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Abstract 

Intercultural competence is an important skill-set for international development workers. 

However, it can be more difficult to cultivate than academic models would indicate since 

it can be emotionally and mentally taxing for development workers to adapt to a foreign 

context. This research examines the experiences of 15 international development workers 

employed in Sub-Saharan Africa and explores the emotions involved in intercultural 

interactions and the process of building intercultural competence. Findings indicate that 

participants’ familiar action-sequences were disrupted during intercultural interactions, 

eliciting emotions that affected how intercultural competence was manifested. Emotions 

were often aroused in intercultural interactions because of participants’ unmet 

expectations, moral quandaries, construction /reconstruction of meaning, inapplicable 

frame of reference, or insufficient internal capacities. This research leads to the 

conclusion that increased recognition of the importance of emotions and greater emphasis 

by the sector on building emotional intelligence would likely support development 

workers in cultivating the skills required to navigate tough, complex environments. 

Greater support would likely increase their work effectiveness, resilience and personal 

well-being.  

 

Key words: resilience, intercultural competence, international development, emotion, 

cognitive schemas, emotional schemas, multi-perspective 
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Recognizing the Value of Emotions: 

An Exploration of Emotional Resiliency and Intercultural Competence Amongst 

International Development Workers 

 “That was the thing about the world: it wasn't that things were harder than you 
thought they were going to be, it was that they were hard in ways that you didn't 

expect.” 
― Lev Grossman, The Magician King 

 
As the world becomes increasingly globalized there is a greater need for people 

across all cultures, ethnicities, and countries to understand and flourish in interactions 

with each other. Being mindful of other people’s cultural perspectives, beliefs, traditions, 

and motivations in order to communicate effectively and appropriately is often referred to 

as intercultural competence (Bennett, 2009). While intercultural competence is necessary 

for intercultural interactions, it can be a more difficult skill-set to develop than academic 

models would indicate. Most intercultural competence models and literature depict 

people as, “too conceptual, too rational, too conscious and too intentional” (Spitzberg & 

Changnon, 2009, p. 35). When in fact, interactions are characterized not just by rational 

thought, but also emotion, as people engage with others in order to meet their needs, 

goals, and expectations (Andersen, & Guerrero, 1998). Emotions play a fundamental role 

in the process of decision-making and highly influence the development of (or lack 

thereof) the desirable motivation/attitude, knowledge/comprehension and skills required 

for effective intercultural interactions (Deardoff, 2006; Izard, 2007; Mitchell, 2010).  

In order to understand the process of building intercultural competence more 

holistically I have chosen to examine the role of emotions in intercultural interactions. 

Based on my own experience of working in international development I observed that 

intercultural competence theories did not accurately depict the challenging aspects of 
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intercultural interactions. In order to dig deeper into this observation I chose to research 

the experiences and perspectives of early to mid career international development 

workers employed in Sub-Saharan Africa and their process of building intercultural 

competence. Job placements in this context for many development workers can present 

personal and professional challenges, which can include: adapting to a new culture and 

working environment, confronting perceptions and misperceptions about poverty, and 

gaining insight into the complexity of socio-economic issues in the host country (Bikos, 

Klemens, Randa, Barry, Bore, Gibbs & Kocheleva, 2009; Parkinson, 2013). These types 

of personal and professional challenges often arouse a high level of emotions. 

When development workers are placed within a different socio-economic 

environment, the new culture presents stimuli and shocks that can disrupt their cognitive 

and emotional schemas, frame of reference, construction of meaning, and psychological 

needs (Chambers, 1997; Chang, 2009; Parkinson, 2013). This in turn can trigger them to 

re-examine their assumptions and often transform their worldview (Chambers, 1997; 

Chang, 2008; Parkinson, 2013). A disrupted worldview can be positive as the 

development worker embraces the uniqueness of the new culture, or it can have negative 

effects such as the development of cynical or dehumanizing attitudes (Biko’s et. al, 2009; 

Musa & Hamid, 2008; Parkinson, 2013). In a meta-analytic study of 8474 expatriates in 

66 studies it was found that cultural adjustment is extremely complex and is directly 

related to job satisfaction, unhealthy withdrawal, and performance (Bhaskar-Shrinivas, 

Harrison, Shaffer, & Luk, 2005).  

The personal, emotional and psychological effects of international job placements 

on development workers are only just beginning to be discussed within the sector 
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(Chambers, 1997; Fetcher, 2012b). However, the intensity of emotions being 

communicated by development workers (themselves) on blogs, memoirs, and discussion 

threads indicate the need to address how personal matters are intertwined with 

professional roles (Fechter, 2012b). Issues discussed through these media include self-

care (Elliott, 2014), conflicting emotions about development work (Reilly, 2014), and the 

on-going personal, and emotional impacts of working internationally (Women in Aid, 

2014).  

My research has been designed to understand the intensity of emotions 

development workers are expressing and how it affects their interactions. Emotions have 

been a field of study for the past 30 years, and yet to date, there is still no academic 

consensus on the concept (Izard, 2010). Instead, four main schools of thought attempt to 

explain emotion, these include: neuroscience models, appraisal theories, prototype 

emotion, and constructivist theories (Bartsch & Hübner, 2005). For the purpose of this 

thesis, I am working with a definition developed by Izard (2010) who sought to 

incorporate all main schools of thought into a single definition by working with 34 well-

known academics who research emotion. Izard’s (2010) definition states:    

Emotion consists of neural circuits (that are at least partially dedicated), 

response systems, and a feeling state/process that motivates and organizes 

cognition and action. Emotion also provides information to the person 

experiencing it, and may include antecedent cognitive appraisals and ongoing 

cognition including an interpretation of its feeling state, expressions or social-

communicative signals, and may motivate approach or avoidant behavior, 
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exercise control/regulation of responses, and be social or relational in nature 

(Izard, 2010).   

I will also draw my understandings of emotions from neuroscience models, which 

understands emotions to be caused by specialized brain systems. The purpose of the 

emotional brain system is to analyze stimuli and to control a variety of physical, 

neurological and cognitive responses (Bartsch & Hübner, 2005). Simply stated, emotions 

provide information that in turn motivates and regulates thought and action. 

In addition to lack of consensus on a definition of emotion, there are also varying 

thoughts about what is considered to be an emotion. I will refer to the six most commonly 

researched and agreed upon basic emotions across cultures, these include: anger, fear, 

sadness, disgust, surprise, and joy (Sauter, Eisner, Ekman, & Scott, 2010). Most 

importantly, my goal is to capture the heart of emotion – by giving voice to the 

experiences of development workers in order to validate their struggles. 

To understand the interplay between cognition and emotions in intercultural 

competence, I sought to answer the questions: how are early to mid career international 

development workers who are deployed to Sub-Saharan Africa, personally and 

emotionally challenged by exposure to, and involvement in, complex low-income socio-

economic environments? How do their experiences of exposure and involvement impact 

their communication effectiveness? For the purpose of this research ‘exposure to,’ and 

‘involvement in,’ complex low-income socio-economic environments will be defined as a 

person being integrated into a context that is marked by extreme poverty (living on less 

than $1 a day) (UNESCO, 2014). Indicators of a developing country are: poor 
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infrastructure, a weak education system, inconsistent access to water, sanitation and 

healthcare, unstable political and economic systems, and hierarchical power structures.  

The Sub-Saharan African context is out of the ordinary for most of the 

development workers who participated in my study and who were predominately raised 

in the United States or Canada. This research seeks to holistically understand how the 

context and intercultural interactions combined with the development workers’ “emotions, 

cognitions, memories, and experiences” (Gilgun, 2008, p. 184) affect participants’ 

development of intercultural competence. An acknowledgement, understanding, and 

validation of the role of emotions in intercultural interaction may increase insight into the 

range of skills and capacities required to traverse tough environments. The role of the 

individual development worker is important to the sector because he/she significantly 

contributes to the effectiveness of the project (Chambers, 1997). Development workers 

need to be equipped with the appropriate cognitive processing, emotional regulating, and 

behavioural skills to navigate tough socio-economic environments.  

