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Abstract: With increasing internationalization in higher education, more and more Chinese uni-
versities are providing students with exchange programs in cooperation with foreign universities. 
Hitherto, however, research about Chinese university students’ intercultural competence in a study-
abroad context has been relatively rare. The present study, adopting a mixed-method research de-

sign, examines the development of Chinese students’ intercultural competence in a short-term study-
abroad program, as well as the factors that might have a role to play in the process. It is found that 
the students made significant progress in intercultural competence after participating in the program 
and factors such as attitudes towards intercultural communication, cultural knowledge storage, Eng-

lish language proficiency and engagement in intercultural communication are important contributors 
to the development of intercultural competence in a short-term study-abroad context.
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1. Introduction

In the current age of globalization, during which interactions among culturally diverse people are 
increasingly more common, the development of intercultural communicative competence (ICC) is 

of great importance in tertiary education. ICC is defined as a set of abilities to interact effectively 
and properly across cultures in various contexts (see Arasaratnam, 2015, 2016; Deardorff, 2009; 
Fantini, 2000). While the influences of classroom interventions on the development of ICC have 
been explored by researchers (e.g., Schuetze, 2008; Wang and Kulich, 2015), the impact of short-
term study-abroad (STSA for short) experiences has been less well documented (Czerwionka et al., 
2015). With more and more university students participating in STSA programs, research investigat-
ing ICC development during short-term programs abroad bears both academical and practical impli-

cations.
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Drawing on Fantini’s (2000) theoretical framework of ICC, which proposes that intercultural 
knowledge, skills, attitudes and awareness converge together as main components that contribute to 
ICC, the current research focuses on Chinese English-as-a-Foreign-Language (EFL) learners’ devel-
opment of ICC in a STSA program. 

2. Defining and measuring intercultural competence

The concept of ICC has been given numerous definitions in the literature over the past several 
decades (Byram, 1997; Lustig and Koester, 2003; Deardorff, 2004; Fantini, 2000, 2006). Many re-

searchers focused on the components of ICC while defining this concept. Pusch (1994), for exam-

ple, proposes that the most important aspects of ICC include thoughtfulness, cognitive flexibility, 
ambiguity tolerance, behavioural flexibility, and intercultural identity. Byram’s (1997) multi-dimen-

sion theory of ICC postulates that intercultural knowledge, skills, attitudes and awareness converge 
together as main components that contribute to ICC. In similar vein, Fantini (2000, 2006) holds 
that ICC is a complex of abilities with the four main dimensions of knowledge, attitudes, skills and 
awareness. He argues that awareness is the most important dimension of ICC and builds a graphical 
model in which attitudes, skills, and knowledge surround the core component of awareness. Dear-
dorff (2004) notes that ICC is composed of three dimensions, including attitudes, skills, and knowl-
edge. Among the three components, she emphasizes that attitudes are the most critical one.

Researchers generally agree that knowledge, attitudes, skills, and awareness are the main com-

ponents of ICC (see, e.g., Lustig and Koester, 2003; Byram, 1997; Fantini, 2000, 2006; Deardorff, 
2004, 2006; Spitzberg and Changnon, 2009; Peng et al., 2015). Based on this idea, scholars have de-

signed various assessment tools to measure the extent to which an individual has the skills related to 
various dimensions of ICC, for example, “Assessment of Intercultural Competence” (AIC) (Fantini, 
2000, 2006) and “Intercultural Development Inventory” (IDI) (Hammer et al., 2003).

In China, researchers have also developed a number of assessment tools to measure Chinese 

EFL learners’ ICC (e.g., Wang, 1990; Liu, 2004; Wu, 2013; Peng et al., 2015). An early study by 
Wang (1990) designed a set of socio-cultural questions on “common culture” (e.g., social customs) 
and “formal culture” (e.g., geography, history, literature, and other subjects). A similar study by Liu 
(2004) attempted to incorporate culture test in language test. On the basis of large-scale empirical 

research, Liu concluded that the culture test in his study was a theoretically sound and practically 
feasible measurement system for assessing students’ intercultural competence. In a more recent 

study, Peng et al. (2015) adapted Fantini’s (2000, 2006) “Assessment of Intercultural Competence” 
and designed “Intercultural Competence Evaluation Scale for Chinese College Students”. The scale 
enjoyed high validity and reliability (as measured by Cronbach’s α, see Peng et al., 2015). In the 
present study, the scale was employed to measure the changes in the students’ ICC before and after 
taking part in the STSA program.

