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The ABCD approach to intercultural engagement
Awareness
Awareness of cultural difference is integral to enhancing intercultural communication. Mindful
that cultural characteristics are fluid and dynamic, Matsumoto et al (1996, p.78) offer a
definition of culture:
Culture refers to the values, attitudes and opinions of a group of people.
Culture reflects learned patterns of action and behaviour … race, ethnicity
and other demographic attributes … government systems, social
institutions, architecture. Culture, in its broadest sense, reflects the way of
life, in its fullest meaning, for a group of people that is handed down from
generation to generation.
Expressed simply, culture is a way of seeing the world in order to live in it together. At a
national level, New Zealand has a bicultural foundation that is infused with diverse cultures.
Culture is also expressed in local contexts ranging from province to city to street. Some streets,
for instance, light up during the Christmas period when neighbours adorn their buildings, fences
and trees with Christmas lights, and families from other parts of the city come to view the light
display. Other neighbourhoods host ethnic food festivals while others engage in tree planting
or coordinated rodent catching programmes. Culture can also be uniquely embedded and
expressed in the name given to us by our families.
Pair task: What’s in a name? Ask each other the following:
What is the meaning of your name?
Why was it given to you?
Do you think it suits you?
Be ready to report your findings to the group.
Awareness of intercultural dynamics can be aided by (i) knowledge of theory-to-practice
models of intercultural communication (e.g. Model of Intercultural Competence, p.3), and (ii)
familiarity with frameworks that identify different cultural values (e.g. The Power Distance
Index, p.4-6).
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1. Discuss in groups Darla Deardorff’s Model of Intercultural Competence (2012):
a) Which attribute makes the most sense to you? Why?
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
b) Which attribute is likely the most challenging to develop? Why?
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
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Cultural difference: Comparing differences in cultural values
Geert Hofstede (2005) designed the Power Distance Index to show the degree to which power is
distributed in relationships, particularly in family, social and structural situations. For example, in
large-power-distance cultures the power distance between the child and parent, the student and
teacher, and the employee and employer are greater than in low-power-distance cultures
Power Distance Index (truncated)
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(Clearly cultural, 2018)
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Large-power-distance instincts in a low-power-distance context
The Power Distance Index is based on extensive research among IBM employees in multiple
countries and highly rated by cultural psychologists as an interpretive tool. It does possess some
limitations (e.g. the IBM research participants in New Zealand were European-heritage employees)
and there is a question to what extent IBM employees are representative of their wider cultural group.
What is interesting, however, about the PDI research is that the majority of long-stay international
students in New Zealand are at the top end of the Power Distance Index while New Zealand is
virtually at the bottom.
Young people from large-power-distance cultures are generally more collectivist in their
interpersonal relations. They defer respectfully to authority and expect a higher level of supervision:
“There is a pattern of dependence on seniors that pervades all human contacts” (Hofstede &
Hofstede, 2005, p.51). In contrast, young people from low-power distance contexts are raised to be
initiative-taking individualists. They are orientated towards independence and learner autonomy.
Workplace relations are ideally consultative.
What are the potential challenges for students from large-power-distance cultures adapting to life in
NZ? Rate the degrees of difficulty for the situations below.
1 = Low difficulty

10 = High difficulty

1. Applying information and advice from the education provider’s orientation programme
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
2. Adjusting to life in a New Zealand homestay
1
2
3
4
5
6
7

8

9

10

3. Living with New Zealand flatmates
1
2
3
4
5
6

8

9

10
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4. Developing self-management and learner autonomy for the courses they’re enrolled in
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
5. Asking questions in class or acknowledging that they do not understand
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
6. Making friends with New Zealand-born students
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8

9

10

7. Taking the initiative to participate in a club or community group
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
8. Organising their studies and affairs with a view to working in NZ post-graduation
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
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Question to discuss: (i) Which aspects of your organisation’s operations is predicated on low-powerdistance thinking and initiative-taking? (ii) What measures could you take to encourage students
from large-power-distance cultures to participate?