It is important to outline the preconceptions that I brought into the research. I 

have worked in various capacities in the international development sector in Sub-Saharan 

Africa since 2008. Through this research I am seeking to understand my own experiences 

of emotional fatigue from working with people who live in a low-income socio-economic 

environment. While undertaking my master’s degree in Intercultural and International 

Communication at Royal Roads, I felt that the intercultural competence theories did not 

accurately depict the challenging aspects of building intercultural competence. I had 

observed that it was difficult for development workers to remain empathetic, 

compassionate, and kindhearted in interactions when they themselves were struggling to 
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reconcile the human injustice, moral ambiguity, and complex problems within the context. 

Based on the above considerations I intentionally reference a body of international 

development literature that provides a more practitioner focused lens over an academic 

viewpoint to ensure that my research resonates with the challenges faced in the sector 

(Chambers, 1997: Fechter, 2012; Parkinson, 2013). My background and literature review 

parameters are presented here in order to provide the reader context for my interpretation 

and perspective.  I acknowledge that multiple interpretations may be possible from the 

data collected.  

My goal is to contribute insight into intercultural competence models and the 

practice of support for international development workers (Fechter, 2012b). To do this I 

will draw on and contribute to literature on intercultural competence (Bennett, 2012; 

Chang, 2009; Deardoff, 2006; Ting-Toomey, 2012), international development (Easterly, 

2014; Gulrajani, 2011; Mosse, 2011), and personal resilience (Chambers, 1997; Fechter, 

2012b). By doing so, I hope to expand knowledge within the development sector and 

communication field. 

Literature Review 

International Development 
 

Vibrancy, noise and energy shape the culture of many Sub-Saharan African 

communities, an area of the world broadly characterized by a community-focused 

environment (collectivist), hierarchal power structures (power distance), a flexible 

understanding of time (polychromic), rigid gender roles, and a ‘go with the flow’ attitude 

(weak uncertainty avoidance) (Hofstede, 2012). Economic inequality, a small middle 

class, fledging currencies, often-unreliable infrastructure, low adult literacy rates, and life 



Running	  head:	  RECOGNIZING	  THE	  VALUE	  OF	  EMOTIONS	   	  
	  

14	  

expectancy also influence the cultures and countries within the region (Easterly, 2013; 

Moyo, 2009).  

Many development workers relocate to Sub-Saharan Africa to work in  

international development. Their motivations and goals are mixed—for some it is the lure 

of travel, the opportunity to learn, idealistic motivations to change the world, or a great 

place to put distance between themselves and family/friends at home (Fechter, 2012a; 

Parkinson, 2013). A development worker’s actions, motivations, and effectiveness in 

relation to his/her work are dependent upon many preconditions, including a personal 

frame of reference, mental health, personal values, and perceptions of reality (Chambers, 

1997; Gilbert, 2005). Personal and professional aspects of development workers are often 

highly intertwined as the role requires relocation—an event that affects multiple aspects 

of their lives including relationships to family and friends at home, removal from 

personal networks, health, culture, and sense of belonging (Fechter, 2012b; Madison, 

2009; Parkinson, 2013). Entering into the environment with mixed motivations and 

emotions, they are placed into a context influenced by a colonial legacy and a moral and 

ethical debate over the effectiveness of development interventions. As a result, 

development workers live in a world full of tensions due to the neo-colonial concerns, 

personal confusion around altruistic intentions, effectiveness of development 

interventions, cultural views, privileges due to country of origin, disparity between rich 

and poor, political context, and religious influences (Easterly, 2013; Fechter, 2012a). In 

addition, they are also exposed to, and interact with, people living in extreme poverty 

and/or vulnerable populations, which over time can become emotionally exhausting and 

cause personal distress (Musa & Hamid, 2008). 
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Fechter (2012a) argues that one of the major gaps in academic international 

development literature is the role development workers play in the sector; specifically 

their public and private every day lives and interactions, as they seek to make sense out 

of a new culture and their role within it. Bikos et al. (2009) posit that many have 

conflicting feelings about their work. Not processing these feelings can result in burnout 

and/or loss of compassion and empathy for the populations whom the development 

worker is trying to assist (Musa & Hamid, 2008). Bhanugopan and Fish (2006) found in 

their survey of 189 expatriate managers that high stress related to social and job 

environments in international settings commonly led to emotional exhaustion, job 

burnout, and depersonalization. Findings such as these indicate that it is important to dig 

deeper into how the work impacts individuals in order to provide better support, and to 

help them to build the skills, capacity, and emotional resiliency necessary to flourish in 

the environment.  

Intercultural Competence, and Emotion 
 

Intercultural competence is a concept that describes how a person relates to, and 

manages, interactions with others from a different culture through appropriate and 

effective skills, attitudes, and behaviours (Llyod & Hartel, 2009). “Competence has been 

equated to intercultural understanding, relationship development, satisfaction, 

effectiveness, appropriateness, and adaption” (Spitzberg & Changon, 2009, p. 6). 

Numerous models and theories outline the process of developing intercultural 

competence through adjustment, assimilation, or adaptation (Bennett, 2012; Deardoff, 

2006; Kim, 2012; Ting-Toomey, 2012).  

As noted, while intercultural competence is essential for development workers, it 

is more complex to develop than models depict. Most models portray people as largely 
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driven by intention and rational thought (Spitzberg & Changnon, 2009, p. 35) as opposed 

to understanding how people’s emotions impact thinking. According to neuroscience 

models, the human amygdala (a component of the brain) can be categorized into two 

areas, cognition/thinking and emotion, which is our internal gauge to signal how a person 

is handling a situation (Elder, 1996; Phelps, 2006). The human amygdala to date is 

believed to have the primary function in “the modulation of neural systems underlying 

cognitive and social behaviours in response to emotional cues” (Phelps, 2006).  Simply 

stated, the amygdala is where emotional cues are processed stimulating thought and 

action. This process is a dynamic and reciprocal interplay between both cognition and 

emotion in an intuitive and intimate relationship, which cannot be separated  (Elder, 

1996). While the role of cognition is often understood and discussed in intercultural 

interactions, emotions need further consideration because of their function in 

motivational and regulatory capacity, which influence thought and action (Izard, 2007).  

Emotional schemas are psychic structures that shape our individual personalities, 

and influence how we interact with others, experience our emotions, and interpret our 

reactions (Izard, 2007). “Emotional schemas are derived from interaction of perception, 

emotion, and evaluation, based on higher level cognition” (Izard, 2007, p. 265). During 

interactions, if people are unable to meet their needs, goals and expectations, emotions 

are aroused (Anderson & Guerrero, 1998). For an event to be emotional it must have 

significance to the person and implications on their ability to adapt to the environment 

(Anderson & Guerrero, 1998). For example, the emotion ‘fear’ often occurs because of 

threats to one’s well-being, or ‘anger’ is evoked when there is an obstacle to one’s goals. 

Emotions are active relational processes that are event specific and regulate the exchange 



Running	  head:	  RECOGNIZING	  THE	  VALUE	  OF	  EMOTIONS	   	  
	  

17	  

between a person and their environment in a specific context (Witherington & Crichton, 

2007). Feelings are an extension of emotions and are developed cumulatively over the 

long-term through multiple events.  

Cognitive schemas refer to the structures of knowledge stored in people’s minds, 

“affecting how they select, perceive, interpret and respond to information in the outside 

world” (Chang, 2009). Schemas include beliefs, assumptions and expectations about self 

and the world that enable individuals to make sense of their experience (McCann & 

Pearlman, 1990). Individuals construct their own personal realities through the 

development of complex cognitive and emotional structures, which are used to interpret 

events (McCann & Pearlman, 1990).  