3. Research on the development of ICC in a study-abroad context

Increasing globalisation has led more and more people to set out to study in foreign countries. 

Studying abroad is an experiential learning process which immerses the students in another culture 
(Kolb, 1984) and many researchers believe that studying abroad is an ideal way to improve one’s 
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intercultural competence (Deardorff, 2006; Watson and Wolfel, 2015). In recent years, quite a few 
scholars have used empirical research approaches to explore the development of students’ ICC in 
study-abroad contexts (e.g., Behrnd and Porzelt, 2012; Gregersen-Herman, 2015; Czerwionka et al., 
2015). For example, Behrnd and Porzelt (2012) compared the development of intercultural com-

petence of college students with and without study-abroad experiences. The results showed that 
while there is no significant difference in intercultural competence between the two groups at the 
beginning of the study, the improvement of intercultural competence of overseas students is more 

significant over time. Gregersen-Herman (2015) investigated the development of college students’ 
cross-cultural ability and found that merely placing students in a multicultural environment with-

out intervention or guidance cannot improve their cross-cultural ability. Czerwionka et al. (2015) 
measured the change of students’ cross-cultural knowledge in a STSA program. They found that the 
students’ attention to cross-cultural knowledge changed after studying abroad. Besides, the students’ 
intercultural knowledge increased during their exchange abroad, with the most significant increase 
in cultural and historical knowledge.

Over the past decade, STSA programs of one to eight weeks have been gaining increasing popu-

larity among Chinese university students. Compared with long-term study-abroad programs, STSA 
programs are less time-consuming and more economical, and are therefore favoured by many Chi-

nese students. However, at present there is still controversy concerning the role of STSA programs 
in the development of students’ ICC. While a number of researchers believe that STSA programs 
can broaden the students’ international perspectives, cultivate global mindset, enhance cultural 

sensitivity, and empower the students to cope with cultural conflicts, some scholars question the 
influence of STSA programs on the development of the students’ intercultural competence (Dw-

yer, 2004; Medina-Lopez-Portillo, 2004). Medina-Lopez-Portillo (2004), for example, studied the 
relationship between the length of study-abroad programs and the development of students’ inter-
cultural sensitivity. The study focused on 28 students who went abroad for exchange, 18 of whom 
participated in long-term exchange programs, and ten participated in short-term exchange programs. 
Results showed that the length of the project has a significant impact on the improvement of the stu-

dents’ cross-cultural sensitivity. However, Dwyer’s (2004) research discovered that the advantages 
of long-term exchange programs over short-term exchange programs are not absolute. Dwyer not-
ed that while having an entire academic year abroad has a more significant impact on students, “in 
some cases, students in short-term exchange programs may be more likely to derive more lasting 
benefits from their study abroad experience than students who participate in long-term study abroad 
programs” (Dwyer, 2004: 161).

In recent years, some Chinese scholars probed into the development of ICC of Chinese students 

in a study-abroad context (Lu and Li, 2012; Cui, 2013). Lu and Li (2012) used “Intercultural Sen-

sitivity Inventory” to explore the differences in cross-cultural sensitivity of Chinese postgraduate 
students at home and abroad. The results showed that Chinese graduate students who studied abroad 
had a higher level of cross-cultural sensitivity than their counterparts in China, and they were more 
likely to accept and identify with different cultures and to enjoy diverse cultural interactions. Cui 
(2013) explored the influence of STSA experience on Chinese EFL students’ cultural sensitivity and 
language proficiency by observing their cultural sensitivity, motivation, and relationship with the 
host family. The results showed that the overall level of language proficiency of the study-abroad 
group improved. While these studies in general showed a positive effect of studying abroad on the 
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development of Chinese ELF learners’ intercultural sensitivity, more research is needed to examine 
the overall development of ICC in a study-abroad context.

