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INTERCULTURAL COMPETENCE AS A DEVELOPMENTAL PHENOMENON 

Competence is the final stage of intercultural understanding and signifies the ability to work 

effectively across cultures. Intercultural competence is beyond knowledge, awareness and sensitivity 

in that it is the digestion, integration and transformation of all the skills and information acquired 

through them, applied to create cultural synergy within the workplace. Researchers and theorists in 

intercultural communication continue to work toward unified theories of intercultural competence 

and communication. 

The acquisition of intercultural competence is never complete and perfect, but to be a 

successful intercultural speaker and mediator requires complete and perfect competence for 

interacting with people of other cultures. 

To quote John J. Pilch, achieving intercultural competence requires that communicators 

lower their defenses, take risks, and practice behaviors that may feel unfamiliar and uncomfortable. 

It requires a flexible mind, an open heart, and a willingness to accept alternative perspectives. It may 

mean setting aside some beliefs that cherished to make room for others whose value is unknown; it 

may mean changing what we think, what we say, and how we behave. 

T. Cross identifies five essential elements that contribute to one’s ability to become more 

culturally competent which include: 

• Valuing diversity: it means accepting and respecting differences. People come from very 

different backgrounds, and their customs, thoughts, ways of communicating, values, 

traditions, and institutions vary accordingly. The choices, that individuals make, are 

powerfully affected by culture. Cultural experiences influence choices that range from 

recreational activities to subjects of study. 

• Having the capacity for cultural self-assessment: through the cultural self-assessment 

process, we are better able to see how our actions affect people from other cultures. For 

instance, physical distance during social interactions varies by culture. 

• Being conscious of the dynamics inherent when cultures interact: we should follow the 

appropriate cultural rules showing cultural respect to develop personal relationships. 

Being aware of the possible affects of the dynamics of differences allows us to provide a 

more productive intercultural communication. 
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• Having institutionalized culture knowledge. 

• Having developed adaptations to an understanding of cultural diversity: this element of 

cultural competence specifically focuses on changing activities to fit cultural norms and 

adapt cultural practices. 

Gaining cross-cultural competence is a long-term, developmental process that requires more 

than reading. It is an exciting, engaging, lifelong process of expanding horizons, thinking critically 

about issues of power and oppression and acting appropriately. It is a developmental process with a 

six-point continuum. Cultural competency is the ability to work, communicate and live across cultures 

and cultural boundaries. 

As outlined by T. Cross, this process includes the following points: 1) cultural 

destructiveness, 2) cultural incapacity, 3) cultural blindness, 4) cultural pre-competence, 5) cultural 

competency and 6) cultural proficiency. 

Each of the points along the continuum represents a way of responding to diversity: 

• The most negative end of the continuum is represented by attitudes, policies, and practices 

that are destructive to cultures and consequently to the individuals within the culture. The 

cultural destructiveness holds beliefs or engage in behaviors that reinforce the superiority 

of one race or culture over another with the resultant oppression of the group viewed as 

inferior. 

• Those operating at the point of cultural incapacity are less actively destructive but behave 

paternalistically, lack the skills to be effective with individuals from diverse groups, and 

often reinforce biased policies. 

• Those who profess that culture, race, and/or language make no difference represent 

cultural blindness. Individuals and organizations at this point on the continuum actively 

seek to be nonbiased but in so doing may fail adequately to address the needs of the clients 

that they serve and implicitly or explicitly encourage assimilation. 

• Individuals and organizations operating on the positive end of the continuum may first be 

described as culturally precompetent. Although the need for culturally competent 

policies, procedures, and people is recognized, it may not extend beyond tokenism or a 

search for ways to respond. 

• Cultural competence, the next point on the continuum, is described as accepting and 

respecting differences and implementing policies that support these beliefs and 

commitment. 

• At the final point on the continuum, cultural proficiency (advanced cultural competency), 

individuals and organizations seek to refine their approach and practice by learning more 

about diverse groups through research, dissemination, and a fully integrated workforce. 
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This model assumes that through personnel preparation, personal commitment, and systemic 

change, an individual can progress toward cultural proficiency. 

Thus, cultural competency develops over time and needs to be actively supported with 

awareness, knowledge (information necessary to interact appropriately and effectively), specific 

skills (behavior necessary to interact appropriately and effectively) as well as polished through 

intercultural encounters. 

So, developing intercultural competence is an ongoing process that requires lifelong 

learning. 
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