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Abstract 

Due to the ongoing processes of globalisation and internationalisation, working 

collaboratively with diverse individuals is an essential skill for living in the 21st century. 

In the context of China recently, international volunteering programs emerged as a 

new trend of sojourning abroad that similar to studying and working abroad, providing 

individuals with a unique opportunity and an unfamiliar context in a microcosm where 

they can experience working collaboratively with people from diverse backgrounds. 

Despite international volunteers can be valuable participants for studies in the 

intercultural communication field, research has not kept pace with the phenomenon.  

This study focuses on exploring international volunteers from Mainland China’s lived 

experiences of intercultural interaction resulting from overseas volunteering projects 

in countries over 4 continents, most of which are non-English speaking countries. The 

focus of the study is not limited to intercultural contacts with hosts in the volunteering 

destinations, but also includes contacts between participants and other international 

volunteers across the globe. This study employed individual semi-structured 

interviews with 12 interview participants as primary data source, and reviewed 182 

existing narrative reports to provide contextualising orientation material prior to the 

interviews. While semi-structured interviews allowed me to interact directly with my 

study group to gain a complex, detailed understanding of their experiences, the reports 

were written following the guidelines set by the volunteers’ organisation and offered 

me the chance to understand volunteers’ experience without my intervention.  

The findings provide deep insights into the phenomenon of intercultural interaction. 

Specifically, this research project reflects participants’ understanding towards the 

notion of ‘intercultural interaction’, highlights the benefits of and barriers to intercultural 

interaction, and identifies competencies needed for intercultural interaction as well as 

potential strategies for developing those competencies. The findings indicate 

participants view the term ‘intercultural interaction’ from an essentialist or a non-

essentialist perspective, and individuals with more experiences of interacting with 

diverse individuals tend to view this term from the latter perspective, regarding daily 

communication as intercultural interaction. The vast majority of participants reported 

improved interaction with people worldwide, even participants who described negative 

and unsatisfying volunteering experiences. Intercultural interaction helped participants 

to challenge long-held stereotyped beliefs and preconceptions.  
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Five major inhibitors of intercultural interaction were found in this study: language 

related barriers, a lack of perceived commonalities, perceived discrimination, 

unwillingness to communicate and political factors. The current study reveals that 

sometimes discrimination from others is unavoidable and many stereotyped beliefs 

arise from various social media platforms. Tending to mingle with co-nationals was 

also found to inhibit international volunteers’ communication with culturally and 

linguistically diverse individuals, however, this might be a unique challenge that 

specifically targets individuals from countries of large population, like Mainland China. 

Additionally, nine interrelated important competencies have been identified on the 

basis of participants’ intercultural interaction experiences with diverse individuals in 

non-English speaking countries. Among the identified prominent competencies, three 

have not yet been included or emphasised in previous literature. First, to employ dance 

and music as creative forms of communication to facilitate participants breaking the 

ice with diverse individuals. Second, to provide emotional support, primarily 

manifested in this study in the form of being friendly and kind for others to feel 

psychologically safe to communicate. Third, to adopt technological-based tools to 

assist communication. It is hoped that these distinctive competencies could provide 

further guidance to the future development of competency models for intercultural 

interaction. 

The study has addressed the importance of experiential learning. It would be beneficial 

for individuals from Mainland China to possess more authentic intercultural interaction 

experiences to enhance their intercultural interaction competencies, even short-term 

experiences would help. Moreover, this study implies that in order to raise students’ 

competencies in intercultural settings, universities and schools not only need to create 

more intercultural interaction opportunities with diverse individuals for students, but 

also need to provide additional instructions to support and guide students to 

communicate effectively and appropriately in intercultural settings. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction to the Study 

1.1 Introduction 

To set this thesis in context, in this chapter I will briefly introduce its genesis. In Section 

1.2, my motivation to study intercultural interaction through the lens of international 

volunteers from Mainland China is highlighted and the research problem is illustrated 

and followed by research aims, research questions and significance of the study in 

Sections 1.3 to 1.7. Lastly, in Section 1.8, the holistic structure of this dissertation will 

be presented.  

1.2 Researcher’s Motivation to the Topic  

Walking alone on a campus road after finishing the last seminar of my master’s 

programme in Scotland, a conversation between three colleagues from Mainland 

China grabbed my attention. These three girls expressed their frustrations and issues 

concerning their experiences during the last seminar. 

“I feel frustrated across the whole seminar as the students from the 

Western countries seem to dominate the entire class, me and my other 

Asian colleagues almost have no chance to express our views.” 

“You know, I fully understand what you mean. Prior to coming here, I 

expect to make a few local friends and improve my spoken English 

through interacting with them, but it seems strenuous. First, because the 

local students don’t seem to be very keen to make friends with foreigners. 

Second, I always feel anxious when I talk to the people with different 

cultural backgrounds and feel embarrassed as I don’t know what to say 

and how to respond to them. Now I just want to quickly get my degree 

and go back to my country.” 

“Similar to me, I have the same issues when communicating with people 

from different cultural backgrounds. However, in my seminar, the tutor 

seemed to be very familiar with the situation and keep encouraging us 

to join the discussion.” 

All three girls expressed their desire to communicate with students from different 

ethnic groups and cultural backgrounds, but faced difficulties and unsuccessful 

experiences in interactions with these individuals. I noted such conversations were 
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common during my year in Scotland, which prompted me to reflect on international 

sojourners1  from Mainland China, and why some sojourners with fluent spoken-

English proficiency and with the expectation of forming successful social interactions 

with culturally and linguistically diverse students, failed to achieve this desired 

outcome? What are the reasons behind this?  

Since the age of 18, I have travelled abroad frequently and have pushed myself to 

communicate with culturally and linguistically diverse individuals (hereafter referred to 

as ‘diverse individuals’). Eventually, I became more capable of handling intercultural 

interactions. I was fascinated by experiences which allowed me to step outside of my 

comfort zone and provided opportunities to expand my knowledge of the world as well 

as my self-development. Meanwhile, I noticed that international sojourners from 

Mainland China acted differently after uncomfortable interactions with diverse 

individuals, for instance, some revealed low levels of preference for such interaction, 

whilst others were able to ignore previous unpleasant experiences and prepared 

themselves to resume the interaction. I began to realise that “successfully” 

acculturating into a new culture is complex in nature, and to be more capable of 

communicating effectively and appropriately with diverse individuals is a process, 

which can possibly be gained through experiential learning. That is, it is not a simple 

lesson that we can learn from any language class, because unexpected issues may 

arise in real-world intercultural contacts2. 

In 2011, I volunteered abroad in a Mauritius NGO for two months. I lived in a house 

with 6 international volunteers of different cultural and linguistical backgrounds and 

cooperated with international volunteers from more than 20 nations. That short-term 

experience shaped me to become a better global citizen, and challenged many of my 

previous thoughts. I used to have a proclivity towards understand individuals based 

on stereotypes of their national culture. I had instilled assumptions about other national 

cultures while in school and had been unconsciously influenced by my surrounding 

environment. However, after direct intercultural contacts with diverse individuals, I 

became to be more aware of individual differences within a nation and understood that 

 
1 Sojourner in this study refers to an individual who lives temporarily (months or years) in a foreign place 
with purposes or objectives, such as study or work experience. Then he/she will return to home after 
achieving his/her purposes or objectives. 
2 Intercultural contact in this thesis, if not specify, refers to interaction with culturally and linguistically 
diverse individuals. 
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comprehending others’ “realities” should not only be based on my existing beliefs, but 

evidence and counterevidence provided by talking to them. The ability to discriminate, 

understand and appreciate cultural differences could be enhanced more effectively 

through direct exposure to other cultures compared to current educational practices 

(Anderson & Lawton, 2011). Thus, if sojourners could be directed and guided through 

proper intercultural training, they could develop their intercultural-interaction skills 

more efficiently. 

All these factors contributed to my interests in exploring the dynamic intercultural 

interaction3 experiences of individuals from Mainland China on a deeper level and how 

they can be supported to become more effective communicators in an increasingly 

globalised world. Subsequently, the current study focuses on international volunteers 

from Mainland China who have experienced extensive contact with culturally and 

linguistically diverse individuals. 

1.3 Rationale of the Study 

Due to the ongoing processes of globalisation and internationalisation, changes have 

occurred in various fields in the world including education, communication, economics, 

policy and technology. Researchers have begun to argue that we need to reconsider 

the definition of ‘work’ in the contemporary world, as the dynamic intrinsic nature of 

work has increasingly pushed us to think geographically (Fee & Gray, 2011; Jones, 

2011). Moreover, the world faces challenges that cannot be solved by one country in 

isolation. For instance, financial crises, expanding terrorism, environment issues and 

the unbalanced distribution of wealth (Yashima, 2010). In recent years, numerous 

people worldwide choose to work, travel and study abroad and many international 

companies and higher education institutions place much emphasis on diversity. Thus, 

intercultural contact is rapidly increasing in frequency, and working collaboratively with 

diverse individuals is an essential skill for living in the 21st century.  

In response to the intensification of an interrelated world, the area of intercultural 

communication has emerged as an important research agenda. Intercultural 

communication is often defined as communication “between people from different 

national cultures, and many scholars limit it to face-to-face communication” 

 
3 ‘Intercultural interaction’ and ‘intercultural communication’ are two terms adopted interchangeably in 

this thesis. 
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(Gudykunst, 2002, p.179). However, another stream of scholars (e.g., Holliday, 1999, 

2016; Jackson, 2012, 2014) propose that diversity exists within a nation or a district, 

as individuals speak disparate dialects, work in divergent fields, and possess different 

lifestyles and personalities, which make everyone unique and owns diverse 

backgrounds. Adding to this debate, Neuliep (2009) asserts that “intercultural 

communication occurs whenever a minimum of two persons from different cultures or 

microcultures come together and exchange verbal and nonverbal symbols” (p. 21), 

indicating intercultural communication is contextual and it can occur in any context. 

Similarly, Baldwin et al. (2014) assert that intercultural communication occurs when 

culture impacts the communication between two or more people; that is, enough to 

make a difference, and thus intercultural communication happens in everyone’s daily 

lives.  

Scholars have long agreed sojourning abroad should be encouraged to enhance 

intercultural understanding, global engagement, foreign language input, cultural 

learning and intercultural competence (Amuzie & Winke, 2009; Cohen & Shively, 2007; 

Ward & Seale, 1991). For instance, Yashima (2010) highlights that short-term 

sojourning abroad with 402 Japanese university students played a vital role to the 

development of these young sojourners’ skills and attitudes towards intercultural 

communication in an international volunteer environment. Although a wide range of 

studies show that sojourning abroad offers individuals opportunities to immerse 

themselves in a foreign culture and undergo intercultural growth (Churchill & DuFon, 

2006; Pellegrino-Aveni, 2005; Wilkinson, 2002), the benefits of these opportunities are 

based on the amount and quality of intercultural contact between people of diverse 

linguistic and cultural backgrounds (Xue, 2013).  

Nevertheless, a lack of contact in intercultural settings have been frequently found in 

intercultural experience studies. In an international education setting, for example, 

international students are often characterised as socially and culturally maladjusted 

and have, generally, been found to encounter various difficulties and challenges in 

making friends and interacting with culturally different students, which greatly 

contradicts their expectations that they would interact with the hosts and learn about 

other cultures during their sojourn (de Vita, 2000; Holmes, 2004; Xue, 2013). In the 

context of Western higher education and its internationalisation, one major concern 

for students and universities is the lack of interaction between the hosts and 
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international students from Asian backgrounds (Ippolito, 2007; Leask, 2004, Sweeney 

et al., 2008; Volet & Ang, 2012; Wang, 2012). An increasing number of individuals 

from China have chosen to pursue their higher degrees in Western countries. However, 

studies report that many of them encounter intercultural issues and demonstrate a 

preference for low levels of intercultural contact (Holmes, 2004; Ippolito, 2007; Volet 

& Ang, 2012), which can have negative effects on their study experience abroad and 

on academic attainment (Xue, 2013). Therefore, opportunities for intercultural 

experience does not automatically ensure one’s improved skills to interact with diverse 

individuals or provoke positive cultural learning (Anderson et al., 2006). 

With the rapid development in China, the government has been pursuing an opening 

policy, individuals are more likely being exposed to intercultural settings and the need 

for enhancing individuals’ skills in interacting with culturally and linguistically diverse 

others is of urgently importance. Through engaging and interacting with people of 

diverse cultural and linguistic background, individuals are able to learn about 

themselves and discover respectful ways to build and nurture intercultural 

relationships. Despite, as mentioned, many scholars have shown interests in exploring 

intercultural experiences, several gaps still exist in the literature with respect to 

international sojourners from China, which will be presented in the following section. 

1.4 Statement of the Problem  

Since international sojourners continue to grow in number worldwide, it is of great 

importance for scholars, researchers, and educators to discover ways to make their 

abroad experience more fruitful. Whilst there is a burgeoning amount of research 

literature on exploring intercultural experience, three significant research gaps remain.  

First, a large volume of studies has explored Chinese sojourners’ intercultural 

experiences. These studies have been conducted in English-speaking countries with 

a focus on interaction with people whose first language is English (hereafter these will 

be referred to as ‘L1 English speakers’) (Gu, 2009; Homes, 2004; Zhang & Brunton, 

2007; Yu, 2016). More studies in non-English speaking countries are needed to 

explore the interaction between Chinese and English as a second-language speakers 

(hereafter ‘L2 English speakers’). China has been cooperating with a growing number 

of non-English speaking countries since introducing the ‘Belt and Road Initiative’, 

proposed by the Chinese government in 2013, which aims to strengthen economic 
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connectivity and cooperation across the globe, especially between countries in Asia, 

Europe and Africa (Lee et al., 2018; Yan et al., 2018). This global development 

strategy supports increased interactions between Chinese and L2 English speakers 

in non-English speaking countries. Therefore, research in the area of interactions 

between L2 English speakers in non-English speaking countries deserves greater 

attention. 

Second, considerable research exploring intercultural experiences has treated 

intercultural contacts as a variable to influence individuals’ overall satisfaction with 

intercultural experiences in unfamiliar environment (Chen, 2002; Volet & Ang, 2012; 

Xue, 2013). Yet few of these studies have addressed ‘intercultural interaction’ itself 

with diverse individuals. Even though a series of studies focused on intercultural 

contact, those were mainly limited to artificial and laboratory settings (Allport, 1954; 

Halualani, 2008). This investigation on idealised intercultural contacts neglects groups 

and individuals’ intercultural contacts during complex real-life situations (Halualani et 

al., 2004; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). As world citizens, we cannot afford to ignore the 

importance of intercultural interaction, in general, whether these interactions occur in 

a company, a higher educational institution, or a country containing culturally diverse 

citizens. To facilitate such intercultural networks, more studies are needed to 

understand authentic intercultural interactions between diverse individuals to explore 

ways to better support and equip individuals with the requisite intercultural capacities 

to be more competitive in this global market, and to create a more peaceful 

interconnected world.  

Third, in recent years in China, international volunteering programs, have emerged as 

a new sojourning trend that, similar to studying abroad and working abroad, provides 

individuals with a unique opportunity where they can experience working 

collaboratively with others from different cultural backgrounds. Reviewing the 

intercultural-related literature, I found a wide range of studies which have sought to 

capture the lived experience of international students (Holmes, 2004; Gu et al., 2010; 

Pham & Tram, 2015; Smith & Khawaja, 2011; Ward & Masgoret, 2004); however, 

research has not kept pace with the growth of international volunteering (Sherraden 

et al, 2008). As a consequence, although international volunteers can be valuable 

participants for research in the intercultural communication field, research studies in 

the intercultural field with a focus on international volunteer experience remain scarce. 
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Since international volunteering offers individuals opportunities to interact with people 

of different cultures, volunteers are ideal targets for exploring intercultural interaction. 

Given the lack of research conducted in the intercultural communication field with a 

focus on Chinese international volunteer’ experiences, it is worthwhile implementing 

research to fill the gap. 

As alluded to above, three significant research gaps exist in the current literature. 

Therefore, it is worthwhile exploring international volunteers’ intercultural interaction 

experiences with diverse individuals to better understand the phenomenon of 

intercultural interaction so as to, potentially, bridge that gap.   

1.5 Research Aims 

This research project focuses on exploring international volunteers from Mainland 

China’s lived experiences of intercultural interaction resulting from overseas 

volunteering projects. To explore the intercultural interaction experiences of 

international volunteers from Mainland China, this study employed individual semi-

structured interviews with 12 interview participants as a primary data source, and 

reviewed 182 existing volunteering reports to provide contextualising orientation 

material to gain useful “macro” context to understand the interview participants’ 

experiences prior to the interviews. Their intercultural interaction experiences occurred 

in 41 countries over 4 continents, majority of which are non-English speaking countries. 

The focus of the study is not limited to intercultural contacts with hosts in the 

volunteering destinations, but also includes contacts between participants and other 

international volunteers; as participants in this study cooperated with, and some of 

them lived with, other international volunteers across the globe. Therefore, the 

international volunteers in this study had frequent interactions with L2 English 

speakers (local people in the volunteering destinations, and other international 

volunteers worldwide identified as L2 English speakers), and with L1 English speakers 

(other international volunteers worldwide identified as L1 English speakers). Thus, this 

study focuses on exploring intercultural interactions in a culturally diverse environment. 

The current study aims to:  

a. identify the perceived significance of these experiences to participants’ 

understanding of intercultural interaction 

b. explore participants’ perceived barriers and perceived benefits of intercultural 
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interaction  

c. identify important competencies needed by individuals from Mainland China to 

communicate with culturally and linguistically diverse individuals  

d. provide practical suggestions to develop identified key competencies for 

intercultural interaction 

1.6 Research Questions 

In line with the broad aims of the study as outlined in previous section, the research 

questions of this study are as follows:  

RQ1: What are Mainland Chinese international volunteers’ perceptions of intercultural 

interaction? 

a. How do they understand intercultural interaction? 

b. What do they perceive to be the benefits of intercultural interaction? 

c. What do they perceive to be the barriers to intercultural interaction? 

RQ2: Which competencies identified by  Mainland Chinese international volunteers 

are important for success in intercultural interaction? 

RQ3: How could competencies identified by Mainland Chinese international 

volunteers as ‘success indicators’ of intercultural interaction be developed? 

1.7 Significance of the Study 

This study will add to the small, but significant, body of literature on intercultural 

interactions in real-life situations. Gaining an understanding of why intercultural 

interaction either succeeds or fails, and the role that the attitudes and actions of all 

parties involved play in these contacts, can help aid our understand of how individuals 

deal with potential conflicts of this nature. Additionally, because international 

sojourners face many similar issues in our increasingly interconnected and 

interdependent world, the findings could potentially provide new insight into working 

and communicating with diverse individuals. It is hoped that the findings from this study 

can be applied to a larger context and contribute information to help intercultural 

scholars better understand international sojourners’ experiences, and thus better 

facilitate them in intercultural interactions through education to attain optimal benefits 

from their intercultural experiences.  
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1.8 Structure of the Study 

A further six chapters comprise the remainder of this thesis: 

Chapter two introduces the context of the study. It provides an overview of the 

literature with respect to sojourners from Mainland China abroad. A discussion of the 

definition of ‘international volunteer’ and the phenomenon of international volunteering 

is then presented to understand the background of the research focus. It also includes 

a review of different international volunteering programmes. Finally, the details of the 

target volunteer organisation and the international volunteers are presented.  

Chapter three reviews the related literature in three parts. The first part highlights the 

definition of culture, including two contrasting perspectives of the essentialist and non-

essentialist orientation towards culture. The second part deals with an overview of 

intercultural interaction and key theoretical frameworks relevant for intercultural 

interaction experiences. The third part covers related models for the requisite 

competencies for intercultural interaction.  

Chapter four offers a description of the methodological issues of the current study. It 

begins with the philosophical assumption of the research paradigm underpinning the 

study. This is followed by the methodological rationale for utilising a qualitative case 

study approach, an overview of the selected research instruments, and my position as 

the researcher in this study. This chapter also presents the research design and 

settings, the data collection methods, and data analysis procedures. Finally, it 

elucidates the methodological concerns, including ethical considerations, and the 

trustworthiness and limitations of this study. 

Chapter five presents case studies based on qualitative data analysis of individual, 

semi-structured interviews. This involves interpretation of the data. 

Chapter six presents a discussion of the main findings, drawn from the data analysis, 

and relates these findings to the context of the study and the relevant literature.  

Lastly, chapter seven concludes the research by outlining its main findings, and 

contributions to knowledge and understanding in the area of intercultural interaction in 

culturally diverse environments. It offers implications for practice and theory, and 

outlines some limitations of the current study as well as some suggestions for further 

research.  



 26 

Chapter 2. Context of the Study 

2.1 Introduction 

In this chapter I present the research context of the study. Section 2.2 provides an 

overview of Mainland China. Then, Section 2.3 delineates the sojourning abroad 

history related to individuals from Mainland China, including a description of the 

opening policy executed by the Chinese government. Section 2.4, establishes the 

background for international volunteering, followed by a specific focus on individuals 

from Mainland China in Section 2.5. Moreover, a review of international volunteering 

organisations is presented in Section 2.6, followed by the target volunteer organisation 

and the participants of this study in Sections 2.7 to 2.8. Finally, Section 2.9 provides a 

summary of the chapter.  

2.2 Mainland China: An Overview  

China, officially the People’s Republic of China (PRC), is located in East Asia and is 

currently the third/fourth 4  largest country in the world. Covering approximately 

9,600,000 square kilometres (3,700,000 square miles), the country shares 

international borders with 14 neighbouring countries, including Afghanistan, Bhutan, 

India, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Laos, Mongolia, Myanmar, Nepal, North Korea, 

Pakistan, Russia, Tajikistan and Vietnam (Xie & Jia, 2017). According to statistical 

data generated by the United Nations (UN Data, 2019), China is the most populous 

country in the world with more than 1.4 billion people.  

Many social scientists adopt the term ‘China’ in academic discourse without definition 

and clarification. Given that China, as a socio-cultural political entity, has been 

historically changing concerning its political constitution and territory, this practice can 

cause confusion as the term ‘China’ could refer to areas including Mainland China, 

Hong Kong and Macao; however, the latter two areas shared a recent socio-cultural 

history with Mainland China and have their own political, economic, and educational 

systems that differ from Mainland China. This study only focuses on international 

volunteers from Mainland China5. 

 
4 China is smaller than Russia and Canada, but slightly larger or slightly smaller than the US depending on how 
the area of the US is measured. 
5 Both of the terms ‘China’ and ‘Mainland China’ are adopted interchangeably in this thesis, but both of them 
refer to Mainland China. ‘China’ is employed sometimes to reduce words and make the text easier to read.  
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2.3 The Sojourn Abroad History of Individuals from Mainland China 

In this section, I will discuss my general understanding of the history of individuals who 

sojourning abroad from Mainland China, organised in chronological order. I term this 

phenomenon the ‘sojourn abroad wave’. Referring back to Chapter one, there I 

explained the term ‘sojourner’ in this study indicates an individual who lives in a foreign 

place with specific purposes or objectives; therefore, immigrants and foreign settlers 

from Mainland China will not be included. Moreover, international students account for 

the vast majority of sojourners. In total, three major sojourn abroad waves have been 

recorded in Chinese modern history (from the First Opium War in 1840) alongside 

every national awareness campaign and social change (Li, 2003, 2007), as will be 

illustrated below.  

According to Li (2003, 2007), the first sojourn abroad wave occurred at the end of the 

19th century, and lasted till the first decade of the 20th century. The defeat of the Sino-

Japanese War of 1894-18956 sparked political upheaval. With the hope of achieving 

national independence from Japan and national revival, many people from “China” 

started to pursue further study in Japan, to learn advanced knowledge and technology, 

and return to build a stronger “China”. Numbers of students studying in Japan soared 

to more than 8,000 in 1905, and rose to more than 10,000 in 1906. By 1910, there 

were more than 20,000 students studying in Japan, an amazing number at the time. 

Meanwhile, a number of other people chose to study abroad in the US and Europe.  

The second sojourn abroad wave occurred only 10 years after the first wave (Li, 2003, 

2007). Similarly, several national awareness campaigns, including the Xin Hai 

Revolution7 in 1911 and the May Fourth Movement8 in 1919, facilitated a great number 

of China’s inhabitants to reconsider China’s future and to study abroad for advanced 

knowledge (as stated above, to contribute the reconstruction of “China”), especially to 

countries such as the US, Russia and France, as these countries were considered 

more developed at that time. 

 
6 Also known as the Chino-Japanese War (中日甲午战争), a conflict between the Qing dynasty of China and the 

Empire of Japan.  
7 Xin Hai Revolution (辛亥革命), was a revolution that overthrew China's last imperial dynasty (the Qing dynasty) 

and established the Republic of China (ROC).  
8  The May Fourth Movement originated from student protests in Beijing on May 4th, 1919, which can be 
summarised as an anti-imperialist, cultural, and political movement.  
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Students studying abroad in these first and second sojourn abroad waves, were mainly 

financially supported by the Chinese government to go abroad and return with better 

knowledge and advanced technology — to “save” the country. During the first two 

waves, with respect to the abolition of the slave trade system in Europe and the US in 

the early 19th Century, a huge number of “Chinese” workers went abroad on a 

contractual basis starting from the end of 19th century. The development of capitalism 

required a large labour force for infrastructure works (e.g., mining).   

The third sojourn abroad wave started from 1978, when the Chinese government 

decided to reform Chinese society and open it to the world (known as the ‘Reform and 

Open-up’ policy), which aimed to increase interactions with the outside world. After 

the establishment of the PRC in 1949, China underwent several dramatic movements, 

including the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution, which was a social political 

movement from 1966 to 1976 and led to a 10 year pause in the sojourning abroad 

phenomenon (Li, 2003). However, the implementation of the Economic Reform in 

1978 symbolised the opening of China, kicked off a rapid rise in numbers of individuals 

from Mainland China sojourning abroad.  

In line with the above opening, an increasing number of students were sent by 

Mainland China’s government to study abroad. Concurrently, a series of supportive 

policies for self-funded students were established after 1980, which further boosted 

individuals’ enthusiasm for studying abroad (Li, 2003, 2007). According to the statistics 

by the PRC’s Ministry of Education (MOE, 2018),9 5.19 million students and scholars 

from Mainland China studied abroad from 1978 to 2017—an unprecedented number 

in the history of China. Students studied in 180 countries worldwide. Their main 

destination countries were English-speaking, such as the US, the UK, Australia and 

Canada. Steadily, the number of students studying abroad from Mainland China 

increased to the point that they now constitute the largest source of international 

students’ in the world (MOE, 2018). Nowadays, international students from Mainland 

China are seen as a valuable asset to boost the economy of the designated studying 

country. For instance, Chinese students represent the largest international group in 

UK (UKCISA, 2019) and provide a clear economic benefit to UK through “not only their 

payments of tuition fees, but also significantly through amounts paid on living 

 
9  For further details regarding the numbers of students abroad after the Opening of China, see 
http://en.moe.gov.cn/documents/reports/201901/t20190115_367019.html.  

http://en.moe.gov.cn/documents/reports/201901/t20190115_367019.html
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expenses and also expenditure by friends and family when visiting the UK” (MAC, 

2018, P. 53). 

Compared to the first and second study abroad wave, over 95% of international 

students from Mainland China in the third abroad wave are self-funded (Choudaha et 

al., 2013), and decide to study abroad for personal reasons instead of aiming to better 

serve their country, such as to enhance their working and employability skills (Huang, 

2013).  

In the third sojourn abroad wave, besides the students who went overseas for 

education, more and more individuals were sent abroad by companies in Mainland 

China to work towards better global cooperation to enhance profit. Working abroad 

sojourners surged in numbers, especially after PRC’s announcement of the Belt and 

Road Initiative, which will be further detailed in Section 2.4.  

Additionally, with the PRC’s economic flourish, in recent years, more countries have 

eased the visa application process for Chinese nationals, especially for travel visas, 

which enabled a boom in international tourism from Mainland China. According to the 

PRC’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA, 2020)10, starting from January 1st, 2020, 72 

countries and geographical areas implemented a ‘visa-free’ policy or a ‘visa on arrival’ 

policy for Chinese nationals who hold ordinary Chinese passports for private travel; 

whereas, in 2013 only 3 countries and areas executed the same policy. Additionally, 

according analysis by the China Tourism Academy (CTA, 2020) and the China 

Outbound Tourism Research Institute (COTRI Analytics, 2020), people from Mainland 

China made 10.5 million foreign trips in 2000, and the number soared to an astonishing 

149.7 million in 2018 (14 times the figure in 2000) 11 . Meanwhile, international 

volunteering gradually increased in Mainland China (further discussed in Section 2.5). 

2.4 PRC’s Current Strategies for Facilitating Interaction with the Outside World 

In light of an increasingly connected and globalised world, the PRC’s government has 

proposed a series of strategies in recent years to promote China’s interaction with the 

 
10 See further details on the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the PRC’s official website (中国领事服务网): 

http://cs.mfa.gov.cn/gyls/lsgz/fwxx/t1185357.shtml  
11  See further details on the China Tourism Academy official website (中国出境旅游研究所 ): 

http://www.ctaweb.org, and the China Outbound Tourism Research Institute Official Website (中国出境

游研究所): https://china-outbound.com/info/ 

 

http://cs.mfa.gov.cn/gyls/lsgz/fwxx/t1185357.shtml
http://www.ctaweb.org/
https://china-outbound.com/info/
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outside world. Such strategies were mainly implemented for economic purposes, but 

also relate to international education and sustainable development.  

In terms of enhancing economic development, the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI, official 

abbreviation12) was proposed by the PRC’s government in 2013. It is called the ‘belt 

and road’ because of the idea to re-envision the Silk Road (an ancient network of 

trading routes), through railroad, shipping and energy projects to connect China to 

other parts of the world. As an infrastructural strategy the BRI extols win-win 

connectivity and cooperation worldwide, through establishing a global infrastructure 

which connects it to other parts of the world, especially with countries in Asia, Europe 

and Africa (Lee et al., 2018; Yan et al., 2018). As such, China has been cooperating 

with a rising number of non-English speaking countries, which resulted in an 

overwhelming increase of interaction for the Chinese with L2 English speakers. This 

strategy underlines PRC's ambition to take a larger role in global affairs. As previously 

mentioned, PRC is currently the world's most populous country. It also has the world's 

largest economy (Dadush et al., 2019). A great number of countries desire to establish 

cooperation with the leading companies in Mainland China to boost their profits; for 

instance, HUAWEI, Alibaba and TenCent. Countries, such as Pakistan and Germany, 

are willing to cooperate to enhance their economies, while India protests in terms of 

the national sovereignty. 

With regards to intercultural education and sustainable development, the PRC’s 

Ministry of Education has plans to reform education to be more internationalised. 

Specifically, Mainland China’s National Plan for Medium and Long-Term Education 

Reform and Development 2010-2020 (MOE, 2010, pp.34-35) illustrates that  

It is essential to reform and develop education by opening it to the 

outside world, carrying out education exchanges and collaboration at 

multiple levels and in a broad scope, and raising education’s 

internationalization level […] Cooperation with UNESCO and other 

international organizations shall be intensified. 

Moreover, commencing from the announcement of the RBI, the PRC’s president, Xi 

Jinping, emphasised the country’s intention of seeking out further intercultural 

 
12 Original Chinese: 一带一路 (Chinese characters: Pin Yin, Yi Dai Yi Lu).  
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dialogues with the outside world. According to Zhang (2016), President Xi said in a 

congratulatory letter to a successfully launched media organisation called China 

Global Television Network (CGTN)13 that “The relationship between China and the 

rest of the world is undergoing historic changes. China needs to know better about the 

world and the world needs to know better about China”. He later delivered a keynote 

speech at the UN Office in Geneva on January 2017 (Rao, 2017), saying that:  

We should stay committed to building a world of lasting peace through 

dialogue and consultation… We should strengthen coordination and 

improve governance so as to ensure sound growth of economic 

globalization and make it open, inclusive, balanced and beneficial to 

all… build an open and inclusive world through exchanges and mutual 

learning 

President Xi’s speech represents Chinese diplomatic policy, which was echoed by 

Irina Bokova, UNESCO’s former director-general, in an interview with Xinhua News 

Agency14 on April 2017:  

I’m more convinced that economic prosperity only cannot bring 

happiness, sustainability and harmony in societies. We need also the 

soft power; we need to develop education; we need to develop 

intercultural dialogues; we need to develop understandings thus bring 

more social inclusion and equity in societies, and this is where brings 

our contribution (Chen, 2017) 

This context creates a background for the phenomenon of international volunteering, 

which will be discussed in Section 2.5. 

2.5 The Phenomenon of International Volunteering 

In this section, I provide a brief review of international volunteering to contextualise 

international volunteering, such as its pros, cons, and critiques (Subsection 2.5.1), 

 
13  CGTN is an international English-language news channel set up by China Central Television (CCTV) as a 
rebranding of CCTV news. CGTN integrates resources as part of a trend in media convergence, to be a multi-
language, multi-platform media group. See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/CGTN_(TV_channel).  
14  Also called the New China News Agency, is the official state-run press agency of the PRC. See 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Xinhua_News_Agency.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/CGTN_(TV_channel)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Xinhua_News_Agency
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followed by considering the specific case of international volunteers from Mainland 

China (Subsection 2.5.2). 

2.5.1 International Volunteering: Overview 

International volunteering has been referred to as “export” and “overseas” volunteering 

(Smith & Elkin, 1981). During World War I and II, the phenomenon arose as a 

movement for the sake of recovering from disasters and post-war reconstruction 

(Devereux, 2008; Lough, 2015). After World War II, 1 million people from the US 

volunteered in Europe to participate in rebuilding work (Lough et al., 2014). In 1985, 

the UN General Assembly mandated the 5th of December as ‘International Volunteer 

Day for Social and Economic Development’ to celebrate international volunteers’ 

efforts and to promote their activities. Two decades later, in 2001, the UN’s 

international year placed volunteering as an essential operative strategy to “reduce 

poverty, to prevent and rebuild after disasters, and to facilitate social integration and 

social inclusion” (Lough, 2015, p.5). 

In recent decades, international volunteering has seen an enormous growth in 

numbers of volunteers and sponsoring organisations, especially in the UK, the US, 

continental Europe, and other “advanced” industrial countries (Deverux, 2008; Jones, 

2011; Lewis, 2005; Lough, 2006; Palmer, 2002; Sherradan et al., 2008; Yashima, 

2010). For instance, in the US a volunteer program called ‘the Peace Corps’ has been 

developed to help Americans to better understand other parts of the world and its 

people (Devereux, 2008; Sherraden et al., 2008). The ‘gap year’ phenomenon is also 

a growing trend in Western countries (Jones, 2011; Rockcliffe, 2005). Additionally, a 

rising number of fee-paying international volunteering placements have been 

developed for young people by commercial companies since the 1990s. More recently, 

popular large travel companies have been offering growing numbers of shorter 

‘volunteerism’ experiences for all ages that are more similar to vacations (Baillie Smith 

& Laurie, 2011; Chen, 2016; Cousins, 2007; Kirillova et al., 2015). These profitable 

volunteering placements changed the nature of international volunteering work, as 

conventionally such activities have usually been offered by non-profitable 

organisations from one to nine months with a fee to cover administration expense 

(Jones, 2011; Power, 2007).  
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This unprecedented expansion of international volunteering has been caused by three 

factors. First, innovations in information technology and communication proliferated in 

the 21st century making it easier to recruit and support international volunteering, such 

as training recruited volunteers through Internet-based tools (Lough, 2015). Second, 

online social networks and communities enable volunteers to stay connected with 

companions and to continue their work with corresponding organisations after 

returning home (ibid). Third, the rise of corporate social responsibility in the 21st 

century has created new opportunities for international volunteers (ibid).  

From a conventional perspective, an international volunteer is a person who works 

across an international border for no or little financial compensation, but receives free 

accommodation, food or clothing (Sherraden, 2001). For instance, Palmer (2002, 

p.637) provides a modern definition of individuals who ‘volunteer abroad’: “someone 

who willingly works overseas (most often in 'developing' countries) for a package that 

amounts to less than what s/he would be earning in the same capacity in his/her 

country of origin”. Which means, compared to other overseas expatriates, international 

volunteers receive substantially lower financial remuneration inconsistent with their 

qualifications and experience (Devereux, 2008; Fee & Gray, 2011; Sherradan et al., 

2008).  

Many government volunteer organisations form strong partnerships with private 

companies, and consequently many international volunteer programmes have 

corporate sponsorship (Devereux, 2008; Hill & Mahmud, 2007; Lough et al., 2014). 

However, in the last decade, particularly since the economic recession in 2008, many 

governments are less willing to provide funding towards international volunteering and 

most will offer funds depending on the impact of the propose voluntary work (Lough, 

2015; Smith & Laurie, 2011). Therefore, considering the complexity of reporting and 

measuring the effects of voluntary work, and acknowledging that sometimes the 

impact is relatively small, most contemporary international volunteers fund their 

experiences.  

In other words, international volunteers are a group of people who are willing to forgo 

income and volunteer abroad, rather than staying in their home country. Palmer (2002) 

summarises two motivations related to this context: individuals’ altruism and self-

centrism, which can coexist to varying degrees. 
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In terms of altruism, Palmer (2002) claimed that individuals commonly wish to ‘make 

a difference’ and contribute to people less fortunate than themselves. For these 

volunteers, to some extent, they feel a degree of discontent to their life or about their 

current employment, and thus share the perception that “while there are 

disadvantaged people in their own country, this is not on a comparable scale to the 

situation of people in ‘developing’ countries’” (ibid, p.638). Accordingly, volunteering 

abroad could potentially narrow the financial gap between developed and developing 

areas. This is an essential motivation for individuals who seek value-based 

volunteering work. 

The second motivation is self-centrism, although a growing number of individuals 

choose to volunteer abroad rather than staying at home, few of them volunteer for any 

financial incentives (Devereux, 2008; Parmer, 2002; Sherranden et al., 2008). Other 

underlying motives include individuals’ desire to immerse themselves in another 

lifestyle or culture, and advance their career competitiveness (Parmer, 2002). Such a 

motivation is often shared by young people who wish to attain work experience and 

gain insight about potential future career directions.  

It is worth mentioning that both of the aforementioned motivations could apply to the 

international volunteer group in this study. Given that the target volunteers are young 

adults (18 to 30 years of age), besides the desire to help others, there are a wide 

range of benefits from volunteering abroad; for example, the experience might 

enhance their capacities, and competitiveness over other applicants for future job 

applications (see Sections 2.7 and 2.8).  

2.5.1.1 Pros and Cons of International Volunteering 

As everything has two sides, so does international volunteering. However, the points 

assorted below cannot be universally applied to every individual, and will vary from 

person to person depending on individual experience. 

Along with the rising phenomenon of volunteering abroad, scholars have identified a 

wide range of associated benefits for international volunteers. Volunteering abroad 

creates opportunity for individuals to grow and learn from their experiences; exposes 

individuals to deeper cultural immersion; develops related competencies for 

intercultural communications; facilitates international/intercultural understanding and 

global consciousness-raising/citizenship; develops valuable friendships and 
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significantly increases international social capital; provides a transformative effect on 

cultural identity; allows volunteers to reflect on their own culture; prepares individuals 

for jobs that require high-level intercultural skills (a career boost), and provides 

individuals with a sense of achievement to fulfil their altruistic needs (Baillie Smith & 

Laurie, 2011; Diprose, 2012; Devereux, 2008; Hammersley, 2014; Jones, 2011; 

Kirillova et al., 2015; Lough, 2011; Lough et al., 2014; Palmer, 2002; Sherraden et al., 

2008; Stoddart & Rogerson, 2004; Yashima, 2010). 

Alternatively, potential challenges faced by international volunteers have been raised. 

According to Palmer (2002), international volunteers are likely to feel isolated because 

of a series accumulated factors; for instance, a lack of close family members and 

intimate friends being around, and not being understood by others for volunteering for 

unpaid work abroad. International volunteers may also feel frustrated when 

encountering different working cultures and languages barriers (Mangold, 2012; 

Palmer, 2002). Finally, volunteering abroad requires individuals to dedicate 

themselves by financing their trip, including airfares, and living allowances, plus 

preparation, training, and insurance, and completing their tasks like in any other paid 

job (Devereux, 2008; Palmer, 2002). 

2.5.1.2 Critiques to International Volunteering 

While advocators suggest that international volunteering is beneficial to social, 

economic, environmental and political development — such as fostering international 

understanding, promoting global peace, narrowing the gap between developed and 

developing countries, and boosting the local economy (Jones, 2011; Sherraden et al., 

2008) — it remains unclear under what conditions these benefits appear. Plus with an 

increase in international volunteering, concerns and critiques have been raised with 

respect to its contributions. 

Firstly, critics assert that international volunteering is inclined towards imperialism, and 

can potentially reinforce existing cultural stereotypes and power inequalities, and that 

overall these post negative impacts outweigh any benefits to society (Devereux, 2008; 

Hammersley, 2014; Sherraden et al., 2008.). Devereux (2008) highlights that most 

international volunteers are elitists: mainly white, highly qualified middle-class 

Westerners, who can financially afford, and can take time off, to do unpaid 

international volunteer work. Moreover, many of the benefits of international 
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volunteering are for volunteers in forms of personal development instead of for local 

communities (Devereux, 2008; Engel, 2006; Lough, 2011). Accordingly, some types 

of international volunteering may create “a new form of colonialism” (Sherraden et al., 

2008, p.410), or even produce ‘fluent fools’, as Bennet (1997) proposed, meaning 

people who acquire a new language but know little of other cultures.  

Secondly, from the perspective of volunteering’s impact and issues of participation, 

according to Devereux (2008), international volunteers are likely to replace, without 

training, experienced local staff, and therefore the capacities that international 

volunteers bring remains in doubt. Consequently, volunteering work can be ineffective 

when facing global challenges. Moreover, sometimes international volunteering tasks 

are more similar to tourism due to an emerging trend of fee-paying, international 

volunteerism offered by large travel companies (Cousins, 2007; Simpson, 2004). 

Conversely, Jones (2011) argued that international volunteering is more than a form 

of tourism, the rise of this phenomenon cannot be reduced to tourism as it could equip 

young people with skills to be more competitive in the global labour market. 

Nevertheless, again the focus of the benefits is on individual volunteers instead of 

local communities.  

Thirdly, international volunteering works are not necessarily developmental. Not all 

volunteering positions provide equal opportunities for individuals to advance 

themselves (Fee & Gray, 2011). Specifically, some international volunteering tasks 

may offer more scope for individuals to develop skills, such as child and elderly care, 

conservation work, but some, such as administrative positions, afford little contrast 

from similar jobs at home, depending on the type and context of the assignment.  

2.5.2 International Volunteers from Mainland China  

Turning our attention to the context of Mainland China, when I attempted to search the 

literature with the key words ‘Chinese international volunteer’ and ‘international 

volunteers from Mainland China’ (in both English and Chinese), most journal articles 

were about Chinese nationals who volunteered within Mainland China. Insufficient 

research has been conducted to review and explore international volunteers from 

Mainland China, and almost all the studies I found were more related to the concept 

of fee-paying volunteer tourism (Liu et al., 2018; Tian et al, 2019), instead of 

conventional international volunteers. Therefore, although the phenomenon of 



 37 

international volunteering has been increasing in more developed and industrialised 

countries, and has become increasingly popular worldwide, research has not kept 

pace with its growth (Sherraden et al., 2008).  

According to Zhang and Wu (2011), international volunteering in the context of 

Mainland China can be traced back to the mid-1960s. When to fulfil international 

obligations, the PRC government provided significant international assistance to Third 

World countries (e.g. Asian and African developing countries) and sent a large number 

of volunteers to participate in corresponding projects abroad. Since the 1990s, 

scholars have conducted research on volunteers in the context of Mainland China, 

and a wide range of volunteering activities have been launched since then (ibid). On 

March 26th, 2004, to promote Chinese teaching overseas the PRC’s Ministry of 

Education authorised the Chinese Volunteer Program for Teaching Chinese as a 

Foreign Language. The Office of Chinese Language Council International 

(abbreviated to ‘Hanban’, and also known as Confucius Institute Headquarters) 

implemented the program. From 2004 to 2018, Hanban has sent more than 105,000 

international volunteers to teach Chinese and spread Chinese culture, in 548 

Confucius Institutes in 154 countries, and across 6 continents (Hanban, 2018).  

The UN International Year of Volunteers, in 2001, and the ‘Beijing Summer Olympics’, 

in 2008, facilitated ordinary people in Mainland China to comprehend what 

volunteering abroad meant and to participate (Wei, 2013). Moreover, the popularity of 

the gap year for citizens of Mainland China was triggered in 2009 by Sun Dongchun’s 

book "The Belated Gap Year" (Li et al., 2018). The book delineates Dongchun’s trip 

across Asia and his volunteering experiences in different NGOs. In recent decades, 

with the development of personalised tourism in Mainland China, people’s tourism 

behaviour has become increasingly diversified; new forms of tourism are constantly 

emerging, including the idea of international volunteer tourism (Tian et al., 2019; Liu 

et al., 2018). Tian et al. (2019) conducted a research to explore the motivation behind 

Chinese international volunteer tourists via semi-structured interviews. She found that 

85% of 26 participants selected international volunteering projects for 1 to 2 weeks in 

length, because the skill requirement of those projects is relatively low. However, as 

the total number of selected participants was restricted, and participants were not 

recruited randomly from the whole Chinese international volunteer tourist pool, the 
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findings are not extensive enough to provide insights into international volunteer 

tourism for us to understand the phenomenon.  

In summary, research on conventional international volunteering in Mainland China 

remains relatively scarce and needs to be further explored. Nevertheless, note that 

the total number of international volunteers from Mainland China is relatively low 

compared to its total population, and target participants are likely to be scattered 

globally, and thus the nature of such a phenomenon creates barriers against 

conducting an extensive research study.  

2.6 International Volunteering Programs 

As mentioned in Section 2.3, international volunteering commenced at the beginning 

of the 20th century and is burgeoning as an essential area of international engagement. 

Despite needing to cover the overall cost of international volunteering themselves, 

many people are still enthusiastically applying for such activities. Potential volunteers 

need to meet pre-established requirements as each organisation has its own 

requirements reformulated on three basic criteria for volunteering proposed by UN 

General Assembly (Devereux, 2008, p.359):  

• actions are carried out freely and without coercion; 

• financial gain is not the main motivating principle; 

• and there is a beneficiary other than the volunteer.  

When criticising international volunteering, many scholars tend to group international 

volunteering programs together which are enormously diversified in their quality and 

methods of implementation (Jones, 2011). International volunteering programs cover 

multiple activities, the outcomes and impacts of which depend on the specific nature 

of the work. As a tremendous range of international volunteer programs exist 

worldwide to suits different people’s needs. For instance, the UN Volunteers 

Program 15  aims to address sustainable development challenges and contribute 

towards peace and development through volunteerism. It even created a branch called 

the UN Online Volunteer Program16 that aims to change the world through online 

volunteering; and, additionally, WWOOF (World Wide Opportunities on Organic 

 
15 See https://www.unv.org/. 
16 See https://www.onlinevolunteering.org/en. 

https://www.unv.org/
https://www.onlinevolunteering.org/en
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Farms)17, is a global network of organisations that matches volunteers with organic 

farms worldwide.  

Dyson (2018) summarised five types of international volunteering programs, as shown 

in Table 2.1. 

Table 2.1 Five Types of International Volunteering Programs (Dyson, 2018) 

International 

Volunteering 

Program Types 

 

Program Description 

Short-term (one week 

to three months) 

 

These programs are the most common volunteering 

programs, for-profit or non-profit, providing services to a 

community that generally do not require applicants to 

have specific educational or professional qualifications, 

and sometimes focus on the cultural learning experience.  

Long-term (six months 

or more)  

 

These programs are generally not-for-profit and often 

require individuals to have specific educational or 

professional qualifications to instil transferable skills and 

knowledge to others over a longer time period. 

Conservation These programs refer to organisations that focus on 

conservation and environmental work in the field, which 

are relatively different from intercultural exchanges. Such 

programs could offer individuals an experience to learn 

about global conservation; for instance, preserving 

endangered animals. 

Recruitment/Placement Some organisations match volunteers with volunteering 

projects, instead of organising or running these specific 

projects themselves. These organisations are generally 

well-structured and likely to provide pre-departure training 

for volunteers. Note, that these organisations can be 

 
17 See https://wwoof.net/.  
 

https://wwoof.net/
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either for-profit or non-profit, and may or may not charge 

an administration fee.  

Relief/Emergency These programs cover relief or emergent volunteering 

works that require individuals to work in disaster areas to 

help people in need. Such projects are usually operated 

on short notice and concentrate on basic needs, such as 

providing shelter, medicine and food. In general, 

placements for these programs require individuals to have 

relevant prior experience, and specific professional and 

educational qualifications. 

 

To summarise, individuals usually choose international volunteering programs on the 

basis of their own interests, capacities and project duration. As will be presented in 

Sections 2.7 and 2.8, this research study selected a youth-run, non-governmental 

organisation called AIESEC18 as its research focus, which belongs to the voluntary 

category of Recruitment/Placement programs. Although AIESEC is a non-profit 

organisation, it charges applicants a small administration fee to support its running 

costs. 

2.7 Introduction of the Organisation: AIESEC 

Younger generations are increasingly more likely to devote themselves to voluntary 

work in foreign contexts. As the world's largest international, youth-run, non-

governmental, non-profit organisation, the AIESEC provides young people with 

opportunities to develop leadership, to experience overseas internships and global 

volunteering projects, and empowers them to have a positive impact on society. 

AIESEC provides international internship and international volunteer experiences for 

individuals to apply for. This research study focuses on exploring the voluntary work, 

rather than internships, through the AIESEC’s Global Volunteer Program.  

 
18  Originally a French acronym for Association internationale des étudiants en sciences économiques et 
commerciales; the English translation would be the International Association of Students in Economic and 
Commercial Sciences; however, its full name is no longer officially used as members can now be a graduate or 
undergraduate from any university. See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/AIESEC.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/AIESEC


 41 

The AIESEC Global Volunteer program provides young people (from 18 and 30 years 

old), who seek to develop themselves and the world, with intensive international 

volunteer experiences. Experiences that enable them to work on projects that impact 

social issues, and contribute towards the UN’s sustainable development goals of 2030 

(AIESEC, 2018). Through this program, young people are able to enrich their 

education, challenge their worldview and gain an intercultural and social experience. 

The program is short term, from 6 weeks to 6 months, and allow its youths to travel 

abroad and work for various non-profit projects in targeted volunteering countries. As 

mentioned above, the AIESEC belongs to the category of Recruitment/Placement 

volunteering programs which match volunteers to different international volunteering 

projects. Given that the AIESEC is a non-profit organisation, volunteers need to pay 

all volunteering expenses, including a fee to support the AIESEC. However, some 

volunteering projects provide food and accommodation. Moreover, the AIESEC 

maintains partnerships with the UN to effectively increase youth’s meaningful 

engagement in achieving the 2030 sustainable development agenda; in particular, to 

stimulate youths’ undiscovered potential and allow them to make long-lasting 

contributions to boost the international community worldwide.19 

Currently, AIESEC has approximately 70,000 members in 127 countries and territories, 

and 3000 NGOs worldwide. Despite AIESEC’s network expanding to many developed 

English-speaking countries (including the US, the UK, Norway, Japan and Singapore), 

the majority of its volunteering projects are situated in non-English-speaking Second 

and Third World countries. The AIESEC has been in Mainland of China since 2002, 

according to their Mainland of China Annual Report 2015-2016 (AIESEC, 2016), the 

organisation works with 39 local communities, involving 82 universities, across 25 

Chinese cities. Between 2015 to 2016, more than 2870 youths volunteered in 68 

countries across 5 continents, and more than 250 youths travelled for internships in 

41 countries. Moreover, as the AIESEC believes that youth is the key to a better future, 

individuals are recruited between 18 and 30 years old. Normally the AIESEC is 

affiliated with an university, and named as AIESEC University of xxx, but the 

recruitment is not limited to people within that specific university; instead, it welcomes 

 
19  The UN’s Global Partnership with AIESEC for Youth Engagement and Entrepreneurship for sustainable 
development goals in 2030. See https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/partnership/?p=23547.  

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/partnership/?p=23547
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to any young people with an enormous passion and interest in its intercultural 

experiences. 

To be matched with an AIESEC global volunteering project, each applicant needs to 

pass at least two rounds of interviews: one with the local AIESEC community to be an 

eligible AIESECer (a member of the AIESEC), and a second, assisted by a higher 

level AIESECer, to be matched with their chosen global volunteering project. All 

interviews are conducted in English. Thus, applicants’ English proficiency must reach 

a certain level of fluency. The AIESEC makes a genuine effort, but does not ensure 

securing a volunteering project in any country of the participant’s choice. Based on the 

guidelines provided on the AIESEC’s official website, the specific details of the whole 

applying process are generated in Table 2.2.  

Table 2.2 Five Important Steps for Applying to an AIESEC International Volunteering 

Project (AIESEC, 2018)  

Step 1 Open the AIESEC online website, click the ‘sign up’ button and go to 

opportunities portal to search and apply for available global 

volunteering opportunities. 

Step 2 Complete the profile information on the website to be able to apply 

for opportunities. Meanwhile, a higher level AIESECer will contact the 

applicant.  

Step 3 After completing the profile, start searching and applying for 

opportunities. Filter the results to find suitable opportunities. 

Step 4 When attempting to apply for a specific opportunity, he/she will have 

two rounds of interviews, one with a local AIESECer and one with an 

AIESECer from abroad in charge of the chosen project.  

Step 5 After being accepted and approved for the opportunity, one can start 

to prepare for his/her experience. 

 

The AIESEC volunteering projects include: education, environmental sustainability, 

leadership development, promoting human rights, raising HIV/AIDS awareness, and 

more. Once accepted on a project, being an AIESEC international volunteer requires 

participating in a pre-departure preparation seminar and writing a reflective report 
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regarding the overall volunteering experience after returning to Mainland China 

(AIESEC, 2018). The most common tasks that an AIESEC international volunteer will 

experience during a volunteering project include cooperating with other international 

volunteers from diverse linguistic and cultural backgrounds; organising events and 

workshops to present various cultures to host-country residents; to teach leadership 

skills and the global mindset creatively in local public schools as well as raise locals’ 

awareness of human rights, HIV/AIDS, and environmental sustainability; and to run 

NGOs in the host country (ibid).  

To summerise, to be an eligible AIESEC volunteer, one must undergo a rigorous 

process of selection, mainly in terms of language ability, problem-solving and 

collaboration. In addition, the volunteer needs to be able to afford the associated 

expenses. Moreover, the volunteer must attend a preparation seminar before 

departure, and write a reflective report afterwards. 

However, some volunteers criticised the AIESEC’s ‘unprofessionalism’, because a 

small percentage of volunteering projects did not operate as they originally planned, 

nor did they meet individuals’ expectations of devoting themselves to improve society. 

In short, AIESEC has numerous outstanding ideas, but sometimes fails to implement 

the real work well or in an efficient way. Such drawbacks are not necessarily ascribed 

to the “unprofessionalism” of the organisation as operating NGO projects or 

implementing charity work is difficult for many complex reasons; for instance, a lack of 

funding. Moreover, a number of volunteering destinations can be considered as 

unsafe places, and some individuals have placed blame on the AIESEC for difficulties 

they encountered in their target volunteering countries, instead of on the volunteering 

project itself. 

Could the above criticisms affect the current study? Regardless of “unsuccessful” 

projects or “encountered life difficulties”, such criticism does not relate to what this 

study focuses on: individuals’ perceived intercultural interaction experiences. As such, 

individuals travelling abroad to volunteer will need to communicate with people from 

culturally and linguistically heterogeneous backgrounds. Even if the chosen project 

itself did not operate as planned, the international volunteers being studied still needed 

to interact, or to negotiate, with people from the AIESEC in the target country to solve 

the “issue” or “problem” adding to the depth of the research.  
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2.8 The Target AIESEC International Volunteers from Mainland China 

This section addresses the characteristics of the target group of this study: AIESEC 

international volunteers from Mainland China. In addition, I present a comparison 

between this group and the general international student group, to justify why the latter 

group has not been chosen as the focus of this study, although it has been considered 

as the largest group in the third sojourn abroad wave in Mainland China. 

To begin with, most AIESEC volunteers from Mainland China are young elites, aged 

between 18 to 30, who are able to afford to forgo paid employment to undertake charity 

work (for “poor people”). Through these actions, they desire to make impactful 

contributions to society and gain benefits in the form of skills and personal 

advancement during their volunteering journey. Prior to participating in international 

volunteering projects their English proficiency must reach a sufficient level of fluency 

to participate in daily conversations with others.  

Moreover, most of these AIESEC volunteers already have the motivations and 

attitudes to form intercultural contacts with diverse individuals. The AIESEC 

international volunteering projects provide a platform for individuals of diverse 

backgrounds to work and cohabit together, given that they need to communicate and 

cooperate with each other during social and work time, and the majority of them live 

in shared accommodation. Therefore, the AIESEC international volunteers’ 

intercultural interaction experiences can be regarded as a microcosm that has 

generalisable implications for multicultural spaces, including internationalised 

workplaces and higher education institutions.  

Conversely, studying-abroad international students, in general, can choose to remain 

in their own ethnic groups or isolated throughout the whole process which makes it 

difficult to anticipate who will generate frequent intercultural contacts with diverse 

individuals, and therefore challenging to select participants for research studies that 

focus on exploring intercultural interaction experiences. Prior studies highlight that 

international students tend to limit their interactions to people from the same 

background, or from only one cultural group (Halualani et al., 2004; Perry & Southwell, 

2011; Volet & Ang, 2012). Such circumstances could be ascribed to the fact that 

international students are not equally distributed. For instance, Chinese learners 

constitute the largest proportion of international students globally (UNESCO Institute 
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for Statistics, 2020). If the current study selects studying-abroad international students 

from Mainland China as research participants, it would be difficult to implement the 

research and fulfil the research aim for the above reason.  

Accordingly, comparing the studying-abroad group and the AIESEC group, both from 

Mainland China, the latter group may provide richer authentic data of individuals’ 

intercultural interaction experiences, which is the focus of this study. 

2.9 Summary 

This chapter presented the context of the current study by firstly providing an overview 

of Mainland China. Then, by summarising the sojourn abroad history of individuals 

from Mainland China, and the PRC’s current strategies for facilitating interaction with 

the outside world in general. After that, a brief review of international volunteering 

contextualised international volunteering experiences, with a subset of international 

volunteers from Mainland China. Following this, a review of current international 

volunteering programs and an overview of the target volunteering organisation 

(AIESEC) was provided for contextual purposes. Finally, a brief summary of some 

specific characteristics of AIESEC international volunteers from Mainland China was 

presented. A literature review relevant to the intercultural interaction experiences of 

this chapter will be given in Chapter three.  
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Chapter 3. Literature Review 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter provides an overview of the key literature of relevance to the study. 

Central to this thesis is understanding individuals’ intercultural interaction experiences 

with diverse individuals and to find potential ways to facilitate them in achieving 

positive intercultural contacts within intercultural settings. I therefore explored this area 

by drawing on relevant literature in four interrelated themes: culture, intercultural 

communication, competencies for intercultural interaction, and individuals’ 

intercultural interaction experiences (related to the previous three themes).  

The process of retrieving and synthesising relevant literature required me to iteratively 

read and contemplate previous works developed by different writers. These works 

inspired me, in diverse ways, to undertake this research project. This reading and 

reflection process offered me opportunities to gain a more comprehensive 

understanding of the above-mentioned themes as well as their implications for my 

study. Culture, intercultural communication and competencies for intercultural 

interaction are complex topic areas studied by researchers from various academic 

fields. Therefore, diverse definitions and understandings have been developed with 

respect to these three topics; I consider this diversity as a strength, and I thus decided 

to draw insights from these different perspectives that related to my study. 

In the following sections, Section 3.2, focuses on the meaning of culture, discussed 

from two contrasting ontological perspectives: the essentialist and the non-essentialist 

perspective. Next, Section 3.3 presents a review of the existing literature linked to 

intercultural communication and interaction, including its definition, its associated 

benefits and challenges, and its key concepts and theoretical frameworks for 

intercultural interaction experiences. Following this, a discussion of the requisite 

competencies for intercultural interaction developed in the previous literature is 

presented in Section 3.4, including the terms and the most cited models in relation to 

these competencies. Finally, a critical overview of the relevant research to this study 

will be presented in Section 3.5. 

3.2 Culture 

Before embarking on the study of intercultural interaction, I would like to discuss my 

understanding of the term ‘culture’. It has been widely acknowledged that culture and 
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communication is inseparable. In the preface of Communication and Culture written 

by Smith (1966, cited in Jandt, 2016, p.20), “culture is a code we learn and share, and 

learning and sharing need communication”. This definition posits that communication 

involves symbols and coding in every cultural behaviour and pattern (Jandt, 2016). 

Thereafter, culture can be understood jointly with the study of communication, and the 

study of communication cannot be comprehended without an understanding of culture. 

The two are interlinked. 

Academic interest in the term ‘culture’ was initially rooted in anthropology. Later it was 

applied in various ways across different disciplines. Over a century, scholars have not 

agreed on a singular definition within the same field, even in its home field of 

anthropology. This section will review various definitions of culture, then discuss two 

contrasting ontological perspectives.  

3.2.1 Defining Culture 

For decades, researchers across various disciplines have attempted to define culture. 

Thus, various definitions can be found to delineate the boundaries, and include the 

concepts that stem from synonymous ideas generating from nationalities, social class, 

minorities, community, geographic units, and so forth, all of which reflect the 

multifaceted nature of culture. To illustrate this point, in 1952, Kroeber and Kluckhohn 

compiled a list of 164 definitions of culture.  

An early, widely recognised definition of culture was proposed by Tylor (1874, p.1) 

that:  

Culture or civilization, taken in its wide ethnographic sense, is that 

complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, 

custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man [and 

woman] as a member of society. 

This classic definition of culture is rooted in Anthropology. Tylor equated culture to 

civilisation and that culture was learned, rather than inherited.  

With the evolving nature of culture in the 1960s, many anthropologists came to define 

it around interpretation and sensemaking. For instance, Clifford Geertz, an American 

cultural anthropologist, outlined culture as  
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a system of inherited conceptions expressed in symbolic forms by 

means of which men [and women] communicate, perpetuate, and 

develop their knowledge about and attitudes toward life. (1973, p.89) 

In this sense, he viewed culture as a process of learning through interpreting 

individuals’ surroundings and interactions. Such learning primarily originates from 

interactions with other members of the immediate society and the construction of 

shared meanings, whereby one can acquire new knowledge through socialising with 

others and interpreting the surrounding world. 

A number of recent definitions have expanded to individuals within a group. For 

example, Spencer-Oatey (2008) defined culture as  

a fuzzy set of assumptions and values, orientations to life, beliefs, 

policies, procedures, and behavioral conventions that are shared by 

a group of people, and that influence (but do not determine) each 

member’s behavior and his/her interpretations of the ‘meaning’ of 

other people’s behavior. (p.8) 

Spencer-Oatey broadened our notion of culture through acknowledging the diversity 

within a group; claiming that despite individuals being affected by the shared values 

of the groups they belong to; they eventually need to assign meanings (sensemaking) 

to their interactions and surroundings by themselves. That is, individuals can interpret 

the world through various lenses, and their own identities and experiences help them 

shape their worldview. Similarly, Baldwin et al. (2014) claim that culture can simply 

describe how a group of people live, including group members’ values, symbols, 

behaviours, artifacts and other shared aspects, which constantly evolve along with the 

sharing of information, and that culture is often recognised as the result of arguments 

between different groups with different viewpoints, interests and power relationships, 

leading to differentiation between such groups. These notions of culture indicate that 

culture is not fixed but dynamic and fluid, and therefore individuals may change their 

identities or belong to different cultural groups at any time.  

Meanwhile, various conceptualised cultural theories have been proposed to describe 

the characteristics of culture in relation to communication and to differentiate cultural 

groups; for instance, Hall’s (1999) high- and low-context cultures, and Hofstede’s 

(1980, 1991, 2011) six cultural dimensions (see Subsection 3.3.2). However, some 
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scholars like Adrian Holliday criticise the broad definition of cultural dimensions of 

certain groups. In 1999, he challenged the concept of culture in the social science field, 

particularly in his own field of applied linguistics. Holliday (1999) proposed a distinction 

between the two contrasting paradigms of culture by adopting the terms ‘large’ culture 

and ‘small’ culture. He tied ‘large’ culture to ethnic, national, and international entities, 

and ‘small’ culture to “small social groupings or activities wherever there is cohesive 

behaviour” (Holliday, 1999, p.237). Likewise, Dahl (2014), from the intercultural 

communication field, sorted our historical understandings of culture into two groups: 

descriptive essentialist and dynamic constructivist. Even though Holliday (1999) and 

Dahl (2014) adopted different terminologies they were discussing the same ontological 

divergence: essentialist and non-essentialist. Each perspective will be discussed in 

turn and the specific cultural ontological orientation in this thesis will be addressed.   

3.2.2 The Essentialist Perspective towards Culture 

The essentialist perspective towards culture is rooted in the positivist research 

paradigm. Much essentialist literature views culture as more or less homogenous 

(Dahl, 2014). Individuals are considered as passive recipients of cultures and are pre-

defined by them (Holliday, 1999, p.245). Essentially, everyone in the same group has 

the same culture even if they fulfil different roles and functions. Their thoughts 

behaviours, actions and values are determined by their culture, and can be explained 

and predicted once other people know their culture (Dahl, 2014; Strauss & Quinn, 

1997).  

As previously alluded to, “culture” in this paradigm is typically linked to a large entity, 

such as ethnic, national and international entities (Atkinson, 1999, p.626; Holliday, 

1999, p.237) and can be characterised as relatively fixed, holistic, homogeneous, 

deterministic and bounded (Baumann, 1996, p.10; Nathan, 2015, p.4). Regarding 

intercultural interaction, individuals who view culture from the essentialist perspective 

have a proclivity to assume a causal link between cultures and people’s thoughts and 

behaviours, and often attach the notion of culture to a country, which lead to the 

stereotyping of individuals (Holliday, 2010). As such, individuals are expected to 

behave accordingly, to distinctive stereotyped beliefs, constrained in their behaviours 

to meet others’ expectations (Baumann, 1999; Nathan, 2015), which may inhibit 

positive intercultural interaction (Lehtonen, 2016). Two communication theories that 

build on essentialism will be discussed in Subsection 3.3.2. 
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The essentialist understanding of culture is challenged by an increasing number of 

scholars, who propose that such views towards culture overgeneralise and 

oversimplify the complexity of the real world (Holliday, 1999; McSweeney, 2009). Yet, 

despite essentialist notions of culture ignoring the heterogeneity of “reality” and being 

discredited from both empirical and theoretical perspectives, they still prevail in current 

world (Holliday, 1999; McSweeney, 2009; Nathan, 2015). Holliday (2010) noted that 

“the temptation to be essentialist is quite deeply rooted in a long-standing desire to ‘fix’ 

the nature and cultural difference” (p.6). 

3.2.3 The Non-essentialist Perspective towards Culture 

Conversely, the non-essentialist perspective towards culture challenges essentialism 

and is tied to the interpretive research paradigm. Whilst Holliday (2010) contends that 

essentialism is a form of reductionism, he advocates a ‘small culture’ approach that 

builds on non-essentialism. The non-essentialist perspective towards culture 

disregards homogeneity but embraces heterogeneity as a characteristic of culture; it 

recognises complexity in the process of forming a culture (Dahl, 2014; Holliday, 1999). 

This notion of culture is “rooted in human conditions instead of human nature” (Nathan, 

2015, p.4) and does not relate to ethnic, national, or international entities (Holliday, 

1999, p.240).  

In this sense, culture is perceived as a socially constructed concept, which endorses 

a social constructivist approach that contends the constructed nature of our existing 

“reality” (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). Instead, culture is created, developed and 

negotiated by people during their interactions; it involves interpreting or summarising 

emerged human thoughts or behaviours through interacting with each other (Dahl, 

2014; Holliday, 1999; Strauss & Quinn, 1997). According to Baumann (1996), 

individuals “continue to produce culture, rather than being produced by it” (p.13). 

Thereby, culture is viewed as fluid and dynamic with blurred boundaries, since it can 

be formed into any social group size and individuals may interpret it differently in 

different contexts, such as during various communication processes and cultural 

interactions, based on their previous experiences (Dahl, 2014; Holliday, 1999; Martin 

& Nakayama, 2015).  

According to Dahl (2014), a dynamic understanding of culture is needed in the modern 

world, as cultures cannot be limited to homogeneous units as the most common 
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cultural phenomenon is the mixing of cultures. The non-essentialist perspective 

towards culture is heterogeneous, dynamic, emergent, changeable and with blurred 

boundaries (Holliday, 1999; Nathan, 2015). This perspective sees culture being 

discovered rather than pre-described. With reference to intercultural interaction, 

individuals with this notion of culture tend to less likely to bring pre-conception, but to 

recognise the subjectivity involved in their exploring process.  

3.2.4 Cultural Complexity of International Volunteers 

In terms of a specific cultural ontological orientation in this thesis, I adopt the non-

essentialist standpoint to study the group of international volunteers. Many studies that 

researching intercultural communication tend to conceptualise cultures according to 

individuals’ nationalities, for instances, Homes (2004) and Kashima and Loh (2006). 

Those studies refer intercultural interaction to interaction between individuals of 

differing nationalities, which are efficient but ignore cultural diversity within a nation 

and cultural complexity of individuals. It does not mean that I do not agree some kind 

of relationship among individuals from the same countries. I do agree certain national 

culture exist since individuals can be influenced by social structures or systems such 

as laws, social practices, marriage norms, however, in those studies, the impact of 

national culture on individuals are overstated. For instance, for individuals from China, 

any observed behaviours or thoughts from them are regarded as representative of 

Chinese culture. Holliday (1999) contends such essentialist perspective towards 

culture can be dangerous, as it tends to explain individuals’ behaviours or thoughts 

merely depend on their national cultures, and researchers’ interpretation of those 

cultures can be stereotypical. Meanwhile, non-essentialism view culture as a socially 

constructed notion, and thus culture is to be discovered and explored rather than to 

be pre-defined. As mentioned in Subsection 1.2, from my own frequent travelling 

abroad experiences and UK academic experiences, I have come to realise that 

individuals from the same country can be different from each other in many aspects. 

Namely, it would be limiting to know someone merely according to his/her national 

cultures. For me, intercultural in domestic contexts can be intercultural. Therefore, I 

regard the non-essentialist perspective and the corresponding ‘small-culture approach’ 

(Holliday, 1999) more align with my own thinking and experiences.  

In line with my cultural ontological orientation, a few decisions have been made to 

serve as principles for my exploration of international volunteers from Mainland 
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China’s lived experiences of intercultural interaction resulting from overseas 

volunteering projects: 

1). To utilise a ‘bottom up’ approach that start with the data and interpret the 

sharedness among my participants’ intercultural interaction experiences as potential 

characteristics of their volunteer cultural contexts. 

2). To understand my participants’ intercultural interaction norms and practices as 

being influenced by other cultures, such as the culture of the volunteer organisation 

and the national culture of Mainland China. 

3). To keep in mind diversities within the international volunteers rather than 

homogenising them, and accordingly, to explore any potential particularities in my 

participants’ intercultural interaction experiences during their overseas volunteering. 

4). To be aware of the bias that rise from my personal understanding of the culture of 

Mainland China, rather than using these understandings to categorise my participants’ 

behaviours and thoughts when interpreting the data, adopting them as explanatory 

sources for my exploration.  

5). To be honest and transparent about the whole research process, and recognise 

that my interpretive lenses might be influenced by my personal experiences. 

6). To make tentative generalisations, based on my interpretation of my participants’ 

intercultural interaction experiences in particular cultural contexts, with respect to the 

characteristics of international volunteers from Mainland China interacting with diverse 

individuals that mainly in non-English speaking countries.  

3.3 Intercultural Communication and Interaction 

Like it or not, accelerating globalisation has led to the emergence of increasingly 

multicultural and multinational cooperation, which creates more interconnectedness 

and more frequent intercultural contacts across the world (Jackson, 2014). As Baldwin 

et al. (2013) assert, many researchers, educators, business leaders, journalists and 

government leaders across the world have begun to call our attention to the need for 

understanding cultures and intercultural communication. The following content of this 

section will critically discuss and explore the concepts and issues related to the notion 

of intercultural communication and interaction, including distinguishing three essential 

terms (multicultural, cross-cultural and intercultural), the essential cultural framework 
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and theories related to intercultural communication, an overview of the key concepts 

and theoretical frameworks related to intercultural interaction experiences, 

intercultural relationship development and associated intercultural conflict, as well as 

intercultural communication barriers. 

3.3.1 Differences between Multicultural, Cross-cultural and Intercultural  

Before discussing any concepts related to intercultural communication, it is essential 

to distinguish the three terms ‘multicultural’, ‘cross-cultural’ and ‘intercultural’. These 

terms are sometimes adopted interchangeably in academia, as the meanings attached 

to them are relatively confusing. They are all under a similar roof, but have entirely 

different connotations which makes it easy for individuals to confuse them. The 

discrepancies within these meanings lie in the perspectives that individuals take when 

interacting with people of differing cultural backgrounds. 

First, ‘multicultural’ refers to a society comprised of several cultural or ethnic groups, 

where even though people live alongside each other, each cultural or ethic group 

member does not necessarily need to interact with the others (Liu & Gallois, 2015). 

For instance, in a multicultural society different ethnic groups of people can shop in 

the same supermarket without engaging with each other.  

Second, ‘cross-cultural’ deals with comparisons of differing cultures, that stresses 

boundary crossing (Fries, 2009). For instance, a cross-cultural study of non-

government organisations (hereafter NGO) between the UK and the US would involve 

a comparative study of chosen aspects of NGOs in these two countries, but would 

regard each country respectively without any suggestion of interaction between both 

countries’ NGOs.  

Third, ‘intercultural’ describes communities which hold deep understanding and 

respect for all cultures, and the term implies interaction between various cultures or 

regions (Fries, 2009). From an intercultural perspective, to study differing NGOs in two 

countries would possibility focus on the experiences of NGO workers who move from 

one NGO system to another, or examine the interactions of individuals from the NGOs 

of these two countries in a specific context. Thus, concepts such as ‘culture shock’ 

and ‘cultural adaptation’ can be regarded as intercultural notions. 

From the above descriptions, it can be seen that although the terms ‘cross-cultural 

communication’ and ‘intercultural communication’ refer to communication across 
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cultures, they imply different meanings (Jackson, 2012). Cross-cultural 

communication compares a discourse across cultural boundaries, whilst intercultural 

communication deals with discourse between individuals of differing cultural and 

linguistic backgrounds (Jackson, 2014; Lustig & Koester, 2009). Since this research 

mainly investigates international volunteers’ experiences of interacting with culturally 

and linguistically diverse individuals, thereafter ‘intercultural’ is employed in this study 

as a term to explore the deep interaction and communication between international 

volunteers from Mainland China and their interactants. 

3.3.2 Cultural Dimensions 

In my attempt to understand theories related to communication styles in the initial 

stage of this research, Hall’s (1999) concepts of high- and low-context and Hofstede 

and his colleagues’ (1980, 1986, 1991, 2011) cultural dimensions, which explain how 

people communicate in different cultures, grabbed my attention and helped me gain 

insight and understanding towards intercultural communication. However, when I dug 

further into the dimensions, I became aware of contrasting essentialist and non-

essentialist perspectives towards culture. I found that a great number of scholars who 

applied those dimensions to their studies also tended to focus on national cultures 

rooted in an essentialist paradigm (Holmes, 2004; Triandis, 1990). As mentioned in 

Subsection 3.2.2, many scholars propose such a view may overgeneralise and 

oversimply the real world. Nathan (2015) argues that the cultural dimensions of 

communication developed by Hofstede cannot determine a national culture, as later 

Hofstede’s team added two additional dimensions to their initial ones to accommodate 

cultural variations that emerged from ongoing research, and therefore Nathan 

questioned “how many dimensions, and of what sort, would completely and holistically 

determine a national culture”? (2015, p.9). The answer might be endless, considering 

the variations in the world. Given that Hall and Hofstede claim their dimensions exist 

in all cultures, Zhou (2010) proposes that, to a certain extent, the dimensions can be 

applied to national cultures, and also to the cultures of other social-cultural groups, 

and even to the personal cultures of individuals. A discussion of these dimensions will 

be presented below to provide a contextual understanding of the phenomenon of 

intercultural interaction.  