4. Research methods

4.1. Research questions

This study set out to investigate the development of Chinese EFL students’ intercultural compe-

tence in a STSA program. Specifically, two research questions have been formulated: 

Research Question 1: What is the impact of a STSA program on the development of ICC of Chi-
nese EFL students?

Research Question 2: What factors have a role to play in the students’ development of ICC in the 
STSA program? 

4.2. Research setting

The study took the ** program between a public research university in southwest China and 

a public research university in the northeast of the United States as a specific case to explore the 
impact of short-term exchange programs on ICC development of Chinese students. The program 
spanned two weeks, in which Chinese students studied in the American university and experienced 
American university teaching, academic lectures, campus life, as well as other cultural activities, 
around themes of international diplomacy, international business and global leadership. The Amer-

ican university appointed a highly international teaching team for the program, including an Afri-

can-American program director and an Anglo-American supervisor, a Turkish-American lecturer, 

and three teaching assistants from the U.S., Japan, and China respectively. This, in addition to the 

study-abroad context, offered the students ample opportunities to interact with people from diverse 
cultural backgrounds. One of the authors of this paper also participated in the program as a student, 

which facilitated the data collection process. To ensure the reliability of the study, the data of this 
participant was not included in data analysis. 

4.3. Participants of the study

Thirty-five members of the program participated in the study1
, the demographic information of 

the participants can be seen in Table 1. All of them were students of ** University, and their majors 
ranged from English, Literature, International Politics, to Law, Finance, Microelectronics, and Civil 
Engineering. 

All the thirty-five participants took part in the online questionnaire survey. Twelve participants 
were invited to participate in in-depth semi-structured interviews concerning the strategies that they 
employed to develop ICC in the study-abroad context.

4.4. Research instruments 

In order to fathom thoroughly the development of the students’ ICC in STSA programs, this 

1. Originally there were 36 participants in the study-abroad program as one of the authors was also a member of the program as a 
student at the time of investigation. To ensure the reliability of research, the data of the author was taken out, leaving a total of 35 
participants (see Table 1).
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study employed a variety of ways to collect data, including questionnaire surveys, semi-structured 
interviews and field observations. 

The questionnaire used in this study consisted of three parts. The first part was the participant’s 
personal information, including gender, age, major, grade, previous study abroad experience, and 
English proficiency. The second part was the intercultural competence self-assessment scale, adapt-
ed from Peng et al.’s (2015) “Intercultural Competence Evaluation Scale for Chinese College Stu-

dents”, including six dimensions: knowledge of domestic culture, knowledge of foreign culture, 
attitude, cross-cultural communication skills, cross-cultural communication skills, and cross-cultural 

communication awareness, with a total of 29 items.

The researchers piloted the questionnaire with students who have taken similar exchange pro-

grams in ** University and calculated the reliability of the questionnaire. As can be seen (Table 2), 

the Cronbach’s α coefficient of each dimension was between 0.848 and 0.929, and the Cronbach’s 
α coefficient of the overall questionnaire was 0.954, indicating that the questionnaire enjoyed high 
reliability. 

Following Peng et al. (2015: 149), the scale data were weighted in the following manner:

Table 1. Demographic information of the participants

Categories No. of participants

Gender Female 27
Male 8

Age 19–23 yrs 19
24–29 yrs 16

Education background Undergraduate 16

Graduate 19

Table 2. Reliability test results of the self-assessment ICC questionnaire

Dimension Number of items Cronbach’s alpha Sample items

Knowledge of domestic 
culture 

3 0.896 Knowledge of the domestic country’s history, 
geography, and social politics

Knowledge of foreign 
culture 

7 0.862 Knowledge of foreign history, geography and 
social politics

Attitude 4 0.877 Willing to communicate and study with foreigners 
from different cultures

