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Abstract 
With the growth of diversity and internationalisation in the higher education system and industry in the last 
few decades there has been an increased need for developing professional competence in organisations to 
deal with the benefits and challenges arising from intercultural encounters and work collaboration. In order 
to successfully work and collaborate across different cultural domains and with people from diverse cultural 
backgrounds, a set of abilities for dealing with cultural diversity is required. These abilities, collectively termed 
intercultural competence (IC) enable effective studying, living and working across different cultural 
boundaries. Previous research reveals that academic and administrative staff in Latin American HEI’s are 
particularly struggling to develop a solid level of IC as a par wider institutional development practices. 
Moreover, most professional development programs appear to be focusing on limited diversity awareness 
programs rather than transformative power of considering organisational diversity as a potential for 
innovation. The paper proposes a work-in-progress approach to professional development of staff in LA HEIs 
based on the outputs of the previous EU Funded project on Erasmus Mundus Intercultural Competence. The 
paper will outline the key features of the EMIC Toolkit and then discuss how it could be utilised and further 
expanded to assist in professional development of university staff. 
 

Introduction 
With the growth of diversity and internationalisation in the higher education system and industry in the last 
few decades (University of Oxford, 2015) there has been an increased need for developing professional 
competence in organisations to deal with the benefits and challenges arising from intercultural encounters and 
work collaboration (Gregersen-Hermans, 2017). In order to successfully work and collaborate across different 
cultural domains and with people from diverse cultural backgrounds, a set of abilities for dealing with cultural 
diversity is required. These abilities, collectively termed intercultural competence (IC), enable effective 
studying, living and working across different cultural boundaries (Fantini, 2007). Higher Education Institutions 
(HEI’s) are expected to provide their students with the competence to deal with different cultures and use the 
cultural diversity of their surrounding as an advantage for innovation across the whole curriculum (Deardorff, 
2015). Even if the university staff possess high level of IC this still does not mean that they are fully prepared to 
incorporate it in their teaching and interaction with students. The intercultural challenges that academics and 
administrative staff in universities face is not only related to their interaction with students, but also to other 
aspects of their activities: participating in international research projects, educational exchanges and other 
collaborations where an interaction of different cultures could create challenges for successful teaching, 
research and industry cooperation.  
 
Studies and our previous research experience reveals that academic and administrative staff in Latin American 
HEI’s are particularly struggling to develop a solid level of IC themselves (Lukic & Solari, 2015; Berry & Taylor, 
2014). Moreover, most professional development programs appear to be focusing on limited diversity 
awareness programs rather than transformative power of considering organisational diversity as a potential for 
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innovation. Latin American HEIs (LA HEI’s) have gone through a process of increased internationalisation with 
planned further rapid growth of intra-regional (de Wit, 2017) and international mobility (Berry & Taylor, 2014) 
by 2020. At the same time, there is a widespread movement towards widening access to students and staff 
coming from indigenous backgrounds. However, if not focused well, cultural diversity can create a lack of 
communication, conflicts, exclusion, project delays and lower quality of outputs. On the other hand, if managed 
well and with the appropriate level of IC, the diverse environment can provide for better and more innovative 
outputs, novel projects and discoveries coming from cultural boundary crossing. These recent changes and 
future projections highlight the need for activities tackling internationalisation capacity of LA HEI’s. The current 
paper proposes an approach to professional development of staff in LA HEIs based on the outputs of the 
previous EU Funded project on Erasmus Mundus Intercultural Competence. The paper will outline the key 
features of the EMIC Toolkit and then discuss how it could be utilised and further expanded to assist in 
professional development of university staff. 
 
Intercultural competence 
Intercultural competence is complex ability that contains a number of different elements and often sub-
competences. Fantinis’ (2005) model proposes four types of elements: awareness, knowledge, attitudes and 
skills. Awareness is often neglected (Hofstede, Pedersen & Hofstede, 2002; Gairín et al., 2009, 13), but, as 
Fantini observed, it “is central and especially critical to cross cultural development”, which is “furthered through 
developments in knowledge, positive attitudes, and skills, and in turn also furthers [students’] development” 
(2005). Firstly, intercultural knowledge includes not only an expertise of different cultures (their customs, 
products, and ways of communicating), but also an insight of your own culture. It also includes the knowledge 
of concepts derived from research on interculturality that can aid intercultural understanding and behaviour; 
for example stereotyping processes, dimensions of culture, and identity. Secondly, intercultural awareness 
signifies awareness of the “other” and yourself in the intercultural context. Thirdly, intercultural attitudes 
include respect for equality and diversity, curiosity and openness as well as general interest in other cultures. 
Fourthly, intercultural skills, such as intercultural communication, skills of interpreting and skills of interacting, 
are needed to ensure that the other three components of IC are applied (Byram, Nichols & Stevens, 2001). 
Reflection on own competence and dealing with diversity through emotional and cognitive perspective-taking 
is a key aspect of intercultural competence development. However, development of such a competence can be 
a complex and problematic process. On approach that arose from a previous mixed-method research project 
aimed at exploring this issue in the context of Joint Master degrees and developing an EMCI Toolkit.  
 