Hall’s High- and Low-context Cultures 
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To distinguish the degree to which information is verbalised, Hall (1976) suggested 

high- and low-context as dimensions by which we can understand culture. Unlike 

Hofstede (1980), Hall (1976) never detailed his method for developing his model. Few 

indications provided by Hall (1976) suggest that he adopted interviews and 

observation primarily to collect data. Patton (2002) pointed out that Hall did not employ 

any qualitative data collection methods that would be considered rigorous by today’s 

standard. Later, Hall and Hall (1987, 1990) examined the model in the context of 

intercultural business situations in several countries. In 1987, Hall and Hall conducted 

165 open-ended interviews with American and Japanese professionals, and followed 

in 1990, they conducted 180 interviews in France, Germany and United States. 

However, they did not specify their data analysis methods. Nevertheless, Hall’s model 

has been cited over 3,300 times in scholarly articles (Cardon, 2008). Therefore, it is 

worth presenting Hall’s model here to understand intercultural communication. 

In low-context cultures, people tend to verbalise everything and prefer to express 

messages directly, rather than implicitly, and therefore low-context communication is 

considered to be more focused on direct and explicit information exchange (Baldwin 

et al., 2014; Gudykunst & Nishida, 1986, 1993). Meanwhile, meaning in high-context 

cultures relies on the context and relationships of the interlocutors, in other words, 

high-context communication tends to verbalise messages indirectly and imply 

information via nonverbal communication (Baldwin et al., 2014; Gudykunst & Nishida, 

1986, 1993). As Hall (1976, p.91) states:  

A high-context (HC) communication or message is the one in which 

most of the information is either in the physical context or 

internalized in the person, while very little is in the coded, explicit, 

transmitted part of the message. A low-context (LC) communication 

is just the opposite; i.e., the mass of information is vested in the 

explicit code.  

Many researchers examined these LC and HC communication frameworks, the results 

of which showed that LC communication tends to refer to direct communication, 

including explicit expression, straight nonverbal cues and sender-oriented values; 

while HC communication tends to refer to indirect communication, including implicit 

expression, nonverbal ambiguity, and interpreter-sensitive values (Kashima & 
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Kashima, 1998; Ting-Toomey, 1999). Baldwin et al. (2014) reveal, that when 

researchers or educators talk about low- and high-context cultures many of them tend 

to view cultures on a continuum instead of two polarised ends, and they argue that all 

cultures contain low- and high-context circumstances, but probably with cultural 

preferences which determine how one culture is favoured over another in the 

surrounding societies. For instance, the US and Japan are often considered as having 

LC cultures and HC cultures respectively (Gudykunst & Nishida, 1986, 1993), but both 

of their cultures have specific low- and high-context cultures. 

Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions of Communication 

From 1967-1973, Geert Hofstede with a team of collaborators conducted a large-scale 

in-depth study of organisational cultures. They invested employees who worked in a 

huge multinational (IBM corporation), and collected over 117,000 surveys from 72 

countries. Originally, they proposed four cultural dimensions with each nation 

receiving a score for each dimension (Hofstede, 1980). These dimensions are: power 

distance, individualism, masculinity and uncertainty avoidance. Through constant 

research, two dimensions were subsequently added to the four original ones, which 

are: long-term orientation and indulgence versus restraint (Hofstede, 1991, 2011). 

Therefore, Hofstede and his team estimate that cultural differences can be understood 

through these six cultural dimensions. In Table 3.1, I have summarised the six cultural 

dimensions developed by Hofstede and his team. 

Table 3.1 Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions of Communication (1980, 1991, 2011) 

 

Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions 

 
Power distance refers to individuals who value their status difference within a culture 
and judge whether it is appropriate. For instance, in low power distance cultures, 
parent and children are likely to treat each other as the same status. In contrast, in 
higher power distance cultures, inequalities among people are both desired and 
expected as there will be hierarchy within each situation and context. For instance, 
parents expect their children to be more obedient. 

 

In highly collectivist cultures, individuals rely more on social networks, they prefer 
spending time in groups and completing things together. Such cultures value group-

0 100 



 57 

thinking, harmony, and relational issues. In highly individualist cultures, individuals 
tend to make decisions according to their personal interests and spend time with 
their immediate family only. Such cultures value independence and success. 

 

Feminine cultures favour cooperation, modesty, and caring for others, and tend to 
have less gender differentiation; in that, men and women can share tasks. Masculine 
cultures favour competition, directness, efficiency, success and tend to have more 
rigid roles, where men and women do things separately. 

 

Uncertainty avoidance refers to the degree to which the members of a particular 
culture feel threatened by uncertain or unknown situations and try to avoid such 
circumstances. In low uncertainty avoidance cultures, everyone accepts uncertainty 
as normal, and live comfortably with it, and believes that ambiguity leads to curiosity. 
In contrast, cultures with high uncertainty avoidance regard uncertainty in life as a 
threat and believe it to be dangerous, everyone tries their best to avoid uncertainty. 

 

In short-term orientation cultures, people prefer to maintain time-honoured traditions 
and norms, and value social obligations while viewing societal change with 
suspicion. In long-term orientation cultures, people value thrift and effort in modern 
education to make sacrifices for long-term goals as a way to prepare for the future.  

 

This dimension is defined as the extent to which people try to control their desires 
and impulses, based on societal norms. Indulgent cultures allow people to do 
things in line with their basic and natural desires, such as enjoying life and having 
fun, whilst restrained cultures tend to suppress the gratification of needs and 
regulate people by means of specific social norms, such as communal 
responsibility. 

 

3.3.3 Key Concepts and Theoretical Frameworks related to Intercultural 

Communication          

Concerning the focus of this study, it is crucial to review the essential concepts and 

theoretical frameworks related to intercultural communication. Owing to the 

globalisation of and the popularity of sojourning abroad, several theoretical 

frameworks have emerged regarding individuals’ intercultural experiences; some of 

which specifically focus on the communication and interactional dimensions of these 
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experiences. In the process of reviewing previous research studies, six concepts and 

theories emerged as significant ones that have been discussed extensively in the 

intercultural communication field. Therefore, I decided to review those significant 

studies in this subsection to capture the complexities of international volunteers’ 

intercultural interaction experiences with diverse individuals. 

First and second, the notions of acculturation and culture shock help us to understand 

the process of individuals in contact with cultural differences. Third, the integrative 

theory of communication and cross-cultural adaptation theory explain how and why 

people, in the process of relocating from a familiar environment to an unfamiliar 

environment, form groups through constant intercultural contacts between individuals 

in the new cultural context. Fourth, contact hypothesis theory proposes that positive 

frequent contacts between individuals could facilitate understanding and reduce 

prejudice and discrimination between individuals. Fifth, social identity theory provides 

a foundational framework for understanding discrimination and its effects on 

intercultural relationship development. Six, the theoretical concept of intersectionality 

helps us to understand individuals’ multiple socio-cultural identities in an intercultural 

context and in an era of neoliberal globalisation. Each will be discussed in 

chronological order in the following subsections. I will draw insights from these 

concepts and theoretical frameworks that relate to my study. 

3.3.3.1 Acculturation  

The concept of acculturation has been frequently accepted as a sub-category of 

intercultural communication and interaction. This term is adopted to delineate what 

happens when people are in contact with cultural difference. The concept was first 

defined by Redfield et al. (1936) in the field of Anthropology as: 

Acculturation comprehends those phenomena which result when 

groups of individuals having different cultures come into continuous 

first-hand contact, with subsequent changes in the original cultural 

patterns of either or both groups (pp.149-150). 

Later, Graves (1967) introduces a notion called psychological acculturation to add a 

psychological aspect to the process of acculturation. Graves suggests a shift from 

groups to individual human behaviors, as he argues even in the same acculturative 

arena vast individual differences exist concerning changing culture.  
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In the past few decades, flourishing numbers of sojourners travelling across the world 

has prompted scholars to explore the process that individuals go through when settling 

in a foreign environment, which led to the development of Berry’s acculturation model 

(Berry, 1997, 2005, 2006, 2008). Through examining the relevant literature on the 

psychology of acculturation and a sample of empirical studies on intercultural relations, 

Berry initially conceptualised acculturation as a linear, one-way process that migrants 

go through, describing how they discarded their cultural traditions and chose to adopt 

a host country’s culture (Berry, 1997).  

Developing his understanding of acculturation, Berry (2005, 2008) modified and 

reconceptualised it as a bi-dimensional process and extended its application to include 

short-term sojourners. Specifically, Berry (2005) defines acculturation as “the dual 

process of cultural and psychological change that takes place as a result of contact 

between two or more cultural groups and their individual members” (p.698). In this 

sense, as a consequence of acculturation, all individuals involved in intercultural 

contacts will experience cultural changes, such as clothing and value system shifts, 

and psychological changes, such as stress and coping-strategies, although possibly 

at different levels (ibid). For instance, as international volunteers travel to new 

volunteering destinations, acculturation will not only occur with themselves, but also 

with individuals they meet and interact with locally as well as across the globe. 

Similarly, those same international volunteers may also experience acculturation when 

in their home context.  

Moreover, it is common for individuals to experience stress when they meet culturally 

different people (Neuliep, 2009). Acculturation is often associated with psychological 

and physical changes that require adaptation in a new and different cultural context. 

Individuals adapting to a new culture face changes in their “diet, climate, housing, 

communication, role prescriptions and media consumption as well as the myriad rules, 

norms, and values of a new and (relatively) dissimilar culture” (ibid, p.375). Additionally, 

away from their familiar context individuals may encounter potential language-related 

challenges and discrimination. The stress generated as the result is known as 

acculturative stress, which can impact negatively on one’s physical and mental health. 

Berry (2005) suggests the degree to which acculturative stress varies is related to 

similarities and dissimilarities between an individual’s original and new culture. When 

both cultures are similar, less stress is experienced and vice versa. Additionally, 
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Neuliep (2009) asserts individual personal characteristics also play a critical role in 

whether someone suffers acculturative stress; these include factors such as one’s 

educational level, age, language, income, and so on. 

Some critics argue that acculturation views culture from an essentialist perspective 

that intercultural contact acts as a divide between people of differing cultural identity 

and considers how people navigate across this divide (Rich, 2011). Consequently, it 

is a process which requires individuals to abandon their sets of original norms and 

values and accept the new norms and values of the cultural groups they seek to join, 

which explores acculturation at a group level. However, in the current globalised world, 

intercultural contact with diverse people is also seen as an opportunity to reflect on 

and enrich one’s own cultural identity (Kramsch & Uryu, 2014). Xu (2015, 2018) 

proposes viewing the acculturation process from a non-essentialist perspective; that 

is, as a process to enrich individuals’ cultural realities. The extent to which this occurs 

varies from person to person as one’s cultural realties are largely associated with one’s 

own living experiences and particular concerns, so that individuals utilise and prioritise 

different strategies to enrich their cultural realities. Xu (2018) reconceptualises the 

concept of acculturation and defines it as  

dynamic and on-going personal trajectory through which an 

individual’s cultural realities are maintained, developed or enriched 

as s/he continuously conducts activities with others in a particular 

cultural arena in order to gain and/or retain a membership of a 

certain group, where circumstances are characterised by uncertainty 

and always negotiated between all participants in the cultural arena. 

(p.81). 

In doing so, he adopts a ‘particular cultural arena’ instead of any specific place, which 

indicates a ‘cultural arena’ could be constructed dynamically through continuously 

interacting with others. He further emphasises that acculturation could “occur as long 

as a cultural arena is constructed” (ibid, p.248). In other words, acculturation could 

happen to anyone who has in-depth interactions within a cohesive grouping where 

group members could develop cultural realities while constructing an emergent culture.  

Thus, Xu (2018) reconceptualises acculturation as individuals interacting in “a 

particular cultural arena, where circumstances can be ever-changing” (p.53). I 
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consider this ‘cultural arena’ to be similar to the postcolonial non-essentialist notion of 

‘the third space’ initially proposed by Bhabha (1994), later echoed and expanded by 

writers such as Soja (1996). Bhabha (1994) challenges the essentialist viewpoints that 

cultural identity is not fixed and proposes that the third space is full of ‘hybrid cultures’, 

which facilitate multiplicities of hybrid cultural identities to flourish. He argues, this third 

space is full of possibilities, that “the meaning and symbols of culture have no 

primordial unity or fixity; that even the same signs can be appropriated, translated, 

rehistoricised, and read anew” (ibid, p.37). Thus, the third space is a space that allows 

people to contest, recreate, negotiate, translate and resignify meanings, as well as 

acquire and instill knowledge (Kramsch & Uryu, 2014). Therefore, intercultural 

interaction in the third space can be considered as individuals decentering themselves 

to interact in a creative “place” and generate new forms of knowing and being, as well 

as to develop a more inclusive perspective (Holliday, 2020). 

Given Xu’s (2015, 2018) conceptualisation on acculturation and the notion of the third 

space (Bhabha,1994), I came to understand that international volunteers could 

continuously develop their cultural identities through interacting with diverse 

individuals, and during this process they are creating a new ‘emergent culture’ instead 

of remaining in any culture they used to be a part of. In other words, each international 

volunteer could take something from their intercultural interaction experiences to add 

to their cultural identities, which inspired me to explore more precisely what they have 

changed and how they have benefited from intercultural interactions.  

3.3.3.2 Culture Shock 

Many writers use culture/cultural shock to describe when individuals face multi-faceted 

and unfamiliar challenges during the process of acculturating in new cultural contexts. 

Oberg (1960) first proposed and popularised the term culture shock, and further linked 

it to communication, indicating that the key character of culture shock is related to 

psychological disturbance: the “anxiety that results from losing all of our familiar signs 

and symbols of social intercourse” (p.177). Weaver (1994) offers three underlying 

explanations for culture shock: “(1) the loss of familiar cues, (2) the breakdown of 

interpersonal communications, and (3) an identity crisis” (p.171). Even returning to 

previously familiar cultural contexts, individuals may experience another period of 

reverse culture shock that requires they adjust, which has been called ‘reentry shock’ 

(Seiter & Waddell, 1989).  
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Culture shock has been advocated by many researchers as “positive”, since it can be 

a process of learning new cultural norms and developing greater intercultural 

understanding (Adler, 1975; Bennet, 1993; Kim, 2001; Ward et al., 2001). According 

to Adler (1975), culture shock is a transitional period for individuals to gain “new 

experiential knowledge by coming to understand the roots of his or her own 

ethnocentrism and by gaining new perspectives and outlooks on the nature of culture” 

(p.22). Kim (2001) concurs that potential new knowledge received via the acculturation 

process could facilitate individuals to grow affectively, behaviorally and cognitively, as 

well as to develop the requisite competencies for intercultural interaction.  

Inspired by the concept of culture shock, I decided to explore from international 

volunteers’ perspectives what new experiential knowledge they gained from 

interacting with diverse individuals, but I also bore in mind that culture shock could 

generate anxiety when individuals came into contact with unfamiliar discourses. 

3.3.3.3 The Integrative Theory of Communication and Cross-Cultural Adaptation 

The third essential theory relevant to intercultural communication and interaction is 

Kim’s (2001) Integrative Theory of Communication and Cross-Cultural Adaptation. In 

the 1970s, Kim started to develop this theory through a survey research with 400 

randomly selected Korean immigrants in the Chicago area in the United States, later 

she expanded her research to study other groups of immigrants, refugees, 

international students and expatriates in the United States and American expatriates 

in South Korea to refine and update her theory. This theory focuses on individual 

identity and communication taking a central role in the adaptation process. Kim (2005) 

indicates the cross-cultural adaptation process is “the entirety of the evolutionary 

process an individual undergoes vis-ä-vis a new and unfamiliar environment” (p.379). 

She defines this adaptation as “individuals who, upon relocating to an unfamiliar 

sociocultural environment, strive to establish and maintain a relatively stable, 

reciprocal, and functional relationship with the environment” (2001, p.31). In my 

understanding, Kim’s cross-cultural adaptation process equates to the process of 

acculturation, but unlike acculturation only describes how individuals undergo the 

process. Kim further attempts to explain how individuals undergo and adapt to new 

contexts, especially from a psychological aspect. 
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In the 1970s, Kim researched a group of Korean immigrants, and later expanded her 

research to focus on other immigrants and international students worldwide. Although 

Kim focuses on individuals foreign to their home context, she highlights that even 

individuals in home contexts could go through a cross-cultural adaptation process 

when interacting with locals or people from a different place. In 2013, for instance, Kim 

and Gudykunst contextualise their developed understanding towards intercultural 

encounters and state from a non-essentialist perspective that: “All encounters are 

considered intercultural to an extent, and the degree of interculturalness of a given 

encounter would depend on the degree of heterogeneity with the life experience of the 

communicators (p.173)”. In other words, Kim and Gudykunst (2013) propose that the 

acculturation and cross-cultural adaption process could take place anywhere at any 

time, as when individuals are involved in encounters and interactions with others, they 

perceive that all people have some degree of difference, and therefore all the 

encounters and interactions require individuals to adapt accordingly.  

Despite individual variations determining how people acculturate — such as those 

between people from different educational backgrounds, with different genders, age, 

and so on — Kim (2001) highlights that individuals worldwide face some common 

challenges when exploring an unfamiliar environment. The gap between the familiar 

and the unfamiliar culture could limit their competencies, since many previous habitual 

behaviours may prove maladaptive in new settings and, they may miss and 

misinterpret attached meanings to novel verbal and nonverbal codes (ibid).  

As such, individuals are compelled to adjust their habitual ways of executing activities 

in new cultural contexts, as “adaptation is fundamental to human existence” (Kim, 

2001, p.45), which subsequently results in new learning and growth. Specifically, Kim 

(2001) proposes the stress-adaptation-growth model (Figure 3.1), pointing out that as 

time progresses, individuals become more culturally adept. The model reveals stress 

could serve as a necessary impetus for individuals to adjust previous habits and learn 

new cultures. 
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Figure 3.1 Kim’s (2001) Process Model of the Stress-Adaptation-Growth Dynamic 

Source: Kim (2001, p. 57) 

In the above process, individuals are able to learn new cultural knowledge cognitively 

and develop more suitable socialising patterns that behaviourally align with their new 

cultural context, and therefore experience less stress (ibid). This model implies that, 

eventually, individuals can reach a harmonious environment in which they can 

navigate an unfamiliar context successfully. Such successful outcomes of cross-

cultural adaptation can be achieved through extensive intercultural contacts and 

communication; with every contact, the individuals can take another step closer to their 

personal goals (ibid). Additionally, individuals will be able to gradually develop 

intercultural identities. Yet this new, developed intercultural identity is not fixed or 

linked to any specific context or culture, and does not require individuals to abandon 

their original cultural identity, rather it extends individuals’ original culture to include 

multiple cultural dimensions (Kim, 2008).  

Kim’s (2001, 2005, 2008) theory places communication at the center point of the 

acculturating process. She considers any contact to have the potential to be 

intercultural, and views intercultural contact from a non-essentialist perspective, 

indicating that individual’s identity is fluid. Her process model also illustrates that the 

acculturating process could result in learning and personal growth. Inspired by Kim’s 

theory, I realised the importance of understanding international volunteers’ real-world 
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experiences of intercultural contact. I also decided to explore international volunteers’ 

personal growth and their perceived barriers from volunteers’ interaction experiences. 

3.3.3.4 Contact Hypothesis Theory 

Allport’s (1954) contact hypothesis, also called ‘intergroup contact theory’, suggests 

that if certain conditions are met, intergroup prejudice can be effectively reduced 

through personal contacts, and consequently enhance a better understanding and 

even an appreciation of the diversity of different viewpoints. Contact hypothesis theory 

concerns how individuals reduce intergroup stereotypes and prejudice through 

personal contacts. Allport argues from an essentialist perspective that individuals’ 

prejudices and discriminations stem from overgeneralisations based on their previous 

knowledge and beliefs; thus, when forming intercultural connections an individual 

realises the misperceptions of his or her overgeneralised ‘mental models’ of a 

particular group (Paik et al., 2015). To effectively eliminate intergroup prejudice, Allport 

(1954) concluded four key conditions that must be met during intergroup contacts 

through reviewing personal documents: equal status, intergroup cooperation, common 

goals, and support by authorities, laws and customs. If all these conditions are met, 

the intergroup prejudice is reduced and vice versa. However, we should take into 

account that this theory was proposed following the World War II, it might be outdated 

and not applicable to the current context.  

Contact hypothesis has been recognised as the most significant theory in prejudice 

reduction (Brown & Hewstone, 2005; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006) and offers one of the 

best ways to enhance intercultural relationships, diminish potential interpersonal 

conflicts, and reduce negative stereotyping (Paik et al., 2015; Peng & Wu, 2016). 

Based on Allport’s (1954) contact hypothesis, an extensive number of studies have 

contributed valuable insights to our understanding of intercultural contacts, and have 

attempted to explore, in certain conditions, how intergroup contact can reduce 

prejudice effectively (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). Extensive prior research has explored 

the relationship between intergroup contact, contact conditions, prejudice reduction 

and attitudinal changes, which provides a solid theoretical basis for intercultural 

contact (Halualani, 2008; Paik et al., 2015; Peng & Wu, 2016). From these research 

studies, direct contact, in certain conditions, has been found as the most efficient way 

to reduce prejudice and intergroup conflict (Halualani, 2008; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). 

Brown and Hewstone (2005) conclude that positive contact leads to greater familiarity 
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between individuals, which can consequently reduce feelings of anxiety and 

uncertainty in an unfamiliar environment. As such, the contact hypothesis indicates 

that “negative” attitudes held by one group towards another are caused by a lack of 

knowledge about that group. When individuals of two groups come into “positive”, 

personal, and cooperative contact with each other, they become acquainted with each 

other, and prejudices can potential be eliminated or reduced, and lead to a liking and 

respect for that group (Van Oudenhoven et al., 2006). Conversely, negative contact 

could strengthen prejudices and subsequently aggravate relationships. 

Moreover, Pettigrew and Tropp (2006) performed a meta-analysis of over 500 

research studies and found that intergroup contacts that met all of Allport’s proposed 

conditions showed the strongest prejudice reduction. However, their analysis also 

revealed that those conditions were not indispensable, since studies that did not meet 

any of the conditions also yielded positive outcomes. In addition, Peng and Wu (2016, 

p.17) claim that Allport’s contact hypothesis with its sociopsychological tributes can 

also be applied to the field of language learning. According to Clément and Kruidenier 

(1983), positive and constant intercultural contacts lead to the enhancement of 

second-language learners’ confidence and motivation. Likewise, researchers such as 

Dörnyei and Csizér (2005) have studied the effects of intercultural contact and travel 

on individuals’ attitudes and motivations towards learning a target language.  

Although Allport (1954) conceptualises contact hypothesis from an essentialist 

perspective – as he emphasises the word ‘intergroup’, which means to explore 

intercultural contact at the group level – I still regard the hypothesis to be applicable 

to intercultural contact in the current neoliberal globalised world, as Dervin (2016) 

argues that despite best intentions it may be impossible to completely escape from 

essentialism. In a similar vein, Zotzmann (2017) proposes that “in order to think and 

talk about something, we have to identify relatively permanent features of an entity 

that make it similar to and different from other entities, a process that inevitably 

involves some form of essentialisation” (p.79). In other words, to define what is 

occuring we inevitably need to adopt essentialist terms in our communication. 

Therefore, I consider international volunteers to be a group of ideal research 

candidates for testing the contact hypothesis theory, since they nearly meet all of the 

conditions that Allport proposed. They are likely to have an equal status as their 
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interlocutors, they cooperate together to achieve common goals, and local NGOs and 

the AIESEC organisation support their contact and cooperation.  

Much of the previous research focused on exploring contact hypothesis has been 

essentiality quantitative, this study is qualitative. Central to understand how intergroup 

contacts could reduce bias and prejudice is to understand how individuals 

conceptualise their affiliated groups. Social identity theory could help to explain this 

process, which will be discussed in the following subsection. 

3.3.3.5 Social Identity Theory  

Broadly speaking, identity often relates to the questions of “Who am I?”, “How do I 

sustain my ‘self’?”, and “Who am I in relationship to others?”. Social identity is a unique 

term to describe a person in relation to group characteristics (Glas, 2006; Hall & Du 

Gay, 1996). An individual is comprised of his or her own personhood, but also multiple 

identities associated with their affiliated groups. Therefore, when interacting with other 

people each person can be regarded as a culturally complex and culturally unique 

individual (Singer, 1998), and their identity is strongly associated with socio-cultural 

factors, such as social norms, cultural history, language and belief systems (Leong & 

Ward, 2006). 

In 1972, Tajfel formulated the term ‘social identity’ and defined it as “the individual's 

knowledge that he [or she] belongs to certain social groups together with some 

emotional and value significance to him [or her] of this group membership” (1972, p.31). 

Later, Tajfel and Turner (1979) proposed Social Identity Theory (SIT) to understand 

the psychological basis of discrimination, which illustrates that feelings of 

discrimination towards other individuals arise when a person regards himself as 

belonging to a particular group and identifies with that group. The theory indicates that 

an individual’s self-identity encompasses two parts: the personal and social. Kim 

(2009) further suggests that this theory helps explain how people categorise 

themselves into “ingroup” and “outgroup” individuals. When individuals perceive 

themselves as part of a particular group, that is an “ingroup” (for them). In this sense, 

the concept of “ingroup” can be interpret as a “like me group”, whist an “outgroup” is a 

“not like me group”. To enhance and maintain their self-esteem, people tend to 

compare their ingroup with other outgroups so that their group appears superior. Tajfel 

and Turner claim that the desire to be superior over others is a basic human motivation. 
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In other words, SIT is developed based on the assumption that people desire high 

social status as it positively correlates to high self-esteem and social identity (Ellemers 

et al., 1993).  

Many studies have examined SIT. On one hand, scholars support SIT and that 

individual social processes of categorisation can directly lead to ingroup favourism 

(Brewer & Sivel, 1978; Brown, 2000). On the other hand, a number of researchers 

have challenged this theory because it does not clarify the underpinning reasons for 

individual differences in expressing and showing discrimination, and it does not 

explain why ingroup attitudes are associated with cognitive abilities (Aboud & Amato, 

2001; Branch & Newcombe, 1986). Still, social identity theory helps us to understand 

how individuals conceptualise their belonging to groups and how discrimination is 

generated. Thus, social identity theory is particularly useful when analysing 

international volunteers’ perceptions of their intercultural interaction experiences.  

3.3.3.6 Intersectionality 

In the previous subsection, social identity theory explains that individuals tend to 

categorise themselves or other people on the basis of perceived membership in 

relevant social groups. In the current globalised world, every individual has multiple 

identities correlated with different social-cultural factors, and, consequently, identity 

has become increasingly complex and pluralised (Holliday, 2020; Kramsch, 2011; 

Leong & Ward, 2006). Intersectionality is a non-essentialist concept that helps us to 

further understand the cultural complexity and uniqueness of individuals. 

Intersectionality originated from critical race studies and initially only referred to the 

dual combination of gender and race, and was mainly employed to research 

marginalised groups (Nash 2008). Later defined by McCall (2005), intersectionality 

refers to “the relationships among multiple dimensions and modalities of social relation 

and subject formations” (p.1771). In other words, intersectionality refers to how 

multiple social forces, interrelate with each other and come together simultaneously to 

shape our social identities and experiences in the social world, from “privilege to 

oppression” (Yep, 2016, p.86). From a postmodern non-essentialist viewpoint, 

individuals’ affiliated identity is “multi-layered and complex” (Block & Corona, 2014, 

p.31), which provides them with a sense of belonging and “a lens through which they 

perceive and experience the social world” (Yep, 2016, p.87).  
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Block and Corona (2014) argue that much intersectional research tends to focus only 

on race, ethnicity and gender. They proposed the need to put social class, as an 

identity dimension, at the centre of intersectionality, as social class is a “key mediator” 

to construct our life experiences (ibid). Additionally, they emphasise that social class 

needs to be understood through social relations, including key dimensions such as 

wealth, occupation, place of residence, education, social networking, space mobility, 

consumption patterns and symbolic behaviour (ibid, p.34–35). Therefore, the 

essentialist view that focuses on national, ethnic, religious groups ignores 

intersections with other fundamental social factors such as, race, gender, social class 

and sexuality (Block & Corona, 2014; Martin & Nakayama; 2015).   

More recently, Yep (2016) criticises that merely studying race, class, gender and 

sexuality, is not enough and way too simple. Yep (2010, 2016) proposed a new 

approach called Thick Intersectionalities (hereafter TI) to explore intersectionality – 

the complexity of identity. He also recognises that power is embedded in all social 

relations. TI has four major characteristics (Yep, 2016, p.90): 

1. It struggles against coherence and premature closure of identity.  

2. It embraces the messiness of everyday experiences in the social 

world.  

3. It focuses on the affective investments that people make in their 

identity performances.  

4. It attempts to understand identities as embodied and lived by 

people within specific geopolitical and historical contexts. 

TI emphasises that identity is fluid and can be under on-going construction. In this 

current neoliberal globalised world, individuals are going through uncertainties as to 

who they are and where they belong (Dervin, 2014). As a result, identity is never 

complete and has infinite possibilities. Identity is also highly associated with individuals’ 

everyday life experiences and interactions as well as personal trajectories. Moreover, 

it is important to explore individuals’ underlying feelings towards their daily identity 

performances. Lastly, TI emphasises that identities need to be understood through 

focusing on the simultaneous interactions between different social categories (such 

as race, gender, nation, class, body and sexuality) and how individuals give meanings 
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to those combinations. Additionally, we cannot ignore the “spatial and historical 

relations of power” (Yep, 2016, p.93). Spatial and historical relations can refer to 

political, economic and historical relations between nations. For example, at this 

historical moment a mainland Chinese, female, lesbian, software engineer earns 

300,000 US dollars a year in a technology company in Texas, the United States. Her 

identity can be understood through social class (e.g. a high paying job and its required 

great foundational education), spatial (e.g. Texas, one of the larger social spaces that 

privilege the straight, white male) and historical relations of power (e.g. the current 

intense relationships between Mainland China and the United States). Therefore, 

situation and context are highly important in this study of voluntary experiences to 

explain how one identifies him/her-self and how one is identified by others. If anything 

in the above-mentioned points was missing, our understanding of identity would be 

“incomplete, inaccurate, and misleading” (ibid, p.90). 

To examine the lives and experiences of individuals living in multicultural societies, we 

need to grasp their complex and multi-layered identity. McCall (2005) distinguishes 

three methodological approaches to the study of intersectionality: anticategorical, 

intercategorical and intracategorical. The anticategorical approach “deconstructs 

analytical categories” (ibid, p.1773), as making fixed categories would further 

strengthen power regimes and produce inequalities. The second intercategotical 

approach can be utilised to examine power relations and inequality among groups 

through acknowledging existing social categories. The third intracategorical approach 

can be employed to reveal individuals’ complex lived experience, but also critically 

review the nature of those social categories and power relations among them.  

Inspired by the idea of intersectionality, I followed the final intracategorical approach, 

to examine the lived intercultural interaction experiences of international volunteers. I 

decided to explore the volunteers’ overall socio-cultural backgrounds and their 

personal trajectories over a broader context, so when I analysed the research data I 

could achieve a more nuanced and comprehensive understanding of how volunteers 

were making sense of their perceived interaction experiences with diverse individuals. 

3.3.4 Developing Intercultural relationships  

For an extended period, human societies developed independently, where humans 

lived in isolated communities and were unaware of each other’s existence. In the past 
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few centuries, contact between individuals from different cultural and linguistic 

backgrounds has become more common across the world. Meaningful communication 

with other human beings is essential for our physical and mental health, and thus 

forming relationships is a vital life skill (Jackson, 2014).  

According to Baldwin et al. (2014), a relationship refers to “a connection between two 

or more individuals in which they have both rights and responsibilities toward each 

other beyond what would be expected in interaction with strangers” (p.271). The best 

way to become acquainted and understand other cultures is to establish relationships 

with people of the target culture (Neuliep, 2009). Within such relationships, people 

bring cultural values, norms, and traditions, as well as definitions and expectations of 

relationships. Additionally, intercultural relationships bring many potential benefits 

including, but not limited to, “heightened self-awareness, more understanding of other 

‘way of being’, the breaking-down of stereotypes, more sensitivity towards identity 

issues, the acquisition of new skills and pursuits, the refinement of one’s intercultural 

interpersonal communication skills and more appreciation of diversity” (Jandt, 2016, 

p.225).  

Good relationships with others have been considered as an essential factor for 

individuals to satisfy deep emotional and personal needs. As the philosopher Aristotle 

(cited in Hendrickson et al., 2011) once said, “the happy man will need friends”. 

However, to initiate and maintain relationships with diverse individuals is one of the 

most challenging concerns for humans, considering the challenges and issues raised 

by cultural and racial differences or social stigma (Baldwin et al., 2014; Neuliep, 2009). 

In the following two Subsections, I will discuss the challenges of maintaining 

intercultural relationships from two aspects: intercultural conflict and barriers to 

intercultural communication.  

3.3.5 Intercultural Conflict  

Conflict is unavoidable in relationships with others. Communication plays a critical role 

in conflicts since the majority of them occur during communication, but to resolve 

conflicts — the strongest, most consistent predictor of relational satisfaction (Neuliep, 

2009) — also requires communication. Therefore, I will discuss how intercultural 

conflicts emerge and how people resolve them in this section.  
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Kim (1989) proposes that intercultural conflict occurs at three independent yet 

interrelated levels, including a micro level, an intermediary level, and a macro level. 

The micro (individual) level refers to interactants’ unique values, attitudes, 

personalities and beliefs that they bring to conflicts. The intermediary level refers to 

the actual context and environment of these conflicts. The macro (societal) level 

involves components that interactants probably cannot control; for instance, 

ideological inequality and historical subjugation. All three levels merge when 

intercultural conflicts occur. 

While conflict is inevitable within the context of our life, people employ different 

strategies to handle it. Based on individuals’ needs and the needs of partners involved 

in the conflict, five conflict management orientations are frequently found in the 

literature (Baldwin et al., 2014; Ting-Toomey, 2005). The first is avoiding (or 

withdrawing), which usually occurs when people do not confront the other party, such 

as someone who has different opinions to them. Avoidance may be caused by trying 

to evade the fear resulting from a direct confrontation. The second is accommodating 

(or yielding). For example, when conflicts occur and people choose to sacrifice their 

own needs and accommodate others to maintain a harmonious atmosphere. The third 

and fourth orientations are competing (or dominating) and collaborating (or integrating). 

Competing usually involves “aggressive behaviors, overt disagreement, and extreme 

assertiveness to discomfort the other party” (Baldwin et al., 2014, p.282) which might 

deteriorate relationships; while collaborating encourages “disgruntled parties to 

engage in dialog and work together to develop mutually beneficial solutions” (ibid) 

which, usually, can improve relationships but is often challenging and time-consuming. 

The fifth orientation is compromising (or conceding), involving all parties to work 

together to find a solution, and each side has to make concessions. This strategy is 

adopted most effectively when “parties are committed to mutually exclusive goals and 

when the temporary resolution of the dispute is more important than a long-term 

permanent solution” (ibid).  

3.3.6 Barriers to Intercultural Communication 

In intercultural circumstances, every culture has its own rules specifying appropriate 

and inappropriate behaviours. According to Jandt (2016), it is impossible for 

individuals to learn all the rules governing appropriate and inappropriate behavior for 

every culture. For example, to prepare for an intercultural encounter. Therefore, it is 
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relatively easy to offend someone when interacting with people of diverse cultures, 

and consequently inhibit the interaction. 

Yet, Jandt (2016) suggests that to achieve more effective intercultural communication, 

it is crucial to understand the general barriers. From the relevant literature and based 

on Barna (1997) and Neuliep (2009) eight major barriers may hinder an intercultural 

interaction: 1) uncertainty and anxiety, 2) assuming similarities instead of differences, 

3) lack of empathy, 4) lack of similarities, 5) ethnocentrism, 6) stereotypes, prejudice 

and discrimination, 7) language, and 8) nonverbal misinterpretations. This section will 

discuss the first six barriers as the last two will be discussed in Subsections 3.3.7 and 

3.3.8. 

1. Uncertainty and Anxiety  

Uncertainty and anxiety, occur when individuals are unaware of what is expected of 

them (Neuliep, 2009). Maintaining intercultural relationships/friendships relies on 

effective communication between members of various groups. Nevertheless, 

communicating with a stranger can be frightening and full of uncertainty as well as 

anxiety. Neuliep and Ryan (1998) found that individuals who experience high anxiety 

also experience high uncertainty through an experimental study design, their 

participants were asked to complete measures of intercultural communication 

apprehension and socio-communicative orientation before interacting with unknown 

partners, and measures of uncertainty after interacting with their partners. According 

to Neuliep (2009, p.294), uncertainty influences how “people think about 

communication and involves our ability, or inability, to predict a stranger’s attitudes, 

beliefs values and behaviour”, while anxiety influences “people feel about interacting 

with someone else and includes a sense of uneasiness, apprehensiveness, worry, 

and so on” as well as their “motivation to approach or avoid communication”. Anxiety 

has been recognised as one of the best predictors of individuals’ 

willingness/unwillingness to communicate (Chen, 2010; Lin & Rancer, 2003). Hofstede 

also talks about uncertainty in communication as uncertainty avoidance (see Table 

3.1). In 1975, Berger and Calabrese developed a communication theory called 

Uncertainty Reduction Theory, which suggests that each interactants’ level of 

uncertainty will decrease as the amount of verbal and non-verbal communication 

increases, and as uncertainty and anxiety are further reduced. Consequently, the 
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amount of verbal communication will increase. Thus, the better we can predict and 

explain the behaviours of another person, the better the relationship will be. Another 

theory concerning uncertainty and anxiety is called Anxiety Uncertainty Management 

theory (Gudykunst, 2005), the major focus of which is to ascertain the extent that 

interactants can manage uncertainty and anxiety, and be mindful, so that effective 

communication can be achieved.  

2. Assuming Similarities Instead of Differences 

Barna (1997) points out that when individuals assume similarity between cultures, it 

would be easy to ignore the important differences. When an individual is insensitive to 

these differences and has no information about a new culture, he/she might assume 

no differences exist and behave the same as in his/her original culture, which may be 

considered as offensive or inappropriate by people from different cultural backgrounds. 

Accordingly, Jackson (2014) proposes that it is better to ask communicators involved 

in the interaction about their customs, rather than assuming similarities or differences. 

Namely, it would be better to distinguish interlocutors’ norms during the interaction 

instead of applying preconceptions.  

3. Lack of empathy  

Another crucial factor that influences intercultural communication and interaction is 

empathy (Neuliep, 2009). Empathy serves as a motive to adapt communication 

behaviours to other individuals and is mostly defined as the ability to “accurately infer 

another’s thoughts or feelings” (ibid, p.303). After uncertainty reduction occurs during 

the initial phase of a newly developed relationship, individuals will know more about 

each other and be able to maintain their relationship. However, because of cultural 

discrepancies and dissimilarities, individuals may encounter difficulties to empathise 

with their intercultural interlocutors, which consequently inhibit intercultural interaction. 

4. Lack of Similarity 

A lack of similarity occurs when interlocutors perceive more differences than 

similarities with others. At this stage, they may experience difficulties in continuously 

interacting and developing intercultural relationships. In terms of similarity, a great deal 

of research has demonstrated that similarity is a crucial element in establishing and 

developing relationships. For instance, Duck and Barnes (1992) claim, “All 

communication and all relationships are likewise founded on a necessary base of 
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similarity of understanding or similarity of meaning that facilitates the development of 

each” (p.199). While Neuliep (2009) states, “the more we perceive another as similar 

to ourselves, the more we are able to reduce uncertainty about the person and to form 

accurate categories of him or her” (p.305). Similarity is an important ingredient in the 

process of developing intercultural relationships with others, and, therefore, a lack of 

similarity is likely to inhibit intercultural interaction and intercultural relationship 

development.  

5. Ethnocentrism 

Ethnocentrism refers to “negatively judging aspects of another culture by the 

standards of one’s own culture” (Jandt, 2016, p.71). Many scholars propose that 

ethnocentricity is a natural condition, and everyone is, to some extent, ethnocentric 

(Lewis, 1985; Neuliep, 2009), because people tend to view and evaluate other cultures 

by their own cultural standards. If this kind of natural condition becomes extreme, it 

might lead to individuals’ rejection of the knowledge of other cultures, and thus hinder 

communication as well as receiving new ideas from others. 

6. Stereotypes, Prejudice and Discrimination 

The first two terms ‘stereotypes’ and ‘prejudice’ refer to making judgements on 

individuals on the basis of observation or previous beliefs, but stereotype is also a 

broader definition: a combination of positive and negative judgements (Jandt, 2016). 

The term ‘prejudice’ refers to a negative attitude towards a particular group, which can 

entail religion, race or sexual orientation (ibid), often created on the basis of a 

stereotype. The last term, ‘discrimination’, refers to behaviors or actions which are 

usually negative towards an individual or a group of people. Namely, prejudice is 

associated with negative attitudes, while discrimination is linked to negative 

behaviours. Stereotypes and prejudices held towards others can cause a breakdown 

in communication and offend others. Even worse, psychologists Steele and Aronson 

(1995) found that negative stereotyping and prejudice could create threats that lead to 

individuals’ lower performance. 

3.3.7 The Verbal Code and Intercultural Communication 

Now that the first six barriers to intercultural communication have been outlined, this 

subsection provides an overview of the verbal-language codes. While verbal 
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communication can be adopted as a medium to deliver messages, sometimes it may 

function as an inhibitor to intercultural communication as well, because, as mentioned 

in the previous subsection, it has been identified as one of the barriers to intercultural 

interaction. According to Baldwin et al. (2014), language refers to a system of verbal, 

non-verbal, and visual symbols that a particular group adopted to share meanings. 

Every country makes one language its “national language” and citizens who speak 

this language hold prestige and power over others who speak a different dialect, which 

can even be the same language with a different pronunciation (ibid). 

We know that language and culture are closely related. Some anthropologist and 

linguistic scholars suggest that the language of a culture dictates how people within 

that culture think (e.g. Salzmann, 1993). Many of them refer to the Sapir-Whorf 

hypothesis (also known as the Linguistic Relativity) when accounting for the 

differences in languages across cultures. This hypothesis notes that languages 

classify the world differently; in this interpretation, “reality” is embedded in culture’s 

language and language deviations illustrate the differing worldviews of diverse 

cultures (Sapir, 1929; Whorf, 1940). However, a number of legitimate criticisms argue 

against the extreme deterministic Sapir-Whorf hypothesis that our thoughts and 

actions are determined by the language we speak; many more linguistic scholars 

concur that linguistic characteristics and cultural norms influence each other (Jandt, 

2016; Neuliep, 2009).  

Although the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis has been regarded too extreme, it points out that 

the essential aspects of language hindering intercultural interaction are the various 

rules of semantics, grammar and syntax systems imbedded in different cultures 

worldwide. For instance, in terms of semantics, while the vocabulary ‘friend’ in US 

culture means someone that one sees as close regardless of a long absence and the 

relationship continues right where it left off, in other cultures it indicates a deep sense 

of obligation and continued communication.  

Another important area that impedes intercultural interaction is the study of how 

language is used and how the different uses of language determine semantics and 

syntax. According to Austin (1962), what we count as sufficient communication 

information may not be the same in another culture. For instance, the sentence ‘it’s so 

great’ in one circumstance could be a compliment; while in other circumstances, it 

could be intended sarcastically. Therefore, differing pragmatic strategies of criticism, 
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apologies and compliments within each culture could potentially be obstacles that 

hinder effective intercultural communication (Baldwin et al., 2014). 

Additionally, as discussed in Subsection 3.3.2, the cultural dimensions of 

communication developed by Hofstede (1980, 1991, 2011) illustrate six different 

verbal communication styles. Recall that Zhou (2010) proposes, to a certain extent, 

these dimensions can be also applied to national cultures, to the cultures of other 

social-cultural groups, and to individuals’ personal cultures. Accordingly, individuals 

with different verbal communication styles even within the same socio-cultural group 

may encounter obstacles in achieving effective intercultural interaction.  

3.3.8 The Nonverbal Code and Intercultural Interaction  

In Subsection 3.3.6, the misinterpretation of nonverbal communication was recognised 

as a barrier to intercultural interaction. When individuals interact with culturally 

different people, their personal views will be transmitted into symbols which can either 

be verbal words or non-verbal cues, and thus a challenge they might encounter is to 

understand the implicit meaning of others’ symbols (Baldwin et al., 2014; Jandt, 2016; 

Knapp et al., 2013; Neuliep, 2009). For effective intercultural dialogue to occur, 

requires understanding verbal language and, even more importantly, to recognise 

others’ nonverbal communication system to avoid unnecessary misunderstanding. 

Nonverbal communication is commonly defined as transmitting signals or messages 

through nonverbal cues, such as gestures, facial expressions, eye contact and the 

physical distance between interlocutors. One can be a sender and receiver of 

nonverbal cues at the same time (Knapp et al., 2013), and thus there is an interplay 

between both. Additionally, sending a nonverbal message to others might be 

deliberate or by accident (ibid). With respect to the former, nonverbal communication 

aims to deliver a particular message to others through one or more nonverbal cues. 

This can be successful or fail because the message transmitted was ambiguous or 

contradictory to an individual’s verbal messages, or the other interlocuter ignored, 

missed or misinterpreted nonverbal cues (Jandt, 2016; Knapp et al., 2013; Neuliep, 

2009). With respect to the latter, it is easy to send a nonverbal cue to others by 

accident or unconsciously. For instance, if an individual cried while chopping onions, 

a friend, without this cooking reference point, on seeing his/her red eyes might assume 

something bad happed. Sometimes, one’s emotional states and attitudes may leak 
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nonverbally. Those nonverbal cues are dynamic in nature as they can be changed 

even during an interaction and can come from anyone, such as friends, strangers, and 

colleagues.  

Moreover, Knapp et al. (2013) point out that in cyberspace, all messages received are 

nonverbal ones, such as others’ emoticons and profile pictures. They emphasise these 

computer-generated nonverbal messages are increasingly important as more 

interactions occur online instead of face-to-face. At the time when I was finalising this 

thesis, the COVID-19 outbreak happened, suddenly almost everyone started to work 

or study at home and we were required to interact with others by nonverbal means 

more (as well as via communications technology such as Skype and Zoom). As such, 

it is challenging to know how this period of lockdown will affect nonverbal interactions 

in the future.  

Reading others’ emotional states, interpreting nonverbal cues is not uncomplicated, 

many nonverbal expressions vary to a great extent. From an essentialist perspective, 

Burgoon (1980) argues that even in the same culture, some nonverbal communication 

can be ambiguous as its interpretation is mediated by context. Still, it is essential for 

individuals to learn some basic nonverbal communication rules within a culture, 

including rules for computer-generated nonverbal messages prior to interacting with 

culturally different individuals.  

3.4 Requisite Competencies for Intercultural Interaction  

As the world becomes more linked, individuals are more likely to encounter people 

who are culturally and linguistically different. A person’s competence in 

communication, thus has a tremendous effect on his/her success and happiness in 

life. However, as seen in Section 3.3, cultural differences between interlocuters often 

hinders effective communication and adaptivity across cultural and linguistic lines. 

Worse still, the situation may be exacerbated when communication involves a second 

language. Therefore, learning how to adapt verbal and nonverbal messages to the 

appropriate context is an essential and competitive ability for individuals in an 

interconnected world.  

This section reviews the literature regarding intercultural interaction related 

competencies. Firstly, I will discuss the term ‘communicative competence’, leading to 

related terms for intercultural interaction. Secondly, I will present four related models 
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of requisite competencies for intercultural interaction that emerged as significant 

during surveying the relevant literature. By discussing these existing models, I plan to 

provide an in-depth description on what have been identified thus far in the literature 

as the requisite competencies for intercultural interaction, and an overview of the 

existing models is required to compare and contrast to the findings of this study to 

address what competencies are considered important by international volunteers from 

Mainland China. 

3.4.1 Communicative Competence 

To understand the requisite competencies for intercultural interactions, it is important 

to discuss the term ‘communicative competence’ (hereafter ‘CC’). CC has long been 

a central focus of communication scholars (e.g., Bachman, 1990; Canale, 1983; 

Canale & Swain, 1980; Hedge, 2000). In 1965, the generative linguist, Chomsky 

(1965), distinguished the term ‘competence’ from ‘performance’. He suggested that 

‘competence’ refers to internalised linguistics and grammatical knowledge instead of 

the actual use of language in the real world, which is full of inconsistencies, while 

‘performance’ depicts real-world linguistic output. The term communicative 

competence was then expanded by the sociolinguist Hymes (1972), who was 

convinced that Chomsky’s notion of competence was too limited. Hymes argues that 

if a linguist wishes to understand first-language acquisition, he/she needs to focus on 

grammatical competence and also the ways of using language properly, the socio-

cultural features of language. 

Later, several linguists promoted and offered various definitions and classifications on 

CC. Unlike Hymes’s (1972) model, for instance, Canale and Swain (1980) explore CC 

in the context of second-language teaching and distinguish ‘grammatical competence’ 

from ‘sociolinguistic competence’. The former includes lexicology, syntax, morphology, 

semantics and phonology, whilst the latter contains the rules of sociocultural norms 

and discourses. They define CC as consisting of three components: grammatical 

competence, sociolinguistic competence and strategic competence. Afterwards, 

Canale (1983) make a further distinction between sociolinguistic competence 

(sociocultural rules) and ‘discourse competence’ (cohesion and coherence). Many 

linguistic scholars have made their modifications of CC stemming from Canale and 

Swain’s (1980) work over the years; for instance, Bachman’s (1990) model of 

communicative language ability (CLA).  
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However, even though Canale and Swain (1983) developed their CC model 

specifically for L2 speakers, for scholars such as Byram (2013) criticise CC models as 

they tend to adopt the native speaker as a model for the language learner (native-

speakerism). These scholars assert that it is essential for language learners to develop 

their own communication system, rather than pursuing native-speakerism. Kramsch 

(1993) and Kramsch and Widdowson (1998) explicitly refuse the native-speaker model, 

arguing that the linguistic competence of a native speaker is unsuitable for second-

language learners. Likewise, Savigons (2007) and Alptekin (2002) indicate that the 

CC model is inappropriate in intercultural contexts, because of its rigid links to native-

speakers’ forms of expression.  

According to Byram (1997, 2009), it is more appropriate for second-language learners 

to become ‘intercultural speakers’ rather than accept the norms of monolingualism. 

‘Intercultural speaker’ is a term to delineate a language leaner who “has an ability to 

interact with ‘others’, to accept other perspectives and perceptions of the world, to 

mediate between different perspectives, to be conscious of their evaluation and 

differences” (Byram et al., 2001, p.5). Namely, that intercultural speakers are not only 

linguistically competent, but are also interculturally competent, and are not bound to 

specific languages or cultures but “competent in mediating across multiple borders” 

(Wilkinson, 2012, p.296). Accordingly, a series of synonymous terms have been 

adopted by scholars to describe the requisite competencies for global citizens, which 

are similar to CC, but differ in that the former ones have an additional focus on cultural 

context (Byram, 1997; Chen & Starosta, 2008). Subsection 3.4.2 will discuss the terms 

employed by scholars to describe these requisite competencies for global citizens.  

3.4.2 The Requisite Competencies for Intercultural Interaction  

Influenced by their research, including their disciplines and life experiences, 

researchers have used a wide range of terms referring to individuals’ competencies in 

intercultural interactions, including intercultural competence, intercultural 

communicative competence, intercultural communication competence, multicultural 

competence, cross-cultural competence, intercultural sensitivity, cultural intelligence 

(e.g. Bennett, 1993; Byram, 1997; Chen & Starosta, 1996; Chiu et al., 2013; Deardorff, 

2004; Mio et al., 2012; Triandis, 2006). In recent decades, most scholars agreed upon 

the term ‘intercultural/communication/communicative competence’ to refer to the 
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competencies required for intercultural interactions. In the following paragraphs, the 

most well-known and relevant terms and definitions will be explained. 

Taylor (1994), an adult education specialist, focuses on sojourners and longer-term 

migrants and defines intercultural competency as “an adaptive capacity based on an 

inclusive and integrative world view which allows participants to effectively 

accommodate the demands of living in a host culture” (p.154). Communication 

scholars Chen and Starosta (2008) define ‘intercultural communication competence’ 

as “the ability to negotiate cultural meanings and to execute appropriately effective 

communication behaviours that recognize the interactants’ multiple identities in a 

specific environment” (p.219). However, language education scholar Byram (1997, 

2009, 2012, 2013) notes that many definitions pay little attention to the language 

component, even though language is an essential element in intercultural 

communication and most interactions involve a second language. Byram (1997, 2012) 

unlike other scholars distinguishes two terms: ‘intercultural competence’ and 

‘intercultural communicative competence’. The former refers to the ability employed 

by individuals to interact in their native language across cultures, the latter refers to 

the ability employed by individuals to communicate with people from other cultures in 

a second language.  

The most recent consensus on conceptualising the competence for intercultural 

communication was proposed by Deardorff (2004). Through investigating 23 leading 

intercultural communication experts (e.g. Michael Byram, Janet Bennet, Guo-Ming 

Chen), Deardorff (2004, p.181) via a survey reaches a common understanding of the 

competence of individuals in intercultural interaction, termed, by her, as ‘intercultural 

competence’. The top three associated constructive ideas from the above scholars 

were: ‘awareness, valuing, and understanding of cultural differences; experiencing 

other cultures; and self-awareness of one’s own culture’ (ibid, p.247). Most of the 

experts surveyed were not language educators, however they appear to agree on the 

key role language plays in intercultural interactions: that Byram’s (1997) definition is 

the most effective for drawing attention to the linguistic dimension. Deardorff (2004) 

analysed and synthesised the input of the survey respondents to develop the following 

broad definition of intercultural competence: “the ability to communicate effectively and 

appropriately in intercultural situations based on one’s intercultural knowledge, skills 
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and attitudes” (p.194). Meanwhile, she also developed a Process Model of 

Intercultural Competence based on 23 experts’ viewpoints (see Subsection 3.4.3.4).  

Rather than adopting any former terms in this thesis, in line with the purpose of this 

study, as I aim to discover inductively the important competencies for intercultural 

interaction from my participants’ perspectives instead of from the literature, I will only 

describe the competence as the requisite/important competencies for intercultural 

interaction. Employing any previous terminology would potentially confuse the readers, 

given that the terms are associated with specific models which differ tremendously, 

such as Chen and Starosta’s (1996, 2008) model of Intercultural Communication 

Competence, and Deardorff’s (2004, 2006) Process Model of Intercultural 

Competence.  

3.4.3 Related Models of the Requisite Competencies for Intercultural Interaction 

Many scholars have proposed their own conceptualised models on the basis of their 

understanding of intercultural communication. In the following subsections, four of the 

most cited models will be discussed in chronological order.  

3.4.3.1 Bennett’s (1993) Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity  

While some scholars focused on discovering the behaviours and traits related to 

intercultural competencies, others have concentrated on delineating the process of 

becoming interculturally competent. The Developmental Model of Intercultural 

Sensitivity (DMIS), created by Milton J. Bennett, is one of these theoretical frameworks. 

It has had momentous impact on the area of intercultural communication. This model 

adopts a grounded theory approach and is based on communication theory. Bennet 

(1993) defines ‘intercultural sensitivity’ as “the experience of cultural difference, an 

experience that is dependent on the way a person constructs that difference” (p. 52). 

Additionally, Chen and Starosta (1997) define intercultural sensitivity as “an 

individual’s ability to develop emotion towards understanding and appreciating cultural 

differences that promotes appropriate and effective behavior in intercultural 

communication” (p.5). And a more recent definition, provided by Jackson (2014), is 

“the developmental process that impacts an individuals’ psychological ability to deal 

with cultural differences” (p.312). The process of becoming interculturally competent 

is shared by these three definitions. 
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With this in mind, the DMIS offers a developmental-stage model that provides insights 

into how individuals experience and engage cultural difference and develop 

intercultural sensitivity. In this model, intercultural sensitivity is associated with 

personal growth and the development of an intercultural mind — “a mindset capable 

of understanding from within and from without both one’s own culture and other 

cultures” (Bennett et al., 2003, p.252). Bennett (1993, 2004) suggests that along with 

individuals increasingly experiencing cultural differences in intercultural encounters, 

they will gradually extend their cultural knowledge, their own and others’, and 

consequently develop competence in intercultural relations. Following a process of 

grounded theory development, Bennet (1993) observed people who were becoming 

more competent intercultural communicators in both academic and corporate settings, 

he identified six stages of intercultural sensitivity (see Figure 3.2).  

 

Figure 3.2 Bennett’s Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity (DMIS) 

The DMIS focuses on the constructs of ethnocentrism and ethnorelativism. The former 

refers to “the worldviews of one’s own culture is central to all reality” (Bennett, 1993, 

p.30), and the latter associates with “being comfortable with many standards and 

customs and to having an ability to adapt behaviour and judgements to a variety of 

interpersonal settings” (ibid, p.26). Specifically, the more ethnocentric stages refer to 

individuals’ states of mind to avoid cultural differences, including by denying “reality”, 

by defending against it, or by minimising cultural differences. In contrast, the 

ethnorelative stages can be regarded as individuals attempting to seek cultural 

differences, by accepting differences, by adapting themselves to function properly in 

a particular cultural context, or by reconstructing a new cultural identity to integrate 

into their new cultural context. Bennet (1986, 1993, 2004) also points out that despite 

the importance of these developmental “stages”, these stages are not fixed or rigid, 

and thus individuals may vary according to themselves and the context. 

The DMIS provides an explanation for the process of individuals becoming effective 

in intercultural encounters. This explanation is in line with Bhawuk and Brislin’s (1992, 
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p.416) argument of how an individual could function successfully in intercultural 

circumstances:  

To be effective in another culture, people must be interested in other 

cultures, be sensitive enough to notice cultural differences, and then 

also be willing to modify their behaviour as an indication of respect 

for the people of other cultures.  

However, unlike the other three models (in the following subsections), it does not 

provide a comprehensive model entailing specific personal traits, behaviours, 

competences, or related components, required to be competent in intercultural 

circumstances. Yet, in my understanding, this model describes the process of how 

individuals adapt to a new cultural context, and how real-world intercultural 

experiences help individuals to develop intercultural sensitivity and to be more 

effective in intercultural circumstances. Instead of employing this model to compare 

and contrast the identified important competencies for interaction with diverse 

individuals in this study, I consider that this model will be particularly helpful when I 

explore international volunteers’ personal growth that benefited from their experiences.   

3.4.3.2 Chen and Starosta’s (1996, 2008) Model of Intercultural Communication 

Competence 

Chen and Starosta (1996) criticised the lack of clarification for intercultural 

communication competence and its related constructs because this lack of clarification 

has caused difficulties in evaluating different intercultural training and measuring 

individuals’ competencies in intercultural relations. Through reviewing themes in the 

relevant literature, they developed and refined their own model of intercultural 

communication competence, which emphasises a “transformational process of 

symmetrical interdependence” (p.362). Their model is comprised of three interrelated 

and equally important dimensions: “a) affective aspect, or intercultural sensitivity; b) 

cognitive, or intercultural awareness; c) behavioural or intercultural adroitness” (ibid).  

To illustrate the above dimensions, intercultural sensitivity refers to “positive emotion 

that enables individuals to be sensitive enough to acknowledge and respect cultural 

differences” (Chen & Starosta, 2008, p.223). Thus, individuals need to have essential 

traits such as being open and non-judgemental to cultural norms that differ from theirs. 
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Competent intercultural communicators also have a higher level of intercultural 

awareness, which is the cognitive aspect of intercultural communication competence 

and refers to an individual’s ability to understand similarities and differences between 

cultures, including self-awareness (knowledge of one’s own culture) and cultural 

awareness (understanding how cultures differ). Furthermore, to be a competent 

intercultural communicator, individuals must also enhance their intercultural 

adroitness, that refers to an individual’s ability to act effectively in intercultural 

encounters and “achieve the goal of multicultural interdependence and 

interconnectedness in the global village” (Chen & Starosta, 2008, p.227). Accordingly, 

individuals need to have the ability to deliver messages and socialise in an appropriate 

and effective way in intercultural settings.  

Additionally, aligning with some scholars (e.g., Dervin, 2014; Holliday, 1999, 2016; 

Jackson, 2014), Chen and Starosta (2008) challenged the traditional essentialist 

notions of self and other, criticising homogenising and static perspectives of culture 

that adopt national culture perspectives and ignore the dynamic nature of culture, the 

unpredictable and changeable nature of individuals, and diversity within groups: 

The trends of technology development, globalisation of the economy, 

widespread population migration, development of multiculturalism, 

and the demise of the nation-state in favour of sub- and supranational 

identifications have shrunk and multiculturalised the world, and 

traditional perceptions of self and other must be redefined. The global 

context of human communication and the need to pursue a state of 

multicultural coexistence require that we abolish the boundaries 

separating me and you, us and them, and develop a theory of 

communication competence that takes into account individuals’ 

multiple identities. (p.227) 

Although Chen and Starosta’s (1996) intercultural communication model is clearly 

comprised of three dimensions (affective, behavioural and cognitive), confusion and 

ambiguity exist in these dimensions and the model does not provide suggestions on 

how to develop the abilities related to these aspects. Additionally, it does not consider 

the role of second language within intercultural interactions.  
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3.4.3.3 Byram’s (1997, 2009) Model of Intercultural Communicative Competence 

(ICC)  

Byram’s (1997) model of intercultural communicative competence (hereafter ‘ICC’) 

has been particularly influential in second- or foreign-language teaching and learning, 

especially within European contexts. He emphasises the need to integrate culture into 

second-language learning and teaching. As discussed in Subsection 3.4.1, concerning 

communicative competence, Byram’s work developed on the basis of the linguistic 

notion of communicative competence proposed by Hymes (1972), and later expanded 

by other applied linguists focusing on the teaching and learning of foreign languages 

(Bachman, 1990; Canale & Swain, 1980). Byram (1997) criticised CC for tending to 

focus on a native-speaker model in foreign-language teaching contexts. For instance, 

a more desirable context would be L2 learners possessing the competence to become 

intercultural speakers in intercultural circumstances: 

a learner with the ability to see and manage the relationships between 

themselves and their own cultural beliefs, behaviours and meanings, 

as expressed in a foreign language, and those of their interlocutors, 

expressed in the same language – or even a combination of 

languages – which may be the interlocutors’ native language or not. 

(ibid, p.12). 

As previously alluded to in Subsection 3.4.2, Byram’s (1997) ICC model is one of the 

most cited models, with the most recognition outside of academia. His model involves 

four competences: linguistic, sociolinguistic, discourse and intercultural. The definition 

of the first three competences are borrowed from the notion of communicative 

competence. The fourth competence consists of five culture-related 

‘savoirs’/components. Figure 3.3 provides an elaboration of Byram’s (1997) model, 

including three locations, at the bottom, in which learning can occur (t stands for 

teacher, and l stands for learner). 
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Figure 3.3 Byram’s Model of Intercultural Communicative Competence  

Source: Byram (1997, p.73). 

Byram’s (1997) definition of linguistic competence, sociolinguistic competence, and 

discourse competence is shown in Table 3.2. In Byram’s (1997) model, intercultural 

competence is comprised of five inter-related, cultural components of an intercultural 

speaker.  

Table 3.2 Byram’s definition of linguistic competence, sociolinguistic competence, and 

discourse competence  

Source: Byram (1997, p.48) 

Linguistic 

Competence 

“the ability to apply knowledge of the rules of a standard version of 

the language to produce and interpret spoken and written 

language” 

Sociolinguistic 

Competence 

“the ability to give to the language produced by an interlocutor – 

whether native speaker or not – meanings that are taken for granted 
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by the interlocutor or are negotiated and made explicit with the 

interlocutor” 

Discourse 

Competence 

“the ability to use, discover and negotiate strategies for the 

production and interpretation of monologue or dialogue texts which 

follow the conventions of the culture of an interlocutor or are 

negotiated as intercultural texts for particular purposes” 

 

Therefore, intercultural competence can be regarded as a necessary competence for 

individuals to function effectively when communicating with culturally different people 

in their first language. Table 3.3 outlines the specific five components of intercultural 

competence, Byram (1997) named the components in French, as he found them more 

elegant. 

Table 3.3. The Five Components of Byram’s (1997) Intercultural Competence 

‘Savoir être’ Intercultural attitudes of being open and curious towards 

engaging with others in equal relationships. Readiness to 

suspend disbelief and judgement of others’ culture and belief 

in one’s own culture. 

‘Savoirs’ Knowledge of social groups and their associated practices 

and products in one’s own and interlocutor’s country. 

‘Savoir comprendre’ Skills of interpreting and relating documents or events from 

one’s own culture and the interlocutor’s culture, also 

including the ability to identify ethnocentric viewpoints and 

misunderstandings caused by cultural differences.  

‘Savoir 

apprendre/faire’ 

Skills of discovery and interaction to acquire new knowledge 

of a culture and to operate this new cultural in real-time 

intercultural interaction. 

‘Savoirs’ engager’ Critical cultural awareness of one’s own and interlocutor’s 

cultures, which allows one to critically evaluate the explicit 

and implicit meanings in criteria, perspectives, practices and 

products from different cultures.  
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Byram (1997) suggests that in terms of teaching cultures, second-language teachers 

should not focus on teaching about the prevailing culture (e.g. Chinese or UK dominant 

culture), but to teach L2 learners ways of accessing and analysing various cultural 

practices and meanings. Without cultural knowledge, individuals are unlikely to 

behave confidently and successfully in intercultural interactions.  

However, Byram’s ICC model has been frequently criticised over the course of the 

past decade. One main reason, writers argue, is that the ICC model does not 

adequately reflect the complex intersectionality of identity and fluid culture in 21st 

century intercultural communication (Dervin, 2016; Hoff, 2020; Martin & Nakayama, 

2015; Matsuo, 2012). As discussed in Subsection 3.3.3, individual’s identity and 

culture has become increasingly complex and pluralised (Holliday, 2011). However, 

Byram’s ICC model, to some extent, ties to essentialist perspectives of static national 

culture, and downplays the complexity and diversity of individuals in current global 

contexts. Specifically, in his model description, he adopts ‘country’ to describe one of 

the ‘savoir’, which can be dangerous and rejects that culture is fluid and dynamic 

(Dervin, 2016). Although Byram (1997) recognises the diversity within nations, and in 

his latest publications seems to avoid focusing on national culture and singular identity 

(e.g. Byram & Golubeva, 2020; Byram & Wagner, 2018), his argument remains 

unclear and ambiguous. Hoff (2020) points out that there are a certain amount of 

people who cannot afford social mobility, and consequently these people’s identity is 

not as complex as those who have the benefits of social mobility and the opportunities 

to experience a range of cultural and identity resources. However, I argue that we 

should not underestimate the power of the Internet – the fast spreading of information 

– and also that people are highly likely to experience cultural differences even just 

staying in their home context, in this neoliberal globalised world. In other words, we 

should see people’s cultural identity as changeable and fluid, even for those who do 

not have the benefit of social mobility.  

Another criticism towards Byram’s model is that the model has been developed based 

on the technological communication tools available in the late 90s, and consequently, 

the model can be considered outdated as it does not include other means of cultural 

expression other than oral tradition ways of communication (Hoff, 2020; Orsini-Jones 

& Lee, 2018). The dramatic changes in message dissemination through digital media, 

for instance, has significantly affected how people communicate and where 
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communication occurs (Chen, 2012). Nevertheless, while the Internet facilitates the 

connections between people and provides those people with the power to build online 

communities, their “virtual self” can differ from their “employed self” in direct face-to-

face communication (Kramsch, 2009/2015, cited in Orsini-Jones & Lee, 2018, p.17). 

Ultimately, this means that meaning-making on the Internet can be more difficult and 

problematic (Hoff, 2020). In this regard, the concept of digital literacy where people 

understand how to access and interpret different symbolic meanings on online media 

needs to be incorporated into intercultural learning and teaching.  

Still, Byram’s ICC model has significantly raised second-language learners’ 

awareness of the importance of gaining cultural knowledge, values and practices of 

their own and others. While this model still prevails in the current world, we need to 

also take its limitations into consideration when employing it.  

3.4.3.4 Deardorff’s (2004, 2006) Process Model of Intercultural Competence 

(PMIC) 

After reviewing and synthesising 23 leading experts’ opinions within the intercultural 

field, Deardorff (2004) created a Process Model of Intercultural Competence (PMIC). 

Two alternative visual representations illustrate Deardorff’s (2004, 2006) model: a 

pyramid version (see Figure 3.4) and a process version (see Figure 3.5).  

The pyramid version demonstrates how the development of each aspect of 

intercultural competence depends on other components being in place. For instance, 

‘attitudes’, located at the bottom of the pyramid, serves as a foundation to develop 

‘knowledge’ and related ‘skills’; while attaining the requisite attitudes, knowledge and 

skills leads to ‘desired internal outcomes’ on a higher level. The process version 

represents a more complicated, continuous process for attaining intercultural 

competence, which can never be perfect but can be improved. It also shows that with 

limited competence of ‘attitudes’ and ‘knowledge and skills’, an external outcome can 

be still reached. Therefore, along with the development of the subsequent components 

of intercultural competence, individuals will be able to enhance their external outcome 

in a more appropriate and effective way.  
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Figure 3.4 Deardorff’s (2004, 2006) Pyramid Model of Intercultural Competence 

Source: Deardorff (2006, p.254) 
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Figure 3.5 Deardorff’s (2004, 2006) Process Model of Intercultural Competence 

Source: Deardorff (2006, p.256) 

 

Overall, Deardorff’s (2004, 2006) model delineates movement from “the individual 

level of attitude/personal attributes to the interactive cultural level in regard to the 

outcomes” (p.194), emphasising individuals’ internal “informed frame of reference shift” 

(Figure 3.5) is crucial for the use of effective and appropriate behaviour in intercultural 

encounters as well as for developing intercultural competence. Note: it is the only 

model developed on the basis of multiple scholars’ work on competences for 

intercultural interaction. Additionally, Deardorff’s (2004, 2006) model includes internal 

and external outcomes rather than describing individuals’ intercultural competence 

traits, and it delineates the relationships between different competences. Therefore, it 

is a more process-oriented model than Byram’s (1997). However, the underlying 

reasoning behind Deardorff’s (2004, 2006) model is unclear, as she only mentions the 
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model is based on other experts’ perspectives. Moreover, Deardorff does not explain 

the components in more detailed way, nor does she provide implications for the model, 

unlike Byram (1997) who further wrote a book to explain intercultural communication 

competence and the theory behind it and further developments to the model (Byram, 

2008, 2009).  

3.5 Global Research Literature on Sojourners’ Intercultural Interaction 

Experiences  

The purpose of this section is to provide a critical overview of the relevant research for 

this study. This section has been divided into two major subsections. Subsection 3.5.1 

reviews the research on international volunteers in the field of intercultural 

communication, while Subsection 3.5.2 reviews more general studies that have had 

an influence on the current study design. 

3.5.1 Literature on International Volunteers  

As mentioned in Section 1.4 and Subsection 2.5.2, insufficient research has reviewed 

and explored international volunteers from Mainland China. To the best of my 

knowledge, only two studies have been conducted to research conventional 

international volunteers in the field of intercultural communication: Yashima (2010) 

and Lough (2011).  

The Japanese scholar, Yashima (2010), investigated the effects of international 

volunteer work experience on young people’s intercultural competence by utilising a 

quasi-experimental procedure. Participants included 286 Japanese university 

students who joined international volunteer projects and 116 who did not. Both groups 

were sent two questionnaires to assess their intercultural competence. These 

questionnaires revealed that participants with a high level of intercultural competence 

before participating in the project managed to further develop their competency 

through volunteering experience. In contrast, Lough’s (2011) project was conducted 

in the United States and investigated the predictors of intercultural competence among 

international volunteers through a close-ended, quantitative survey. He found, 

although international volunteer-sending organisations varied greatly, nearly all 

organisations claimed that volunteering increased volunteers’ intercultural 

competence. His study suggested that service duration, cultural immersion, guided 
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reflection and contact reciprocity are all positively associated with intercultural 

competence.  

Both of the above studies investigated the effects of international volunteering 

experiences on individuals’ intercultural competence and collected data via surveys. 

Although a survey method is effective to assess intercultural competence, Peng et al. 

(2015) argue that such measurements have limits as they rely on participants’ self-

report assessment data, which are weak and can be considered as an indirect 

assessment of intercultural competence. Moreover, Byram (2003) contends that 

participants may hide their true feelings and select what they want to reveal to others 

in the survey, which presents challenges surrounding legitimacy when carrying out 

these kinds of measurements. Meanwhile, scholars have been advocating for the use 

of interviews and portfolio assessment as a direct way of accessing intercultural 

competence which could provide more detailed data (Byram, 1997; Fantini, 2006).  

Nevertheless, assessing intercultural competence is not the aim of the current study 

which aims instead to generate deep insights to explore individuals’ intercultural 

interaction experiences. However, it is worth mentioning that during the process of 

finalising this thesis, I found two more studies have been carried out to explore 

intercultural interaction through the lens of international volunteer tourists, instead of 

conventional international volunteers.  

McIntosh and Zahra (2007) explored interactions and relationships between the Maori 

community in New Zealand (hosts) and 12 volunteer tourists from Australia (guests). 

They employed participant observation, in-depth interviews and diary methods to 

examine and capture the volunteer tourists’ pre-, during and post-trip experiences. 

They also interviewed with the Maori hosts who involved in the projects before, during 

and after the project to gain deep insights of the motivations, attitudes and experiences 

of the hosts. Their study results suggested that both volunteer tourists and hosts 

received many benefits from the direct interactions. However, their study focused only 

limited to host and guest relationships. Similarly, Chen (2016) conducted a qualitative 

case study to explore guest-host intercultural interactions in a volunteer tourist project 

in the context of China, in 2008. Specifically, onsite observations, interviews, informal 

conversations and documentations (blogs, meeting notes, reports) were employed as 

study instruments. Her participants included 10 international volunteer tourists (from 
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either UK or US), 4 principal investigators (2 from US, 2 from China), 9 domestic 

student helpers and volunteer tourists, and 3 members of the host family. The study 

results showed that intercultural interactions can be influenced by several factors, 

including motivations, expectations and abilities (e.g. language barriers) of different 

roles. Yet, again, her study mainly focused on exploring host and guest relations 

instead of the interactions between international volunteer tourists, and consequently, 

she only explored interactions between individuals from the mainstream English-

speaking countries and individuals who considered Mandarin as their first language.  

Unlike the above two studies, the focus of the study is not limited to intercultural 

contacts with hosts in the volunteering destinations, but also includes contacts 

between participants and other international volunteers; as participants in this study 

volunteered in 41 countries across 4 continents and cooperated with, and some of 

them lived with, other international volunteers across the globe. Therefore, the 

international volunteers in this study had frequent interactions with L2 English 

speakers (local people in the volunteering destinations, and other international 

volunteers worldwide identified as L2 English speakers), and with L1 English speakers 

(other international volunteers worldwide identified as L1 English speakers). Thus, this 

study focuses on exploring intercultural interactions in a culturally diverse environment.   

3.5.2 Literature on Sojourners other than International Volunteers 

Among other studies exploring intercultural interaction in real-life situations, four have 

greatly influenced the current research design. These are Halualani (2008), Dunne 

(2009), Gibson (2014) and Gaston (2017). Each will be discussed in turn. 

Firstly, Halualani (2008) conducted a study to examine how students with different 

cultural backgrounds define and make sense of their on-campus, intercultural 

interactions at a multicultural university in the United States. Halualani sent out 

screening questionaries to students who showed an interest in the study and received 

450 responses. To recruit a variety of participants, she spent 16 months with two 

assistants to narrow down the questionnaires to a representative sample of 80 student 

interviewees. Next, she conducted 80 in-depth interviews with each student over 20 

months and adopted thematic data analysis to inductively find emergent and recurring 

themes in the interview data. Her study shows that multicultural university students 

have “complex and multi-layered interpretations of intercultural interaction that are 
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shaped in part by surrounding ideologies of diversity, specific definitions of culture, 

and perceptions of nationalities, race, or ethnicity of their interactants” (2008, p.1). 

Halualani suggests that more qualitative studies need to be carried out to explore how 

individuals define, understand and experience intercultural interaction in diverse 

settings and areas with different level of demographic diversity, as she argues: 

The “what,” “how,” and “why” of intercultural interaction at the 

multicultural university can never be fully known without asking the 

students how they define, experience, and interpret such interactions 

in their own words and in context of their lives. (2008, p.1) 

In other words, if an intercultural interaction related study adopts a pre-defined notion 

of what ‘intercultural’ means, the study would inherently be flawed, as the individual 

experiences and their interpretive lenses would not be taken into account. Influenced 

by Halualani’s study, I decided to explore how international volunteers define the 

notion of intercultural interaction to better understand their experiences, in depth. 

Constrained by time and funding, I could not interview the same number of participants 

as Halualani, but, fortunately, the focused participants in this study have been 

inherently varied in nature, as detailed in Section 4.5.  