Cross-cultural commu-

nication skills

9 0.911 Skills to negotiate and explain one’s own culture to 
the satisfaction of the interlocutor when cross-cul-
tural misunderstandings occur

Cross-cultural cognitive 

skills 

3 0.848 Skills to acquire knowledge related to cross-cul-
tural communication through direct contact with 
foreigners

Cross-cultural commu-

nication awareness
3 0.929 Awareness of cultural similarities and differences 

when communicating with foreigners
Total 29 0.954
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The third part is open-ended questions to understand the participants’ perceptions of intercultural 

competence, self-assessment of their own intercultural competence, and their strategies for improv-

ing intercultural competence.

In addition to the questionnaire, we also conducted semi-structured interviews with 12 students 
randomly selected from the 35 participants. The semi-structured interviews focused on eight ques-

tions, such as, “How do you understand intercultural competence?” “How do you rate your intercul-
tural competence?” “Has the STSA program helped you develop your intercultural skills?” “What 
methods have you adopted to improve your intercultural competence?”. Interviews were conducted 
in Chinese and lasted approximately 40 minutes for each student.

4.5. Data collection and analysis

The students completed the “Intercultural Competence Evaluation Scale for Chinese College 
Students” before they left China and did it again upon their return to China. We performed statistical 
analysis of the questionnaire data using SPSS 24.0.

For the interview recordings, we first transcribed the interviews verbatim, then labelled and cod-

ed the transcriptions with the help of the qualitative analysis software MAXQDA. To increase the 
reliability of the qualitative analysis, the two authors of this paper jointly analysed the transcribed 
utterances.

5. Results and discussion

5.1. The development of the participants’ ICC during the study-abroad program

To understand the changes of students’ cross-cultural competence before and after participating 

in the STSA program, we calculated the scores of each dimension as well as the total score of the 
questionnaire for each participant according to the data weighting scheme mentioned above (Peng 
et al., 2015; Wu, 2013). Paired sample t-test was conducted to compare the scores before and after 
studying abroad. Data analysis showed that participants’ intercultural competence changed signifi-

cantly before and after their STSA experience, with remarkable improvements in all six dimensions 
of intercultural competence, as well as the overall intercultural competence assessment (Table 3). 

Figure 1 shows the changes in each dimension of intercultural competence of university students 
before and after they participated in the STSA program. 
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As shown in Table 3, the students’ scores in attitudes towards intercultural competence (AT for 
short) are at a relatively high level both before and after the STSA program, showing that students 
had positive attitudes towards cross-cultural communication. In other words, they were willing to 
communicate and learn with foreigners from different cultures, to tolerate foreigners’ different val-
ues, living habits and taboos, and are eager to learn foreign languages and understand foreigners. 

On the contrary, although the “Knowledge of foreign culture” (KF for short) was dramatically im-

proved after studying abroad, it still ranked the lowest among the six dimensions. A possible reason 
might be that although STSA program helped to enhance the students’ knowledge of foreign history, 
geography, society and politics, the students were unable to acquire systematic and sufficient exper-
tise in such a short time. More extended programs and more elaborate learning are needed to enrich 
students’ knowledge of foreign cultures.

It is noteworthy that in STSA programs, students were immersed in a foreign language and cul-
tural environment, which undoubtedly contributed to their acquisition of foreign cultural knowledge. 
Surprisingly, as can be seen from Table 4, the students’ knowledge of domestic culture (KD for 
short) also experienced a noticeable increase after the STSA program. Interviews showed that many 

Table 3. Participants’ self-assessment of ICC before and after the STSA program 
Mean SD Mean difference t Sig. (2-tailed)

KD
Before 0.595 0.142

−0.080 −5.088 0.000
After 0.676 0.107

KF
Before 0.426 0.106

−0.201 −8.973 0.000
After 0.627 0.100

AT
Before 0.700 0.154

−0.069 −3.649 0.001
After 0.769 0.105

ComS
Before 0.600 0.131

−0.123 −8.693 0.000
After 0.723 0.109

CogS
Before 0.542 0.132

−0.127 −6.881 0.000
After 0.700 0.139

AW
Before 0.577 0.176

−0.170 −5.766 0.000
After 0.747 0.119

Figure 1. Numerical gains in the participants’ ICC scores along the six dimensions.