EMIC Toolkit 
The previous EU funded EMIC project resulted in a number of relevant outputs (EMIC Theoretical Approach, 
Baseline Study Concise Report, EMIC Learning Programme, EMIC Learning Platform, EMIC Round Table 
Presentation and EMIC Evaluation Report – all available at http://www.emic-project.org/outcomes). However, 
the main project output that is informed by all other results and outputs is the EMIC Toolkit which is an Open 
Education Resource (OER) that is scalable, customisable and potentially useful for different unviersity 
programmes that invovle mobility and internatiaionl dimensions (full Toolkit available at http://www.emic-
project.org/emic-toolkit). The purpose of the EMIC Toolkit is to provide a set of flexible resources and tools to 
support developing IC. The EMIC Toolkit also offers easy to use strategies for customising and implementing 
contextualised learning activities in the users’ own cultural and academic contexts through guidelines and 
examples of good practices. 
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Who is the Toolkit for  
The EMIC Toolkit was developed in the context of Joint Master programmes and is therefore primarily beneficial 
for: 

 Higher Educational Institutions who want to develop support programmes for developing IC of their 
joint Master students; 

 Departments in charge of student experience for Master students (international departments, support 
units, academic development centres and similar) 

 Teachers and Lecturers who deal with international Master students and want to integrate IC 
development in their teaching (Lukic et al., 2015). 

 
Although the EMIC Toolkit was developed based on joint Master programmes, the learning programme 
described in this Toolkit addresses core IC that might be relevant for other educational contexts, as well as 
preparation for intercultural workplace experiences. Therefore, the EMIC Toolkit could be useful and adapted 
for: 

 Higher Educational Institutions who want to develop support programmes for their students in general 
(whether international students, home students in diverse classroom setting or for preparation for 
career in intercultural workplaces; undergraduate, postgraduate or even PhD students); 

 Departments in charge of student experience at all levels; 
 Higher education Teachers and Lecturers who deal with diverse educational contexts.  

 
Although the EMIC Toolkit has been designed to facilitate the EMIC Learning Programme adaptation, it is 
important to consider that some challenges may arise when used in settings different from those where it was 
created.  
 
Benefits of using the EMIC Toolkit 

 Experience an interdisciplinary and research based learning; 
 Get an opportunity to reflect on personal development needs and development plans in terms of IC; 
 Gain knowledge, skills, awareness and attitudes needed for high level IC; 
 Develop specific skills such as intercultural conflict management, emotional intelligence and 

intercultural relationship building needed both for academic and professional work; 
 Get an opportunity to share experiences and learn from other participants; 
 Improve academic experience in diverse contexts; 
 Increase employability as IC is one of top competences all employers look for, especially in international 

settings (Gregersen-Hermans, 2017). 
 
Our previous project showed that the Toolkit has a great deal of potential for institutions and individuals and 
some organisations are already freely using the OER resources. The Toolkit was tested with four different 
Masters, but further empirical studies are needed to test impact in other context. Having in mind that different 
users might benefit from part of the Toolkit in different ways, it was important to establish the output under 
the Creative Commons licence that allows modifications and adaptation, provided the source is referenced.  
 
Added value of the EMIC Toolkit 
There are a variety of tools and resources for skills and knowledge related to interculturality. In contrast to 
other programmes that develop IC, the EMIC Toolkit attempts to propose an approach that is: 
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 interdisciplinary, integrating current knowledge on formal learning in higher education, non-formal 
learning in the non-profit sector, workplace learning and technology-enhanced learning; 

 based on scientific research, from previous studies on intercultural learning and from data gathered 
throughout the EMIC Project; 

 customised, that is, adaptable for specific context of participants; 
 contextualised in participants experiences, using the experiences as the ‘content’ of learning; 
 flexible, that is, learning activities are designed as modifiable and applicable bundles across a range of 

different contexts and cultural situations; and 
 open-source, allowing other Erasmus Mundus programs to implement and/or modify the proposed 

EMIC Learning Programme in their courses. 
 
