of understanding the
development of their students’ intercultural sensitivity and communicative competence. The findings, in general, supported
the primary assumption that underpins this theoretical model: ‘‘as one’s experience of cultural difference becomes more
complex and sophisticated, one’s competence in intercultural relations increases’’ (Intercultural Communication Institute,
2004). The narratives of the students in the acceptance stage of the IDI revealed that they were more aware of cultural
differences than their peers, going beyond superficial observations. With more sustained intercultural contact, these
sojourners developed a higher level of sociopragmatic awareness and picked up more colloquial expressions in English as
they strengthened bonds across cultures. They tended to display more empathy for others (e.g., their hosts) and did not
remain as fixated on their own problems as those who had a more ethnocentric mindset. Similar to Bhawuk and Brislin’s
(1992) study, those with higher level of intercultural sensitivity appeared to be more flexible, open-minded, and willing to
try new things, especially food. Interestingly, those who reached the acceptance level in the IDI also cited elements of the
host culture that they wished to appropriate to acquire a broader worldview and more ‘global’ identity.

What else can we learn from this case study? It is possible for learners to be ‘‘advanced’’ in terms of proficiency in a foreign
language yet minimally aware of, or uncomfortable with values and modes of behavior (e.g., communication styles) that differ
from their own. The relationship between language and culture learning is more complex than what is presented in Bennett
et al. (2003). The developmental sequence of intercultural competence does not necessarily parallel linguistic competence. In
the case of foreign language learners, intercultural sensitivity and sociopragmatic awareness may lag far behind language
proficiency. This has important implications for the preparation and on-going support of foreign/second language sojourners.

Another interesting finding was the tendency of the participants to overestimate their level of sensitivity, as was the
situation in Medina-López-Portillo’s (2004a,b) study. In some cases, the SES students estimated it to be several IDI band
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levels above their actual developmental level. What might account for these inflated self-assessments? In a review of studies
of biased self-assessment, Fischer, Greitemeyer, and Frey (2007) note that most people tend to exhibit positive illusions
about their own abilities and personality for a variety of reasons, including: the desire to maintain a positive sense of self-
esteem (e.g., Kruger, 1999; Taylor & Brown, 1988, 1994), selective encoding (Kunda, 1990), and biased reference points (Ditto
& Lopez, 1992). In many domains, according to Kruger and Dunning (1999), people who are incompetent may lack sufficient
metacognitive ability to be aware of their incompetence and this could result in inflated self-perceptions. Significantly, these
researchers found that ‘‘improving the skills of participants, and thus increasing their metacognitive competence, helped
them recognize the limitations of their abilities’’ (p. 1121). This suggests that the promotion of deeper levels of self-
awareness has the potential to bring about change.

In the present study, those who developed a higher level of intercultural sensitivity displayed more awareness of gaps in
their intercultural communicative competence and knowledge of the host culture. By contrast, those with an ethnocentric
mindset had less appreciation of the complexity of cultural differences and, in some cases, were blissfully unaware that their
style of communication might be hampering relationship-building across cultures. Content to just be themselves, they
naively assumed that they were more interculturally sensitive than they actually were. Their metacognitive competence was
not as well developed as that of their more ethnorelative peers.

Intercultural learning is a challenging process that students need to work on before, during, and after a study abroad
experience, no matter the length of the sojourn. Residence in the host culture does not automatically produce
interculturality. Unfortunately, many internationalization schemes do not take this into account; administrators are often
preoccupied with increasing the numbers of exchange students, largely ignoring barriers that may hinder the learning
process (e.g., high levels of ethnocentricism, low tolerance for ambiguity, culture shock).

In this age of increased global ‘‘webs of interconnection’’ (Inda & Rosaldo, 2006), it is imperative that interculturalists,
applied linguists, and study abroad researchers explore the most effective means to propel students towards higher levels of
intercultural sensitivity and sociopragmatic awareness both at home and abroad. In today’s diverse, ever-changing world,
intercultural competence is as important as language competence and one cannot assume that they will develop
simultaneously. As educators, we have the potential and responsibility to empower students to become competent, sensitive
global citizens and professionals.
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