Note: KD = Knowledge of domestic culture; KF = Knowledge of foreign culture; AT = Attitude towards cross-cultural communication; ComS = 

Cross-cultural communication skills; CogS = Cross-cultural cognitive skills; AW = Cross-cultural communication awareness.
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students believed that knowledge of their own culture was a prerequisite for successful cross-cultur-
al communication, and only with this premise could they communicate with people from different 
cultural backgrounds calmly and confidently. As student F12 stated in her interview:

“Intercultural competence, first of all, includes the understanding of the politics and history of 
one’s own country. Then there is one’s view of life and values, some local customs and manners 
of one’s own country, and such a knowledge of one’s own culture. It is through the understanding 
of one’s own culture and the mastery of some local knowledge and skills, that we build up cultur-
al confidence. And then when it comes to intercultural communication, we can be neither cring-

ing nor arrogant, and communicate with the other side confidently, even promote our culture.” (F1)

Through cross-cultural communication, students gradually realised the importance of understand-

ing their own culture, and which fuelled them to expand their relevant knowledge and deepened 
their knowledge of Chinese culture. As Jiang (2012) proposed, the more profound the mastery of 
one’s native culture, the easier the understanding of western culture, because culture is both national 
and global, and there are commonalities and universal laws in different cultures. Therefore, under-
standing foreign cultures also deepens our understanding of the cultural differences between China 
and foreign countries, which in turn deepens our understanding of our own culture. 

5.2. Factors affecting the development of ICC during STSA programs

Through analysis of the interview data, we identified five main factors that influenced Chinese 
students’ development of intercultural competence in STSA programs.

5.2.1. Attitudes towards intercultural communication

Attitude is an essential component of intercultural competence (Allport, 1954; Orlandi, 1992; 
Byram, 1997). According to Allport (1954), attitudes are prerequisites for successful intercultur-
al interaction, and people need to be curious, open-minded, and ready to learn about and explore 
the meanings, beliefs, and behaviours of others. In similar vein, Orlandi (1992) also proposed that 
among the five components of intercultural competence, i.e., skills, understanding, appreciation, 

willingness, and ability, willingness was the most important one. Similarly, Byram (1997) stated that 
part of the success of such interaction will depend on the establishment and maintenance of human 
relationships, something which depends on attitudinal factors.

Our analysis of the interview data borne out the above views. In response to the question, “What 
qualities did you observe in the students who were interculturally competent in this exchange pro-

gram?” All participants believed that students with strong cross-cultural abilities have a higher will-
ingness to contact people from different cultures and actively seek opportunities for cross-cultural 
communication. As the following two students said in the interview: 

2. 
This is a pseudonym given to the participant. It is the same with the other participants appearing in the rest of the paper.

Table 4. Participants’ self-assessment of overall ICC before and after the STSA program (t-test)

 Mean SD Mean difference t Sig. (2-tailed)

ICC
Before 0.559 0.108 −0.142 −9.437 0.000

After 0.701 0.086
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“The students who behaved well (in intercultural communication) were often curious about new 
cultures that they were not very familiar with. I think it’s more… let’s say, they want to know 
more about another culture, another place, another city, another country, ‘what would it be like?’ 
They have this kind of curiosity.” (M3)

“They are more willing to step out of their comfort zone and communicate and make friends with 
people from other countries, compared with those who prefer to communicate with their Chinese 
classmates.” (M2)

According to the interview data, the language difference between Chinese and English did not 
seem to be a problem for these students who actively participated in cross-cultural communication, 
as they did not perceive it as a barrier to their participation in cross-cultural communication. They 

were able to listen actively to gain new knowledge and express themselves confidently in English 
during intercultural communication.