The interplay between cognition and emotion within the brain occurs within an 

interaction when emotions are aroused, indicating a disruption to a person’s cognitive 

schema (Anderson & Guerrero, 1998). When a person encounters a familiar situation, 

he/she can anticipate the action-sequence of the event, and previously built cognitive 

structures are retrieved, prompting a series of appropriate or possibly inappropriate 

reactions and behaviours (Anderson & Guerrero, 1998; Chang, 2009). When people are 

participating in intercultural interactions they experience constant disruptions to their 

action-sequences, causing arousal levels to change because their needs and goals are not 

being met as expected. This results in an emotion (fear, anger, sadness, surprise or disgust 

and can lead to the development of feelings such as confusion, or frustration). Such 

action-sequences are disrupted for numerous reasons in interactions including: difference 

in cultural values, morality, or practice, unfamiliar environments, or stress. Action-

sequences become more predictable as similar experiences occur because people have 
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more reference points. As a result less energy and effort are required for people to 

comprehend and react to situations, stabilizing emotions and contributing to the 

development of new cognitive schemas (Chang, Chen, Huang, & Yuan, 2012). 

In addition to unpredictable action-sequences on a daily basis, disturbing events 

such as death, human injustice, violent crime, corruption, and sickness can also 

characterize development workers’ experience. The difference in the socio-economic and 

cultural environment combined with the occurrence of disturbing events, presents stimuli 

and shocks that often disrupt a person’s cognitive schemas (knowledge), frame of 

reference (understanding), construction of meaning (purpose), psychological stability 

(ability to function in a healthy way), emotional schemas, and personal wellbeing 

(Chambers, 1997; Chang, 2009; Parkinson, 2013). Consequently disturbing events can 

trigger development workers to re-examine their assumptions and often transform their 

worldview (2009). During a disturbing event, development workers’ emotions are often 

aroused as they experience, anger, fear, sadness, surprise or disgust. 

After disturbing events transpire, individuals have a tendency to seek causality 

about ‘why’ events occur (McCann & Pearlman, 1990, p. 142; Saakvitne, Tennen, & 

Affleck, 1998). To process inner conflict, individuals need to expand their foundation of 

knowledge and participate in a schema shift through assimilation (making the world fit 

into an existing schema), accommodation (modification of schema), or acculturation 

(acquisition of new practices) (Chang, 2009). The ability of an individual to handle stress, 

reconstruct meaning and shift his/her cognitive schema is dependent upon his/her core 

self-capacities (including emotional regulation). As well, as a person’s pre-existing 

schemas, beliefs, personality, personal history, the actual events and its aftermath, and the 
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social and cultural context (McCann & Pearlman, 1990; Saakvitne, Tennen, & Affleck, 

1998; Trippany, Kress &Wilcoxon, 2004).  

When development workers’ internal capacities are not able to meet the demands 

of the situation, the result can often cause withdrawal from the experience, a return home, 

a move to another area, becoming defensive, or developing stereotypes (Chang, 2009; 

Kim, 2009). In a study of 82 health-care development workers who were helping victims 

of HIV/AIDS, researchers found that worker care is an essential element to their ability to 

handle their role (Dieleman, Biemba, Mphuka, Sichinga-Sichali, Sissolak, van der Kwaak, 

A., & van der Wilt, 2007). Within the study 62% of participants experienced burn-out 

and emotional exhaustion from their work as they struggled to deal with the suffering and 

mortality that they regularly experienced as part of their role (Dieleman et. al., 2007). The 

study highlights the fact that processing disturbing events can be a painful, heartbreaking, 

and exhausting process (Chang, 2009, p. 59).  

Intercultural competence models often glaze over the personal and professional 

struggles of individuals depicting the development of intercultural competence as an 

emotionally neutral experience, which is not aligned with reality. For example, Bennett 

(2009) recognizes that intercultural interactions can trigger an emotional response in 

people (p. 128). However, instead of seeking to understand the reason emotions are 

aroused, the focus of Bennett’s work is on building the skill set to handle the situation. 

This approach skips over the reasons that drive a behavior. Thus providing a limited 

understanding of genuine transformation throughout the process of building intercultural 

competence. Struggles with anxiety or uncertainty are accounted for in some models, but 

this is also often “viewed as a product of rational decision making” (Spitzberg & 
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Changnon, 2009, p. 35). Spitzberg and Changnon (2009) posit that emotional appraisal 

and affect theories would make “additional complements to existing intercultural 

competence theories” (p. 35).  

Abarbanel (2009) underlines this point and emphasizes that the field of 

intercultural studies needs to take a more proactive approach to emotional overload by 

not labeling all overwhelming experiences as “culture shock.” Instead it is important to 

acknowledge that in intercultural interactions emotions are heightened and it takes skills 

and practice to identify and pacify emotions (Abarbanel, 2009). According to Abarbanel, 

when emotions are in a state of high level of arousal symbolically speaking, “the 

language/ problem-solving center of the brain’s left hemisphere goes ‘off line’ and the 

right hemisphere, the seat of emotional expression without language takes over” (p. 138). 

When the brain is overwhelmed by emotions an individual is not in a position to make 

good decisions. According to a neuroscience perspective, if people are fatigued (which 

often happens because of living in a new environment and being over stimulated), the 

sympathetic nervous system kicks in, and this puts a person in a state of fight or flight 

ultimately inhibiting his/her capacity to think clearly (Abarbanel, 2009). Therefore, it is 

important to listen and acknowledge emotions such as anger, sadness, fear, surprise, or 

disgust, regarding them as a signal to indicate that a person is in a state of disequilibrium. 

Emotions will stimulate a variety of neurological and cognitive responses in order to 

restore balance. Dismissing, denying, or pushing through emotions can result in 

consequences such as individuals overreacting, burning-out or ceasing to engage. 

Intentionally taking ‘time out’ from situations allows the brain to reset to the point where 

a person can reengage effectively (2009).  



Running	  head:	  RECOGNIZING	  THE	  VALUE	  OF	  EMOTIONS	   	  
	  

21	  

Kim (2012) attempts to factor in the cognitive and emotional dimensions of an 

individual in the Stress-Adaption-Growth intercultural competence model. This theory 

states that in intercultural experiences there is interplay between the individual’s desires 

to change based on new information and the desire to retain current behaviours and 

thoughts, which places stress on an individual’s psyche. This tension presents an internal 

disequilibrium that results in conflicting emotions, or feelings of uncertainty, confusion, 

and anxiety. Such situations can generate a crisis in which a person’s mental and 

behavioural habits are brought to awareness and called into question, as a result that 

person becomes focused on reaching a new point of internal equilibrium (Kim, 2012, p. 

88). Kim (2012) explains that the process of change and reaching equilibrium is not a 

smooth, linear process but cyclical, continual, non-linear, and at times confusing for some 

people.  

The Stress-Adaption-Growth model could be more insightful if the role of 

heightened emotions that signal how a person is handling the process of trying to reach a 

new state of equilibrium was given greater emphasis. Ignoring emotions can result in 

personal fatigue, which can cause individuals to act out, withdraw/depersonalize others, 

or act with hostile behaviour (Abarbanel, 2009; Loehr & Schwartz, 2003). The 

development sector needs to place more value on emotional intelligence defined as, 

“being able to motivate oneself and persist in the face of frustrations, control impulses 

and delay gratifications, to regulate one’s mood and keep distress from swamping a 

persons ability to think” (Goleman, 1994, p. 35). Building emotional intelligence 

increases the individual’s emotional ability to be resilient enough “to emphasize hope” (p. 
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35) during tough interactions, increase communication effectiveness and possibly 

contribute to reducing cynical or stereotypical attitudes.  