Facilitators guidelines  
The Toolkit contains two types of guidelines for offering an effective IC learning programme: implementation 
of guidelines for institutions or individuals that aim to organise the learning programme within their context, 
and facilitator’s guidelines for those specifically involved in leading activities with participants that can aid all 
relevant stake-holders in utilising the main output of the EMIC project. Based on the experience of using the 
Toolkit to date and the results of our research reported elsewhere (papers under journal review) there a number 
of considerations that facilitators could take into account: 
 
Ambiance: The atmosphere should be relaxed, friendly and cooperative, while the programme itself should be 
perceived as fun, rather than more workload. To create a fun, friendly and relaxed ambiance it is important to 
maintain a horizontal facilitators-participants relationship and to keep reminding participants that IC is a life-
long-learning process. 
  
Educational context: Facilitators should keep in mind different educational contexts involved (both local and 
those from student backgrounds). Any potential contradictions in educational cultures should be brought up 
and discussed with participants. 
  
Experience as content: The diversity of the group and the richness of the participants’ individual experiences 
must be used and built on (Deardorff, 2015, Fantini, 2007). This can be done by encouraging participants to 
share their experiences. Facilitators can also elicit participants’ opinions on difference-rich situations, and thus 
bring them to everyone’s attention. 
 
Guidance rather than recipes: Facilitators should also avoid giving participants ‘answers’ to the questions 
participants have, but rather help them discover strategies for finding the answers on their own (with the help 
of their classmates/representatives of different cultures). 
 
Relevance of activities: Facilitators should make sure participants see the relevance and see how to link what 
they learn in the learning programme to their everyday reality. One of the key aims of facilitation and feedback 
given by the facilitators is to make students reflect critically aware of their own IC level and development needs, 
and to encourage participants realizations that there is always room for improvement (Verpoorten et al., 2012). 
 
Perceived expertise: Facilitators should build a rapport and understand issues the students have been facing. 
For the same reason, facilitators must be cautious not to focus on only one particular culture because it might 
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compromise/modify the interaction with the representatives of this culture. 
  
Ethos: Facilitators should be aware that IC has a close link to personal identity; this is why many activities can 
move easily from cultural to personal level. Facilitator has to be careful not to go too deep into the private 
sphere. However, without going into therapy settings, facilitators should be able to create an emotionally safe 
zone (free of judgment, open-minded, etc.) to discuss personal issues and to ensure participants that the 
information will not be used against them after the learning programme. 
 
Further empirical research would explore how these guidelines work in other practice situations.  
 
Professional Development in IC 
The EMIC Toolkit could be used as the basis for professional development of university staff when dealing with 
international students and other academic work situations where diversity plays an important role. However, 
the challenge of developing IC for university employees are manifold as it entails both developing one’s own IC 
and supporting others in developing their competence. In particular, the academic and administrator 
employees in LA HEIs are faced with the following situations where a high level IC would be needed: 
 
1. teaching, learning and assessment of diverse student cohorts (internal LA student mobility, international 

overseas students and students from indigenous cultural backgrounds); 
2. supporting student development of IC as one of requirements for graduates for further study and 

employment in a global economy; 
3. preparing their students for further studies which are likely to be carried out in other countries/continents, 
4. collaboration with academic colleagues from diverse cultural backgrounds in their own institutions (due to 

increased academic staff mobility); 
5. living in different cultural settings (due to increased academic staff mobility) 
6. collaboration on international research and consultancy projects with colleagues around the world. 
7. lack of provision and recognition professional development of IC in the institutional evaluation of staff. 
 
These listed challenges create a need for more tailored, integrated and engaging professional development 
opportunities for staff to improve own IC and support student in developing their intercultural abilities.  
 