(i)

(ii)
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Building bridges
1. Engage culture brokers
Groups as culture brokers
Identify groups which strategically or incidentally act as intermediaries between the new students
and the local culture. See examples from the list below.
Discussion: (i) In groups discuss: What respective strengths do these groups bring in terms of
providing bridges to New Zealand community for international students? Consider strengths (and
possible limitations) in terms of group objectives, resources, reach and profile.
(ii) Using knowledge of your local context add to the list below.
Organisation
International Student Ambassadors

Contact

Volunteering Canterbury
Auckland Regional Migrant Services
Charitable Trust
University of Wollongong International
programmes
Rotary Oceania

http://volcan.org.nz/

http://www.christchurcheducated.co.nz/play/ambassadors/

https://settlement.org.nz/settlement-tips/ethnic-communitygroups-and-associations/
https://www.uow.edu.au/student/services/ISP/index.html
https://rotaryoceania.zone/

(iii) Individuals as culture brokers
Which kind of individuals are most likely to have the skills, motivations and intuitive knowledge to
act as culture brokers between the international students and domestic students/the local community?
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________

2. Identify current drivers and motivators for student engagement
Consider the range of interests of education providers and communities and compare these with
international students’ interests (i.e. what appeals to their immediate needs):
Education providers and community groups:
There may be a range of reasons for interest in engagement with international students. These
motivations might include: (i) identification with new students and settlers; (ii) a personal
commitment to inclusion and diversity; (iii) a vocational role that focuses on new students and
settlers as a target group; (iv) pragmatic organisational concerns such as risk mitigation, i.e.
providing tailored support to students to reduce the likelihood of reputational harm.
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International students:
It is possible international students seek connection with the community for a range of reasons. These
motivations might include: (i) friendships with locals; (ii) casual work opportunities; (iii)
volunteering opportunities that enhance employability; (iv) a desire to improve their English; (v)
course-related/research tasks
What are the interests and drivers that potentially overlap? Write these into the diagram.
Community/student groups

International students

Use awards for volunteering/community participation
Survey pre-existing awards for volunteering and extra-curricular service and promote as material
rewards for their participation. New Zealand high schools offer a range of service awards. For
example, Lincoln High School confers a service award for a 100 service points accumulated through
participation in activities such as peer support, coaching and refereeing:
http://www.lincoln.school.nz/courses/introduction/awards-ceremonies/
The VicPlus Award at Victoria University of Wellington is added to students’ academic transcript
if they gain 300 points for community participation/volunteering over two years or longer:
https://www.victoria.ac.nz/students/get-involved/vic-plus
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This offers graduates a point of difference because the award demonstrates leadership, initiative and
community service. Similarly, University of Auckland holds the Annual Club Awards which
commemorates students who exercise leadership and work together as a team:
https://www.auckland.ac.nz/en/on-campus/life-on-campus/clubs-societies.html
A case study of two students
Leo, New Zealand domestic student
Leo is a year 13 student who is considering studying commerce next year at his local university.
Two majors that presently interest him are Management and International Relations. He’s doing
enough in his studies to be on course for an overall NCEA credit endorsement and his favourite
classes are Economics and Accounting. Leo keeps busy in his spare time, playing poker with a tight
bunch of friends, playing football for his college’s third XI and participating in a local church youth
group. He also plays online computer games with his friends a couple of evenings a week. He notices
international students around the college and two Chinese international students are in his Economics
class. As far as Leo can tell the international students like to keep to themselves.
Xiaofeng, Chinese international student
Xiaofeng is a year 13 international student in New Zealand who is hoping to gain university entrance
so he can study at the local university. He’s aiming to enrol in the Bachelor of Commerce. Although
he initially took time adjusting to life in New Zealand he enjoys the freedom because his parents
aren’t breathing down his neck. After some mixed achievement in Y12 Xiaofeng is starting to get
some consistency with his academic results although his parents are expecting better grades.
Xiaofeng has three good international student friends who go to the same college. Two of them are
Chinese and one is Malaysian. He doesn’t socialise with any NZ students – he tried in Y12 and
concluded Kiwi students aren’t interested in befriending international students - and so relies on his
homestay family to learn about local cultural values. In the evenings he stays in touch with his friends
back home playing online games.
Discussion:
(i) Are there any potential points of interest that intersect?
_______________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
(ii) What kinds of initiatives may increase the likelihood of Leo and Xiaofeng rubbing shoulders
and/or interacting meaningfully?
_______________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________