“I think it depends on the mindset of the person you are communicating with interculturally. If 
you are shy about your language, and you feel that it is one of your weaknesses, then this can 
be a hindrance. But if I accept the fact that my English is not good and I can still communicate 
bravely, then language has no significant impact on cross-cultural communication.” (M2)

In cross-cultural communication, the students not only got a sense of accomplishment in learning 

new knowledge and improving their abilities but also encountered frequent setbacks and difficulties, 
resulting in a sense of frustration and loss. Therefore, confusion, conflict and frustration were a con-

stant part of intercultural communication, and students need to adjust their mindsets and deal with 
these challenges actively.

“I think there’s a lot of joy in intercultural communication, but the frustration it can bring is also 
deep... It is inevitable to encounter such things (frustration in the process of intercultural commu-

nication). I think the ability to resist setbacks in cross-cultural communication must be high.” (F2)

As Deardorff (2006) stated, the key to the development of intercultural competence is personal 
attitudes, such as respect and curiosity about different cultures and values. These attitudes stimulate 
self-consciousness of culture, a deep understanding of other cultures, and the ability and willingness 
to behave accordingly. Some scholars pointed out that many Chinese students learned English from 
an early age, and have been exposed to Western culture both inside and outside the classroom since 
then, and they are curious and open-minded to Western language and culture (Peng et al., 2015). 
This study also finds that although the language proficiency and intercultural competence of the par-
ticipants varied, all of them showed positive attitudes towards cross-cultural communication, which 
was beneficial to the improvement of intercultural competence.

5.2.2. Cultural knowledge 

According to Rosen et al. (2000), the key elements of cross-cultural communication are: valuing 
one’s own culture, understanding the culture of others, using cultural knowledge to strengthen one’s 
own culture, and using culture to create advantages for oneself. A good intercultural interlocutor 
should have competent cultural knowledge, such as knowledge of domestic culture, knowledge of 
foreign culture, knowledge of the culture of the destination to bring about successful intercultural 
communication. Wiseman (2001) addressed the knowledge component a critical indicator of one’s 
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intercultural competence. He highlighted that successful intercultural communication requires infor-

mation about the people, the context, and communication rules governing the interaction with the 
members of another culture. Wiseman’s research shows that competent intercultural communicators 
are willing to spend time listening to and learning from different cultures. They know about cultural 
matters and are good at dealing with intercultural issues. Our analysis of the interview data confirms 
these views. For example, F1 stated in the interview that:

“I think the people around me with good cross-cultural communication skills have a common 
trait, that is, they can integrate Chinese and western cultures. They can talk about the similarities 
and differences between Chinese and western cultures based on understanding, or even their ori-
gin to explain why such similarities and differences would appear, and then treat these differenc-

es rationally. Then I think the deeper reason is that they can integrate Chinese and Western cul-
tures. Because they have accumulated a large amount of reading, they have formed an extensive 
knowledge. Then these students can build up a complete knowledge framework in their mind so 
that they can integrate these different cultures. And then I think they also have the common trait 
of always being tolerant and open-minded to different cultures, and will take the initiative to un-

derstand each other’s culture in the process, probably starting from a minimal level.” (F1)

Intercultural knowledge increases intercultural communicators’ understanding of others and self 
to facilitate making accurate predictions and attributions in intercultural communication (Wiseman 
et al., 1989). The interview data of this study revealed that students considered intercultural knowl-
edge to be an essential element of intercultural competence and were willing to spend time learning 
about domestic and foreign cultures. For example, student M1 gave the following example in the 
interview.