Emotional intelligence is composed of four areas, “perceiving and expressing 

emotion, incorporating emotion in thought, understanding emotions and emotional self-

control” (Moon, 2010). A person operating out of high emotional intelligence would 

intentionally seek to stabilize emotions through actions such as withdrawing, re-

stabilizing, and then reengaging (Abarbanel, 2009) if he/she had reached a place of high 

emotional arousal. By going through a self-calming process when the person reengages, 

he/she would more likely operate with the skills that intercultural competence models 

highlight: mindfulness, empathy, flexibility, openness, and curiosity so they are more 

effective in their interactions and work. Kim (2009) calls this process “adaptive energy” 

(p. 88). Loehr and Schwartz (2003) posit that the emphasis on cultural transition should 

be about managing energy through periods of stress and rest. When people are going 

through intentional cycles of withdrawal (even if it is a relaxing evening at home, a 

weekend away, or taking a few moments to breath deeply), it will calm the brain, reset 

neurological processes, build positive energy, and will allow people the time and space to 

process their environment (Bartsch & Hübner, 2005: Loehr and Schwartz, 2003). Self-

care, relationships, personal and physical withdrawal, reflexivity, exercise, and 

participation in activities that are pleasurable are all fundamental to ensuring the brain is 

in a neutral place to be able to effectively engage (Abarbanel, 2009; Loehr and Schwartz, 

2003).  
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Method 

Research Strategy/ Framework 
 

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) guided my research on the role 

of emotions in the development of intercultural competence. This methodology based on 

an interpretative paradigm gives voice to the subjective, lived experiences of participants, 

and their meaning-making process within their specific context (Larkin, Watts & Clifton, 

2006; Pringle, Drummond, McLafferty, & Hendry, 2011). The objective of this 

methodology is to identify ‘the essence” of participants’ experience within a specific 

context (Cresswell, 2007, p. 57). There are two major components to IPA. The first is 

phenomenology, which is rooted in the science of interpretation (hermeneutics) and seeks 

to understand and give voice to the experiences of participants (Larkin, Watts & Clifton, 

2006). The second is the interpretative element which is based in psychology, and seeks 

to contextualize and make sense out of the experiences of individuals in order to ascertain 

how they understand and place meaning on those experiences (Larkin, Watts & Clifton, 

2006).  

My personal and professional experience allowed me to gain an ‘insider’s 

perspective’ into development workers’ experiences which led me to ask questions about 

the accuracy of intercultural competence models. I chose to  collect data on development 

workers’ experiences of exposure to, and involvement in, complex low-income socio-

economic environments within Sub-Saharan Africa. The intention was to understand how 

a person’s cognitive schema and emotions are disrupted when they are relocated. Given 

that personal reflections and struggles are not widely discussed within the academic 
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literature (Fetcher, 2012; Larkin, Watts & Clifton, 2006), I chose to give voice to the 

personal and relational experiences of development workers as they moved towards 

intercultural competence. By contextualizing and making sense out of their interpretative 

personal and relational experiences, I am seeking to identify patterns of meaning in order 

to understand the larger phenomenon of the role of emotions in intercultural interactions 

(2006). IPA is specifically relevant to this topic because of the emphasis that it places on 

understanding experiences in context (Larkin, Watts & Clifton, 2006). The development 

workers in this study are or were embedded in a context characterized by extreme income 

disparity. This is an extreme that is often a stark contrast to their experiences in Canada 

and the United States and adds another level of complexity to intercultural interactions. 

Method of Data Collection 
 

I received ethical approval for the research design from the Royal Roads University 

Ethical Review Board. My research drew upon data collected through primary sources, 

specifically interviews with 15 early to mid career development workers. In order to 

strive for quality assurance, a purposeful, criterion sampling method was used to select 

participants, ensuring they have the life and work experience to inform the central 

phenomenon (Cresswell, 2007). To be selected, participants were required to have 2 to 12 

years of work experience in the international development sector working with a 

government department, non-governmental organization (NGO), non-profit organization, 

social enterprise, or private sector entity (Table 1: Overview of Participants). The study 

required voluntary participation of development workers originally from the United 

States and Canada, and either currently working in Sub-Saharan Africa or repatriated 

within the last 12 months. I selected the length of work experience in order to increase 

the probability that participants had moved past the initial culture shock stage and had 
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developed deeper insights into their intercultural experiences because of a longer range of 

exposure. I also included a 10-year experience range to capture reflections on how 

intercultural competence skills developed over time. The majority of participants had 

three to six years of in-country international experience. I include a table that provides 

background information on the participants, age, gender, type of organization country of 

deployment, and length of experience in the field.  I also provide a few brief points that 

capture ‘top of mind’ topics that were significant to the participant, or influenced their 

interview. 

My sample was gathered through my personal and professional networks within the 

international development sector via email. In order to adhere to ethical standards, 

participants were made aware of their rights through the informed consent form, which 

was reviewed, signed, and dated at the time of the interview. Interviews were conducted 

in-person in Canada, the country where I live, and in Uganda, when I was on a work 

assignment; two interviews were conducted via Skype.  

I interviewed each participant separately to better understand his/her lived 

experiences (Griffin & May, 2012). Interviews were semi-structured, guided by a series 

of open-ended, non-direct questions. Probing questions to gain in-depth insight into the 

participants’ experiences (Biggerstaff & Thompson, 2008) were included. The interviews 

were approximately one, to one and half hours in length and were audio recorded, with 

the exception of one participant who requested not to be recorded (Biggerstaff & 

Thompson, 2008).  

The questions were constructed to understand development workers and their context 

in order to gain insight into “the essence” of their experience. Based on my experience 
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within the sector and initial literature review, I had originally hypothesized that 

development workers’ experience were characterized by unmet psychological needs 

(safety, dependency/trust, power, esteem, intimacy, independence) and a shift in frame of 

reference (McCann & Pearlman, 1990; Saakvitne, Tennen, & Affleck, 1998; Trippany, 

Kress &Wilcoxon, 2004). Therefore, the key topics that guided the questions were 

developed around a psychological needs framework (McCann & Pearlman, 1990; 

Saakvitne, Tennen, & Affleck, 1998; Trippany, Kress &Wilcoxon, 2004). These topics 

included: description of participants’ professional role, understanding of general 

experience and background, expectations they brought into their work, significant 

experiences, a shift in frame of reference, personal impact of daily exposure and 

involvement in a low socio-economic environment, psychological needs, self-care 

strategies, and resilience (Appendix: Interview Guide). I intentionally inquired about 

significant experiences as opposed to specific interactions, leaving the questions broad 

enough to give participants the freedom to discuss what was most meaningful to them 

(Fechter, 2012). Through the conversational style of the interview I was seeking 

unfiltered and unprompted responses to gain a genuine glimpse into their lives.  

Table 1 
Overview of Participants 
Participant Background 

Information 
Issues Influencing the Participant 

Gender: Female 
Age: 32 
Experience: 4 years  
Organization: NGO 
Country: Malawi  

• Struggled to find a community to belong, torn 
between building ex-pat friendships and 
building local relationships. 

• Felt that the context required a high level of 
energy to function. 

Gender: Male 
Age: 32 
Experience: 2 years  
Organization: NGO 
Country: Uganda 

• International development was a career change. 
• Struggled to manage emotions because of 

expectations on host cultures work ethic, and 
isolation due to living in a rural community. 
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Gender: Female 
Age: 36 
Expereince:10 years  
Organization: NGO 
Country: Uganda 

• Development is her long-term career and had to 
establish stability within a transient lifestyle.  

• Emphasis on established self-care strategies.  
• Self-identified as a private, contemplative 

person. 
Gender: Female 
Age: 32 
Organization: Research  
Experience: 4 years 
Country: Uganda 

• New mother, missing home and was struggling 
with where her family should be based.  

• Did not enter the sector with high expectations 
so stated she was not struggling with 
disappointment.  

Gender: Female 
Age: 28 
Organization: NGO 
Experience: 4 years 
Country: Uganda 

• Stated that she struggled with emotional highs 
and lows within the context.  

• Was highly dependent on long-term 
relationships to local boyfriends to adjust. 

• Struggled with idealism  
Gender: Male 
Age: Late 20’s 
Organization: Social Enti 
Experience: 2 years 
Country: Uganda (Grew 
up throughout Africa) 

• Felt passionate about change to the continent -
grew up in Africa and his mother is Ethiopian. 

• Stated, that he did not experience culture shock 
as the context was normal to him.  

• Involved in a whistleblowing experience due to 
corruption in the organization where employed. 

Gender: Female 
Age: 26 
Organization: Social Enti.  
Experience: 5 years 
Country: Uganda 

• Ran organization, high level of responsibility. 
• Self-identified as experiencing an increased 

emotional volatility in this context. 
• Struggled with the patriarchal nature of the 

culture. 
Gender: Female 
Age: 24 
Organization: Social Enti. 
Experience: 4 years 
Country: Uganda/ East 
Africa Region 

• Struggled with depression prior to entering this 
context, which she continued to struggle with in 
the context.  