3. Identify potential barriers
One potential barrier to building bridges to international students is negotiating attitudes in the local
community which may be less than favourable. Ward et al (2009, p.84) developed the
Organisational framework for the prediction of attitudes towards international students to show a
range of factors that shape attitudes which include:
(i) Group factors (e.g. how ethnic/cultural groups have historically interacted)
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(ii) Institutional factors (e.g. the size and demographic make-up of the international student body
and the overall student body; institutional priorities)
(iii) Community factors (e.g. the extent to which the local community is diverse or homogeneous)
(iv) Political and economic factors (e.g. immigration policies that promote or constrain export
education).
Added to these dimensions are (v) personal attributes that form beliefs and values and (vi) situational
dynamics such as contact with out-group members that influence the quality and quantity of
intercultural exchange. These intersecting variables shape the host community’s attitudes towards
international students including perceptions of competition or threat.
Threat and competition
Ward et al (2009) state there are four fundamental threats to positive intergroup engagement:
i)
ii)
iii)
iv)

Realistic threat: the belief that the out-group (e.g. international students) poses a threat
to the in-group’s social and economic assets
Symbolic threat: the out-group’s beliefs and practices are believed to constitute a threat
to the in-group’s deeply held values and worldview
Negative stereotypes: caricatures of the out-group cultivate prejudice and diminish
incentives to interact
Intergroup anxiety: some people may fear being ridiculed, exploited or embarrassed if
they try to engage with the out-group

Question: What are practical ways student/community groups can (i) overcome any wariness within
local communities and (ii) provide incentives for locals to engage with international students?
(i) ____________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
(ii) ____________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________

4. Critique current modus operandi
There are popular methods for connecting international and domestic students which include
invitations to participate in special days or festivals that commemorate different aspects of
ethnic/religious diversity, e.g. celebrating Chinese New Year, Eid or Diwali. While these approaches
provide excellent bridges, they may be variably successful in developing intercultural relationships.
What are the likely outcomes of relying on single events to encourage intergroup contact:
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
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Communication
1. KISS - Keep It Simple Stupid
In terms of objectives and details of activities keep messaging clear and succinct for both community
group members and student groups.

2. Personal engagement
Establish and maintain personal contact with key individual students and student leaders as much as
possible. Students remember and respond to people in the host community who exude warmth and
take a personal interest in them.
If you send an email and there is no reply, be prepared to follow up with a phone call in the next
two-three days. Often voluntary group leaders are stretched and replying to email enquiries drops
down the priority list. Sometimes a text or phone call yields a response when an email has failed to
do so.

3. Digital engagement
User-friendly webpages and digital platforms provide opportunities to regularly communicate and
build community. Chang & Gomes (2017, p.359) observe the following in relation to the digital
experiences of international students:
having websites that appeal to international students is important to create not only trust and
satisfaction, but also help form emotional attachments to new sites. This action could have a positive
pay-off if students have the perception that they are getting something out of using the website. In
short, at the very core of this strategy, international students should be able to find the information
they need easily and quickly, with relevant and helpful results.
What features enable websites/online platforms to become user-friendly and catalysts for forming
student communities?
_______________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________

4. Reflective engagement
A core principle of intercultural interaction is checking the quality of engagement and uptake. What
measures or tools provide an organisation means of gauging the efficacy of their engagement with
student groups?
Consider the PEER approach (Holmes & O’Neill, 2012) as a model for reflective engagement:
PREPARE
Gather information about the students in your local vicinity, e.g. What are the students’ study
objectives? Level of English? Intended length of stay in New Zealand? Cultural familiarity with
western culture? What are their accommodation arrangements? What might be their interest in
engaging with the local community?
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Fill in the left-hand column
today

Your educated guess preinformation gathering

Learnings postinformation gathering

Common reasons for studying
In New Zealand

Typical English language
proficiency

Average length of stay:
short-term students
long-term students
Cultural distance between
largest cohort of intern students
and NZ communities