“I had an undergraduate classmate who went to Canada when he was in high school. During his 
communication with Westerners, he gradually realised that he needed to have a deeper under-
standing of his own culture. Then he went to learn how to make tea. Right. Then when he returns 
home every summer vacation, he goes to the mountains to learn how to pick tea, how to make 
tea and how to taste tea, that is, to study this series of tea culture knowledge. Then, when he was 
an undergraduate, he had some local Canadian students, and he would take the initiative to ex-

change tea culture with these students and other international students, and then promote Chinese 
tea knowledge. Then, in this way, many foreigners would know some of our cultures. In this way, 
on the one hand, he has been affirmed by others; on the other hand, he also has a considerable 
sense of trust or confidence in himself. In this way, when he is communicating, he will benefit 
from this knowledge a lot.” (M1)

To conclude, a distinctive feature of higher-intercultural-competent students was a more affluent 
knowledge base of both domestic and foreign cultures, which enabled them to promote their own 
culture confidently, to view cultural differences rationally, to digest and integrate different cultures.

5.2.3. English proficiency

Successful communication undoubtedly requires communicative skills, which includes linguis-

tic, sociolinguistic and pragmatic abilities. However, researchers are not unanimous as to whether 
foreign language proficiency is a necessity for successful intercultural communication. Studies such 
as Carrell (1984), Koike (1996), Olson and Kroeger (2001), and Hismanoglu (2011) argue that stu-
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dents with higher language proficiency are more competent in intercultural communication than 
students with lower language proficiency. However, the results of Watson and Wolfel (2015) do not 
align with this view. They conducted a two-year language training program for over two hundred 
students and examined their intercultural competence before and after participating in a STSA pro-

gram. Surprisingly, the results of the study failed to obtain significant correlation between language 
proficiency and the development of intercultural competence.

The interview data in this study partially supports the findings of Watson and Wolfel (2015). 
When asked how much impact English proficiency had on intercultural communication, most stu-

dents believed that English proficiency did not hinder intercultural communication if the conversa-

tion did not involve expertise. As M1 stated:

“In similar contexts, or if both sides have related majors and are interested in similar subjects, or 
if the topic is frequently discussed, then there is no problem in communicating with each other. 
And if these conditions are not met, then a high level of language proficiency alone will not help 
intercultural communication.” (M1)

While the students generally agreed that language proficiency had little impact on everyday 
cross-cultural communication, the role of language came to the fore if cross-cultural communication 

involved more specialised issues. Some students suggested that:

“In a way, if we are not engaged in profound cross-cultural communication, which may involve 
a particular area of expertise, our English proficiency is not very important. But suppose we are 
trying to explore cross-cultural communication deeply, with topics including politics, econom-

ics, international relations, and so on, the accumulation of professional vocabulary and the way 
we express ourselves will make our English proficiency very important... and very important in-

deed.” (F6)

Although the students had different views on the impact of foreign language proficiency on 
cross-cultural communication, they all agreed that low language proficiency did have a negative 
impact on their confidence and attitude to participate in cross-cultural communication. The higher 
the level of language, the more confident the students were in cross-cultural communication and the 
higher their participation in cross-cultural interaction. On the contrary, lower language proficiency 
would reduce their enthusiasm to participate in cross-cultural communication and cause them to 
miss some opportunities for cross-cultural communication, which would consequently result in lim-

ited gains in cross-cultural communication competence. In the interview, a student reported that:

“I can’t understand what the professor said for most of the time, but I ask the person next to me 
the meaning of some words that confused me, it will interrupt the learning process for both of 
us. There is tremendous nervousness and begin to doubt myself, as I didn’t feel that my English 
is so poor when I was in China, and how could it be so different when I was in America? Then I 
am afraid to communicate with the teacher, and consequently, there is a lot of information I will 
miss.” (F2)

Although the students held that language did not pose a threat to cross-cultural communication in 

general, in some cases, inadequate language proficiency did cause problems in cross-cultural com-

munication, as shown in the following example described by the student:
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“When the first time I entered this kind of English working environment, I had many difficulties 
in adapting to it. For example, our teaching secretary sent us an email with a request to reply, 
but he used a word we don’t often use in everyday English. So, none of us noticed this request, 
and nobody sent him a message back. The next day when he met us, he was furious about it and 
doubted our working attitude. Since then, I realised that English does have a vital role to play 
in intercultural communication. You couldn’t tell which side should be blamed for the failure of 
cross-cultural communication, but this kind of thing often happens. That’s where poor language 
proficiency can lead to.” (M4)

As can be seen, the English proficiency of these university students was sufficient for everyday 
intercultural communication activities. Therefore, they believed that language level had little effect 
on cross-cultural communication. However, if intercultural communication involved in-depth dis-

cussion of professional or academic issues, a good mastery of the English language turned out to 
be an essential prerequisite. Only with a high level of English proficiency can one navigate through 
highly specialised intercultural communication and achieve satisfactory communicative effects. 