Secondly, to bridge the lack of existing literature on international relations in Irish 

higher education, Dunne (2009) conducted a grounded theory study to explore host 

students’ perspectives about intercultural contact. His study focused on exploring how 

students construct cultural differences, the factors influencing intercultural contact, as 

well as students’ experiences of such contact. His study participants were second year 

undergraduate students from three full-time programmes in an Irish university. These 

three chosen programmes showed the highest international student percentage rate 

in the university, with an average of 24.9% of students being international. In total, 24 

out of 92 students contacted agreed to be interviewed once between November 2006 

and June 2007. Taking the approach recommended by Halualani (2008), Dunne 

encouraged students to reflect on the concept of intercultural interaction and express 

their own perspectives on cultural differences within educational settings. His study 

findings suggest that “values and behaviours specific to the educational environment, 

including attitudes towards academic work, are central to students’ construction of 

cultural difference” (2009, p.234). However, the lack of variation in his participants can 
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be considered an essential limitation in Dunne’s study, as he did not select varied 

participants, like Halualani (2008), and only focused on exploring host students’ 

perspectives in an Irish university. 

Thirdly, distinguished from the above two studies, Gibson (2014) conducted grounded 

theory research to explore intercultural challenges faced by companies doing business 

globally, and to identify intercultural competencies needed by CEOs in the 21st century. 

She carried out in-depth interviews with 28 CEOs across 12 countries, these 

individuals led companies with a varied size range (< 10 to > 200,000 employees). 

Note that Gibson adopted a plural form of competency, meaning that she aimed to 

explore competencies inductively, rather than adopt any former existing models. 

Inspired by the aim of Gibson’s study, and of the opinion that soliciting international 

volunteers’ perspectives generated from real-life situations would greatly add 

knowledge to the existing literature, I decided to explore international volunteers’ 

viewpoints on the requisite competencies for intercultural interaction. 

Fourthly, interaction and friendship with local students have been recognised as an 

essential factor for international students to adjust to a foreign university (Li & Gasser, 

2005). Gaston (2017) conducted a longitudinal study to explore how such friendships 

develop from domestic students’ points of view. As much of the research on the nature 

of friendship between international and domestic students has come from the field of 

social psychology, that mainly collect quantitative data, Gaston (2017) suggested that 

more qualitative studies are needed to better understand the underlying processes 

that drive relationship development. Adopting this standpoint, she recruited and 

interviewed ten domestic first-year undergraduate students in January and June 

during their first year of study. Following the methodology suggested by Halualani 

(2008) and Dunne (2009), Gaston asked her participants to define the concept of 

‘intercultural contact’ in their first interviews. Plus, Gaston explored students’ 

perspectives of the barriers to and benefits of forming intercultural friendships. She 

found that despite domestic students having direct opportunities to engage with 

international students, via shared living spaces, opportunity alone was not sufficient to 

guarantee meaningful contact, or any type of relationship development. Perceived 

similarity was found to be the most salient facilitator to predict relationship 

development. Although the small sample size of participants offered Gaston an 

opportunity to generate deep insights of these students’ intercultural interaction 
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experiences, her sample was not varied enough to represent domestic students at 

universities across the United States. For instance, only one female student 

participated in her study. Moreover, one of Gaston’s (2017) assumptions was that 

living in a shared space would automatically lead to interactions between domestic 

and international students, but all of her participants were staying in the same student 

residence hall of which only 16% of student residents were international students, and 

thus the unequal number of domestic and international students would not have 

offered great opportunities for them to interact.  

The four studies above share one major limitation. They only adopt interview method 

to collect data, and this single data collection method presented challenges in ensuring 

the credibility of the research, as interview data and the subsequent analysis process 

can be subjective and generate different meanings. Still, these studies hold value in 

how they were designed. To summarise, informed by the above studies, I decided to 

conduct a qualitative study to explore international volunteers’ understanding towards 

the notion of intercultural interaction, their intercultural interaction experiences 

including their perceptions of barriers to and benefits of intercultural interaction, and 

their points of view on the requisite competencies for intercultural interaction to occur. 

More details of the study methodology will be presented in Chapter 4.  

3.6 Summary  

This chapter has reviewed the relevant literature for this study. Since communication 

and culture is inseparable, I began by discussing definitions of culture. Despite these 

varying, they are often grouped into either an essentialist or non-essentialist 

perspective. From the essentialist perspective, culture is typically linked to a large 

entity, such as ethnic, national and international entities (Atkinson, 1999, p.626; 

Holliday, 1999, p.237) and characterised as relatively fixed, holistic, homogeneous, 

deterministic and bounded (Baumann, 1996, p.10; Nathan, 2015, p.4). While the non-

essentialist perspective recognises complexity in the process of forming culture, which 

entails heterogeneous, dynamic, emergent, and changeable attributes, with blurred 

boundaries (Dahl, 2014; Holliday, 1999; Nathan, 2015). I then justified the reason why 

I adopt the non-essentialist perspective and the corresponding ‘small-culture approach’ 

(Holliday, 1999) to study the group of international volunteers in this thesis. 
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Next, based on the literature, I discussed my understanding of intercultural 

communication and interaction. I justified why the term ‘intercultural interaction’ is 

adopted in this study by distinguishing the three terms: multicultural, cross-cultural and 

intercultural, followed by a discussion of cultural dimensions to gain insights about 

different communication styles. Then, a review of six essential concepts and theories 

that have been discussed extensively in the intercultural field was offered, including 

the notions of acculturation and culture shock, Allport’s (1954) Contact Hypothesis, 

Tajfel and Turner’s (1979) Social Identity Theory, Kim’s (2001) Integrative Theory of 

Communication and Cross-cultural Adaptation, and the notion of intersectionality. 

Lastly, I highlighted the importance of intercultural interaction in developing 

intercultural relationships, which led to a discussion of intercultural conflict and barriers 

to intercultural communication. I drew diverse insights from the above-mentioned 

concepts and theoretical frameworks to inform my study. 

Then, I discussed ‘communicative competence’ and related terms of the requisite 

competencies for intercultural interaction. I reasoned why I chose to not adopt any 

former terms for the findings of this thesis to let participants’ words and experiences 

speak for themselves, and described competencies in the intercultural relations 

literature important for intercultural interaction. Then, I presented a review of the four 

most cited conceptualised models related to the requisite competencies for 

intercultural interaction. The discussion of these models provided an in-depth 

description of what has been identified in terms of requisite competencies for 

intercultural interaction in the previous literature, to compare and contrast these to the 

findings of this study which will reveal what competencies are considered as important 

by international volunteers from Mainland China.  

Finally, a critical overview of the relevant research to this study was provided, including 

two studies on conventional international volunteers and two on international volunteer 

tourists in the intercultural communication field, and four studies on individuals who 

are not international volunteers but have great influence on the current study design. 

These studies inspired me to conduct a qualitative study to explore the phenomenon 

of intercultural interaction. Consequently, Chapter four presents the research design. 
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Chapter 4. Design of the Study 

4.1 Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to illustrate the overall methodological issues of the 

current study which explores intercultural interaction through the lens of international 

volunteers from Mainland China. According to Bowen (2009), it is paramount for 

qualitative research studies to document the research procedure and data collection 

methods. Thus, details of how I designed and conducted this research will be 

presented and discussed in this chapter.  

This chapter begins by discussing the research paradigm and the research 

methodology of this study, including the methodological rationale of qualitative case 

study, an overview of the research instruments and my position as the researcher in 

this study (Sections 4.2 and 4.3). Next, Section 4.4 outlines a detailed explanation of 

the participants and sampling rationale. In Section 4.5, I describe my data collection 

procedures, including the process of formulating the semi-structured interview 

questions, the rationale behind choosing the document reports written by international 

volunteers from Mainland China, the employed research instruments and the process 

of data analysis. I then further address strategies for ensuring the quality of the 

collected data in Section 4.6. Finally, I end this chapter in Section 4.7 by highlighting 

a number of issues related to ethics, the trustworthiness of the study and the limitation 

of the study design.  

4.2 Research Paradigm 

Researchers approach the human world differently depending on beliefs they bring to 

the research (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Researchers’ various assumptions are 

governed by their general philosophical umbrella, called paradigms/worldviews 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Lincoln & Guba, 2000), or theoretical perspectives (Crotty, 

1998), which guide researchers’ actions and practices (Lincoln & Guba, 2000). In this 

study, I will adopt ‘research paradigm’ as the term that guided me throughout the 

process of conceptualising and conducting my research. 

Generally, in order to provide a comprehensive theoretical framework comprising of 

the philosophical assumptions underpinning the study, researchers are required to 

delineate their views in detail on the nature of “reality” (their ontological position), and 

the nature of knowledge and how they know what he/she knows (their epistemological 
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position), along with the implicated research methodology. Differing paradigms 

intrinsically encompass different ontological and epistemological stances, and hence 

hold differing philosophical assumptions of “reality” and knowledge underpinning their 

specific research approach which is reflected in their choice of methodology and 

methods (Scotland, 2012). Despite ontological and epistemological stances often 

being discussed as two separate entities in the research literature, scholars such as 

Yanow and Schwartz-Shea (2006) argue that ontological and epistemological 

assumptions can be regarded in association with each other, and consequently inform 

certain research methodological considerations and methods.  

Although much literature debates the philosophical underpinnings of research, three 

major divisions are normally acclaimed and adopted by researchers to position their 

studies: positivism, interpretivism, and critical theory (Scotland, 2012). While some 

scholars may position themselves in the borderland between these theoretical 

traditions, others may find themselves firmly in one of these paradigms. As my 

research project seeks to explore and understand participants’ lived experiences, of 

intercultural interaction with culturally and linguistically different individuals, it is firmly 

positioned in an interpretivist ontology and epistemology. 

4.2.1 Interpretivism  

Interpretivism, which originally emerged in contradistinction to positivism for the 

purpose of understanding and explaining human and social “reality”, can be traced 

back to the roots of ontological and epistemological philosophical assumptions of 

hermeneutics, phenomenology, symbolic interactionism, ethnomethodology and 

pragmatism (Crotty, 1998). These assumptions led to a collective understanding of 

knowledge that is socially constructed: building upon individuals’ interpretation of their 

experiences. Broadly speaking, an interpretivist approach is based on relativist 

ontology and subjectivist epistemology.  

In terms of relativist ontology, it suspects the “out-there-ness” of the world and 

emphasises the diverse and varied interpretation of it (Willig, 2008). Interpretivists 

perceive ‘social reality’ as “contingent upon human practices, being constructed in and 

out of interaction between human beings and their world, and developed and 

transmitted within an essentially social context” (Crotty, 1998, p.42). This means, 

interpretivists hold the view that multiple realities of the social world are constructed 



 102 

through individuals’ diverse interactions; even towards the same phenomenon or 

object, people may develop varied and multiple perspectives. Their “reality” is 

subjective and differs from person to person (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Research studies 

rooted in interpretivism tend to yield complex views, rather than a few ideas or 

categories (Creswell, 2007).  

Subjectivist epistemology leads to the belief that no “pure” experience exists, and the 

researcher should explore their cultural and discursive background to construct varied 

versions of experiences within diverse contexts (Creswell, 2007). The world does not 

exist without human beings recognising it (Grix, 2004). As Crotty (1998) proposes, a 

tree is a tree because we give meaning to it: “we need to remind ourselves here that 

it is human beings who have constructed it as a tree, given it the name, and attributed 

to it the associations we make with trees” (p.43). Therefore, instead of beginning from 

a theory, interpretivists usually construct knowledge and patterns of meaning 

inductively via the interaction between human consciousness and their world (Crotty, 

1998; Lincoln & Guba, 2000). Since the only way to understand the social world is 

from the views of individuals participating in it (Cohen et al., 2007). 

As research participants may interpret the same phenomena based on their unique 

lived experiences in the real world, it is important to take the social reality of 

participants’ habitual contexts into consideration. Moreover, researchers need to 

interpret the described phenomena on the basis of their own experiences and 

backgrounds. From the above delineation, an interpretivist approach is hermeneutic 

and dialectical, involving a process of double interpretation. Simply put, it involves 

interpreting participants’ interpretations. In order to yield knowledge from the result of 

dialectical interchange, the co-constructors (participant and researcher) need to reach 

a consensus of the “truth” (Crotty, 1998; Pring, 2000). 

In line with the theoretical assumptions of the interpretivism, this thesis primarily 

focuses on individuals and their knowledge, as well as understanding “social reality” 

from the standpoints of these participants and their generated “lived experiences”. 

Thereafter, this study embraces an interpretivist position rooted in relativism and 

subjectivism. A certain number of methodological approaches are associated with an 

interpretivist perspective. Broadly speaking, the aim of interpretive methodology is to 

understand phenomena directly from individuals’ perspectives, exploring interactions 

among individuals and the cultural and historical contexts that people inhabit (Guba & 
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Lincoln, 1994). Among numerous methodological strategies, the qualitative case study 

approach — which aims to gain an in-depth, multifaceted understanding of a 

phenomenon in real-life context — has increased in popularity during the past decade 

(Crowe et al., 2011). Concurrent with the aim of the current research project, a 

qualitative case study became the methodology, as discussed in the following section.  

4.3 Research Methodology 

Methodology is defined by Crotty (1998) as “the strategy, plan of action, process or 

design lying behind the choice and use of particular methods and linking the choice 

and use of methods to the desired outcome” (p.3). Distinguished from methods, 

methodology is not a research tool, rather it is the rationale or mechanism that 

researchers undertake to explore their subject (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). In this respect, 

a qualitative case study is the methodological strategy for this research. This section 

also presents an overview of the research instruments and discusses my position as 

the researcher of this study.  

4.3.1 Qualitative Case Study  

Extensively recognised as an effective methodology to explore and understand social 

complexity in real-world settings (Harrison et al., 2017), Yin (2008) defines a case 

study as “an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its 

real-life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context 

are not clearly evident” (p.18). Creswell and Poth (2016) highlight that case study 

research is particularly useful when a researcher has no or little control over the 

phenomenon of interest. In addition, identified and summarised by Schwandt and 

Gates (2018, p.346), case studies have four main uses, including: 1) description, 2) 

hypothesis generation or theory development, 3) hypothesis and theory testing, and 

4) development of normative theory. First, descriptive case study is the most common 

and characterised as interpretive (Thacher, 2006), the study of commonalities (Ragin 

& Amorso, 2011) and holistic (Yin, 2014). Second, researchers usually explore the 

most crucial or critical cases with a specific aim to generate hypotheses or develop 

theory. Third, testing typically occurs when researchers attempt to find a causal link to 

test a hypothesis or to explain theory (Schwandt & Gates, 2018). Fourth, the least 

used, focuses on developing practical wisdom and normative theory of “what is and 

should be valued” (ibid, p.355). This study relates to the first category, with the aim of 
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developing a complete and detailed description of the intercultural experiences of the 

studied group, and “to get the story down for the possible benefit of policymakers, 

scholars, and other citizens” (Odell, 2001, p.162). 

As Stake (2003) notes, although case studies are “neither new nor essentially 

qualitative” (p.134) this methodological strategy has been widely acknowledged as 

one of the most popular ways for conducting qualitative inquiry. The study presented 

in this thesis is essentially a qualitatively driven design. The qualitative tradition 

permits the researcher to conduct research in natural settings, appreciate 

subjectivities by accepting multiple perspectives and realities, and recognises the 

power of the research over researchers and participants (Creswell & Poth, 2016; 

O’Leary, 2017). Qualitative research values depth over quantity and delves into social 

complexities to explore and understand the interactions, processes, lived experiences 

and belief systems that are a part of individuals, institutions, cultural groups and even 

everyday life, as O’Leary (2017) highlighted. Thus, the primary reason for adopting 

interpretative qualitative inquiry approach in this research project is that it seeks to 

explore and understand individuals’ perceived intercultural interaction experiences 

with diverse individuals through their own perspectives — as humankind’s subjective 

opinions, experiences and beliefs cannot be measured statistically via a quantitative 

inquiry approach (Percy et al., 2015). 

Stake (2003) suggests, “Case study is not a methodological choice but a choice of 

what is to be studied” (p.134). Given that my interest lies in intercultural interaction, to 

study individuals, a group or groups, who have interacted with culturally and 

linguistically heterogeneous others, AIESEC’s (see Section 2.6) international 

volunteers from Mainland China became the choice for this case study. Because this 

thesis shines a light on international volunteers from Mainland China and their 

intercultural experiences of interacting with diverse individuals, the aim was to attain 

an in-depth explanation of the phenomenon in context. These ‘thick descriptions’ are 

expected to provide the reader with a foundation for understanding the complexity of 

intercultural interaction from the perspective of international volunteers from Mainland 

China. According to Stake (2003), the key epistemological concern of case study 

research is: what particular knowledge can be learned about from a single case or 

multiple cases. Specifically, from an epistemological stance, my research project may 

yield qualitative data to inform and support individuals from Mainland China who are 
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planning to volunteer abroad, or individuals who will interact with cultural and linguistic 

heterogeneous people.  

4.3.2 The Research Instruments 

Due to the nature of my research, as mentioned above, this study has a qualitatively 

driven design, for yielding qualitative data to gain a deep understanding of international 

volunteers’ intercultural interaction experiences. Qualitative data can be collected in a 

number of ways and might be in spoken or written form, consciously developed for a 

specific research purpose, or developed for other purposes, such as pre-existing 

writing documents, whether consciously or unconsciously.  

Interviewing has long been recognised as an essential approach, allowing researchers 

to gain access to individuals’ meanings, perspectives, definitions of certain 

circumstances, and constructions of “reality” (Punch, 2013). Whilst interviews have 

been widely employed to produce spoken form data in qualitative research, in recent 

years other approaches asking participants to yield written archives have increasingly 

gained popularity. For instance, writing personal reflective diaries or online blogs, as 

well as providing participants with digital equipment to record their visual or verbal 

accounts regarding a specific phenomenon (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2018; Flick, 2018). Moreover, qualitative data may also be attained from 

existing journal entries, letters, documents or conversations primarily developed not 

for research purposes, yet representative of the particular phenomenon (Flick, 2018, 

O’Leary, 2017).  

In line with this study’s interpretive, qualitative case study design, semi-structured 

interviews were chosen as primary source of evidence, and the existing narrative 

reports written by international volunteers from Mainland China (hereafter ‘the 

volunteering reports’) were adopted as contextualising, orientation material prior to the 

interviews to provide a rich context for understanding interview participants’ 

experiences. As mentioned in Section 2.7, AIESEC volunteers are required to write a 

report regarding their overall volunteering experiences after returning to Mainland 

China (for details of the data collection instruments see Section 4.6).  

4.3.3 My Position as Researcher  

As my personal background and my interests to this research study (Section 1.2), and 

my philosophical stance (Section 4.3) have been previously clarified, in this subsection 
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I will discuss my positionality that might have an impact on the study. Unlike studies 

in the scientific paradigm, an interpretative researcher is the primary instrument in the 

data collection process (Creswell & Creswell, 2018); therefore, it is the researcher’s 

responsibility to certify the quality of the research. Here I attempt to justify my 

interpretation of my participants’ subjective interpretation of their intercultural 

interaction experiences, during their overseas volunteering journey, given that my own 

personal and past experiences inevitably influence the way I retell the stories of my 

participants. I believe the readers can better understand this study if informed of my 

position. 

The research participants and I share a similar cultural and linguistic background. I 

was also a member in the AIESEC, the organisation where I recruited individuals, 

which provided me with the opportunity to take an ‘insider researcher role’ (Unluer, 

2012). I volunteered in Mauritius for two months in 2011, working in a local NGO and 

living in a house with other international volunteers from global backgrounds. For this 

study, given that we shared similar cultural and linguistic backgrounds, I was more 

capable of understanding and interpreting the informants’ views and ideas. According 

to Merton (1972), an insider researcher can have the “direct, intuitive sensitivity that 

alone makes empathic understanding possible” (p.15). For this reason, I found it 

helpful to develop a level of mutual trust between me and the research participants, 

which consequently facilitated the data collection process. 

However, a number of researchers argue that the insider position has disadvantages 

along with its advantages (Smyth & Holian, 2008; Unluer, 2012). For instance, I 

anticipated that it might be challenging to maintain a neutral position, which I strived 

for during the study, and I tried to remain mindful that sometimes, it might be easy for 

me to take things for granted and ignore my participants’ true experiences.  

Admittedly, my habitual norms have the potential to influence my personal preferences 

and create bias, which was potentially difficult to avoid during the research process. 

Therefore, to enhance the rigour and quality of this research study, I sometimes 

attempted to regard myself as an ‘outsider’, as I did not experience what participants 

experienced during their overseas volunteering journeys. Although we are from the 

same organisation, every volunteering experience is unique, especially as we 

volunteered in different volunteering projects in different destinations, and interacted 

with different international volunteers.  
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Moreover, I adopted the strategy of ‘explicitly questioning’ my own involvement. 

Throughout the whole process of conducting this study, I interrogated my actions, 

positions and choices, with careful reflection in terms of research design, data 

collection and the data analysis process, as well as the interpretation of the data. I 

also kept a reflexive PhD diary throughout my research journey regarding every 

decision I made. Additionally, I endeavoured to ensure the ethical elements associated 

with participants’ data in this study and re-interpreting their narratives to broader 

audiences (see Section 4.8.1).  

4.4 The Participants and the Sampling Rationale 

This section will delineate the sampling process in detail, including how interview 

participants and volunteering reports were selected for this study.  

4.4.1 Purposeful and Convenience Sampling  

Collecting data is crucial in research as data is essential for contributing a better 

understanding of the phenomenon of interest. Given that the data analysing method 

cannot fill the gaps caused by improper data collection methods (Tongco, 2007), it is 

important to select the appropriate means to collect data and to carefully decide from 

whom the data will be collected. 

According to Morse and Niehaus (2009), regardless of the methodology (quantitative 

or qualitative), the core principle of any sampling method should be practical, efficient, 

validated and ethical. Sampling strategies for yielding quantitative data are generally 

well-structured and randomly selected on the basis of probability theory (O’Leary, 

2017; Patton, 2014), as quantitative methods place primary emphasis on 

generalisability, ensuring participants are representative for the population from which 

the sample was drawn. Conversely, sampling procedures in qualitative research do 

not follow rigid rules but allow more flexibility (Coyne, 1997), and are “less explicit and 

often less evident” (Palinkas et al., 2015, p.2). 

Fixed sampling strategies utilised for quantitative strategies are mostly considered 

inappropriate for qualitative research, since random sampling provides the best 

opportunities to draw broad, generalisable inferences for a population, but are not the 

most efficient way to understand the complexity of human behaviour (Marshall, 1996). 

Marshall (1996) proposed three broad sampling approaches for a qualitative study: 

convenience sampling, judgement sampling (also known as purposeful sampling, 
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hereafter ‘purposeful sampling’) and theoretical sampling. ‘Convenience sampling’ is 

the least costly in terms of time, effort and money, which involves recruiting the most 

accessible informants, while ‘purposeful sampling’, is the most common sampling 

technique, involving a researcher who “actively selects the most productive sample to 

answer the research question” (ibid, p.523). ‘Theoretical sampling’, from its surface 

meaning, is “usually theory driven to a greater or lesser extent” (ibid, p.523).  

These three qualitative sampling techniques overlap, to some extent; particularly in 

terms of purposeful and theoretical sampling (Coyne, 1997; Marshall, 1996). 

Theoretical sampling is similar to purposeful sampling in the initial stages when 

selecting a sample. However, it seems to originate from grounded theory, for which 

Glaser (1992, p.102, cited in Coyne, 1997) offers a clearer description of theoretical 

sampling:  

the general procedure of theoretical sampling is to elicit codes from 

the raw data from the start of data collection through constant 

comparative analysis as the data pour in. The one uses the codes to 

direct further data collection, from which the codes are further 

developed theoretically with properties and theoretically coded 

connections with other categories until, each category is saturated. 

Theoretical sampling on any category ceases when it is saturated, 

elaborated and integrated into the emerging theory  

As delineated above, recruiting informants following theoretical sampling strategies is 

an ongoing process and it necessitates building interpretative theories from the 

emerging data, and selecting a new sample to examine and elaborate on theory.  

The current study aims to provide an in-depth exploration of the intercultural interaction 

experiences of international volunteers from Mainland China and how their 

experiences shape how they perceive intercultural interaction. The underlying 

theoretical assumption of this research does not root itself in grounded theory and 

does not aim to produce a theory. Purposeful sampling was adopted as the main 

sampling strategy. The essential characteristic of purposive sampling is to recruit 

participants in a strategic way so that participants are significantly suitable for the 

research purpose and, thereafter, allow the core phenomenon to be understood 

(Bryman, 2008; Miles & Huberman, 1994).  
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The primary concern for selecting informants for qualitative inquiry is to purposefully 

select cases that that are ‘information rich’ (Patton, 2014). Since sampling selection 

has a profound effect on the ultimate quality of the research (for instance, further 

analysis of the data largely depends on the initially generated data), in order to 

generate a rich sample for the phenomenon of interest, I created criteria for selecting 

my interviewees and volunteering reports. 

I recruited interview participants on the basis of the following characteristics: 

• Originally from and educated in Mainland China. 

• First language must be Mandarin. 

• From the volunteering organisation: AIESEC. 

• The length of their international volunteering experience must be over 6 weeks. 

• Have international volunteering experiences in the last 12 months and 

volunteered in a culturally and linguistically diverse environment. 

I selected the volunteering reports according to the following criteria:  

• The author must be originally from and educated in Mainland China. 

• The author’s first language must be Mandarin. 

• The author is from the volunteering organisation: AIESEC. 

• The length of the author’s international volunteering experiences must be over 

6 weeks. 

• The volunteering report includes well-structured narrative stories of the 

volunteer’s overall experiences, including a description of volunteering work, 

intercultural interaction experiences and the volunteer’s reflection on these 

experiences. 

• The length of the volunteering report needs to be between 1000 and 10,000 

Chinese characters. 

In addition to the above recruiting criteria, interviewees and the authors of the 

volunteering reports needed to have several further characteristics with respect to 

being AIESEC international volunteers. They need to be between 18 – 30 years of 

age, have a certain amount of funds to cover their volunteering expenses abroad and 

to contribute to the AIESEC’s administration fee (see Section 2.7). In addition, their 

English proficiency needed to least fluent enough to communicate with linguistically 

different individuals. 



 110 

Besides purposeful sampling, I was also informed by the convenience sampling 

concept for recruiting interviewees and obtaining the reports because the ‘most 

accessible subjects’ (Marshall, 1996) were selected based on my pre-established 

selecting criterions above.  

4.4.2 Recruiting Interview Participants  

I utilised a range of methods to recruit international volunteers for semi-structured 

interviews and to obtain existing volunteering reports in accordance with the criteria, 

indicated above, mainly through my previous professional networks within the AIESEC 

and online advertisements.  

Since I was a member of AIESEC during undergraduate study (2009–2013), I had 

several AIESEC acquaintances. Through them, I contacted the previous LCP 

(president of an AIESEC local committee) for my nearest AIESEC branch (the branch 

associated with my undergraduate university). He gave me the contact details for the 

current LCP of my local branch. I sent information about my research project to the 

current LCP through a Chinese multi-purpose messaging application called WeChat, 

which is similar to WhatsApp but with a wider range of functions. Currently in China, a 

majority of people use WeChat for everyday communications, such as instant 

messaging, calling and video calling, even for work purposes. It can be operated by 

various smart devices, including smartphones, tablets, laptops and personal 

computers. Therefore, in this research study, the majority of communications between 

the researcher and participants were through WeChat, instead of email. 

After negotiation and discussion with the current LCP, along with my providing of the 

details of my research (including the research aim and interview schedule), she agreed 

to facilitate my access to a wider pool of potential participants, by introducing me to 

some international volunteers from my local AIESEC branch. According to my criteria, 

and even greater, she referred me to four more LCPs of other AIESEC branches 

affiliated with other universities. Through this “snowballing” strategy, I obtained more 

contacts and their WeChat IDs and email addresses. Through online advertisements, 

I targeted several Mainland China University forum websites and some social websites 

with an international volunteering section (www.douban.com; www.weibo.com; 

www.jianshuo.com; www.xiaohongshu.com). 

http://www.douban.com/
http://www.weibo.com/
http://www.jianshuo.com/
http://www.xiaohongshu.com/
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I began to invite contacts to be interviewed. I adopted simple language within this 

recruiting content to introduce my project and to clarify that participants could withdraw 

at any time without providing a reason, along with a research information sheet and a 

consent form (see Appendices 7–8). When recruiting participants via email, my 

university email address was employed to preserve confidentiality and to distinguish 

my professional and academic roles. To thank them for their time, I offered every 

participant a special gift (value equivalent to £5–£15), that I bought beforehand in the 

UK. 

As the current study focuses on international volunteers who have a proclivity to 

devote themselves towards improving society, in my opinion, their special qualities 

helped me shorten the time in recruiting interview participants. In particular, almost 

everyone I asked were willing to take part in the interviews. They regarded being 

involved in research could make a contribution to the world, as this research aims to 

solicit views on intercultural interaction for individuals from Mainland China who will 

interact with diverse individuals in the future. In total, I recruited 15 interviewees, 

comprising of 3 individuals for pilot interviews and 12 for formal interviews. Although 

the age criteria for being an AIESECer ranges from 18 to 30, the interview participants 

I recruited were between 18 to 22 and were all university undergraduate students. All 

of the length of their international volunteering experience were from 6 weeks to 8 

weeks. Such a result is unsurprising, as the AIESEC has been mainly affiliated with 

mainstream universities in Mainland China, and thus advertised extensively within 

them to attract university students. Moreover, the contact information of the potential 

participants I received initially were provided by ‘gatekeepers’, all of which were 

university students. 

Table 4.1 provides an overview of the 12 formal interview participants. To protect 

participants’ anonymity, they were asked to provide their preferred pseudonyms. 

Seven interview participants chose English pseudonyms. ‘Country Visited’ in the table 

refers to participant’s volunteering destination, three participants volunteered twice so 

they have two destinations noted in the table. ‘Hometown’ and ‘University Location’ 

sectors show variation in participants’ backgrounds. ‘Previous experiences’ refers to 

participants’ self-perceived previous experiences of interacting with diverse individuals, 

and the county/area they have visited other than their volunteering destinations.  
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Table 4.1 Overview of the Participants  

Pseudonyms 
Country 

Visited 
Hometown 

University 
Location 

Previous Experiences 

Cora (F) Bahrain  Jiangxi Jiangxi 
Chatted a few times with 

foreigners in China. 

Emilia (F) Egypt Guangdong Guangdong 

Assisted foreign 
volunteers in a local 
AIESEC project; and 
travelled to Thailand as a 
tourist. 

Aria (F) Poland  Guangdong Guangdong 

Been to an international 
AIESEC conference20 in 
Malaysia; and travelled 
to Thailand as a tourist. 

Sarah (F) Mexico  Guangdong Guangdong 
Been to an international 
AIESEC conference in 
Malaysia. 

Kyle (M) 
Tunisia & 
India  

Guangdong Beijing 

Been to an international 
AIESEC conference in 
Malaysia; and the US for 
an overseas study tour.  

Jin (M) Bahrain Tianjin Beijing 

Studying in an 
international university 
with nearly 25% 
international students (at 
the time of research); 
and been to Australia for 
an overseas study tour.  

Zhu (F) Nepal Guangdong Guangdong 
Interacted with a foreign 
teacher at the university 
for one semester. 

Yang (F) Bahrain Jilin Guangdong 

Has many relatives living 
in Canada whose first 
language are English; 
and been to the US for 
an overseas study tour; 
and travelled to 
Singapore, Malaysia and 
Thailand as a tourist. 

 
20 AIESEC International Conference has been held every year in different places, an event in Which AIESEC 
members meet physically for several days to network and socialise with diverse individuals. 
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Shen (M) Lebanon Guangdong Guangdong 

Assisted foreign 
volunteers in a local 
AIESEC project; and 
travelled to Vietnam, 
Ethiopia, India and 
Indonesia as a tourist. 

Wen (F) Columbia Guangdong Guangdong No 

Rylee (F) Turkey Guangdong Guangdong 

Has some foreign friends 
on a language learning 
website called Italki21; 
and travelled to some 
Southeast Asian 
countries as a tourist. 

Mia (F) 

Bahrain 

& 

German  

Shandong Jilin 
Assisted foreign 
volunteers in a local 
AIESEC project. 

 

As the table shows above, all 12 interview participants were from Mainland China, but 

different parts. Eight participants were originally from Guangdong province, situated 

in the southern part of China, and only one of them later moved to the capital, Beijing, 

in the north to pursue higher education study. Another participant also moved from the 

north to the south of China, from Jilin province to Guangdong Province. Two of the 

other three participants were originally from the northern part of China, and later 

moved to a nearby northern area for further higher education. The last one chose to 

pursue higher education in her hometown in the south of China, Jiangxi Province. Of 

the 12 participants, nine were female and three were male. More details regarding 

interviewee participants’ profiles will be presented in Section 5.2. More interview 

participant information can be found in Appendix 1. 

4.4.3 Obtaining the Volunteering Reports 

In terms of volunteering reports, a snowballing strategy allowed me to connect with 

nine LCPs (presidents of AIESEC local committees). Since all the AIESEC’s 

international volunteers are required to write a report of their experiences, the LCPs 

filled the role of gatekeepers for my study. I invited them to send me all the volunteering 

reports they had access to, which were already posted on online public domains 

 
21 An online language learning website which connects language learners and teachers through video chat. The 
site allows students to find online teachers for 1-1 tutoring, and teachers to earn money as freelance tutors 
(italki.com, n.d). 
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(www.douban.com; www.weibo.com; www.jianshuo.com; www.xiaohongshu.com). In 

total, 389 volunteering reports were received. Despite the AIESEC setting guidelines 

for volunteering report writing, many volunteers did not write them accordingly. 

Additionally, the international volunteers did not write their reports for this research 

project initially, and thus the topic of this research study ‘intercultural interaction’ was 

not a ‘must’ point to be covered in their reports. Thereafter, it was necessary for me, 

as a researcher, to be selective of the reports I obtained.  

Through ‘purposeful sampling’ (Marshall, 1996), 182 volunteering reports were 

selected from the 389 reports provided on the basis of my predesigned criteria, 

covering 182 international volunteers to 41 different countries, over 4 continents. The 

age range of the volunteers from whom I collected volunteering reports were 18 to 30. 

Figure 4.1 shows the volunteering destinations of the selected volunteering reports. 

More details regarding volunteering reports will be presented Section 4.6. More 

volunteering report information can be found in Appendix 2. 

 

Figure 4.1 Pie Chart of the Geographical Distribution of International Volunteers for 

the Selected Existing Volunteering Reports 

  

http://www.douban.com/
http://www.weibo.com/
http://www.jianshuo.com/
http://www.xiaohongshu.com/
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4.5 Data Collection  

This section outlines the data collection procedure. It provides a critical review of 

relevant literature for the adopted data collection methods and elaborates on how 

these methods fit my research design. Followed by a detailed description of how I 

collected the data. Table 4.2 summarises the data collected. 

Table 4.2 An Overview of the Data Type Generated During the Study 

Type of data Quantity 

Individual semi-

structured 

interviews 

12 semi-structured interviews (about 1 hour with each 

participant). 

 

The 182 volunteering reports are not included in Table 4.2 as they provided 

contextualising, orientation material prior to the interviews and have not been 

considered as data for this study, but as supporting material. Moreover, although the 

data analysis procedure will be addressed in Section 4.7, Table 4.3 delineates all the 

phases of the research from data collection to analysis to provide an overview of the 

whole research process.  

Table 4.3 Overall Timeline of the Data Collection and Analysis Procedure 

Date Stages 

Sep 2018 – Nov 2018 Submitting an ethical application form and its approval  

Nov 2018 – Dec 2018 Accessing and recruiting potential participants 

Dec 2018 Carrying out pilot interviews 

Dec 2018 – Mar 2019 Conducting semi-structured interviews 

Dec 2019 – Apr 2019 Requesting and selecting volunteering reports according to 

the pre-established criteria  

Feb 2019 – Mar 2019 Transcribing interviews  

Feb 2019 – Dec 2019 Analysing interviews and reviewing volunteering reports 
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4.5.1 Semi-structured Interviews 

Interviews are widely acknowledged as a key research tool to construct knowledge. 

Interviews are often defined as “a conversation with a purpose” (Burgess, 1982, p.102), 

an “inter-change of views between two persons conversing about a theme of mutual 

interest” (Kvale, 1996, p.15), and are a powerful tool to capture the voices and the 

ways people create meaning from their experiences. Since interpretative research 

studies mainly focus on understanding individuals’ lifeworld through interactive 

interactions between/among human beings, informants answer questions prepared by 

researchers beforehand and deliver their own perspectives of their daily life 

experiences in the dialogue (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). According to Brinkmann and 

Kvale (2018), the sensitivity of the interviews and their closeness to subjects’ real 

lifeworld can lead to knowledge being created to advance the human condition.  

Interviews can be divided into three main types: structured, semi-structured and 

unstructured (Lichtman, 2013). These divisions are grouped on the basis of the extent 

to which the interview schedule is predesigned or controlled by the interviewer; which 

means, the degree of control a researcher has over the purpose of an interview.  

In terms of structured interviews, everything is fixed: the interviewer prepares each 

question beforehand, and strictly follows their wording and sequencing during the 

process. Established interview schedule increases the credibility and reliability of the 

generated research data, however only limited information can be attained from 

informants by these means (Lindlof & Taylor, 2002). Conversely, in a highly 

unstructured interview, the whole dialogue can be regarded as a spontaneous 

conversation, during which the majority of questions stem instantly from this 

unplanned encounter, while depending on what information the interviewer desires to 

extract (David & Sutton, 2011). In studies rooted in an interpretative theoretical 

perspective, a semi-structured or a more open format is more likely to be adopted as 

they afford informants more flexibility to express their ideas instead of responding in a 

rigid way, and thus allow researchers to gain deep insights from the interviewees (Flick, 

2018; Lichtman, 2013).  

Accordingly, semi-structured interviews were employed to generate the primary data 

source in this research study. Semi-structured interviews are positioned between 

structured and unstructured interviews, with a sequence of predesigned open 
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questions and considerable room for the interviewer to further explore any topics of 

interest that arise during the interview. The semi-structured interview is a practical tool 

that allows the data collection process to be more flexible, since the interviewer can 

enact situational responsiveness to encouraging interview subjects to provide valuable 

information and articulate ideas more openly, whilst the predesigned questions afford 

uniformity by ensuring the interviewers stick to the research focus (O’Leary, 2017). 

Therefore, semi-structured interviews allowed me to gain a complex, detailed 

understanding of my study group, through interacting directly with my participants, 

empowering them to share their stories, hearing their viewpoints, and minimising any 

uneven power dynamic between me and my participants. 

Although the semi-structured interview approach has been widely adopted by 

interpretive researchers, several affiliated challenges might be encountered. 

Conducting interviews can be time consuming, it requires the researcher to spend time 

in formulating and perfecting questions, gaining access to potential interviewees, and 

transcribing the field data into research data (Adams & Cox, 2008). Then, interviewer 

bias might be cause negative effects on the validity of a research study (Byrne, 2016; 

Creswell & Creswell, 2018), since an interviewer might affect participants’ responses 

by asking leading questions, utilising unsuitable non-verbal cues, or incorrect stimuli. 

Moreover, the data is being subjectively chosen by the researcher, which might involve 

another layer of researcher bias. 

Considering the advantages and challenges associated with semi-structured 

interviews as an approach, what is essentially a guided interview, the interview 

schedule needs to be conscientiously and carefully designed by the researcher. As 

Kvale (1996) suggests, “The structure of the research interview comes close to an 

everyday conversation, but as a professional interview it involves a specific approach 

and technique of questioning” (p.27). Therefore, an interview schedule was designed 

in advance with a draft set of key questions, alongside considerable room for follow-

up questions depending on interviewees’ responses, facial expressions, and 

behaviour. Before addressing the interview schedule, I will detail the language chosen 

for the semi-structured interview. 

Interview Language  
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To ensure participants yielded a rich and detailed narrative, Mandarin was adopted as 

the interview language to create a friendly and comfortable atmosphere. Utilising 

English as the language in the interview might later make the transcribing stage easier 

and also in terms of analysing the data; however, all the respondents were from 

Mainland China, asking them to articulate themselves in a language which is not their 

vernacular one might lead them feel nervous so that they might not be able to provide 

clear, deep and comprehensive information in relation to the research topic. It is of 

crucial importance for participants to speak fluently to construct meanings and 

describe the phenomenon of interest in this study in a clear way. Qualitative research 

seeks to study meanings in subjective experiences, conducting interviews in the 

respondents’ language is one way to “avoid problems of interpretation and ensure 

accurate meaning is captured during data collection” (Smith et al., 2008, p.3). 

Moreover, it allowed me to communicate fluently via Mandarin as well, given that it is 

my mother tongue. David and Sutton (2011) propose that it is of paramount importance 

that the interview questions are asked in a language that respondents can understand 

and make sense of in the way the interviewer intends. Thus, the interview excerpts 

presented in this thesis were translated to English from Mandarin, after data analysis 

(see Subsection 4.6.2 for translation details). 

Initial Interview Schedule  

In the initially drafted interview schedule, in Appendix 3, its pre-determined questions 

focused on exploring the intercultural experiences of international volunteers from 

Mainland China, with a particular emphasis on their intercultural interaction 

experiences with diverse individuals. The schedule also focused on soliciting their 

views on intercultural interaction for individuals from Mainland China who are 

preparing and perhaps planning to interact with diverse individuals in the future. For 

instance, questions such as “Could you please tell me about yourself?” aims to explore 

the background of my participants and could be considered as initial small talk to 

reassure my participants while collecting demographic information. 

Additionally, to fully understand individuals’ intercultural interaction experience, it is 

important to ask them how they define ‘intercultural interaction’ in their own words and 

through the contexts of their lives. Following the methodology employed by Gaston 

(2017), Dunne (2009) and Halualani (2008), interview participants were asked to 

express their definitions of ‘intercultural interaction’. I also prepared myself with 
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several ‘probing strategies’ (King & Horrocks, 2010) to gain further insights from my 

interviewees, such as silent nodding, question repeating, neutral language (e.g. uh-

huh, I see) and clarifying phrases (what do you mean by…?).  

These semi-structured interviews were designed to be a one-hour, individual, face-to-

face (FTF) meeting. Besides these FTF in-person interviews, I adopted 

videoconferencing as an interview medium. The interviews were planned to occur after 

participants returned from volunteering, nevertheless they were still geographically 

dispersed across China (see Table 4.1). As this study aims to explore the experiences 

of individuals belonging to the same group of international volunteers by virtue of 

similar experiences but located across a wider area, their geographical location 

presented challenges for me as a researcher in terms of travel time and cost. I 

therefore employed videoconferencing technology to facilitate the data collection 

process.  

With technology development, computer-based communication tools are increasing in 

popularity within research, and they are also rapidly changing the way people 

communicate. Accordingly, the use of synchronous videoconferencing technology for 

qualitative interviews has grown in recent years (Nehls et al., 2015; Sedgwich & Spiers, 

2009). Deakin and Wakefield (2014, p.604) advocated that “the online interview should 

be treated as a viable option to the researcher rather than just as an alternative or 

secondary choice when face-to face interview cannot be achieved”. As well, the 

COVID-19 outbreak happened while I was finalising this thesis, implying that 

videoconferencing interviews may become increasingly popular in the future.  

Videoconferencing interviews overcome the barrier of geography, affording 

participants flexibility to be engaged in the research from locations of their choosing, 

which may put them at ease to talk openly and honestly, enabling researchers to 

benefit from wider participation (Deakin & Wakefield, 2014; Nehls et al., 2015). Whilst 

telephone interviewing is limited to the voice, videoconferencing allows multiple 

senses, including visual cues, to be utilised. Another advantage of videoconferencing 

is its low cost and convenience (Nehls et al., 2015). Numerous free applications for 

videoconferencing purposes are available online, such as Zoom, Microsoft Teams, 

WeChat, WhatsApp, and Skype.  
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However, videoconferencing also contains several disadvantages. To begin with, 

unlike in-person interviews, it restricts the researcher’s ability to observe some 

nonverbal behaviours, as, most of the time, the display only reveals interviewees from 

the waist up (Chapman & Rowe, 2001). Moreover, if a participant shares difficult 

experiences, because of the lack of the researcher’s physical presence, limited caring 

and compassion behaviours can be delivered (Sedgwich & Spiers, 2009).  

Another major disadvantage is the need for skill and effort to use videoconferencing 

technology (Nehls et al., 2015), this does not apply to this study as all participants 

were familiar with the chosen application, WeChat. WeChat has identical functionality 

as Skype, with no time lag in transmission, resulting in a conversation similar to 

person-person interactions. As mentioned in Subsection 4.4.2, most people in China 

prefer to use WeChat for all kinds of communication. WeChat had over 1.2 billion 

monthly active users in the second quarter of 2020 (Lin, 2020). All of my participants 

had been using WeChat for daily communication on a regular basis at the time of being 

interviewed; consequently, it was relatively natural for them to move into the realm of 

research. No participants reported technology concerns, and therefore no need arose 

to offer smart equipment or technological support.  

To this end, semi-structured individual interviews could be conducted in person or 

videoconferencing via WeChat. Although WeChat is a mobile-based application, it has 

corresponding applications that can be operated on laptop or tablets (like iPad). To 

avoid any callers interrupting the online interviews, I kindly requested all of my 

videoconferencing participants to use a laptop or tablets instead of smartphones, as 

WeChat has a feature where while videoing no one else can call in, but if using a 

smartphone someone may call though directly dialling a participant’s phone number. 

Additionally, regardless of interviewing by videocall or in person, the interviewing 

schedule, stages and techniques remained consistent. 

Online Interviewee Background Questionnaire  

A short questionnaire was designed to gather background information before each 

interview, with the purpose of obtaining a number of variables for possible analysis 

(Appendix 4). Moreover, these questions could be utilised as a warm-up and provided 

several possible prompts for soliciting narratives. Qualtrics, an easy-to-use online 

survey software, was adopted to create the short questionnaire. It generated a QR 
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code for participants to access which allowed me to disseminate the questionnaire 

effortlessly. After designing the questionnaire, I checked it with two experts in the 

intercultural communication field, and later refined and improved accordingly. The 

online background questionnaire collects basic demographical information, including 

age, hometown in Mainland China, job title, additional language, participant’s self-

perceived previous experiences of interacting with diverse individuals, and 

countries/areas they visited other than their volunteer destination. I created a Microsoft 

Excel document to record the obtained demographic information of each participant.  

Interview Recording 

The qualitative research tradition strongly recommends collecting a full recording for 

each interview, providing researchers with a repeatable and transportable resource 

that permits multiple hearings or viewings (Kind & Horrocks, 2010). Both audio-

recording and notetaking approaches were chosen to record the field data. Video-

recording provides a larger context of the interview in terms of “naturalistic” movement 

and interaction between the interviewer and interviewee, yet such interaction was not 

the focus of this study and recording can lead participants to feel nervous. Recording 

also demands appropriate recoding equipment and supporting techniques, and 

therefore I chose audio recording. Learning from past interviewing experiences, I 

purposefully prepared two recording devices in case one failed. During 

videoconferencing interviews, I placed the recorders near my laptop’s microphone. 

Additionally, in some cases, I needed to rely on written notes; for instance, after I 

turned off the recording equipment, the interviewee might reveal more interesting data 

and written notes were useful to jot down important non-verbal cues, which might also 

serve as a backup in the event of technical difficulties. Therefore, I created an interview 

field note form for me to take notes, which is illustrated below.  

Pilot Interviews & Finalised Interview Schedule 

In order to develop a satisfactory interview instrument that allow me to collect rich data 

towards understanding participants’ intercultural interaction experiences, and to avoid 

any issues or glitches that may rise during field work, I conducted a pilot study 

(Creswell, 2007). ‘Pilot study’ refers to useful preliminary work before the real interview 

procedure commences, with the purposes of checking the clarity and accuracy of the 

interview guide, particularly for improving interview questions. I recruited three 
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individuals to rehearse my interview schedule, who belonged to the focused volunteer 

group of this study.  

The pilot study consisted of one face-to-face interview and two videoconferencing 

interviews via WeChat. During the videoconferencing interviews, a number of 

concerns emerged with respect to the forthcoming field work. First, for me and my 

respondent to stay online, I would need to ensure both of us were able to receive a 

continuous high-speed network signal during the interviewing process; otherwise, our 

conversation and recording could be interrupted, damaging in terms of data collection 

and initiating a satisfactory interaction. Second, both of us needed to be in a quiet 

place to enhance the quality of the recording and also for the purposes of minimising 

or eliminating potential distractions, such as barking dogs or other people. Third, from 

a private location because the interview question might lead interviewees to reveal 

something they regarded as private; for instance, the challenges they encountered 

when volunteering abroad. I also needed to be fully prepared and adapt the situation 

accordingly if difficulties arose, such as a large time lag or a spotty connection. Lastly, 

if participants chose a plug-in earphone to talk, I made sure that they were close 

enough to the microphone to produce a high-quality and clear voice. One interviewee 

in the pilot study played with her earphone cable, manipulating it with her fingers, 

which caused interference on the final recording.  

Upon completing the piloting interviews, gaining feedback from the three interviewees, 

and my personal experiences from the pilot interviews, I further developed and refined 

my interview instruments, reframed the interview questions and adapted the pre-

determined interview procedures accordingly. I mainly adapted my predesigned 

interview guide according to the five aspects below (see Appendix 5 for the adjusted 

interview guide). 

Firstly, I improved the wording of my few interview questions, as I found some words 

unsuitable for non-academics and some sentences which had the same meaning 

yielded more details of the topic. Specifically, I altered “How do you define intercultural 

interaction?” to “What is your perspective of intercultural interaction?”. Moreover, the 

term ‘working, living or studying in a culturally and linguistically diverse group’ caused 

much confusion to interviewees as three of them repeatedly asked me for the meaning 

of the term, thus I changed it to ‘interacting with culturally and linguistically diverse 

people’ (shortened to ‘diverse individuals’ in this thesis).  
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Secondly, I added two more key questions: “Can you describe an experience which 

made a deep impression on you?” and “Can you describe a person who made a deep 

impression on you?” to my interview guide. They were employed accidentally as 

probes in my pilot study, but to my surprise as they triggered the interviewees to open 

up and share more fascinating experiences with me. In addition, it is difficult to 

translate the English word ‘competency’ directly to any Chinese word, so I initially 

translated it to a Chinese word that is equivalent to ‘skill’ in my pilot interviews. I found 

that limited my interviewees’ thoughts and caused confusion, as competency can refer 

to a mixture of knowledge, skills, actions and attitudes. As I intended to avoid using 

any existing terms to limit my interviewees’ thoughts, I thus asked interviewees “What 

factors are most likely to contribute to success in interaction with diverse individuals?”. 

This question enabled me to explore their perspectives of the important competencies 

required for intercultural interaction. Subsequently, the following question was altered 

to “Where those you mentioned as success indicators for intercultural interaction are 

lacking, can they be developed or acquired via any means?”. 

Thirdly, besides my initial situational responsive and nonverbal probes, I prepared 

additional probes and prompts to add to the list of interview questions to trigger 

participants’ responses across different dimensions. According to King and Horrocks 

(2010, p.40), probes are utilised to “encourage a participant to expand on an initial 

answer in order to obtain more depth in their response about” a particular topic, whilst 

prompts are a questioning technique often used to nudge an interviewee in the right 

direction, typically used “where the interviewee has expressed uncertainty or 

incomprehension about the initial question” (ibid). Thus, preparing probes and prompts 

in advance increased the possibility of gaining further insights and ensuring the 

interview procedure stuck to the research focus. Also, since it is my responsibility to 

ask follow-up questions to obtain rich data, preparing more probes and prompts 

released my pressure to produce instant questions. However, I was mindful to be 

cautious and avoid using too many probing and prompting questions, as from there 

the interview might turn into a structured questionnaire.  

Fourthly, I designed an interview field note form especially for my own study (Appendix 

6). Qualitative field notes are an important component of rigorous qualitative studies. 

Numerous qualitative research method guidelines advocate researchers to take filed 

notes to enrich the data and its context for analysis (Patton, 2014; Silverman, 2013). I 
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intended to use my field notes to reinforce my memory of the context of each interview. 

When I made field notes during my pilot interviews, the notes were messy without a 

well-designed structure, as Phillippi and Lauderdale (2018, p.383) suggest, “a well-

framed approach to field note collection is ideally created prior to study start”, 

thereafter a field note form was created based upon my pilot interviews. It contains 

some general information of the interview, such as time, location and participants’ 

demographic information; and four larger columns, which are “Memorable things that 

stood out”, “What worked”, “What did not work” and “Areas for possible follow-up or 

further exploration”, which allowed me to improve my interviewing approach 

continuously, and subsequent interviews during actual data collection became more 

explicit.  

Lastly, to encourage my participants to share their experiences I adopted a strategy 

associated with narrative interviewing; that is, prior to starting the key interview 

questions, participants were told that the format from that point forward would be less 

like asking and answering questions, but more about the interviewee sharing stories 

from their own significant intercultural interaction experiences with diverse individuals 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). Thereafter, they could share their volunteering 

experiences as stories, and discuss any experience or encounter they felt to be 

important or in relation to my research focus at any stage of my interview process. 

This strategy aimed to alleviate interviewee apprehension and facilitated the data 

collection process by building rapport and trust, which created a relaxed atmosphere. 

Nevertheless, I still stuck to my interview schedule. But if my interviewee began to 

cover a question I had not mentioned yet, I would skip that corresponding question to 

avoid repetition. 

Interview Preparation 

Building rapport through early communication with participants is important in the 

establishment of successful interview interactions (Nehls et al., 2015). When I 

connected with potential participants via WeChat, I introduced myself and chatted 

informally with them, which I believed would create a comfortable atmosphere in the 

interview and allow them to share their experiences more freely.  

After obtaining verbal agreement from my participants, I sent them the participant 

information sheet and consent form, and requested they sign the consent form 
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electronically and return it. Both documents were written in English and Chinese (see 

Appendices 7–8). As Berg (2004) suggests, it is of crucial importance to obtain 

informed consent from participants prior to their engagement in the research. The 

consent form outlined how I ensured participants’ complete confidentiality regarding 

any information they shared and their right to withdraw from the study without fear of 

being penalised. The participant information sheet aimed to familiarise them with the 

study and prepare them to feel more confident and comfortable during the interview 

procedure. Besides the above two documents, a QR code, as previously mentioned 

above, to collect demographical information was also sent via WeChat prior to 

interviewing. 

Given that participants’ volunteering time was completed within one year, their 

volunteer experiences might have ended recently or months ago, therefore a strategy 

for stimulating their memory was required. I invited participants to bring any volunteer-

related photographs to the interview, not as a requirement but because I believed 

those photographs could serve as a stimulus for recalling and triggering participants’ 

memories and enhancing their responses.  

With the preparation work completed, I began to negotiate interview dates, times, 

approaches and locations. All interviews were scheduled at mutually convenient times 

and places. Participants were fully informed that interviewing could occur in person or 

by videoconferencing, and that I did not have any preference as neither approach 

would affect the interview process. I intended this option to put respondents at ease, 

as Kazmer and Xie’s (2008) study shows that enabling individuals to choose the 

interviewing means by themselves led to an increase of their willingness to participate. 

This is also a way to build rapport and trust between the interviewee and interviewer 

(Nehls et al., 2015). 

Interview Procedure  

Conducting the actual field work, I introduced myself and provided an overview of the 

research, clarified the objectives and the format of the interview, including confirming 

that the interview would last around 60 minutes. Although participants had received 

the participant information sheet, I showed it to them again to remind them of the key 

issues.  
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Then permission from participants was obtained to begin audio recording the interview. 

I assured them the recording would be used for transcription and analysis purposes, 

and that they could be assured of confidentiality and anonymity. They were informed 

that I would need to take field notes during the interview.  

Lastly, I explained the format would be less about them asking and answering 

questions, but more about them sharing stories from their own intercultural 

experiences of interacting with culturally and linguistically different people, plus they 

were reminded that they could present any photograph along with their responses. 

After clarifying these important details and testing the recording devices, I began to 

conduct the interview. 

Seven interviews were conducted via videoconferencing, and the remaining five in 

person. All the videoconferencing interviews were of a high-quality and quiet 

environment, informed by the piloting interviews. The average duration of the 

interviews was 52 minutes. Only on one occasion did a videoconferencing interview 

last longer than the 1-hour time frame negotiated, around 76 minutes, and the shortest 

one lasted 42 minutes. A full semi-structured interview transcript is shown in Appendix 

10. 

Suggested by Nehls et al. (2015), “rapport building is not exclusively for the time 

leading up to an interview” (p.149). After each interview, I sent a formal message along 

with a small gift bought in UK, as mentioned in Subsection 4.4.2, to thank each 

participant for appreciating their time and participation, and reminded them that I might 

get in touch with them again in the near future for clarification, and they were welcome 

to share with me about anything they forgot to mention in the interviews.  

4.5.2 Documents 

Document has been considered as another major data type for qualitative research 

(Bowen, 2009; Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Flick, 2018; O’Leary, 2017). Reviewing 

documents is similar to other qualitative methods, as answers to research questions 

are often located in documents: demanding researchers to examine and interpret them 

to obtain meanings; to retrieve, understand, and develop empirical knowledge; and to 

discover insights in relation to the research problem (Bowen, 2009; Rapley, 2007). 

Bowen (2009) points out that reviewing documents involves exploring various forms 

of text as a source of research data:  



 127 

advertisements; agendas, attendance registers, and minutes of 

meetings; manuals; background papers; books and brochures, 

diaries and journals, event programs (i.e., printed outlines; letter and 

memoranda; maps and charts; newspapers (clipping/articles); press 

releases; program proposals; application forms, and summaries; 

radio and television program scripts; organisational or institutional 

reports; survey data; and various public records. (p.28)  

Bowen (2009) summarises how documents can provide supplementary data and a 

rich context of the research. They can verify findings from other data sources; support 

developing additional questions and discovering new circumstances that are 

observable; allow researchers to track changes and development in projects; and can 

be considered as “the most effective means of gathering data when events can no 

longer be observed or when informants have forgotten the details” (p.31). In recent 

years, employing documents for yielding qualitative data has increased in popularity 

as documents support our understanding of society (Flick, 2018; O’Leary, 2017).  

Reviewing documents has been mainly used in combination with other qualitative 

research methods for the purposes of triangulation, which refers to collecting data from 

multiple sources to study the same phenomenon (Bowen, 2009; Merriam, 2009). As 

such, through drawing upon several different research methods and examining the 

related data sources, qualitative researchers are able to produce and corroborate 

convergent findings across data sets, and consequently alleviate potential bias and 

enhance the credibility of a study (O’Leary, 2017). Moreover, Patton (2014) claims that 

triangulation could protect researchers from the criticism that a study’s findings are 

only an artefact generated via a single researcher’s bias, a single data collection 

method, as well as a single data source.  

In terms of the advantages associated with reviewing documents, using documents 

does not require transcription as it is mainly recorded in textual format. Thus it can be 

considered as an efficient and effective qualitative data method. Moreover, it provides 

an “objective buffer between the research and researched” (O’Leary, 2017, p.267). 

Observation and other qualitative research methods are driven by researcher who 

might have an impact on the people, events or situations being explored, yet by 

procuring existing documents, which did not involve the researcher in their production, 

removes the “possibility of tainting data with bias” (ibid). Nevertheless, O’Leary (2017) 
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emphasises that researchers need to spend more time in selecting rather than 

collecting documents, to be vigilant and critical about the content they contain to 

ensure accuracy and credibility, and also to avoid selection bias.  

Existing Volunteering Reports 

I adopted the existing volunteering reports written by international volunteers as 

contextualising, orientation material in this research to provide a rich context for 

understanding interview participants’ experiences prior to the interviews. As 

mentioned in previous sections, every AIESEC international volunteer is required to 

produce a report to describe their overall experiences, including their volunteering 

projects and experiences of collaborating and interacting with diverse individuals, as 

well as the perceived significance of the experiences. The report itself has no rigid 

structure requirement. Along with the written content, a wide range of photographs 

were added by the authors as visual evidence of their experiences. These reports 

were written immediately after volunteers returned to Mainland China, and therefore 

when the details of their experiences were fresh in their minds, unlike the interview 

data collection method where a researcher might need a number of stimuli to trigger 

respondents’ memories.  

The volunteering reports were written following the guidelines set by the AIESEC, the 

majority of these were of a high standard and have already been archived in an online 

public domain. As mentioned in Subsection 4.4.3, the reports I gathered were sent by 

the AIESEC which increases the credibility of the information. To my best knowledge 

because the motivation of the AIESEC volunteering report is to present to broader 

audiences about intercultural interaction with diverse individuals in real world, 

including both benefits received and challenges encountered, and how volunteers 

overcame those or what they gained if fail to overcome, thus the AIESEC will show 

the most authentic intercultural experiences of volunteers, which is the focus of this 

study. Accordingly, the volunteering reports were produced without my intervention. I 

did not have any impact on the productive process of the reports, and this eliminates 

the possibility of any biased data produced by the researcher.   

As the volunteering reports were existing documents, I did not need to expend much 

effort in collecting them, but to select the most relevant ones to my study. Although 

these reports were not originally written for research purposes, they were employed 
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as a cost-effective and valuable background materials, since they contained 

information related to the research questions of this study. 

Selected Volunteering Reports 

With respect to the volunteer reports, I spent more time focused on selecting rather 

than collecting them. My requests for reports and their subsequent selections took five 

months. As aforementioned, I selected 182 out of 389 volunteering reports according 

to my pre-established criteria (see Subsection 4.5.1). Although qualitative research 

values depth over breadth and seeks quality over quantity, the contextual content of 

those selected reports was intriguing, I subsequently realised they held useful 

background information which could guide my interview process and decided to review 

them all. These 182 international volunteers from Mainland China went to 41 different 

countries across 4 continents, including Asia (mainly South Asia and the Middle East), 

Europe (mainly Eastern Europe), Africa and South America (see Table A in Appendix 

2).  

I organised information from the chosen reports in a Microsoft Excel profile, containing 

columns about gender, volunteering destination, volunteering project type, project 

details, word count and the numerical code I assigned to each report. This set of 

volunteering reports did not include reports written by the interview participants of this 

study. Among the 182 reports, 33 were written by male volunteers, the other 149 were 

written by female volunteers. Such gender imbalance is not surprising but truly 

reflected the male-female ratio for the AIESEC international volunteers from Mainland 

China. The AIESEC’s report guidelines do not set a wording length, thus a report can 

be extremely long such as over 10,000 Chinese characters, or extremely short such 

as 500 Chinese characters. I established a word length criterion while selecting the 

reports. From my previous translation experiences, the ratio of Chinese characters to 

English words ranges from 2 to 1.5, I decide to adopt a median of 1.75 as the ratio for 

this study. The average length of the selected reports in this study was around 2486 

Chinese characters which is around 1420 English words. The longest report I selected 

was 5530 English words, the shortest one was 590 English words. Three full translated 

volunteering reports are shown in Appendices 11, 12, and 13. 

In summary, the volunteering reports provided fresh, useful and fruitful information and 

background whilst looking at the intercultural interaction experiences of international 
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volunteers from Mainland China, and some specific experiences arose that were not 

mentioned by interview participants, which served as contextualising material for my 

semi-structured interview approach.  

4.6 Data Analysis  

It is paramount to describe qualitative analysis step by step, as it served the research 

questions in insightful ways. Qualitative analysis is an iterative process, involving 

reading, analysis and interpretation, which can often be a time-consuming one. The 

current study employed one instrument for data collection: semi-structured interviews, 

collected in Mandarin. With respect to the volunteering reports, I reviewed all the 

selected ones preceding the interview data analysis, which helped me to gain useful 

“macro” context to understand my participants’ experiences. The interview data was 

the primary source of evidence. As stated previously, I planned to learn about the 

complex intersectionality of my participants’ identity, their individual sensemaking of 

their overall interaction experiences with diverse individuals, and also potential 

sharedness and particularities among their perspectives. Consequently, I first 

explored insights within each interviewee case that might address my research aims, 

and then compared insights across 12 case studies.  

In the following subsections, the process of data analysis in this research study will be 

elaborated on in detail. 

4.6.1 Interview Transcripts  

All semi-structured interviews were recorded and later transcribed in Chinese. When 

conducting analysis, written transcripts were easy to use and provided a back-up in 

case of technical failure. Since this study does not involve discourse or conversation 

analysis, therefore most non-verbal signals, including overlapping speech, laughter, 

stuttering, were not recorded. Only some occasional ‘response/non-response tokens’ 

(e.g., Yeah, Uh huh, Mm, etc.) (Oliver et al., 2005) were noted on transcripts. Still, 

transcribing 12 interviews presented a complex and challenging task for me, as 

transcribing essentially is time-consuming. Considering the time constraints of this 

study, I hired two transcribers to facilitate the process of transcribing the interviews 

into research data in textual format (Microsoft Word documents). The two transcribers 

from Mainland China were fluent in English and had extensive transcription experience. 

I had a face-to-face meeting with them separately before transcription, they were 
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provided with specific instructions about the research purpose and corresponding 

transcription requirements (e.g. the specific transcribing procedure), along with a 

document detailing all the important matters and a confidentiality agreement to be 

signed to prevent the disclosure of participants’ personal information (Appendix 9).  

I emphasised that they only needed to type the recordings verbatim without omitting 

any words or sentences. I wished that the transcripts would stay true to participants’ 

actual speech, and thus favoured participants’ words and tried to avoid prior 

assumption. They were asked to note the specific interviewing time before each pre-

determined key interview question, so that I would be able to check the completed 

transcripts more efficiently. If they were unclear about any precise wording, the places 

and interview time needed to be highlighted in red. Additionally, they were requested 

to delete all electronic files containing study-related documents from their computer 

hard drive and any backup devices after completing the work — one of the regulations 

in our confidentiality agreement.  

Each transcriber completed six semi-structured interviews. To ensure the credibility of 

the data, I listened to the recordings and checked all completed transcripts line by line 

and amended accordingly. I removed all identifying information from the completed 

transcripts. This checking process allowed me to familiarise myself with the data — 

the initial step of the thematic data analysis approach adopted in this study. 

After I finished checking the documents, I sent the transcripts to the interview 

participants via WeChat and informed them that if they found any places they felt 

needed to be amended, I would be glad to discuss this with them accordingly. 

Nevertheless, my participants either told me that they were satisfied with the 

transcripts or promised would have a look but never sent them back. 

4.6.2 Translation 

This qualitative study involves issues related to language differences. The data were 

collected in Mandarin but to produce an English thesis translation was required. Many 

scholars identify a range of possible challenges associated with translation in 

qualitative research studies. First, translation has time-consuming and costly aspects. 

Second, meaning can be easily lost and distorted during the translation process, as in 

some instances there is no direct translation in some languages and dialects or some 

words can be understood in several different ways. Moreover, concepts in one 



 132 

language may be understood differently in another (Smith et al., 2008; Tsai et al., 2004; 

van Nes et al., 2010). 

The quality of qualitative research relies on interpretations to be as close as possible: 

between meanings given by participants of their experiences and the meanings 

interpreted by the researcher in the findings (Polkinghorne, 2007). Qualitative 

research studies mainly work with words, and seek to study meanings in subjective 

experiences. Undoubtedly, interpretation and understanding of meanings are a key 

aspect, especially as text is utilised to ultimately transport the meaning to the readers. 

Nevertheless, giving meanings to experiences can be regarded as a complex process. 

Considering the “meaning of experiences is often not completely accessible for 

subjects and difficult to express in language” (van Nes et al., 2010, p.315), language 

differences could cause the loss of meaning and hinder the process of transferring 

meaning to the reader. Translation between languages involves interpretation, which 

poses an additional challenge to the process of interpreting participants’ 

interpretations of their experiences. 

With respect to the data analysis process, I did not translate all data from Chinese to 

English considering the study’s time constraints, but I coded and named identified 

themes in English. I decided to code my data in English at an initial stage, which is 

advocated by Smith, Chen and Liu (2008) who conducted a similar research study 

collecting data in Mandarin but needed to present it in English. Since my everyday 

language was English during the process of data analysis, being immersed in such a 

language environment made me habituated to think and express ideas in English, and 

thus it felt comfortable to code in English. In addition, the advantage of having a coding 

system in English allowed me to easily discuss ideas with my supervisors and 

subsequently make refinements accordingly.  

Moreover, to ensure the rigour of this study, every extract and direct/verbatim quote 

presented in this thesis was translated by me and checked by two experts, and any 

disagreement were resolved through joint discussion between the three of us. The 

discussion and checking process was time-consuming, but increased the quality of 

the research. A full semi-structured interview transcript and three full volunteering 

reports are shown in Appendices 10, 11, 12, and 13. 
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4.6.3 Computer Assisted Data Analysis 

All completed transcripts were imported into a qualitative data analysis software tool 

called NVivo (Version 12).  NVivo allows transcripts to be imported in Mandarin but 

coded in English. Two screenshots of the NVivo software interface are shown in 

Appendix 14. Making sense of qualitative data requires a systematic process of 

organisation: deciding on data chunks, assigning meanings and identifying patterns 

(Smith et al., 2008). By using NVivo, the coding process was more effective and 

efficient, as the software facilitated the organisation and creation of the codes, and 

provided functions to retrieve specific excerpts and the codes allocated to them, thus 

it was much easier to constantly compare codes. In this case, NVivo was extremely 

helpful, as the data consisted of 12 individuals interview transcripts. 

4.6.4 Semi-structured Interview Data Analysis 

This study seeks to produce a holistic picture of individuals’ experiences of intercultural 

interaction through generating diverse perspectives to add depth to the phenomenon 

of interest. Lieblich et al. (1998) proposes two practical, independent dimensions for 

conceptualising the analysis of personal experience narratives: a) holistic versus 

categorical and b) content versus form. The first dimension refers to “the unit of 

analysis, whether an utterance or section abstracted from a complete text or the 

narrative as a whole” (ibid, p.12), whereas the second refers to the traditional 

dichotomy between content and forms of narratives. In this case, four approaches 

exist to analyse personal experience narratives: holistic-content, holistic-form, 

categorical-content and categorical-form. 

Following this method, I employed the ‘content’ dimension (Lieblich et al., 1998), as I 

was more interested in the content of international volunteers’ life experiences than 

the forms their stories took. I then considered the holistic-content approach and the 

categorical-content approach more specifically. The former approach aimed to 

generate a global impression of individuals' experiences from identifying meanings 

within the narrative texts. In the sense that, through the repetitive reading of the data 

content, the “meaning of the text” will eventually “speak to you” (ibid, p.62). Thus, I 

aimed to detect the “meanings” within the narratives, which were usually “in the form 

of foci of the entire story” (ibid, p.62)”. The latter categorical approach was similar to 
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the thematic analysis approach by reducing data to small units of content as codes 

and iteratively classifying codes into different categories and themes. 

According to Lieblich et al. (1998), while a categorial-content approach is useful to 

select “subtext relevant to a particular research question” (p.122), alone it may be 

problematic as it requires “extracting parts of the life story out of the whole and 

disregarding contextual factors” (ibid). They argue that the interpretation of personal 

experience narratives demands researchers to “take into account holistic and 

contextual factors” (ibid), otherwise it is difficult to “research meaningful conclusions” 

(ibid, p.170).  

Since I aimed to understand the complex intersectionality of my participants’ identity, 

the meanings within their personal stories related to their overall experiences and their 

detailed sense-makings, and I would benefit from holistic-content reading and 

categorical-content analysis. I therefore chose to employ both approaches to analyse 

the interview data. I employed the holistic-content approach first as that helped me to 

develop a global impression of the participants and their interaction experience stories 

as a whole, this involved reading and re-reading the transcripts. The previous process 

of checking verbatim interview transcripts, required me to immerse myself in an 

iterative process while returning to the original audio recordings for accuracy checking, 

which boosted my level of familiarity with the data. During the process, I took notes on 

special foci of the content and omitted the irrelevant parts. Next, I generated my 

participants’ personal experience narratives, this process again required me to 

iteratively re-read the transcripts. Those narratives will be presented as individual case 

studies in Chapter 5. 

With respect to categorical-content analysis, as it is akin to thematic analysis, I chose 

to follow Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phased guideline (Figure 4.2), since I found 

their description of the thematic analysis process to be very clear for me as a novice 

researcher.  
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Figure 4.2 The Six Phases of Thematic Analysis 

Source: Braun and Clarke (2006, p.87) 

The method is essentially an analytical approach where researchers take an active 

role to identify, analyse and report patterns or themes within the data set that can 

“potentially provide a rich, detailed, yet complex account of data” (ibid, p.78). It is not 

a linear process, but a recursive process that requires the researcher to move back 

and forth flexibly to deal with the data, codes, extracted examples, selected themes.  

As I took an interpretive standpoint to analyse my data, I did not treat my participants’ 

talk as a “transparent window on their world” (Braun & Clarke, p.26), but strove to 

interpret the meanings they assigned to their experiences, and to identify the 

underlying ideas or assumptions articulated in the data. Accordingly, the analysis 

process involved interpretation throughout the whole process of developing themes.  

Prior to the final coding process, the first step was to familiarise myself with the data, 

which I did during the holistic-content reading process. After this ‘familiarisation’ phase, 

the coding process began. Coding refers to “assigning tags or labels to delegate units 

of meaning to pieces of data” (Tuckett, 2005, p.81). The main purpose of this phase 

was to reduce data into potential themes, which has been considered as an important 

strategy for qualitative researchers (Creswell, 2007). Terms used for coding were 

generated from the previous literature I had read, but also from my own phrases, 

words, or thoughts used to summarise segments of text. I also adopted in vivo codes; 

verbatim words or phrases taken from the data as codes. If one excerpt represented 

more than one meaning, multiple codes were assigned to it.  

Three rounds of coding occurred in this phase, as I found one round of coding was not 

sufficient to reduce data to identify all of the potential themes. In the initial coding 
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process, most codes were in vivo. Although I employed NVivo software to assist my 

analysis, it did not replace my role as a researcher in creating and collating the data 

codes, it afforded me with greater flexibility to manually code and adjust codes, and 

facilitated retrieving specific extracts rapidly compared to traditional coding methods. 

A vivid and illustrative example of how I coded interview transcripts is shown in 

Appendix 15. 

Due to the great volume of collected data, the initial coding phase relied on a 

‘theoretical propositions’ approach (Yin, 2009), in which the analysis is guided by the 

theoretical propositions and the research questions of the study. According to Spencer 

et al. (2013), during the coding phase meaningless and irrelevant data can be omitted. 

Therefore, in the initial coding stage, the research questions guided my decisions 

about what to keep and discard; however, the subsequent analytical phases were 

based on an ‘inductive approach’, where I did not limit myself to fit into a pre-existing 

coding frame and my analytic preconceptions, but allowed new information, categories 

and themes to emerge from the raw data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). With a combination 

of the theoretical propositions and inductive approach, I stuck to the analytical track in 

line with the research aim of this thesis. Yet stayed alert to relevant, meaningful and 

interesting information emerging from the data.  

Secondary codes were created on the basis of these initial codes by integrating 

interpretation. For instance, after initially coding the phrase ‘start to realise many 

different kinds of people within a country’, the secondary code became ‘acknowledging 

the diversity within a country’. While some initial codes contained more interpretation, 

others were coded in a more descriptive way, which applied little interpretation. For 

example, ‘lack of English vocabulary is difficult to fully express ideas’ was secondarily 

coded as ‘inadequate English vocabulary to communicate’. According to Adair and 

Pastori (2011), interpretation is unavoidable during the coding process and its extent 

is determined by the researcher. While the data should not be over interpreted at this 

stage, Birks et al. (2008) suggests that the meanings extracted from participants’ own 

words within the data are needed to move from a concrete level to a conceptual level.  

Data coherency gradually emerged during the second round of coding; several 

interview transcripts, for instance, yielded ‘local people’s hospitality boosts braveness 

to talk’. Text segments which delivered the same meanings were merged under same 

secondary codes. Similarity within the data plays a key role in answering the research 
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questions (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Jamieson, 2016). As discussed earlier, data analysis 

is an iterative process, and therefore the codes in this phase were subject to 

refinement. If any secondary code was incompatible with its corresponding initial code, 

it was refined to a more reasonable one. Such a process ensured codes were not 

limited by pre-conceived codes. These secondary codes are presented as categories 

in Chapter five, categories are on a level lower than sub-themes.  

Following the second round of coding, another layer of coding occurred: applying 

tertiary codes, which essentially entails creating sub-themes. Secondary codes were 

reviewed, and those that cohered were grouped together based on their similarities 

and tertiary codes were assigned to these clusters regardless of the research 

questions. This procedure assured that related codes appeared together. 

Correspondingly, through NVivo the secondary codes were placed into clusters using 

a merging function within the NVivo software, and tertiary codes were used to name 

these clusters.  