Interest in engaging with NZ
students and local communities

ENGAGE
(i) Consider different types of activities that are likely to generate interest: sharing a pot luck meal
together; a sporting event in the school/university gym; a quiz night; going to a local football/rugby
game; a board games evening; going to an iconic cultural event together.
(ii) Establish with the students the optimal frequency and timing of intergroup activities.
EVALUATION
Determine a means of recording observations and gathering feedback from students. Various
measures include observation schema that guide observation, post-it notes, brief online feedback
prompts, post-event discussions.
REFLECTION
Make time to reflect on your work with students. Use models of practice (e.g. the model introduced
in Awareness) to make sense of your interaction and the quality of engagement. To what extent do
the models of practice explain or facilitate your intercultural exchange with students? Which
behaviours surprised you and which did you anticipate?
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Development
1. Adapt intercultural contact models to guide practice
Apply models of practice according to needs and contexts. For example, examine components in
relation to Deardorff’s Model of Intercultural Competence:
Requisite attitudes
(i) What might challenge your group members’ effort to maintain an open attitude? To what extent
does second-hand information such as news reports and social media reinforce stereotypes?
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
Knowledge and comprehension
(ii) Which knowledge and skills does your group need to develop in the first instance to enhance its
engagement with international students?
_______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
Internal outcome
There is research that suggests new settlers/students who are ‘doubly engaged’ are more likely to
adjust to the new culture (Berry, 2011). Double engagement means maintaining one’s heritage
culture while participating in the new culture. What are some possible ethno-relative strategies hosts
can employ to encourage international students to doubly engage?
Example: (i) Exchanging Mihimihi – your mountain, river and tribe
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
External Outcome
Effective and appropriate communication and behavior in an intercultural situation
How would you measure effective and appropriate communication in your work engaging
international students?
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
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2. Clarify focus, sharpen strategies and critique outcomes
The Teaching as inquiry approach (Sinemma & Aitken, 2016) tailored for intercultural contact
provides a helpful framework for effective interaction with international students.
Focusing inquiry
What is the most worthwhile focus given where the students are at, i.e. what are their immediate
interests and concerns?
Hypothetical or based on prior experience:

Outreach inquiry
What strategies (ideally evidence-based) are most likely to make for effective outreach?
Hypothetical or based on prior experience:

Learning inquiry
What happened as a result of the outreach, and what are the implications for future activities?
Hypothetical or based on prior experience:
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3. Recruit culture brokers to form intergroup connections
Invite digital hosts to generate a digital community
… good digital transition strategies have to be in place, to introduce international students to their
new online environment. Such digital transition strategies should be supported by welltrained hosts
(digital or otherwise) who can guide new international students in the online space (Chang &
Gomes, 2017, p.359)
What are the advantages of an online host who ‘feeds the pet’ and nurtures a supportive online
community?
_______________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
How could online hosting be sustained particularly when volunteering is involved?
_______________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________

4. Ongoing learning: Collect a cache of good practice cases
Example case study: Newswatch, Ramsey House, Victoria University of Wellington

Newswatch provides international students studying at Victoria University of Wellington weekly
opportunities to practice their conversational English. Together with New Zealand student
volunteers they watch ten-minute news-clips from New Zealand television news outlets. In groups
students then discuss clips using focus questions
Newswatch is hosted by the university
chaplaincies in the Anglican chaplaincy lounge
on Kelburn campus and has operated since the
mid-2000s. Newswatch demonstrates a proven
dynamic and ethos that continues to attract
international students and NZ student
volunteers. The evenings begin at 5.30pm with
refreshments and run for 90 minutes, which
leaves the rest of the evening for students to
return home to study or pursue other interests.
After students enjoy some refreshments and
casual conversation they sit down to watch a
16

ten minutes news clip in groups mixed with international and domestic students. Occasionally the
international students may be grouped according to their English proficiency, e.g. one group is
intermediate level; another is advanced. On some evenings a brief presentation may be delivered by
the coordinator on a specific aspect of NZ culture, e.g. ANZAC day or Christmas.
Newswatch is supported by Victoria International and VUW’s English Language Institute which
encourages its students to participate. While international students come to practice their
conversational English, Newswatch also provides a manageable opportunity to break-ice and chat
with local students. The New Zealand student volunteers are attracted to Newswatch for reasons that
include their own international experience, degree major interest and points for leadership
programmes. One of these is the VicPlus Award.
Each trimester several trips around
Wellington are arranged which include
visits to Sommes Island, local native bush
walks and an evening in a local family’s
home. These weekend activities which
often include picnics or pot luck meals
strengthen
relationships
between
international and domestic students in
relaxing social settings off campus.