• Was highly reflective on the systems that 
shaped the context. 

Gender: Female 
Age: 29 
Organization: Social 
Enterprise  
Experience: 4 years 
Country: Uganda 

• Insightful comments on the context and culture, 
appeared to be exceptionally reflective 

• Experience significantly shifted her religious 
and cultural perspective. 

• Expressed herself through writing and 
creativity. 

Gender: Female 
Age: 41 
Organization: Grassroots 
NGO 
Experience: 10 years 
Country: Uganda 

• Moved to put distance between herself and life 
in Canada. 

• Integrated into the host culture and intentionally 
separated herself from the ex-pate community. 

• Recently had a planned baby, independently. 

Gender: Female • Thoughts and reflections were focused on a 
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Age: 28 
Organization: NGO 
Experience: 3 years 
Country: Uganda 

failed relationship.  

Gender: Female 
Age: 33 
Organization: Grassroots 
NGO 
Experience: 8 years 
Country: Uganda 

• Moved to put distance between herself and a 
drug addiction at home, with the intention to 
build a better life. 

• Had become very cynical about the context and 
how people treat one another. 

• Dependent on prescription drugs to cope. 
Gender: Female 
Age: 43 
Organization: Private 
sector disability service 
provider 
Experience: 7 years 
Country: Kenya 

• Had always wanted to live in Africa, moved to 
Kenya and built a business.  

• Independently adopted a Kenyan child. 
• Communicated greater acceptance of the 

context, as Kenya is her permanent home 

Gender: Female 
Age: 29 
Organization: University 
Experience: 10 years 
Country: Uganda 

• Based in Canada, travels to Uganda 4-5 times a 
year. 

• Personal faith was an important support tool 
• Experienced a period of burnout and 

intentionally put support mechanisms in place to 
build resiliency. 

Gender: Male 
Age: 37 
Organization: Faith-based 
NGO 
Experience: 6 years 
Country: Tanzania  

• Had a strong community due to his personal 
faith –attended bi-monthly discussion group. 

• Grew up in Bangladesh  
• Struggled when he felt the local population was 

disingenuous, and asked for resources. 
• Was deeply affected by a colleagues murder  

Table 1 
 

Based on IPA methodology, data was analyzed using a four-staged process: first, 

conducting a close-reading of all interviews; second, describing the data; third, 

interpreting the data, and finally working across all cases to identify key themes by 

determining convergence and divergence of thought (Smith, 2010). The data was initially 

organized into 36 key themes that were characteristic of development workers experience. 

With further analytic rigor, I re-grouped the 36 key themes into 11 key themes. Then I 

developed textual descriptions of the 11 key themes (Biggerstaff & Thompson, 2008, 
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Larkin et al., 2006; Pringle et al., 2011). By examining the 11 key themes it emerged that 

the “essence” (Cresswell, 2007, p. 57) of participants’ experience was that when familiar 

action-sequences were disrupted it aroused emotions that in turn affected cognition, 

action and how intercultural communication competence was manifested. The two most 

significant drivers of disruptions to action-sequences were moral discrepancies and unmet 

expectations. Both topics were an undertone to many interactions and appeared to arouse 

a strong emotional response amongst participants. Key quotes for each of the 11 key 

themes were used to anchor the analysis in the voice of the participants (Pringle et al., 

2011).  

 By drawing on complex adaptive system (CAS) thinking, I then grouped the 11 key 

themes under three phases (a period of time), which I have labeled as disruptions, 

processing and emergence in order to organize participants experiences for the reader. 

The disruptions were significant events, phases or stages that were catalysts for change in 

the participants’ lives, and interrupted their current patterns of behavior, thought or action 

(Antoniou, & Pitsillides, 2007). Processing illustrates how participants attempted to 

organize their experiences in order to reach a new state of equilibrium. And emergence 

was the evolution of new behaviours, skills, attitudes or beliefs by the participant. 

Eventually, the new behaviors, skills, attitudes or beliefs become normalized and are a 

starting point for the next iteration of similar interactions (Innes & Boher, 1999). Due to 

the multiple disruptions that can occur simultaneously, participants may gain an 

understanding of how to act appropriately in one situation however, they are constantly 

engaging in new experiences, which may cause on-going disequilibrium. As a result, 
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change for participants was progressive and never complete. Participants were 

continually evolving, and new behaviours were continually emerging.  

Upon completion of my analysis, participant validation was required. To do this, a 

draft of my thesis was sent to all participants for their review and approval to ensure that 

they felt they were accurately represented (Griffin & May, 2012). Four participants 

responded affirming that they felt my research was reflective of their experience. Two 

stated they learned something new about the role of emotions in their experiences.  One 

participant was surprised by what she had said, and asked to listen to the transcript.  She 

confirmed that she felt accurately represented after listening to the interview.  

The major limitation of my research was the time constraint. Both the participants 

and I were under time constraints making it clear that one to one and a half hour 

interviews would be reasonable for both parties. It would have been preferable to 

interview the participants and then observe them over a period of time. This would have 

led to increased insight into how they perceived themselves to interact, versus how others 

perceived them to interact within the context. In addition, triangulating the research with 

a psychological analysis would have provided valuable insight into the mental health and 

internal capacities of individuals, shedding light on their ability to handle the 

environment. In addition, I felt that I was not able to accurately portray the experience of 

three participants who had permanently moved to Uganda or Kenya. While they met my 

interview criteria, their experience diverged from those who were on contracts because 

there was no pending leave date. These three participants acknowledged a greater 

acceptance of the environment. Due to the fact the region was their permanent home they 

experienced distinctive emotions and established different types of relationships.  
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Analysis 

The following analysis offers a glimpse into intercultural interactions and the 

process of building intercultural competence of fifteen development workers. Participants 

were brave enough to share personal joys, struggles, disappointments, ugly attitudes, 

successes, and moments of confusion while living in Sub-Saharan Africa. Accordingly, 

non-academic and less formal language is intentionally used to accurately give voice to 

the participants. The analysis has been arranged into three components.  They are:  

• Phase - Disruptions: occurrences that catalyze change–significant events, 

experiences and interactions in the environment that shift participants’ frame of 

reference, cognitive, and emotional schemas.  

• Phase - Processing: making sense out of disequilibrium–participants’ experience 

many peaks and valleys as they attempt to restore internal order.   

• Phase - Emergence: revelations, transformations and impact-a glimpse into how 

participants’ skills, attitudes, and behaviours emerge through the process of being 

exposed to complex low-socio economic environments.  

Table 2 
Overview of Phases and Key Themes 
Phase – Disruptions: occurrences that catalzye change 

• Theme one: conflicting moral and belief structures 
• Theme two: exposure to distressing events 
• Theme three: interacting from a state of disorientation 
• Theme four: emotional highs and lows 

Phase - Processing: making sense out of disequilibrium 
• Theme five: formation of intimate relationships to feel connected 
• Theme six: withdrawal/burnout/ shifted motivations 
• Theme seven: reflexivity – exploring cause and effect 

Phase - Emergence: revelations, transformations and impact 
• Theme eight: new sense of connection 
• Theme nine:  loss of idealism- the world does not operate the way participants 

thought or hoped 
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• Theme ten: building resiliency 
• Theme eleven: developing a multiple perspective viewpoint 

Table 2 
 

The Essence: Disrupted Action Sequences  
 

The essence of participants’ experience was that, in the Sub-Saharan African 

context, action-sequences and cognitive schemas were disrupted thus evoking emotion. 