The next step collated codes into potential themes. Tertiary sub-theme codes were 

reviewed and amalgamated further into themes (Attride-Stirling, 2001; Braun & Clarke, 

2006). Tertiary codes were grouped into themes according to the ideas and meanings 

they inferred. I then iteratively reviewed and refined the themes, through which, I was 

able to generate clear definitions and names for each theme. These themes will be 

presented in Chapter 5.3. 

4.6.5 Reviewing Documents 

Inspired by the ‘holistic-content’ approach, I decided to review the document reports, 

which preceded the interview data analysis, as part of the context and preliminary 

exploration of the phenomenon of interest. As mentioned in Section 4.5, I spent three 

months selecting volunteering reports on the basis of my predesigned criteria, 

extracting and summarising essential information from each report, and organising 

that retrieved information into a Microsoft Excel profile. This sorting process boosted 

my level of familiarity with the reports. To better retrieve corresponding text and 

information, a thematic analysis approach was utilised to review volunteering reports 

in NVivo software to prepare for the interviews. The analysis process followed a similar 

pattern as the later interview data, as described in Subsection 4.6.4. A vivid and 

illustrative example of how I coded volunteering reports is shown in Appendix 16.  
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By using volunteering reports as contextual materials and then collecting data through 

12 semi-structured interviews, the current study could provide a holistic and fuller 

picture of the phenomenon of interest than any of those approaches could achieve 

alone. This process accomplished triangulation. Triangulation is the use of multiple 

data sources or methods in qualitative research to develop a comprehensive 

understanding of the phenomenon (Bowen, 2009; Merriam, 2009; O’Leary, 2017; 

Patton, 2014). Unlike studies rooted in scientific paradigm, triangulation creates a 

convergence to test, contest or challenge the findings and, consequently, to increase 

the validity and objectivity of the study. For instance, interpretivist studies seek to 

employ triangulation to provide multiple viewpoints and to amplify the perspectives of 

participants who have been ignored or overlooked in scientific inquiry.  

While semi-structured interviews allowed me to interact directly with my study group 

to gain a complex, detailed understanding of their experiences, the reports were 

written following the guidelines set by the volunteers’ organisation and offered me the 

chance to understand volunteers’ experience without my intervention. Plus, the reports 

were written immediately after volunteers returned to Mainland China which provided 

fresh and vivid information whilst looking at their intercultural interaction experiences, 

unlike the interview data collection method where a researcher might need a number 

of stimuli to trigger respondents’ memories and therefore the details of the interview 

participant’ experiences might not as fresh as the reports. The entire set of 

volunteering reports provided useful “macro" context for me to better understand my 

interview participants’ experiences. I also identified and noted relevant points where I 

could add depth to the interview data as contextual information, see Chapter 6. 

4.7 Methodological Concerns 

In this section, the relational methodological concerns pertaining to interpretative 

qualitative study in general, and issues in relation to this study will be addressed in 

three different aspects: ethical considerations, the study quality, and methodological 

limitations.  

4.7.1 Ethical Considerations 

Since this study involved human subjects, vital consideration should be given to 

ethical-related issues. According to Creswell and Creswell (2018), researchers need 

to be aware of all potential ethical issues that may occur during any phase of the 
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research process. As the researcher of the current study, I have a fundamental 

responsibility towards the ‘researched’ individuals. Therefore, I employed several 

strategies to address the ethical issues in this study and to safeguard participants’ 

rights.  

First, prior to embarking on the fieldwork, I obtained ethical approval for the pilot and 

the main study from the Ethics Committee of University of Exeter in November 2018. 

(Appendices 17–18). The research objectives, potential participants, and the 

recruitment procedure were clearly outlined in the application form. 

Second, was my commitment to obtain participants’ consent prior to collecting data 

from them. The data in this study came from interviewees and reports. Prior consent 

for the reports to be utilised as data had been agreed upon by international volunteers 

when they submitted them to the organisation. However, for the interviews further 

steps were taken as outlined in Subsections 4.4.2 and 4.5.1.  

Third, during the data collection process, fully informed the purposes of this study, 

participants were aware that they were free to express their views in their own ways 

without me commenting on or evaluating their ideas. As this project was mainly 

focused on exploring participants’ previous volunteering experiences, there was no 

obvious harm to participants. Except if they potentially relived difficult experiences, I 

planned to refer them to the counsellors and support organisation in China I prepared 

if needed. In the post interview stage, transcripts are provided for participants if 

required.  

Fourth, with informed consent I ensured participants’ rights to anonymity and 

confidentiality, and the option to withdraw at any stage. All the data would be kept 

confidential and all identifying item would be removed throughout the whole thesis. 

For this reason, anyone (i.e. transcribers) with access to the data was required to sign 

a confidentiality agreement (Appendix 9), and pseudonyms were adopted for interview 

participants and numerical codes were assigned to each volunteering report (see 

Section 5.1).  

Fifth, with respect to data storage, data sources were stored in safe places with 

passwords and keys. The majority of the collected data were in electronic format, and 

stored only in two password-protected devices: one my university desktop computer, 

the other my laptop. All electronic data were not uploaded to any online storage to 
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avoid data leakage, as I took responsibility for all the collected data and many big 

companies have been involved in data leakage scandals. The paper formatted data 

(e.g. field notes and consent forms), were stored in my office locker, and brought out 

to be used only when I needed them.  

4.7.2 The Trustworthiness of This Study 

With respect to studies rooted in interpretive qualitative tradition, many academics 

acknowledge that undertaking research is never value neutral (Thanh & Thanh, 2015; 

Scotland, 2012). Instead, it is regarded as a subjective process of interpretation; the 

rigour and quality of which cannot be measured via traditional criteria of validity, 

generalisability and reliability associated with studies in scientific research paradigm, 

rather it is evaluated through its reflexive, consistent and transparent procedures, 

which can be summarised as the ‘trustworthiness’ of a study (Merriam, 2009). In this 

study, trustworthiness will be discussed following Lincoln and Guba’s (1986) 

suggestion that it can be assessed through four criteria: credibility, transferability, 

dependability and confirmability.  

Credibility refers to how well researchers are able to “authenticate observations” 

(O’Leary, 2017, p.221). To assure the credibility of this study, I employed several 

methods suggested by Lincoln and Guba (1986), including triangulation of the data, 

peer debriefing and member checks. For triangulation purposes, volunteering reports 

were adopted as contextual materials for better understanding 12 semi-structured 

interviews, to enrich the understanding of the research questions. For peer debriefing, 

I have continuously consulted with my supervisors and other experienced researchers 

in my field along the whole PhD journey. For member checks, all transcripts were 

transcribed by two professional transcriptionists and checked by me line by line before 

being sent to participants to verify their responses, and all the translated texts were 

first translated by me and then checked by two experts.  

Transferability refers to what extent the results of the research study can apply to other 

contexts with other individuals. To facilitate transferability, Lincoln and Guba (1986) 

advocate to use ‘thick description’ in portraying the finding(s). According to Li (2004), 

thick description “enables judgments about how well the research context fits other 

contexts, thick descriptive data, i.e. a rich and extensive set of details concerning 

methodology and context, should be included in the research report” (p.305). 
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Therefore, in this thesis I have delineated my interpretation of participants’ 

experiences of intercultural interaction during overseas volunteering in detail, and in 

this chapter I have written up the methods as transparently as possible, to enhance 

the transferability of the study. Additionally, I have detailed the criteria for selecting my 

participants, their specific characteristics, which could also facilitate the transferability 

of the research study, as suggested by Anney (2014). 

With regard to dependability and confirmability, dependability “involves an 

interrogation of the context and the methods used to derive the data” (Richard, 2009, 

p.159) and confirmability is “concerned with establishing that data and interpretations 

of the findings are not figments of the inquirer’s imagination, but are clearly derived 

from the data” (Tobin & Begley, 2004, p.392). As such, dependability involves a 

delineation of details regarding the connection between study aims and methodology, 

including an explanation of the methods and procedures for data collection and data 

analysis; whilst confirmability is the idea that a research study represents the 

researched participants’ thoughts and experiences rather than a researcher’s 

imagination and bias.  

I discuss dependability and confirmability together since they could be achieved in a 

similar way. An audit trail is normally considered to achieve dependability and 

confirmability (Anney, 2014; Bowen, 2009; Tobin & Begley, 2004), through 

transparently reporting all the details of the research processes (such as context, 

research design, data collection) so that the study can be assessed or evaluated by 

an external auditor to ensure I did not simply find what I originally set out to find. Both 

of my supervisors and other kind professors, in my college, have provided external 

reviews along my PhD journey. Moreover, to further achieve confirmability, as 

mentioned above, I sent the interview transcripts to my participants to confirm that my 

interpretation was consistent with their intended meanings of their perceptions.  

4.7.3 Methodological Limitations 

While a research study aims to yield potential advantageous outcomes, it inevitability 

carries associated limitations related to study design. For this study, I summarise four 

major methodological limitations. 

First, this study is rooted in an interpretive paradigm and yields qualitative data, and 

thus it was impossible for me to not bring my own subjective viewpoints, based on my 
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previous background and life experiences, to my interpretation of participants’ 

interpretations of their experiences. As mentioned in Subsection 4.3.3, although 

neutrality is a challenge in any qualitative research project, I employed a number of 

strategies to tackle possible problems that might arise to ensure the trustworthiness 

of this study. 

The second limitation relates to participant selection as all interview participants were 

university students. The initial research design of the target interviewees was not 

limited to international university student volunteers, as the age restriction for this 

volunteer organisation is from 18 – 30 and includes individuals that have been to 

numerous countries. However, as I adopted a snowballing strategy to recruit 

interviewees (see Subsection 4.4.2), my initial contact with AIESEC leaders connected 

me with university students who volunteered during university vacations, and five 

interviewees went to Bahrain. Also, most individuals beyond the age of 22 (the most 

common age for individuals who finish their bachelor’s degree in Mainland China) have 

graduated and transitioned into the workplace. Consequently, they do not necessarily 

have enough spare time to do an over 6-weeks volunteering project abroad, unless 

resigning from their jobs. Thus, this restricted the age of international volunteers. 

Despite my interview participants being university students, the scope of this research 

still applies to young international volunteers from the age of 18 – 30, given that the 

other source of the data in this study came from volunteering reports which were 

written by international volunteers between 18 – 30.  

The third limitation concerns the interview data collection method, it might enhance 

the data if interviews were conducted while participants were volunteering abroad, 

because the memories of their experiences would be more vivid and fresh, and I could 

also trace changes during the course of their volunteering journey. Especially as 

technology facilitates researchers to conduct distant interviews via videoconferencing 

applications, dependant on access to sufficient smart devices and the strength of a 

network signal for interviewers and interviewees.  

A fourth limitation with the study of the design is the linguistic choice, since this study 

needs to be reported in an English doctoral thesis. The initial data were spoken or 

written in Mandarin, which added an additional layer of interpretation. Many words do 

not have direct translation, and some idioms were tricky to translate. It would have 

produced a more accurate data set if the interview and reports had been produced in 
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English. Nevertheless, given the participants of this study that would have been ideal, 

but impossible, and Mandarin carried the advantage of participants being able to fully 

express themselves. 

4.8 Summary  

In this chapter I have described and discussed the research design and 

methodological rationale of the current study. This study is informed by the interpretive 

paradigm to interpret and understand the intercultural interaction experiences of 

international volunteers from Mainland China. To achieve this, I employed a qualitative 

case study design involving 12 semi-structured interviews and 182 existing 

volunteering reports. Semi-structured interviews were piloted prior to the actual 

fieldwork and are the primary source of evidence in this thesis. A document reports 

review process preceded that of the interview data analysis. The entire set of 

volunteering reports provided useful “macro" context for me to better understand the 

interview participants’ experiences. Additionally, I have discussed the relational 

methodological concerns in this study from three different aspects, including different 

procedures towards the ethical considerations of this study, and this study’s 

trustworthiness and quality through four criteria: credibility, transferability, 

dependability and confirmability, and, finally, the methodological limitations of the 

study. The findings of the current study will be presented in Chapter 5.  
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Chapter 5. Findings 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter aims to present the findings of the current study. It has been divided into 

two major sections. The first section presents the holistic-content analysis of the 

interviews as detailed participant case studies, based on the holistic impressions, I 

developed with each participant and their personal experiences stories when 

volunteering abroad. The second section presents the findings of the thematic analysis 

of the cases, which has been divided into five subsections according to the research 

questions. Both sections include supporting quotes and extracts to ensure a good 

degree of transparency in my interpretative moves. Some words of the quotations or 

extracts are underlined to show the key parts of the text.  

In line with the research questions, the second part of the chapter compares 

participants’ views of: how they understood the notion of intercultural interaction, their 

perceived benefits, their perceived barriers (introducing the term ‘inhibiting factors’), 

the important competencies for success in intercultural interaction. Finally, based on 

this analysis I will shed light on possible strategies for developing competencies 

identified by participants as success indicators for intercultural interaction. 

5.2 Holistic Presentation of the Twelve Case Studies 

This section mainly delineates individual cases which are complementary to the 

thematic analysis of the interviews. It presents in depth the respective context of 

participants, such as their overall volunteering experiences, perceived interaction 

experiences with diverse individuals, their feelings and perspectives on those 

experiences, and what they have changed after the experiences. These individual 

case studies have not been arranged by hierarchy of importance, but rather have been 

structured to capture their experience as they told it. As mentioned in Subsection 4.5.1, 

I adopted a strategy associated with narrative interviewing; that is, before asking the 

key interview questions, participants were told that the format of the interview would 

be less like asking and answering questions, but more about the interviewee sharing 

stories from their own significant intercultural interaction experiences with diverse 

individuals. My exact words were, "I hope to you can share your volunteer stories and 

also talk about your experiences of getting along with people of different backgrounds”. 

Therefore, on some occasions, participants shared their experiences and perspectives 
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with me even before I asked. My finalised interview schedule contained 11 main 

questions (Appendix 5). It is worth noting that during the interview, five participants 

(Cora, Emilia, Kyle, Mia and Shen) revealed more details of their context and 

experiences, and thus their cases were richer. In each case, quotes from the 

interviews were adopted to illustrate their narratives. Each case has been given a title 

with the anonymised name of the interviewee and employing expressions shared by 

each in their individual interviews. 

To provide a snapshot of the cases, Table 5.1 summarises participants’ working and 

living environments during overseas volunteering. These serve as important context 

to understand participants’ interaction experiences with diverse individuals. 

Table 5.1 Summary of Participants’ Working and Living Environment During Overseas 

Volunteering 

Participants Work Description Living Environment 

Cora Bahrain: Mainly took care of children 
(diagnosed with autism or language 
disorders) to guard their safety as an 
assistant in a Rehabilitation NGO. 

Lived with volunteers 
across the globe. 

Zhu Nepal: Shared Chinese culture and 
taught Mandarin to primary level 
students in a local school. 

Lived with a local 
university student and a 
Vietnamese volunteer in a 
school dormitory.  

Emilia Egypt: Shot photos and videos, then 
edited and shared them on social 
media platforms to boost Egypt’s 
travelling industry through advertising.  

Lived with volunteers 
across the globe. 

Aria Poland: Shared Chinese culture and 
inspired young people to live life to the 
fullest in primary, middle and high 
schools. 

Lived with a Turkish girl 
and two host families 
(was expelled by one).  

Sarah Mexico: Shared Chinese culture and 
environmental protection knowledge 
with children as a camping teacher in a 
local science museum. 

Lived in a host family. 

Wen Columbia: Hosted cultural events, 
manual workshops, and English 
classes in local libraries, primary 
schools and hospitals. 

Lived in a host family. 

Yang Bahrain: Had ongoing meetings to 
discuss how to raise awareness about 
women’s rights, but no real substance 
was implemented, as “the project 

Living with volunteers 
across the globe. 
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leader was not very reliable” and time 
was not enough. 

Jin Bahrain: Attended some workshops 
unrelated to the project, his project 
“was a failure” (originally planned to 
attract travellers by making promotional 
videos). 

Living with volunteers 
across the globe. 

Kyle Tunisia: Mainly taught local university 
students specific business skills (e.g., 
writing resumes, public speaking). 
Organised workshops to discuss social 
problems (e.g. environmental 
protection). 
 
India: Assisted a local student 
entrepreneurial team to develop and 
expand their market. 

Lived in a host family 
(Tunisia). 
 
Lived with volunteers 
across the globe in a 
university dormitory 
(India). 

Mia Bahrain: Her own project did not 
operate as expected, as the local 
AIESEC team leader was “not 
responsible and reliable”, but she later 
joined Cora’s project in a Rehabilitation 
NGO. 
 
Germany: Mainly taught conversational 

English and organised entertaining 
activities for children in a refugee camp. 

Lived with volunteers 
across the globe (Bahrain 
& Germany). 
 

Rylee Turkey:  Mainly cooperated with other 
international volunteers to encourage 
locals to communicate and share ideas 
with each other in any English topics in 
a café in a small Turkish city. 

Lived in a host family. 

Shen Lebanon: Taught topics related to 
peace education in a Syrian refugee 
camp. 

Lived with volunteers 
across the globe. 

 

5.2.1 Case Study: Cora 

Cora was a third-year university student majoring in Chinese Language and Literature, 

who grew up in a “normal Chinese family” in a less developed tier 222 city called Nan 

Chang in the southern part of China, Jiangxi Province. My initial impression of Cora 

was that she was very outgoing, talkative and unlike a ‘traditional’ Chinese girl as she 

 
22 Cities in China are ranked by 6 tiers: tier 1, new tier 1, tier 2, tier 3, tier 4 and tier 5. Tier 1 cities are the most 
developed cities in China. 
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“favour[ed] adventure”. During our interview, Cora actively shared with me her 

perspectives and experiences before I asked. 

Cora attended a relatively less-internationalised university in her hometown province; 

meaning that the number of international students, international teachers, and 

international staff in the university was scarce. She had never travelled or studied in 

another country prior to her overseas volunteer project. In my interview with Cora, she 

revealed that she had nearly zero perceived experiences interacting with diverse 

individuals before her overseas volunteering project. Cora had never travelled or 

studied in another country prior to her overseas volunteering project. Volunteering in 

Bahrain was her first experience abroad and offered her an opportunity to interact with 

diverse individuals worldwide. Cora’s only perceived previous interaction experience 

(related to Q1) with diverse individuals occurred during the summer vacation before 

her entry to university when she met two Italian expats who were working in China in 

Suzhou23, Jiangsu province, and they kept in touch since then. However, Cora felt that 

she “could not have deep conversation with those two foreign friends” due to her low 

level of spoken-English proficiency as well as her listening skills, and therefore she 

“occasionally encountered some comprehensive problems”.  

When I asked Cora her understanding of intercultural interaction (Q2), she was 

hesitant, as shown by her use of the word ‘maybe’ after taking a pause to think about 

it., to provide a general description. For example, she said, “Maybe it is the interaction 

between people of different cultural backgrounds, how they get along with each other.” 

To explore this question further, I probed to discover what she meant by ‘different 

cultural backgrounds’. Accordingly, she revealed deeper insights of the concept that 

“the entirely different living environment and language, for me this can be counted as 

different cultural background”. Based on her response, I further probed to ask her 

“whether people in China with different dialects and living environments also count”, 

see what she said: 

“I think for me, it is not counted like that, the communication between 

Chinese people cannot be counted as intercultural interaction, because 

we are all in Chinese culture. Maybe there is unbalanced regional 

 
23 Suzhou is a major city in south-eastern Jiangsu Province of East China. Its city centre being 62 miles west of 
that of Shanghai. It is an economic centre and focal point of trade and commerce.  
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development due to economic reasons, but I think our prevailing culture 

is the same. For me, culture is a very broad idea.” 

It can be seen from Cora’s interpretation that, for her, even though ‘intercultural’ 

equates to “communication” between people of “differing living environment[s] and 

language[s]”, intercultural is tied to nationality (“Chinese people cannot be counted”) 

and for an interaction to be intercultural one or more of the interactants must be of 

different nationalities. Thus, she saw culture from an essentialist perspective. 

Cora enjoyed engaging in public welfare projects, such as those that made 

contributions to social development, and had been actively participating in different 

types of volunteering projects in Mainland China for a long time when we spoke. 

English had been one of her favourite subjects since she was young. In daily life, she 

kept reciting new English words and practiced her spoken English alone. Meanwhile, 

she had had a deep longing for an opportunity to communicate via English in a real 

context. Given that she had never been abroad, experiencing a brand-new way to give 

something back to society, practicing English, and seeing the world outside Mainland 

China served as her three major motivations to apply for an overseas volunteering 

project through AIESEC. 

Related to Q1, in the beginning both of Cora’s parents were against her decision to 

volunteer abroad in a “Middle East country” Bahrain, as they thought it was “not safe, 

too dangerous” and Cora “nearly went nowhere before university […] not even to 

mention going abroad” and therefore her parents “were really worried.” However, 

through equal and peaceful negotiation and communication, her parents finally 

supported her decision. Cora shared with me that: 

“Compared to other ‘traditional families’ in Mainland China, my parents 

have always been very supportive, quite open-minded and do not like to 

make decisions for me. And I have lived in school since I was very young, 

so I am quite independent.” 

In my interpretation, Cora’s supportive and open-minded parents have contributed a 

great deal to Cora’s outgoing, extroverted personality trait, as her parents always 

encouraged Cora to make decisions by herself and created a friendly and equal 

environment for her to share ideas confidently.  
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Cora’s intercultural interaction experiences started on the plane to the volunteering 

destination with two other volunteers from Mainland China, who were allocated to 

different projects and accommodation. She was lucky to meet an exceptionally 

hospitable Bahrainese person on the plane, who was a gymnastics coach but also a 

part-time international tour guide. Later on, in the first two days, this person showed 

Cora and her friends the city, from a local perspective. However, it was also this 

person’s friend who placed Cora in an unpleasant situation. Although Cora felt 

discomfort, she did not dare to raise the issue with the person due to the possibility of 

causing offence because of perceived cultural differences (related to Q8): 

“When I took photos with the XXX guy, he always loved to put his hand 

on my shoulder, and insisted that I should put my hand on his waist, but 

I think this is too much … My friends asked me to just ignore him when 

he sent an invitation to hang out again. But I would feel guilty, as I think 

he was waiting for me to reply. Maybe he has no bad intentions, maybe 

just because of the cultural differences. I was afraid to offend him.”  

Cora lived in an apartment in a building filled with international volunteers across the 

globe, her roommates were from Germany, the Netherlands, Belgium, France, Russia 

and Morocco. Due to there being too many volunteers, some of them had to sleep on 

a mattress on the floor. Responding to Q3, although Cora lived in a culturally diverse 

apartment in Bahrain, a building filled with international volunteers from all over the 

world, there were a few other volunteers from Mainland China:  

Me: Most of them were from Europe? 

Cora: Yes, almost. In the first day afternoon, I went out eating with some 

of my co-nationals, we did not know each other before this project. Most 

of them are either from universities in first-tier cities24  in China, like 

Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou and Shenzhen, or other universities that 

belong to 985 or 21125, they have high level of English proficiency. I don’t 

feel that I am that good at spoken English, so I feel a little bit … inferior 

to speak in front of them. 

 
24 First-tier cities are four cities considered as the best cities in Mainland China, including Beijing, 
Shanghai, Guangzhou and Shenzhen. 
25 Universities sponsored by the 211/985 Project, which are honoured as the best universities in China. 
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This demonstrates that, initially, being with many brilliant co-national volunteers whose 

universities were better than Cora’s made her “feel […] inferior”. Cora specifically 

highlighted their “high level of English proficiency” and that they were from “universities 

in first-tier cities in China”. Needless to say, so too did the difficulties she encountered 

in understanding some foreign volunteers. However, after a few days, through 

reflectively thinking, Cora felt that she should be more actively engaged with other 

foreign volunteers as that was her initial aim, as she shared in repones to Q4: 

Cora: As I have mentioned, I felt my English was not very good and felt 

very inferior. But later, I think since I have already been here, I 

cannot just stay with myself. English can only be improved 

through practising […]  

Me: What made you change? 

Cora: I adapted my thoughts. I have always been thinking in this way, I 

just felt a little bit hit in the beginning. But then I thought, if I don’t 

go to talk, then my English would be worse. And as everyone was 

staying in the living room to interact with each other, nobody will 

come to you room to chat with you. 

Resulting from Cora’s decision and actions to improve her situation, she later “started 

to take the initiative to engage with others in the living room” and established strong 

friendships with three foreign volunteers: one girl from Morocco and another two girls 

from France. They cooked, ate, hung out together, as well as sharing and making fun 

of each other. They had remained contacts since then and promised to visit each 

other’s countries in the future. Connected to Q5, I questioned Cora about why she had 

only established intimate friendships with Moroccan and French girls, but not with 

other volunteers, she shared that she could be friends with those girls mainly because 

their personality “fit together” and “had similar interest”, also they arrived at the same 

time so had “more opportunities to communicate”. Cora further pointed out the reason 

why she could not develop relationship with other volunteers was mainly because their 

differences in personalities, as she related: 

Cora: I also hung out with some other people who arrived later, but I felt 

we were very different in personalities, so it was difficult for us to 

be friends. More importantly, I still could not understand some of 
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their English. For example, although volunteers from Netherlands 

spoke fluent English, I just couldn’t understand. 

Me: You had difficulties in communicating in English? [Q8] 

Cora: Yes. It is like when you communicate with someone, and keep 

asking others ‘what, what, what?’, it would be very embarrassing. 

Then you would avoid further contacts […] 

As you can see, we also touched on Q8 related to the cultural and linguistic challenges 

of intercultural communication. Cora emphasised that a language barrier and the lack 

of perceived similarities with others could inhibit relationship development.  

With respect to Cora’s volunteering project, she worked as an assistant in a 

Rehabilitation NGO. She mainly took care of the children to guard their safety. Most 

of the children in there were either diagnosed with autism or language disorders, some 

of which can be recovered through specialty rehabilitation training. Therefore, besides 

interacting with several children who were able to speak and understand English, Cora 

was required to communicate with most of them using body language. Meanwhile, 

relating back to her volunteering working environment (Q3) during her free hours, she 

also developed great relationships with “with three local female teachers and a male 

teacher from Jordan” through contacts. Cora learnt more about local culture, for 

example, by means of “chitchats” with local colleagues: 

“The three local female teachers were very hospitable, they kept inviting 

me to join them for chitchats and trying their food when we were free. I 

was able to know their customs and traditions through our interaction. 

The male teacher was a professional physical therapist, very easy to get 

along with as he was humorous and good in English, also he was 

extremely patient and willing to answer my tricky questions regarding his 

speciality.” 

Overall, Cora was very grateful that she chose to do this international volunteering 

project, she felt this experience was beneficial to her personal development as she 

became more open and greatly widened her horizons in different aspects, as she 

exemplified from an interesting perspective (Q7): 

“For example, for me, before I went abroad, I felt that it was a very cool 

thing to go abroad. But after I have arrived in there, I found going abroad 
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is just a simple thing, it can be realised via travelling. Loads of people 

have been to many countries and excel in various languages. Then, my 

previous thought seems to be too superficial and narrow.” 

She also shared with me that “it won’t happen again that I don’t know how to 

communicate and make contact with a stranger.” Additionally, Cora was happy that 

she had gained many new friends, including co-national and foreign friends.  

When I asked Cora, what she learnt from this experience (Q6), I never expected that 

she would tell me that she “really enjoys talking to others in English, not as a school 

major but as a language". I expected she would tell me about more aspects regarding 

interaction with diverse individuals (however, it was reasonable as this was the first 

time that Cora was in an English environment). Consequently, in the future she wished 

to “pursue a master’s degree abroad and to work in an entire English-speaking working 

environment, whether it was in a foreign region or in Mainland China”.  

Near the end of our interview, Cora shared with me three important competencies that 

could contribute to successful interaction with diverse individuals: adaptability, cultural 

relativism, braveness, as she related: 

Me: So, what factors do you think are most likely to contribute to success 

in interaction with diverse individuals? [Q9] 

Cora: Adaptability. Does personality count? I think I am quite open. I am 

a very curious person that loves to try new things and has a strong 

adaptability to survive in various conditions which some others 

would regard as unbearable […]  

Me: What about other factors? 

Cora: Oh … Braveness. I am a brave girl who does not have any stage 

fright most of the time. So, I don’t mind taking initiative to talk to 

people. Also, the need to respect other cultures. It is very normal 

that we have different lifestyles as we live in different 

environments, but it is important to respect each other’s cultures 

and lifestyles.  

It is interesting to see Cora exemplified herself as a ‘successful intercultural 

communicator’ to illustrate important competencies. However, she also proposed that 
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those competencies can only be obtained through experiential learning in a real 

context (Q10): 

“I don't think it’s teachable, you really have to gain it from real 

experiences. You have to have experiences to know how to solve real 

problems in life […] Sometimes when you don't have experiences, just 

theoretical talk, when things occur, it might be a different situation. It’s 

all about experiences, any different experiences, I think.” 

5.2.2 Case Study: Zhu 

Zhu was a third-year university student majoring in International Business in a 

university in her hometown province, Guangdong. Although Zhu was living in a 

relatively wealthy first-tier city called Shenzhen in the southern part of China, she 

emphasised her family as “middle class” and very “normal”. When prompted by Q1, 

Zhu described herself as “a very outgoing person and I love to take the initiative to talk 

to people, as well as making new friends”.  

Similar to Cora, she had almost zero interactions with diverse individuals prior to 

volunteering abroad, only conversations with a foreigner teacher at her university. She 

wanted to push herself to “change and do something meaningful in a normal ‘dull’ 

summer holiday”, as she “usually have almost nothing to do in summer or winter 

holiday”. Therefore, volunteering in Nepal became a reasonable and affordable choice 

to apply for, as she shared: “I found this project is quite nice, that can make my life 

less monotonous, and I could help other people”.  

This was Zhu’s first time going abroad. Her main duty was to teach Mandarin to 

primary level students in a normal school, as she replied to Q3: 

“Mine was an educational project. I went to a local school. Then the 

principal asked me to teach three lessons a week. I could decide the 

content, so I chose to teach some common Mandarin words, simple 

greetings…Each lesson was 40 minutes. I taught grades three to six, so 

their level of acceptance was quite different.” 

Unfortunately, Zhu’s teaching in the local school was not smooth sailing, she 

encountered challenges because of some students being “too noisy and excited and 

thus their learning was not going well”. After I probed to discover why, she further 
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explained that she “was a foreigner” to those pupils, and consequently she became 

“very popular” in the local school. Therefore, the pupils were “very happy and 

enthusiastic every day” and “could not calm down to learn new knowledge”. Zhu lived 

with a local university student who also held a part-time teaching job within that school 

and another volunteer from Vietnam in a school dormitory. Unfortunately, still related 

to Q3, Zhu’s accommodation was full of bugs and she “was the only person who was 

bitten”, which almost led to a mental collapse (“mentally collapsed”): 

“My accommodation, because Nepal was still relatively undeveloped, so 

my room was not very clean […] Bugs were everywhere. All of my hands, 

feet and neck were bitten, very terrifying and itchy. My whole body was 

covered with a rash.” 

Unlike a volunteer she knew who was also bitten by bugs and could not stand it but 

chose to return to home country after a few days, Zhu chose to stay in Nepal, even 

though she “almost mentally collapsed” and “cried out loud” in her dormitory. This was 

also why she proposed “adaptability” as a very important competency when she 

responded to the Q9. Fortunately, Zhu further revealed that her roommates were being 

very nice to comfort her and accompanied her to “see a dermatologist”.  

Zhu’s only perceived challenge (Q8) to interact with her roommates was what she 

deemed to be her inadequate English vocabulary, but she tactfully adopted some 

digital communication tools to assist her communication: 

“My English was not very good. When I communicated with my 

roommate, sometimes I need to use Google to assist our communication. 

Occasionally, I also adopted an English dictionary app on my phone to 

check some vocabularies. In that case, we could communicate 

successfully”. 

Responding to Q3, but also related to Q7 in terms of the benefits of intercultural 

interaction, Zhu was inspired by local people’s optimism towards life and gained more 

knowledge about religion. She also illustrated that she was exposed to different 

attitudes towards life in Nepal that differed from the prevailing culture in her pre-

existing life. In Chinese mainstream culture, usually money can lead to happiness, 

people are less likely to be happy if they are poor, but Zhu found that most of the 

Nepalese were poor and happy at the same time. She also repeatedly emphasised 
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that the local people were “enthusiastic” and “hospitable”, which helped her to adapt 

to the new environment. Zhu exemplified the principal of her volunteering school was 

“very enthusiastic”, helped her to organise schedule and led her to classrooms. I 

probed to discover how Zhu feel locals’ enthusiasm and hospitality, she revealed that 

she “felt very happy and comfortable”, as local’s “warm hospitality” could make her 

“less frightened” when she was “alone in a strange country. From her point of view, 

locals in Nepal “especially like Chinese people”. 

Zhu was positively influenced by the attitudes of her colleagues and students, as “they 

were active and happy every day”. Being exposed to the new perspectives, Zhu was 

able to “have a better understanding of the other side of the world” and started to 

challenge her existing assumption of the relationship between money and happiness. 

She changed her previous thoughts that wealth and happiness are positively 

correlated, as she realised that being “poor” can still be “happy and full of energy”: 

“In their country, even though they are really poor, they are genuinely 

happy and have a good mentality. I often ask my roommate how she can 

be so happy and energetic, she said she actually has a lot of troubles 

due to her low income […] She was really strong and optimistic. I was 

also confused because my students barely had any break time in the 

afternoon, but they had a lot of extracurricular courses, swimming, 

dancing, guitar lessons, etc. My students were all energetic whether in 

or after class, it made me wonder that such a vibrant country cannot be 

so poor.” 

While Zhu felt, in relation to Q6, that she became more independent and confident in 

interacting with diverse individuals, as she excelled in many jobs independently in 

Nepal, she also became “more determined to pursue a master’s degree in Finance in 

the future” to be a “better person” after realising the distance between her and some 

other co-national volunteers, as she illustrated: 

Zhu: Because I’ve met loads of Chinese volunteers there, and I realised 

there was a huge gap between me and them, I think I need to 

make a change.  

Me: What made you have that idea? 
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Zhu: Because I felt so mediocre compared to them, my capability was 

just average, I came from a middle-class family. They had a 

broader vision, some wealthy peers have always gone abroad, 

when we talked about future plans, many of them mentioned 

studying abroad, or any internships are set up after completing 

this project, it was all well-planned. I feel that I am too lost 

compared to them, they had more confidence in talking with other 

foreigners too. 

When I asked Zhu her understanding of intercultural interaction (Q2), she directly said 

from a non-essentialist standpoint that communicating to a different person can be 

considered as intercultural contact:  

“I think as long as you are communicating with a person who has a 

different lifestyle, habits, customs and culture, or just someone who is 

different from you, even it’s only a little bit different, all can be considered 

as intercultural interaction”.  

Given all the above, it is perhaps unsurprising that Zhu proposed “adaptability” and 

“brave” as important competencies to Q9 that could contribute to successful 

interaction with diverse individuals. Zhu directly said that “I think loads of things are 

adaptable, just need communication”. She exampled through another volunteer who 

got bitten by bugs, but “could not hold on and chose to leave Nepal”, as she believed 

as long as that volunteer “could be brave and communicate with the people over there”, 

the volunteer would be able to “change her school or accommodation”. Zhu further 

shared her view that although they were volunteers, they “mainly went there for 

contribute”, they could be treated better as the environment was “really difficult” for 

people to stay. 

After I probed “anything else?”, Zhu further proposed that basic language ability as 

important competency, as she said, “Your language ability should at least result in 

being able to communicate”. It was interesting to know that this volunteer experience 

made her to change her original thought from “need excellent English to communicate” 

to “language is really not that important”. Therefore, she reckoned that “as long as one 

has basic communication ability to make sense” would be enough in intercultural 

contacts.  
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Similar to Cora, responding to Q10, Zhu also pointed out that those competencies 

cannot be taught, but must be acquired from real-life experiences, as she reasoned 

“because many problems in life really need to be experienced by yourself before you 

know how to solve [them]”.  

5.2.3 Case Study: Emilia 

Emilia is originally from the Jiangxi province in the south-east of China, but moved with 

her parents to the neighbour province of Guangdong when she was little. At the time 

of the interview, she was a fourth-year university student majoring in Advertisement in 

a university in Guangdong. She described herself, in response to Q1, as “an 

introverted person who dislikes an unalterable life and a stable job”. 

Prior to volunteering abroad, Emilia said she only had one major interaction 

experience with diverse individuals as part of a global volunteer gathering event 

organised by a local AIESEC branch in Guangzhou, Mainland China. It was quite a 

“superficial” event, and “had not been organised well, as it contained less meaningful 

activity and contacts” than she expected (related to Q1). She only had opportunities 

to communicate with “people form various countries” about “cultural clothes for three 

to five hours, and could not “really learn anything”, but only to “find it quite refreshing”.  

Emilia later applied for an overseas volunteering project called “Backpacking”, which 

aims to boost Egypt’s travelling industry through advertising. During the time I was 

finalising this dissertation, Emilia went to Poland for another educational project 

through AIESEC, unfortunately, as I was constrained by the research timeline, I was 

not able to talk to her about her second volunteering experience.  

After arriving for her first volunteering experience in Egypt, Emilia found the project 

was “not very well organised” and not like a “real proper work” as she expected. She 

initially thought the work “would be more formal” and would need to “use software to 

post loads of photos and manage social media accounts in various platforms 

systematically” to produce useful content to the public about “what to expect from 

travelling there in order to improve the local tourism industry”. However, she later 

found that she only needed to “manage social media accounts, and shoot photos and 

fascinating videos and edit them in a casual way” when travelling with the team 

throughout the project. Nevertheless, Emilia still depicted the experience as “amazing”, 
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particularly because she “got the opportunity to have deep talk with diverse individuals” 

and broadened horizons, as she explained when prompted (Q3). 

Still considering Q3, but related to Q8, Emilia lived in a big apartment, in a poor 

condition, with other volunteers from the same project. These volunteers were from 

America, Germany, and some countries in South America. Although her team had co-

national volunteers, and volunteers from Asian countries, such as India and Pakistan, 

they were not living in the same place. Initially, everyone was quite friendly, yet Emilia 

felt overwhelmed trying to communicate with her colleagues due to their fast-spoken 

English and unfamiliar accents: 

Emilia: In the beginning, we went shopping and tasted local food 

together, but I have to say I felt a little bit difficult in communication 

with them, as they were quite native speakers,26 so I felt it was 

difficult to understand them. 

Me: In what way? 

Emilia: First, they were good at English. Second, they were not pure 

American or British accents, they spoke very fast with an accent, 

so I found it very difficult to adjust to. 

However, this initial obstacle did not stop Emilia interacting with them, and she had a 

number of deep conversations with several of her colleagues about some social 

problems. She expressed it “felt great” that “people from different countries or region 

were able to get along with each other peacefully in a team regardless of the political 

conflicts between some areas”. Also related to Q3, Emilia shared with me her 

happiness when she was with her colleagues: “My everyday life was filled with laughter 

with my bunch of colleagues across the globe”. She felt “lucky and blessed” to meet 

“so many kind people during this volunteer project”. 

Emilia pointed out when reflecting on Q6, that might be due to the fact that most of the 

volunteers were university students, and thus instead of being conservative, they 

wished to know more about other cultures and customs during the experience. 

Through learning and sharing during interaction with other international volunteers 

 
26 As in context, Emilia referred ‘native speaker’ to people whose first language is English, since if the 
mother tongue of her colleagues was English, Emilia would not add an adverb of degree of ‘quite’ before 
‘native speaker’. 
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across the globe, Emilia was able to challenge many of her preconceptions and 

stereotyped beliefs, as she said: 

“The interactions allowed me to break my previous presumptions, made 

my values more diverse and accept I held some views that were not very 

‘politically correct.” 

Here, “not very ‘politically right’” views refer to opinions that have not been widely 

accepted by larger society in Mainland China but might be considered as mainstream 

or normal views in other parts of the world. Through interaction, Emilia was able to 

view things from different angles, and subsequently accepted perspectives that might 

contradict her preconceptions. I asked why Emilia said that, she exemplified: 

“Egypt was very different from my imagination […] The relationship 

between India and Pakistan was not very good, but the volunteers from 

their countries could be together peacefully. There were volunteers from 

Hong Kong and Taiwan, they were advocates for independence, but we 

were able to get together peacefully, everyone could just ignore these 

political aspects.” 

Hong Kong and Taiwan have been considered unsolved controversial issues for a 

long time in the PRC. From my own experience in Mainland China, the majority of 

people have very firmly boycotted advocates for independence in Hong Kong or 

Taiwan, and saw them as extremists that do not like Mainland China and might 

respond in extreme behaviours when meeting people from Mainland China. Emilia 

was surprised to find that she could “get together peacefully” with them, which 

challenged her previous assumption of those individuals. It can also be inferred that 

she became more understanding of why those advocates longed for independence, 

as she could accept views that were “not very ‘politically correct’”. 

Emilia also revealed that felt social pressure in China so needed to communicate with 

others cautiously, as “there are loads of things to consider” in China (in relation to Q6). 

She further gave an example that “friends overlap with each other” in her home context 

and thus she “won’t be as open with people as when abroad”. Therefore, from her 

perspective, when abroad she seemed to be a “another” person and would “become 

relatively more open” as nobody would know her.  
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Although Emilia enjoyed her experiencing of interacting with diverse individuals, she 

noticed (Q8) that 4 out of 6 co-national volunteers in her team always stuck together 

and complained about a range of things. As a result, they did not experience much 

interaction with foreign volunteers during the project, and very few foreign volunteers 

remembered their names. Emilia considered that it was unfriendly to not engage with 

others as “they were representing China when abroad, and they could not make any 

real contribution to the project”, and did not take this intercultural opportunity to engage 

with people worldwide: 

“Some people like to only hang out with people from their own 

country. For example, it was pretty obvious when I attended that 

project, there were 5–6 Chinese people, but only I and another boy 

would like to hang out with other foreigners, the rest became a small 

group. We only knew some of their names, because we talked about 

some arrangements and schedules at the beginning. Since they 

didn’t socialise with others at all, other foreigners didn’t know their 

names at all, even I and the Chinese boy didn’t know their names.” 

Whilst Emilia was pleased with her time in Egypt, she also experienced several 

moments of discomfort; for instance, she noticed some people talked to Chinese girls 

only because they wanted to flirt with them instead of wanting sincere conversations. 

The most challenging cultural aspect for Emilia were the differences between her and 

locals in their sense of time. Even though many other volunteers who were in the same 

project with Emilia complained of the same issue, gradually they were assimilated to 

the locals’ concept of time.  

Nevertheless, the locals’ kindness and hospitality was regarded by Emilia to be the 

major factor that drove her to perceive this volunteer experience as “incredible”, as 

their hospitality boosted Emilia’s confidence to express, see what she explained in 

response to Q9: 

Emilia: I think one needs to have higher level of tolerance and also be 

confident in his/her own culture, otherwise you would be 

unconfident to express yourself. 

Me: Why would you say this? 
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Emilia: “Why do I feel so comfortable in Egypt? First was because locals 

were very very respectful of Chinese people. For instance, I felt 

that I was a superstar when walking on the street […] I am pretty 

sure they like Chinese culture, which boosted my confidence in 

my own culture as well. They were super hospitable …” 

I adopted another interview question (Q11) to elicit Emilia’s perspectives of important 

competencies. She talked about how being “friendly” to others could facilitate 

successful intercultural interaction, as she explained: 

“After all, there would be some barriers when interacting with diverse 

individuals. You need to find way to let them take off their inner defences. 

So I think a friendly attitude would be easier for everyone to 

communicate.” 

Emilia repeated several times, that when interacting with diverse individuals, 

individuals needed to insist on the validity of their own views as holding back may 

create misunderstandings because of cultural differences. She further explained that 

because “some foreigners have stereotype towards Mainland China”, if any Chinese 

feels “that’s not entirely true”, s/he needs to “speak up” to let those “foreigners” know 

instead of “developing interiority” of his/her own. Emilia also supported that it is 

common for an individual to face challenges when interacting with diverse individuals, 

and therefore it is important to have corresponding coping approaches to adapt in the 

face of those challenges and to be resilient: 

“Although initially, I frequently encountered difficulties to understand my 

colleagues’ English. I still managed to have deep conversations with 

them. I comforted myself that, practice would make things better. Then, 

everything did get better.” 

Moreover, related to Q11, Emilia highlighted that actively communicating with others 

could solve many problems. Although this was a very “joyful” experience for Emilia, 

she had “a little conflict” with a local AIESEC buddy when assigned room during a 16-

day trip in shooting some relevant content as a team for her project. In an “extremely 

hot” day, Emilia was allocated to stay with the other two girls from Mainland China in 

an “awful” room with no air conditioner, even though “there were free spaces in other 

rooms with air-conditioners”. Before that, they just had a “16-hour trip on a bus” after 
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“waiting at the local organisation on the street for almost 10 hours under the sun”.  I 

prompted “How did you solved that?”. She responded to me that she was able to solve 

the problem through active communication with her team leader and consequently 

changed room afterwards. I could tell, from her description of “I was the only person 

who was able to change”, she certainly felt pound of her ‘brave’ and ‘proactive’ action: 

“I made several phone calls to find the team leader to inquire and 

negotiate changing a room, I was almost collapsed, but I was very 

determined with my request. But actually the other two girls could not 

tolerate it as well, but they did not take any action, not to say, at least to 

communicate with someone, so I was the only person who was able to 

change to a 6-person room with an air conditioner and I was very happy 

to hang out with the other 5 volunteers.” 

When I asked Emilia “What’s your perspective of intercultural interaction? What 

intercultural interaction meant to you?” (Q2), she characterised intercultural interaction 

in the following way: 

“I think it’s like the interaction I had with Egyptians, Indians, Pakistani 

and people from other countries. It was really great that we have different 

types of ideologies. You know, some of our countries have some political 

conflicts, however, we got along with each other peacefully. We 

discussed loads of hot social topics [...] that could challenge my pre-

assumptions and made my values more diverse”  

Here, Emilia referred to meeting individuals of differing nationality as constituting an 

intercultural interaction. Her only consideration seemed to be nationality. She 

highlighted specific nationalities and “people from other countries”, which indicates 

that she interpreted intercultural being equivalent to an exchange with nationally and 

ideologically different people. 

Overall, this voluntary experience enabled Emilia to broaden her horizons, it exposed 

her to diverse values and challenged many pre-conceptions about others from 

different cultures. Moreover, she revealed in response to Q6 that she made great 

improvement in interacting with others, not only enhanced confidence, but also an 

ability to socialise with others, particularly her “English-speaking ability has been 

improved”, and “have learned a lot of practical daily life words and phrases”. 
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5.2.4 Case Study: Aria 

Aria was a fourth-year university student majoring in English, who studied in a 

university situated in her hometown, Guangdong province in southern China. She was 

elected as a local AIESEC president in her university branch. In my interview with Aria, 

she repeatedly mentioned that how she loves to develop connections with others. 

From my point of view based on her response to Q1 and her reasons for volunteering, 

she was a very curious girl that enjoyed listening to people to learn about the world. 

Prior to overseas volunteering, besides traveling to Thailand, her main perceived 

interaction experience with diverse individuals happened at “an international APRS 

(Asian Pacific) conference held by AIESEC”. She shared that she loved to listen to 

others’ stories and “was very interested in communicating with diverse individuals”, so 

she interviewed people at conferences about “something that made them very happy 

and suffering lately, and also their good and bad habits”. Aria revealed that those 

“meaningful” interviews “had huge impact” on her as she received “many new 

perspectives”.  

Additionally, Aria told me that her duty as a local AIESEC president in Mainland China 

offered her opportunities to interview and interact with various volunteers across the 

globe. Subsequently, her “level of tolerance to interact with diverse individuals is quite 

high”. Driven by her desires to see the world, to experience intercultural contacts in a 

real context, and to learn about different cultures, Aria applied for Poland as her 

volunteer destination.  

Dissimilar from Cora, Emilia, although Aria saw intercultural interaction from an 

essentialist perspective, instead of viewing nationality as a cultural divider, Aria saw 

ethnicity as a boundary of cultural unity. She shared her view with me: 

“I think of culture as more ethnicity versus nationality. Like people from 

the north and south of China, we are so different. But people from my 

city were quite similar. Also, people form Malaysia, I mean those ethnic 

Chinese in Malaysia, we are very similar as well, I found that we shared 

a lot of commonalities when we interacted, our cultural roots, although 

our educational system might be different, but we have same customs, 

traditions, language, history and beliefs.” 
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Aria elaborated that she is similar to the ethnic Chinese group in Malaysia, because 

she was studying in a university in her hometown, Guangdong province, and most 

ethnic Chinese in Malaysia originally immigrated from Guangdong province in 

southern China, which is known as Cantonese. According to Aria’s statement, she 

agreed that within the same ethnic group, people have “similar” cultural identity. Thus, 

Aria viewed shared Cantonese “customs, traditions, language, history and beliefs” to 

provide her with an inherent “cultural roots”. 

Aria’s project, which she described in response to Q3, was relatively intense, primarily 

focusing on delivering workshops regarding Chinese culture and to discover students’ 

passions towards life as well as their personal values, as she said: 

Aria: To say it broadly, my project aimed to inspire young people’s 

passion for life. I need to work from Monday to Friday, 10 a.m. to 

3 p.m., in different schools: the initial two weeks in a primary 

school, the mid two weeks in a middle school and last two weeks 

in a high school. Specifically, besides introducing our national 

culture, and communicating with them about their own culture, I 

designed some workshops to help them discover themselves. All 

the course content was designed by myself […] 

Me: That was quite intense! 

Aria: Yes! I had classes every weekday and went out like crazy on 

weekends. I never had any lie-ins during my whole journey. 

Every time Aria changed a school, her working partners would change accordingly. 

Aria cooperated with several local AIESECers and volunteers from Korea, Georgia, 

Indonesia, and Turkey. Aria lived with a Turkish girl in the first two weeks and lived in 

“a host family with two Polish twin sisters” in the rest of the time (still related to Q3). 

She shared more about her rich after-work life, I could tell, from her description, she 

certainly enjoyed developing connections with diverse individuals in Poland. She 

usually went out with host family, high school students (they were at similar age) or 

other volunteers, to “forests, villages, small towns and cities” on day trips or to some 

parities to “drink, chat and play games together”.  

Aria considered herself as “a very good teacher”, because she did not just “play with 

the small kids” in her first two weeks "like loads of people would think”, instead she 
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“integrated English learning materials into games”. Although she encountered 

difficulties as the small kids didn’t know how to speak English, there was a 

kindergarten teacher who loved to help her to translate. She felt a sense of 

accomplishment when several students showed their progress and gratitude. It was 

also impressive that Aria’s volunteering story was reported in a local newspaper, which 

made her “proud”, as she shared (Q4): 

Aria: when I was leaving Poland, the kindergarten teacher sent me a 

message saying that a small kid walked up to her and said, “I can 

speak English now.” I felt very proud, because he dared to speak 

and also I was in a newspaper. 

Me: That’s amazing! 

Aria: It’s okay. It was just a small town. I was also interviewed by a local 

television journalist […] Moreover, some local high school 

students were influenced by me and began to realise that they 

also have the potential and opportunities to go to a distant place 

to do meaningful things. 

Nevertheless, Aria experienced three unpleasant moments (in response to Q5 and 

Q8). Firstly, her XXX27 male colleague made “disrespectful” actions, like touching her 

shoulders, and made “strange jokes”, which made it difficult to get along with him (for 

others also), but Aria later realised that those actions could be a way of expressing 

XXX culture and the colleague was described by her as “not bad, he is just different”. 

Aria later directly told that colleague she felt discomfort about his actions and the 

colleague ceased after that. Secondly, during a workshop catering to high school sport 

students who were poor in English, driven by the students’ curiosity towards an oriental 

girl, Aria was continuously interrupted by a series of personal questions posed by the 

sports students. She told me that she “felt helpless at that time, but the actions of those 

students were understandable as they were adolescent boys”. Thirdly, Aria stayed 

with two local host families in Poland and was expelled by a host family owning to her 

participation in a party (which was more like a gathering) with her colleagues and 

students, the host family regarded a party girl as a “bad” girl. As Aria had two host 

 
27 I adopted XXX to replace specific ethnic groups mentioned by participants to avoid posing negative 
stereotypical ideas. The same replacement is applied in the following content. 



 166 

families in Poland, this experience made her realise that “individuals vary even within 

a country.” 

Based on her experiences, Aria regarded that language ability is the “key” competence 

for successful interaction with diverse individuals (Q9), she further added that “even 

body language counts, without language it's impossible to communicate”. Therefore, 

her language ability includes both verbal and non-verbal communication ability. Aria 

also indicated that it is normal to encounter challenges during intercultural interaction. 

Therefore, the ability to adapt and proactively solve communication problems in order 

to continue is of great importance: 

“We will definitely encounter communication problems when interacting 

interculturally. When it happens, you must find a way to solve them 

instead of ignoring them, do not leave it behind and start to do the next 

thing. Problems need to be solved by people and therefore we need to 

be solution-oriented.” 

Moreover, Aria recommended preparation beforehand through different means (e.g. 

“watch TV shows, movies”) to “know the country of your incoming interactant” could 

potentially facilitate “smoother” interaction, as “you would have a general picture of 

that person’s culture and customs”. 

With respect to factors that could hinder intercultural interaction, Aria gave a specific 

example related to people who held an ethnocentric attitude: 

“Some people tend towards nationalism […] they tend to always 

advocate their own cultures and nationality, and sometimes they are less 

willing to see nice parts of other people's culture, their vision is relatively 

narrow […] Those people I found it hard to communicate with.” 

It was unsurprising that Aria advocated acquiring the above mentioned competencies 

through experiences in a real-world context (Q10), as she noted at the beginning of 

our interview that her tolerance level increased along with more interactions with 

diverse individuals: 

“When you have interactions with others or have real intercultural 

interaction like this overseas volunteering opportunity, I believe that 

every person could gain something from the experience, but the gain 

might be different. [...] You don't have to leave the country, 
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communicating with people from different cultures in your country could 

count …” 

Through interactions with her students and different host families, Aria felt that 

individuals in Poland, unlike Mainland China, were “less likely to be constrained by a 

certain way of living” (related to Q6). She broadened her horizons and was pleased to 

establish relationships with several locals, since she has always cherished personal 

connections, and, additionally, she became braver in terms of being able to express 

herself (Q7). For example, to express love to her parents. 

5.2.5 Case Study: Sarah 

Sarah was a fourth-year university student majoring in Accounting in a southern 

university in the province of Guangdong, the same place she grew up. Similar to Aria, 

she had been to an APRS (Asian Pacific) conference held by AIESEC before her 

volunteering work. A conference primarily focusing on sharing ideas about youth 

leadership development. She found that individuals with different cultural and 

linguistical backgrounds were more likely to think and behave differently, as she said, 

“compared to people from Mainland China, people from New Zealand and Australia 

appeared more open and braver to express themselves freely”. 

In the beginning of our interview, when Sarah was asked to provide her understanding 

towards the notion of intercultural interaction (Q2), she equated it to day-to-day 

communication with people. It is interesting that although, at first glance, she adopted 

an essentialist description of different ethnic groups and associated languages, she 

later stated from a non-essentialist perspective that everyone has a unique 

background, which helped her establish that “daily interaction” between any two 

individuals is “essentially intercultural”: 

Sarah: Well, intercultural communication, in my opinion … um, how to 

say? It’s a process of accepting new things, and it would make 

you think or see some things you have never thought about or 

saw before, and it helps to expand your worldviews and 

knowledge … 

Me: Can you provide more details, like specific examples? 
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Sarah: Take China for example. I think communicating in China can also 

be considered as a form of intercultural communication, since 

China is huge, as there are loads of ethnic groups, and many 

different backgrounds […] just maybe not as obvious as the ones 

between different countries. Also, we are brought up differently, 

different family background and life experiences. Probably … our 

daily interaction is essentially intercultural. 

Sarah applied for an AIESEC overseas volunteer project because of her desire to see 

the world and to experience something adventurous. Being as a “camping teacher” 

volunteer in a local science museum “in the capital of a large agricultural province” in 

Mexico, her main duty was to share some Chinese culture and environmental 

protection knowledge with the children (Q3). She worked with “four Chinese volunteers 

and a Brazilian girl”, instead of being given content by the local organisation, they 

designed most of the curriculum by themselves. 

Although most of Sarah’s colleagues in the volunteer project were from Mainland 

China, she had a close local AIESEC buddy28 and consequently had opportunities to 

approach more locals. Responding to Q4, Sarah mentioned her conversations with 

her AIESEC buddies and that their attitude towards life differed from people in 

Mainland China, which challenged her existing assumptions form an outsider 

perspective: 

“We often sat together and talked, what impressed me was that, I feel 

like they would not be easily affected by the outside world, they didn’t 

really care about how much they would sacrifice when it comes to career 

choices or development in the future […] I’m majoring in accounting, but 

I don’t really like it. When I asked them about what they wanted to do in 

universities or how they wanted to build up a career, I found that they 

didn’t really emphasise the connection between degrees and careers in 

the future, or they didn’t really care if the jobs they want to find were 

popular. I met some peers of my age, for example [...] I really like their 

attitudes towards life.” 

 
28 Local AIESECers who help international volunteers.   
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What Sarah implied was that in Chinese Mainstream culture, many university students 

desire a job that links to their majors, but local Mexican peers did not emphasise the 

link between their university majors and future careers; and unlike Mexican university 

students who prefer to seek things they genuinely like, less Chinese university 

students choose to pursue things they like in favour of goals that Chinese society 

considers worthwhile. For instance, Sarah’s major was accounting, but she only chose 

that major because accountancy has long been regarded as a “perfect job for girls” in 

Mainland China and parental pressure. However, during volunteering she had 

chances to discover different “attitudes towards life” and afterwards, she began to 

reflect on her life track and reconsider her future. 

Moreover, she was lucky to have stayed with a kind, hospitable host family (Q3) to 

help her to “adapt to Mexican culture” and to “feel like home” through various means 

(e.g. took Sarah to “have fun in different places” or “meet other family members”). 

Sarah saw her host family as a source of cultural learning while she volunteered in 

Mexico, as she described they had “the unique passion that Latin-Americans have”. 

Immersed in a ‘Mexican lifestyle’ host family with the “enjoying the moment” culture 

had a huge impact on her attitude towards life, as she shared (in response to Q3, but 

also related to Q7): 

“I really enjoyed the atmosphere in their family, and because of their 

culture, they like to enjoy the moment, which is a bit different than Asian 

culture, and thus I had a little bit of cultural shock. For example […] I 

made some changes about myself because of the time I was there, for 

example, like my attitudes towards life.” 

Sarah also saw her daily conversations with her host family as an opportunity to share 

Chinese culture, she revealed that she made her host family become more interested 

in China: 

“For me, my host family is like my real family. After dinner we often 

chatted about our daily lives, previous romantic experiences, and plans 

for the future. They are very sincere and curious about my life. I could 

feel that they had become more and more interested in Chinese culture, 

and later, they went to watch the movie The Great Wall.” 
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Sarah revealed that she only met language-related challenges (Q8) during her 

volunteering period, particularly because of her “lack of vocabulary”. Having 

insufficient knowledge of English vocabulary to convey messages was regarded by 

Sarah as one of the most “annoy[ing]” challenges she encountered in Mexico which 

could be also classified as resulting from a low-level of English proficiency. As she 

illustrated: 

“although for me it cannot be counted as a bad experience, it did annoy 

me a lot: I could not communicate with other people properly in English. 

I think was due to several reasons. One was that because my lack of 

vocabulary made it difficult to fully express my ideas. And when I was in 

Mexico, because English is hard for them as well, so local people were 

willing to pay attention to me and listen carefully when I speak. […] 

Anyway, the challenges I met were all about language, not culture.” 

With respect to other language challenges, Sarah shared an unpleasant experience 

with an impatient respondent: she encountered a person from XXX with “very fluent 

English”, but the person “sometimes became a little bit impatient and irritable” when 

she could not understand his words, which “made the conversation horrible29”. In 

Sarah’s original transcript, she adopted the English word ‘disgusting’ implying that she 

was excessively hurt by this negative experience. Therefore, the personal 

characteristic of impatience could highly possible inhibit an intercultural contact. 

Despite her comments on the language-related barriers, Sarah regarded that this 

volunteering experience made her became more tolerant and open-minded, as well 

as more determined to do the things that she really loved from the bottom of her heart 

as she started to realise her own personal value (related to Q7). She was also able to 

critically reflect on herself through interacting with diverse individuals during the 

volunteering journey, as she said, “I think I became more independent. I can see more 

of my own characteristics now…” 

 
29 Sarah used an English word ‘disgusting’ in her original transcript (Translanguaging), although the 
language of the interview was Mandarin, for better understanding the whole sentence in context, the 
word ‘disgusting’ was substituted by the word ‘horrible’.  
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Based on her experience, Sarah indicated the importance of communicating bravely 

and being open-minded to “create inclusive environment” as essential competencies 

to contribute successful intercultural interaction, as she shared in response to Q9: 

“I think braveness to communicate and express yourself is really 

important, or to say one needs to have the desire to talk. Secondly, need 

to be open-minded, do not think you are better than others and attempt 

to judge or critique other people’s cultures.” 

With another probing question Q11, adding to the above-mentioned competencies, 

Sarah indicated that “to do your homework in advance” to know who you would meet 

could potentially help to reduce interaction anxiety and be “less panicky about the 

interaction”. 

Sarah agreed that real experience is “the best and most efficient way” to acquire the 

competencies required for intercultural interaction, but she also highlighted when 

responding to Q10 that schools could motivate students to experience real intercultural 

interaction, provide information for real experience opportunities, and encourage 

students to actively participate and engage in those activities:   

“For traditional education, like teachers, what they can do is encourage 

students as much as possible, make them realise that they have the 

potential, or let them know they have many opportunities to experience 

those real practical environments. When people are still at school, they 

don’t like that the teachers tell them limited things or all they need to do 

is study. I think what teachers teach in school can even affect or benefit 

one’s lifetime development, so teachers should encourage students to 

not waste any suitable and great opportunities …” 

Moreover, Sarah explained that school education could create role-play activities to 

raise students’ awareness of cultural diversity:  

“experience can be in many different forms, for example, reading books 

can be also seen as one way, right? [...] maybe teachers can teach 

students those through games, since games have various fun forms, it 

may not be as impressive as the real personal experience […] For 

example, teacher can design a special and fun class, and make 

simulations about the actual experience, put the students in that situation 
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and see how they would react … In this way, if they get cultural shock in 

that class, they might realise there are so many different forms of 

cultures in this world …” 

5.2.6 Case Study: Wen 

Wen was a third-year university student majoring in Economics, in a hometown 

university in Guangdong province. Helping the children in Africa was the initial 

motivation (Q1) for Wen to apply for the volunteer project; however, her parents were 

afraid that Wen was too young to go to Africa alone, so they reached an agreement 

that Wen could volunteer in Medellín, Columbia. In Wen's parents' minds, Africa would 

be a place full of danger because the mainstream media and news in Mainland China, 

when mentioning Africa, no matter which country, would usually only delineate it as 

being poor and dangerous. Her parents had never been to Africa either, and thus their 

impression of Africa was of a place that can be very dangerous. Nevertheless, Wen 

told me secretly that “my parents did not know my volunteering destination was a 

gathering place for ‘narcos’ [drug dealers]”. Wen implied that if her parents knew that 

Medellín was a gathering place for drug dealers, her parents would also probably have 

inhibited her volunteering there. Chinese mainstream media seldom mentions South 

American countries, that could be ascribed to the fact that South American is quite far 

from China. 

Before this overseas volunteering trip, Wen had zero perceived intercultural 

experience with diverse individuals and had never travelled abroad. In this regard, in 

my interpretation, Wen was a relatively brave and adventurous girl, concerning the 

long distance between Mainland China and South American, and she knew little 

information about that ‘mysterious land’, compared to other destinations.  

Wen’s volunteering project was called “Encyclopaedia”, mainly based in local libraries, 

primary schools and hospitals. Wen had a relatively rich and diverse volunteering 

experience in Colombia (Q3). Her main job was to host cultural events, manual 

workshops, and English classes in cooperation with other international volunteers from 

Germany, and other South American countries. Therefore, Wen’s main partner (a 

volunteer from Costa Rica) usually assisted Wen as a translator when they were 

organising English workshops, as Wen said, “most of the local teenagers have low 

English proficiency, so it was quite difficult for me to teach English. So, my partner 
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would speak Spanish when I was teaching English”. Wen and her colleagues also 

went to visit a group of ill children who had been staying in hospital for a long time 

because “they had a disease that were difficult to cure” (in response to Q4). This 

activity was not part of their project, but were asked by the library staff whether they 

want to go and they said “’yes’”. They “played with the kids” and “told the kids stories” 

in the hospital. The kids “were very happy to see foreigners” and Wen inferred that 

“maybe because there wasn’t much fun in the hospital, and then we were the ‘new 

things’ for them”.  

Wen mentioned that she was the only volunteer from Asia, and therefore she was 

treated as a “super star” in Medellín and felt very honoured, as she said when she 

described her working environment (in response to Q3): 

Wen: I don’t know if you have ever experienced this, probably there are 

many Chinese in the UK. When I was in Medellín, I was the only 

Chinese, Asian people, I was treated as superstar  

Me: They were very hospitable? 

Wen: They were super hospitable. When I was in the library, they already 

liked me very much but there were not many people in the library 

[…] you know … when I was in that school, almost every kid 

asked me for a signature […] 

Wen stayed in a local AIESEC buddy’s home in Columbia, the family consisted of five 

people and only her buddy spoke fluent English. She described them (Q5) as “an 

extraordinarily kind host family”, as she exemplified: 

“We had different habits, they usually took showers in the morning with 

cold water, but I was like in the night with hot water. I could not stand 

cold water, so I don’t know where they found a huge pot for me to boil 

hot water […] But I did not want to trouble them too much to boil hot 

water for me every night, so I told them I would just use cold water. I was 

very happy afterwards and got used to it […]”  

Answering Q8, although the parents of the host family could not speak English, they 

adopted Google Translate to assist communication, as she related:  
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“If my AIESEC buddy was not there, I may need to use Google Translate. 

It was like, I said one thing, Google would help me to translate, and the 

parents would use it to translate as well, then my turn to listen.” 

During Wen’s free time, she often went to parties in a big house where the other 

volunteers stayed. Nevertheless, as most of the volunteers were from South America, 

they tended to communicate in Spanish. Despite this, someone would translate the 

conversations to Wen, which she would feel embarrassed about sometimes, but she 

made rapid progress on her Spanish under those conditions, as she told me: “my 

Spanish improved a lot”.  

Moreover, Wen highlighted that although occasionally she had to employ body 

language to communicate in Columbia, she had felt “more sincere” from others 

through body language. Most of the time, she needed to communicate with other 

family members by means of body language. Nevertheless, Wen did not perceive any 

challenge regarding this situation, instead she emphasised the positive side of using 

body language: 

“Although language is a good tool for communication, but sometimes 

without language, you can feel more emotions from their body language, 

which would be more sincere. For instance, just like a little smile on the 

face, it could convey a lot of meanings.” 

Wen also expressed that “Most people in South American love to dance” and therefore, 

she “always danced and sing songs together” when she went to parities in the big 

house where the other volunteers stayed. She felt that even though she “could not 

speak their language”, communication through dance and music enabled her to 

discover how to interact and connect with other individuals: “I felt dancing together had 

deepened our relationship. We were closer together”.  

Through interacting with diverse individuals (Q7), she changed many of her initial 

stereotypical beliefs towards the countries where her interlocutors were from. 

Furthermore, Wen shared with me that this experience “made me less afraid of 

speaking to foreigners like before, as I won’t talk to them with a scared state of mind 

again”. Moreover, Wen remained in touch with her host family members and her 

volunteer colleagues through online social media after returning from Columbia: 
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“I have gained so many precious friendships and experienced various 

interesting world cultures. My volunteer colleagues and I made a 

promise to visit each other’s county in the future, my host families are 

also planning their trips to China.” 

However, Wen also told me that she felt embarrassed when she received sensitive 

questions with respect to China’s national territorial sovereignty and integrity. See the 

excerpt below:  

Me: Did you encountered any challenges when you were working in the 

library? [related to Q8] 

Wen: My main challenges was that the kids did not understand English 

[…] There was one time that I was asked by a local AIESECer to 

introduce China at a local university. There was a teacher, he 

asked me in front of many students that “Is Tibet a country?”. Well, 

people usually asked me Taiwan or Hong Kong instead of Tibet. 

I said to him “no” […]” 

Given the above-mentioned experiences, Wen viewed intercultural interaction from a 

non-essentialist viewpoint and equated communication with other people to 

intercultural contacts (Q2):  

Wen: I think is communicating between different cultures. I think 

intercultural does not necessarily mean intercontinental, across 

countries or cities. There are many cultures in the area where we 

live. I think intercultural communication could reveal differences. 

And different people see things differently. So intercultural 

communication allows us to see one thing from different 

perspectives and aspects. 

Me: Could you be more specific? 

Wen: Like you and me, we are doing intercultural interaction. Basically, 

communication with others is intercultural communication.  

Wen proposed that motivation, basic language ability, courage to communicate, 

having an open mind and mutual respect were the most important factors (Q9) to 

contribute to successful intercultural interaction. Wen highlighted that if one has the 
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wiliness to communicate with a positive attitude, even with poor language skills, or 

simple language, a person can still convey their messages successfully. She provided 

one hypothetical reason many Chinese’ individuals have a low-level of English 

proficiency: the lack of desire to “express themselves”, implying that she believed 

language proficiency can be improved with practice: 

“I think intercultural communication mainly depends on communicator’s 

attitude. Personally, I didn’t regard myself as a fluent English speaker, 

but I could still communicate smoothly. If you really want to communicate, 

and treat English as a communication tool, you can still communicate. 

For example, there was a volunteer in Columbia, his English was not 

very good, but he really wanted to express his opinions. In this regard, 

he could convey any of his meanings to others despite his level of 

English was not being very good. Many co-nationals are bad at English, 

one possible reason is because they do not want to express themselves.  

Wen highlighted that the quality of intercultural interaction does not entirely depend on 

English proficiency. Furthermore, in the quote below, she discussed the importance of 

courage in relation to the desire to communicate, and implied people with lower 

English proficiency do not necessarily need to be fearful of interacting with those from 

differing cultural backgrounds: 

“And except countries which treat English as their first language, many 

countries do not speak English in a very quick way if they use English 

as their second or third language. So, if you want to communicate with 

others, just be brave.” 

The English proficiency of many individuals in non-English speaking countries was at 

a similar level as people volunteering from Mainland China, and people with English 

as their first language instead of mocking volunteers would show their understanding 

towards second-language speakers. Therefore, Wen considered that to convey 

information to others, one has to simply be brave to talk; conveying through her words 

that there is nothing to worry about.  

Wen advocated that those individuals could acquire the competencies (Q9) mentioned 

by her through real experiences, as she exemplified: 
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“For example, like open-mindedness, you are in a diverse environment, 

with people of differing nationalities, or doing different activities every 

day. I think the root cause of people who do not have an open mind is 

that their vision is too narrow. They should go out more or read more 

books.”  

Meanwhile, Wen also expressed the idea (Q10) that teachers could encourage more 

conservative people to go out and talk to other people. She also highlighted that 

teachers might be able to raise cultural diversity awareness and the importance of 

respect and understanding through role playing, group work, and games, mainly 

activities that involve individuals’ interaction, but she did not elaborate on this idea in 

detail: 

“For conservative people, all they need is probably just a chance for 

them to go out, and the courage to talk to others. […] There’s a slogan 

in AIESEC, ‘raise your hand before you are afraid’. I think it tells us to 

capture the chance to talk, no matter what you say, stand up first, once 

you overcome the fear, everything would flow naturally. Teachers can 

also set some role-play activities to raise an awareness of individual 

differences and assign output tasks, like writing, to further develop 

students’ independent thinking ability.” 

5.2.7 Case Study: Yang 

Yang was a third-year university student majoring in Applied Psychology in a southern 

university in Guangdong Province. Unlike Cora and Zhu, Yang had extensive 

perceived intercultural interaction experiences, including interactions with her relatives 

in Canada and in the north of China. Yang also saw herself as a person with ‘mixed 

cultural identities’, evident from her words of “my family is very ‘intercultural itself’”. 

Therefore, for Yang, intercultural contact did not limit to interaction across countries, 

as she shared: 

Me: Before this voluntary work, do you have any other intercultural 

communication experiences? [Q1, but also relate to Q2] 

Yang: Do you mean across countries or just different cultures? 

Me: Just what you define as ‘intercultural’. 
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Yang: Then I think I have many experiences […] I’ve been to America 

when in middle school. I have relatives in Canada and we always 

communicate with each other. And my family is very ‘intercultural 

itself’ […] my hometown is in the north of China […] but I moved 

along with my parents when I was in the middle school to the 

south ... So, I could sense the cultural differences between the 

north and south of Mainland China. 

During Yang’s middle school period, she went to America for a one-month study 

abroad tour with her classmates (related to Q1). Yang met various difficulties while 

she was in America, but all were language-related barriers, as she was “very bad at 

English”. Prior to this study tour, Yang was “not convinced the need to study abroad”. 

However, after the American experiences, she realised that “you should not judge the 

things that you haven’t seen before. The world may be different from what you have 

imagined”. This study abroad experience offered Yang a chance to see a different side 

of the world and challenged her pre-assumptions, which boosted her curiosity to 

“explore different places and interact with diverse individuals”.  

Later, Yang travelled to Singapore, Malaysia, and Thailand with her parents when she 

grew older. Given the above, it is perhaps unsurprising that when Yang chose to 

volunteer in Bahrain, her parents were quite supportive. Unfortunately, her 

volunteering project of “raising awareness about women’s rights” did not go well as 

“the local project leader was not very reliable”:  

Me: Could you describe your work there? [Q3] 

Yang: The whole process was very different from what I expected. 

Before I went there, I was informed of the work, the overall plan, 

the schedule, the content and so on. But when I got there, I found 

there was no real substance that could be implemented […] That 

was different from what they promised. 

Me: So, what did you do there? 

Yang: We had meetings to discuss our works, prepare diverse content, 

design posters, and distribute flyers on the street. After discussion, 

we planned to shoot a microfilm. But it was too difficult, we didn’t 

know which language to choose, the locals’ aesthetic preferences, 
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time was too short. Every volunteer had different ideas […] We 

did not have time to communicate with locals. We needed more 

time. I left before we had a concrete plan. 

Yang’s team “was quite multicultural, including volunteers from German, UK, Italy, 

Egypt, Turkey, and France”. She revealed difficulties of working in a multicultural team 

(Q8), as team members thought differently, and thus required more time to 

communicate. However, her project length was merely six weeks, which was relatively 

short for Yang to make a real contribution as a volunteer in face of a lack of 

organisation. It seems that her team also lacked a great leader to allocate tasks and 

manage time effectively.   

Also in relation to Q8, Yang got along with the team quite well even though they need 

more time to communicate, the only conflict that occurred with other people was a 

quarrel with another boy from Mainland China for a sleeping space, which was 

described by Yang as her worst experience during the project. Yang took the initiative 

to talk to the boy, but “he refused to communicate with a bad attitude, and he cried in 

the last as if I bullied him, I just don’t understand, but he was really sensitive”. When 

one party refuses to communicate, such contact can never be successful as nothing 

can be solved, as expressed by Yang’s “I don’t understand” a point she reached where 

she was unable to go further and communicate with him. Moreover, she met one racist 

volunteer that “discriminated against ‘black’ and ‘yellow’ people”, but they did not have 

a head-on conflict: “He never talked to us, he told other Europeans he was racist, and 

other Europeans would tell us, so we basically had no communication with him”. 

Another challenge mentioned by Yang was that she felt embarrassed that she did “not 

have enough knowledge of Chinese culture” to answer questions posed by others: 

“Once, my colleague from Belgium asked me about the history of Dragon 

Boat Festival, but I did not know. Then I realised that I do not have 

enough knowledge of Chinese culture. I felt very embarrassed that I 

could not answer her question.” 

Yang shared with me that her the biggest change from this experience was that she 

became more tolerant, she highlighted that the volunteering project made her realise 

“the world is full of diversity”. Previously, she became “angry” and “would fight back” 
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when she received opposite ideas, and through her voluntary experience she learned 

to respect others’ viewpoints and peacefully get along with others. 

“After I went there, I feel that I became to respect other people’s ideas 

more, my tolerance has improved and I would not interfere others’ idea 

as well as being serious all the time […] For example, back in China, 

maybe because I was used to debating [debate team], I often 

subconsciously use some techniques to persuade others. When I had 

an opinion towards some certain kinds of things, I would post a social 

media post online, if someone replied to me [with contrary ideas], I would 

fight back for sure, my mom thought that I was crazy. Now I have my 

own ideas too, but I’m more open-minded as now I know the world is 

inherently diverse, and individuals vary from person to person”, there’s 

no need to be so serious and make myself angry very easily.” 