There are very few programs aimed at developing the IC of academic staff in Latin American HEIs. The ones that 
do exist are few and limited, and either focus on culture-specific knowledge only, or deal with cultural shock. 
The IC needed for such a context is mutlifacted and involves a number of core aspects as well as supporting 
capabilities. Figure 1 outlines the proposed IC model for the professional development context.  The core 
elements of IC are as follows: 4 building blocks (knowledge, awareness, attitudes and skills - AKAS) (Fantini, 
2000), 2 supporting competences (critical reflection and emotional intelligence) and 2 meta-capacities 
(developing intercultural competence of oneself and supporting development of others). In the proposed 
framework, all elements are interdependent in an intercultural competence learning process. 
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Figure 1: Professional Development of IC 
 
Knowledge is comprised of two aspects: culture-specific knowledge and conceptual knowledge of Intercultural 
Competence. Culture-specific knowledge represents factual knowledge about particular cultures (local cultures 
and/or peer cultures). Conceptual knowledge of Intercultural Competence relates to instances relevant 
theoretical knowledge about intercultural interactions that is fundamental to (further) Intercultural 
Competence development. Awareness include several perspectives of awareness:  intercultural awareness - 
awareness of differences between cultures and of cultural conditioning of others, cultural self-awareness - 
awareness of oneself as a cultural being and of the fact that one’s own behaviour, views and reactions are 
conditioned by one’s own culture and  awareness of specific cases when cultural conditioning is at play. 
Attitudes include a number of interrelated attitudes that are identified as relevant for a positive intercultural 
learning process such as: acceptance of differences, openness, non-judgmental attitude - not judging culturally-
different behaviour and non-judgmental attitudes in general, tolerance of/towards the ‘other’s’ perspective or 
reality, cooperative mind-set - the need to build good relationships with others and to work together, as 
indispensable for personal intercultural development, flexibility - the willingness to adjust behaviour in order 
to find ways of acting that take into account others’ cultural perspectives and/or their culturally-conditioned 
expectations, and permit positive interaction to take place and valuing diversity - positive attitudes towards and 
willingness to encounter new cultures and people who are culturally-different. The skills block is one of the 
most diverse aspect of core IC and it includes a wide range of interrelated skills: intercultural communication, 
intercultural mediation - ability to take the role of intercultural mediator, verbalising cultural expectations and 
norms - discussing expectations that different people involved in an interaction might have, ability to speak 
about culturally-different practices that might be felt to be disturbing, ability to notice cultural differences, 
ability to detect a misunderstanding (‘an intercultural issue’), ability to check how one’s behaviour is perceived, 
acting on culture-specific knowledge and on intercultural awareness one has, ability to adjust one’s behaviour, 
developing/adopting necessary new behaviour, shifting between cultural environments as well as dealing with 
people with (perceived) lower intercultural competence. The proposed core aspects of the model are aligned 
with previous research on intercultural competence and the AKAS perspectives (Ang, Van Dyne & Rockstuhl, 
2015; Byram, Nichols & Stevens, 2001 ; Deardorff, 2008, King & Baxter Magolda, 2005; Williams, 2009). 
 
The supporting and meta capacities further enhance the utilisation of the core IC blocks. Intercultural critical 
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reflection as a capacity in the intercultural context includes abilities to overcome judgmental thinking and 
reactions, to deal with stereotypes, generalisations or assumptions, and generally to manoeuvre between the 
necessity and the danger of generalising (Lustig & Koester, 2003). It involves critical reflection on one’s own 
behaviours as well as on those perceived in others. In the same way critical reflection tackles the cognitive side 
of intercultural challenges, emotional Intelligence deals with the affective side of the phenomena. Speaking of 
intercultural emotional intelligence, we refer to empathy, managing one’s emotions, dealing with uncertainty 
and perspective-taking from the point of view of emotions in diverse settings. In terms of awareness, 
intercultural emotional intelligence is linked to intercultural awareness of oneself and of others. In terms of 
skills, it is related to those of managing one’s own emotions and managing the emotions of others. The attitudes 
and skills often referred to as empathy are also an essential element of how IC is enacted. The meta capacity of 
Developing IC requires fostering a set of abilities that relate to ‘learning to learn’ and knowing how to develop 
your Intercultural Competence continuously beyond formal Intercultural Competence trainings as well as 
supporting IC development of others as one of the educational tasks of HEI academic and administrative staff. 
As a competence in its own right, Developing Intercultural Competence also contains aspects of meta-level 
knowledge, skills, awareness and attitudes.  
 