This affected how participants demonstrated intercultural competence. While participants 

expressed that action-sequences were disrupted for numerous reasons unmet expectations 

and moral quandaries were the two issues that aroused the highest level of emotion and 

were a constant undertone to the majority of interviews. Expectations are significant to 

participants because of the altruistic nature of the profession (Fechter, 2012b). Some of 

the participants were idealistic in how they hoped they could personally contribute to 

reducing poverty. Unmet expectations often resulted in emotional reactions (Anderson & 

Guerrero, 1998). Morality was another significant issue for participants. Participants were 

only willing to be ethno-relative to a certain point, and most were unwilling to 

compromise on specific moral issues, which included: human justice (treatment of 

women, children, disabled, and vulnerable populations), sharing of resources (corruption 

and nepotism), and work ethic. As Haidt (2012) explains, there are five universal 

cognitive modules which cultures construct their moral structures these include : care/ 

harm (protect and care for children), fairness and cheating (reap benefits of two way 

partnerships), loyalty/betrayal (form cohesive coalitions), authority/subversion (forge 

beneficial relationships within hierarchies), and sanctity/degradation (avoid 

containments) (p. 146). Conflicting ideas on the construction of moral structures between 

participants and the host culture resulted in tension because it challenged personal and 
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cultural ideologies. Moral beliefs are deeply embedded and generally uncompromising. 

Themes of expectations and morality remained under the surface in many interactions 

and were often the cause of disrupted action-sequences, making them a fundamental 

aspect of the “essence” of participants’ experience.  

Disruption: occurrences that catalyze change.  

Exposure to the realities of the host culture’s socio-economic level was unsettling for 

many participants. Disruptive events challenged participants’ key assumptions about the 

world, belief in their invulnerability, view of themselves in a positive light, or belief in a 

meaningful, orderly world, which caused stress, tension, or pressure (McCann and 

Pearlman, 1990). 

Theme one: conflicting moral and belief structures – attitudes and beliefs of the host 

culture related to social structure including hierarchy, status, tribe, gender, age, religion, 

and superstition often deeply challenged and conflicted with participants’ moral 

perspectives, belief systems, and attitudes. 

Analysis: Participants gained insight into the host culture’s attitudes and belief systems 

through intercultural interactions. They often struggled with the host culture’s beliefs if 

they had moral, or human rights implications (the most common topics were gender, 

obligation to share resources and corruption). While participants indicated they tried to 

understand the logic behind the host cultures beliefs, that conflicted with their own 

cultural values there was a fundamental difference in perspective, and most participants 

were unwilling to reconstruct meaning around these topics. 

Being really respectful of cultural things has also been kind of a trip. As I said my 

HR manager is on maternity leave, so now all these HR issues she was filtering 
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have come to me. … I didn’t know some of these things are an issue!… For 

example, people are like ‘I am from this tribe and I can't talk to this person’… 

‘And I am like what? How is this possible? Just do your job!! I don't care!!!’ So 

part of what we do here, is try to break down these boundaries. You are woman 

first, you are your tribe second. – Female, age 26, social enterprise 

Culturally conflicting beliefs were consistent emotional triggers for many participants 

because of the dissimilarity in perspective. So while participants could predict the action-

sequences when engaging in dialogue on specific topics, the rigidity around the belief 

(often for both parties) meant they were not able to meet their needs and expectations in 

the interaction. 

 The thing that triggers me is probably a universal thing for ex-pats in Tanzania. 

People come to you and ask for help... I want to talk to people, to try to connect 

with them, they are friendly then at certain point they will pause and will launch 

into request for financial support. So frustrating because I feel like they don't care 

what we talked about. It feels insincere and disingenuous. We would never go to 

friends and ask for financial support! – Male, 37, faith-based organization 

Participants often tried to influence the host culture to understand their belief system on 

culturally conflicting beliefs because they deemed their perspective to be progressive. 

Tension felt around these topics was often cumulative because misalignment happened in 

many different interactions at separate time periods.  

I think I am sensitive about power dynamics, I find Uganda a very hierarchical 

kind of place…. I try to respect their perspective, but I also know that I am 

Western female, so I am seen higher in the hierarchy than local females. Trying to 
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navigate that is tricky. I try to respect the cultural ideas around hierarchy and try 

to break them down at the same time to show them that we are equal, and that it is 

a mutually collaborative partnership. – Female, age 29, university 

Theme two: exposure to distressing events - participants often experience deeply 

upsetting, disturbing or heart-breaking situations, which are uncommon in their home 

culture and context.  

Analysis: Participants’ exposure to horrific events, such as murder, terrorism, death, and 

violent crimes, often resulted in emotional struggles, confusion and inner conflict. Those 

who witnessed such crimes did not have past experiences to serve as reference points to 

support them to make sense out of these events. Such experiences aroused a high level of 

emotion causing witnesses to grapple with these situations over a period of time, 

indicating an inability or lack of internal capacity to process the event at the time it 

occurred. 

 I was working closely on a lands right project with a Tanzanian colleague. The 

 project was brought up in parliament, large change was happening. All of a 

 sudden my colleague was killed because he had discovered corruption on 

 another project... I felt a lot of grief, sadness and emptiness. Sudden death is a

 regular thing people deal with here. This was challenging for me …I am 

 internalizing a lot of things in order to get the job done. I think there will be 

 certain effects that I have not really analyzed. 

 – Male, 37, faith-based organization 

According to McCann and Pearlman (1990) distressing events often challenge peoples’ 

assumptions about the world that include the beliefs that the world is benign, the world is 
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meaningful, the self is worthy, and people are trustworthy. Witnessing corruption or 

violence often appeared to fundamentally shift participants’ outlook because it confronts 

them with the tough realities of low-income socio-economic conditions and human 

injustice. 

Westgate1 made me angry in a way that I had not felt before. I would always 

rationalize things… but this I could not rationalize. Westgate was upsetting just 

because it was horrible, but also because it kind of made the fact that I was never 

going to be a Kenyan no matter how long I lived there, very stark. I realized I am 

not actually a part of this place fully, and that is okay. There was something about 

being in Nairobi watching Westgate happen… realizing I could leave at any 

time… and feeling very disconnected from it. – Female, age 24, social enterprise 

When participants’ emotions were heightened due to distressing events, many of them 

coped by taking time to withdraw, reflect, or lean on close friends and/or family. 

Participants expressed that processing emotions over a period of time through reflection 

helped them to gain new insights that informed them about the culture, and context, 

broadening their frame of reference and perspective. On-going processing and reflexivity 

about tough experiences was an indication of emotional intelligence. 

I think back to my first experience in Kenya, it was quite horrible because of the 

corruption and abuse to the children. However, it helped me to understand why 

things are the way they are... it helped me to understand families and 

disabilities…. and a culture and a context. 

 – Female, 43, private sector disability service provider 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  Westgate was the terrorist attack that occurred at the mall in Nairobi Kenya in 
September 2014, killing 69 people	  
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Theme three: interacting from a state of disorientation - participants felt exposed to 

the potential for negative situations because they did not intuitively or rationally 

understand how the host cultures systems functioned, resulting in emotions such as fear, 

or anger and feelings such as uncertainty, anxiety, or disorientation (Gudykunst, 1985). 

Analysis: Canada and the United States highly depend on structured formal systems and 

processes to guide people’s behaviours; this is not the case in Sub-Saharan Africa. 

Participants felt they could not rely on the systems upon which they had previously built 

their cognitive structures and daily interactions, such as, government accountability, 

reliability of police, availability of healthcare, and efficiency in the provision of services 

like electricity or water. As a result their goals/ expectations were often not met in 

interactions thus decreasing their ability to meet their needs for trust, personal autonomy, 

safety, and control over their environment. 

Trust is an interesting thing, I feel like my barometer or compass for when people 

are lying to me is broken here. I felt like at home I had a good sense of people and 

I feel like I have lost that grounding here. – Female, age 28, NGO 

The disorientation that was generated from unreliable systems and the unpredictability of 

the environment often resulted in heightened emotions and/or a low level of anxiety 

during daily interactions (Gudykunst, 1985). Over time, participants indicated they had 

built an understanding of how the local culture functions, and recognized that their 

previous reference points no longer applied. Consequently they built the required skills to 

navigate the new environment.  

I think there is less of a support system to help you if things do go wrong. Whether 

it is a car accident or a mugging, you can’t be helped as easily. So in some ways 
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the line between safe and unsafe is more wobbly. If I was mugged in Canada, I 

would call the police and I would trust to a certain extent that they have my best 

interests at heart. Here if I am mugged, I would claim it to get an insurance claim. 