5.2.4. Engagement in intercultural communication 

The study found that the students’ differential degrees of engagement in intercultural communica-

tion resulted in uneven gains in the development of intercultural development. Fredrick et al. (2004) 
propose that students’ engagement in academic settings includes behavioral engagement, emotional 

engagement and cognitive engagement. This section mainly discusses the students’ behavioral en-

gagement since we found this element especially relevant in intercultural communication contexts. 

Behavioral engagement refers to students’ involvement/participation in academic and social or 
extracurricular activities and is crucial for achieving positive academic outcomes (Fredrick et al., 
2004). The students’ active and purposeful participation in intercultural communication means bet-

ter opportunities to learn and use English because they felt like they were valued and contributive, 
which was conducive to the development of their intercultural competence. In our study, we found 
that learners’ personality factors had a significant impact on the development of their intercultural 
competence. Although they joined in the same program, introverted students always had far fewer 
opportunities for cross-cultural communication than extroverted students because this personality 
hindered their attempts to engage in conversations with people who had different values, beliefs, 
and behaviours, as M3 stated:

“I think I am a little bit introverted, especially when I meet some strangers for the first time, I 
may not dare to talk to them or whatever, or I will act a little bit reserved.” (M3)

Previous research has shown that personality differences can lead to different levels of progress 
in intercultural competence. Some personality traits, such as optimism, openness, and extroversion, 
may be associated with higher levels of intercultural competence (Caligiuri, 2000). The present 
study found that, unlike extroverted students, introverted students were not proactive in intercultural 
communication, which resulted in a loss of opportunities to interact with locals, thus affected their 
development of intercultural competence to some extent.



The development of Chinese university students’ intercultural competence in a short-term study-abroad program

144 Forum for Linguistic Studies (2022) Volume 4, Issue 1

6. Conclusion

This study examined the impact of a STSA program on the development of intercultural com-

munication competence of Chinese students and found significant improvement in students’ inter-
cultural competence before and after the STSA experience. Among the six aspects of ICC the most 
significant change appeared on the improvement of students’ knowledge of the foreign culture. In 
contrast, students’ attitudes to intercultural competence did not show noticeable improvement as ex-

pected. In the qualitative examination, the study tried to explore the possible reasons underpinning 
the development. 

Examining how STSA programs affect students’ intercultural competence bears significant im-

plications for both students and program designers. For students, the results of the study may help 
them better understand the benefits of short-term exchange programs in developing intercultural 
competence and the challenges they might encounter when interacting with people from different 
countries and cultural backgrounds in the study-abroad context. Besides, the study also examined 
the typical characteristics of the participants who performed well in intercultural communication. 
This can provide role models for students to follow when they set out to study in foreign countries. 
For study-abroad program designers, they could offer students courses about intercultural training 
before the students embark on the study-abroad journey, aiming at enriching their cultural knowl-
edge, building positive attitudes towards intercultural communication, as well as mastering some 
essential intercultural communication skills.

Although this study used both questionnaire and interview data to examine the development in 
Chinese students’ intercultural competence in a STSA program, it has a number of limitations. First, 
further consideration needs to refine the assessment on students’ intercultural competence because 
there are potential defects in the form of self-report in indirect evaluation. Doubt about the ability 
of individuals to demonstrate valid and accurate self-evaluation is the reason why some researchers 
question whether the data results of indirect evaluation tools can be trusted (Arasaratnam and Doer-
fel, 2005). Besides, this research only examined the ICC development of 35 students in one study-
abroad program. Larger samples from more programs are necessary to validate the findings of this 
study.
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