After having experienced those interaction experiences with diverse individuals, Yang 

realised the importance (Q6) of creating an open and inclusive environment for 

intercultural interaction, which means instead of bringing pre-assumptions or 

stereotyped beliefs, individuals need to be more open to others’ differences and new 

ideas proposed by others, as it is normal for people to be different. See what Yang 

said: 

“I think having the spirit of inclusiveness is important, because you have 

to realise others are different from you. If you could understand this, 

many differences can be understandable. For example, in India, some 

people were born in low castes, because their environment has shaped 

their behaviour. There are reasons, it cannot be judged from our 

perspective, and everyone has the right to choose their own life, 

including religion.” 

In addition, Yang expressed the importance of curiosity towards others driving 

communication motivation (Q9), which can be regarded as a form of intrinsic 

motivation: 

“To be specific, only if you want to communicate with others and attempt 

to know the differences between you and your interactants, and you will 

have this desire to explore, then you will perform real communication.” 
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In this regard, it was not surprised that Yang understood intercultural interaction (Q2) 

from a non-essentialist perspective to be “communication between people of cultural 

differences”. She further provided a detailed and refreshing explanation of cultural 

differences: 

“The differences cannot be limited to region or country. Actually, I think 

mainly to see if the differences can create thought collisions between the 

interactants.” 

Undoubtedly, daily communication or interaction between people could potentially 

create a collision of thoughts; for example, two individuals may hold conflicting ideas 

and insights in any normal communication. On a deeper level, Yang’s view, to some 

extent, implies that she considered intercultural conversations to happen frequently.  

Yang also mentioned developing competencies (Q10) via experiences, not 

necessarily intercultural interaction experiences but general life experiences. With 

enhanced overall ability paired with life experiences increasing competencies for 

intercultural interaction as a consequence: 

“When it comes to cultural communication, actually I think, after you 

experience more things and your overall capacity will be improved, to 

some extent, your vision will be broadened, and you will accept many 

things more peacefully. You will have more solutions to some problems, 

even problems you have never experienced before, but you might be 

able to reflect on and learn from your previous experiences to find a 

possible solution.” 

While Yang advocated the positive side of experiential learning, she downplayed 

traditional school education and pointed out its limitations: 

“I find it difficult to learn in class, there might be something that can be 

taught, but I don't think I can put that learning into real practice 

afterwards.” 

5.2.8 Case Study: Jin 

Jin was a second-year university student majoring in Arabic. Similar to Yang, Jin had 

extensive perceived intercultural contact experience. His university was located 

adjacent to his hometown Tianjin, in the north of China, in the capital city Beijing. His 
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university was highly internationalised and had almost 50% of its student roster were 

international students, ranked as the second highest international rate among the 

universities in Mainland China. As shared in response to Q1, he had been 

“experiencing intercultural contacts every day” in his university. Upon his arrival to the 

university, his first class was about “intercultural communication etiquette”, and the 

teachers started to remind the students to “be aware of the importance of respecting 

different cultures and diplomatic protocols”. It seems to me that Jin was a participant 

who had been receiving ‘formal training’ to interact with diverse individuals. 

In high school, Jin went abroad for a study tour in Australia, which expanded his 

horizons and had huge, positive impact on how he gets along with diverse individuals. 

His host family in Australia had been very kind and “encouraging” to boost his 

confidence to speak, as he explained in response to Q3: “no matter how I spoke, the 

host family would show their understanding and keep encouraging me to express 

himself more.” That home environment made Jin became more independent, outgoing, 

and unafraid of communicating with foreigners.  

My impression with Jin as he answered the interview questions was that he was less 

talkative (more of an introvert) than other participants such as Cora, and therefore it is 

unsurprising that my interview with him was the shortest (compared to the other 

interviews I conducted for this study). He also told me that although the Australian 

experience made him “more outgoing”, he still “sometimes did not like to communicate 

with others, because of feeling shy”.  

Speaking Arabic and experiencing Arabic culture were the major reasons Jin applied 

for a volunteer project in Bahrain (Q1). Jin also emphasised that “Arabic can be divided 

into standard Arabic and other associated dialects; people mainly speak standard 

Arabic in Bahrain”. I interpret his reference to “standard Arabic” as comparable to 

standard Mandarin30 , there are also many different associated dialects in China. 

Different from other participants, such as Emilia and Rylee, with the aim of practising 

English, Jin’s aim was to practise his Arabic in a real-life context. I was curious about 

why Jin chose to study Arabic (related to Q1). He told me that although he studied 

Science in high school, he found that he “didn’t really like it, felt a little boring”. Later, 

he found that it was “not bad to study minority language”, as “One belt One Road 

 
30 The official language in Mainland China. 
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policy” was proposed by the PRC’s government, so the “prospect of this subject should 

be good”.  

Jin’s project was about architecture, but, unfortunately, similar to Yang, he repeatedly 

told me that “the local AIESEC team was not very responsible”, and thus the project 

did not operate as he expected. Therefore, he was not able to share much with me 

about this project, as he related (Q3): 

Jin: I feel this project was a failure. My project was about architecture. 

Before I came, I was informed that I needed to make formal plans 

through cooperating other volunteers to attract international 

travellers and make promotional videos […] But the truth was I 

did nothing like that. I had a very bad experience. […]  

Me: So, what did you do there? 

Jin: We needed to take the initiative to find work by ourselves. There was 

a time they arranged me to go to an architecture company, but I 

did nothing there. Every time they said they would pick us to go 

to some seminars, but those were not relating to my project. They 

also invited local teachers and some leaders from different 

architecture companies to organise workshops for us, but nothing 

relevant to my project 

From my perspective, it seems that AIESEC Bahrain was unreliable and irresponsible, 

as both Yang and Jin reported bad experiences due to the local organisation. However, 

Jin was still “lucky” to have opportunities to interact with locals and people from other 

Arabic countries and “did loads of meaningful things there”, as he explained: “I was 

also very lucky to know many local Bahrainis and they introduced me to more people 

from other Arabic countries”. In response to Q5, Jin further told me that once he went 

to a bar with a Bahrainis schoolmate, he met a Chinese girl who told him that “she was 

tricked into coming Bahrain”, therefore Jin helped her to “contact the consulate”.  

Jin reported that one of his major challenges interacting with diverse individuals, was 

their differences in sense of time, as he said: 

Me: Do you have any challenges when interacting with diverse 

individuals? If you do, what are they? [Q8] 
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Jin: “Then I would like to talk about the characteristics of the XXX who 

usually have no punctuality ... For example, if you planned to go 

to dinner with him at six o'clock, it would be a surprise if you could 

start it around seven o’clock or seven thirty. Sometimes when you 

asked them to do something in the morning, they would tell you 

that they would do it in the afternoon, but it might be tomorrow. 

However, if they told you they would do it tomorrow, then they 

probably would never do it.”  

Given that Jin shared he “had many intercultural experiences before volunteering”, 

and even though he mentioned the challenge of interacting with interlocutors with a 

different sense of time he felt that he had handled all situations in Bahrain quite well. 

What impressed me most in my interview with Jin was that he repeatedly noted that, 

for him, the most essential thing was to respect different cultures when interacting with 

diverse individuals. Through respect and understanding each other’s different sense 

of time, people could make adjustments for others, as he shared in response to Q9: 

“It’s important to have the awareness of respecting cultural differences. 

First of all, you should receive respect from others. The most important 

thing I think is acceptance and mutual respect, these two 

consciousnesses. For example, if I have an appointment with friends 

from XXX, I would be concerned about the time beforehand and asked 

them to come earlier. We have discussed similar questions when we 

were together, and our teachers have discussed this issue with them too. 

Overall, I think my XXX friends are quite punctual on time and reliable, 

because they deliberately pay attention to it.” 

It was interesting that he realised “the importance of learning the global language of 

English”, since he noticed that various Arabic accents and dialects exist in the world, 

he could “only understand the standard Arabic but could not understand other Arabic 

accents and dialects”, and thus sometimes needed to use English to “assist 

communication”. Other than respecting different cultures, Jin mentioned that “dare to 

take the initiative to talk, even if the language ability is not good” would also contribute 

to successful intercultural interaction (Q9). Even though Jin had “intercultural 

communication etiquette” class at his university, he further expressed that important 

competencies would be “quite difficult to teach”, but could be acquired or developed 
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by “naturally imitating your parents’ or teachers’ behaviours of how they communicate 

with you and consequently you will be more capable of those abilities”.  

Based on all of his experiences of interacting with diverse individuals, Jin provided a 

definition of intercultural interaction (Q2): 

“I think it is to interact with people of different backgrounds, and during 

the interaction, we need to pay attention to how to accept others’ cultures 

and how to transfer our cultures to others.” 

With a prompting question of what he meant by ‘different backgrounds’, Jin stated from 

a non-essentialist perspective, indicating that interaction within a city or a nation could 

also be intercultural (“Chinese communicating with Chinese is also intercultural” and 

“I am also different from my high school classmates”), but that the level of cultural 

differences might be different: 

“I think Chinese communicating with Chinese is also intercultural […] I 

am also different from my high school classmates, but the level of our 

cultural differences is small. For me, if beliefs, values and ways of 

thinking are different, then that is intercultural. In this regard, it seems 

everyone is different from each other. Maybe we all live in Tianjin, we 

live in a similar cultural environment, our differences might be smaller, 

but the differences between a southerner and northerner would be 

larger.” 

5.2.9 Case Study: Kyle 

Kyle was a third year-university student studying Advertisement in the capital of China, 

Beijing, in the north. He grew up in the south of China, Guangdong Province. Kyle 

described himself as “a very curious person, who fancied exploring various cultures, 

traveling to different places in the world”, and challenging himself to do things that he’d 

never done before (related to Q1). Meanwhile, Kyle also saw himself as more of an 

introverted person, as shared in response to Q3. However, my experience of 

interviewing Kyle was similar to my interview with Cora, as both of them actively 

shared with me their experiences and perspectives before I asked. 

Kyle attended a 20-day study abroad tour to the US during his high school period. 

However, that experience did not bring him much opportunity to interact with diverse 
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individuals. Although he stayed in a host family, attended a local school, and 

sometimes went shopping in the supermarket, he did not have any perceived deep 

intercultural conversations. Kyle pointed out that “some of the host families attempted 

to receive students only for financial reasons”. Unfortunately his host family was one 

of them, and thus they did not really communicate. In class, he only had a few basic 

discussions with his teacher. Most of the time, he spoke Mandarin with his classmates. 

Therefore, Kyle did not reach his aim of interacting with foreigners during that 

experience, but learned some aspects about the local culture through observing the 

“ordinary trivial details of life”. 

Driven by Kyle’s curiosity and passion for making a contribution to human 

development, he volunteered twice in two different countries through AIESEC: Tunisia 

and India. The interview with him took place after those two experiences. During the 

whole interview, when Kyle talked about Tunisia, both of his eyes shone to match the 

excitement in his voice. Amazed by his education volunteer project in Tunisia, Kyle 

applied for a marketing project in India; however, the second voluntary experience did 

not meet his expectations, yet the experience in itself was regarded by Kyle as “a 

valuable fortune”. 

Answering Q6, Kyle stated that he was “amazed” by his Tunisian experience starting 

from the flight, as he shared: 

“Starting from the beginning, it gave me a big cultural shock […] when 

my flight just arrived in Tunis, all people on the plane started to applause. 

Later I knew that has been a tradition in Tunisia for a long time. My flight 

was over 20 hours, I felt warmly welcomed, which really amazed me.” 

Despite being amazed by his whole experience in Tunisia, Kyle suffered an unpleasant 

period in the initial two weeks due to the contrast between his “introverted personality” 

and the ways “foreigners interact[ed]” and a sense of loneliness in a total unfamiliar 

environment, like he said, replying to Q8: 

“I wasn’t very happy in the initial two weeks in Tunisia, because I aimed 

to experience something valuable, but due to my introverted personality, 

I could not really accept the ways foreigners interacted, they were too 

hospitable, so I felt a little bit lonely.” 
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However, Kyle further shared (when replying to Q8) that he recalled a solution-oriented 

approach learnt from the volunteer preparation workshop held by the AIESEC. He 

attempted to think of ways to turn his adversity around to create a more positive 

experience, then his Tunisian volunteering journey became a better experience, which 

he described later as “an experience that changed my future life track”: 

“I remembered that AIESEC told us to be solution-oriented. Then I 

thought, rather being so unhappy, it would be better to open up myself 

and talk to them, it was like 破罐子破摔31, and I wanted to create more 

experience for myself, so I started to push myself to interact with others 

and consciously explore the local culture.” 

Kyle’s volunteering project in Tunisia was educational, mainly to teach local university 

students specific business skills, such as writing resumes, developing public speaking 

skills, and so on. Meanwhile, following AIESEC’s guidelines, a number of workshops 

were organised to offer local students opportunities to discuss social problems. 

Volunteers acted as facilitators to enable students to discuss topics such as 

environment protection in Tunisia. Revealed by Q3, Kyle’s colleagues were not only 

undergraduates, but also master’s and PhD students. Volunteers were able to gather 

local students’ knowledge and thoughts towards different topics and learn local 

cultures and traditions.  

Throughout the Tunisian volunteering experience, Kyle only met one co-national and 

had no communication with him, instead he only communicated with local people and 

volunteers. Kyle revealed that he had many opportunities to talk with the locals in his 

free time and consequently learned much about local culture and traditions. Different 

from his initial period in Tunisia, he started to see the locals’ hospitality as a positive 

thing, as he proactively shared with me when responding to Q3: 

“During my project, maybe because of the local culture, I often went out 

after work with my colleagues and local buddies to have deep talks in 

local cafes in the middle of the night ... On one side, I really want to know 

about local culture, on the other side, the locals love to share their views 

on this country as well as Muslim culture […] including the development 

 
31 A famous Chinese idiom, difficult to translate, the closest corresponding English phrase is ‘I have 
nothing to lose’. 
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of feminism in Tunisia, which made me have a deeper understanding of 

this country in terms of culture […]” 

Kyle also shared an unforgettable experience of a wedding in Tunisia (Q4). One day 

he went to a café shop with several volunteers from Romania and Serbia after dinner. 

During their discussion they were attracted by a local wedding across the river, and 

they went there, curious about what a Muslim wedding would be like. The locals at the 

wedding were extremely hospitable, invited them to dance and take photos together, 

and even brought them two packs of local cookies as a thank you gift for joining the 

wedding ceremony. He expressed as follows: 

“we accidentally went to a local wedding, to our surprise, the locals were 

extremely hospitable, invited us to sing songs and dance with them. The 

music and dance arouse everyone’s emotions, like we already have 

known each other for a long time […] I just felt extremely happy, they 

didn’t hinder us to join the wedding, and I could feel the warm welcome 

and hospitability offered by them.” 

I interpret, from the above experience and the manner in which he told it to me, that 

Kyle was impressed by this experience and how dance and music can greatly enliven 

the atmosphere to get everyone involved (“arouse everyone’s emotions”),  

In Tunisia, Kyle stayed in a local AIESEC buddy’s home (Q3). The family consisted of 

five people, but only his buddy could speak fluent English. Most of the time, Kyle 

needed to communicate with other family members through body language. 

Nevertheless, Kyle did not perceive any challenge regarding this situation, instead, 

similar to Wen, he “felt more sincerity from their body language”. 

In his second project in India, Kyle’s accommodation (Q3) was a dormitory in a 

relatively rich private university. He worked with volunteers from more than seven 

countries, including Vietnam, Romania, Serbia, Germany, Tunisia, Egypt, and Italy. 

Their main duty was to assist a local student entrepreneurial team to develop and 

expand. During this multicultural teamwork, Kyle revealed that due to differences in 

working styles (in response to Q3, but also related to Q8), they spent a lot of time 

coordinating with each other, which reduced his working efficiency, as he said: 

Kyle: We need to do a cross-culture understanding of how each of us 

works during coordination. For instance, my Italian colleague’s 



 189 

working style was totally different from East Asians and Tunisians. 

During communication, we also tried to know each other’s culture. 

Me: Can you describe what were the differences? How did you 

coordinate? 

Kyle: We had loads of meetings to communicate and discuss the same 

thing. […] A typical example was, we, East Asians treated 

‘working’ very seriously. But XXX would consider working, this 

volunteering work, as an experience. So, we had different 

viewpoints towards ‘working’. This difference led to different 

attitudes towards the volunteer project […] 

Kyle had already been informed in the AIESEC preparation workshop that they might 

encounter difficulties during multicultural teamwork, the essential strategy he was 

given was to achieve a mutual understanding. Therefore, he didn’t consider that as 

challenge, but to told himself that “people can be influenced by his own growth 

environment”.  

Kyle’s perceived challenges (Q8) in India primarily came from two aspects. One was 

the strong taste of the local food, as he grew up in a place used to eating light food 

without too many sauces and spices, he even went to hospital once due to his reaction 

to the local food, but later he managed to cook for himself. The other aspect was due 

to perceived racial discrimination from his team leader: 

“As we were a multicultural team, when we talked with our leader, we 

could feel that he was more into white people and loved to judge others, 

which made my entire experiences was not very good. To be more 

specific, we had team meetings with our leader each week, usually the 

leader would have a meeting with white people, then had meetings with 

the rest. Also unlike, the food was a subjective problem, I could solve it 

via cooking by myself, but it was extremely difficult to change my XXX 

leader’s mind, thus I decided to accept it and change my attitude to adapt 

to such situation.”  

Kyle showed concerns about the international relationship of two countries could 

largely influence the quality of an intercultural interaction experience. Kyle felt helpless 

in that situation which left him no choice but to adapt to that ‘unfortunate’ circumstance 
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by himself. Kyle regarded the “bad” relationship between India and China at the time 

he was in India produced a detrimental effect on his intercultural interaction 

experiences with Indian locals. Yet, the “good” relationship between Tunisia and China 

while he was in Tunisia benefited his intercultural interaction experiences with 

Tunisian locals. As he expressed: 

“During the period I was in India, our countries’ relationship was not very 

good, so sometimes I feel awkward to communicate with the locals, they 

did not really accept me, and I believe that’s also why I could feel a sense 

of racism from my leader. In Tunisia, some of locals were European 

descents, instead of being passionate towards white people, they didn’t 

really care about skin colour. But they really liked Chinese people, since 

China made huge contribution to its infrastructure.” 

Owning to his interaction with the team leader in India, Kyle expressed that 

“hypothetically, if the two volunteering experiences had happened in reversed order, 

the Indian project first, I might not have gone to the project in Tunisia later”. Q8 

revealed that this had a huge negative impact on Kyle’s emotions and enthusiasm 

towards interacting with others with different cultures, as Kyle shared with me that due 

to the experience, he had begun to avoid interaction with others occasionally and 

experienced a period of unhappiness, and changed his mind about going abroad to 

pursue further study. I interpreted that this change resulted from his perceived 

discrimination; yet, admittedly, there could be many possible reasons for this change 

of plan, other than perceived discrimination. Nevertheless, overall, Kyle still regarded 

the two experiences to have had a positive influence on his personality as he became 

more open and more optimistic towards life. He also able to employ a critical reflexivity 

of ‘self’ through interacting with diverse individuals that “the experience made me 

realise my real personality and what I truly desire in my life” (Q6).  

Based on his experiences, Kyle’s conceptualisation of intercultural interaction (Q2) is 

limited to interaction with a person from another country, implying that intercultural is 

tied to nationality and for an interaction to be intercultural one or more of the 

interactants must be of different nationalities, see what he said: 

“It is the interaction between different cultures, or to say different 

countries […] People are not that different within a country. Although I 
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am from Guangdong, and studying in Beijing, I don’t find any 

differences…” 

Kyle emphasised the importance of mutual understanding during intercultural 

interaction, he considered understanding others to be essential in intercultural 

interaction, and the prerequisite for accepting differences in the world (replying to Q9). 

He listed an example of different mainstream culture, where with “mutual 

understanding” individuals communicated and cooperated: 

“Mutual understanding is very important during the process of interacting 

with people of different cultural backgrounds. Otherwise, you will 

definitely have difficulties in accepting some specific habits of others. For 

example, XXX have a special feature, they particularly like to be late, 

usually, it can be up to 1 or 2 hours, however, it actually represents a 

way of life, a kind of relaxed attitude, influenced by their culture or to say, 

religion […] they do not have the urge to do things, but in our country or 

in Japan, we usually seize every minute and every second […] so, I think 

it would be better if we can understand each other […] and maybe what 

we can do is just understand each other” 

Additionally, Kyle proposed that “Many people are too self-centred, which can lead to 

a failure in intercultural interaction”. Besides mutual understanding, Kyle mentioned 

“language ability” and “motivation to communication” as important factors (Q9) to 

contribute to successful intercultural interaction. Nevertheless, he contended that “It’s 

nearly impossible or to say it is very difficult to develop these sorts of abilities through 

university education” (related to Q10). 

5.2.10 Case Study: Mia 

Mia was a third-year university student majoring in Information Management and 

Information Systems. She was originally from the Shandong province in the north of 

China, and later went to study in another northern province called Jilin. Mia had never 

been abroad prior to the projects (Q1), but was very confident in her English usage as 

she had no problems communicating with foreigners in Mainland China and she 

obtained an extremely high score in her Chinese National Matriculation English Test. 

Her English-learning strategy was to imitate L1 English speakers. Mia’s major 

perceived interaction experience with diverse individuals before her voluntary projects 
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commenced was to assist four Indian volunteers in Mainland China as a local AIESEC 

buddy, which made her more courageous to talk to foreigners and changed some 

presumptions and stereotypes she held towards Indians (replying to Q1, but also 

related to Q7): 

“maybe my previous impression of India was not so good, as I thought 

their crime rate was quite high and so many poor people did not have 

enough food, but the four volunteers left me with an entirely different 

impression […] I used to have the impression India was, a very poor 

country. But through this contact, I felt that most of the things we saw 

were just very superficial, after real contacts in person, you would find 

they were not the same as you imagine.” 

Fascinated by the initial experience offered by AIESEC, she subsequently applied for 

an architecture volunteer project in Bahrain, and an educational project in Germany 

later. I interviewed Mia during the time she was studying in XXX as an exchange 

student after these two experiences. Unlike Kyle, Mia’s first experience in Bahrain that 

was relatively challenging (described by her as “suffering” when replying to Q1), but 

her later experience in Germany was “amazing”, she delineated that experience with 

the words “every single day was unforgettable” (as she summarised when replying to 

Q1).  

In the first Bahrain project, replying to Q8, Mia’s challenge started when she was in 

Sri Lanka. Mia illustrated that she struggled in the mid-transfer airport on her way to 

Bahrain. It was her first time abroad, she encountered difficulties in understanding 

locals in the airport, these local people could also not understand Mia’s English. As 

she described:  

“The local accent was extremely strong, like the ‘seafood and curry’ 

accent. Although I could understand Indians,32 I could not handle that 

accent, and locals complained that I did not know how to speak English, 

so I was collapsed at that moment. It completed destroyed my 

confidence in speaking English. I stayed there for 8 hours under this kind 

of ‘inhuman’ condition. I was really depressed and was in a bad mood. 

 
32  Prior to volunteering, Mia’s major intercultural interaction experience was to assist four Indian 
volunteers in Mainland China as a local AIESEC buddy, which made her become more courageous to 
talk to foreigners and changed some presumptions and stereotypes towards Indians. 



 193 

Thus, I did not have much expectations on Bahrain… Because it was my 

first time to go abroad, so I did not have good impression on foreign 

countries. In my view, Bahrain was similar to Sri Lanka as they were both 

small countries near the seaside, it was very easy to relate Bahrainis’ 

accent would be the same.” 

It can be seen from the above excerpt that Mia thought the local people in Sri Lanka 

had a strong English accent so that she could not understand them, and this inhibited 

communication. She never thought someone with a “seafood and curry” accent would 

complain about her accent. Given that Mia had never been abroad before, but was 

confident in her English, her self-confidence was immediately “destroyed”. 

Mia’s accommodation in Bahrain (Q3) was “a huge messy apartment including several 

rooms and two living rooms”. Twelve girls shared a room with mattresses everywhere. 

Her roommates were from the Netherlands, America, the Republic of Belarus, etc., so 

most were from Europe, and no one was from Mainland China, initially. After her 

miserable experience in Sri Lanka, Mia was fine to accept such circumstances and 

some other volunteers made Mia feel welcomed: 

“They offered to help me to arrange a place for me, because it was really 

messy to create an empty space. A Belgium girl who arrived earlier than 

me moved an empty space for me in the closet, she said that ‘you can 

definitely use this, if it is not enough, I will move another one for you’. I 

was extremely touched by her action, because she made me felt that 

she really wanted to help me instead of just talking.” 

Again, similar to Yang and Jin, Mia’s project in Bahrain did not operate as she 

expected, as the local AIESEC team leader was “not responsible and reliable”, but 

later she had the opportunity to join Cora’s project in a Rehabilitation NGO. In the 

centre, she assisted the teacher with the children (Q3) and learned how an NGO 

worked.  

In Bahrain, Mia initially considered herself as “an unsuitable person for intercultural 

interaction”, and at the time thought that “Asians are essentially different from 

Europeans”, mainly because she shared no perceived similarities with them. Replying 

to Q8, Mia directly pointed out that interacting with someone who had no 

commonalities with her would make her feel uncomfortable. However, she adopted 
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the term ‘foreigner’ as a standard for her to find someone who shared interests with 

her she could make friends with. Later she highlighted “Asian can be in one group”, 

implying that she could make friends with people from Asian countries/areas and, for 

her, those people cannot be seen as ‘foreigners’. As shown below: 

“When I talked with foreigners, like people from Europe, I just couldn’t 

get their laughing points, they loved to talk about something I was not 

interested in. So rather than ‘force’ myself to adapt to them, I chose not 

to interact with them. I rarely spoke to them, just to say, ‘hello, how are 

you?’, this kind of insignificant talk. I could feel that Europeans can be 

one group, Asians can be in one group, and we could not go deep in our 

relationship […]Although on the surface, we seemed to get along quite 

well, we went shopping, swimming, and partying together, but we were 

really different in loads of aspects… you would just find something was 

really difficult to adapt with, even if you force yourself to adapt, in fact, 

you would not really feel comfortable and would just feel bored”   

As can be seen from the below excerpt, besides the lack of perceived commonalities 

with people from Europe, to some extent, the highly intimate friendship between Mia 

and a Chinese co-national girl in Bahrain also inhibited her engagement with other 

people:  

Mia: I did not really establish friendships with any foreigners. I usually 

just talk to a Chinese girl in my room, who arrived later than me… 

Me: But to interact with foreigners was one of your motivations to come 

here? 

Mia: Well… There were one or two foreigners I could still have some 

conversations with. Like I said, the conversations between me 

and them were quite boring. And actually, I shared loads of things 

in common with that Chinese girl, we had many things to talk 

about. There was a better choice in front of me, why would I give 

myself a hard time? I was kind of ‘lazy’.  

Labelling her unwillingness to communicate with others interculturally as ‘laziness’, 

Mia’s statement “why I would give myself a hard time?’, implied that she saw no point 
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of making extra effort to communicate with other people besides the Chinese girl, as 

Mia responded to my follow-up questions within her response to Q8. 

In response to Q5, in Bahrain, Mia made a good friend with a local boy she happened 

to meet at a bus stop one day. The boy was from a different country, although his 

country still belonged to Asia, which further confirmed Mia’s impression that Asians 

stayed in one group. Their friendship started when they found they shared a wide 

range of interests, same hobbies such as singing songs and playing in bands: 

“Later, we became very good friends, his home was like my home in 

Bahrain, and we hanged out together and sang songs together in a 

restaurant. It was a pleasant time to be with him. We are still in touch at 

the moments and every day we share some news of ourselves.” 

After the experience in Bahrain, Mia had changed a number of stereotyped beliefs and 

was able to see a more multi-faceted aspect, meaning that “anything has its bad side 

as well as its good side”, as she used to think the outside world would definitely be 

great. In spite of what she had experienced in Sri Lanka and Bahrain, Mia applied for 

another AIESEC project in Germany. When I asked why (related to Q6), she said: 

“Bahrain’s experience made me more determined to go abroad, only 

because I love places with less people. My ideal life was to live abroad 

and have a very intimate Chinese friend, meanwhile, to maintain good 

relationships with foreigners, but I would remain distant with them as I 

thought I will never be good friends with any foreigners.” 

2019 was the first year that AIESEC’s German branch started to provide projects for 

overseas volunteers, their past overseas opportunities were limited to internships. 

Although Mia was dissatisfied with her first volunteering experiences, she felt she has 

matured from those experiences relatively quickly. Furthermore, she had begun to 

learn German just before knowing about the existence of that educational project in a 

refugee camp (related to Q1). Mia has always loved spending time with children. 

Consequentially, she gave up an exchange opportunity in a world top university and 

applied for another AIESEC overseas volunteering project in Germany. She mainly 

taught conversational English and organised entertaining activities for refugee children. 

During the second volunteering experience, despite meeting a few other co-national 

volunteers in Germany, Mia found that they “shared no similarities” (related to Q3): 
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“There were three other volunteers from Mainland China as well. From 

the beginning, I knew we couldn’t be friends as we shared no similarities.” 

She further rambled and described herself as “an adventurous girl loving to do the 

things that she has never done before”. She got along with her peers quite well in 

Mainland China, however, she considered herself somewhat “different” than them, 

because the things she cared about were usually “distinct”. Strictly speaking, she “did 

not have a very intimate friend to talk to”. Thus, it was not easy to meet someone who 

shared many interests with her as that Chinese girl in Bahrain (who she mentioned 

when replying to Q8). Consequently, Mia began to open herself up and interact with 

Western individuals as she did not make any co-national friends. She began to no 

longer adopt countries/areas as a standard to distinguish whether an individual would 

share common interests with her or not. With her great improvement in spoken English 

after her voluntary experience in Bahrain, Mia was determined to take the volunteering 

experience to its fullest by pushing herself to interact with others in Germany. She 

developed “deep conversations” with several foreign friends and established a few 

relatively strong and intimate intercultural friendships, especially individuals from 

Europe, including two German locals, her buddies and a Ukrainian girl: 

“gradually, we started to have deep conversations, there was a 

Ukrainian girl, Ana. I never believed there would be a person who would 

be ‘very much like me’ but grew up in a completely different environment 

with a distinct cultural background. We had great chemistry with each 

other, sharing similar mindsets and ways of interacting with people as 

well as similar growing experiences.” 

After interacting with “foreign people”, Mia felt that she had discovered her most 

authentic self, as she stated that “back in my home country, there are too many 

external factors limiting me to be my true self” (Q6). The German volunteering 

experience challenged Mia’s previous view on “foreigners”, or more accurately 

“Europeans”, and she subsequently obtained a deeper understanding of intercultural 

interaction (related to Q2). She used to meet a foreign people and conclude that one 

person’s actions could be applied to all people in their corresponding country. Yet 

during German voluntary work, she realised (Q6) that an individual cannot represent 

a country or an ethnic group: 
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“Consequently, as I found, there were many foreign people out there 

who were similar to me, I felt more comfortable to be with them after 

discovering their cuteness. Now, I feel that I was over generalising to 

make the statement after Bahrain. An individual does not equate to a 

country. In Bahrain, I met some people from Europe who were quite 

egoistic, so I did not like them. If any Chinese have the same 

characteristics, I won’t like those people neither. But I won’t say that I 

don’t like Chinese, because I know not all Chinese are like this.” 

From the above statement, it can be seen that on a surface level Mia considered 

herself to share more similarities with several people of differing nationalities/ethnicity 

than with some co-nationals, and began to recognise the diversity within a 

nation/ethnic group.  

Given the above-mentioned experiences, Mia regarded the most important 

competencies for successful intercultural interaction (reply to Q9, also related to Q11) 

were to “have the courage to take the initiative to talk” and “respecting other’s cultures 

and habits”. In that regard, she proposed the capacity for imitation would be useful to 

acquire those competencies (Q10). In other words, obtaining those competencies 

through imitating from others in real life. 

Moreover, related to Q5, Mia noted an interesting phenomenon during her 

volunteering period in Germany, a co-national volunteer colleague told her about an 

incident of ‘racial discrimination’ that happened in a local supermarket with a cashier, 

but Mia shared that she did not think of it as discrimination, but an unsatisfying 

shopping experience, indicating that people perceive or define discrimination 

differently: 

“I don’t really think that was a kind of racial discrimination. I had a similar 

conversation back in a supermarket in Mainland China. I think it was just 

the cashier with a bad attitude, you can’t ascribe a person’s bad attitude 

to discrimination, I would just say the cashier is a person who has no 

morals.” 

5.2.11 Case Study: Rylee 

Rylee was a fourth-year university student majoring in Business English (Q1), in her 

hometown, Guangdong province. Rylee felt that language influenced the way she 
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thought, since her major was English, and she thus described herself as a “relatively 

westernised and open-minded person” who usually held different opinions from her 

parents, and subsequently they frequently had arguments. She had a Singaporean 

Chinese boyfriend, and although they spoke the same language (Mandarin) she could 

sense their cultural differences in many ways, nevertheless, Rylee could not exemplify 

these differences during our interview. 

Prior to volunteering abroad, Rylee helped many L1 English speakers to study 

Mandarin through an online language learning platform called italki. However, she put 

much emphasis on teaching Mandarin instead of practising English, as she said she 

usually felt unconfident when speaking to native speakers and worried others would 

laugh at her spoken English (related to Q1): 

“I think it is true that, if I speak to native speakers […] I will be very 

unconfident. I would feel that I speak very poor English, so would be 

afraid to speak English, or speak wrong and they will make fun of my 

English […] Because I am a person who does not have much confidence 

in myself, although others may not mock me, I will still feel very 

embarrassed for my little mistakes or non-fluent spoken English, or I may 

feel ashamed and then I would be afraid of speaking English. So, I often 

refuse to speak English. Although I communicate on the italki website, 

but I always help other people with their Chinese learning, but I rarely 

say whether you would like to help me learn English … as I am too afraid 

of speaking … yeah … it’s quite embarrassing” 

With respect to her volunteering project (Q3), Rylee’s main duty was to cooperate with 

other international volunteers to talk to locals in a café in a small Turkish city, 

encouraging them to communicate with the volunteers in English, and share ideas with 

each other in any topics. Rylee worked four hours a day in either morning or afternoon 

from Monday to Saturday. She was shocked to be treated as a “super star” in her 

volunteering destination, as “locals rarely saw Chinese over there”. Therefore, most of 

the people that Rylee met were very enthusiastic and hospitable. Rylee was lucky 

enough to live with a kind and hospitable local family. Despite her host family being 

unable to speak fluent English, driven by their curiosity towards Rylee, they made 

great efforts in order to communicate with Rylee. Albeit Rylee admitted that cultural 
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differences do exist, the host family showed her their respect and understanding, and 

consequently no cultural conflicts ever happened (Q3): 

“I lived with a local AIESECer […] His family was really kind to me. They 

always had a spare room prepared for international volunteer, because 

they enjoyed meeting and communicating with diverse individuals. 

Although only the younger brother was good at English, all his family, 

including his brother and parents loved to meet volunteers from different 

countries. They were really good. For instance […] I was fed about 4 to 

5 meals a day. For real, I almost gained around 5 kilograms. […] They 

also introduced more local people to me […]” 

The whole volunteering experience opened a door for Rylee, she directly highlighted 

when responding to Q6, that she knew more about her own characteristics through 

her voluntary work in Turkey. Rylee began to realise that she is a “wild” and “easy-

going” person; in other words, open-minded as she could live with uncertain things 

and enjoy interacting with others during her volunteering period: 

Rylee: I met unfamiliar self and know more about self. I am actually very 

wild. I also became more aware of my own thinking limitations. 

Me: How do you know more about yourself?  

Rylee: I discover that… Oh, I actually can accept loads of things… When 

I arrived there, I found that I actually need to live with many other 

people, but I found it was amazing, and I enjoyed the 

conversations with others … so I am kind of a very easy-going 

person, I know myself better through this volunteering experience.  

Rylee shared in her interview that volunteering abroad made her more confident and 

courageous in speaking English, and thus she made great improvements. Although 

Rylee helped many L1 English speakers to study Mandarin through italki, she did not 

dare to practise English. However, during her volunteering abroad experience nobody 

ever mocked her English. With respect to her volunteering work, local people came to 

Rylee with a learning attitude. Moreover, Rylee lived with a kind and hospitable local 

family, who made every effort to communicate with her, with patience. Having such 

positive intercultural interaction experiences, Rylee became braver and more 
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confident to talk in English, which can be seen from her conversations on the italki 

platform. As she said: 

“in Turkey, I don’t think the locals speak good English, and mine is not 

that good as well. So, we are not that afraid of speaking English, as long 

as we could understand each other, we would not care too much about 

those little mistakes, so it is acceptable […] But I think I feel more 

confident with my English after the volunteer experience. I was video 

chatting with an elder from America on Italki prior to the volunteering, to 

help him learn Chinese. After I came back to China, I talked to him in 

English, he told me that he felt that my English had improved, I was so 

surprised. Maybe I got more confident as I had to speak English there in 

Turkey, it provided me with a context, so I speak more fluent English, 

maybe.” 

As mentioned previously related to Q8, Rylee specifically highlighted “if I speak to 

native speakers […] I will be very unconfident”, indicating that she would feel 

unconfident when she talks in English with L1 English speakers, since “little mistakes 

or non-fluent spoken English” were likely to make her embarrassed. While in Turkey, 

most of the locals were L2 English speakers with similar English-spoken proficiency 

to her, and she implied that she would feel more confident communicating with them 

(“we are not that afraid of speaking English, as long as we could understand each 

other”). Consequently, with frequent practice in English, her improved English oracy 

increased her confidence in interacting with others including L1 English speakers.  

Rylee specifically noted a different stereotyped belief of her has changed (Q6). She 

used to regard foreigners as a group of creatures completely different from Chinese. 

However, through this volunteering experience, she found that essentially, they are all 

human beings, the only differences between her and foreigners were their cultures 

and languages: 

Sometimes some people look at foreigners and feel that they are not the 

same creature like us. Although this may indeed be the case, but after 

you have the real experience, you will feel that there are not many 

differences between you and them […] You could have the same sort of 

relationship as your ordinary friends, but just demand to adopt a different 
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language when interacting for you to communicate better. There is no 

essential difference to the friendship, I will not put a label on you just 

because you are a foreigner. They are just like my ordinary friends, are 

the same type of people like my other Chinese friends. Now, I would see 

it more peacefully. For example, others would say something like ‘oh, 

foreigners’ like […] but I don’t seem to have this idea, for me, they just 

become a very ordinary point in my life. 

Given her experiences, when I asked Rylee her understanding of intercultural 

interaction (Q2), she directly expressed her view that intercultural interaction equated 

to “interpersonal communication”: 

“I think it is literally interpersonal communication, regardless of any 

nationality or cultural differences, actually it is a communication between 

different individuals, with different values and interaction with each 

other… of course, traditional culture has an impact on personal values… 

but… it seems that under the same traditional culture, people act 

differently.” 

Rylee seems to agree that people with the same “traditional cultur[al]” background 

hold the “same” values; however, further analysing the phase “people act differently”, 

she emphasised individual differences not group ones. Therefore, her statement 

signals that, for her, intercultural interaction happens during any form of interpersonal 

communication.  

Nevertheless, Rylee’s volunteer experience was not always smooth. Although she 

mentioned (replying to Q8) that interacting with other L2 English speakers boosted her 

confidence, she found that ineffective conversation would occur if both parties had 

low-level English proficiency, as which would cause mutual difficulties in 

understanding each other’s English, Rylee said:  

“When you and your interactants are talking to each other, and you two 

are unable to understand each other as you both have low level English 

proficiency, the situation would become extremely boring, you would 

lose the desire to talk more. You might leave after greetings, because 

your conversations cannot even be continued.” 
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She also encountered challenges (Q8) when interacting with diverse individuals during 

her time in Turkey. She felt sad when people of different backgrounds held 

stereotypical assumptions towards Chinese people, as she exemplified: 

“It seems that they still know very little about China. They have many 

stereotypes. They watched videos from YouTube and saw some 

Chinese people eating dog, very cruel. Then they would say all Chinese 

eat dog and thus feel all Chinese are very cruel. I felt very upset to 

explain every time. I was not alone. Many other Chinese volunteers have 

been asked the same question.” 

In addition, there were a few times that Rylee faced political issues that related to 

China’s national territorial sovereignty. She felt “really uncomfortable” when people 

she met thought “Taiwan and China are two different countries”. “Taiwan” has been 

considered as an unsolved controversial issue for a long time in the PRC.  

When I asked Rylee “What factors are most likely to contribute to success in 

interaction with diverse individuals?” (Q9). She clearly stated that she considered 

“patience to be of great importance”, with impatience inhibiting conversation, as 

impatience made someone unwilling to listen to others, as she exemplified: “if you are 

willing to listen to others, willing to explain patiently or help each other to understand, 

instead of constantly interrupting to make your communication unsmooth.” Rylee also 

expressed in response to Q9 that “sometimes others approach you only for learning 

Chinese culture”, and therefore to avoid embarrassing moments related to being 

unable to answer unprepared questions, Rylee concluded that “having enough 

knowledge of Chinese culture could increase one’s capabilities of answering 

unprepared questions posed by the others”. 

It was interesting to note that despite Rylee agreeing with the importance of being 

open-minded and inclusive (related to Q9), she argued that it would be “difficult” for a 

person to execute as although sometimes people try to be inclusive and aren’t able to 

because it’s “difficult to change” (related to Q10): 

“I think to create an inclusive environment would be very difficult. 

Enhancing one’s level of tolerance is not easy. Since everyone has a 

bottom line, it’s just right there, difficult to change, it’s about someone’s 

values. For example, I feel offended by your words and I just cannot 
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tolerant your words. So, I think it relates to someone’s values and 

thoughts, which is difficult to improve.” 

5.2.12 Case Study: Shen 

Shen was a fourth-year university student majoring in Applied Mathematics in a 

university in his hometown Guangdong province, in southern China. Prior to this 

overseas project, he volunteered as a local AIESEC buddy to assist a Malaysian 

volunteer in China for two weeks, to “be as a translator” in “a summer camp with loads 

of high school students” (related to Q1). Being a local buddy, Shen had a chance to 

“practice spoken English and learn more about Malaysian culture”. Besides that, Shen 

had travelled to several countries, including Vietnam, Ethiopia, India, Malaysia, and 

Indonesia. My impression with Shen, from his whole interview, was that he was very 

similar to another participant, Jin, as they both considered themselves to be more 

introverted.  

Shen has always been passionate about doing charity work. After graduating from his 

high school, he applied to a volunteer project in Nepal in 2015 even though his parents 

were “not very supportive”, not through AIESEC, unfortunately, that project has been 

cancelled due to an earthquake. Thus, it was unsurprising that Shen proactively 

sought different volunteering works during his undergraduate study period. Driven by 

his curiosity towards the Middle East, and his sense of social responsibility towards 

refugees, Shen chose to volunteer in a Syrian refugee camp in Beirut, Lebanon. It was 

interesting to know that Shen’s father disagreed with this action, so his mother secretly 

sponsored him to do this volunteer project, as he related (Q1): 

Me: What did your parents say about this? As you mentioned that they 

were not very supportive for you to volunteer in Nepal. 

Shen: My parents were very worried about me. After all, this refugee 

camp was just near Syria […] But I was very determined. If I have 

decided to do something, I have to do it. So gradually, I 

successfully persuaded my mom, but my father still disagreed. So, 

my mom secretly sponsored me and my father could not do 

anything. 

In fact, later in Lebanon, Shen did not meet any dangerous things, but was warmly 

welcomed by locals. Many local people on the street came to “shake hand” with him, 
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or “people who were driving would stop and say hi” to him, or buy him a meal in 

restaurants, as “East Asian people were like ‘dinosaurs’ there”.  

Shen’s main job was to design and deliver lessons to children in the refugee camp by 

collaborating with volunteers from different countries, including Italy, Brazil, Holland, 

Jordan, Egypt, Tunisia, and Spain. He was allocated into a group to inform children 

about peace education. As he shared in response to Q3 that he “prepared different 

topics and designed diverse course content” with his colleagues. The whole group had 

a meeting on every Monday to discuss the entire week’s content and volunteers who 

spoke Arabic would act as translators to assist the class. In my interview with Shen, 

he explained to me the course content along with some photos he took in Lebanon 

and the lesson plans they prepared for the teaching works. The course content 

included, for example, asking children to draw pictures of what peace means to them, 

to tell them stories about human rights (fairy tales), to explain to them about the world 

map, and to show them sustainable environment videos. 

One of Shen’s happiest moments during the volunteering was when a little girl in the 

refugee camp showed appreciation to his care and work, although the girl was a little 

bit “shy”, as he shared (Q4): 

“There was a shy girl in my class. So, I spent more time with her. She 

was like, you played with her enthusiastically, she would not be that 

happy and enthusiastic. I did not do that much, just pay more attention 

to her. But at the end, before I left, and we were about to end the project 

in that camp. She ran home quickly and took a picture she drew and give 

it to me. She also hugged me. Just made me feel like I was her father. It 

was sweet.” 

During his cooperation with diverse volunteers across the globe, he revealed that in a 

multicultural group, individuals could “bring different ideas that associated with their 

regional cultures” (Q7). He further exemplified that in order to warm up each lesson, 

volunteers “brought mini games from their own countries and integrated those into 

lessons”. Shen felt that the children in the camp grew up a lot and gained much 

knowledge during because of their hard work, as he related: 

“I felt those children were being civilised, evolving from a group of 

‘barbarians’ to a group of civilised kids. That was, they were very rude in 
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the beginning, they flighted with each other, boys attacked girls, girls 

attacked boys, but I would stop them and reason with them.” 

Although Shen felt a sense of achievement because the children’s improvement, his 

biggest challenge came from his teaching itself, as he considered himself as a 

“relatively introverted person”: 

Me: What are the challenges to interact with culturally and linguistically 

diverse people? [Q8] 

Shen: I was kind of … how to describe, not very sociable, I enjoy doing 

things alone. So, it was a challenge for me already to give lessons 

to children. I am a relatively introverted person and do not like 

meaningless social activities […] 

During Shen’s free time in Lebanon, he usually went out with his colleagues to explore 

the city, went out to bars, or coffee shops at night and went hiking or camping at 

weekends. Shen lived with other volunteers in a place (Q3) that was “similar to a 

student dormitory, in a room with two beds and air conditioner”. He had a roommate 

from Italy, and he revealed that in the end, they had already been “assimilated to each 

other” and generated many similar habits. For instance, Shen “followed his roommate 

to take shower in the morning” and his roommate followed him to “hang the clothes 

under the shelf of the outside air conditioner”. 

A major challenge (Q8) Shen met was when hanging out with volunteers from Europe, 

who tended to speak their own languages to one another, and amazingly they could 

understand each other. Shen felt embarrassed as he was the only one to not 

understand the conversations. However, they started to speak English all the time 

after Shen kindly reminded them he could not understand, as he related: 

 “They only did that in the beginning, it was really embarrassing because 

I couldn’t understand […] but I don’t think they did that on purpose […] 

it’s like when Cantonese meeting Cantonese, we tend to speak 

Cantonese at first.” 

Overall, this experience (Q6) made Shen aware of the existence of different kinds of 

people in the world, and thus increase his tolerance towards differences, as he 

explained: 
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“I knew more people from different countries, and they all have different 

lifestyles […] There was a German boy, he used to live in Peru, and had 

loads of different life experiences. Another German girl, she stayed in 

Australia for several years, went to a local university and worked as a 

nanny to support herself. I want to try different things in my life now.” 

Consequently, he became “more optimistic and become consciously aware that life 

could have more possibilities and does not necessarily need to follow a set of 

requirements to live life”. Before his voluntary experience, he used to think that after 

graduation from university, he would “go straight to find a proper work, be a ‘房奴33’ 

and raise children”. Moreover, Shen decided to do more charity work in the future and 

would change his subject from Applied Mathematics to a social work related subject 

when applying for master’s study in UK. 

Shen understood the notion of intercultural interaction (Q2) more from an essentialist 

perspective as he emphasised the differences between various ethnic groups. 

Although he also mentioned nationalities, he did not expand his thoughts on viewing 

nationalities as a cultural divider.  

“I think it is the interaction between people with different nationalities, 

ethnicities and languages … for example, if I communicate with people 

from Xinjiang province,34 I don’t really know their ethnicity and culture, I 

think it can be counted as intercultural […] but I don’t really think 

communicating with people from north China can be counted as 

intercultural, I feel the Internet is quite well-developed, we have frequent 

contacts with each other … as we are all in Chinese culture, because we 

are all Han Chinese35.” 

 
33 Can be directly translated to ‘housing/mortgage slave’, it is a word that has becoming popular in 
recent years in China. It refers to people who pay high-rate mortgage loans that have already affected 
their social position. Just like in a slave society, where slaves work hard for their owners to survive, 
house slaves thus have to work hard to repay their housing loans. The prevailing culture in Mainland 
China is that, where there is a house, there is a home and having your own house/flat has become a 
symbol of wealth and social status. Moreover, in Mainland China, the mainstream culture tends to 
equate wealth to happiness. 
34 Officially called the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region (XUAR), located in the far northwest of the 
country, an autonomous region within Mainland China.  
35 An ethnic group from China (92% of the Chinese population). 
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Regarding the factors that could facilitate successful intercultural interaction (Q9), 

Shen proposed three competencies: tolerance, braveness to communicate and 

adaptability: 

“I think the first is to be tolerant. Everyone from different cultures, has 

different ways of thinking and has their own views, and subjective 

opinions, so being tolerant is quite important. The second one I think is 

to dare to express ideas, don’t be afraid. Otherwise, no one would know 

your real thought and you would not know how others think of you. And, 

patience, but I think it should be included in tolerance. It is important to 

talk with and listen to others patiently. The last is adaptability”. 

Also in relation to Q8, Shen also mentioned that people with discriminatory and 

stereotypical beliefs who displayed an ethnocentric attitude would inhibit interaction 

with diverse individuals: 

“Like people who are conceited and arrogant are likely to possess 

discriminated actions or behaviours. For example, I look down on black 

people because I’m white, I don't want to talk to you, as I think you are 

stupid… So, might halt intercultural interaction.” 

Shen shared that an individual’s overall ability would be “slowly accumulated from life 

experiences” and consequently his mentioned competencies such as tolerance would 

be enhanced (Q10): “when a person has a broader view, he would be able to 

understand more of the world, and thus be more tolerant.” Shen further highlighted to 

live independently as a specific life experience could develop adaptability. He 

exemplified himself as “an individual who went to boarding school since very young” 

and had developed adaptability by living independently from an early age. He believed 

his adaptability should be better than those who had never lived independently.  

It was impressive that when we were talking about how to be better in communicating 

with diverse individuals (related to Q9 and Q11), Shen emphasised the importance of 

a “friendly atmosphere” for an introverted individual to express viewpoints. He also 

highlighted that in an ‘unfriendly atmosphere’, where people “objecting” and 

“interrupts”, he would be unlikely to share views with others, implying that he need a 

psychological safe space to speak up. Fortunately, with more experiences within a 

“friendly atmosphere”, he became more confident to share ideas:  
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Shen: I'm not an expressive person, but I was slowly pushed and started 

to speak out later. As long as there is an atmosphere, I can deliver 

my thoughts without fear. […] Also, I think that during a discussion, 

for a more introverted person, the atmosphere is very important. 

Me: So, could you tell me what kind of atmosphere you are talking about? 

Shen: A more friendly atmosphere. If there is a person with strong views 

in the team, who is objecting to whatever you say, or constantly 

interrupts you, you would not want to continue talking anymore … 

5.3 Thematic Analysis of the Twelve Case Studies 

This section aims to present the findings of the thematic analysis of the 12 cases. 

These individual cases revealed each participant’s pre-volunteering experiences, 

overseas volunteering experiences, plus the perceived significance of and reflection 

on those experiences. All the participants shared their previous perceived intercultural 

experiences prior to volunteering, some of them had nearly zero perceived interaction 

experiences with diverse individuals prior to volunteering abroad (e.g., Zhu and Cora), 

whereas some others had extensive experiences before this volunteering experiences 

(e.g., Yang and Jin). Participants’ reasons for applying for overseas volunteer projects 

were revealed, such as enjoying doing charity work (e.g., Cora and Shen), desiring to 

see the world (e.g., Sarah and Aria), longing to interact with diverse individuals (e.g. 

Aria and Emilia) and practising a second language in real-world context (e.g., Jin 

[Arabic], Cora [English]). Participants also mentioned the worry expressed by their 

parents before volunteering (e.g., Cora and Wen negotiated with their parents for a 

long time, Shen’s mother secretly sponsored him as his father disagreed).  

Moving onto the overseas volunteering experiences themselves, all 12 individual 

cases showed volunteers’ working and living environments when abroad, how they 

communicated and developed relationships with diverse individuals, as well as any 

experience or people that made an impression on them. Kyle and Mia were the only 

two participants who volunteered twice abroad; nevertheless, their trajectories were 

entirely different. While Mia described her first Bahrain experience as “suffering” she 

described her second Germany one as “amazing”. Kyle was “amazed” by his first 

project in Tunisia but his second India experience “was not very good”. Revealed by 

these 12 individual cases, it seems that AIESEC Bahrain was unreliable and 
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irresponsible, as Yang, Jin and Mia reported bad experiences due to the local 

organisation (volunteering projects did not operate as originally planned). Fortunately, 

these volunteers still had opportunities to interact with local people or other global 

volunteers (the focus of this study). It is salient to note, that interlocutors’ kind and 

friend attitudes encouraged participants to speak up, especially for participants who 

recognised themselves as relatively introverted (e.g., Emilia, Kyle, Jin and Shen). 

Although it was obvious that all participants reported increased cultural knowledge, 

confidence and competencies (e.g., tolerance level, language ability) to better interact 

with diverse individuals through this volunteer experience, they more or less 

encountered some challenges, such as language-related barriers, perceived 

discrimination from interlocutors, and political issues such as critiques of China’s 

national territorial sovereignty (e.g. Rylee).  

In addition, the 12 individual cases revealed participants’ perspectives on 

understanding the notion of intercultural interaction (either from an essentialist or a 

non-essentialist perspective), their perceived important competencies for successful 

intercultural interaction (e.g., braveness to communicate, tolerance, basic language 

ability) and corresponding strategies for developing those competencies (either from 

experiential learning or school education).  

Through a reflection on my research questions and plans, I decided to focus on 

identifying the overlapping parts between the 12 participants. However, differences 

exist among them in their perceptions. To be specific, although it may be claimed that 

participants share similar language-related challenges (for instance, Sarah and Zhu 

had inadequate English vocabulary to communicate, whereas Mia and Cora 

encountered difficulties in understanding interlocutors’ accents), it should be noted 

that each participant was unique. The same language-related challenge meant that 

they were likely to undergo similar interaction experiences with diverse individuals and 

their corresponding adjustment, but other conditions, such as their complex 

intersectionality of identity and the different contexts they were in, needs to be taken 

into account. In order to develop an understanding of any commonalities, and 

particularities among the participants, I compared the findings that had emerged from 

my holistic exploration of the interviews across these 12 cases.  

To summarise, I first explored insights within each interviewee case that might address 

my research aims, and then moved back and forth to identify emerging themes across 
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12 case studies and compared insights between the participants. Results of cross-

case thematic analysis are presented under five main headings: volunteers’ 

perspectives on understanding intercultural interaction, perceived benefits of 

intercultural interaction, inhibiting factors of intercultural interaction, important 

competencies for success in intercultural interaction, and volunteers’ suggested 

strategies for intercultural interaction. Similarities and differences between participants 

will be addressed under each subtheme and category. Figure 5.1 is a summary map 

of theme highlights emerging from individual cases. 
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Figure 5.1 Summary Map of Themes that Emerged from 12 Individual Cases 

5.3.1 Volunteers’ Perspectives on Understanding Intercultural Interaction 

The first subsection addresses the first sub-question of research question one: 

    RQ1: What are Mainland Chinese international volunteers’ perceptions of 

intercultural interaction? 

a. How do they understand intercultural interaction? 

Although the focus of this study was to explore the intercultural interaction experiences 

of international volunteers’ overseas volunteer projects, I did not intend to limit the 

definition of ‘intercultural interaction’ to interaction across nationalities. All participants 

shared similar views on understanding the notion of intercultural interaction, which 

could be regarded from an essentialist or non-essentialist perspective. It should be 

noted that their views were constructed after their volunteer experiences. Mia’s case 

was relatively special as she changed her essentialist view (developed from her first 

experience) to a non-essentialist view after her second experience. 

5.3.1.1 From an Essentialist Perspective: Interaction with Nationally/Ethnically 

Heterogenous Others as Intercultural Interaction  

In terms of the first sub-theme, Cora, Kyle, Emilia, Aria and Shen perceived that 

intercultural interaction equates to interacting with nationally or ethnically 

heterogenous others, they all overtly identified with either nationality or ethnicity as the 

salient feature of intercultural interaction while simultaneously downplaying individual 

differences within nations or ethnic groups. This suggests nationality or ethnicity were 

employed by them as labels to differentiate culture and categorise individuals as 

culturally different. They perceived culture as more or less homogenous and that 

people within the same group have the same culture even if they have different roles, 

which is an essentialist perspective towards culture, mentioned in Subsection 3.2.2. 

However, the differences were, while Cora, Kyle and Emilia saw nationality as the 

cultural divider, Aria and Shen put more emphasis on viewing ethnicity as a cultural 

divider.  

In my interview with Cora, she revealed that she had nearly zero perceived 

experiences interacting with diverse individuals before her overseas volunteering 

project. Volunteering in Bahrain was her first experience abroad and offered her an 
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opportunity to interact with diverse individuals worldwide. Although in Bahrain, Cora 

realised the differences between her and some conational volunteers, she seemed to 

ignore those differences or tended not to correlate those differences with culture. Cora 

expressed that “communication between Chinese people cannot be count as 

intercultural interaction […] For me, culture is a very broad idea”. She thus tied 

‘intercultural’ to nationality and for an interaction to be intercultural one or more of the 

interactants must be of different nationalities.  

Kyle shared a similar view as Cora, he agreed that the conceptualisation of 

intercultural interaction is limited to interaction with a person from another country: “It 

is the interaction between different cultures, or to say different countries”. This could 

be possibly ascribed to the fact that Kyle found the relationship between interlocutors’ 

countries could largely affect the quality of an intercultural interaction experience. 

Recall that Kyle volunteered twice in Tunisia and India respectively. He was “amazed” 

by the whole volunteering experience in Tunisia mainly because the locals were very 

hospital, and the relationship between China and Tunisia was relatively good. 

However, he experienced a period of unhappiness in India mainly because he 

perceived discriminative actions from his group leader and also had unpleasant 

interaction experiences with locals. He reckoned that the “bad” relationship between 

India and China at the time he was in India produced a detrimental effect on his 

intercultural interaction experiences with Indian locals. Therefore, he considered 

interacting with people of differing nationalities as intercultural, as he could feel the 

above differences.  

Though Emilia did not provide an explicit definition in her interview, she cited and 

narrated examples of intercultural interaction for encounters she had with nationally 

different volunteers she met during her overseas project: “I think it’s like the interaction 

I had with Egyptians, Indians, Pakistani and people from other countries.” Emilia only 

mentioned interaction with individuals of different nationalities as intercultural 

interaction. I interpret this to mean that she only considered nationality. Similar to Kyle, 

Emilia mentioned that she was warmly welcomed by the locals in Egypt and 

specifically highlighted that “locals were very very respectful of Chinese people”, 

implying that she noticed nationality could affect one’s intercultural interaction 

experience in a specific context.  



 214 

Dissimilar from Cora, Kyle and Emilia, instead of viewing nationality as a cultural 

divider, Aria saw ethnicity as a boundary of cultural unity. She expressed that: “I think 

of culture as more ethnicity versus nationality. Like people from the north and south of 

China, we are so different”. Aria is Cantonese, she elaborated that she is similar to the 

ethnic Chinese group in Malaysian and agreed that within the same ethnic group, 

people have “similar” cultural identity; she also highlighted the differences between 

people from “the north and south of China”, which indicates that she perceived variety 

within ethnicities from one country.  

Similar to Aria, Shen is also Cantonese, but he downplayed the differences between 

people from north and south, to emphasise the differences between various ethnic 

groups. Although he also mentioned nationalities, he did not expand his thoughts on 

viewing nationalities as a cultural divider. Shen only exemplified his understanding 

through talking about Xinjiang province: “if I communicate with people from Xinjiang 

province,36 I don’t really know their ethnicity and culture, I think it can be counted as 

intercultural”. He did not think “communicating with people from north China can be 

counted as intercultural” and reasoned that the “Internet is quite well developed, we 

have frequent contacts with each other”. While Shen regarded the Internet allowed 

southern and northern individuals from Mainland China to have frequent 

communication with others, to reduce their differences, and thus not feel that they 

were that intercultural, he also seemed to disagree that the Internet could reduce the 

differences between him and people from Xinjiang province: that differences still 

occurred.  

Although Aria and Shen view ethnicity at different levels, they both differentiate people 

culturally on the basis of ethnicity. In total, there are 56 officially identified ethnic 

groups within China. Besides Han Chinese, 55 other ethnic groups are non-Han 

Chinese and have been referred to as ethnic minorities in China. Given a great number 

of ethnic minority groups within Xinjiang province, a small group of Han Chinese also 

live in Xinjiang, therefore I believe Shen’s statement, “people from Xinjiang Province” 

refers to ethnic minorities in Xinjiang instead of its potential regional meaning.  

Compared to Aria, Shen defined ethnic differences on a different level, he perceived 

Han Chinese people to be culturally different from the ethnic minorities in Xinjiang, 

 
36 Officially called the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region (XUAR), located in the far northwest of the 
country, an autonomous region within Mainland China.  
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while Aria perceived Cantonese people to be culturally different from northern Chinese. 

Cantonese people and the majority of people in northern China are Han Chinese, and 

therefore it can be inferred that Aria regarded there to be more sub-ethnic group 

differences within the Han Chinese group. Figure 5.2 shows the inter-relationships 

between different ethnic groups mentioned by Aria and Shen. It is worth noting that 

although some minority groups live in the Guangdong province and north Mainland 

China, and some other Chinese ethic groups live in Malaysia, what Aria and Shen 

denoted were the mainstream ethic groups in those areas.  

 

Figure 5.2 Inter-relationships Between Different Ethnic Groups Mentioned by Aria 

and Shen 

5.3.1.2 From a Non-essentialist Perspective: Daily Communication with the 

Others as an Equivalent to Intercultural Interaction 

In terms of the second sub-theme, Zhu, Sarah, Wen, Yang, Jin, Mia and Rylee 

identified normal daily communication with others as something they considered as an 

intercultural interaction. They perceived culture with blurred boundaries that do not 

relate to ethnic, national or international entities, which is more of a non-essentialist 

perspective towards culture, as mentioned in Subsection 3.2.3.  

Specifically, when I asked about their understanding of intercultural interaction, Rylee 

directly expressed her view that intercultural interaction equated to “interpersonal 

communication”: “I think it is literally interpersonal communication, regardless of any 

nationality or cultural differences, actually it is a communication between different 

individuals”. It was obvious that before her volunteer project, Rylee saw foreigners as 

a group of creatures completely different from Chinese people. However, the Turkey 
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volunteering experience made her realise that there were no differences in 

communicating with foreigners to communicating with other people in China. She thus 

concluded that intercultural interactions equated to daily communication.  

Similarly, Wen provided her view that “Basically, communication with others is 

intercultural communication”, which could “reveal differences. And different people see 

things differently.” It was Wen’s first time abroad, before which she had zero perceived 

intercultural experience with diverse individuals. In Columbia, Wen was the only Asian 

volunteer and she thus had extensive contacts with diverse individuals there. She 

found those interactions showed no differences from her daily communication with 

others, and when she returned to China this outlook made her to change many of her 

initial stereotypical beliefs towards the countries where her interlocutors were from. 

Subsequently, she found that communication with others is essentially intercultural 

communication. 

Zhu also considered intercultural interaction as “communicating with a person who has 

a different lifestyle, habits, customs and culture, or just someone who is different from 

you”, she did not adopt any jargons to describe intercultural, but noticed differences 

between individuals within a group. During her volunteer journey, similar to Cora, she 

realised the differences between her and her co-nationals (e.g. past experiences and 

future plans), but unlike Cora who viewed culture as a “very broad idea”, Zhu saw even 

“a little bit different” can be considered as intercultural.  

Zhu’s view was echoed by Jin. Jin was a participant with extensive perceived 

intercultural contact experience. More precisely, Jin highlighted that “if beliefs, values 

and ways of thinking are different, then that is intercultural”, revealing that he regarded 

any interaction between people as intercultural as it is almost impossible to find two 

persons with exact identical beliefs, values and ways of thinking. However, what 

interests me is that although Jin specifically stressed that “it seems that everyone is 

different from each other”, he adopted essentialist words of “southerner” and 

“northerner” to describe specific groups of people, which seems to contradict his non-

essentialist view, see what he said: “we live in a similar cultural environment, our 

differences might be smaller, but the differences between a southerner and northerner 

would be larger”.  
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Sarah also equated the notion of intercultural interaction to day-to-day communication 

with people. Her view was similar to Jin’s that “Probably… our daily interaction is 

essentially intercultural”. Although Sarah initially adopted an essentialist description of 

different ethnic groups and associated languages to exemplify her view that “even in 

Canton, we have many different dialects, there people speak Hakka, and some speak 

Cantonese”. She noticed cultural diversity within a nation and within the cultural 

complexity of individuals, as she said, “we are brought up differently, different family 

background and life experiences”.  

Similar to Jin, Yang was a participant with extensive perceived experiences in 

interacting with diverse individuals prior to volunteering, she directly proposed that 

intercultural interaction is “communication between people of cultural differences” and 

cultural differences “cannot be limited to region or country”, but something that “can 

create thought collisions between the interactants.” In my interpretation, Yang 

considered intercultural conversations to happen frequently, and it is normal in our 

daily communication that individuals hold different ideas and insights on the same 

topics, creating thought collisions.  

In this category, Mia’s case was relatively special as she volunteered twice through 

AIESEC. She described her first experience in Bahrain as “suffering”, while “every 

single day was unforgettable” in the later one in Germany. As mentioned in Mia’s case 

in Subsection 5.2.10, owing to her German volunteering experience, her views and 

attitude towards foreigners dramatically changed and she obtained a deeper 

understanding of intercultural interaction. She used to meet a foreign people and 

conclude that one person’s actions could be applied to all people in their 

corresponding country. Yet during German voluntary work, she realised that “An 

individual does not equate to a country”, implying Mia began to recognise the diversity 

within a nation/ethnic group.  

Despite her realisation, Mia did not suggest that daily communication can be 

intercultural. After the second volunteering experience, Mia could not specify or detail 

any concrete intercultural interactions she had despite the friendships she had formed. 

I suggest this is because a co-national or co-ethnic can be ‘culturally heterogeneous’, 

and a nationally or ethnically different individual can be ‘culturally homogeneous’. As 

such, this implies Mia, deep down, equated intercultural interaction to everyday 

conversations, given that in real daily life, she might encounter people who would be 
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either similar to or different from her regardless of nationality or ethnicity. For example, 

the three co-nationals she met in Germany that she “couldn’t be friends” with and the 

Ukrainian girl that she established a strong friendship with because they “had great 

chemistry”. 

5.3.2 Perceived Benefits of Intercultural Interaction  

This subsection discusses participants’ perceived benefits to intercultural interaction 

to answer the second sub-question of research question one: 

a. What do they perceive to be the benefits of intercultural interaction? 

The individual cases revealed that participants in this study perceived five major 

benefits to intercultural interaction: 1) it allows them opportunities for cultural learning 

and sharing, and consequently challenged many of their stereotyped beliefs and 

preconceptions and led them to value people’s diversity, 2) it provides them with fresh 

ideas and perspectives, 3) it gives them chances to learn how to interact across 

cultures more effectively in English, 4) it offers them socialising opportunities to 

develop invaluable friendships across cultures, and 5) it enables them to know 

themselves better through a critical reflexivity of self. Each of these sub-themes will 

be discussed in the subsections below.  

5.3.2.1 Cultural Learning and Sharing  

From the acculturation theory perspective (mentioned in Subsection 3.3.8.1), cultural 

learning usually occurs in the process of interacting with others. All participants 

mentioned the opportunity for cultural learning and sharing as a perceived benefit of 

interacting with diverse individuals. Four categories were identified for this sub-theme, 

as presented in the following content. 

Learning Local Culture, Customs and Traditions 

From the integrative theory of communication and cross-cultural adaptation 

(mentioned in Subsection 3.3.3.3) theory, communication is at the centre of the 

acculturating process. During the whole volunteer journey, participants were able to 

learn local culture, customs and traditions through interacting with the locals. For 

instance, although Kyle experienced a period of unhappiness due to his 

unaccustomedness to interactants’ communication style in his first volunteer project 

in Tunisia, he pushed himself to have deep talks with others and learned much about 
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local culture and traditions: “made me have a deeper understanding of this country in 

terms of culture”. Kyle emphasised that, besides his curiosity towards the culture, the 

locals’ openness also facilitated his cultural learning process indicating that Kyle 

noticed that successful cultural learning in a contact can be achieved by both parties’ 

openness, as he said: “On one side, I really want to know about local culture, on the 

other side, the locals love to share their views on this country as well as Muslim culture.” 

Similarly, Cora shared her experience of learning local customs and traditions by 

means of “chitchats” with local colleagues in a rehabilitation NGO in Bahrain: “I was 

able to know their customs and traditions through our interaction”.  

Sharing Chinese Culture with Others 

Besides opening their eyes and broadening their horizons via learning new cultures, 

participants also saw interaction as an opportunity to share Chinese culture with others. 

For instance, organising cultural workshops for local people, displaying Chinese 

cultural products in the global village, and sharing Chinese cultural aspects in daily 

conversations. For example, Sarah revealed that she made her host family become 

more interested in China through sharing her life in China: “They are very sincere and 

curious about my life. I could feel that they had become more and more interested in 

Chinese culture”. 

Challenging Existing Stereotypes & Preconceptions 

From a Contact Hypothesis perspective (mentioned in Subsection 3.3.3.4), intergroup 

bias and prejudice can be effectively reduced through personal contacts. Through 

learning and sharing, more than half of the participants show that the volunteering 

experience afforded them with opportunities to challenge many of their preconceptions 

and stereotyped beliefs. Emilia, for example, said that “interactions allowed me to 

break my previous presumptions” towards other volunteers and locals she interacted 

with in Egypt and made her “personal values more diverse”. For instance, she now 

realised that volunteers from India and Pakistan could meet together peacefully, 

although from a historical relations of power perspective (intersectionality theory), 

India and Pakistan had an intense relationship. Different from participants like Emilia, 

Rylee shared that a different stereotyped belief of hers had changed. She used to 

consider foreigners as a group of creatures completely different from Chinese. 

However, through interacting with more people across the globe, she found that 
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essentially, they are all human beings and “there are not many differences between 

you and them”. From my perspective, this was also the main reason that Rylee 

equated “intercultural interaction” to “interpersonal interaction” after this volunteer 

experience, as she found that communicating with individuals other than Mainland 

Chinese is almost identical to communicating with her Chinese friends in Mainland 

China.  

Acknowledging the Diversity of the World 

In relation to cultural learning and sharing, more than half of the participants began to 

realise individual differences and the diversity of the world, and that people should not 

have presumptions or expectations towards others based on nationalities which ignore 

the fact that each individual has their own desires, thoughts and feelings. Thus, they 

came to have more objective viewpoints and realised there might be no absolutely 

“right” or “wrong”, just being different, which allowed them to better understand others. 

For instance, Yang directly highlighted that the interactions with other volunteers 

during the project made her realise “the world is full of diversity”, whereas previously, 

she would easily become “angry” and then “fight back” when she encountered 

opposing ideas. Moreover, recall that Mia mentioned that she volunteered twice in 

Bahrain and Germany though AIESEC. Combing the two volunteering experiences, 

she realised individual differences occur within a country. After her second experience, 

her views and attitude towards foreigners dramatically changed demonstrating cultural 

learning. Mia changed a number of stereotyped beliefs and became able to see the 

multi-faceted aspect of things (“anything has its bad side as well as its good side”), as 

she used to think the world outside China would only have positive sides.  

5.3.2.2 Exposure to New Perspectives 

Closely related to cultural exchange, participants also spoke of being exposed to new 

ideas and perspectives, such as concepts and artefacts, as a second major benefit. It 

gave them opportunities to challenge their existing assumptions from an outsider 

perspective, and to reflect on what they have taken for granted from an entirely 

different angle. From the acculturation and the third space theories perspective, 

volunteers were able to enrich their cultural identities through interacting with diverse 

individuals. For example, Sarah mentioned her conversations with her AIESEC 

buddies and that their attitude towards life differed from people in Mainland China: 
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“they didn’t really care if the jobs they want to find were popular”. Compared to 

Mexican university students who prefer to seek things they genuinely like, less 

Chinese university students choose to pursue things they like in favour of goals that 

Chinese society considers worthwhile. In this regard, Sarah began to reflect on her life 

track and reconsider her future. Zhu also illustrated that she was exposed to different 

attitudes towards life in Nepal that differed from the prevailing culture in her life. 

Different from Sarah’s perceived new perspectives, Zhu started to challenge her 

existing assumption of the relationship between money and happiness, as she noticed 

locals in Nepal “even though they are really poor, they are genuinely happy and have 

a good mentality”. Zhu subsequently realised that one’s wealth not always positively 

correlates with his/er level of happiness, while in Mainland China, the mainstream 

culture tends to equate wealth to happiness.  

5.3.2.3 Improved Interaction with Others in English  

The third major benefit identified by participants was increased confidence in 

interacting with others, especially with people of different cultures and due to a 

frequent usage of English many reported improved speaking abilities. For instance, 

Rylee expressed “I feel more confident with my English” and one of her old L1 English 

speaker acquaintances told her that her English “had improved” after she came back 

from Turkey to China. Rylee also emphasised that in Turkey, the locals were L2 

English speakers with similar English-spoken proficiency to her, which made her dare 

to speak English and consequentially her English improved along with her enhanced 

confidence in interacting with others, including L1 English speakers. In Emilia’s case, 

in Egypt, she had great opportunities to interact with volunteers across the globe in 

her project and also with friendly local people, and she revealed that she became 

“more confident” to interact with others and her “English-speaking ability has been 

improved.” 

5.3.2.4 Valuable Friendships  

Another benefit of intercultural interaction frequently identified in the 12 individual 

cases were the opportunities to establish friendships with others. Through their 

international volunteering experience, volunteers were able to communicate with a 

wide range of individuals from all over the world, as a direct outcome of intercultural 

interaction they gained friendships. The majority of other participants revealed that 
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they built “precious friendships” with others, and the “joyful” moments they spent with 

those new friends was regarded as one of the most unforgettable memories during 

their volunteering period. They genuinely felt happy to develop new friendships and 

were reluctant to be apart when the volunteering projects ended. Some even promised 

to “visit each other” and have kept in contact and sharing life with each other via online 

chatting applications. As illustrated by Emilia, “I met so many kind people during this 

volunteer project, I feel so lucky and blessed” and Wen said, “I have gained so many 

precious friendships”. Cora excitedly told me her most direct benefit of interacting with 

others was gaining “some new nice friends”, unlike other participants she explicated 

that not only she became acquainted with more international friends, but also more 

“co-national friends”, which brought her extensive happiness.  

5.3.2.5 Critical Reflexivity of “Self” 

The final benefit of intercultural interaction perceived by participants was the 

opportunity to create a profound critical reflexivity. Through intercultural interaction 

with others, as noted earlier, participants were able to broaden their horizons, expand 

their current knowledge of cultures, and become aware of new perspectives. With 

respect to the new knowledge and ideas they obtained, and people with various 

backgrounds they met, they started to critically reflect on themselves, to think deeply 

about questions in relation to who they are, how to be a better person and what kind 

of life they truly desire. For instance, the whole volunteering experience opened a door 

for Rylee, she was able to “meet [her] unfamiliar self and know more about self” after 

she realised that she could “accept loads of things”, such as she “enjoyed the 

conversations with others” and realised she was “a very easy-going” person when 

interacting with diverse individuals.  

In addition, Zhu and Shen also demonstrated that they created a profound critical 

reflexivity of “self” through interacting with diverse individuals during their volunteering 

journey. But it was interesting to find their reflections were relatively different. 