I don't think they would do much. My roommate in Nairobi was quite hurt in a car 

accident and had to pay bribes to get out of the situation. It is not more or less 

inherently more or less unsafe, it is the expectation for support that we have that 

does not necessarily exist here. – Female, age 24, social enterprise 

Understanding the host cultures’ systems seemed to be a paramount step in individuals’ 

ability to cognitively move back and forth between their perspective and the host 

culture’s perspective. This is a skill often referred to as taking a multiple perspective 

(Ting-Toomey & Kurogi, 1998). Participants often expressed a shift in thinking around 

how things should work and then accepting how they actually work. Insights into how 

systems function were a direct result of building cultural knowledge around such things 

as: resource allocation, time, governance, social relations or religious beliefs, thus 

reducing uncertainty. Interestingly, even when participants had built knowledge around 

such systems, they still remained apprehensive about the environment, because they felt 

systems were unreliable.  

Theme four: emotional highs and lows - Emotions were heightened and intensified as 

participants were constantly faced with new or unpredictable experiences. Living outside 

their home context and dealing with stress often resulted in participants experiencing 

extreme emotional highs and lows.  

Analysis: The context presented a challenge for participants to meet their mental, 

emotional, physical, psychological, and personal needs, due to the economic, social, 
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cultural, and religious factors or physical infrastructure. Many participants indicated that 

the unpredictability of the environment reduced their ability to anticipate outcomes, 

which created stress.  

When you are at home almost every experience you have is a very neutral 

experience. You go to the store, buy something, go home and make dinner and 

you call your friend and everything is fairly emotionally neutral… But here if you 

go to a store, it’s sometimes neutral but a lot of times it’s one of the most 

frustrating experiences of your entire life…. I think those feelings of joy, risk, 

adventure, and frustration are all really intensified here. 

 –Female, age 29, social enterprise  

Throughout the process of building intercultural competence, participants continually 

built new cognitive structures and reference points. Emotions signaled that the participant 

was struggling to adapt to the environment. Emotions not dealt with, could catalyze a 

range of outlets including outbursts, or unhealthy coping mechanisms such as drinking, 

recreational sex, drugs, or hiding behind defeatist attitudes.  

It started at about three months into my time in Kampala, I partied unnaturally 

much for me… I would drink and rant…. It was to forget the environment… There 

was a couple times around the most stressful moments that I drank myself to 

blackout which I have not done since I was 21… Upon my return to Canada I was 

drunk and ranted to some university students who were in development and I said 

some pretty offensive things… It did not go over well... I think I have a lot of pent 

up anger. – Male, age 32, NGO  

Participants indicated that emotional responses were heightened in this context because 



Running	  head:	  RECOGNIZING	  THE	  VALUE	  OF	  EMOTIONS	   	  
	  

40	  

they felt it was harder to ground themselves during stressful times in a foreign 

environment. They indicated that they felt their behaviour was inconsistent with their 

emotional behaviour and regulation at home.  

When I was living in America, I was always a very calm person, very relaxed even 

in times of crises; I have always been very level headed… The more I live abroad 

the more I notice I am quick to react and to get angry, which is not part of who I 

am - it is like an instinctual emotion. I think when you are living outside your 

culture, you are forced into those emotions quicker, because everything is almost 

foreign to you. - Female, age 26, social enterprise 

Aroused emotions played a significant role in the daily lives and interactions of the 

participants. Participants communicated that emotions such as anger, sadness, disgust, 

fear, and joy and feelings such as frustration, cynicism, and confusion, were a part of 

many intercultural interactions. Often emotions influenced how participants approached a 

situation, their capacity to deal with tough interactions and their perceptions of others.  

Processing: making sense out of disequilibrium.  

Change in one aspect of a cognitive or emotional schema of a person may destabilize 

other aspects of their emotional schema. As a person considers the new information and 

how it relates to other existing schemas it can stimulate a process of reorganization 

(Witherington & Crichton, 2007, p. 630). Participants engaged in a variety of coping and 

processing mechanisms to make sense of the disruptions. Two of the most common ways 

to process experiences was a dependency on relationships and reflection. Self-protective 

methods such as withdrawal or avoidance were also utilized. 

 



Running	  head:	  RECOGNIZING	  THE	  VALUE	  OF	  EMOTIONS	   	  
	  

41	  

Theme five: formation of intimate relationships to feel connected – Participants 

indicated a high dependency on forming intimate relationships as a strategy to process 

their experiences and ground themselves.  

Analysis: When participants move abroad they leave the secure base of their social 

network (Madison, 2010, p. 21). Participants identified people within the new context 

who would provide them with familiarity, comfort, connection or intimacy (Trippany, 

Kress & Wilcoxon, 2004); this included local boyfriends, people from their home culture, 

or host families.  

For the first couple of years, I had a local boyfriend and he taught me how to do 

everything, he taught me how to bribe, and how everything works…. He 

connected me to people that could help with employment, visas and daily life.        

- Female, age 41, grassroots NGO 

Relationships were essential because they provided participants with a sense of 

connection, motivation, personal grounding, and a sounding board to process and express 

emotions -- all strategies to be more effective in the host environment. Those who felt 

more connected to others and had established a local support system appeared to function 

more effectively than those who isolated themselves.  

 Working in multiple areas, I faced long periods of isolation and I learned how to 

be alone. I have developed a network of people to call in the sector ‘who get it.’ 

By connection to other people that are in the sector it helps me to feel motivated 

and grounded. – Female, age 36, NGO 

Participants felt that there were different needs and dynamics to relationships in this 

context than those at home. These included a heightened intensity and quick formation of 
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intimacy, and/or a false sense of intimacy. Relationships were often a strategy to ensure 

comfort through familiarity, and while most people had both local and ex-pat friends, the 

closest confidants of participants were generally ex-pats because they could relate to their 

experience and background. 

 I find myself without the intimacy of my partner and good friends that I have had 

forever, you have to quickly cultivate those things…. especially emotional 

intimacies, I have to be conscious about not creating too close of a connection to 

someone too quickly. Everything is just so heightened here and it can get real 

inappropriate really fast. – Female, age 26, social enterprise 

Throughout the interviews there was significant discussion around forming friendships 

with locals versus other ex-pats. Participants had a tendency to make friends or establish 

relationships with someone that could understand their current context, as opposed to 

being dependent on someone from ‘home.’ Generally, most participants made friends 

with whomever they met upon arrival. Over time they sought longer-term friendships 

with those whom they had more in common, as they settled in to the context. Friendships 

served as a source of stability, so over time, many participants expressed that they did not 

want to be friends with someone if they knew they would be leaving in a short time 

period.  

You get the white guilt that you should not only be friends with ex-pats… It’s a 

weird situation where you are looking for familiarity and comfort in which you 

connect with in a space that is quite different from what you have usually been. So 

you gravitate towards people whom you have more in common with. You have 

that clumping. – Female, age 24, social enterprise 
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Intercultural competence models do not often factor relationships into the equation 

because they tend to look at people individualistically, not in relation to their community 

(or lack thereof). Participants’ support networks and intimate relationships were central to 

their experience because they provide personal grounding, sounding boards and 

emotional outlets. 

 I need my phone to feel connected to my home community. I probably spend two 

hours a night on Viber talking to home or my girlfriend. I like to be on Facebook 

so I can see what is going on and to feel connected to people. When my phone was 

stolen I was in a panic, I felt so disconnected. – Male, age 32, NGO 

Theme six: withdrawal/burnout/ shifted motivations - participants expressed how 

tough it can be to stay motivated and have fruitful intercultural interactions while feeling 

overwhelmed by factors such as cultural frustrations, difference in work ethic, the 

complexity of the socio-economic environment, a weak infrastructure, poverty, or human 

injustices.  