The 4 intercultural building blocks and the 2 supporting competences constitute the core of the IC model. The 
supporting capacities underpin how elements from the IC building blocks are operationalised and developed in 
practice. It is important to note that, although supporting capacities are singled out as underpinning supporting 
mechanism, they are closely related to, and interdependent with, the IC building blocks. Moreover, individuals 
need to become autonomous lifelong learners with respect to their IC development; they need to understand 
what Intercultural Competence is, how they can develop it further, how they can monitor their own 
development and how they can speak of their achievements when necessary (e.g. during an interview with a 
potential employer). Such knowledge and awareness should be accompanied by a capacity (skills) and a 
willingness (attitude) to implement them, as well as by the habit of doing this in practice. This is why the meta-
capacity Developing IC, which represents the ‘learning to learn’ side of Intercultural Competence, was found to 
be a part of the broad configuration of IC. The meta capacity involves two related but distinct perspective: that 
of knowing how to develop one’s own IC and that of supporting others in developing their IC, both perspectives 
that LA HEIs staff are engaging in. The importance of the meta-component is supported by views from other 
scholars when discussing cultural intelligence strategies, becoming intercultural learners, and later intercultural 
professionals and intercultural citizens capable of developing their IC further (Ang & Van Dyne, 2008; Byram, 
1997). This meta aspect of developing Intercultural Competence is an important addition to existing models as 
the lifelong-learning aspect is essential, and individuals should be willing and able to develop their Intercultural 
Competence continuously.  
 
Beyond the conceptual framework needed when investigating professional development of IC, it is important 
to consider which stakeholders are relevant for this domain. In order to expand and connect the IC professional 
development provision and offering in the context of LA HEIs, several groups of stakeholders are relevant: 
academics and administrative staff participating in the professional development programme, LA HEIs, students 
in LA HEIs, other LA HEIs that do not participate in the project, HEIs in other regions of the world interested in 
mobility and supporting IC development, students in other universities who decide to use guidelines and 
activities from the IC Toolkit, researchers in the related disciplines, policy makers and the wider HE society. The 
approach we are currently developing would involve the following initiatives with the stakeholders:  
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 Direct training and mentoring with academics and staff in LA HEIs 
 Transfer of learning from staff participants to their students 
 Engagement with key experts in charge of developing international relations and staff development 
 Exchange of knowledge through face-to-face and online meetings 
 The Community of Practice group created for exchange of information 
 Making the IC Toolkit openly available as an OER 
 Inviting policy makers and other practitioners to the wider discussions 
 Continuously informing the wider audience through public engagement activities 
 Presenting at external events and conferences 
 Publishing academic articles on the study results 
 Strategic use of social media 

 
Although the emphasis of our approach development is capacity building in Latin America as an Open Source 
tool that is modifiable and flexible, the Toolkit would be of benefit for other initiatives that focus on mobility. 
Allowing open access to the Toolkit will enable mobility coordinators and educators to implement and organise 
activities that support the development of intercultural competence in their own contexts. In order to make 
our approach feasible we will establish an online community which would include partners and their staff who 
have undergone IC professional development programmes and who will act as future champions and internal 
and external disseminators and exploitation multipliers. The community would be used for collaboration 
through the online platform, newsletters, future events and project ideas. A crucial factor for the sustainability 
of the initiative is the involvement of pan-LA HEIs networks that play a key role in leading policy and practice 
initiatives for improving capacity and collaboration across LA HEI’s. Although the proposed model and the 
approach have been tested in our previous research, further empirical testing would show how professional 
development in Latin American context could be supported by the resources developed and further resources 
co-created with the practitioners.  
 
Conclusions 
The increasing demand for internationalisation of LA HEI’s and the related challenges of having an intercultural 
competent staff present a continuing interest in developing capacity in this area. However, there a several 
challenges to integrating and implementing these efforts in institutions. Although national and regional policies 
in LA clearly emphasise the international perspective and developing the capacity in dealing with diversity, these 
policies need to be prioritised by leadership and administration of HEIs themselves. IC needs to be recognised 
as one of the key professional development areas for the academic and administrative staff and they need to 
be given appropriate support and resources in developing it. Further research and empirical testing is needed 
to confirm and expand our professional development IC model and explore avenues for its integration in regular 
business of various institutions. Through further investigations and collaborative efforts in the region, IC could 
become one of the core concerns for HEIs and main part of their educational provision. Through such an 
approach cultural diversity both within and outside HEIs could be used as an opportunity to transform how we 
teach and structure our work for innovation.  
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