Specifically, Zhu reflected upon her interaction with co-nationals and realised her 

distance between them and she became “more determined to pursue a master’s 

degree in Finance in the future” to be a “better person”. Whereas Shen reflected upon 

his interaction with foreign volunteers of different lifestyles and realised that his future 

would be no longer limited to “follow[ing] a set of requirements to live life” – that is, “to 

go straight to find a proper work, be a ‘房奴’ and raise children”. It seems that Shen 
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was contradicting his own essentialist belief (presented in 5.3.1) that people in the 

same ethnicity group would think and act similarly, as he started to think differently 

from the majority of people in Mainland China, which further confirmed that from a 

non-essentialist perspective, individual identity is fluid. It also seems that while Zhu 

became more hard-working, Shen was more relaxed to live life; nowadays in Mainland 

Chinese society young people are generally anxious about “hark-working” itself and 

the ‘restrictive’ need to “follow a set of requirements to live life”. However, from an 

intersectionality perspective (social class [wealth]), Zhu and Shen’s differences in 

reflection would make more sense. In fact, Shen could be considered as a co-national 

that Zhu had met in Nepal. It was obvious to me that Shen’s socio-economic 

background was better than Zhu’s, Shen had opportunities to travel to several 

countries and had plans to study abroad in UK in the future, whilst Zhu stressed her 

family was “middle class” and very “normal” and she never travelled abroad. 

5.3.3 Inhibiting Factors of Intercultural Interaction 

The section presents perceived inhibiting factors of intercultural interaction by 

participants to answer the third sub-question of research question one: 

     c. What do they perceive to be the barriers to intercultural interaction? 

Despite all participants found benefits in their experiences, many of them were 

confronted with challenges when interacting with diverse individuals during work or 

leisure time. Through analysing the recurring patterns of these individual cases, these 

challenges can be grouped into five major inhibitor sub-themes (see Figure 5.1), each 

of which will be discussed in the subsections below. 

5.3.3.1 Language-related Barriers 

The first inhibiting factor of intercultural interaction in this study relates to language-

related challenges. As noted in Figure 5.1, seven categories were found in this sub-

theme. 

Could Not Understand Interactants’ English Accents 

Since the participants in this study were sent to non-English speaking countries, the 

first language-related inhibiting factor is that they could not understand interactants’ 

English accents. Although they met other international volunteers from English-

speaking countries (e.g., Australia, New Zealand, America and the UK), the majority 
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of people they met were L2 English speakers who spoke specific English accents that 

participants were unfamiliar with. Consequently, several participants in this study 

reported that they could not understand some L2 English speakers’ accents when they 

were volunteering abroad. For instance, Mia illustrated that she struggled to 

understand locals’ “‘seafood and curry’ accent in the mid-transfer airport in Sri Lanka 

on her way to Bahrain, locals also could not understand Mia’s English, which 

immediately undermined her confidence in communication in English. Cora also 

expressed that she encountered difficulties in understanding interactants’ accents, 

different from Mia, her interlocutors “spoke fluent English” but she “just couldn’t 

understand”. Unable to understand interlocutors’ accents was considered by Cora as 

a major factor to “avoid further contacts” as she would feel quite anxious and 

embarrassed when she could not understand people.  

Speaking fast with “accents” was even more challenging. Emilia revealed that all her 

roommates were non-native English speakers, although they had a high level of 

English proficiency, they sometimes “spoke very fast with an accent” which made it 

difficult to comprehend. Initially, despite everyone being friendly, Emilia felt it was 

relatively overwhelming to communicate with foreign volunteers due to their fast pace 

and unfamiliar accent. 

It was also interesting that instead of practising English like other participants, Jin 

aimed to practise his Arabic by interacting with diverse individuals from an Arabic area 

in Bahrain. Nevertheless, he also encountered difficulties in understanding some 

Arabic accents, as “Arabic can be divided into standard Arabic and other associated 

dialects”. He thus occasionally adopted English to “assist communication” and realised 

“the importance of learning the global language of English. 

Interactants Spoke a Different Language 

Except volunteers from English-speaking countries, the majority of the interactants 

that participants met were L2 English speakers, which led the interactants sometimes 

to speak languages that were not English so that participants could not understand. 

Wen and Shen reported they met such challenges. For Wen, besides several 

Germany volunteers, almost every other person she met, locals and other volunteers, 

knew how to speak Spanish, and thus Wen’s interactants frequently spoke Spanish. 

Although sometimes someone would translate for Wen, she felt embarrassed to 
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encounter such circumstances even though her “Spanish improved a lot”. In terms of 

Shen, in his free time when not teaching the Syrian refugee children, he frequently 

hung out with volunteers from Europe. However, those volunteers tended to speak 

their own languages to one another, and amazingly they could understand each other. 

Shen described those circumstance as “really embarrassing”. Nevertheless, he also 

showed understanding of the phenomenon: “I don’t think they did that on purpose […] 

it’s like when Cantonese meeting Cantonese, we tend to speak Cantonese at first.” 

Unlike Aria who did not talk directly with her interactants about her embarrassment, 

Shen chose to kindly remind his interacts that he could not understand, and they 

started to speak English all the time afterwards. 

Host Interactants’ Low-level of English Proficiency  

Host interactants’ low-level of English proficiency was mentioned frequently as 

another layer of language-related difficulty. Since many volunteers were allocated to 

educational volunteering projects, in some instances they needed local buddies to 

assist their teaching jobs, mainly for translation due to their host respondents’ low level 

of English proficiency. For instance, Aria needed a teacher to assist her teaching 

English in primary school, because the “small kids” did not know how to speak English. 

Similarly, Wen expressed that one of her major challenges was that “the kids did not 

understand English” when she was spreading Chinese culture in local libraries, 

primary schools and hospitals in Columbia. Additionally, more ineffective conversation 

would occur if both parties had low-level English proficiency.  

Although English proficiency has been regarded as an essential criterion to select 

AIESEC volunteers, some participants still mentioned their low level of English 

proficiency inhibited interactions which resulted in mutual difficulties in understanding 

each other’s English, as Rylee related “you two are unable to understand each other 

as you both have low-level English proficiency, the situation would become extremely 

boring, you would lose the desire to talk more”. What Rylee referred to here was an 

extreme situation, both interactants had very low English proficiency, as overall one of 

Rylee’s major benefits from the whole experience was her improved confidence in 

speaking English with others and improved English-speaking ability from interacting 

with many L2 English speakers with moderate English proficiency levels.  

Interactants’ Impatience 
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Interactants’ impatience was emphasised by several participants to make a 

conversation insufferable. For instance, Sarah encountered a person with “very fluent 

English” in Mexico, but the person showed impatience when Sarah could not 

understand their words. Further, Rylee clearly stated that she considered “patience is 

very important” during an interaction, with impatience inhibiting conversation which 

made someone unwilling to listen to others. 

Lack of Confidence to Speak English Because of The Fear of Being Laughed at 

By Others 

Meanwhile, there were several participants elaborated that they lacked confidence to 

communicate with others in English, particularly with L1 English speakers, chiefly 

reflected in their fear of being laughed at by others regarding their English proficiency 

and many complex emotions (e.g. embarrassment, shame, annoyance) towards 

interacting with foreign people. For instance, as Rylee said: “if I speak to native 

speakers, their English is at high standard, I will be very unconfident.” Therefore, when 

she was in Turkey, she dared to speak English more as most of the locals were L2 

English speakers with a similar proficiency level to her.  

A Sense of Inferiority to Speak English due to Co-National Peer Pressure  

Cora and Zhu revealed a different kind of ‘lack of confidence’, they both felt a sense 

of inferiority when speaking in English that primarily came from peer pressure; namely, 

pressure from their ‘excellent’ co-nationals.  

Although Cora lived in a culturally diverse apartment in a building filled with 

international volunteers from all over the world in Bahrain, there were a few other 

volunteers from Mainland China. Initially, being with some “brilliant co-national 

volunteers” whose universities (intersectionality [social class, education]) were better 

than Cora made her feel a sense of inferiority. Cora specifically highlighted their “high 

level of English proficiency” and that they were from “universities in first-tier cities in 

China”, as she lived in a less wealthy city (intersectionality [social class, place of 

residence]) and had never travelled or studied in another country prior to her overseas 

volunteering project. In contrast, despite Zhu having lived and studied in a first-tier city, 

she had almost ‘zero’ perceived experience in communicating with diverse individuals 

in English prior to volunteering. Comparing herself to the other co-national volunteers 

she met in Nepal who had rich life experiences (intersectionality [social class, space 
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mobility]), she regarded herself to come from a less wealthy family with almost ‘zero’ 

experience of speaking English in daily communication, and thus sometimes felt less 

confident in communicating with foreign people in front of her co-nationals. 

Cora and Zhu’s cases above, reveal that one’s complex intersectionality of identity 

(social economic status) might contribute to one’s level of confidence in 

communicating in English, and therefore with a higher level of social economic status, 

a person would be more confident in speaking English.  

Inadequate English Vocabulary 

Another specific language-related inhibiting factor mentioned by participants was their 

inadequate English vocabulary. For instance, Sarah revealed that she only met 

language-related challenges during her volunteering period, particularly because of 

her “lack of vocabulary made it difficult to fully express her viewpoints”. Similarly, Zhu 

had inadequate English vocabulary to communicate with her local roommate in Nepal, 

but she tactfully adopted some digital communication tools to assist her 

communication. 

5.3.3.2 Lack of Perceived Commonalities  

The second inhibiting factor of intercultural interaction identified from the individual 

cases was the lack of perceived commonalities, mainly exhibited in the following four 

aspects. 

Unaccustomed to Interactants’ Communication and Working Styles 

The 12 individual cases showed that a number of participants were unaccustomed to 

interactants’ communication and working styles, as various volunteering projects 

required working with other volunteers worldwide, but such unaccustomedness varied 

on the basis of individuals’ preferences, and interactant working and communicating 

style. For instance, although Kyle was “amazed” by Tunisia experience, he suffered in 

the first two weeks, because of different interaction styles and a sense of loneliness in 

a totally strange environment. To illustrate, unlike Cora who recognised herself as 

“outgoing” with an extraverted personality, Kyle regarded himself as an “introverted” 

person, the “foreigners” he met were “too hospitable” which contrasted with his 

personality. Moreover, Kyle revealed that he required more time to communicate and 

cooperate with each other during the volunteer project in India, which reduced his 
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working efficiency, they “had loads of meetings to communicate and discuss the same 

thing”. Although he was able to push himself to interact with other people in Tunisia, 

he could not find ways to solve this “slow working efficiency” in India. Similarly, Yang 

mentioned that she had endless meetings with her colleagues to discuss how to raise 

awareness about women’s rights, however, “every volunteer had different ideas”, 

which even left her with many meetings, but no real substantial work had been done 

when she was in Bahrain. Both Kyle and Yang realised this challenge of working with 

diverse individuals, but they were stuck in terms of what to do about it. 

Differences in Sense of Time 

Additionally, the 12 individual cases showed that participants reported one lack of 

commonality they encountered concerned differences in sense of time. One particular 

side of every culture is how its people deal with time. A number of participants in this 

study were aware that people have different attitudes towards time through interacting 

with others, as mentioned by Emilia, her most challenging cultural aspect were the 

differences between her and locals in their sense of time. Jin also reveal that “the 

characteristics of the XXX who usually have no punctuality”. However, their 

adjustment approaches were relatively different, while Emilia chose to assimilate to 

the locals’ concept of time, Jin chose to directly ask XXX to come earlier if they have 

appointments and his XXX friends would be “quite punctual on time”. As mentioned in 

his interview, Jin attended seminars about intercultural communication etiquette when 

he was studying in a highly internationalised university, he believed “mutual respect” 

is highly important for relationship development. Therefore, he did not just assimilate 

to his friends’ time, but to directly discuss their differences with his friends. 

Fear of Offending Others Because of Perceived Cultural Differences 

Cora shared a unique view that intercultural interaction could be inhibited due to a 

worry of offending others because of perceived cultural differences. She reported a 

relatively discomforting intercultural interaction experience with a male. Although she 

felt uncomfortable, she hesitated to tell him directly as she was afraid that would 

probably offend another’s culture, since perhaps that would be too impolite to say in 

another culture. If in a similar circumstance in Mainland China, Cora implied that she 

would usually tell the person directly about her discomfort or would not feel guilty of 

ignoring the person. However, cultural differences altered how she would normally act. 
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I cannot tell if this is harassment or a way of showing cultural hospitality, as from the 

spatial relations of power (intersectionality theory, mentioned in Subsection 3.3.3.6), 

in Bahrain, the larger social space privileges males above females. From my 

perspective, Aria also underwent similar experiences, she met a male colleague who 

enacted “disrespectful” actions (e.g. touching her shoulders) towards her; however, 

she tended to interpret that as different cultural expressions. Different from Emilia, 

after feeling discomfort Aria directly told the colleague she disliked his actions without 

worrying about offending him.  

Lack of Common Interests 

Lack of common interests was identified in the 12 individual cases as a major barrier 

for participants to develop relationships and interact with diverse individuals. Mia 

directly pointed out that interacting with someone who had no commonalities with her 

would make her feel uncomfortable. Mia highlighted that she did not share any 

common interests with any foreigners in her first Bahrain volunteer experience, and 

thus did not establish “friendships with any foreigners”, especially not with individuals 

from Europe. Although her goal was to interact with foreigners, besides a local 

Bahraini boy who shared similar interest with her (singing songs and playing bands), 

she mainly stayed with a Chinese girl who held a lot of common interests. Later in 

Germany, she found her original thoughts of “could not go deep” in friendships with 

any individuals from Europe was wrong. It was also due to a lack of common interests 

with other co-national volunteers, and she began to open up herself and interact with 

individuals from Europe and established a few relatively strong and intimate 

friendships with several Europeans who were similar to her. Mia began to no longer 

adopt countries/areas as a standard to distinguish whether an individual would share 

common interests with her or not.  

Similarly, Cora also revealed that lack of common interests led to difficulties in keeping 

a conversation going: “you don’t want to do some certain things, but some people are 

very enthusiastic about doing those, if you go to do those things with them, you might 

have less fun.” In Bahrain, she was only able to develop great relationships with a 

Moroccan girl and two French girls who were similar to her, she also revealed that her 

could not develop deeper relationship with volunteers who had no similar interests.  
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5.3.3.3 Perceived Stereotypes/Discrimination  

The third inhibiting factor of intercultural interaction identified from the 12 individual 

cases was perceived stereotypes/discrimination. Three categories were found in 

relation to this sub-theme. 

Weakened Self-Confidence due to Perceived Racial Discrimination 

Although the majority of the participants reported improved confidence in interacting 

with others, a number of participants revealed that perceived discrimination weakened 

their self-confidence in communication. For instance, Kyle’s major challenges in India 

was due to perceived racial discrimination from his team leader who was “more into 

white people and loved to judge others”. From a spatial relations of power perspective 

(intersectionality theory, mentioned in Subsection 3.3.3.6), India is a place that 

privileges while people. Kyle was negatively influenced by this perceived racial 

discrimination and had weakened confidence to interact with diverse individuals.  

It is interesting to see from the individual cases that people perceived or defined 

discrimination differently. Some actions might be interpreted by a group of people as 

discrimination, or that the other group ‘lacked morals’. To illustrate this, Mia mentioned 

that in Germany, a co-national volunteer told her about an incident of ‘racial 

discrimination’ that happened in a local supermarket with a cashier, but Mia regarded 

that action could not be grouped to racial discrimination, just the cashier was a person 

with “bad attitude” and “has no morals”. This could be ascribed to the reason that Mia 

realised “An individual does not equate to a country” in her experiences in Germany.  

Consequently, from a non-essentialist and social identity theory (mentioned in 3.3.3.5) 

perspective, she would not group people by country or ethnicity and thus would not 

just easily categorise any individual’s bad attitude to racial discrimination. 

Feel Uncomfortable Because of Interactants’ Stereotyped Beliefs 

Similarly, on some occasions, despite no perceived discrimination being received, a 

few participants exposed that they felt upset when other individuals held stereotyped 

beliefs against them and have been negatively influenced by those stereotypes. For 

instance, Rylee felt “upset” that people generated negative stereotypes towards 

Mainland China merely by watching “videos from YouTube”, as she was questioned 

several times by others in Turkey in terms of “eating dog”. Rylee also revealed that 

she was not the only volunteer who encountered such an issue.   
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Unable to interact due to Interactants’ Ethnocentric and Arrogant Attitude  

Three participants detailed that people with discriminatory and stereotypical beliefs 

displayed an ethnocentric attitude, and acted arrogantly and aggressively in ways that 

could negatively affect other people. Those people attempted to ignore others’ 

emotional feelings and individual differences. As a consequence, people who got hurt 

might feel unsafe to express their viewpoints and would tend to avoid those kinds of 

interaction. For instance, Yang mentioned she met a person who was “racially 

discriminating against black and yellow people”, but fortunately, unlike Kyle, the 

person that Yang met was a volunteer colleague in a different project, so she “basically 

had no communication with him”.  

Additionally, although Shen and Aria did not meet any interactants that showed an 

ethnocentric and arrogant attitude, they both pointed out that people with such an 

attitude would be difficult to communicate with. While Shen directly described those 

people as “conceited and arrogant”, Aria indirectly delineated them as people who 

“tend towards nationalism”. Despite Aria only mentioning ‘nationalism’, her words 

“tend to always advocate their own cultures and nationality” referred to individuals who 

hold ethnocentric attitudes, and always believe themselves to be superior to other 

interactants during a conversation. 

5.3.3.4 Unwillingness to Communicate Interculturally  

The fourth inhibiting factor of intercultural interaction identified from the individual 

cases was individuals’ unwillingness to communicate interculturally. Two main 

categories were found in relation to this sub-theme. 

Tendency to Mingle with Co-nationals  

From the data, it can be seen that due to the large population of Mainland China, 

volunteers were likely to meet other co-nationals in their volunteering countries and 

some chose to mingle with other Chinese volunteers when they could, occasionally 

throughout the whole trip. Consequently, they would avoid communicating with 

volunteers from other countries/areas.  

As shown in Mia’s case, she would first see if she could meet co-nationals who shared 

interests with her, then decide whether to interact with people from other nations. In 

Bahrain, she developed a highly intimate friendship with a Chinese co-national girl and 
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thus felt “lazy” to develop other relationships with global volunteers. In Germany, she 

also found that she shared no common interests with the other three co-national 

volunteers, then started to push herself to interact with others. However, since Mia 

already found that she may share more commonalities with people from other places 

than with conational peers, on subsequent trips she approach non co-national peers 

first. Additionally, in Emilia’s case, although she did not mingle with co-nationals 

herself, she noticed that 4 out of 6 co-national volunteers in her team always stuck 

together. As a result, they did not take this intercultural opportunity to engage with 

people worldwide, as what she said: “Since they didn’t socialise with others at all, other 

foreigners didn’t know their names at all”.  

Introverted Personality 

Individual cases showed that not all participants enjoy social activities. Emilia, Jin, Kyle, 

and Shen, all considered themselves as more introverted which could sometimes 

inhibit themselves from interacting with diverse individuals. For instance, Shen directly 

expressed that he had been enjoying “doing things alone” because of his “relatively 

introverted personality”, his biggest challenge was to interact with diverse people 

during volunteering; for instance, “give lessons to children”. Shen sometimes lacked 

motivation to interact with people as he did not like “meaningless social activities”. Jin 

indirectly identified himself as introverted personality when he expressed that he felt 

“shy” sometimes and does “not like to communicate with others”, even though his host 

family in Australia made him “more outgoing”. I noted during his interview that Jin was 

less talkative compared to other participants in this study. Similarly, Kyle encountered 

difficulties in interacting with diverse individuals in his first two weeks, because of his 

“introverted personality” he could not accept “foreigners” being “too hospitable”. It was 

interesting that all of the four participants mentioned above particularly explicated that 

others’ kindness and friendliness would encourage them to interact, which will be 

presented more in Subsection 5.3.4.4. 

5.3.3.5 Political Factors 

The last inhibiting factor of intercultural interaction identified across all cases was 

politically related. Participants in this study encountered embarrassing questions or 

circumstances in relation to politics. Two main categories under this sub-theme are 

shown as follows. 
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Bad International Relationship Between the Countries/Areas of the 

Communicators 

The individual cases showed that bad international relationships between 

countries/areas of communicators could inhibit contacts between diverse individuals. 

In Kyle’s case, besides perceived racial discrimination from his team leader, he also 

felt “awkward to communicate with the locals”. He showed concerns from a historical 

relations of power perspective (intersectionality theory) that when he was in India, the 

relationship between India and Mainland China was “not very good”, which had a 

detrimental effect on intercultural interaction as the locals “did not really accept” Kyle 

at that time. He also ascribed his team leader being discriminated against him to the 

international relationship of two countries. Further, he proposed a contrasting situation 

that, the “good” international relationship between Tunisia and China while he was in 

Tunisia benefited his interaction experiences with Tunisian locals, as “China made 

huge contribution to its infrastructure” and thus Tunisian people “really liked Chinese 

people”.  

However, in Emilia’s case, she found that “The relationship between India and 

Pakistan was not very good, but the volunteers from their countries could be together 

peacefully”. Moreover, she could get along with individuals from Hong Kong and 

Taiwan who were advocates for independence. Therefore, bad international 

relationships between countries/area of the communicators can be considered as a 

barrier to inhibit communication, but not necessarily a causal relationship. 

Controversial National Territorial Sovereignty Issues 

Moreover, political issues also manifested in relation to China’s national territorial 

sovereignty, especially ‘Hong Kong’ and ‘Taiwan’ problems, given that from a historical 

relations of power viewpoint (intersectionality theory), these two problems have been 

considered as unsolved controversial issues for a long time in the PRC. Participants 

were likely to meet volunteers from Hong Kong and Taiwan in their volunteering 

destinations and subsequently some problems and conflicts occurred. For instance, 

Rylee revealed that she “felt really uncomfortable” when volunteers from Taiwan in 

Turkey thought they “were from two different countries”. I totally understand why Rylee 

felt in this way, because back in China since we were very young we have been told 

by various information venues and education that Taiwan should be a province of 
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China. In Wen’s case, although she did not meet volunteers from the above-mentioned 

areas, she received sensitive questions “in front of many students” at a local university 

with respect to China’s national territorial sovereignty and integrity, which was been 

identified by Wen as a major challenge throughout her volunteer experience in 

Columbia.  

5.3.4 Important Competencies for Success in Intercultural Interaction  

This section presents the important competencies for intercultural interaction emerged 

across all cases to answer the second research question: 

RQ2: Which competencies identified by Mainland Chinese international 

volunteers are important for success in intercultural interaction? 

In total, see Figure 5.1, nine competencies for success in intercultural interaction were 

identified, as explored in the following subsections. 

5.3.4.1 Motivation to Communicate 

The first emerged competency was the motivation to communicate. Such motivation 

usually generated from either their desire to interact with others or curiosity towards 

others. For instance, Kyle directly expressed “motivation to communication” was an 

important competency for successful intercultural interaction. His belief on the 

competency of motivation was also reflected in his own experience. Specifically, when 

he was in Tunisia he was able to learn the local culture and traditions owning to the 

fact that he “want[ed] to know about local culture” and the locals’ desire to “share their 

views on this country as well as Muslim culture”. Wen also highlighted “intercultural 

communication mainly depends on communicator’s attitude”, she described a person 

she met in Columbia who had poor language skills, nevertheless, he could still convey 

his message successfully as he had the willingness to communicate with others with 

a positive attitude. She further indicated that she believed as long as Chinese 

individuals have the desire to “express themselves”, their language proficiency could 

be greatly improved with practice. In addition, Yang expressed the importance of 

curiosity towards others driving communication motivation, which can be regarded as 

a form of intrinsic motivation. In other words, one with curiosity towards others “will 

perform real communication”. In other words, one with curiosity towards others “will 

perform real communication”. In a similar vein for Rylee, despite her host family being 
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unable to speak fluent English, driven by their curiosity towards Rylee, they had 

pleasant moments and conversations together. 

5.3.4.2 The Need for Mastering Basic Communication Skills  

The second emerged competency was the need for mastering basic communication 

skills. In terms of describing this second competency as ‘communication’ instead of 

‘language’ ability, that is because basic communication ability encompasses verbal 

and non-verbal communication. 

Basic Language Ability 

Basic language ability was mentioned by the majority of participants. ‘Basic’ is used 

here to indicate that to convey messages and interact with people does not necessarily 

require advanced language communication skills. As can be seen from Wen’s case in 

Columbia, she observed that a volunteer was able to convey himself successfully 

through simple language, and thus she regarded basic language ability to be enough 

for communication purposes. Similarly, Zhu originally thought she “need[ed] excellent 

English to communicate”, but after real-world interaction experience with diverse 

individuals in Nepal, she though “basic communication ability” should be enough “as 

long as you can make sense”. It is worth noting that Wen and Zhu only interacted with 

L2 English speakers during their volunteer experiences. Admittedly, such interaction 

does not refer to the communication in a workplace which requires intense verbal 

communication or any circumstances that demand a higher level of language 

proficiency. Instead, such interactions refer those taking place in daily social 

interactions, such as while food shopping, on public transport or informal chats with 

housemates. Additionally, as illustrated by Sarah’s and Rylee’s cases (Subsection 

5.3.3.1), they supported that language ability refers to the ability to convey messages 

but also, and importantly, to listen to others patiently. 

Non-verbal Communication  

More than half of the participants noted that they adopted non-verbal cues to facilitate 

more effective interaction while encountering difficulties in expressing themselves. 

Specifically, participants indicated that they frequently used body language when 

teaching small children with a low level of English proficiency, or when one of their 

interactants did not understand English well. For instance, when Cora and Mia 

interacted with children in the Rehabilitation NGO, and when Aria taught in primary 
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school. Moreover, Wen highlighted that occasionally she had to employ body 

language to communicate, as the vast majority of her colleagues were from South 

America who mainly spoke Spanish and all of her host family members (besides her 

AIESEC buddy) only spoke Spanish. Nevertheless, Wen did not perceive any 

challenge regarding this situation, instead she emphasised that she had felt sincerity 

(“more sincere”) from others through body language.  

5.3.4.3 Great Ice-breaking Capacity 

The third identified competency is the great ice-breaking capacity, including having 

the courage to talk and employing dance and music as icebreakers. 

Courage to Talk 

Having the courage to talk was emphasised by several participants, which refers to 

volunteers stepping out of their comfort zone to interact, unafraid of being mocked by 

others for their language skills, such as making mistakes or speaking non-fluent 

English. For instance, Sarah directly expressed that “braveness to communicate and 

express yourself is really important”. Cora also illustrated the importance of being 

brave that she was “a brave girl who does not have any stage fright most of the time”, 

and therefore when came to interact with others, she did not mind taking “initiative to 

talk to people”. 

This ability can be also seen from the viewpoint delivered by Wen that mentioned in 

5.3.4.1, she highlighted that the quality of intercultural interaction does not entirely 

depend on English proficiency. Furthermore, she discussed the importance of courage 

in relation to the desire to communicate, and implied people with lower English 

proficiency do not necessarily need to be fearful of interacting with those from differing 

cultural backgrounds, as “except countries which treat English as their first language, 

many countries do not speak English in a very quick way if they use English as their 

second or third language”. She concluded that if one desires to communicate with 

diverse individuals, s/he just need to “be brave” as there is nothing to worry about.  

Moreover, a few participants highlighted that actively communicating with others could 

solve many problems. Emilia, for example, mentioned that she was proud of being 

able to solve a problem through active communication with her team leader. Emilia 

was assigned to inadequate accommodation with two other girls from Mainland China 

during a project trip; however, only she attempted to communicate with her team 
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leader to be reallocated to a better room. Although there were better accommodation 

spaces available, the other two co-national volunteers “did not take any action” to 

“communicate to someone”. Consequently, Emilia was satisfied with her new 

accommodation and was “very happy to hang out” with her new five roommates. On 

the contrary, those who did not have the courage to actively communicate stayed in 

the inadequate room.  

Dance and Music as Icebreakers 

Another ice-breaking competency was to employ dance and music. Since all the 

participants in this research volunteered in non-English speaking countries, both 

dance and music can be adopted as creative forms of communication which can 

significantly facilitate intercultural interaction.  

Two participants reported that dance and music helped them to “break the ice” and 

deepen their relationships with local people as well as other volunteers. First, Kyle 

shared an unexpected, unforgettable experience in Tunisia at a local wedding “after 

chatting with several other volunteers in a coffee shop”, the locals were “extremely 

hospitable”, and invited the volunteers “to sing songs and dance with them”. Kyle 

considered dance and music to greatly enliven the atmosphere to get everyone 

involved as he said, “The music and dance arouse everyone’s emotions, like we 

already have known each other for a long time”, indicating that music and dance could 

facilitate intercultural interaction. Second, Wen expressed similar views that 

communication through dance and music enabled her to discover how to interact and 

connect with other individuals. When Wen was in Colombia, although she lived in a 

local AIESEC buddy’s home she frequently “went to parties in the big house where 

the other volunteers stayed”. Wen depicted that “Most people in South American love 

to dance”, and thus they “always danced and sing songs together”, which led Wen to 

feel they were “closer together” and their friendships were “deepened” though dancing. 

5.3.4.4 Emotional Support 

The behaviour of offering emotional support has been identified as the fourth important 

competency. Almost every participant mentioned that others’ emotional support, 

manifesting in their kindness and friendliness, could provide a psychological safe 

space to facilitate intercultural interaction. They were grateful to meet exceptionally 

kind people in their volunteering destinations, who provided extensive support and 
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made them feel less lonely in an unfamiliar environment. Most importantly, those 

kindnesses and friendly greetings facilitated them to open up and start to interact with 

others, especially for participants who recognised themselves as “introverted” persons, 

as mentioned in 5.3.3.4. For instance, Shen told me that he is “not an expressive 

person”, and therefore a “friendly atmosphere” would allow him to convey “thoughts 

without fear”, implying that he need a psychological safe space to speak up. Shen also 

stressed that he was warmly welcomed by locals and did not encounter any challenges 

in interacting with them.  

Moreover, recall Kyle’s case, also mentioned in Subsection 5.3.4.3, in his first 

experience in Tunisia he accidentally went to a local wedding without invitation with 

several other volunteers; to their surprise, the locals were extremely hospitable, invited 

them to dance and even brought them biscuits as ‘thank you gifts’ for joining the 

ceremony. I interpret that Kyle was impressed by this experience. Although Kyle 

regarded himself as a relatively introverted person, he allowed himself to be immersed 

in that moment and danced with the locals. Similarly, Emilia indicated that locals’ 

enthusiasm, hospitality, kindness and friendliness facilitated intercultural interaction 

and made her “so comfortable” in Egypt. When I asked her to give tips to people who 

are going to interact with diverse individuals, she directly pointed out that “a friendly 

attitude would be easier for everyone to communication”. Zhu also expressed that in 

Nepal, she was happy to meet various kind and friendly locals, as she explained that 

when alone in a foreign country others’ enthusiasm and kindness would make her feel 

“less frightened”. Further, although Mia had a relatively unsatisfactory experience in 

Bahrain in terms of interacting with diverse individuals, especially with “Europeans”, 

she “was extremely touched” by friendly behaviour that a Belgium girl showed by 

providing “empty space” in the closet for Mia to put her things.  

5.3.4.5 Cultural Relativism  

The fifth identified competency is cultural relativism. Cultural relativism refers to the 

ability to respect and understand a culture on its own terms, and not to make 

judgements towards others based on the standards of one’s own culture. Almost every 

participant noted that, in terms of facilitating intercultural interaction, it is important to 

respect and understand different cultural practices and be open to differences in order 

to provide an inclusive environment.  
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Respect and Understanding 

‘Respect’ and ‘understanding’ were frequently mentioned by participants. Although 

these words have two different meanings, they have been used together or 

interchangeably by participants. ‘Respect’ refers to accepting different cultures and 

world diversity, and ‘understanding’ can be seen as an associated result of respect. 

To be specific, understanding means that by respecting and accepting cultures we 

perceive as different, we might comprehend “new” things. For instance, when I asked 

Kyle what he considers to be an important factor for interacting with diverse individuals, 

he directly expressed that “Mutual understanding is very important”, which can be 

considered as prerequisite for accepting differences in the world. As shown in his case, 

he gave an example of how he understood his different sense of time from the locals, 

yet with “mutual understanding, they could get along with each other quite well. 

Similarly, Jin shared his viewpoints on the importance of “awareness” to facilitate 

“respecting cultural differences”. Jin also exemplified that through respect and 

understanding each other’s different sense of time, people could make adjustments 

for others, and thus have a smooth interaction. Kyle and Jin justified their views 

through mentioning a different sense of time between them and locals in their 

volunteering destination, this could be ascribed to the reason that they both were in 

the Arabic culture, where the prevailing culture of sensing the time is quite different 

from that in Mainland China. In Rylee’s case, she also pointed out that, despite cultural 

differences existing her host family showed their respect and understanding and they 

could live together peacefully. 

Open-mindedness and Inclusiveness  

Moreover, the majority of participants frequently mentioned that during volunteering 

projects they discovered the importance of creating an open and inclusive 

environment for intercultural interaction, which means instead of bringing pre-

assumptions or stereotyped beliefs, individuals need to be more open to others’ 

differences and new ideas proposed by others. Basically, to create a friendly 

atmosphere for others to talk. They considered that in most cases, there is no absolute 

“wrong” or “right” in this diverse world. They also emphasised the need to try to not 

judge others based on their own standards. For instance, when I asked Yang what 

she considers to be an important factor for interacting with diverse individuals, she 
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directly expressed that “having the spirit of inclusiveness is important”, as she found 

from her volunteer experience that it was normal for individuals to be different. 

Half of the participants illustrated the importance of having the spirit of open-

mindedness and inclusiveness; nevertheless, Rylee’s voice is worth bringing into 

focus on this topic. Despite Rylee agreeing with the importance of being open-minded 

and inclusive, she argued that “Enhancing one’s level of tolerance is not easy”, 

because “everyone has a bottom line”. However, several participants, like Yang and 

Shen, revealed that their biggest change from their volunteer experiences was to have 

an increased tolerance level to differences, after their horizons were expanded and 

they realised “the world is full of diversity” (Yang’s words). Accordingly, from my 

interpretation, participants were revealing that some people can be easily influenced 

and changed by the surrounding environment, whereas some people are not.  

5.3.4.6 Resilience and Adaptability  

Another competency for success that emerged from the 12 individual cases was 

resilience and adaptability, which mainly refers to the ability to cope with adversity, to 

recover from obstacles instead of giving up, and to keep positively exploring possible 

solutions. For example, in Kyle’s case, despite being amazed by his whole experience 

in Tunisia, he suffered an unpleasant period in the initial two weeks due to the contrast 

between his “introverted personality” and the ways “foreigners interact[ed]”. However, 

Kyle was able to turn his adversity around. After Kyle purposefully implemented a new 

approach, as a result he was able to gain several precious intercultural friendships 

and more knowledge of the Tunisian culture. Additionally, Kyle perceived racial 

discrimination from a team leader in his second project in India. However, he rectified 

the situation and adjusted his expectations accordingly as he knew it was difficult to 

change others’ deep-rooted opinions. Despite this disappointing second volunteering 

experience Kyle considered the experience as a valuable “fortune”.  

Moreover, in Aria’s case, she encountered three major challenges when she was in 

Poland and every time she showed understanding towards her interactants in a 

different and respective context. She concluded that it is normal to “encounter 

communication problems when interacting interculturally”, and thus one needs to “find 

a way to solve them instead of ignoring them” when problems occur. Emilia also 

supported that it is common for an individual to face challenges when interacting with 
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diverse individuals, and thus it is important to have corresponding coping approaches 

to adapt in the face of those challenges and to be resilient. She exemplified that in 

Egypt, although she “frequently encountered difficulties to understand my colleagues’ 

English”, she comforted herself that “practice would make things better”, she 

consequentially had a better experience.   

5.3.4.7 Knowledge of One’s Own Culture 

Identified from the 12 individual cases, having knowledge of one’s own culture is of 

great importance for intercultural interaction. Given that over half of the international 

volunteers in this study were allocated to education-related projects, in many 

occasions, they were asked to share and present Chinese culture to extensive 

audiences, including hosts or other international volunteers. During the sharing 

process, a number of participants received cultural-related questions posed by their 

audiences, and a number encountered difficulties answering those questions due to 

insufficient Chinese cultural knowledge.  

For instance, in Bahrain, Yang had extensive contact with other volunteers across the 

globe as they lived together; however, she “felt very embarrassed” when her Belgium 

colleague asked her “about the history of the Dragon Boat Festival” and she could not 

answer as she did “not have enough knowledge of Chinese culture”, implying that if 

Yang had the knowledge she would have expanded more on the encountered topic 

and consequently facilitated her interaction with her colleagues. Such moments 

potentially lead to ineffective intercultural interaction. Emilia also expressed that 

Chinese volunteers are “representing China when abroad” when she revealed that she 

saw four co-national volunteers in her project always mingled together and did not 

interact with volunteers from other places, indicating that she thought individuals 

cannot escape from being labelled with the essentialist notion of ‘country’. Rylee 

revealed a similar viewpoint to Emilia, when proposing important factors to contribute 

to success in intercultural interaction, that to avoid embarrassing moments related to 

being unable to answer unprepared questions, it is important to be familiar with 

Chinese traditional culture to facilitate the intercultural interaction process. 

5.3.4.8 Technological Know-how 

Technological know-how here refers to the knowledge of using technological tools to 

assist and facilitate communication. Given that all participants volunteered in countries 
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which do not regard English as their first language, participants were highly likely to 

encounter someone who was not fluent in English or did not speak English at all, in 

which case they needed a translating tool to assist their communication. 

Two participants revealed that they adopted Google Translate (an online translator 

tool) to assist their communication. For instance, in Wen’s case, she stayed in a local 

AIESEC buddy’s home. Besides her buddy, the other host family members could not 

speak fluent English, and therefore when her buddy was not at home, she adopted 

Google Translate to assist her communication. Through this tool she either translated 

her messages into Spanish or her host family members translated messages into 

English. Moreover, when Zhu was sharing her Nepal experience she revealed that 

sometimes she felt that she lacked English vocabulary to express herself to her 

roommate who was a local girl, she would adopt “an English dictionary app” on her 

phone to make her ideas clearer and more understandable, to facilitate her to 

“communicate successfully”. 

5.3.4.9 Preparation  

The last important competency is to prepare in advance. When I adopted Q11 to elicit 

more ideas from participants in respect to important competences, Sarah and Aria 

mentioned the need to prepare in advance. Sarah directly explicated that “to do your 

homework in advance” to know the people who you would meet, could help to reduce 

interaction anxiety. Different from Sarah, Aria recommended that watching movies and 

TV shows beforehand could potentially broaden individuals’ knowledge of the host 

country’s overall mainstream culture and customs for any forthcoming interactants; 

consequently, this knowledge would facilitate “smoother” interaction. 

5.3.5 Volunteers’ Suggested Strategies for Developing Competencies for 

Intercultural Interaction   

This section aims to answer research question three: 

RQ3: How could competencies identified by Mainland Chinese 

international volunteers as ‘success indicators’ of intercultural interaction 

be developed? 

Two major strategies have been identified from participants’ perspectives: experiential 

learning and school education, as shown in the below subsections. In Chapter six, 
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possible developing methods will be further discussed combined with the literature 

review.  

5.3.5.1 Experiential Learning 

The first strategy was to learn from experience. Such experiences can be connected 

with lived intercultural interaction experiences or life experience, for instance, living 

independently.   

Lived Intercultural Interaction Experiences 

All of the participants directly indicated that they were grateful to have participated in 

the overseas volunteering projects. They indicated that they had gained confidence 

and skills in communicating with individuals worldwide and gained precious 

intercultural friendships. As mentioned in previous sections, Kyle and Mia were two 

participants who volunteered twice and went through an unsatisfying experience; yet, 

they regarded all of their experiences to be valuable for future interactions with diverse 

individuals. 

The vast majority of participants have illustrated that volunteering opportunities offered 

them an environment to communicate interculturally, and thus increased their overall 

competencies for interacting with diverse individuals. For instance, Cora said, “I don't 

think it’s teachable, you really have to gain it from real experience”, and similarly, Aria 

also expressed that “every person could gain something from the experience”. While 

those volunteers advocated the positive side of experiential learning, they downplayed 

traditional school education. For instance, Kyle’s statement “It’s nearly impossible or 

to say it is very difficult to develop these sorts of abilities through university education”. 

In a similar vein, Yang devalued school education, which highlights its limitations 

compared to the skills gained from voluntary experience outlined in this chapter: “I find 

it difficult to learn in class, there might be something that can be taught, but I don't 

think I can put that learning into real practice afterwards.” 

Life Experience 

Yang also mentioned developing competencies via experiences; however, different 

from the above excerpts that only referenced intercultural interaction experiences, she 

referred to life experience, in general, enhancing overall ability, and consequently that 

the identified competencies of this study would be increased as well. Similarly, Shen 
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shared that an individual’s overall ability would be developed along with more life 

experiences. For example, to live independently can be considered as a specific life 

experience. He exemplified himself as a person “who went to boarding school since 

very young” which helped him to “develop adaptability”. Living independently could 

potentially empower individuals to problem-solve on their own and increase the habit 

of independently solving problems and consequently their resilience and adaptability, 

important competencies to facilitate intercultural interaction (Subsection 5.3.4.6), 

might be increased. 

5.3.5.2 School Education 

The second strategy was through school education. Despite participants’ downplaying 

school’s role in developing the identified competencies in the previous subsection, two 

interview participants advocated that schools and universities could play an important 

role in advancing individuals’ competencies towards better interacting with diverse 

individuals. Here school education does not simply refer to traditional education, but 

also to creative teaching. Both Sarah and Wen mentioned that teachers could 

encourage students to actively participate in real experiences to interact with diverse 

individuals, and design interesting course activities (e.g. role playing, group work and 

games) to raise students’ awareness of cultural differences. 

5.4 Summary 

This chapter presented the findings of the current study in two major sections. The first 

section presented the 12 case studies. Based on the research questions, the second 

section reported descriptive and interpretive research findings through cross-case 

thematic analysis. These findings provided me with interesting insights into 

international volunteers from Mainland China’s intercultural interaction experiences 

with diverse individuals. Chapter six will provide a discussion of the major findings in 

relation to the current literature. 
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Chapter 6. Discussion 

6.1 Introduction 

This chapter discusses the main findings of the current study in light of the existing 

literature on intercultural interaction. This chapter is organised according to the 

research questions and is divided into five parts to form a thematic discussion. The 

first part discusses participants’ sensemaking of intercultural interaction, while the 

second explores the benefits of intercultural interaction. The third part addresses the 

inhibiting factors of intercultural interaction. The fourth part focuses on the identified 

important competencies introduced in Chapter five, this leads to the final discussion, 

which outlines the possible strategies for developing the competencies found as 

success indicators of intercultural interaction, before some conclusions are drawn. As 

mentioned, the volunteering report documents were reviewed to gain useful macro-

context to understand my participants’ experiences. Therefore, to provide a context 

for interview participants’ perspectives, volunteering report documents will be 

referenced and presented in the following format: (assigned code, volunteering 

country). For example, contextual information from a volunteering report would be ‘(33, 

Indonesia)’.  

6.2 Discussion on Volunteers’ Perspectives on Understanding Intercultural 

Interaction 

Two major sub-themes were identified from the data with respect to participants’ 

general sensemaking of intercultural interaction: 1) from an essentialist perspective: 

interactions with nationally/ethnically different others as intercultural interaction; and 

2) from a non-essentialist perspective: daily communication with others, as equivalent 

to intercultural interaction. 

6.2.1 Intercultural Interaction from an Essentialist Perspective  

As presented in Subsection 5.3.1.1, five participants view intercultural interaction from 

an essentialist paradigm. They considered that national or ethnic culture mainly 

determines individuals’ characteristics, and therefore people with same 

nationality/ethnicity would share more similarities. In comparison to the non-

essentialist perspective, these participants in general reported less perceived 
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experiences in interacting with diverse individuals prior to internationally volunteering 

(Subsection 5.3.1.1).  

Individuals who hold an essentialist viewpoint, would usually be more aware of cultural 

differences between nations/ethnicities. On one hand, being sensitive to cultural 

differences between nations and ethnic groups may lead individuals to respect and 

understand more of the discrepancies, and be more considerate to others’ feelings 

during interactions with people of differing nationalities and ethnicities. Admittedly, 

every nation or ethnicity has its own predominant culture that could influence one’s 

values. However, on the other hand, such a notion of ‘intercultural’ neglects the 

variation, diversity and heterogeneity of a county or an ethnic group (Baumann, 1999; 

Holliday, 1999, 2000, 2016; Nathan, 2015). Moreover, if individuals know they will 

have differences with their interlocutors because they are from different nations or 

ethnicities, these pre-conceived differences may inhibit interaction with others. As 

discussed in literature review Subsection 3.3.6, when interlocutors perceive more 

differences than similarities, they may find difficulties interacting with others and 

developing intercultural relationships.  

Scholars highlight that the essentialist paradigm oversimplifies the complexity of the 

real world (Holliday, 1999, 2000; McSweeney, 2002; Nathan, 2015). Denying the fact 

that individuals have the possibility to embark on a cultural change, especially with the 

development of internationalisation and globalisation, makes less sense than if the 

meanings assigned to the multiple identities of an individual could periodically change 

(Nathan, 2015). If individuals, for instance, are expected to behave aligned with their 

predominant national or ethnical culture, being constrained by others’ stereotyped 

beliefs, they may be less likely to act in ways that truly reflect themselves. Under such 

circumstances, it might be unacceptable if any individual violates what is expected of 

them, which may lead to further misunderstanding between interactants.  

6.2.2 Intercultural Interaction from a non-essentialist perspective  

With regards to a non-essentialist perspective, seven participants generalised and 

equated intercultural interaction to daily communication with others. It is worth 

mentioning that all the volunteering reports which demonstrated understandings 

towards the concept of intercultural interaction belonging to this sub-theme. That is, 

participants in this sub-theme viewed intercultural interaction as daily communication 
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with others, in general, not necessarily people of different nationalities and ethnicities. 

In this sense, participants viewed intercultural interaction from a less traditional non-

essentialist perspective (see Subsection 3.2.3), rejecting the notion of essentialism 

and overgeneralisation, valuing cultural diversity within a nation or an ethnic group, 

which coincides with Holliday’s (1999, 2000) views on culture.  

Participants in this category contextualised and exemplified their understandings 

towards intercultural interaction. Sarah and Jin explicitly shared that daily 

conversations within Mainland China can be essentially considered as ‘intercultural’, 

because, they reasoned, within Mainland China people from various backgrounds are 

different from each other. Such a finding supports Kim and Gudykunst’s (2013) view 

that “All encounters are considered intercultural to an extent” (p.173). Accordingly, 

participants from a non-essentialist perspective saw experiences of interacting with 

diverse individuals during volunteering add another layer to their usual communication 

back in Mainland China, communicating across languages. However, what interests 

me is that Jin and Sarah still adopted essentialist words to define or describe what 

was occurring, which contradicts their non-essentialist views, which confirms that we 

inevitably need to employ essentialist terms in our communication (Dervin, 2016; 

Zotzmann, 2017). 

Compared to participants who viewed intercultural interaction from an essentialist 

perspective, participants who viewed intercultural interaction from a non-essentialist 

perspective towards intercultural interaction reported more perceived experiences in 

interacting with diverse individuals. For instance, Yang and Jin had prior experience 

of communicating with others due to study and travel, and family and travel, 

respectively. To add more context, a number of volunteering reports explicitly stated 

that the volunteers came to view intercultural interaction from a non-essentialist 

perspective after their overseas volunteering experience, despite previously holding 

cultural views rooted in essentialism. For instance, a volunteering report stated, “they 

are people, they are just normal people like us” (33, Indonesia), implying that the 

volunteer realised that he and his interlocutors were essentially alike despite their 

apparent cultural and linguistic differences. As shown in the case studies in Section 

5.2, mainly volunteers revealed similar changes to that of the volunteering reports (see 

Mia’s quotations below). Mia who volunteered twice revealed similar changes. Such 

changes in understanding the concept of intercultural interaction support the non-
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essentialist viewpoint that culture is dynamic and constantly changing over time as 

individuals navigate and negotiate values, beliefs, ideals and norms (Nathan, 2015). 

With more experience, participants tend to view intercultural interaction more from a 

non-essentialist perspective, although this finding does not guarantee a direct cause 

and effect relationship; given that during an experience, individuals might reinforce 

their stereotyped beliefs towards a particular group and consequently understand 

individuals from a singular national identity. For example, Mia volunteered twice in 

Bahrain and Germany. She gained more experiences during her first experience in 

Bahrain, but still viewed intercultural interaction from an essentialist perspective. If the 

Bahrain experience had prevented Mia to explore further in Germany, she would have 

probably stuck to her original viewpoint that “Asians are essentially different from 

Europeans” from an essentialist standpoint, instead of later stating “an individual does 

not equate to a country” from a non-essentialist standpoint. Despite Mia’s case being 

the only one showing an individual who volunteered abroad twice, her words clearly 

expressed that no change occurred during her first experience, but did occur during 

her second one. It can be deducted from her first experience, that participants in the 

first essentialist sub-theme might have strengthened their stereotyped beliefs towards 

other nationality or ethnic groups and subsequently view intercultural interaction from 

an essentialist perspective. Given that experience could shape perceptions, the quality 

of an intercultural interaction experience might have a direct influence on individuals’ 

understanding of intercultural interaction.  

In addition, participants in this theme tend to perceive cultural differences as normal 

in their daily life, which might have an impact on how they perceive, interpret and 

experience intercultural interaction. Besides Mia, the other six participants with a non-

essential perspective were living in first-tier cities in Mainland China, the cities are 

highly mixed with different ethnic groups. Admittedly, Mainland China is huge and 

consists of 56 ethnic groups, including one dominant Han ethnic group and 55 other 

minority groups. Therefore, individuals were aware of cultural differences in their daily 

lives and regarded communicating across culture as ordinary, mundane and 

naturalised. Mainland China’s demographic diversity has offered participants who 

have lived in the first-tier cities in Mainland China an inherited awareness of cultural 

differences, which has been emphasised by many scholars as an essential 
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competence for intercultural communication (literature review, Subsection 3.4.3, e.g. 

Bennett, 1986, 1993; Byram, 1997).   

With reference to Halualani’s (2008) research on more than 80 students at a 

multicultural university via qualitative interviews (Subsection 3.5.2), she also found 

that some of her participants tended to regard intercultural interaction as “presence” 

that occurs at any time; specifically, her participants “equated being on a 

demographically diverse campus to having actual intercultural interaction” (p.13). She 

highlighted that such circumstances may “help to create an openminded attitude 

among individuals towards other cultures given that culturally different persons are 

presumed to already be present and a part of their everyday lives” (p.14). However, 

this open-mindedness may have a downside of promoting individuals to be less 

sensitive to cultural differences, as even though they are aware of existing cultural 

differences they regard them as normal. I argue that within an increasingly globalised 

world, it might be unnecessary for individuals to notice and highlight cultural 

differences in terms of any intercultural related issues. 

6.3 Discussion on Benefits of Intercultural Interaction  

In this section, I discuss participants’ perceived benefits of intercultural interaction, of 

which there are seven.  

6.3.1 Opportunities to Learn and Share Cultures 

To begin with, all participants (matching the majority of volunteers for the selected 

volunteering reports) revealed that the volunteer experience offered them 

opportunities to actively engage with others to enrich their cultural knowledge and to 

share Chinese culture. Participants claimed that they felt joyful to learn new cultures 

through the process of interaction, and they frequently mentioned that sharing Chinese 

culture with others was a major benefit. Unquestionably, levels of cultural learning and 

sharing might differ for each volunteer; one might share or receive more cultural 

information than another. Yet, even those participants who were unsatisfied with their 

volunteering experiences appreciated such opportunities. This finding confirms 

previous studies which claim that cultural diversity and intercultural experiences create 

an ideal social forum to provide opportunities for cultural learning (Dörnyei et al., 2006; 

Knight & de Wit, 1995; Paige et al., 2003; Volet & Ang, 2012). 
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However, note that having an international experience does not guarantee cultural 

learning will automatically be achieved, this outcome is linked to interacting and 

engaging with others (Berg et al., 2012; Hua, 2018). Thereafter, intercultural 

interaction plays an essential role in cultural learning. This supports Lee’s (2006) 

finding that cultural learning is one of the most valuable outcomes of intercultural 

interaction experiences, and Jandt’s (2016) claim that cultural learning is an integral 

part of the communicative process.  

Moreover, cultural learning in the literature was frequently identified as an essential 

outcome of the initial stage of acculturation (Furnham & Bochner, 1986; Kim, 2005; 

Ward et al., 2001). As mentioned in Subsection 3.3.8.1, I understand acculturation 

from Xu’s (2018) non-essentialist viewpoint as a process that could happen to anyone 

who continuously interacts with others while constructing a ‘cultural arena’. In this 

study, participants developed their cultural identities through interacting with diverse 

individuals, and during this process they were creating a new ‘emergent culture’ 

instead of remaining one culture which they used to be a part of. In other words, each 

international volunteer leant new cultural knowledge from their intercultural interaction 

experiences to add to their cultural identity. Their volunteering time was relatively short 

in comparison to studies which focus on international students or expatriates, and thus 

the volunteering period of this study can be reasonably seen as the initial stage of 

acculturation. Additionally, Kyle claimed that the locals’ openness facilitated the 

cultural learning process when he was in Tunisia, this coincides with Berry’s (2008, 

p.331) acculturation model: that integration outcomes can only be achieved by the 

“precondition of acceptance by both groups of the right of all groups to live as culturally 

different peoples”.  

6.3.2 Opportunities to Challenge Existing Stereotypes and Preconceptions  

In relation to cultural learning and sharing, participants recognised that interacting with 

culturally different people helped individuals challenge long-held stereotyped beliefs 

and preconceptions, as presented in Subsection 5.3.2.1. Through intercultural 

interaction participants were able to confront previous stereotypes and preconceptions 

towards other cultures or people of differing cultures (e.g. Emilia’s and Rylee’s cases; 

mentioned by 57 volunteering reports). To add as additional context, 11 volunteering 

reports also show that the volunteers felt joyful they were able to eliminate interactants’ 

stereotypical assumptions towards Chinese culture and Chinese people. For example, 
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a volunteer wrote “I got the chance to introduce my hometown […] I tried to eliminate 

the bias they had towards China” (3, Romania). 

In an intercultural setting, individuals try to understand their interactants based on 

evidence and previous assumptions about people within that cultural group. Such 

assumptions are stereotyped beliefs, which could affect intercultural interaction in 

different ways, but usually such beliefs are recognised as a detrimental factor and as 

Lehtonen (2016) shows eliminating stereotyped beliefs was considered as a 

precondition for any successful intercultural exchange. Nevertheless, as illustrated in 

the paragraph above, intercultural interaction could help to diminish stereotypes, 

which supports Gaston’s (2017) finding that intercultural contact could facilitate people 

to diminish stereotyped beliefs towards each other; in particular, she found that quality 

intercultural contact helped host country students to ‘de-stereotype’ international 

students, and vice versa. Moreover, the findings shown in the paragraph above 

validates de Vita (2000)’s conclusion that intercultural dialogue in multicultural 

contexts could challenge individuals’ cultural stereotypes; and referring back to the 

literature review (Subsection 3.3.8.2), it endorses the essential dogma of contact 

hypothesis (Allport, 1954): that intercultural contact is considered to be the best way 

to eliminate negative stereotypes and possible social conflicts. 

6.3.3 Opportunities to Acknowledge the Diversity of the World 

Alongside interacting with more diverse individuals, participants began to have a better 

understanding of others and started to value the diversity of the world as well as 

appreciating diverse viewpoints. Participants began to acknowledge individual 

differences and cultural diversity within a nation, a religion or an ethnical group. For 

instance, Yang stated “I’m more open-minded as now I know the world is full of 

diversity”. Similarly, to provide additional context, a volunteering report also describes 

how the people the volunteer met in Sri Lanka were fully of diversity, revealing that 

traditional people (“the Tamil tea-picking women”) and open-minded people (“who 

could speak four or five world languages”) unexpectedly coexisted. This finding 

validates Bennett’s (1993) DMIS, as presented in Subsection 3.4.3.1, where 

intercultural sensitivity refers to “the developmental process that impacts an 

individuals’ psychological ability to deal with cultural differences” (Jackson, 2014, 

p.312). Through the growth of rich intercultural interaction experiences, participants 

were able to move from ethnocentric orientation to ethnorelative orientation, to 



 252 

become comfortable with various standards and customs other than their own, as well 

as adapting themselves accordingly to different intercultural settings (see Subsection 

3.4.3). Given that the ability to recognise cultural diversity — namely, to have an 

intercultural mindset — has been regarded to play an essential role for succeeding in 

culturally complex context (Deardorff, 2006; Holliday, 1999; Jackson, 2012, 2014; 

Jandt, 2016; McSweeney, 2009), it is gratifying to see my findings show that 

intercultural interaction could potentially promote individuals’ appreciation towards 

cultural diversity and positively influence the quality of intercultural dialogue. 

6.3.4 Opportunities for Exposure to New Perspectives 

The majority of participants reported that they had opportunities to receive new ideas 

and perspectives on familiar topics. Through expanding their horizons, participants 

were triggered to interpret ideas and artefacts from a different cultural lens. Sarah and 

Zhu reported their attitude towards life and money changed after encountering beliefs 

that differed from their existing ones, which shows an individual’s value, or at least 

theirs, is fluid and dynamic (Subsection 5.3.2.2). To add context, 26 reports highlighted 

that creativity and innovation were enhanced in multicultural teams as everyone had 

the chance to be exposed to multiple perspectives and worldviews during interaction. 

For instance, a report document reveals that “I could feel the thinking differences 

between different regions, the collision between minds. We reach consensus through 

communication; the course design became more innovative eventually” (131, Mexico), 

which supports Bouncken et al.’s (2016) finding that the diversity of team members’ 

knowledge, values and behaviour, have a high potential to produce creativity relative 

compared to a culturally homogeneous team. 

6.3.5 Opportunities to Improve Interaction with Others in English  

As alluded to in Subsection 5.3.2.3, a majority of participants revealed that they better 

understood how to communicate with people worldwide and obtained enhanced self-

efficacy and reduced anxiety in approaching new acquaintances in English. 

Additionally, they learned more English words and phrases for daily life through 

frequent interactions with others. Such a finding validates Clément and Kruidenier’s 

(1983) finding that positive and frequent intercultural interaction experiences lead to 

the enhancement of second-language learners’ confidence, and consequently 

enhance their motivation. For example, Rylee revealed that she felt more confident in 
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speaking English after interacting with L2 English speakers. With enhanced 

confidence, she became more willing to engage with others in English, and frequent 

practice led to improved English skills. Then with improved English proficiency, she 

gained more confidence for interacting with L1 English speakers; and by imitating them 

her English proficiency level gained further improvement.  

Tsang (2001) found individuals with higher level self-efficacy are more likely to take 

the initiative to pursue new cultural experiences, as self-efficacy is found to play a vital 

role for individuals to function successfully in an unfamiliar environment. This made 

me curious about whether Rylee’s experience could apply to the wider community of 

second-language learners in English. If so, what does that mean for the sake of 

improving the spoken confidence of a L2 learner, who does not dare to speak to L1 

English speakers? Educators could firstly guide him/her to interact with other L2 

speakers (who have different first language than the learner) of similar English 

proficiency. Although, Rylee’s single case cannot be regarded as a firm evidence, this 

finding could be used to guide future research. Moreover, many other participants 

showed they improved confidence in interaction with others in English, but did not 

state directly that was through interacting with L2 English speakers. Yet, considering 

that the majority of the people they met were L2 English speakers, from my 

perspective, this also shows that interacting with other L2 English speakers may 

increase L2 learners’ confidence in speaking English.  

Apart from enhanced English proficiency, another possible reason Rylee became 

more confident in interactions with L1 English speakers could be that she changed her 

previous attitude towards foreigners. To recall what Wen said, that this experience 

“made me less afraid of speaking to foreigners like before, as I won’t talk to them with 

a scared state of mind again” (Subsection, 5.2.6), indicates that she changed her 

attitude towards foreigners. To add some context, individuals with more intercultural 

interaction experience could shift their original views on foreigners, a volunteering 

report states, from “I used to think communicating with foreigners would be quite 

intimidating as we are quite different” to “I found that there are not many differences, 

they are people, they are just normal people like us” (33, Indonesia). Through 

communicating with other L2 English speakers, Rylee might have changed her attitude 

towards foreigners and found more commonalities with them, consequently she had 

more courage and confidence in interacting with L1 English speakers.  
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In addition, speaking with other L2 English speakers, individuals might encounter 

listening obstacles (e.g., unfamiliar accents), and therefore may have to step out of 

their comfort zone for gaining improvements in English (Subsections 5.3.3.1 and 6.4.1).  

6.3.6 Opportunities to Gain Valuable Friendships 

Gratifyingly, as shown in Subsection 5.3.2.4, almost all participants reported that they 

gained precious friendships from their meaningful intercultural interaction experiences. 

They developed new friendship with foreigners and with newly met co-nationals (e.g. 

Cora). Participants reported they felt joyful due to these newly developed friendships 

and reported maintaining those friendships even after returning to Mainland China. As 

discussed in Subsection 3.3.4, good relationships with others are essential for 

individuals to satisfy deep emotional and personal needs. Additionally, this finding 

echoes a widely recognised Harvard study (Mineo, 2017), also the longest study on 

individuals’ happiness (1938 – ?), found that people with warm relationships with 

others perceived greater happiness; therefore, forming social relationships is a vital 

element in life. Considering that human beings are a social animal, friendships derived 

from intercultural interaction could contribute to an individual’s happiness. Admittedly, 

however, one needs to be capable of developing satisfying friendships to gain this 

source of happiness.  

6.3.7 Opportunities for a Critical Reflexivity of ‘Self’ 

The final benefit of intercultural interaction was the opportunity to form a critical 

reflexivity of ‘self’, which supports Jandt’s (2016) statement that intercultural 

interaction results in benefits including “heightened self-awareness” (p.225). 

Participants regarded intercultural interaction as a means to promote self-reflection 

through interacting with different people and expanding world knowledge. For instance, 

the Rylee indicated that she found her cognitive limitations and her ‘self’ through 

frequent interaction with diverse individuals. Thus, participants who engaged in critical 

reflexivity about the ‘self’ began to rethink what they found meaning in and what they 

desired. Reflection has been proved to be indispensable to the learning process (Kolb 

& Kolb, 2005, 2009). This self-reflective process was a direct result of their intercultural 

experiences and met their expectations to improve themselves. Specifically, their 

experiences provided a contrast between what participants knew and what they did 

not, what they wanted to be and what society expected them to be. These contrasts 
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form a connection between the past and present so that participants comprehended 

more about themselves and reconsider their life goals.  

6.4 Discussion on the Inhibiting Factors of Intercultural Interaction 

In this section, I discuss four identified inhibiting factors of intercultural interaction. 

6.4.1 Language-Related Barriers 

The first identified inhibitor was language-related obstacles. Although participants 

were selected by the AIESEC based on a relatively high level of English proficiency 

(see Section 2.7), the most frequently mentioned difficulty was encountered language-

related obstacles in English. As shown in Subsection 5.3.3.1 and the following 

subsections, such difficulties could be ascribed to multiple reasons. 

6.4.1.1 Accent-related Issues 

In agreement with 47 volunteering reports, a number of participants revealed they met 

difficulties in understanding the accents of others (Subsection 5.3.3.1), this number 

exceeds those who experienced difficulties in conveying meanings to others. 

Communicating with others is a two-way process which requires listening and 

delivering messages. Listening is the ability to receive, interpret and understand 

messages — essential to all effective conversations. Without listening, information 

might be easily misunderstood. 

Admittedly, the vast majority of international volunteers in this study were sent to non-

English speaking countries. Although they might have met some volunteers from 

English-speaking countries, for instance volunteers from Australia, New Zealand, 

America and the UK, the majority of the people they met in their volunteering 

destinations spoke English as their second language (frequently labelled as ‘non-

native’ English speakers and L2 English speakers). Xiao and Petraki (2007) found that 

Chinese participants encountered challenges in interacting with individuals from non-

English speaking countries. For instance, in African countries and India as participants 

found their accents difficult to understand. In concurrence, my study found participants 

met difficulties in understanding some L2 English speakers’ accents (e.g. Mia’s and 

Cora’s extracts in Subsection 5.3.3.1). Moreover, a minority of international volunteers 

encountered difficulties in understanding some L1 English speakers’ accents, who did 

not fit standard British or American English pronunciation; for instance, to provide 
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additional context, a report document states, “What are those guys are talking about? 

[…] I couldn’t understand other people’s English […] Singaporeans speak La with a 

local accent although they speak English as their first language” (123, Malaysia). One 

of the main reasons for this barrier could be that Chinese L2 English learners tend to 

pursue a native-like correctness of traditional standard British or American English, 

and consequently many of them are unfamiliar with other pronunciations, including the 

‘outer’ and ‘expanding circle’ of ‘World Englishes’ (Kachru, 1986). The outer circle 

refers to places where people speak English because of their colonial history, e.g. 

Indian and Singaporean English; whilst the expanding circle refers to places where 

English is not usually spoken, e.g. China, Russia and Brazil (ibid). 

English as a lingua franca generated multiple forms spreading across the globe. To 

achieve viable international communication whilst maintaining diverse varieties of 

culturally determined world Englishes is a major concern in the process of globalisation 

(Block & Cameron, 2002; Crystal, 2012; Nunan, 2001). Yet, in recent years, World 

English scholars have begun to challenge the ideology of ‘native-speakerism’, 

especially in the English-language education sector, where they argue that the aim of 

learning a new language should be to convey ideas, rather than the acquisition of 

native-like correctness (Fang, 2018a; Kirkpatrick, 2007; Seidlhofer, 2005; Sweeney & 

Hua, 2010). Moreover, intercultural scholars have frequently criticised ‘native-

speakerism’ and have proposed that English-language learners nowadays should 

pursue to become intercultural speakers (Alptekin, 2002; Byram, 1997, 2013; Holliday, 

2006, 2015; Savignon, 2007). The term ‘intercultural speaker’ as defined in Subsection 

3.4.1, refers to individuals who are linguistically and interculturally competent. Yet, 

Chinese English classrooms still place emphasis on teaching English based on native 

speaker-based norms and models (Fang, 2017, 2018a, 2018b; Fang & Baker, 2018; 

He, 2017; He & Zhang, 2010; Liu, 2016; Ma & Xu, 2017; Wang, 2013).  

Unquestionably, L2 English speakers that participants met might have had a low-level 

of English spoken ability, but as the English teaching strategy in Mainland China relies 

on native speaker-based models this rigidity could be seen as one of the major 

reasons for a difficulty understanding accents. Consequently, individuals in Mainland 

China are likely to be less familiar with world Englishes, other than American or British 

English; including the accents of other L1 speakers with non-traditional standard 

varieties of British (e.g. RP accent) and American accent.  
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Nonetheless, to understand others’ English accents requires familiarity. According to 

Prodromou’s (1997, cited in Baratta, 2019) estimation, approximately 80% of global 

English communication occurs between non-native speakers and, according to 

Crystal’s (2012) estimation, non-native speakers will outnumber native speakers by 

5,050 by 2060. Xiao and Petraki (2007, p.9) propose that “English language 

proficiency not only means one can understand the English native speakers’ speech, 

but also the varieties of English used by the majority of non-native speakers”. In the 

context of China, the BRI global development strategy proposed by the Chinese 

government in 2013 aims to strengthen economic connectivity and cooperation among 

Asia, Europe and Africa (Lee et al., 2018; Yan et al., 2018), and the majority of the 

countries involved are non-English speaking countries. Therefore, the Chinese 

government has been cooperating with a growing number of non-English speaking 

countries, which increases the use of English between Chinese and non-native 

English speakers. Chinese individuals might adopt languages other than English to 

communicate with people in other countries/areas, yet English has been used by the 

majority of Chinese to approach people and enhance regional connectivity. The above 

factors demonstrate the need for L2 English speakers in Mainland China to be capable 

of interacting with other non-native English speakers in English. 

6.4.1.2 Interactants Spoke too Fast 

A small number of participants revealed that they could not understand others’ English 

because others spoke too fast, and this situation worsened in a multicultural group. As 

shown in Emilia’s case, she could not understand others’ English because others 

spoke too fast with “accents” and this situation worsened in a multicultural group. Here, 

‘others’ refers to L1 and L2 English speakers with a similar English proficiency level 

as L1 English speakers.  

Intercultural interaction aims to facilitate understanding between different cultural 

groups, and language serves as a medium tool for individuals to connect with each 

other (Halualani & Nakayama, 2010). However, it would be difficult to achieve mutual 

understanding if an individual with high level English proficiency spoke too fast with 

an interactant with low level English proficiency. Therefore, for successful intercultural 

communication, individuals with a high level of proficiency need to accommodate 

others with a lower level of proficiency, which endorses the speech accommodation 

theory proposed by Thakerar et al. (1982). Moreover, according to Crystal (2012), 
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approximately 25% of people worldwide speak English to a reasonable standard, 

including a proportion of L2 English speakers, therefore not only L1 English speakers 

need to accommodate lower levels of English proficiency, but also L2 English 

speakers with a higher level. Especially in circumstances such as the participants 

experienced in the current study: a culturally and linguistically complex environment, 

interacting with other international volunteers and with the local people in the 

volunteering destination. Such environments include L1 English speakers, L2 English 

speakers with a high level of English proficiency, and L2 English speakers with a low 

level of English proficiency. 

Nevertheless, research has shown a certain difficulty associated with ‘communication 

accommodation’, indicating that it is not easy for individuals with a high level of English 

proficiency to accommodate those with a low level. Take L1 speakers for example. 

Sweeney and Zhu (2010), with a small sample of 14 native-English speakers and 13 

non-native English speakers, investigated whether L1 speakers accommodated L2 

speakers during communication, and discovered that 9 L1 participants were able to 

partially “fine-tune their communication to convey a more exact or subtle message” 

(p.499), but the adjustment they made were “varied and did not necessarily result in 

accommodation on all levels” (ibid) and sometimes overaccommodated. Another 

study on intercultural contact conducted by Dunne (2009, p.233), found L1 speaker 

participants, driven by their desire to facilitate communication with other interlocutors, 

adapted their communication style by “moderating their accent, slowing their speech, 

and, in particular, avoiding slang and certain types of humour”; however, such 

adaptation often left his participants dissatisfied with the interaction quality. Therefore, 

the area of ‘accommodating communication style’ to facilitate communication needs 

to be explored in future research.  

6.4.1.3 Host Interactants’ Low-level of English Proficiency  

Intercultural interaction experiences made many participants aware that it was not only 

their English proficiency that intercultural interaction, but their hosts’ low level of 

English proficiency in the volunteering destination was also likely to inhibit 

communication. Thirty-four reports documented the same issue revealed by the 

participants, in Subsection 5.3.3.1; for instance, both Aria and Wen noted that their 

interactants’ low-level of English proficiency caused a language barrier. Nevertheless, 

it is interesting that, this low host proficiency could possibly increase participants’ 
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confidence in speaking English as they expressed feeling safer while speaking to 

someone with the same level or even lower English proficiency, which will be 

discussed later in Subsection 6.4.1.5. 

6.4.1.4 Interactants’ Impatience 

Impatience was identified as another language-related factor that hinders intercultural 

interaction. A few participants revealed that they were negatively affected by impatient 

interlocutors in intercultural dialogues. Sarah even adopted the word ‘disgusting’ to 

describe the conversation she had with an impatient individual (see Subsection 

5.3.3.1). Indeed, communication across languages and cultures requires greater 

patience, and if impatience occurs in a communication it likely causes discomfort. Yet, 

when two communicators have dissimilar levels of English proficiency, it is likely that 

the one with the higher level of proficiency would find it difficult to maintain patience 

during the communication, this can be related to the discussion on communication 

accommodation (Subsection 6.4.1.2).  

6.4.1.5 Inadequate English-Speaking Confidence 

Inadequate confidence to speak English was also identified as language-related 

difficulty. Participants revealed that they would feel less confident in talking with others 

in English in two circumstances: to people with a high level of English proficiency and 

with co-national peers of higher economic social status.  

Less Confident with People who have a High Level of English Proficiency 

As alluded to in Subsection 6.3.5 and presented in Subsection 5.3.3.1, some 

participants felt a sense of inferiority and self-depreciation to speak English because 

of their self-perceived low English proficiency, especially while talking to L1 English 

speakers or to L2 speakers with a high level of English proficiency. For instance, Rylee 

illustrated that directly (Subsection 5.3.3.1). While anxiety is commonly found in 

intercultural encounters (Duronto et al., 2005), besides participants’ fear of losing face 

and embarrassing themselves by making mistakes, I reflected on the deeper reasons 

that led them to be anxious and intimidated to speak in English. I would suggest two 

possible underlying reasons.  

First, participants may have felt intimidated with authority figures during an interaction, 

respecting and obeying individuals with authority (high status) is highly valued in 
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Chinese mainstream culture (Chien, 2016). According to Martin and Nakayama (2015), 

we cannot ignore the important role of power and other macrostructures that constrain 

and affect individual attitudes and actions in intercultural encounters. In this sense, 

individuals with high-level English proficiency, not necessarily only referring to L1 

English speakers, were likely regarded by participants as authority figures. For 

example, in the extract mentioned in the above paragraph the volunteer perceived 

other international volunteers with a high level of English proficiency as authority 

figures. Similar patterns were found in relevant Chinese-English language learning 

studies: Chinese learners tend to respect and fear authority figures in a learning 

environment, such as language teachers or those who have higher language 

proficiency than them (Mak, 2011; Zhang & Head, 2010). The international volunteers 

viewed this volunteering experiences as an opportunity for them to improve their 

English proficiency, it was akin to being immersed in an authentic learning 

environment. For instance, for additional context, a report states: “When facing other 

volunteers with highly competent English skills, like native speakers, I became 

increasingly unconfident” (135, Romania), the volunteer appeared to regard 

individuals with high English proficiency as authority figures, and thus felt intimidated 

to speak English. 

Second, the native-speakerism based teaching model in Mainland China, as 

discussed in Subsection 6.4.1.1, might hinder individuals to speak English because 

individuals might regard it necessary to speak “perfect” traditional standard varieties 

of British or American English accents, to avoid being mocked by others. For instance, 

Rylee highlighted that directly: “if I speak to native speakers, like people from the UK, 

Canada, the US these countries, their English is at high standard, I will be very 

unconfident […] feel very embarrassed or ashamed for my little mistakes”, indicating 

that Rylee saw ‘standard English’ (speaking to L1 speakers) as an important factor in 

intercultural interaction, and therefore making mistakes or speaking ‘non-standard 

English’ she would feel ashamed which might increase her anxiety.  

It can be deduced from Rylee’s case that the second-language learning atmosphere 

in Mainland China is not conducive to confidence building. Individuals are likely to be 

laughed at or judged by their peers or even language teachers if they do not speak in 

a ‘standard’ English accent, which increases their anxiety and fear to speak, and 

negatively impacts their self-esteem; in concurrence with Dunne (2009) that anxiety is 
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closely associated with learners’ self-esteem. This may also be the reason why 

participants saw ‘braveness to talk’ as an important skill to facilitate intercultural 

interaction (see Subsections 5.3.4.3 and 6.5.1.3). Nonetheless, people do not place 

high expectations on the English of L2 English speakers; for instance, a report 

illustrates, “I realised that no matter how bad your English was, everyone would still 

listen to you patiently” (1, Indonesia).  

Given that English is merely a lingua franca and the aim of communication is delivering 

a message, if second-language learners know it is viable to speak so-called ‘China 

English’ (He & Zhang, 2010; Jenkins, 2012) or other ‘World Englishes’ they may have 

more courage to engage with L1 English speakers, or other individuals with high 

English proficiency. In other words, as long as their English accent can be understood 

it is acceptable in conversation. 

Co-national Peer Pressure Impacts Confidence 

Furthermore Subsection 5.4.1 showed, Cora and Zhu reported inadequate confidence 

in interacting with others in English because of peer pressure originating from co-

nationals. Both of them regarded their Socioeconomic Status (SES) to be relatively 

low compared to co-national volunteers they met, which supports that social class is 

at the centre of intersectionality and can be considered as a “key mediator” to affect 

individuals’ life experiences (Block & Corona, 2014; Yep, 2016). Specifically, they 

realised their education and their relevant experiences of interacting with others in 

English were fewer than their peers. Recall that Zhu, from a middle-class family, stated 

that wealthy peers “had a broader vision […] more confidence in talking with other 

foreigners” and Cora stated her peers were “from universities in first-tier cities in China” 

with a high English level “so I feel a little bit… inferior to speak in front of them”. Studies 

in language learning field have found anxious Chinese English learners reported they 

were feared being less competent than other peers or being negatively evaluated by 

peers in the same language classroom (Liu, 2018; Mak, 2011), but those studies did 

not relate peer pressure to second-language speakers’ SES. According to Han et al. 