(i) What stands out in terms of Newswatch’s engagement with students?
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________

5. Develop a proactive vision and positive decision-making strategy
Cultivate a group vision and ethos which encourages innovation and risk-taking. Lowney (2003)
cites Peter Drucker, the management practice guru, who argues that fledgling organisations are best
served by self-aware individuals (who understand their strengths and weaknesses) prepared to learn
on the fly. While technical skills are important they are secondary to an individual’s character traits:
Who thrives in [changing] environments? Those who can learn, innovate,
exercise good judgment, take responsibility for their actions, and take risks
(Lowney, p2003, .107)

17

CE Catalyser: Crossing the threshold
The CE Catalyser activity is a decision-making role-play that involves three people: the
decision-maker who is flanked by the enabler on one side and the inhibitor on the other. It
reflects an infusion of three separate traditions: the Jungian hero setting forth on a courageous
journey; the Catholic concept of consolation and desolation; and the Taoist Yin and Yang.
According to Jungian psychoanalysis, the archetypal hero represents a psychological need to
leave the safety of home/familiarity to embark on a difficult journey of discovery or
transformation (Laine and Kibler, 2018). The hero encounters obstacles – mythically portrayed
by creatures such as dragons – which threaten to stop the journey in its tracks.
In the Catholic Ignatian tradition a person facing significant decisions learns to make a
distinction between influences that produce consolation or desolation. The consoling voice
gives courage and strength. The voice that brings desolation moves to ‘harass with anxiety [and]
raise obstacles backed by fallacious reasonings’ (Green, 2005, p.100)
The Taoist principle Yin and Yang represents opposite yet counter-balancing dynamics such as
light (Yang) and darkness (Yin), warmth and cold, heaven and earth. (Cartwright, 2018). An
increase in yin brings a corresponding decrease in yang and vice-versa. Harmony is achieved
by the correct balancing of the two. In terms of generating momentum or flow, the ‘[foot] break
is yin to the gas-peddle’s yang” (Bellaimey in Cartwright, 2018).
Group task: The Catalyser role-play
(i)

Form groups of three and choose one role each.

(ii)

Using one OR all of the traditions above, act out a scenario with the decision-maker,
enabler and inhibitor.

(iii)

Three-way conversation: The decision-maker begins by discussing a real or
imagined initiative he/she is seeking to promote to engage international students.

(iv)

The enabler listens and is the first to speak with a view to encourage the decisionmaker. The decision-maker responds to the enabler. The inhibitor then speaks and
tries to be the foot-break to the enabler’s accelerator. The decision-maker responds
to the inhibitor.
Note that if the group chooses only the yin and yang tradition the inhibiter is seeking
to balance the decision-maker’s optimism, rather than simply oppose their idea. For
the other two traditions the inhibitor is free to be a committed dragon or desolator.

(v)

Parting thoughts: Following the conversation, the inhibitor leaves a final
thought/caution/warning with the decision-maker. The enabler then finishes with a
final encouragement to persuade the decision-maker to push ahead with the new
initiative. The decision-maker wraps-up with his/her takeaway thoughts.

(vi)

Have fun but role-play realistically: avoid over-the-top play acting. A realistic
inhibitor and enabler will add authenticity to the role-play.
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Information-to-action exercise: Brainstorming & preliminary planning
Building on the ABCD approach, explore ideas for initiating an outreach programme or
enhancing your group’s present engagement with international students

1.

2.

3

4.

If time permits provide feedback to wider workshop
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Individual Exercise
Reflect on the ABCD workshop and identify three personal strategies for effectively engaging
international students and prioritise them 1,2, 3
1.

2.

3.

Useful links to organisations facilitating student-community engagement
AFS

https://www.afs.org.nz/

City of Melbourne services for international students:
http://www.melbourne.vic.gov.au/community/health-support-services/for-young-people/internationalstudents/
International student ambassadors, Christchurch Educated:
http://www.christchurcheducated.co.nz/play/ambassadors/
ISANA NZ
http://www.isananz.org.nz/
Newswatch, Victoria University of Wellington chaplaincies
Max Rideout, Associate chaplain: maxr@tscf.org.nz
Rotary Oceania Interact
https://www.rotary.org/myrotary/en/learning-reference/learn-topic/interact
University of Wollongong International programmes
https://www.uow.edu.au/student/services/ISP/index.html
Volunteering Auckland:
https://volunteeringauckland.org.nz/
Volunteering Canterbury:

http://volcan.org.nz/
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