(2014, p.1),  

“Socioeconomic Status (SES), a measurement of family members’ 

social and economic status, is a kind of hierarchy made according to 

the amount of social resources an individual can obtain or control. The 
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social resources usually include such factors as degree of education, 

income level and occupational reputation.” 

Namely, a higher SES is associated with better social resources, which are vital to 

develop greater self-efficacy. It is significant that Cora and Zhu’s statements imply that 

SES possibly has a direct effect on one’s self-efficacy in speaking English in front of 

other individuals with higher SESs.  

Self-efficacy reflects an individual’s level of confidence in his/her ability to achieve 

particular goals and accomplish specific tasks (Bandura, 1986, 1994; Gist & Mitchell, 

1992) and has been regarded as a vital competence in intercultural interaction (Leiba-

O’Sullivan, 1999), and to improve the motivation of struggling learners (Margolis & 

McCabe, 2003). Although many studies have explored Chinese second-language 

learners’ level of self-efficacy as a variable (Su et al., 2018; Woodrow, 2011; Yang et 

al., 2016; Zhang & Guo, 2012) and ways to improve learners’ general self-efficacy 

(Graham, 2007; Margolis, 2005; Margolis & McCabe, 2003), little research has 

focused on improving Chinese L2 learners’ speaking self-efficacy. While its 

importance in my findings suggests intercultural interaction educators and scholars in 

Mainland China must urgently discover ways to improve second-language learners’ 

speaking self-efficacy for them to successfully interact with diverse individuals. 

6.4.1.6 Inadequate English Vocabulary 

Inadequate English vocabulary prevented a number of participants to accurately, 

appropriately, happily and smoothly convey their viewpoints. For instance, Sarah 

reported she found her inadequate English vocabulary inhibited her interactions with 

diverse individuals in Mexico. Vocabulary knowledge is a critical determinant for 

verbally delivering messages successfully to others. On some occasions, such as a 

professional work environment, conversations demand a higher level of language 

proficiency, and thus insufficient knowledge of English vocabulary would greatly inhibit 

the interaction.   

The experienced second-language scholar Folse (2004), highlighted that his worst 

breakdown in communication happened while he was lacking the appropriate words. 

Another linguistic scholar Wilkins (1972, p.111) proposed that “without grammar, very 

little can be conveyed; without vocabulary nothing can be conveyed”. Thus, even an 

individual grasping all essential grammar knowledge finds it useless without 
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vocabulary. A lack of vocabulary inhibits speaking, but also could inhibit listening and 

reading. Therefore, in order to boost future intercultural interaction experiences, L2 

English learners in Mainland China need to discover ways to learn more vocabulary 

effectively.  

6.4.2 Lack of Perceived Commonalities 

Progressing to the second identified inhibitor, endorsing the literature presented in 

Subsection 3.3.6 my findings support that a lack of similarity is a major barrier 

hindering intercultural interaction. According to Duck and Barnes (1992), 

communication relies on a “similarity of understanding or similarity of meaning” (p.199). 

The lack of perceived commonality in this study can be divided into two major parts: 

cultural differences and dissimilar/uncommon interests, as presented in Subsection 

5.3.3.2.  

In this study, perceived cultural differences manifested in multiple aspects including, 

different communication and working styles; especially salient in the sense of time. 

Recall that Kyle mentioned that he required more time to communicate and cooperate 

with each other during the volunteer project in Tunisia as everyone had different 

working styles and Jin noted “the characteristics of the XXX who usually have no 

punctuality”. Culture has a direct impact on individual’s working and communication 

style; given that people in different cultures interpret the concept of working differently 

they have been shaped by their culture. In an intercultural setting, cooperating with 

diverse individuals means accepting different cultural values. This required my 

participants to spend extra time on negotiating, and thus to some extent, made them 

felt exhausted and consequently inhibited communication. Additionally, a lack of 

shared interests left participants feeling as if they had nothing to connect on with their 

interlocutors.  

Presumably, when meeting people, there would be a ‘similar to me’ category and 

‘dissimilar to me’ category in individuals’ minds, as Gudykunst (1985) claimed that 

cultural differences played an essential role in the early stage of relational 

development and with less perceived differences and more similarities would facilitate 

the initial stage of intercultural relationship development. Therefore, if similarities were 

undiscovered in an initial stage of interaction, participants would attempt to avoid 

connecting and developing intercultural relationships with their intercultural partners. 
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Similarly, Gaston (2017, p.113) found that perceived similarity is a key personal factor 

that helps to facilitate intercultural interaction, and proposed that similar interests 

facilitate “getting to know you” conversations between strangers. As well, the essential 

component of contact hypothesis (Allport, 1954; Reynolds et al., 2000) indicates that 

perceived similarity could motivate individuals to engage with others. Thus, sharing 

commonalities and discovering shared interests could facilitate intercultural interaction, 

which highlights the reciprocal nature of intercultural contact. 

Moreover, based on the findings and discussions on the literature of essentialism in 

Subsections 3.2.2 and 6.2.1, a worst-case scenario would involve individuals who view 

intercultural interaction form an essentialist perspective and considered nation or 

ethnicity as a cultural divider (Atkinson, 1999; Holliday, 1999). If a person meets 

someone from a specific group and pre-conceives no shared similarities, as perceived 

similarity is essential to the early stage of relation development, he/she could attempt 

to avoid future contact with anyone within that group. Such avoidance can be 

detrimental to intercultural contact, regardless of individual differences within one 

group. Thus, I would like to emphasise that meeting a person in one group with no 

common interests does not necessarily mean sharing no interests are shared with 

everyone in that group. Recall Mia’s case, she originally thought “will never be good 

friends with any foreigners” after Bahrain, but later changed attitude to “An individual 

does not equate to a country” and developed “deep conversations” with several foreign 

friends during her voluntary work in Germany, as she shared no commonalities with 

three co-national colleagues. 

An interesting finding presented in Subsection 5.3.3.2 was that, Cora was afraid of 

offending others because of perceived cultural differences, and hence attempted to 

avoid intercultural interaction. In Cora’s case, she mentioned photographs where a 

man touched her shoulder. Despite feeling discomfort, she felt too anxious to inform 

him, mainly because of her uncertainty of cultural norms. Cora’s hesitation could be 

explained by Hofstede’s concept of uncertainty avoidance (Hofstede, 1980; Neuliep, 

2009, 2012), as elaborated on in Subsections 3.3.2 and 3.3.6. Also, Cora’s hesitancy 

supports Gudykunst, Nishida and Chua’s (1986) proposition that the fear of offending 

people due to unfamiliar cultural norms could inhibit intercultural interaction, which 

echoes Gaston’s (2017) finding that fear of offending others because of cultural 

differences led to avoiding further interaction.  
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In summary, perceived commonalities could facilitate intercultural interaction, which 

links to another point I would like to address: Chinese are likely to stay with co-

nationals because of the large population of Chinese across the whole globe. Since 

ethnic differences are likely to be viewed as a dissimilar factor to interactions; likewise, 

ethnic similarity can be seen to facilitate interaction. This supports Sias et al. (2008), 

who suggested that perceived cultural similarity is essential to facilitate intercultural 

interaction. This will be further discussed in Subsection 6.4.4. 

6.4.3 Perceived Stereotypes/Discrimination  

Subsection 5.3.3.3, showed that a number of participants had weakened self-

confidence due to perceived racial discrimination and felt uncomfortable due to others’ 

stereotyped beliefs, which inhibited their interaction with diverse individuals. Such 

barrier has also be shown in eighteen report documents. Discussion in relation to the 

detrimental effect of stereotyped beliefs and discrimination has been alluded to in 

Section 6.2 and Subsection 6.3.2. For instance, the psychologists Steele and Aronson 

(1995) found negative stereotyping and prejudice could create threats that caused 

individuals’ lower performance. Cultural stereotypes are widely held, but contain 

oversimplified and overgeneralised ideas or images about a specific group of people 

(Lehtonen, 2016). Individuals with such stereotyped beliefs are likely to hurt others 

unconsciously through discriminating actions that accurately reflect their values 

(Lehtonen, 2016; Jandt, 2016). Perceived discrimination has a proclivity to reduce 

one’s self-efficacy and make people feel unsafe to express viewpoints in an 

intercultural environment.  

The Responsibility of Social Media Giants 

Rylee directly asserted that social media (“YouTube”) could generate negative 

stereotyped beliefs. As additional context, a report also points out that “bias and 

stereotyped believes came from their lack of understanding, from inaccurate news 

reports by digital mainstream media” (3, Romania), indicating that news reports on 

various digital media platforms post inaccurate information to the public. It is true that 

if people want to know a place but cannot visit in person, he/she may assume they 

know that place through various digital social media platforms. If these do not report 

the real status quo or only limited aspects, then stereotyped beliefs can originate from 

these digital media platforms, especially from information that tends to exaggerate 
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facts or label people based on nations. Given that diminishing stereotypes is essential 

for any successful intercultural interaction (Lehtonen, 2016), thus perhaps these social 

media giants should be held more accountable and asked to take more social 

responsibility to disseminate news, eliminate fake news and misinformation.  

Dealing with Unavoidable Discrimination and Stereotyped Beliefs 

Nevertheless, since the news that creates stereotypes cannot be held responsible 

overnight it is necessary for individuals to adapt. For instance, Kyle suffered from the 

perceived racial discrimination of his team leader; however, as it was not easy to 

change his team leader’s stereotyped beliefs he adapted. Additionally, Social Identity 

Theory and the contact hypothesis theory discussed in Subsections 3.3.3.5 and 

3.3.3.4 provide the psychological basis of discrimination (Allport, 1954; Tajfel & Turner, 

1979); that discriminative behaviours towards others occur when a person identifies 

themselves as belonging to a particular group, and therefore I interpret that implying 

discrimination may never disappear as long as humans are social animals. Thus, if 

discrimination is unavoidable and stereotyped belief are easily generated in our minds, 

we need to find creative ways to cope. 

As such, I propose three ways to deal with unavoidable discrimination and stereotyped 

beliefs. First, preparing our minds through building psychological constructions that 

discrimination is unavoidable as we cannot control others’ actions. When we 

encounter discrimination, awareness of its unavoidability would ease our tension to 

diminish feelings of discomfort and perceptions of unfair treatment. Second, to fight 

against the discrimination if possible, instead of maintaining silence, as only if people 

speak up for themselves and point out incorrect things, can others be more capable 

of recognising inappropriate behaviour. Third, developing digital literacy and critical 

thinking skills is urgent (as discussed in Subsection 3.4.3.3), since stereotyped beliefs 

can arise from information posted on digital social media. According to Cifuentes and 

Vilbert (2015, p.216), while the Internet empowers people to rapidly access to 

information, it also makes people “vulnerable to thinking shallowly, making hasty 

decisions, and drawing conclusions before attaining sufficient evidence.” Digital 

literacy is defined by the American Library Association as “the ability to use information 

and communication technologies to find, evaluate, create, and communicate 

information, requiring both cognitive and technical skills”, and is considered “an 

essential requirement for life in a digital age” (Bawden, 2008, p.30). With the 
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undeniable realities of globalisation and evolution of technology, students see the 

Internet as a key source of information, and therefore educators in Mainland China 

may need to explore approaches to advance students’ digital literacy skills, which have 

been undermined by the Chinese education curriculum.  

Different Interpretations of Discrimination 

In Mia’s case, she reported that in Germany, her co-national volunteer colleagues 

described a ‘racial discriminated’ incident in local supermarket with a cashier, but Mia 

shared that she did not think it was discrimination, but a said more about the cashier’s 

bad attitude. Unquestionably, such bad attitudes can hinder intercultural interactions, 

but what is interesting from Mia’s case is that people perceive or define discrimination 

differently.  

It was difficult to distinguish whether Mia’s co-national colleague’s incident could be 

defined as discrimination, since she could not recall any specific details. A universally 

agreed standard does not exist to distinguish discrimination, people perceive 

discrimination differently which probably has more to do with cultural differences. As 

certain behaviours, actions or words might be normal to some people, but viewed as 

inappropriate or offensive by others.  

Moreover, it prompted me to reflect that individuals might be sensitive towards 

perceived bad attitudes when interacting with diverse individuals and easily ascribe 

words and actions to racial discrimination. This can be worse for those whose 

associated cultural identity groups have a history of being discriminated against. 

Accordingly, in order to successfully interact with people of diverse backgrounds, 

individuals need to avoid over-sensitivity. Additionally, people who do not belong to 

any disadvantageous groups need to pay more attention to their words and behaviours 

to avoid unnecessary misunderstandings in intercultural settings. 

Ethnocentric attitudes 

Shen claimed “people who are conceited and arrogant are likely to possess 

discriminated actions or behaviours” that “might halt intercultural interaction”, 

indicating that individuals who hold ethnocentric attitudes tend to discriminate against 

others, consciously or unconsciously, which could adversely affect intercultural 

interaction. Unsurprisingly, ethnocentrism is proven to be an attitude that inhibits 

intercultural interaction (Arasaratnam & Banerjee, 2007; Gudykunst & Kim, 2003; 
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Jandt, 2016; Neuliep, 2009, 2012) and increasing ethnocentrism is associated with 

less interest in intercultural interaction (Kim & Goldstein, 2005; Neuliep, 2002). 

However, as mentioned in Chapter three, everyone is, to some extent, ethnocentric 

(Neuliep, 2009). According to Neuliep and McCroskey (1997), while low ethnocentrism 

could form the basis of patriotism, high levels of ethnocentrism tend to make people 

to see their way as “the right way” which might result in individuals’ unwillingness to 

receive new knowledge of other cultures. 

6.4.4 Tendency to Mingle with Co-nationals  

Subsection 5.3.3.4 revealed that some volunteers tend to mingle with co-nationals, 

and thus avoid interaction with individuals from different ethnic groups or countries, 

which can be regarded as one factor inhibiting intercultural interaction. Emilia provided 

an example from her observation that four out of six international volunteers from 

Mainland China in her team always stuck together. Such personal preference could 

be due to multiple reasons; for instance, individuals might have previously 

experienced an unfriendly environment or might have encountered difficulties in 

intercultural settings leading to a reluctance towards future contacts. Nevertheless, a 

significant reason found in this study was that individuals tend to mingle with co-

nationals in an intercultural setting, even though one of their main volunteering 

intentions was their desire to communicate with diverse individuals.  

Tending to mingle with co-nationals can be explained by the concept of homophily, 

defined by McPherson, Smith-Lovin and Cook (2001, p.416) as “the principle that a 

contact between similar people occurs at a higher rate than among dissimilar people”. 

In this sense, language can be seen as a shared aspect that leads co-nationals feeling 

more comfortable to stay together. To provide additional context, seven of the 

reviewed reports noted that, occasionally, the volunteers felt fatigued from 

continuously communicating in English. This might be because speaking a different 

language other than their mother tongue would require the speakers to stay constantly 

focused leading to mental exhaustion. Mental fatigue can be seen as a psychological 

state that leaves individuals exhausted, and that might eventually lead to the 

avoidance of interacting with others. For example, “I feel tired of speaking English all 

the time” (51, Russia); and “Sometimes I just felt that I burnt out … my brain is unable 

to come up with what I'm trying to say in English” (147, Mauritius). Participants in this 

study were all second English-language learners. And their interview data reveals that 
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no matter their English proficiency level, the usage of a second language requires a 

conscious and strenuous effort on the individual’s brain than their first language, which 

causes mental fatigue.  

Given that China has the largest population in the world and many Chinese are 

geographically dispersed in different countries/areas, this fact could disincentivise 

people from Mainland China to seek out interactions with people of other nationalities 

or ethnicities. Additionally, studies have shown that sticking with co-nationals while 

entering an unfamiliar intercultural environment could reduce acculturative stress, 

increase emotional support from peers, and enhance one’s self-esteem (Kim, 2001; 

Hendrickson et al., 2011). However, these kind of social ties, homophilic tendencies, 

could seriously hinder individuals from interacting with others of different cultural 

backgrounds, and thus hinder intercultural relationship development (Church, 1982; 

Dunne, 2009). 

In international education settings, studies indicate that students tend to limit their 

interactions to people from the same background (Perry & Southwell, 2011; Volet & 

Ang, 2012) or from only one cultural group (Halualani et al., 2004), which implies that 

merely providing the opportunity for interaction may not be enough. As such, for the 

purposes of promoting the internationalisation of higher education, Dunne (2009) and 

Yu (2017) propose higher education institutions should avoid recruiting large numbers 

of internationals students from one country. However, I argue, it is unlikely that in a 

multicultural organisation, the portion of people from Mainland China would be scarce. 

Therefore, this might be a unique challenge that, statistically speaking, specifically 

targets individuals from countries with a large population. 

6.5 Discussion on the Important Competencies for Success in Intercultural 

Interaction 

In this section, I discuss the competencies identified by participants as success 

indicators in intercultural interaction. Nine interrelated important competencies (Figure 

5.1) have been identified on the basis of participants’ intercultural interaction 

experiences with diverse individuals in non-English speaking countries. Among nine 

identified prominent competencies, three have not yet been specifically included or 

emphasised in previous literature (discussed in Subsection 3.4.3). These are: to adopt 

dance and music as icebreakers, to provide emotional support for others to feel 
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psychologically safe to talk, and to employ technological communication tools to assist 

communication. It is hoped that these distinctive competencies could provide further 

guidance to the future development of competency models for intercultural interaction. 

I discuss each in turn below.  

6.5.1 Motivation to Communicate  

As identified in Subsection 5.3.4.1, the motivation to communicate is a prerequisite for 

successful intercultural interaction, e.g. Yang’s quote about the importance of 

“curiosity and the desire to explore”. Additionally, Wen noticed that a volunteer with 

the motivation and desire to communicate, even with poor language skills, could 

communicate messages successfully. As such, individuals who demonstrate a 

continuous interest and commitment to interaction could be successful in interacting 

with diverse individuals, even with low English language proficiency. However, without 

such engaged motivation, individuals would be likely to flee from the various 

associated challenges and obstacles they might meet in intercultural interaction, and 

thus might lose relevant intercultural contact opportunities. Moreover, mentioned in 

Subsection 5.3.3.4, individuals who recognised themselves as introverted, like Shen, 

sometimes instead of desiring to communicate with others, they prefer to stay alone. 

Motivation is an impetus for volunteers to initiate in intercultural dialogue, their desire 

to communicate and curiosity towards others drives them to explore unknown 

knowledge through engaging in intercultural conversations with others. My finding 

about the significance of motivation supports Byram’s (1997) ICC model and 

Deardorff’s (2004) PMIC that motivation towards intercultural interaction and curiosity 

towards other cultures serve as the prerequisites for successful intercultural 

interaction. Moreover, curiosity has been identified as a pivotal factor in facilitating 

intercultural interaction (Dunne, 2013; Gaston, 2017). Likewise, Rich (2011) found 

participants who gained cultural learning from their intercultural interaction 

experiences were those who held an ongoing commitment to interacting with diverse 

individuals.  

Motivation could trigger learners to experience intensive contacts with diverse 

individuals, subsequently their language proficiency and intercultural self-efficacy 

could be potentially enhanced. Based on social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986, 1994; 

Li & Gasser, 2005), individuals with higher intercultural self-efficacy are more 
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motivated towards intercultural interaction. However, keep in mind that motivation 

alone is insufficient, communication is an ongoing process of mutual exchange, and 

to facilitate successful intercultural interaction the other parties also need to possess 

motivation to communicate.  

6.5.2 The Need for Mastering Basic Communication Skills 

Basic communication skills refer to language proficiency and the use of non-verbal 

communication.  

Basic Language Proficiency 

In terms of basic language proficiency, language learners may assume that for 

successful intercultural dialogue, one needs to be excellent in using English as a 

global lingua franca, recall that Zhu said: “I used to think that I need excellent English 

to communicate”. Unquestionably, language plays an important role in communication 

to deliver messages. Research focused on international students and expatriates 

conducted in academic and work settings, frequently found higher language 

proficiency correlates with higher intercultural self-efficacy and less stress in 

intercultural interaction (Li & Gasser; 2005; Sawir et al., 2012); and if individuals could 

not achieve fruitful interaction, they had a tendency to blame it on their inadequate 

language proficiency (Gatfield et al., 1999; Hayes & Lin, 1994; Ippolito, 2007; Mclean 

et al., 2013). 

While language-related barriers have been identified as a major inhibitor of interacting 

with diverse individuals in this study, most participants concurred that individuals do 

not need be proficient in English to succeed in intercultural interaction. Zhu further 

stated in relation to language ability: “it's really not that important, as long as you can 

make sense and has the basic communication ability”. These findings seem 

contradictory, but are not as those who encountered difficulties in communicating with 

some people managed to engage with many others by using their basic English 

language level effectively. For instance, international volunteers who encountered 

language-related difficulties because of unfamiliar accents still communicated 

successfully with others who spoke in accents they were familiar with.  

Three potential reasons exist to explain why participants considered basic language 

proficiency was insufficient for intercultural interaction. First, this study focused on 

international volunteers from Mainland China exposed to authentic intercultural 



 272 

settings where most of their conversations involved daily dialogue and uncomplex 

working language that did not require high level English proficiency. Second, people 

generally hold less expectations for the English language proficiency of L2 speakers, 

especially in the context of non-English speaking countries, and therefore the majority 

of participants’ interlocutors were non-native speakers, who had a similar level of 

English language proficiency as the participants. From my interpretation, consequently, 

participants probably did not feel much pressure to speak excellent English. Third, 

individuals’ definitions of ‘basic English language proficiency’ might differ. Plus, 

participants were selected initially by the AIESEC through a set of predesigned criteria 

which consisted of a benchmark in relation to English language proficiency, and 

subsequently the organisation’s definition of ‘basic’ might be higher than the average 

person from Mainland China.  

Therefore, this study shows that one does not need to excel in English proficiency to 

succeed in intercultural settings, only basic language proficiency is necessary to 

facilitate intercultural contact. To some extent, this finding implies that individuals from 

Mainland China do not need to be anxious regarding their English language 

proficiency during intercultural dialogue. Plus, language is only a communication tool 

for delivering messages, and thus cannot be seen as the only decisive factor for a 

successful intercultural dialogue, as non-verbal communication and technology 

assisted communication tools (see Subsection 6.5.9) could also help people to deliver 

messages. However, the required English proficiency of an intercultural speaker 

varies in differing contexts, and this area needs to be further explored.  

Non-verbal Cues 

The use of non-verbal communication has been recognised as an important skill to 

facilitate effective intercultural interaction in this study. This skill had been identified in 

17 volunteering reports as a facilitator of intercultural interaction and no participants in 

this study reported that nonverbal cues had inhibited their interactions with others. 

Even though the literature (Subsection 3.3.7) shows that non-verbal cues can be seen 

as barriers to intercultural interaction, participants reported they felt interactants’ 

sincerity more through gestures than normal verbal expressions. For example, Wen 

commented that body language could reveal emotions and thus could facilitate deep 

relationship establishment, “sometimes without language, you can feel more emotions 

from their body language, which would be more sincere”. Moreover, dancing, which 
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will be discussed later, is another form of non-verbal communication that could enable 

people to convey their emotions. This finding is unsurprising, as many communication 

scholars have emphasised adopting non-verbal communication is crucial for 

intercultural interaction (Jandt, 2016; Ma, 1999; Neuliep, 2009; Shi & Fan, 2010; Yang, 

2015).  

However, while participants complimented the critical role of non-verbal cues to 

convey valuable information that verbal language unable to, it is vital to consider that 

non-verbal communication could also result in intercultural conflicts, for two reasons. 

On one hand, discrepancies may occur between what a person is verbally 

communicating, and what a person’s non-verbal cues present (Lincoln, 2002; 

Richmond et al., 2003). On the other hand, despite its non-appearance in this study, 

misinterpretation of non-verbal communication has been identified as a major barrier 

to intercultural communication (Jandt, 2016; Neuliep, 2009).  

In intercultural settings, L2 speakers tend to pay attention to verbal language 

communication, neglecting the role of non-verbal communication. My findings above 

validate the vital role of non-verbal communication in intercultural interaction, although 

it is advised that individuals should learn how to use non-verbal cues in a more 

appropriate and efficient way.  

6.5.3 Great Ice-breaking Capacity 

Great ice-breaking capacity here refers to have the courage to talk and employ dance 

and music as icebreakers. 

Courage to Talk 

Having the courage to express views has been identified as another prerequisite 

competency for facilitating intercultural interaction. Such courage refers to more than 

a willingness to talk as it requires stepping out of one’s comfort zone to interact and to 

be unafraid of being mocked by others when making mistakes or speaking in non-

fluent English. If one is willing to talk, but does not have the courage to deal with 

potentially embarrassing moments or uncertainty and anxiety that might occur during 

intercultural interaction, one will be unlikely to continue or even start conversations 

with others. This competency was initially identified in 18 volunteering reports and 

interviews confirmed, as discussed in Subsection 6.4.1.5, that individuals from 

Mainland China tend to fear losing face and embarrassing themselves by making 
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mistakes in speaking English, and are thus likely to feel uncertain and anxious during 

initial intercultural encounters. Therefore, as shown in Subsection 5.3.4.3, a majority 

of participants regarded that a willingness to talk is insufficient, one needs to have the 

courage to express ideas.  

Being anxious of initiating an uncertain conversation with diverse individuals has been 

found in a wide range of intercultural studies in which people tend to diminish anxiety 

by avoiding interaction (Hofstede, 1980; Neuliep, 2009, 2012). Several uncertainty and 

anxiety related theories have been developed in the communication field; for instance, 

Uncertainty Reduction Theory (Berger & Calabrese, 1975) and Anxiety Uncertainty 

Management Theory (Gudykunst, 2005), mentioned in Subsection 3.3.6. Nonetheless, 

those theories do not provide solutions on how to effectively reduce anxiety, as 

individuals vary in their reasons for being anxious.  

My finding, that participants view ‘courage to talk’ as an important competency to 

facilitate intercultural interaction indicates that instead of worrying about uncertainty 

and anxiety, taking proactively strategies to communicate with others would solve 

many problems, such as Emilia attempted to communicate with her team leader for a 

better room, and subsequently experience satisfying intercultural interaction. Thus, 

having the courage to communicate with others can be considered as a competency 

to cope with anxiety. Initially, I thought this competency was unique for individuals from 

Mainland China who desired to experience effective and satisfying intercultural 

connections. Mainly because it has not been included in any of the most cited 

competence models for intercultural interaction presented in the literature (Subsection 

3.4.3). Later, I found that previous literature may call this competency “tolerance to 

intercultural uncertainty” (Khukhlaev et al., 2020), “tolerance of ambiguity” (Bird et al., 

2010) or “cultural uncertainty tolerance” (Matveev & Nelson, 2004). Hallman (1967) 

defined uncertainty tolerance as “a person’s ability to accept the conflict and tension 

that arise in a duality situation, to resist incoherence and inconsistency of information, 

to accept the unknown, and not to feel uncomfortable with uncertainty” (p.189). 

However, I prefer to adopt ‘courage to talk’ to term this competency, a phrase which 

can be more intuitively understood. 

Given that motivation and basic communication skills do not guarantee volunteers can 

beat their inner anxiety to initiate intercultural dialogue, an individual still requires the 
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courage. Volunteers from Mainland China need to ignore their anxiety and bravely 

start conversations. 

Dance and Music as Ice Breakers 

As shown in case studies, Kyle expressed that “music and dance arouse everyone’s 

emotions, like we already have known each other for a long time” (Subsection 5.2.9) 

and Wen asserted that dance and music were a means of becoming “closer” 

(Subsection 5.2.6). To add some additional context, 49 volunteering reports also 

mentioned that dance and music facilitated the volunteers’ interaction with diverse 

individuals, for instance: “dance and music allowed us to understand and share each 

other’s happiness” (8, Ghana). These findings reveal that dance and music could 

function as creative forms of communication to facilitate participants to break the ice 

with diverse individuals, especially with individuals from the African continent when 

interlocutors cannot communicate effectively via any verbal languages.   

It is unsurprising to find that dance and music could cause intercultural interaction, as 

dance and music can be regarded as universal languages. Despite their presence in 

volunteering reports and participant data, however, this competency of adopting dance 

and music as ice breakers has not yet been emphasised in previous literature (see 

Subsection 3.4.2). While dance has been recognised as one of the most expressive 

body languages that enables people to communicate visually (Christensen et al., 

2014), music has been found to support social life and facilitate cultural learning by 

conveying emotions vividly, beyond the ability of verbal words (Panksepp & 

Trevarthen, 2009). Combining music and dance could further comfort and relieve 

loneliness and promote shared happiness, as it did for the volunteers cited above, 

which potentiates an affective experience through movement to facilitate intercultural 

dialogue (Christensen et al., 2014).  

Therefore, in intercultural settings, individuals could possibly organise more music and 

dance activities to communicate emotions more vividly and draw everyone together. 

Certainly, the music and dance need to be selected carefully on the basis of differing 

circumstances, for instance, it would be unlikely to create a relaxing and cheerful 

atmosphere via a sad song.  
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6.5.4 Emotional Support 

Emotional support, primarily manifested in this study in the form of being friendly and 

kind, and thus providing a psychological safe space to others. Therefore, emotional 

support has been identified as a competency to facilitate intercultural interaction in this 

study, a competency lacking from the previous literature (see Subsection 3.4.2). 

Majority of the participants, especially people who recognised themselves as 

introverted, talked frequently about how others’ friendliness and kindness made them 

feel supported in an unfamiliar environment, and how this support empowered them 

to open up and be less frightened to engage with others. This competency was first 

identified as salient to facilitate intercultural interaction in 117 volunteering reports, and 

following the participant interviews can consequently be considered as one of the most 

important competencies because as noted in Subsection 5.3.4.4, Shen and Kyle 

regarded themselves as introverted and posited that they needed a friendly 

atmosphere to share views with others. Therefore, others’ warm words and actions 

appear helpful to encourage individuals to talk, especially for people with introverted 

personalities in an unfamiliar environment surrounded by diverse individuals. As 

discussed earlier, participants feared speaking mainly due to their anxiety towards 

intercultural interaction and being judged by people with higher English proficiency, 

while friendliness and kindness eased such negative emotional feelings, and 

consequently made participants more willing to interact. Additionally, inhibitors such 

as a perceived lack of commonalities, perceived discrimination and negative 

stereotypes, indicated a participant did not feel safe interacting with diverse individuals, 

which again proves the importance of providing emotional support to others during 

intercultural contact. 

This finding shows the majority of participants valued emotional support offered by 

others, which contradicts Burleson’s (2003) conclusion that collectivist Chinese tend 

to downplay the need for emotional support to developing relationships, compared to 

individualist Americans. However, my finding supports Rich (2011), who positioned 

emotional support as ‘emotional connectedness’ and emphasised the importance of 

emotional rapport in intercultural circumstances; in particular, she found that 

international students could be positively influenced by teachers’ warm, emotional 

support in an internationalised higher education institution. Additionally, Bochner’s 
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model of friendship networks (Bochner et al., 1977; Ward et al., 2001) reveals the 

importance of emotional support for relational development in an international context.  

Despite participants appreciating the emotional support they received, the quality of 

intercultural contacts could be also enhanced if participants offer their emotional 

support to others. Accordingly, it can be concluded that emotional support is positively 

correlated with effective intercultural interaction. Nevertheless, the ways in which 

friendliness and kindness are expressed and managed vary from person to person, 

and emotional support might play a different role for different individuals, especially 

considering that no research has shown that emotional support is valued equally for 

people of differing ethnicities and nationalities. 

6.5.5 Cultural Relativism  

Cultural relativism was mentioned by majority of participants as another important 

competency for facilitating intercultural interaction, which manifests in the ability to 

respect and understand others, and be open-minded to differences to create a 

harmonious environment for intercultural interaction. For instance, Kyle highlighted 

that respecting and understanding each other’s culture is a prerequisite to accept 

others’ differences and to achieve successful intercultural interaction. Similarly, Jin 

asserted that by respecting cultural differences, he was able to continue interacting 

with someone he identified as culturally different than him to form a friendship. To add 

further context, when I explored those report documents, 67 volunteering reports 

mentioned this competency as a facilitator of intercultural interaction. With more 

intercultural interaction experiences, a volunteer gradually realises that everyone is 

different, “everyone has different ways of thinking, holds different viewpoints, comes 

from different cultures”, and “that’s why being open-minded and creating an inclusive 

environment is important” (45, Slovakia). 

It is unsurprising to find that respecting and being open-minded to cultural differences 

facilitates intercultural interaction, as these aspects endorse the key values of 

prevailing competence models in the field of intercultural interaction, including 

Bennett’s (1993) DMIS, Byram’s (1997) ICC model, Deardorff’s (2004) PMIC, Chen 

and Starosta’s (2008) model of Intercultural Communication Competence. Moreover, 

Bochner and Kelly (1974) propose openness and inclusiveness as cognitive flexibility 
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facilitates intercultural interaction. Likewise, Harrison (2012) stresses openness is 

particularly important in achieving a satisfying intercultural contact. 

Individuals are likely to hold subjective presumptions towards other individuals based 

on stereotyped beliefs (Lehtonen, 2016). The world is full of diversity, and it is hard to 

justify one thing is absolutely “right” or “wrong” like Yang said: “you have to realise 

others are different from you […] there are reasons, it cannot be judged from our 

perspectives”. A great number of scholars refer to this ability to respect cultural 

differences and withhold judgement as ‘cultural empathy’ (Dyche & Zayas, 2001; 

Gudykunst & Kim, 2003; Rasoal et al., 2011; Ting-Toomey, 1999; Wang et al., 2003). 

Intercultural contexts would be more effective if we remain open to the differing 

attitudes and personalities of others, based not on presumptions, but on real evidence 

and cultural empathy. My findings (Subsection 5.3.4.5) have shown that being open-

minded and withholding our judgement towards others is crucial to create a friendly 

environment for emotional support as well as to get everyone engaged. 

Cultural empathy was a concept first adopted by Ridley and Lingle (1996), who posited 

it goes beyond general empathy, because of the need to understand and accept other 

cultures. They defined ‘cultural empathy’ as a process which “involves a deepening of 

the human empathic response to permit a sense of mutuality and understanding 

across the great differences in value and expectation that cross-cultural interchange 

often involves” (ibid, p.22). Later, Wang et al. (2003) further distinguished cultural 

empathy from general empathy as the need of taking other persons’ cultural contexts 

into consideration, the need to control one’s own subjective presumptions in the form 

of discriminated actions towards culturally diverse others, as well as the need to 

possess real practical experiences with another culture instead of having mere 

theoretical knowledge. 

In addition, an appreciation and consideration of cultural differences is important; 

however, Rylee’s voice deserves further discussion. Rylee agreed the importance of 

creating an inclusive environment, but contended that everyone has a “bottom line” for 

tolerance, and it would be difficult for people to genuinely be open and inclusive to the 

differences that they cannot tolerate them as “it’s about someone’s values”.  

Admittedly, individuals might be able to enhance their “bottom line” through 

possessing a broader view of the world, like yang and Shen reported. Nevertheless, 
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there might be a limit, some word, action or attitude, that one cannot tolerate, and 

where passive and reluctant tolerance might even cause further discomfort and hatred. 

Zotzmann (2016) also proposed that individuals’ level of tolerance and respect are 

largely “context-dependent”, as she exemplified: “The same individual who might be 

tolerant in one situation might choose not to be in a different context, and for particular 

reasons” (p.248). In other words, individuals’ behaviours of tolerance and respect are 

not consistent and coherent in different situations. Moreover, according to Holliday 

(2016, p.5), in intercultural settings, “understanding stops at tolerance – putting up with 

the foreign that can easily develop into giving up on putting up when circumstances 

become less amenable”. Holliday implies tolerance is detrimental for understanding 

other cultures in intercultural settings, as tolerance stops one’s attempts to understand 

others. It is hard to tell what approach we could adopt, if tolerance is not viable to 

create an inclusive society which demands individuals be tolerant of others. This 

seems paradoxical and more studies are needed in this area.  

6.5.6 Resilience and Adaptability 

Section 5.3.3 demonstrated that individuals might encounter challenges or 

discrimination that violates their expectations during intercultural contact. For instance, 

many participants revealed that they met difficulties in understanding their interactants’ 

English accents, and Kyle met difficulties in communicating with diverse individuals in 

Tunisia and received unexpected racial discrimination in India. For the sake of ongoing 

interaction, being capable of recovering from challenges, taking the initiative to 

problem-solve, and adapting manners for effective intercultural communication is of 

great importance, congruent with Aria that, “We will definitely encounter 

communication problems when interacting interculturally. When it happens, you must 

find a way to solve it instead of ignoring it”. Accordingly, resilience and adaptability are 

identified as essential competencies for managing intercultural interaction success; 

these have also been identified in 29 volunteering reports, as revealed in the interview 

data in Emilia’s and Kyle’s case studies.  

Walker, Gleaves and Grey (2006, p.251) define ‘resilience’ as the capacity to “recover 

rapidly from difficult situations as well as being the capacity to endure ongoing 

hardship in every conceivable way”. In terms of adaptability, Kim (1991) defines it as  
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the individual’s capacity to suspend or modify some of the old cultural 

ways, to learn and accommodate some of the new cultural ways, and to 

creatively find ways to manage the dynamics of cultural 

difference/unfamiliarity, intergroup posture, and the accompanying 

stress. (p.268) 

Additionally, Ting-Toomey (1991, p.261) proposes that in an intercultural context, 

interlocutors need to “mutually adapt to each other’s behaviours appropriately and 

flexibly”.  

Given that we cannot dominate others’ thoughts and control others’ behaviours, as 

mentioned in the previous Subsection by Rylee, we can expect occasions to arise 

when interlocutors adapt their manners to intercultural contacts, and other occasions 

when they do not. In such a case, resilience is required by volunteers. For instance, 

as discussed in Subsection 6.4.3, one cannot control others’ discriminatory behaviour 

nor easily persuade others to change their stereotyped beliefs and associated 

unfriendly attitudes. Thus, if such discrimination is unavoidable, volunteers need to be 

resilient and adapt themselves to foreseen situations accordingly. Therefore, it is 

crucial to build resilience and enhance adaptive capacity. 

6.5.7 Knowledge of One’s Own Culture 

Having sufficient knowledge of one’s own culture emerged from the data as an 

important competency for intercultural interaction. Yang and Rylee reported difficulties 

in disseminating their culture to others; mainly due to their lack of knowledge about 

Chinese traditional culture, in particular when others have an extensive interest in 

Chinese culture. To add some context, another 23 volunteering reports also reported 

similar claims; for instance, “I started to reflect that we as Chinese people, we don't 

know much [about] or even like Chinese culture” (81, Mexico).  

A major challenge for today’s globalised world is to maintain all diverse traditional 

cultures. Since the Chinese government’s initiative to reform and open up China in the 

1980s, more foreign cultures have been exported there and young generations of 

Chinese have been increasingly influenced by others’ cultures; for instance, Japanese 

and Korean pop cultures, as well as Western cultures. Consequently, Chinese 

Millennials have spent less time learning their own traditional and unique cultures. As 

such, having insufficient knowledge of Chinese knowledge could potentially inhibit 
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intercultural dialogue when asked questions by interested parties — very likely in an 

intercultural context. Thus, it is paramount that international volunteers from Mainland 

China are aware of of their national culture.  

As presented in Subsection 3.4.3.3, Byram (1997) proposed ‘Savoirs’ in his ICC model 

which also outline the importance of knowing one’s own culture. The difference being 

that Byram (1997) highlights the need of also knowing about the interlocutor’s culture, 

whereas the current study does not. To address this point, it does not mean to know 

another’s culture is unimportant, as to have some background knowledge such as 

common scams and what is considered rude or illegal could avoid unnecessary 

conflicts, but it would be difficult. To begin with, the majority of the participants were 

working as well as living with people from multiple countries, it would be difficult for 

them to know about all the cultures within one nation, or all the detailed national 

cultures of their peers. In addition, when the world was not closely interrelated to each 

other countries held more distinctive features from one another. In our closely 

connected and globalised world, anyone can have multiple cultural identities, and 

individual’s cultural identity can be continuously developed through interacting with 

diverse individuals (Kramsch & Uryu, 2014; Xu, 2018). To identify a person’s 

associated cultural identities is therefore already a challenging thing. Moreover, 

intercultural interaction can be seen as a process of sharing and learning others’ 

cultures, to know others’ cultures beforehand could be detrimental if it developed 

stereotyped beliefs. Rather, it would be respectful to learn about others’ cultures during 

interaction, to see culture as something to be discovered rather than pre-described, 

which supports the non-essentialist standpoint of culture. Similarly, Jackson (2014) 

proposes it is better to ask during interactions regarding a person’s customs rather 

than assuming similarities or differences.   

6.5.8 Technological Know-how  

As a consequence of technological development, an increasing number of advanced 

technological communication tools have been created. Both Wen and Zhu have 

frequently adopted technological-based language assistant tools, such as dictionary 

applications on their phones or the Google Translation online, to facilitate interactions 

with diverse individuals. To add as a context, nineteen volunteering reports also 

mentioned to use technological tools to assist and facilitate communication. Such 

technological-based tools can be regarded as a sub-group of the broader concept of 
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‘Information and Communication Technologies’ (ICT) in general, which is mostly 

defined as advanced technology for fostering effective communication and 

collaboration. This validates and implies the usefulness of ICT tools, however, their 

employment requires patience, since they can never be as effective as instant verbal 

communication. Moreover, those tools sometimes lead to misunderstandings due to 

misinterpretation and mistranslation, as current technological-based translation tools 

are not advanced enough and might occasionally fail.  

As discussed in Subsection 3.4.3.3, Byram’s ICC model has been criticised because 

the model has been developed based on the ICT tools of the late 90s, and thus can 

be considered as outdated since it does not include current technological means to 

communicate. Dramatic technological changes have undoubtedly changed how 

people communicate. In addition, the most cited models for the requisite competencies 

for intercultural interaction, in Subsection 3.4.3, do not entail individuals’ competency 

to use technological tools to assist communication. It is hoped that this finding could 

offer future directions to develop and improve those models, to keep pace with the 

current world. 

6.5.9 Preparation  

The last important competency for facilitating effective intercultural interaction was to 

prepare in advance with respect to any upcoming interaction. Such preparation can 

refer to learning approaches to cope with any potential forthcoming challenges, which 

differs from learning about others’ cultures in detail, as, according to Jandt (2016), it 

is impossible for individuals to learn all the rules governing appropriate and 

inappropriate behaviour for every culture and subgroup, see related discussion in 

Subsection 6.5.7. Also, intercultural communicators should not be limited in their 

predefined cultural knowledge, which may generate cultural stereotyping.  

It is worth mentioning that participants in this study had been offered clear guidance 

in an AIESEC preparation workshop prior to volunteering, and many participants 

mentioned the usefulness of the workshops. For instance, Kyle encountered 

difficulties initially in Tunisia, but recalled the ‘solution-oriented’ concept learnt in his 

AIESEC preparation workshop. Additionally, although one can never know all the 

details of others’ background information, procuring information about forthcoming 

interactants could ease one’s anxiety.  
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In this case, the AIESEC, international universities and international education could 

provide preparation workshops for individuals who will interact with diverse individuals. 

Additionally, individuals could prepare themselves; for example, by reading about the 

country they will be based in. However, while preparation is an easy enough word to 

say, the process itself requires individuals to invest significant time. 

6.6 Discussion on Volunteer’s Suggested Strategies for Developing Identified 

Competencies 

To answer research question three, two major strategies identified in regard to 

developing competencies found to be success indicators of intercultural interaction: 

experimental learning and school education. 

6.6.1 Experiential Learning 

For instance, findings in Subsection 5.3.2.3 evidence that many international 

volunteers gain confidence in English by interacting with diverse individuals. Even 

though participants’ overall volunteering period was only between six to eight weeks, 

the study reveals the practicability and usefulness of intercultural interaction 

experiences towards developing individuals’ competencies for intercultural interaction. 

Thus, this research illustrates the profoundly experiential nature of learning.  

As reported, all the participants concluded that their overall competencies for 

intercultural interaction improved owing to intercultural interaction experiences during 

their volunteering period. Unquestionably, levels of gains might differ for each 

volunteer, which depends on respective context they were in and themselves; one 

might improve more than another. Meanwhile, they shared their views that intercultural 

interaction experience is the best way to advance one’s intercultural interaction 

competencies, which even included participants who had negative and unsatisfying 

volunteering experiences (e.g. Kyle and Mia). Moreover, a small number of 

participants provided another perspective, that one’s intercultural interaction 

competency could be improved along with accumulated life experiences. For instance, 

Shen stated “when a person has a broader view, he would be able to understand more 

of the things around him, and understand the world, he would be more tolerant”. 

Therefore, experience does not necessarily need to be intercultural, other life 

experience can advance one’s competencies in communicating with others 

interculturally. These participants’ views are reasonable, since, to a degree, the 
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identified important competencies of this study can be considered as success 

indicators for life.  

Rich (2011) found her participants’ intercultural learning trajectories mainly developed 

from verbal and nonverbal intercultural interaction experiences during overseas study. 

A great number of previous studies found the experience of living and studying in a 

different country is a powerful tool for developing one’s intercultural competencies 

(Jackson, 2009, 2011; Salisbury, 2011). However, such studies did not specify 

whether learning arose from intercultural interaction experiences or not, given that 

studying or living abroad neither automatically guarantees interaction interculturally, 

nor ensures one’s improved intercultural interaction competencies and cultural 

learning. With reference to Allport’s (1954) intergroup contact theory, even increased 

intercultural contact does not necessarily result in improved interaction capacities 

(Dunne, 2009; Leask, 2005), since positive intercultural contacts can only happened 

in specific circumstances; for instance, where all parties have mutual interests, 

motivation to communicate, and equal status (Mak & Buckingham, 2007). From this 

perspective, nearly all participants in this study demonstrated positive learning 

outcomes, as the vast majority of people they interacted with were other worldwide 

volunteers or locals who sought help from the AIESEC, and had similar goals and 

interests as participants. 

Additionally, participants’ perceptions of developing intercultural interaction 

competencies through experience supports Kolb’s experiential learning theory that 

defines learning as “Knowledge [that] results from the combination of grasping and 

transforming experience” (Kolb, 1984, p.41). Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning theory 

has been regarded as the foundation of experiential learning, but it was originally 

substantiated from Dewey’s (1916, 1938) transactional theory of learning that 

proposes knowledge is socially constructed and based on experiences, and 

essentially learning is an ongoing process of experiences evolving individuals taking 

actions, reflecting on those actions and taking subsequent actions (Miettinen, 2000; 

Rich, 2011; Robert, 2003; Yardley et al., 2012). Kolb (1984) later delineated the 

‘holistic learning process’ as a circle involving four stages of leaning that demonstrate 

the transformation of experiences and knowledge creation, including concrete 

experiences, reflective observation, abstract conceptualisation and active 

experimentation (Kolb & Kolb, 2005, 2009; Zhang et al., 2018). In this study, 
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participants’ overseas volunteer projects can be considered as concrete experiences, 

their volunteering reports can be regarded as reflective observation and abstract 

conceptualisation (to understand why and how things had happened, as well as the 

meaning attached to those experiences), and, lastly, new knowledge has been gained 

from intercultural interaction experiences.  

In summary, my finding that developing intercultural interaction competencies through 

experience validates that short-term sojourns resulting in intercultural interaction 

experiences can have a significant impact on individuals. That is, if individuals are 

receptive to personal development and motivated towards intercultural gains. 

Unquestionably, real-world intercultural interaction is complex and one can never fully 

anticipate the content of any imminent intercultural dialogues. Through continuously 

acquiring intercultural interaction competencies or cultural knowledge in theory, 

without the opportunity to practice in authentic environment, individuals might never 

get the chance to apply their knowledge in practice and improve their skills.  

6.6.2 School Education: The Powerful Role of Teachers 

As shown in Subsection 5.3.5.1, whilst several participants advocated for experiential 

learning, they downplayed the role of school education in developing intercultural 

interaction skills, e.g. Kyle’s statement that “it is very difficult to develop these sorts of 

abilities through university education”. While, they proposed that school and university 

education does not contain relevant intercultural training, they considered it difficult for 

schools to enhance students’ skills, and even if schools attempt to, students might be 

unable to transform their knowledge into real situations. Nevertheless, Sarah and Wen 

offered their views that individuals are able to develop intercultural skills in schools. 

However, referring to their comments, instead of instilling cultural or skills-related 

knowledge, they considered school’s role to motivate students to learn from 

experiences, which emphasised the influence of teachers. Specifically, schools could 

encourage more students to interact with other people worldwide, and integrate more 

experiential-learning-based activities into the curriculum, such as role-play activities.  

In terms of encouraging students to engage in intercultural interaction, motivation to 

communicate is a prerequisite for facilitating intercultural interaction. This study shows 

that volunteers who demonstrated an ongoing commitment and interest towards 

intercultural contact exceled in interacting with diverse individuals. Studies conducted 
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by Dunne (2009), Gaston (2017) and Yu (2017) also suggest the importance of 

schools and universities enhancing students’ motivations to communicate, as well as 

informing students about potential opportunities. Albeit intercultural interaction does 

not only refer to contact with linguistically different others, but refers to interaction with 

culturally different people, this study shows that language-related barriers was a major 

inhibitor of intercultural interaction, and thus students need to practice more in this 

regard.  

With respect to schools and universities needing to integrate experiential-learning-

based strategies in the curriculum to advance students’ intercultural interaction skills, 

as discussed in Subsection 6.6.1, experiential learning is highly valued in enhancing 

one’s intercultural competency. In the context of Mainland China, a growing number 

of international students choose to study in higher education institutions. Therefore, 

universities could consider student diversity (international students from other 

countries studying in China) as a resource for promoting intercultural contact. Besides 

role play advocated by participants, previous studies have identified a series of 

multicultural activities that could engage parties, including peer mentorships and 

partnerships (Campbell, 2012), multicultural group work (Anderson, 2007; Peacock & 

Harrison, 2009; Popov et al., 2012; Summers & Volet, 2008) and informal leisure 

activities (Leask, 2009; Yu, 2017; Zhang et al., 2018).  

While numerous research studies claim positive benefits result from adopting 

multicultural group work, converging evidence reveals that such group work may not 

be as productive as it could be (Sweeney et al., 2008). One reason could be the 

superficiality of classroom interactions (Yu, 2017). Meanwhile, leisure activities 

outside of the classroom, such as sports, clubs, and residential hall gatherings, were 

found to offer opportunities for deeper engagement and better relationship 

establishment (ibid). This suggests that universities in Mainland China could integrate 

informal activities into the formal curriculum to enhance students’ intercultural 

competency.  

Although, as discussed above, many in-class and outside-class activities offer 

opportunities for student integration, de Vita (2005) argues that, “the ideal of 

transforming a culturally diverse student population into a valued resource for 

activating processes of international connectivity, social cohesion and intercultural 

learning is still very much that, an idea” (p.75). Admittedly, greater intercultural contact 
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does not necessarily ensure improved skills in intercultural interaction (Leask, 2005; 

Dunne, 2009), knowing how to communication more effectively and appropriately 

requires additional instructions to be imposed by university education.  

Several scholars have offered some advice on those instructions. For enhancing 

intercultural learning and promoting global citizenship, such instructions aim at 

cultivating individuals’ competencies, traits and mindsets linked to the ‘intercultural 

speaker’ (Byram, 1997, 2008; 2009; Byram et al., 2001); providing essential skills and 

fundamental knowledge in relation to intercultural communication, such as intercultural 

conflict management, critical thinking skills, reflective ability and a pluralistic worldview 

that raises an awareness of cultural differences (Volet, 2004; Jackson, 2011). As 

discussed in Subsection 3.4.1, ‘intercultural speaker’ is a term describing a person 

who is linguistically and interculturally competent to interact with others. Moreover, Yu 

(2017) suggests that nurturing international abilities could be integrated in major 

courses, but more importantly included in holistic international education design. As 

such, a combination of specific, targeted and well-structured instructions and 

intercultural contact experiences mean that students would be more likely to develop 

skills aligned with being an intercultural speaker.  

As discussed in Subsection 3.3.4, humans are essentially social beings, our 

relationship with otherness is of great importance to our happiness. Considering an 

increasingly globalised world, schools and universities in Mainland China should take 

more responsibility in educating students with skills for interacting with others 

worldwide. With opportunities for real intercultural engagement and appropriate 

guidance, individuals are more likely to experience successful intercultural interaction 

and maximise the benefits of it.  

6.7 Summary 

This chapter discussed the main findings of the current study, which have been drawn 

from holistic-content analysis approach and thematic qualitative analysis approach. 

These findings describe the complexities associated with international volunteers from 

Mainland China’s intercultural interaction experiences with diverse individuals, and the 

subsequent discussion has illustrated an understanding of these complexities.  

To begin with, I considered the perspectives of international volunteers from Mainland 

China’s on understanding intercultural interaction, and summarised the essentialist 
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perspective towards intercultural interaction which may potentially inhibit intercultural 

interaction with others. Gratifyingly, over half of the participants defined intercultural 

interaction from a non-essentialist perspective (more open to cultural differences). 

Next, I recognised international volunteer’s multiple perceived benefits from 

intercultural interaction experiences, whilst I addressed the identified inhibiting and 

facilitating factors of intercultural interaction. In particular, intercultural interaction 

problematised native-speaker “norms” and models pursued by L2 English speakers 

and English-language teachers in Mainland China. Co-national’s peer pressure and 

perceived stereotypes/discriminations affected international volunteers from Mainland 

China’s confidence in interacting with others in English. International volunteers’ 

tendency of mingling with co-nationals also inhibited intercultural interaction. With 

respect to the important competencies to facilitate intercultural interaction, courage is 

highly valued by international volunteers from Mainland China to deal with potential 

embarrassing moments, uncertainty or anxiety that might occur in the process of 

intercultural interaction, which goes beyond a willingness to communicate. Moreover, 

employing emotional support, organising dance and music activities, and adopting 

non-verbal cues, could also greatly facilitate intercultural interaction.  

Finally, two strategies were identified to develop identified important competencies for 

intercultural interaction: experiential learning and school education. Although the term 

‘school education’ has more to do with the powerful role of teachers rather than 

traditional learning. The findings suggest that schools need to integrate more 

experiential-based learning in the curriculum and create more support for students to 

become intercultural speakers. Related to this support, the next chapter will discuss 

how schools and universities in Mainland China could enhance individuals’ 

competencies for interacting with diverse individuals. 
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Chapter 7. Conclusion 

7.1 Introduction  

This study focuses on exploring the intercultural interaction experience of international 

volunteers from Mainland China. On a general level, it investigates their lived 

experiences of intercultural interaction during overseas volunteering projects. In line 

with research question three, I aimed to gain deeper insights into the dynamic 

intercultural communication experiences of individuals from Mainland China for further 

details on how individuals, who will interact with diverse individuals, could be 

supported to become more effective intercultural communicators in an increasingly 

globalised world. To do so I explored international volunteers’ interaction experiences 

with diverse individuals. The participants in this study had frequent interactions with 

L1 and L2 English speakers. Following data collection, contextual information was 

obtained by reviewing 182 existing volunteering reports (to gain useful macro-context 

to understand my interview participants’ experiences) and then 12 individual semi-

structured interviews with international volunteers were conducted to collect primary 

data for this study. To achieve this outcome, the study was guided by the following 

research questions: 

RQ1: What are Mainland Chinese international volunteers’ perceptions of intercultural 

interaction? 

a. How do they understand intercultural interaction? 

b. What do they perceive to be the benefits of intercultural interaction? 

c. What do they perceive to be the barriers to intercultural interaction? 

RQ2: Which competencies identified by Mainland Chinese international volunteers are 

important for success in intercultural interaction? 

RQ3: How could competencies identified by Mainland Chinese international 

volunteers as ‘success indicators’ of intercultural interaction be developed? 

In this final chapter, by way of a conclusion, I provide a summary of the main findings 

based on the research questions (Section 7.2) and their contribution to knowledge 

(Section 7.3), followed by implications and recommendations (Section 7.4). There is 

also a presentation of the limitation of the study (Section 7.5). Lastly, in Sections 7.6 

to 7.8, suggestions for further research, my personal reflection on PhD journey and 

my final conclusions are provided.  
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7.2 Summary of the Key Findings 

The findings of this study indicate that international volunteers from Mainland China 

perceive and interpret intercultural interaction as a complex process with multiple 

benefits and challenges. While overseas volunteering projects provided them with 

ample opportunities for intercultural interaction in an authentic environment, such 

opportunity itself was not enough to guarantee satisfying interactions. Subsequently, 

a set of important competencies for success in intercultural interactions and inhibiting 

factors were identified.  

The findings pertinent to research question one revealed that international volunteers 

from Mainland China either viewed intercultural interaction from a traditional 

essentialist perspective or a non-essentialist perspective. In general, individuals with 

latter perspective reported more experiences of interacting with diverse individuals 

prior to volunteering, and tended to be more open to cultural differences and perceive 

differences as normal. It seems that the natural demographic diversity in Mainland 

China could offer individuals who live in first-tier cities in Mainland China an inherited 

awareness of cultural differences, which is a competence highly valued by scholars in 

intercultural settings (e.g. Deardorff’s PMIC). 

Moreover, the participants of the current study reported a set of benefits received from 

their intercultural interactions. They were provided with opportunities to enrich their 

cultural knowledge and share Chinese culture. Such opportunity in return, helped 

participants to challenge long-held stereotyped beliefs and preconceptions, and 

enabled them to eliminate interactants’ stereotypical assumptions towards Chinese 

culture.. Furthermore, the majority of participants indicated that they had a better 

understanding on how to communicate with people worldwide. Specifically, many of 

them obtained increased confidence in interacting with others in English. Several 

participants reported that interacting with other non-native English speakers helped 

them increase their confidence in speaking English which provided them with more 

courage in communicating with L1 English speakers. 

In addition, the findings highlighted that barriers of intercultural interaction could be 

attributed to a number of inhibiting factors (see Figure 5.1). In particular, a large 

number of participants reported they met difficulties in understanding others’ 

unfamiliarised English accents, this number exceeds those who experienced 
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difficulties in conveying meanings to others. When facing individuals with a high level 

of English proficiency, not necessarily L1 English speakers, participants tended to 

view them as authority figures and consequently had weakened confidence in 

speaking English. Pressure from co-national peers with a higher socioeconomic status 

was also found to inhibit international volunteers speaking English confidently. The 

‘lack of perceived commonalities’ as an inhibitor of intercultural interaction confirms 

researchers who found that less perceived differences and more similarities facilitated 

intercultural interaction (Gaston, 2017; Gudykunst, 1985; Reynolds et al., 2000). The 

current study also revealed that sometimes discrimination from others is unavoidable 

and many stereotyped beliefs arise from various social media platforms. Additionally, 

discriminated action was interpreted differently; namely, certain behaviours, actions or 

words that might be “normal” to some people would be viewed as inappropriate or 

offensive by others. Finally, tending to mingle with co-nationals was found to inhibit 

international volunteers’ interactions with diverse individuals, which can be explained 

by the concept ‘homophily’ (McPherson et al., 2001), where language is viewed as a 

shared aspect that leads co-nationals to feel more comfortable together. However, this 

might be a unique challenge that specifically targets individuals from countries of large 

population, like Mainland China.  

With reference to the findings pertinent to research question two, nine important 

competencies for success in intercultural interactions were identified (Figure 5.1). 

Among the identified competences facilitating intercultural interaction, three were 

emphasised as prerequisites to initiate intercultural dialogue: motivation, basic 

communication skills and great ice-breaking capacity. It was impressive that most 

participants contended that individuals do not necessarily need be proficient in English 

to succeed in intercultural interaction. This could be because international volunteers’ 

experiences involved informal discussion and uncomplex working languages that did 

not require high level English proficiency. Moreover, the finding reveals that employing 

the powerful communicating techniques of dance and music can also be considered 

as a competency to break the ice with diverse individuals. Furthermore, emotional 

support, primarily manifested in this study in the form of being friendly and kind to 

others, has been identified as a competency to facilitate intercultural interaction. The 

majority of participants talked about others’ emotional support being beneficial in an 
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unfamiliar environment, which empowered them to be less frightened in engaging with 

others. 

In reference to the above findings, two major potential strategies were proposed by 

participants to develop competencies needed for intercultural interaction: experiential 

learning and school education. The vast majority of participants concluded that their 

overall intercultural interaction competencies improved due to intercultural interaction 

experiences during their volunteering period, even participants who described 

negative and unsatisfying volunteering experiences. As such, this finding validates 

that short-term sojourns with authentic intercultural interaction experiences can have 

significant impacts on individuals’ intercultural interaction competencies, if individuals 

are receptive to personal development and motivated towards intercultural gains. A 

few participants highlighted that one’s intercultural interaction competencies could be 

improved along with accumulated life experiences. This finding supports Kolb’s 

experiential learning theory (Kolb, 1984) because several participants advocated 

experiential learning and downplayed the role of school education; however, to 

develop the competencies in schools was also advocated, but this approach related 

to the powerful influence of teachers. Thus, schools are ideally positioned to motivate 

students to interact with people worldwide, and to integrate more experiential-learning-

based activities in their curriculum, such as role-play activities. More implications for 

school and university education in Mainland China will be addressed in Section 7.4. 

7.3 Contribution to Knowledge  

This thesis contributes to knowledge in five ways. One main contribution was towards 

the understanding of the terminology ‘intercultural interaction’. The findings suggest 

participants view this term from an essentialist or a non-essentialist perspective, and 

individuals with more experiences of interacting with diverse individuals tend to view 

this term from the later perspective, regarding daily communication as intercultural 

interaction. However, individuals who view intercultural interaction from a non-

essentialist perspective still adopted essentialist words to define or describe what is 

occurring, which confirmed that we inevitably need to employ essentialist terms in our 

communication (Dervin, 2016; Zotzmann, 2017). 

This study also addresses the requisite competencies for intercultural interactions, 

which provide a future direction for expanding or adapting existing theories to the 
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specific needs of international volunteers or other sojourners from Mainland China 

who are going to interact with culturally and linguistically diverse individuals. By 

soliciting international volunteers’ perspectives generated from their intercultural 

interactions in real world, this study has added knowledge to the existing literature. As 

mentioned in Section 6.5, among nine identified importance competencies, three have 

not yet been specifically included or emphasised in previous literature (discussed in 

Subsection 3.4.3). These are: to adopt dance and music as icebreakers, to provide 

emotional support for others to feel psychologically safe to talk, and to employ 

technological communication tools to assist communication. It is hoped that these 

distinctive competencies could provide further guidance to the future development of 

competency models for intercultural interaction. Findings with regard to how 

competencies can be development could provide the basis for further research and 

development of intercultural training, which will be further elaborated in subsection 7.4. 

Another way in which this thesis contributes to knowledge was the exploration of 

interaction experiences between Chinese and other L2 English speakers in non-

English speaking countries. The vast majority of studies that explore Chinese 

sojourners’ intercultural experiences have been conducted in English-speaking 

countries with a focus on interaction with L1 English speakers (Gu, 2009; Homes, 

2004; Zhang & Brunton, 2007; Yu, 2016). As described in Chapters one and two, since 

the BRI global development strategy was implemented, Mainland China has been 

cooperating with a growing number of non-English speaking countries, which results 

in an increase of interaction for Chinese with L2 English speakers in non-English 

speaking countries. Accordingly, this finding can be used for future reference for 

sojourners from Mainland China who are going to interact with other L2 English 

speakers, as this study identified a series of benefits of and barriers to intercultural 

interactions as well as possible ways to enhance associated competencies.  

Moreover, although in recent years, the phenomenon of international volunteering is 

bourgeoning, providing individuals with unique opportunities to work collaboratively 

with diverse individuals in unfamiliar environments, little research has been conducted 

on international volunteers in the intercultural field. Therefore, the current research 

focusing on exploring intercultural interaction experience of international volunteers 

from Mainland China contributes knowledge to fill this gap. 
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Finally, from a methodological point of view, this study adopted a qualitative case study 

design to collect data though semi-structured interviews and inform this data collection 

with existing report documents. Previous research might have ignored using existing 

documents to gain useful macro-context to understand the phenomenon of interest 

prior to the interviews, such an instrument could offer insights to understand 

individuals’ intercultural interaction experiences without researcher’s intervention. In 

addition, this study adds to the literature on conducting interviews via 

videoconferencing. Videoconferencing through a Chinese social media app called 

‘WeChat’ was adopted to conduct individual semi-structured interviews remotely. 

Participants of the current study were geographically dispersed across China and the 

study was conducted with limited time and funding. Consequently, this study suggests 

that synchronous video conferencing technology for qualitative interviews can be 

effective for data collection, but needs to pay attention to several details in order to 

achieve a smooth interview (see Section 4.5). Given that the Covid-19 pandemic 

happened towards the end of my study, I presume there will be an increasing volume 

of interviews to be conducted remotely through videoconferencing in the future, this 

study provides further insights and guidelines for implementing such an approach. 

7.4 Implications of the Study 

The study has addressed the importance of experiential learning to develop the 

requisite competencies for intercultural interaction. It also has highlighted a number of 

issues with respect to the ways how universities and schools in the Mainland China 

could help students to develop intercultural communication competencies.  

One of the significant outcomes of the study suggest that it would be beneficial for 

individuals from Mainland China who will interact with diverse individuals to possess 

more authentic intercultural interaction experiences to enhance their intercultural 

interaction competencies, even short-term experiences would help. This finding 

validates and supports the essential dogma of contact hypothesis; that intercultural 

contact is considered an effective way to eliminate negative stereotypes and potential 

social conflicts (Allport, 1954; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006; Pettigrew, 1998; Tropp & 

Pettigrew, 2005), which subsequently allows individuals to know the real world more 

objectively instead of being restricted to their own thoughts.  
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Accordingly, for the purpose of raising students’ competencies in intercultural settings, 

universities and schools could create more intercultural interaction experiences with 

diverse individuals for students. In this case, more experiential-based intercultural 

interaction related activities could be integrated into a holistic international education 

design. For instance, in recent years, a growing number of international students 

choose to study in higher education institutions in Mainland China, universities could 

consider this student diversity as a resource for promoting authentic intercultural 

contacts. Meanwhile, teachers should encourage students to positively engage in 

those activities. 

However, providing opportunities for meaningful experiences is insufficient, as 

opportunity does not guarantee satisfying intercultural contacts automatically, and 

increased intercultural contact does not necessarily ensure improved competencies in 

intercultural interaction (Dunne, 2009; Leask, 2005), knowing how to communicate 

effectively and appropriately requires additional instructions from university and school 

education. To enhance intercultural learning and promote global citizenship, such 

instructions need to focus on nurturing individuals’ values, mindsets, competences 

and traits associated with the ‘intercultural speaker’ (Byram, 2009), providing essential 

skills and fundamental intercultural-communication-related-knowledge, such as 

intercultural conflict management, critical thinking skills, reflective ability and a 

pluralistic worldview that raises awareness of cultural differences (Volet, 2004; 

Jackson, 2011). The term ‘intercultural speaker’ describes language learners who are 

linguistically but also interculturally competent to interact with others and mediate 

relationships across multiple borders (Byram, 2008; Byram et al., 2001; Wilkinson, 

2012). Take AIESEC preparation workshop for an example. The finding confirmed the 

practicality of the AIESEC preparation workshop for volunteers who will have imminent 

intercultural contacts with diverse individuals. The AIESEC preparation workshop 

does not provide much information about the target volunteering destinations, but 

rather the skills and approaches that might help volunteers to cope with potential 

intercultural challenges. Through preparing workshops or training sessions with 

instructions linked to ‘intercultural speakers’ (Byram, 2009), individuals would have 

more effective and satisfying intercultural interaction experiences. 

Although Byram (1997) advocates teaching culture is of great importance, he does not 

mean that teachers should focus on teaching prevailing cultural knowledge, rather to 
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teach L2 learners techniques to access and analyse various cultural practices and 

meanings. Nevertheless, teaching students some mainstream cultural knowledge is 

not harmful, as long as teachers inform students that they should not be limited by 

predefined cultural knowledge, but discover other cultures by themselves, as people 

within a culture can be fluid and dynamic.  

Moreover, schools and universities in Mainland China should place more emphasis on 

educating students became intercultural speakers in English-language classes, 

instead of teaching English based on native speaker-based norms and models that 

follow traditional British and American-English standards. This may also support 

individuals to diminish anxiety arising from the desire to produce a “perfect” accent, 

given that the aim of learning a new language should to be convey ideas, rather than 

pursue native-like correctness (Fang, 2018a; Kirkpatrick, 2007; Seidlhofer, 2005; 

Sweeney & Zhu, 2010). Too much pressure on the “right pronunciation” might reduce 

student’s confidence and result in greater anxiety in speaking. Besides, approximately 

80% of global English communication occurs between non-native speakers 

(Prodromou, 1997, cited in Baratta, 2019) and the number of non-native speakers is 

estimated, by Crystal (2012), to outnumber native speakers by 5,050 by 2060, which 

further implies that individuals in Mainland China need to become intercultural 

speakers instead of focusing on native-like correctness. 

Furthermore, the findings of the current study suggest that inadequate English 

vocabulary inhibits individuals to effortlessly, accurately and appropriately convey their 

viewpoints. Though many scholars have emphasised the importance of vocabulary 

acquisition in English-language classrooms in Mainland China (He, 2009; He & Chen, 

2008; He & Deng, 2015; Zheng, 2012), nevertheless, with respect to English 

vocabulary, most words need to be learned by second-language learners 

autonomously. According to Zheng (2012), second-language learner’s autonomy in 

vocabulary acquisition effectively facilitates vocabulary learning. The most widely 

accepted definition of ‘leaner autonomy’ is learners’ ability to organise their own 

learning (Benson, 2007). Still, as scholars have argued that language learners need 

to be trained to be better autonomous learners (Little, 2009; Illés, 2012), universities 

and schools could train students to be better autonomous language learners, since 

mastering vocabulary is essential for satisfying intercultural interaction experiences. 

For instance, multiple techniques have been discovered to promoted learner’s 
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autonomy, such as encouraging pair and group work, as well as peer evaluation and 

self-assessment tools to allow learners to monitor their learning process (Chan, 2003; 

Little 2009; Illés, 2012). 

Additionally, the findings suggest that social media should be used with caution as it 

does not provide a holistic view of the real-world circumstances and, to some extent, 

many negative stereotypes originate from online information. Therefore, universities 

and schools also have responsibilities to develop students’ digital skills, to judge the 

quality of online information. However social media can also be useful for 

communication as participants revealed being able to maintain precious intercultural 

friendships, established during volunteering, through various online social platforms. 

Uzun (2014) proposes that virtual platforms provide rich opportunities for foreign-

language learning and intercultural communication under specific circumstances, but 

this area demands further research. Accordingly, school and universities in Mainland 

China could provide an online/virtual environment linked to other schools and 

universities worldwide to trigger authentic intercultural contacts for students towards 

preparing them in an international and intercultural context through experiential 

learning.  

In this sense, with the combination of specific, targeted and well-structured instructions 

and authentic intercultural contact experiences, students would be more likely to 

develop skills that align with being an intercultural speaker to support more satisfying 

intercultural interaction experiences with diverse individuals.  

7.5 Limitations of the Study 

Reflecting on the study, I realised there were three main limitations. First, in terms of 

the research that explores intercultural interaction experiences, the time period of 

experiences for the selected volunteers in this study was relatively short, about eight 

weeks. Therefore, this finding may not be applicable for individuals experiencing a 

longer period of intercultural interaction (e.g. six months, a year, etc.). However, this 

study has significant meaning for short-term experiences, given that many 

international cooperation projects run for a short time period of two months or so, and 

studies focused on long-term intercultural interaction experiences tend to neglect or 

downplay the first two months. Moreover, the majority of these intercultural studies 

can be criticised for only exploring a certain time period, mainly long-term experiences 



 298 

upwards of six months, while few can study individuals’ intercultural interaction 

experiences across their lifespan as longitudinal studies require extensive time and 

funding.  

Second, the research instrument in this study was implemented after participants’ 

volunteering projects to collect primary data via individual semi-structured interviews. 

Therefore, participants self-reported their experiences on the basis of their own 

memories, which might not have truly reflected their real experiences if some of them 

had poor memories or chose to idealise their experiences with the awareness that 

reports were for the AIESEC. Moreover, the method could not precisely trace 

developments in how participants’ perceived their experiences. A longitudinal 

approach with pre-, mid- and post-interviews may better provide insights and fresh 

memories from participants. In addition, if time and travel allow, it would be beneficial 

for researchers to implement observation method to collect timely data. 

Third, although I have claimed in this thesis that the chosen participants had authentic 

intercultural interaction experiences with diverse individuals, this may not be the case. 

Admittedly, volunteers were neither in an artificial, such as a laboratory, intercultural 

environment, but in real-world circumstances. Participants in this study were 

enthusiastic and motivated for interaction across cultures and languages, that being 

one of the core values of being an AIESEC volunteer, plus they had been trained to 

be a ‘global citizen’ through an AIESEC preparation workshop. Additionally, the vast 

majority of interlocuters were also motivated to interact, being either other AIESEC 

international volunteers or host residents who sought to interact with the international 

volunteers. Thus, volunteer-host/volunteer-volunteer interaction, to some extent, can 

be counted as ideal. In many other intercultural settings, individuals’ motivations might 

differ. For instance, as introduced in Section 1.3, studies (Ippolito, 2007; Sweeney et 

al., 2008; Volet & Ang, 2012; Wang, 2012) have shown that a large number of Asian 

students from the same country inhibit the formation and development of culturally 

diverse groups, and their local counterparts are less enthusiastic to participate in a 

culturally heterogeneous group. Therefore, the findings of this study can only be 

cautiously applied to other contexts. 
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7.6 Suggestions for Further Research 

The findings of the current study provide inspiration about areas for future research. 

While the current study focuses on exploring short-term international volunteers from 

Mainland China, it would be worthwhile to conduct a longitudinal study to explore the 

international volunteers from Mainland China in order to obtain more in-depth insights 

about their intercultural interaction experiences. For instance, to observe international 

volunteers and conduct three sequential interviews to explore expectations before the 

journey, experiences during the volunteering period, and their subsequent reflection 

on those experiences.  

It would also be worthwhile to research whether communicating with other L2 English 

speakers of differing first languages could raise the overall confidence of L2 English 

learners from Mainland China in their spoken English, and to what extent. In 

Subsection 6.3.5, Rylee highlighted that she felt more confident in speaking English 

with L1 English speakers after interacting with L2 English speakers. Many other 

international volunteers in this study also showed their improved confidence in 

interaction with others in English, although they did not state whether they received 

enhanced confidence through interactions with L2 English speakers, most of their 

interlocutors were L2 English speakers. If individuals from Mainland China could 

improve confidence in speaking English through interacting with other L2 English 

speakers, universities and schools could consider other L2 English speakers as a 

resource for promoting authentic intercultural contacts for language learners to 

advance their confidence.  

Moreover, the findings of the current study suggest that discrimination might be 

unavoidable, researchers can explore how individuals could be supported to better 

cope with those situations. Thus, even if discrimination is unavoidable, individuals with 

coping strategies and support from others could better avoid suffering from 

unnecessary psychological harm.  

Furthermore, as suggested by my findings, providing opportunities for meaningful 

intercultural interaction experiences is far from sufficient for L2 learners, knowing how 

to communicate effectively and appropriately requires additional instructions via 

university and school education in Mainland China. Many scholars have proposed that 

intercultural instruction needs to align with the goal of guiding second-language 
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learners to become intercultural speakers (e.g. Byram, 1997, 2013; Holliday, 2006, 

2015; Savignon, 2007). Therefore, more consideration needs to be taken to explore 

whether proper instruction could train individuals for intercultural interaction; if it could, 

more effort is required to explore ways to provide such instruction as a means to guide 

and support individuals in intercultural settings, ultimately so that individuals could 

benefit from more fruitful intercultural interaction experiences. 

7.7 Personal Reflection on My PhD Journey 

Reflecting on my PhD journey, which I embarked on four years ago, the process has 

not always been smooth. A feeling of anxiety and uncertainty has accompanied me 

during different phases. Nevertheless, facing these emotions made me a more patient 

and tenacious person, plus offered me the opportunity to gain more experience and 

confidence to conduct research. The following reflection demonstrates what I have 

learned, what I have enjoyed, and what I have struggled with during this journey.  

Studying at the University of Exeter offered me unique opportunities to develop my 

research skills. As part of my PhD programme, I was enrolled in MSc Educational 

Research for a year. During that period, I learned how to differentiate research 

paradigms and theories, how to use a variety of research methods to conduct 

interpretative and scientific research studies, as well as how to communicate and 

disseminate research to broader audiences in a more effective way. That year helped 

me understand how to conduct research in the social sciences, in terms of theoretical 

perspectives, research design, issues related to ethics, data collection, and data 

analysis methods. Furthermore, as a L2 English learner, I saw hard-earned gains – 

summarising and rephrasing scholars’ work, demonstrating my own viewpoints, and 

constructing argumentations critically between different perspectives – as I improved 

and honed my academic writing skills.  

Throughout my journey, I have been to numerous research workshops and seminars, 

internationally and within the UK which offered me the chance to network with other 

researchers and immerse myself in the research culture. Given the nature of my 

research, I feel fortunate to have been able to expand my horizons by reading 

volunteering reports and communicate directly with international volunteers from 

Mainland China. Therefore, it feels like I have been to volunteer in 41 different 

countries. Meanwhile, I enjoyed spending time in a research community where 
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everyone shared their knowledge, such as the use of the computer software (SPSS, 

RStudio, NVivo, Endnote) and statistical knowledge. Sharing my expertise with others, 

in turn, also gave me a sense of achievement. 

Conducting research has never been an easy task. I have faced challenges and 

suffered anxiety throughout different stages of my PhD journey. For instance, as a L2 

English learner, I struggled (at first) to understand the vocabulary related to research 

paradigms, such as ‘epistemology’ and ‘ontology’, and grappled with perceiving their 

meanings. Consequently, each chapter of this thesis has undergone multiple revisions, 

as I worked back and forth on drafting the methods, theories, and data, in a more 

concise and logical way. Such an iterative process allowed me to gain more 

understanding towards the following two sayings: Practice Makes Perfect and Simple 

Is Beautiful. These sayings have now become my personal mottos. Additionally, 

although it was pleasant to read volunteering reports and interview transcripts, as I 

discovered interesting stories among them, the data analysis was time-consuming. 

Nevertheless, this process made me realise the importance of persistence. The 

majority of times there are no short cuts in life, and I believe that the gains acquired 

during my PhD journey will assist me further in my future endeavours.  

7.8 Concluding Remarks 

This thesis began with a desire to research the intercultural interaction experiences of 

international volunteers from Mainland China during their overseas volunteering 

journey. For a long time, that individuals from Mainland China experience difficulties 

in interacting with diverse individuals has concerned me, and this research project 

enabled me to gain deep insights into the benefits, inhibitors and facilitators of 

intercultural interaction and potential strategies for developing intercultural interaction 

competencies. This insight will be carried forward into future research.  
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Interview Participants Geographical Distribution Figures 

 
Figure A Geographical Distribution Map of Original Living Provinces (Cities) in China 

of the International Volunteers for the Semi-Structured Interviews 

 

Figure B Geographical Distribution Map of Volunteering Destinations of the 

International Volunteers for the Semi-Structured Interviews   
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Appendix 2: The International Volunteers for the Selected Existing 

Volunteering Reports Geographical Distribution Figures and Table 

 
Figure C Geographical Distribution Map 1 of Volunteering Destinations of the 

Selected Existing Volunteering Report 

  
Figure D Geographical Distribution Map 2 of Volunteering Destinations of the 

Selected Existing Volunteering Report 
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Table A Summary of Volunteering Destinations for the Selected Volunteering Reports 

Africa Pakistan 4 

Cameroon 1 Sri Lanka 15 

Egypt 11 Thailand 8 

Ghana 3 The Philippines 2 

Kenya 5 Vietnam 1 

Mauritius 2 Europe 

Morocco 7 Czech Republic  4 

Senegal 1 Georgia 1 

South Africa 3 Greece 2 

Tanzania 6 Hungary 2 

Tunisia 2 Italy 3 

Asia Moldova 1 

Azerbaijan 1 Poland 6 

Bahrain 2 Romania 10 

Cambodia 3 Russia 12 

India 8 Slovakia 1 

Indonesia 16 Turkey 5 

Iran 2 Ukraine 7 

Korea 1 South America 

Kyrgyzstan 1 Brazil 2 

Lebanon 2 Columbia 4 

Malaysia 6 Mexico 7 

Nepal 2   
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Appendix 3: Initial Drafted Interview Schedule 

1. Could you please tell me about yourself? 

2. How do you define intercultural interaction?  

3. Could you tell me your expectation of this volunteering work? 

4. Could you please describe your volunteering working and living environment? 

5. Could you tell me your perceived challenges/benefits to intercultural 

interactions in terms of working and living in a culturally and linguistically 

diverse group? 

6. What have you learned from this experience?  

7. Which ‘skills’ are most likely to contribute to success in intercultural interaction?  

8. Where those you mentioned as success indicators for intercultural interaction 

are lacking, can they be developed via any means? 

9. What advice or tips would you give a person who will be working, living or 

studying in a culturally and linguistically diverse group? 
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Appendix 4: Personal Background Questionnaire 

Name:  

Date:  

1) What is your age?      A. 18-22      B. 23-26      C. 27-30  

2) Your Hometown ………………………………………………………  

3) What is your job? 

If university student, please specify which year and what subject …………… 

If working, please specify what industry are you in ………………… 

4) Please describe your English level: 

……………………………………………………………….…………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………… 

5) Do you know any languages other than English? If you do, please specify your 

level. 

……………………………………………………………….…………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………… 

6) Prior to this volunteering work, do you have any intercultural interaction 

experiences with culturally and linguistically diverse people? If you do, please 

specify: 

……………………………………………………………….…………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………… 

7) Have you been to any other region/country/area other than your volunteering 

destination? If you do, please specify: 

……………………………………………………………….…………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………… 
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Appendix 5: Finalised Interview Schedule 

1.  Could you please tell me about yourself? 

Probes: What is your position now? Why did you choose to do the volunteering project? 

What kind of volunteering project did you do?  

2.  What is your perspective of intercultural interaction?  

Probes: You could just use your own words to describe. 

Prompts: How do you understand the notion of ‘intercultural interaction’? 

3. Could you please describe your volunteering working and living environment? 

Probes: Where your colleagues were from? 

Prompts: Type of your volunteering works: education, environment, social improve, 

cultural? 

4.  Can you describe an experience which made a deep impression on you? 

Probes: More examples? 

5. Can you describe a person who made a deep impression on you? 

 
Prompts: For example, your colleagues, friends, host family or local people? 

6. What have you learned from this experience? 

Probes: Anything related to intercultural interaction? Have you changed anything 

through this experience, e.g. for your future plan? 

7. What are the benefits to interact with culturally and linguistically diverse people? 

Prompts: What did those experiences bring to you? 

8. What are the challenges to interact with culturally and linguistically diverse 

people? 

Prompts: Any negative experiences you had? 

9. What factors are most likely to contribute to success in interaction with diverse 

individuals? 
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Probes: How could you further develop your intercultural interaction experience? 

Anything lack could hinder intercultural interaction?  

10.  Where those you mentioned as success indicators for intercultural interaction 

are lacking, can they be developed or acquired via any means? 

Probes: Be more specific? Why? 

Prompts: As you have mentioned several key words from the last questions, from your 

perspective, how do you develop those competences? 

11.  What advice or tips would you give a person who will be interacting with 

culturally and linguistically diverse people? 

Probes: Why? 

Prompts: Imagine the person as your friend. 
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Appendix 6: Interview Field Note Form 

 

 

Date of interview:  

Time of interview start and end:  

Interviewee’s volunteer 
organisation: 

 

Location of interview:   

Face-to-face or 
Videoconferencing: 

FTF or V 

Consent form signed:  

Permission to audio-record:  

Discussed option for anonymity Y or N 
 

Memorable things that stood out: 

What worked: 

What didn’t work: 

Areas for possible follow-up or further exploration: 
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Appendix 7: Consent Form 
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Appendix 8: Participants Information Sheet 
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Appendix 9: Transcriber Confidentiality Agreement 

 
 

 
CONFIDENTIALITY AGREEMENT 

Transcription Services 
 

Exploring Intercultural Interaction Through the Lens of International 
Volunteers from Mainland China 

 
 

I, ________________________, transcriptionist, agree to maintain full confidentiality 
in regards to any and all audiotapes and documentation received from TIAN XU 
related to her doctoral study on Exploring intercultural interaction through the lens of 
international volunteers from Mainland China. Furthermore, I agree: 
 

1. To hold in strictest confidence the identification of any individual that may be 
inadvertently revealed during the transcription of audio-taped interviews, or in 
any associated documents; 

 
2. To not make copies of any audiotapes or computerized files of the transcribed 

interview texts, unless specifically requested to do so by TIAN XU; 
 

3. To store all study-related audiotapes and materials in a safe, secure location 
as long as they are in my possession; 

 
4. To return all audiotapes and study-related documents to TIAN XU in a 

complete and timely manner. 
 

5. To delete all electronic files containing study-related documents from my 
computer hard drive and any backup devices. 

 
I am aware that I can be held legally liable for any breach of this confidentiality 
agreement, and for any harm incurred by individuals if I disclose identifiable 
information contained in the audiotapes and/or files to which I will have access. 
 
Transcriber’s name (printed)  ___________________________________________  
 
Transcriber’s signature ________________________________________________  
 
Date  ______________________________________________________________  
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Appendix 10: Example of an Interview Transcript (Sarah) 

Interview with Sarah (Mexico)  

After icebreaking… 

T: Prior to this volunteering experience, do you have other interaction experiences with 

culturally and linguistically diverse people? 

S: Others? Not for a long period. Being as a volunteer is the longest period for me to 

experience intercultural communication. I’ve been to some conferences before, but 

those are short terms, don’t count, right? 

T: Have you ever been to a foreign country before? 

S: Not until freshmen year of university, not before I became a volunteer. 

T: Okay. So, you went to Mexico for volunteer? 

S: Yes, mainly for the volunteer work, but I also travelled to the States afterwards. 

T: What did you learn from the short-term conferences? Can you say something in 

terms of your intercultural interaction experiences? 

S: Because the conference was a part of AIESEC annual events, I don’t know if you 

remember. APRS is a meeting about developing Youth leadership in Asia, I have to 

attend every week after I became an LCP (President of the Local Committee). What I 

learnt from the meetings, I think, when we communicate, I felt that we were very 

different in our personalities and the ways we think, moreover we express the same 

thing in different ways, as we have different cultural and linguistical backgrounds, what 

I felt was more like a little bit culture shock. It made me realise, on international level, 

there are other AIESECers who do things very different from us. Yeah. I also feel that 

the cultural differences between Asian countries, for example, China and Malaysia, 

China and Singapore, China and Thailand, are smaller than the differences between 

China and Australia or New Zealand.  

T: Why you say like that? 

S: hm… Because what I have experienced, I saw more people from Australia and New 

Zealand are outgoing than Asian people, whereas Asians are more introverted. I am 

not saying that no outgoing persons in Asian, I have many enthusiastic and outgoing 

friend like the Australian people I met back in China, but that’s like a probability.   

T: Okay, you feel that way. so I want to know how you understand the concept of 

intercultural interaction. You can just use your own words to define it. 

S: Well, intercultural communication, in my opinion… um, how to say? It’s a process 
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of accepting new things, and it would make you think or see some things you have 

never thought about or saw before, and it helps to expand your worldviews and 

knowledge… 

T: Can you provide more details, like specific examples? 

S: Take China for example. I think communicating in China can also be considered as 

a form of intercultural communication, since China is huge, as there are loads of ethnic 

groups, and many different backgrounds. For example, even in Canton, we have many 

different dialects, there people speak Hakka, and some speak Cantonese, it can be 

also counted as a kind of intercultural communication, just maybe not as obvious as 

the ones between different countries. Also, we are brought up differently, different 

family background and life experiences. Probably… our daily interaction is essentially 

intercultural. 

T: Why did you choose to do the volunteering project? Did you join AIESEC first and 

then this overseas volunteering project, or the other way around? 

S: I was an AIESECer (AIESEC member) at first place, I participated in this project 

later. But actually, I was confused in the beginning, I thought there were no differences 

between these two, I was initially attracted by the AIESEC global volunteering program, 

so I joined AIESEC. 

T: You thought joining AIESEC means that you were going to do an overseas 

volunteering project in the first place? 

S: Yes, I thought there were no differences, a friend told me they were same too, and 

I thought for me, both of them are quite good, so I applied for both and passed both. 

T: Then what were the reasons for you to apply?  

S: You mean just AIESEC or overseas volunteering projects? 

T: Yes... The overseas volunteering projects. 

S: Mainly because when I first got into university, I want something different for my 

university life. Firstly, for overseas volunteering project, I had no experience working 

as a volunteer abroad before, or any experiences of going abroad, I wanted to see 

more of the world. Secondly, I think there was a desire deep down in my heart, I want 

something adventurous and different, because I was not satisfied with my 3-year high 

school life. Yeah, I think that’s why I want to go volunteer abroad. 

T: You thought you were not satisfied with your high school life, so you want some 

changes. 

S: Yes. I think deep down in my heart I am an adventurous person.  
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T:  Could you please describe your volunteering working and living environment in 

Mexico? 

S: Okay…I think the volunteering project was okay, not too easy. But it depends on 

individuals, I was in the local downtown, don’t know if it was downtown, it was actually 

a small town, it was in the capital of a large agricultural province, and we were more 

like camping teachers in a local science museum. The main mission for us was to 

share with children some traditional Chinese culture, also teach some contents in 

relation to environmental protection. The local organisation, they didn’t give us many 

contents, we designed most of the curriculum by ourselves. And those people who 

worked with me, most of them were AIESECer in the beginning as well. There were 

four Chinese people, and a Brazilian girl, but she left after one week we arrived. 

T: So, your teammates were actually all Chinese people? 

S: Yea, basically Chinese. But we had a local Mexican boy to help us, because the 

kids need a translator.  

T: Can you please describe your living conditions? 

S: Because we were living in host families, one for each. One of my teammates 

couldn’t stand her host family, so she moved out with me, before that I didn’t have any 

roommate. 

T: What happened with her original host family? 

S: I remember it was because there was only one little girl in that family who could 

speak English, also maybe because the condition and environment, and it was far 

away from the place we worked at, mine’s better. That’s what I remember, I actually 

think her host family was okay. Maybe that’s totally depends on individuals, after all 

everyone thinks differently. 

T: How did your parents feel when you told them you were going to do an overseas 

volunteering project?  

S: I negotiated with them for a long time, I wanted to go to Africa at first, but they don’t 

allow and we negotiated again, Mexico was the second option, then they agreed I 

could go there. 

T: So they would not let you go to Africa? 

S: Yes, they said they would rather die. 

T: How was your host family?  

S: I love them soooooooooo much, they were always very passionate and enthusiastic, 

in my view, they let me feel that and they were like a typical Mexican family. They have 
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the unique passion that Latin-Americans have, they would treat me like a real family 

member. They tried every single way to make it feel like home, either took me to have 

fun in different places or took me to meet other family members, they tried their best 

to help me adapt to Mexico culture and showed me everything they can. For me, my 

host family is like my real family. After dinner we often chatted about our daily lives, 

previous romantic experiences, and plans for the future. They are very sincere and 

curious about my life. I could feel that they had become more and more interested in 

Chinese culture, and later, they went to watch the movie The Great Wall. I really 

enjoyed the atmosphere in their family, and because of their culture, they like to enjoy 

the moment, which is a bit different than Asian culture and thus I had a little bit of 

cultural shock. For example, they look like a middle-class family to me, has a nice and 

decent house, probably not too rich in my opinion, they have two daughters, when the 

two daughters in school holiday, they would spend sometimes on weekends to bring 

their kids to somewhere enjoy life, to a beach or other provinces in Mexico. I don’t 

know if they did that only because they wanted to show me more, or it was their lifestyle. 

But I felt really great, and I love their house. I think I made some changes about myself 

because of the time I was there, for example, like my attitudes towards life. 

T: Are you still keep in touch with them? 

S: Not very often, we still made contacts a few months ago but not recently. 

T: Can you tell me something that unforgettable to you? No matter things in work, host 

family, or just about interactions you had in local town. Just share some stories with 

me. 

S: I want to share a story with local friends. Because we all had AIESEC buddies (local 

AIESECers who help overseas volunteers), and most of them were local people. I 

went there in my first year in the university, with my friends, so we were all around the 

same age. We often sat together and talked, what impressed me was that, I feel like 

they would not be easily affected by the outside world, they didn’t really care about 

how much they would sacrifice when it comes to career choices or development in the 

future, which is what I desired.  

I’m majoring in accounting, but I don’t really like it. When I asked them about what they 

wanted to do in universities or how they wanted to build up a career, I found that they 

didn’t really emphasise the connection between degrees and careers in the future, or 

they didn’t really care if the jobs they want to find were fancy to outsiders.  

I met some peers of my age, for example, one girl that hung out with me a lot, was 
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majoring in psychology, and her dream was to become a model, because she was 

interested in it, so she would go find some friends who are relatable in modeling, and 

she often got jobs to be a model for some professional shooting. I heard she had been 

making much progress after I finished the volunteer job, a director in Moscow liked her. 

I have many more examples.  

Another friend of mine was one year younger than me, in the first year of university 

and he was majored in architecture. He liked his major but also very into music, so he 

had a band with other local students, and later I found that many local boys had their 

own band, which was amazing. When I talked to him about what job he wanted to do, 

he said his favorite was music, but architecture was also fun, to him, life was very short, 

he would rather die than do something he doesn’t like.  

There are a lot of similar stories like this, another one from my buddy. We didn’t have 

frequent interactions, but he was a boy who loved music too, he got an offer to 

university, but he didn’t choose to go, because he cannot define what he wanted at 

that time, so he chose to play music while doing some part-time job. A few months ago, 

when we chatted, he told me he finally found a thing he likes to do, he wanted to learn 

design in another bigger province nearby in Mexico, learn things like digital design, 

then hopefully could open a studio. I really like their attitudes towards life. 

T: Are they all from AIESEC? Local AIESECers?  

S: No, they are not. 

T: How did you know each other? Sorry I am a little bit confused.  

S: They are my buddies, because the funny thing was that I had many different buddies. 

I don’t know if you remember, you would be accompanied by a local buddy (peer), 

when you are doing overseas volunteer project through AIESEC. 

T: I remember they were all from AIESEC. 

S: Oh, not really. Our buddies this time were just local university students, not from 

AIESEC. 

T: So, you know other people through your buddies? 

S: Yes, because he did part-time jobs like I mentioned before, so when I had time to 

meet, he might not have the time, or when he had the time but I didn’t have the time, 

so he asked his bunch of friends to help me when he didn’t have time, and I think 

people there really enjoyed to meet new friends, especially I am from another country, 

so his friends would introduce me to their friends, in that way I knew a lot of people in 

the end. 
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T: Why do you think they didn’t care about the judgement from outsiders?  

S: I think it may have something to do with the…environment of their country? I think 

mainly because of two reasons, first because their different historical cultural traditions 

and economic status (GDP) of their country. Actually, I can’t say if it was the whole 

country phenomenon or not. Because suddenly I remember that when I went traveling, 

I met this mid-aged man, who was not that young like my buddies, he worked in a food 

shop as a waiter in a tourist city, he actually was quite good at English, so we talked a 

lot. He said he wanted to go to big cities like those in China, he didn’t really like his 

hometown, because he thought his hometown was a little bit underdeveloped, 

however, he didn’t make any real action, or to say maybe he was not like those 

younger generation people, with fully of passion and take real actions. 

T: You mean maybe the new generation is different? 

S: Yeah, I think that could be a possibility. 

T: What are the challenges to interact with culturally and linguistically diverse people? 

From your experiences.  

S: I need to think about it first. 

T: No problems at all, take your time. 

S: To be honest, when I was in Mexico, I think all I had were positive experiences and 

I didn’t have any negative experiences. For me, I think every experience can be good, 

every experience matter. Not really any experiences of mine could be counted as a 

negative one. 

T: None of your experiences can be counted as negative experience? 

S: Yes, I think so. Since I can learn different thinking patterns from people with different 

cultural background, and learn about other lifestyles, that was really fresh for me since 

I never had any opportunities to contact people with different cultural backgrounds 

before, I don’t have anything else to complain about. But there was one thing, although 

for me it cannot be counted as a bad experience, it did annoy me a lot. The thing was 

that I could not communicate with other people properly in English. I think was due to 

several reasons. One was that because my lack of vocabulary made it difficult to fully 

express my ideas. And when I was in Mexico, because English is hard for them as 

well, so local people were willing to pay attention to me and listen carefully when I 

speak. However, I met a friend from Nepal, his could speak very fluent English, so he 

sometimes became a little bit impatient and irritable when I couldn’t get what he said, 

which made the conversation horrible (original Translanguaging [code-switching]: 
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disgusting). Anyway, the challenges I met were all about language, not culture. 

T: But you still don’t regard any of your experiences as negative ones?  

S: I think I’m just open to these kinds of things, but I’m actually an introverted person. 

T: So, you think you did not meet any other challenges, including when you were 

teaching? 

S: Year, just came from language and life. 

T: Life? 

S: It was alright in Mexico, because I had been like a baby being taken care of. It was 

mainly when I went to Mexico City with friends. I lost my phone. 

T: Was it stolen? 

S: I lost it by accident, I was too tired in Mexico City, so I put my phone on a bench 

and left. Just one minute later I realised that I forgot my phone, however, when I went 

back, it was gone. So I have to buy another phone there. 

T: Ah… I am very sorry to hear that. Have you heard that anyone else you know had 

any negative experiences? 

S: Yes, because I was an EPM (exchange participant manager) before, all of my Eps 

went really well, but I’ve heard other EPs had bad experiences, but those kind of ‘bad 

experiences’ all came from the volunteering projects instead of coming from interacting 

with others. 

T: Only the project, not interaction with culturally and linguistically different people?  

S: Yeah…Because they were selected via two to three interviews, only the EPs who 

were qualified can do the overseas volunteering projects. There was also a 

presentation that informing those volunteers regarding some important points they 

need to be aware of when doing overseas volunteering works before they went there, 

so even if when they arrive in their target volunteering country, they find huge cultural 

shock, they have already aware there will be cultural differences. 

T: They had prepared for them? 

S: Yes. 

T: Okay… In terms of your intercultural interaction experiences, what benefits do you 

think it bought you? 

S: Benefits? hm…I think the biggest benefit I got was that it made me became a more 

tolerate person, and it made me more open-minded. Moreover, after talking to so many 

people, the experience made me more determined about doing things that I want to 

do. It also made me start to think about my personal value and now I realise my 
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personal value is more important than the titles that other people care about. 

T: You mean don’t pay too much attention on what other people think? 

S: Yes. For example, I mentioned earlier that before I went to do this volunteer project, 

I was entangled with my major, as I didn’t really like it, but I need to make a living 

depending on that. I was always questioning that should I continue with this major 

even if I didn’t like it? 

T: Are you going to change something about your life? 

S: I’m trying to figure it out what I like, but still haven’t decided yet. 

T: As you mentioned you became more determined about things that you want to do, 

so, what kind of things you feel you are more determined to do now? 

S: Yes, because this is the last year of my university, I want to give myself one more 

year, like a gap year, to see if there’s anything else I would be interested in, then I will 

do a master in a different major. 

T: Any more Benefits? 

S: Besides this… I think I became more independent. I can see more of my own 

characteristics now, and I became more independent, after all, I handled loads of 

different things back there, including lost my phone and couldn’t contact to other 

people, I found that I can still be alive without other people around me, I even enjoyed 

the feeling of adventure and living in a new city. 

T: How did you discover your own characteristics all of a sudden? 

S: I think I found them when experiencing crisis. For example, I lost my phone in 

Mexico, and I found that I was very rational when the crisis happened. 

T: That’s quite nice. So, I am interested to know which competencies do you think are 

most likely to contribute to success in intercultural interaction?  

S: Let me think about it first. I think braveness to communicate and express yourself 

is really important, or to say one needs to have the desire to talk. Secondly, need to 

be open-minded, do not think you are better than others and attempt to judge or 

critique other people’s cultures. 

T: Did you meet any situations that you were not brave enough to talk when you were 

there? Or you were not afraid of all the time? 

S: I think I was alright, when I met some strangers… Because basically, I was 

interested in everything, so I would love to try different things and communicate with 

different people. Maybe… there was one thing that I was not very brave. I had an idea 

of doing a EP Leader Program (A program initiated by AIESEC Mainland China to 
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encourage overseas volunteers to expand their experiences while conducting their 

own projects, put their ideas into practice and operate the project, social surveys, 

cultural communications and so on, to create positive social energy), I could form a 

group to investigate some local issues, and write a report or use other formats to 

present it to a wider audience. When I was there, I noticed that there were loads of 

illegal workers, Chinese illegal workers, and most of them are from Guangdong, they 

were working in restaurants, because there were many localised Chinese restaurants. 

When I talked to my host family, I found that there was no way for those Chinese illegal 

workers get themselves integrate into the local communities, first reason was because 

they could not speak fluent local language, second, their education was generally in 

the low level. After I chatted with a few of them, I found that most of them stopped at 

middle school or below, and all of a sudden, they were put in a brand-new environment 

and do not understand the local language. And local people thought they were just a 

bunch of workaholics, never stopped working, even in holidays, and besides that, the 

status quo was that the workers were unwilling to talk to the locals as well. I felt bad 

because in fact, I had hoped to bridge the communication gap between those Chinese 

workers and local people, but I failed, I want the locals to know actually there were 

ways to communicate with each other, or let those Chinese workers know in that city, 

there were some places they could hang out and have fun as well, not just keep 

working and working. 

T: What do the workers really want?  

S: I think the problem might be that they only want to make some money. Because I 

did not spend too much time and did not have enough time on them either. I needed 

to work for my project every day from 9am to 5pm, yes, I did not have the time to 

communicate or do an interview with them in weekends, so in fact, I could not know 

what they really thought. But for me I feel like… because the city I stayed in was not 

very big, it was like a little town or small city in China, Although it was the capital city 

of the biggest agricultural province in Mexico, for me, still, it is a relatively small place. 

Therefore, I think it may be necessary for people to communicate something through 

some emotional connections between each other. For the locals, maybe those workers 

were the only Chinese people they would know in their whole lives. But somehow, 

those Chinese workers they were not willing to communicate and thus might left a 

stereotype for the locals, it was not good, for my opinions. For those Chinese workers, 

if they could realise even if they are from China, they could be still happy in this strange 
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and brand-new city, or they could try to understand the local culture, I think in that way, 

the world would be better.  

T: Okay. Very good point. I have asked which the competences you think are most 

likely to contribute to success in intercultural interaction, now I am quite interested to 

know if those competences are lacking, can they be developed via any means? 

S: Lack of abilities… that is a bit hard to answer, because every individual is different. 

T: So, you think it’s based on individuals, and every individual vary? 

S: Yes, it is like if you are an extroverted person, maybe you are naturally born to prefer 

to communicate with different people, and when they feel lack of energy, they need 

some friends around to encourage them. But for introverted people, maybe their 

energy comes from their hearts, it would be hard to help them if they really do not want 

to communicate.  

T: How in general you think a person could develop those competence to enhance 

their future intercultural interaction experiences with culturally and linguistically diverse 

people? 

S: Hm…Probably via education… let me think about it. But for me I would say if you 

really want to practice intercultural communication, you have to put people in the actual 

practical environment. 

T: You mean they best to learn it through real experiences. 

S: Yes, I think it’s the best and most efficient way, also my favorite way as well. For 

traditional education, like teachers, what they can do is encourage students as much 

as possible, make them realise that they have the potential, or let them know they 

have many opportunities to experience those real practical environments. When 

people are still at school, they don’t like that the teachers tell them limited things or tell 

the students all they need to do is study. I think what teachers teach in school can 

even affect or benefit one’s lifetime development, so teachers should encourage 

students to not waste any suitable and great opportunities, that according to students’ 

personal traits, limits as well as potential. 

T: Okay, last question, what tips you would give to someone who will be interacting 

with culturally and linguistically diverse people? 

S: Okay, let me think about it. 

T: Take your time. 

S: The first I suggest is to do homework in advance, to know better about the team or 

the group of people you are going to meet or the place itself, it would make you more 
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prepared and less panicky about the interaction. Second is trying to have a stronger 

empathy and bigger heart, to understand their cultural background, try to put yourself 

in others’ shoes and use their ways of thinking to think about their answers. And also, 

to put yourself in a position that you are willing to try new things and be more open-

minded as well as tolerant, to create inclusive environment. 

T: Like pushing yourself to try new things? 

S: Yes. 

T: You just mentioned ‘empathy’, open-minded and being tolerant to create an 

inclusive environment, from your perspective, how could those be improved? 

S: I think we can improve them through experiences, of course we can advance our 

knowledge concerning come issues, but to real improve those things, one need loads 

of broader and deeper life experiences.  

T: You still saying that improving those things need to through experiences? 

S: Yes, but experience can be in many different forms, for example, reading books can 

be also seen as one way, right? Also, in schools, maybe teachers can teach students 

those through games, since games have various fun forms, it may not be as 

impressive as the real personal experience, or to say for different students, they may 

have different degrees of acceptance. For example, teach can design a special and 

fun class, and make simulations about the actual experience, put the students in that 

situation and see how they would react. Like to find a student to simulate someone in 

an environment, and then another student to simulate someone in another 

environment, and to see how they react when they are in the same environment, make 

a rule that nobody can communicate their real thoughts to each other through 

language. In this way, if they get cultural shock in that class, they might realise there 

are so many different forms of cultures worldwide, and those differences are not 

deliberately performed by people. 

T: You mean like raising their cultural awareness through games? 

S: Yes, that’s what I think. 

T: Okay, thank you so much, this is the end of the interview, if you have anything you 

want to add up, you can contact me anytime through WeChat or my email address. 

Thank you! 
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Appendix 11: Example of a Volunteering Report 1 (40, Lebanon) 

Touch·Lebanon 

After spending a year and a half in AIESEC NJU, going out to be an overseas volunteer 

seems to be a natural choice. Going to an unfamiliar country and to see what the world 

is like, that’s how I was going to realize my teenage dream. 

And I chose Lebanon, SDG#5, a project on gender equality issues, I desired to 

experience the unique culture and understand more about international relations in 

the Middle East, also to observe people’s ideas and possibility of gender equality and 

feminism in a different environment. 

Here is not like what you’ve imagined. 

What kind of country is Lebanon in your imagination? Is it all about war, refugee, or 

Muslim? What about the women’s right in Lebanon? Are they hidden under black robe 

with a blurred face, or are they suffered from bullying and feel powerless? 

This may be the impression of many people, including me. I did not know at first 

whether Lebanon is an Islamic country or not, and I presumed that the condition of 

women’s right here would be very bad. My understanding of Lebanon is limited to its 

role in the Middle East war and its role within the refugee crisis. So from the moment 

I got off the plane, I found that Lebanon is not like what I had imagined. 

Islamic mosques stand side by side with Christian churches 

In terms of wars, Lebanon has not been at the center of the conflict, nor is it an area 

with frequent terrorist attacks. Overall, Lebanon is in a stable situation. The last large-

scale terrorist attack was more than a year ago. In order to maintain safety, soldiers 

and police officers armed with guns can be seen patrolling everywhere. During my 

stay in Beirut, hundreds of meters away from where I lived, the security department 

successfully prevented a suicide bomb attack. 

In terms of religion, although it is located in the Middle East, Lebanon is not a pure 

Islamic country imagined by many people but contains many different denominations. 

Although it is mainly about Islam, there are about other 20 denominations here, 

including many minorities. Although wars have been caused by religions in the history, 

the current religions can coexist peacefully and maintain a balance of power. At least, 
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people can see the proof from the mosques and Christian churches standing together 

in the center of Beirut. 

My first impression about the women there was that: they are all quite free. They can 

go to school, work, drive and drink, which seems no differences from other places in 

the world. Girls who believe in Islam do not have to wear hijab. Instead, they can 

choose their own lifestyles and choose their own religious beliefs since there are 

different branches within Islam. For example, my local AIESEC buddy, she is a Shia 

Muslin, always wearing a hijab, and my project manager, is a Sunni Muslin with no 

hijab. And I, went to a dancing club in Lebanon, which also was my first time to go to 

a dancing club in my whole life. I saw so many Lebanese girls in there. The real 

problems were invisible and hidden deeper, most were reflected in the aspects of the 

right to speak, the legal status, as well as in people's consciousness.  

Therefore, Lebanon is not the way that people always imagine. So, what will it bring 

to me?  

Photo (deleted): 

a. In the downtown business area of Beirut, the "Middle East Little Paris" legacy 

still exists. 

RAWE, we are in action 

The project I participated in was called Project RAWE, by which means, Raising 

Awareness for Women Empowerment. Therefore, what we need to do is to find ways 

to promote the concept of women's rights and promote people's awareness of gender 

equality in Lebanon, a country with diverse cultures and religious denominations, with 

people vary greatly in opinions as well as with frequent fierce conflicts. 

First of all, as a foreigner, we must first understand Lebanon, what women in Lebanon 

are experiencing, and what efforts did Lebanon do about gender equality. So, there 

were loads of local NGOs that dedicated to women's rights in Lebanon who told us 

about the problems they were working on and the details of their works. We also visited 

many NGOs. And their focuses exceeded my expectations, including health, 

education, domestic violence, job opportunities, social enterprise, leadership, skills 

and etc. They have made such extraordinary efforts, an NGO official told me that "if 

Lebanon’s civil society does not work hard, Lebanon will soon be finished." 
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For instance, the well-known KAFA, in addition to providing general social workers to 

help women who are victims of violence, they also provide those people with shelter 

and legal aid. After the release of the Domestic Violence Law in Lebanon, they have 

been involved in the training of law enforcement forces. They even directly promoted 

legal reforms and abolished the legal provision in the criminal law that rapists would 

not be penalised if they have married the victim. I was deeply impressed by what they 

have done so far. 

 

b. The members of the well-known feminist organization KAFA are giving us 

lectures. I am the one who is talking in this picture, others are partners who I 

work together with. 

Then, we would design survey based on what we had learned from those NGOs. For 

example, in the first week, we conducted a street interview about the cognitive status 

of feminism. We also leaded by several NGOs to conduct real field research. For 

instance, we conducted a survey on gender violence under the leadership of an NGO, 

to understand the local people’s perspectives of feminism related topics here in 

Lebanon. 

c. I was with a group of two Dutch teammates on a street interview, behind us is 

the blue Mediterranean 
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d. This is our video for raising awareness of gender violence, which obtained great 

effect. 

Since we were doing project concerning Raising Awareness, we needed to spread 

what we knew, so we wrote articles, made videos, and conducted media campaigns 

on social media to promote our homepage. In short, we wanted our voices to be heard 

by as many people as possible. 

Additionally, we conducted some special interviews, which have also become the 

material of producing articles and videos, including two visits to the northern city of 

Tripoli and the southern city of Sidon, with the famous feminist Joumana Haddad, and 

Dr. XXX, the only female minister in the current Lebanese government. Every interview 

gave me the opportunity to receive fresh viewpoints and opinions. 

Finally, we had our final event, to give speech as an entire team, we talked about our 

whole experiences in Lebanon. Overall, this was a project dedicated to voice for 

women's rights. We were like a group of investigative journalists who came to 

understand the status of women's rights here and sent out our voices to remind people 

of the hidden problems here. 



 371 

 

e. Dr XXX (wearing a purple hijab in the middle) took a group photo with the team. 

The conversation was really unexpected. 

f. RAWE, our six-weeks summary 

Impression of Lebanon reflected from the tip of an iceberg 

During my time in Lebanon, there were many small stories and short moments worth 

sharing. Those memories seem small, but quite impressive. 

g. An old woman in a slum of Tripoli 

When visiting a Tripoli local NGO called Sanabel Al-Nour, we communicated with an 

old woman living in a slum who received material assistance from the NGO. She 

believes that both genders are equal in her own family, women now have a greater 

voice than in the past and can negotiate with their husbands on an equal footing. 

Nowadays this has become a trend, but what was normal in our mind was regarded 

by her as men were spoiling women. This was only to express one's own opinions 

freely, it is still far away from realizing the idea equal rights for men and women, and 

what reminded us was her saying of "equality" may be just another form of patriarchal 

thinking. 

And her daughter, in her early 20s, dropped out of school in the seventh grade, got 

married at the age of 16, and worked as a hairdresser for a while. But after the 

engagement, her husband asked her to quit her job because she had to listen to her 

husband. She wished to return to school to complete the education, but she was quite 

satisfied with her life at that time. She also believed that she does not have to work, 
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nor does she expect the equal status and rights for men and women. The daughter-

in-law of the old woman said that family is all her "work." 

Looking around, they grew up and live in an environment where poverty and 

patriarchal thinking prevail. Perhaps because of this “reality”, they were not fully aware 

of the possibility of women, or the right to be educated and developed. In terms of 

education and working, they are not only the issues of ‘having or not having’, but 

issues of human rights and ways of self-realisation, as well as the ways of getting rid 

of poverty and inequality. But what can I blame on the spot? I could only write down 

what I have heard. This is the tip of an iceberg of Lebanese feminist consciousness, 

but it reflects the mentality of many people being invaded without knowing themselves 

and being willing to just stay in the comfort zone. 

h. In this conservative neighborhood, we met a group of children. 

In another conservative neighborhood there was an NGO's after-school counseling 

center, where we met a 13-year-old girl. When we asked everyone about their dreams, 

many children said that they wanted to be teachers and doctors, only she said nothing. 

Later, our Egyptian colleague (only she speaks Arabic) told us that ‘the girl had 

dreamed of being an engineer, but now she is engaged, and the future has already 

been decided - drop out of school, get married, have children, and not have a job’. So 

she couldn’t talk about her dreams now. In another class, there was a girl who did not 

say a word, until we were about to leave, she whispered "I want to be like you." 

I must admit that I am really lucky. Do they know what a dream like a doctor or a 

teacher means? Do they know that their dreams are likely to have no chance to be 

realized? Not everyone has the same abilities, but they all have unknown potentials. 

They need an equal opportunity to experience education, to choose their jobs, and 

choose their own lives instead of being trapped in early marriages. Nowadays 

women’s rights to be educated and developed have become a hot topic, but the status 

quo there was pessimistic. 
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i. What is your impression to Hezbollah and Muslims? 

In the southern city of Sidon, we interviewed a member of Hezbollah, a university 

teacher who also managed a religious school. To some extent, he could represent the 

views of religious conservatives. 

During the interview, I felt that his logic was self-consistent and rigorous. For example, 

why he would oppose the release of a unified and modern civil law but insist on using 

more than 10 religious laws to deal with family affairs respectively, although this seems 

to cause inequality from our point of views. He believed that such issues were related 

to tradition, identity, and the democratic principles established by the country. They 

cherish the tradition of Islam, cherish the identity of Muslims, and moreover, the 

constitutional democratic principles allow each religious denomination to retain the 

right to use religious law to manage family affairs, which also show respect to the 

freedom of choosing religious beliefs. In addition, their laws are constantly being 

revised and improved to meet the requirements of modern feminist ideas. Even in our 

view, such choice is to refuse to progress, which is bad for a society, but the choice 

they made is highly logic. 

I reminded myself about loads of views criticising Islam and Muslims that posted on 

Chinese social media, claiming that Muslims are ignorant and backward, that Islam is 

constantly promoting violence which equates to terrorism, and thus made many 

people live with hostile attitudes towards Islam and Muslims. But is this really the case? 

Have we really done research by ourselves on Islam, observed the lives of Muslims, 

or we simply just heard the rumors and thus formed an impression? In Lebanon, 
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according to various denominations’ laws, female Muslims can divorce, but Catholics 

cannot. There are many Lebanese live a free life and enjoy everything in modern 

civilisation. 

Therefore, the so-called backwardness, ignorance, violence and terrorism are caused 

by religious reasons? Or there are other reasons behind those things (e.g. political 

and economic ones)? 

I am not denying that the level of development here is relatively low as well as there 

are still loads of conservative elements within people’s mind, instead of creating 

Islamophobia, there is a need for us to reconsiderate those posts might create 

stereotypes and hostility towards Islam and Muslims. 

j. This is a photo taken near the border between Lebanon and Israel, you can see 

the UN peacekeeping force, Hezbollah, the Amal movement leader, and 

Hezbollah "martyr" appear at the same time. 

I have visited many famous places in Lebanon, but my most impressive trip is not any 

attraction, but a trip to the border between Lebanon and Israel. It might have been 

considered as the most dangerous border in the world, but the time I went there was 

quiet and peaceful, but also a sign of isolation and alerting people about the history. 

Entry into this area required passing through a variety of checkpoints. The border 

barbed wire may be over a kilometer wide, the graffiti on the border wall was all about 

praying for peace, fighting Israel, and fighting against Palestine. The vehicles of the 

peacekeeping forces were constantly patrolling, while the flags of the Amal movement 

and Hezbollah were also flying near the border. Lebanon and Israel are still in a hostile 

relationship, but people’s views are different, just like the graffiti on the wall. The era 

of border warfare has passed, and vigilant peace has arrived here. I can only hope 

that the battle won’t happen again. 

Light up is a form of change 

Someone asked me, ‘as a foreign student, what kind of positive contribution did you 

really make to the local society since you’ve only worked for a six-week project there? 

What you do seem quite small, literally, what effect can it achieve?’ 

I have to admit such suspicions are reasonable, but I would like to quote from the 

aforementioned feminist writer XXX who spoke to us in the interview. 
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k. The woman sitting in the middle with black curly hair is XXX, I can feel a sense 

of "resonance" when talking to her. 

What we did was to use words to challenge the ideas of the people there, it was not 

necessary for them to agree or act immediately, but to force them to realize that, 

hidden problems do exist. 

Such kind of consciousness would leave a question mark in their hearts and let them 

think about that, are those things reasonable? Can I do something for this issue? 

Gradually, maybe people can change their minds and participate in the affirmative 

actions, I think that’s the main purpose of Raising Awareness project. 

For instance, when I was doing the survey there, I was not just obtaining people's 

thoughts. When doing the gender violence survey, whenever we asked “what do you 

think you can do to eliminate gender violence”, many people may rarely considered 

this kind of problem before, and they had no clue at first. Then I would tell them, ‘maybe 

you don't know what you can do, maybe you have loads of things to do, but you could 

always do a little positive work, there are many people with different opinions around 

you, maybe you could communicate and influence them first, there are many NGOs 

working extremely hard for it, maybe you can participate in the promotion activities. 

But the key is to take the first step, even a tiny little effort would be valuable’. 

I was also doubted by some local people there. During the street research, someone 

shouted to me, "Do you know the real situation in our country? Do you know whether 

these things are right for us or not? You are just introducing some Western ideas that 

you agree with." But in fact, that was not exactly the case, what we did more was to 

find issues and start discussion, the real problem would be more likely to be solved by 
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the Lebanese. Maybe some people saw what we were doing, it would have changed 

their minds, and thus lead them to perform actions and make changes, the society 

would then be progressing. 

l. Facing the sunset at the seaside in Lebanon 

I hope that what we have done will enable the people of Lebanon to move forward. 
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Appendix 12: Example of a Volunteering Report 2 (68, Czech Republic) 

AIESEC CZECH REPUBLIC 

I don’t know where to start the story, maybe to start with after I saw one of my best 

friends went to India to do a volunteer project through AIESEC…Then why did I choose 

Czech Republic? From Prague Square to the Charles Bridge, Czech has always been 

my dream country to go since it has been regarded as the most beautiful fairy tale 

country in the world. But in the end, I chose Brno, the second-largest city that is not 

so famous. The project is called BRNO EDIOSN. When I applied for the project, I got 

offers from Italy, Romania, and the other two projects in Czech. The reason why I 

finally chose the project in Brno was actually very simple, because the interview of this 

project was the most difficult and the most challenging among all, the interviewer was 

also the most professional one I met. Using this method to assess whether a project 

is meaningful is also my own little tip for the future volunteers.  

[Week 1-Preparation Week]  

Culture shock/everything new 

After 17 hours of flight, I finally embarked on this unfamiliar place that I was extremely 

yearning for. 

I stayed in Prague for two days. Since the hotel I booked is in the old town, so I can 

walk to the Prague Square and the Charles Bridge, these classic attractions, in five 

minutes. The name of the hotel is Hastel (You can search Hastal Hotel in Prague Old 

Town directly on Booking). I really like its decoration style, it’s really European, and 

there was a dark green bathtub in the bathroom. Their breakfast was great as well. I 

also got the exclusive hotel commemorative coins when I left. 

After a two-day tour, we took a bus from Prague to our project site for two hours – 

Brno. 

When I first arrived at Brno, I had to stay in a dormitory for a week. I made an 

appointment with the local buddy about where to meet and time. He was supposed to 

pick us up. But he was very unreliable and told me the wrong direction of the tram for 

three times. I had to drag two big suitcases swaying in the world of snow and ice in an 

exotic country. There was no Wi-Fi in the dormitory, and I had no SIM card when I just 

arrived, which was very suffering. I had to ask a Czech student in body language to 
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help me to translate to the supervisor of the dorm, "I am looking for other interns 

(international volunteers) who have already arrived." I remember I knocked the doors 

of nearly half of the rooms on that floor in the first night and finally found my colleague, 

an Indonesian EP (exchange participants). So excited! It seems that things started to 

be better from that night. 

Photos: 

a. Beginning meeting from the very first day. 

 

These colourful grids include all the classes (training course) we had to take in the first 

week. Comparing to my study back in China, this week was even more tiring. We had 

a class at a university in Brno and I really learned a lot every day. Because after the 

first week of the preparation week, we would be divided into different groups and go 

to different schools every week. Therefore, everyone also cherished the time when we 

were together. We took every class together, had every lunch together, discussed 

presentations together, shared techniques together. After studying, we would go to 

pubs to drink beer then return to our dorms to share the culture of each country. 

The week in the dorm was really the happiest week. Every night, we either sang along 

with the Kyrgyzstan boy with him playing his ukulele or lied down and chatted with 

other Eps all together, about gossip, culture, politic, religion. The first week was really 

wonderful. The most memorable thing was to talk with the Taiwanese girl, we broke 

the prejudice to look at some issues about mainland China and Taiwan. Then I found 

that the younger generation of Taiwanese people did not have the so-called 

discrimination against the mainland China, we discussed various issues about the 

government. For the first time, I looked at cross-strait issues from perspective of a 
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Taiwanese person and had an unprecedented experience and gains. 

 

b. Two photos of our group  

 

c. A photo took in the last day of the preparation week, we were drawing a picture. 

About goals and rules, we expressed the goals we wanted to achieve in 6 

weeks in our own ways. 

[Week 2 of the project - Litmisyl] 

Litmisyl is a small town about 2 hours’ drive from Brno, and we were going to teach at 

a local secondary school there. I met Mr. Bean, who might be the best principal I’ve 

met ever and had the memory of the most beautiful fairy tale. This was the first school 

where our project started, and it was the first time the school received any project form 

Edision. Therefore, everyone treated each other with the greatest enthusiasm and 

kindness. The enthusiastic host would fill up my bag every day with snacks, students 

would also greet me with delight when they saw me. The children who couldn’t 

remember my name would say to me, “hi China”. 
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Mr. xxx, Mr. Principal of the school, looks like Mr. Bean, so when students saw him, 

they would call him Mr. Bean in Czech, instead of Mr. Principal. Whenever we were 

having classes, dinner and when we were leaving the school, he always looked at us 

with big smile on his face and open arms. Every student he met on the road he would 

respond enthusiastically and introduced us with the student's personal information. He 

could remember the names, even the age and personality of almost all the students 

in the school, this made me very impressed. Because in my memory, the principals I 

met from kindergarten to university were basically important figures who never showed 

up on a daily basis, but almost all the children in this school could warmly hug and 

chat with the principal. "So there are very few bad boys who are disobedient here." 

This sentence has benefited me a lot. Maybe a real good manager should be like this, 

he manages with love and kindness rather than rules. Everyone was obeying the rules 

because of respect and love, so the atmosphere of the whole school was really warm 

and kind.  

 

d. The welcome meeting on the first day (my team members: xxx from Indonesia, 

xxx from Brazil, xxx from Taiwan, and xxx, Korean born in Pakistan). 

Czech school time is 8:00-13:00, there were five classes in the morning, and free time 

in the afternoon, when students were free to choose the classes they are interested in 

or any physical education class. Painting, pottery, swimming and even the Czech 

traditional knitting classes were free to be chosen. When I talked to them, I found that 

most of the students' future career plans were very common. It was probably the 

difference between developed and developing countries, people here can be not so 

ambitious yet still happy. People there have very ordinary jobs, but also warm homes 

with enough supplements and nice decoration. Most people have never left here, most 
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of them don’t have strong desires to explore the unknown world either, maybe because 

it’s already beautiful there. 

After a week, at the night when I was about to leave, the little sister from my host family 

hugged me and cried for a long time. And I couldn’t fall to sleep for a long time. 

Because it was the last day, I got tons of presents from students and teachers in the 

morning, and a lot of messages on social media at night, everyone was so caring and 

lovely, which really impressed me. 

The most memorable thing was when we were about to leave, Mr. Bean insisted to 

realize his promise that he had made on the very first day, to conduct a ping-pong 

competition with us. After that, he walked us to the school gate, then ran to a classroom 

on second floor and waved goodbye with two ping-pong paddles in hands. 

The five of us had our tearing eyes and red noses on that show day. 

 

e. We accompanied students when they were having their interest. 
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I haven’t found the keys of the castle, so I will come back next time. 

What has impressed me the most from the host family was from my little sister XXX, 

who also studied in the school I worked in. She stayed with me from morning till night, 

even if we had to use google translate to communicate, she still tried very hard and 

desired to communicate with me in every second, whatever I said can make her laugh, 

even though she couldn’t fully understand it. My host mom cleared a big photo wall to 

let me write down my name and some Chinese proverbs. I made hot pot that night, 

but I don’t really know how to cook, it was the first time when I realized how awful a 

hot pot can be. Since there was no Chinese sauces, so we had to eat with soup, little 

host sister was tearing up because of the spiciness, I didn’t even want to eat it myself 

but she ate it all, and translated to me through Google, telling me it was great. I want 

to be a better person because of these lovely kids, it’s hard to say goodbye, but leaving 

is for a better encounter next time, everything there was so pure and delightful, a true 

dreamland. 

 

f. To find keys with little host sister around the cathedral  

g. New-born puppies at host family 

h. Local newspaper interview with us 
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i. Mr. Bean buying us beers 

[Free trip in weekend: Hello crazy Budapest] 

Comparing to other European cities, Budapest, like a rebellious 16-year-old boy 

struggling to seek freedom in history and religion, the pulse of the city is made of the 

pubs and alcohol, it became a paradise for the drunkard after the darkness. Tramp, 

which can be seen everywhere, is incompatible with the glorious Gothic architecture. 

We cherish the Jews who were harmed by the Nazis on the banks of the Danube, 

meditated in the church. It is full of contradictions, but it is free and beautiful. 

j. Szent Istvan Bazilika (A cathedral name) 

k. Top of the cathedral and Danube 

The most important thing I learnt there, was to say no. 

On the first night, a Brazilian girl and I arrived the first in Budapest to find our Airbnb 

and check in. 

We went to a wrong place first, then the host said he can drive to pick us up. Because 

the Brazilian girl had experiences of various dangerous situations, she grabbed my 

hand and said that we should be careful that they drove us to a bad place. I took no 

precautions and was glad that the apartment host was going to pick us up until she 

said that. I was so afraid to keep staying in the wrong apartment after I heard that, as 

a result, the two of us stood in the cold wind for 30 minutes. 

Luckily everything afterwards was alright, the man came to pick us up was very tall, 

with a beer bottle holding a girl in this left hand and a girl in his right hand. After I saw 

this kind of scene plus the Brazilian girl’s “survival experience in Brazil”, I felt that this 

guy was definitely not a good guy. 

Because we were trembling in the cold wind, there was no network connection and 

we didn’t have the Hungarian SIM card, we could only contact the remaining team 

members with the weak public Wi-Fi, we seemed to have no better choice other than 

going with him. And the two girls around him, even though we didn't know who they 

were, but they all seemed to be harmless and nice. 

Gradually, through chatting with that guy we found out that he was not as dangerous 

as we thought, but very nice and passionate, he introduced us some interesting places 

and fun clubs. The remaining team members were still on the way when we arrived at 

the apartment, so the Brazilian girl asked me if I wanted to go to a club. I didn't want 
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to go at first, because I had never been to any real club before, and we just arrived at 

this new place, I didn't want to take the risk. But looking at the shine in her eyes, I am 

also embarrassed to refuse, so I finally said okay. 

However… 

The apartment we booked was located in the city centre, surrounded by different clubs 

and bars. It seemed normal at first but as we walked deep in the street, I felt quite 

weird. There were loads of young people dressed in nightclub style with alcohol and 

cigarettes in their hands, they were all waiting to get into the clubs. The street was 

very narrow, we could only go through these people if we wanted to move forward as 

the Brazilian girl was still looking for her favourite club. Therefore, we could only go 

through the loud heavy metal music and language we don't understand. 

Because I was wearing a nice coat that could be ready to take photos, and the 

Brazilian girl put her important stuff in a backpack, we looked like two middle school 

kids broke into adults’ party, shyness, guilt, excitement, all the feelings mixed together 

and it made me extra sober. As we walked pass the crowd, two tall men in leather 

coats were standing in the corner, gave us a provocative gesture. All of a sudden, I felt 

so sick that I couldn’t even stand still. “I want to go back to the apartment, I don't want 

to stay here for another second.” However, the Brazilian girl seemed unaffected, still 

trying to look for a nice pub. I told her politely that the rest of the team were coming 

soon that we need to go back, but she was confused, said, “you are the one who 

wanted to come with me, are you sure you want to go back?” After she said that, 

somehow I could not continue to tell her that ‘I really don't want to stay there anymore’. 

So we walked through the whole street, drunk people ran out from two sides of the 

street from time to time, and there were people shouting and smashing their bottles. 

When she was about to enter the next street, I couldn't stand it anymore, I told her I 

was going back to our apartment, the Brazilian girl got confused and asked me why 

didn't I tell her in the first place, we could have just stayed in our apartment. 

Most of the time when we were young, we were educated to sacrifice ourselves to 

make other people happy, such behaviour seemed to be praiseworthy, so that we 

could not say no. But when you really encounter something you don't want to do or 

cannot afford to do, please refuse it bravely, it would not affect your relationships with 

other people, but it helps you avoid being forced to do something that can only touch 
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yourself, and helps you to stay true to yourself. 

The rest two days were full of fun, because we travelled together, we were all very 

energetic, couldn’t stop laughing every day. One of the interesting thing was that the 

Indonesian girl bought a pair of shoes, but the shoes didn’t fit, so she had to wear 

them like high heels. Please remember to bring some shoes that fit you when you go 

out!  

l. Stairs look like this 

m. Her shoes look like this 

 

[Week 3- Brno middle school] 

We changed a place to live after getting back to Brno from the small town, this week 

the school arranged us to live in the university dormitory, where we stayed in the first 

week, the Indonesian girl XXX became my new roommate. 

We had so much fun together, the shining hair under the scarf and interesting soul 

made me curious about this Muslim girl. I asked her, “Do you have any boys you like?” 

“Of course.” she replied. “Then how do you usually express your love to him?” 

“Traditionally, we can only kiss our husband after getting married, but I still kiss the 

boy I like now, because I’m young.” 
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n. Trying out scarf 

o. Chinese, Brazilian, Taiwanese, Indonesian, international Muslims. 

We dressed like this the other day night, and ran to knock the Kazakhstan boy Denis’s 

room, when he opened the door we smiled, and went slowly with, “Hi Denis, welcome 

to heaven.” Then ran back to our room with Denis standing still, looking very confused. 

The students in this school could speak really fluent English, even third and fourth 

grade children could communicate with us, not to mention the kids in higher grades. 

Also in this week, I felt foreigner’s curiosity and many deep misunderstandings of 

China. For example, almost at the beginning of each lesson in this whole week, after 

I told the kids that I came from mainland China, there would be students asking me if 

I eat dogs, if I killed a dog before, why Chinese people like to eat dogs and whether 

everyone in China eats dogs. 

I was shocked when I first heard these questions, then I heard it was from a famous 

Czech advertisement, in the advertisement an owner of a Chinese restaurant turned 

a dog into a dish. I watched that advertisement too and couldn't figure out what it was 

about, maybe it was European humour, even a lot of Czech people could not 

understand it, they just thought it was funny and had the misunderstandings of 

Chinese people eating dogs. After I explained this issue to them, I felt proud that I can 

use my own power to eliminate a little bit of the world’s prejudice towards China. 

But from the beginning to the end, I did not deny that Chinese people do not eat dog… 
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p. My students and me. 

[Space weekend- Dream city- Wien] 

I still remember the confused faces of my students when I told them it took me two 

hours to fly from my university to my hometown in China, since in Europe another 

country is around two-hour drive. Thanks to the student agency for the low price bus 

ticket. I took a bus to Vienna and met a 28-year-old American girl who travelled alone, 

she’s from California. Our talks were from TV shows to Donald Trump, two hours on 

the bus were far from enough. The purpose of travel is never the destination, but 

people you meet in the trip and what you experience. 

Wien is a city of music, very clean but small. It felt unreal when I first stepped on the 

land of Vienna, I can only describe with one word, grandiose. 

I bought Mozart’s favourite chocolate, found the famous Austrian restaurant, had 

Ciciprincess, my favourite cake, and realized my dream of going to a concert in Vienna 

Golden Hall. 

q. My soul was baptized.  

Finally realized my dream, but I only bought a standing-room-only ticket that worth 5 

euros. Hope I can earn enough money and buy a seat ticket next time. In Wien, the 

cheapest thing is music. The experience was amazing but also made my waist hurt. 

[Week 4 – Amazing sports school] 

How amazing a school can be? Let me put it this way, the first day when we arrived, 
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students welcomed us with a group performance that included gymnastics rhythmic, 

boxing, wrestling, pyramid, and other sports, we were all shocked on the very first day. 

This school has A, B, C, D, four kinds of classes, and the D classes were all focused 

on PE, the daughter of my host family was in a D class. They almost don't have to 

study, no homework, sport is the most important thing, and one of the students from 

her class even asked me if I wanted some weeds after school. That week was full of 

surprises, in good ways and bad ways. When I had the last class in that week, 

suddenly it snowed, that was when we took this photo together. 

The highlight of that week was the last day, I went to the biggest water park in Brno 

with my host family, a Czech boy invited me and the daughter of the host family to play 

the spiral slide, however, the thing I scared the most in my childhood happened, we 

were stuck in the middle of the trip. All the lights in the tube had been turned off, and 

from time to time, people behind us slid down and hit me. I still remember my heartbeat 

when I slid down and saw the light outside. This had been the scariest memory in 45 

days, I don't think I would ever involve in this kind of amusement park project again. 

[Week 5 - Chalet in the fairy forest] 

I changed to another school again, it was near a forest. Most of the students in this 

school could not speak fluent English, for most classes, we needed an English teacher 

to translate for us, but it didn’t affect how much I like the kids. 

In every class break, kids would wait for us on the door to sign for them, or simply a 

hug. The school also prepared a lot of snacks to entertain us. They gave me various 

presents, like candies, handmade bowknot, letters in Czech, or colourful paintings. It 

was such a pleasant experience to meet these cute kids and get their lovely presents. 

The father of my host family was majoring in electric, the same with me, and he comes 

to Shenzhen a lot, they have Xiaomi TV and Huawei phones, it made me so proud of 

“made in China”. The mother of my host family liked a lamp with special design, but 

they couldn’t afford it, so the host father made her one with materials he bought. Two 

little girls of the family were also as cute angels, breakfast time was always full of joy 

and laughter. There was a little garden behind the dining table, so I have always been 

running or doing work-out after having breakfast in the garden. That was my favourite 

house and host in Czech. 

[Week 6 – Hey cool high school] 
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This school was in a little not-so-rich town outside Brno, almost every family has pets, 

my host family had three cats and two dogs, and my Indonesian teammate’s host 

family even have a horse. I’ve never had raised so many pets before, so I was scared 

of the bacteria and parasite that pets cdouold have. I couldn’t fall asleep until midnight 

because of my anxiety and allergies. However, after I started to know this family and 

the cute animals, I slept with the cat I liked every night, he would lie on my pillow and 

sleep on the top of my head. When I woke up on the last day, he jumped on my chest. 

In this way, from the first night of madness to the last night of being reluctant to part 

from each other. Sometimes, when you let go all of your worries and prejudice, you 

can truly appreciate the beauty it brings to you. 

[Ending party] 

It was hard to say goodbye, we cried until there was no tear left, it seemed like only in 

this way we could tell each other how we cherish the friendship. 

After saying goodbye, the Asian team, me, XXX and the Indonesian girl, ran to the bus 

station with giant suitcases and tons of handbags at 2am in raining Brno, to catch the 

last bus. We ran and shouted with our rusty voices, “Paris, we are coming!” It was at 

that moment I realised how young we were, we could immerse in the sadness of 

leaving in the last second, then ran for our exciting trip on the road in the next second. 

Saying goodbye to each other while having hope for next morning. 

[Here we go - Paris] 

We booked our flights and hotel in the last minute, with all the suitcases, we went from 

Brno to Prague, then to Paris, all in one night. When we finally arrived in Paris, a 

creepy black man and his behaviour scared us, with the pouring rain made us a little 

disappointing, it was not what we dreamed about at all. 

The very expensive and dreamy Paris still made me realize my dream: Effil Tower and 

the most desirable sceneries of my girlhood. 

Paris seemed huge to me at that time, with the help of internet and Google map, we 

walked nonstop every day, finally went to all the attractions I was meant to go. Even 

we lost a lot of times in the complex metro, we still finished our crazy 3-day trip in this 

beautiful dangerous city. 

I found the growth arrives that I didn’t even notice, I could face peacefully to the 



 390 

unknown things happened of all these journeys.  

[The promise] 

We I returned to Prague, I was moved by the price at local supermarket. We bought a 

bunch of snacks to celebrate in the last night after coming from Paris, I thought we 

would have an unforgettable sleepless night, but we went to bed without trying all the 

snacks. 

You can't say goodbye without tearing up. I thought a lot on the returning flight. Thanks 

to this journey, I have gained so many precious friendships and experienced various 

interesting world cultures. 

My teammates and I made a promise to visit each other’s county in the future, my 

students and girls from host families are also planning their trips to China. 

[To be continued…] 
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Appendix 13: Example of a Volunteering Report 3 (113, Azerbaijan & Georgia) 

Volunteer Abroad in Azerbaijan & Georgia 

During my seven-week summer vacation, I went to two countries as an overseas 

volunteer through AIESEC: Azerbaijan (located near the Caspian Sea) and Georgia 

(located near the Black Sea). I visited six cities, including Baku, the capital of 

Azerbaijan and Ganja, the second largest city in the country.  

By using body language and Google translation, I made it through the four cities in 

Georgia: Tbilisi, Batumi, Zugdidi and Mestia, I have been walking on foot all the way 

to the foothills of the Caucasus, the border between Europe and Asia.  

Introduction to the Volunteer Abroad Program | Project Name: Göygöl Academy 

As an overseas volunteer, I have been worked in two different orphanages in Baku 

and Ganja respectively. Basically, my job was to give English lessons to about 30 

children aged around 12-14, to share Chinese culture and my university life in China 

to those children, as well as organizing some regular extracurricular activities for them. 

At same time, I made massive contacts with the locals, and I also took part in the 

cultural exchange activities organized by the local AIESEC members.  

My main job was, from Monday to Friday, spent four to five hours per day as a ‘little 

teacher’ in teaching the kids in their home, which was our “classroom”. After class, we 

sat and chat together, checked Facebook, drank tea, and sometimes we played 

volleyball, football and some other games.  

During this overseas volunteering journey, every time when we arrived in a new city, 

the local AIESECers would find a separate apartment for us, or we could choose to 

live in local host families, live and eat with the locals. 

Why Do I Want to Be a Volunteer Abroad? 

I still remember that in my three years junior high school life, almost every Friday night, 

instead of doing my homework, I would chose a movie to watch from classic movies 

list on douban (a Chinese social networking service website that allows registered 

users to record information and create content related to film, books, music, recent 

events, and activities in Chinese cities, from Wikipedia). 
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Some classic movies like “Forrest Gump”, “The Shawshank Redemption” and “The 

Curious Case of Benjamin Button”, I have watched more than ten times. Every time 

when I watched them, it seemed that I could find new details, get new impressions 

and generate new thoughts. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photos: 

a. Benjamin wrote to his daughter in the movie of The Curious Case of Benjamin 

Button 

At that time, I thought that the stories about liberalism, youth and independence, as 

well as the characters in the films were really cool. Every time I met a great movie, I 

would become extremely excited so that I couldn't fall asleep at night. Being inspired 

by them, I was eager to try my best to create my own future in my own way.  

Speaking of the “exploration” of the real world, I had been to many places in China 

since I was a child, mostly accompanied by my parents. At that time, what left behind 

were merely memories of my relatives, the scenery and food.  

As I grew older, I became to find that I want to have more fruitful experiences when I 

got to a new place, for instance, to create my own life in a completely strange place 
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and make new friends with my own, take the initiatives to discover the places I want 

to go, instead of merely following the tour guide and being a ‘conventional tourist’. I 

think I would be more inspired through communicating with different people. 

Meanwhile, during the time I am in the Central University of Finance and Economics, 

I wish I could have the ‘work hard and play hard’ lifestyle. I study hard, do research, 

business test and prepare for the postgraduate entrance examination, at the same 

time, I also seize the opportunity to step out of my comfort zone, experience new 

culture, adventure, making myself become a more brave, happier, more open-minded 

person. 

So, I think I was very fortunate to get involved in this overseas volunteering project in 

my second year in AIESEC, at the age when I just became able to think independently 

and survive independently in this real world. 

What Have I Experienced in the Fifty Days of Abroad? 

One week before the project began, the local AIESECers (AIESEC members) 

prepared a welcome party and an event called ‘Global Village’ for the overseas 

volunteers. We also had some other meetings to get acquaintance with our colleagues 

--- other overseas volunteers from other countries.  

At the ‘Global Village’ event, we set up many booths on a large square by the seaside. 

Volunteers from different countries showed their cultures, food, music, dance, and art. 

If any local Azerbaijanis passed by, they could join us directly. In additional to the 

passers-by, children, high school students, university students studying in Baku, also 

received invitations of this even on Facebook. They came to take selfies with us, and 

also, we talked to each other regarding some cultural issues of our interests. 

Almost every week in my spare time, I went to the Caspian Sea or the Black sea 

together with other volunteers from the same project, to swim, party, drink beers, have 

picnics, enjoy sunbaths and talk about life. 

To my surprise, a local family kindly offered to drive us to the beach. They bought a 

large bag of tableware, tea set, pots and pans, containing the fruits, fried potatoes and 
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chicken wings which had been prepared the night before. They also enjoyed their 

whole afternoon at the seaside. 

During the days of teaching in Ganja, I lived in a ‘simple’ lifestyle, me and the other 

volunteers made a group of ‘crazy’ buddies who were just back from their summer 

vacation in Turkey. 

Sometimes we cook together at home, sometimes we went out for a road trip, we 

played “freestyle” music in the cars, and went for mountain climbing, and hiking. When 

we took a rest, we used to sit on a large blanket, chatting with each other, eating 

watermelons, having barbecues on fire and drinking tea. In the evening, we listened 

to music and drank beer.  

What was the most fulfilling moment in this experience? 

One time, XXX, a Russian-speaking volunteer from Kazakhstan, who was traveling 

with me, whispered to me, "Dominic, I’m so proud of you." I asked her why, and she 

explained to me that one of the student in my class told her in Russian, "We know 

Dominic is not here for fun. He is trying to do something for us. He is here to teach us 

something." I was so happy when I heard it. 

Once, my project leader told me that my students had been waiting for me since they 

woke up at 7am, with pens and notebooks prepared. Before I entered the orphanage, 

they had already run towards me and greeted me, “Dominic, How are you?”, “Dominic, 

How are you?” Then they led me by the hand into the classroom. 

Since most of the time they need a local translator to fully understand what I mean, I 

was not very confident how much they could learn from me. But whenever they gave 

me positive feedback and expressed their gratefulness from time to time, I felt a sense 

of achievement.  

The real communication is not limited by language and nationality.  

Have you ever made a decision and accomplished anything on your own during 

your overseas volunteering period?" 

I did an “experiment” about people. 
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I joined AIESEC when I was in the first year at University. For some reason I did not 

apply to be an overseas volunteer in that year, but to be a local team member first. My 

experience of being as an AIESECer was completely different from that of as an 

overseas volunteer. Apart from operating some social welfare projects and having the 

chances to get in touch with some entrepreneurs in ‘real life’, AIESEC gave me a 

chance to meet loads of interesting people and make new friends that I love. Gradually, 

I came to realize the wonderful feeling of drawing wisdom and knowledge from talking 

to different people. This new interactive “learning style” allowed me to gain the 

knowledge and insights that I could not learn from the book. 

Gradually, I found that I began to fancy understanding and observing people’s 

thoughts and behaviors. Whenever I had the chance to get in touch with an interesting 

stranger, I could sense a feeling of freshness and excitement of doing some crazy 

scientific experiments.  

Therefore, during the time I was abroad, I was obsessed with interacting with different 

people and exchanging ideas, and I did meet loads of interesting people who also 

surprised me. In Baku, I talked with a local high school student who scored 7.5 in 

IELTS about Muslim taboos and how he found his own faith. I talked to XXX about 

feminism in Azerbaijan, she was a student of diplomacy with full of independent spirit 

and liberalism. And I talked with a British girl about why she decided to spend her 

summer vacation as a waitress in a Georgian restaurant for a month. I also talked with 

a cafe owner about young people‘s ambition and Adam Smith’s pioneering work “The 

Wealth of Nations” in a small town called Mestia in the Caucasus Mountains.  

In the capital Baku, I met a group of energetic and enthusiastic local AIESECers. They 

were doing similar things like us but in a different country. They also worked hard and 

played hard. Although they were still at the university, most of them have been 

economically independent. They worked hard both on their studies and in AIESEC 

(non-profitable organization), at the same time, they were also doing several paid jobs. 

Some of them were able to move out of the university accommodation and rent an 

independent apartment outside the campus. They had part-time jobs to pay for the 

rent and college tuition.  
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Later in Ganja, which was a city that offered fewer jobs to young people. One of my 

local friends, XXX, who was still an undergraduate, has been working as a waiter in a 

local restaurant for nearly one year. He worked eight hours a day, to save money for 

a master’s degree abroad in the future. There was no way for his family to pay him all 

the fees. If money was not a problem, he said that he would rather prefer spending 

those time in studying, but after all, he had no choice.  

When I visit a new place, I cherish the opportunities to meet new people rather than 

enjoying the scenery there or trying new food or beers. Sometimes, living in a city was 

not as good as I expected, it was my local friends and my lovely students made me 

keep saying there. They made me realize there are different ways of living a life in this 

world. In other words, I can see more possibilities of my future because of them. The 

power of real-world experiences is always irreplaceable. Only when you experience it 

in person, you will be able to understand.  

Photo (deleted): 

b. The Russian girl in this photo, was the person who traveling with me. After she 

graduated from university, as long as she went to a new country, she would 

experience the culture by renting a house there to settle down for at least half 

a year. This is a photo shot at the foot of Georgian mountains when we were 

exchanging our life stories.   

How has this overseas volunteering experience affected you? 

In addition to enjoying the food and music as well as experiencing the local cultures, I 

had the experiences of communicating with a variety of people of different 

backgrounds, I learnt how to survive and have fun at the same time in an old city where 

people barely speak English.  

Mostly importantly, to my surprise during the time I was there I found my ways of 

thinking have changed. Some questions that I wouldn’t have been thinking about for 

a long time would now keep coming into my mind: apart from my professional 

background I have now and the so-called little achievements I get, what am I really 

interested in? Is there anything I am destined to contribute? 
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I began to slowly withdraw from the state of keeping myself busy all the time 

(sometimes even have no time to eat) in varies activities at the university. I began to 

make a schedule for myself that would make me really happy. I started to focus on my 

own feeling and trying to find things that would give me inspiration.  

As a result, I became more willing to try new things, go to new places, and more active 

and bolder to take the initiatives to get in touch with different people. In The Moon and 

Sixpence, Maugham described that “people are not able to understand each other 

completely” “we are all lonely in this world” and “we just pass poor and rare symbols 

to each other”, I do agree with him to some extent. But meanwhile, I also believe that 

people are connected with each other in a way, which is difficult to describe, predict 

and perceive, but transcend language symbols and nationals. I can see the interplay 

and love between people. 

When I went back to Beijing, I opened my dormitory door and surrounded by the 

familiar environment again, it made me feel like I just had a long dream. It was AIESEC 

that gave me such an opportunity, and at the same time, I could also say that was an 

opportunity I gave to myself. 

It is difficult to capture and perceive changes that have happened to people. I prefer 

to “collide” with the world to the greatest extent, and then see what kind of people 

would bounce back, and that is the new me. 

c. I was in Ushguli, a small town at the foot of a mountain in Georgia  
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Appendix 14: Screenshots of NVivo Software Interface 

 

 
 

Figure E Screenshot 1 of NVivo Software Interface 

 
 

Figure F Screenshot 2 of NVivo Software Interface 
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Appendix 15: Example to Show How I Coded Interviews 

Data Extract Initial Codes Secondary 

Codes 

(Categories) 

Tertiary 

Codes 

(Sub-

themes) 

Themes 

But there was one 

thing, although for me 

it cannot be counted 

as a bad experience, 

it did annoy me a lot. 

The thing was that I 

could not 

communicate with 

other people properly 

in English. I think was 

due to several 

reasons. One was 

that because my lack 

of vocabulary made it 

difficult to fully 

express my ideas. 

And when I was in 

Mexico, because 

English is hard for 

them as well, so local 

people were willing to 

pay attention to me 

and listen carefully 

when I speak. 

However, I met a 

friend from Nepal, his 

could speak very 

 

 

 

Lack of 

vocabulary is 

difficult to fully 

express ideas 

 

English is hard 

for locals, but I 

feel good as they 

listen carefully  

 

People with 

fluent English’s 

impatience and 

irritability cause 

my interaction 

horrible 

 

No cultural 

barrier only 

language  

 

 

 

 

Inadequate 

English 

Vocabulary to 

Communicate  

 

Host 

Interactants’ 

Low-level of 

English 

Proficiency  

 

Interactant’s 

impatience 

cause the 

interaction 

suffering  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Language 

Related 

Barriers 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Inhibiting 

Factors of 

Intercultural 

Interaction 
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fluent English, so he 

sometimes became a 

little bit impatient and 

irritable when I 

couldn’t get what he 

said, which made the 

conversation a bit 

suffering (original 

Translanguaging 

[code-switching]: 

disgusting). Anyway, 

the challenges I met 

were all about 

language, not culture. 

(Sharon, Mexico) 
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Appendix 16: Example to Show How I Coded Volunteering Reports 

Data Extract Initial Codes Secondary 

Codes 

(Categories) 

Tertiary 

Codes 

(Sub-

themes) 

Themes 

 

I reminded myself about 

loads of views criticising 

Islam and Muslims that 

posted on Chinese 

social media, claiming 

that Muslims are 

ignorant and backward, 

that Islam is constantly 

promoting violence 

which equates to 

terrorism, and thus 

made many people live 

with hostile attitudes 

towards Islam and 

Muslims. But is this 

really the case? Have 

we really done research 

by ourselves on Islam, 

observed the lives of 

Muslims, or we simply 

just heard the rumours 

and thus formed an 

impression? In Lebanon, 

according to various 

denominations’ laws, 

female Muslims can 

 

Began to 

doubt 

Chinese 

Social media 

posts on 

Islam and 

Muslims 

 

Understand 

the real 

situation in 

target country 

through 

intercultural 

interaction 

and start to 

doubt 

previous 

assumptions 

 

First-hand 

experience is 

important to 

learn 

 

 

 

 

 

Social media 

create 

stereotyped 

beliefs.  

 

Challenging 

Existing 

Stereotypes 

and Pre-

conceptions 

 

 

 

 

Learn Local 

Cultures 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Stereotyp

es 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cultural 

Learning 

and 

Sharing 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Inhibiting 

Factors of 

Intercultural 

Interaction 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Perceived 

Benefits of 

Intercultural 

Interaction  
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divorce, but Catholics 

cannot. There are many 

Lebanese live a free life 

and enjoy everything in 

modern civilization. 

Therefore, the so-called 

backwardness, 

ignorance, violence and 

terrorism are caused by 

religious reasons? Or 

there are other reasons 

behind those things (e.g. 

political and economic 

ones)? 

I am not denying that the 

level of development 

here is relatively low as 

well as there are still 

loads of conservative 

elements within people’s 

mind, instead of creating 

Islamophobia, there is a 

need for us to reconsider 

those posts might create 

stereotypes and hostility 

towards Islam and 

Muslims. 

 

(40, VR, Lebanon) 

understand a 

culture 

 

Start to 

realise many 

different kinds 

of people 

within a 

religious 

group 

 

 

Social media 

can create 

islamophobia, 

stereotype 

and hostility 

towards Islam 

and Muslims 

 

Acknowledgin

g the diversity 

within a 

religious 

group 

 

 

 

Social media 

create 

stereotyped 

beliefs.  
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Appendix 17: Approved Ethics Certificate 
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Appendix 18: Approved Ethical Application Form 
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