Analysis: Participants required increased energy levels to manage daily interactions in 

this context because they were constantly being challenged by their environment and/or 

interactions. The result was an on-going renegotiation of their cognitive and emotional 

schemas. Due to the increased energy required to manage interactions, over time, 

participants would go through phases of withdrawal and/or burnout in different areas of 

their life or work. Burnout can be categorized into five groups: emotional, interpersonal, 

physical, behavioural and work-related, (Musa & Hamid, 2008, p. 409).  
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I was shocked at how much of my energy went into managing my energy and my 

motivation. I loved the work, but some days it took more energy to motivate myself 

to do the work, than to actually do the work. – Female, age 32, NGO 

The process of being over-exposed to low socio-economic environments and unsatisfying 

intercultural interactions created fatigue amongst participants. When participants’ internal 

processing capacities were stretched, it appeared that the result was a decrease in 

empathy, compassion, and engagement (Musa & Hamid, 2008). Many participants 

communicated or exhibited signs of burnout, evident through their self-protectionist 

attitudes, stereotypes or dehumanization of others – all attitudes they were often 

embarrassed or ashamed to have developed. Burnout and/ or burnout symptoms are 

important to note because the process of building intercultural competence requires 

intention, engagement, and openness (Sptizberg & Changon, 2009). 

People here are trying to pull from you so much and it is so hard to do anything 

about it. I was trying to make friends with people that were a few socio-economic 

classes below me and it went very poorly. I felt totally used and really angry at 

them for treating me the way that they did. I rationalized dismissing people of a 

lower socio-economic class as if  somehow they don’t matter. It is kind of fucked 

up. – Female, age 28, NGO 

Most participants reached a point of disenfranchisement with the sector mainly due to 

their inability to make change as they had expected. This resulted in withdrawal from the 

work. Where the role was previously a passion project, it became just a project.  

While most participants experienced a burnout stage, those with proper self-care 

strategies reported that they were able to come out of the period, thus contributing to their 
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ability to build resiliency (see Emergence, Theme Three). There is a widespread belief 

that people are capable of taking disruptive events and turning them into experiences to 

gain wisdom, learn, grow, create meaning, and contribute to positive change (Kingsolver, 

1990). However, in parallel to personal growth, participants developed new negative 

attitudes that often overshadowed positive changes. Some negative aspects included: 

uncompassionate or cynical attitudes, reduced emotional involvement and dimished 

passion for the work.  

Theme seven: reflexivity – exploring cause and effect- Participants expressed on-going 

reflexivity as a strategy to process their experiences and to understand the worldviews of 

others. Through questioning, thoughtfulness, seeking out information and discussion 

participants attempted to organize experiences and expand their frame of reference.  

Analysis: Specific participants were highly reflexive about their context and 

demonstrated a sophisticated level of awareness of the multiple influences that 

contributed to the socio-economic environment, and cultural behaviours. Reflexive 

participants demonstrated more of a holistic approach to understanding their environment 

through emotions, cognitions, memories and personal experience. 

There is a Uganda family, which I see on a daily basis so I try to help out. How 

much of that is helpful? How much is appropriate? That is a constant battle. I am 

in a position where I could give them a lot and I try to give what I feel is right and 

I am not always sure what is right. – Female, age 32, research organization 

Participants who demonstrated a higher level of reflexivity appeared to be the most 

sophisticated in their functioning and intercultural effectiveness. They had a better grasp 

on cause and effect allowing them to more effectively anticipate future action-sequences. 
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There was a noticeable difference in how participants who were highly reflexive spoke 

about their experiences and interactions, as opposed to those who were denying, 

dismissing or pushing through the tough experiences and subsequent emotions. Those 

who were reflexive were generally able to articulate the key emotions they felt within 

circumstances and communicate how they processed those experiences. The tone of their 

conversation was calmer, less volatile, more empathetic, and flexible. They had learned 

to effectively integrate emotional information into their behaviours resulting in more 

effective interactions (Fredrickson, 2001).  

 Emergence: revelations, transformations and impact.  

Participants went through various stages of emotion, feeling, reflexivity, learning, 

and unlearning. Over time they developed a stronger understanding of their context, 

which enabled them to be more open and effective in their interactions.  

Theme eight: new sense of connection - Throughout the process of building 

intercultural competence amidst the multitude of emotions and conflicting experiences, 

participants encountered new realizations, fresh attitudes, and discovered a unique 

emotional connection to their host culture and community.  

Analysis: When participants move to Sub-Saharan Africa they packed with them their 

cognitive structures and habits based on their home culture. Key differences mentioned 

were: approach to time, individualistic over community-focused attitudes, and 

approaches to interacting. Through intercultural interactions, participants began to learn 

the positive aspects of the host culture, and they were awoken to the strange habits of 

their home culture.  
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One thing that I noticed right away is that I had this habit of making coffee in the 

morning and running out the door, drinking it on the way. One day someone 

stopped me on the street and laughed at me. They are like ‘you are drinking and 

walking!’ I was like ‘ya that is what you do.’  ‘Here that is not what you do’… So 

now I think it is better to sit down and have a moment, it doesn’t take that long to 

drink a cup of coffee. – Female, age 29, social enterprise 

The acculturation process allows people to experience key emotions such as joy, anger, 

disgust, fear and sadness differently because of exposure to new cultural aesthetics (Kim, 

2009, p. 87). Experiencing positive emotions within the context was important because it 

resulted in participants building a personal and meaningful connection to others and the 

environment (Fredrickson, 2001).  

Early on, the first time I was in Uganda, I went to the field with the enumerators... 

that was the first time I was really in small villages. It was pretty amazing… to be 

sitting there and to observe an interview…. to be sitting with a person outside 

their house or in the church, to see the land around you and then see how they are 

answer the questions, what they buy, how they spend their time, what they think 

about. Just all these questions… When you are just looking at data it doesn’t give 

the full picture of what their life is like. - Female, age 32, research organization 

Many participants observed that Canadian and American culture was very transactional, 

and that their general work and relationship orientation centered around ‘doing’ whereas 

the host cultures placed value on ‘being.’ Forming connections with locals was a process 

that most participants were unaccustomed to, due to a different value placed on trust and 

relationships. Relationships with local people exposed deep cultural insight that increased 
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participants’ understanding and significantly eased the frustration felt in interactions. 

Cultural insights contributed to new levels of understanding and fostered the 

development of mental agility required for a multiple perspective viewpoint.  

I learned my work was more about working with the locals, being present and 

listening… It was more about valuing people and not trying to help them… They 

think just for coming you show that you care, and we are like we need to install 15 

water filters! – Female, age 29, university 

Theme nine:  loss of idealism- the world does not operate the way participants 

thought or hoped – In the beginning, most participants had expectations about their 

personal positive impact on the host culture, what they would learn, their contributions to 

reducing poverty, or socio-cultural ideas about how people should interact or live. 

Working and living in this context, participants had a range of experiences that 

confronted them with the complexities of the socio-economic environment.  

Analysis: Many participants expressed that the foundation of their moral and ethical 

belief system was destabilized, and a sense of innocence and optimism was lost when 

working in Sub-Saharan Africa. The context challenged deeply held personal beliefs and 

‘taken for granted’ assumptions of most participants (Chang, 2009, p. 64).  

I think I was disillusioned as an American, and as a woman being raised by a 

feminist, being told that I can do whatever I want, that I have power and control 

and that when I say no it means no. That is NOT a real thing in the rest of the 

world; it is a very Western concept. Consent for anything… to be talked to. to be 

touched… I realized it’s an honor we have, it is an exception not the rule. 

 – Female, age 26, social enterprise 
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Many participants felt they were faced with the tough realities of a developing country 

context and realized they were disillusioned and had misperceptions about the complexity 

of why people live and/or stay living in poverty.  

I guess just recognizing that culture makes such a difference in how people 

operate. By that I mean the decisions that they make for themselves and their 

families are so tied to culture. When I am in the cynical mood, its like its never 

going to change, there is always goings to be potholes in the road because 

someone in the government is going to be taking money and putting it in their own 

pocket, and people are not going to strive the same way that they do for the same 

reasons because of the culture. –Female, age 32, research organization 

While many participants reflected upon and tried to push through negative thoughts, 

adverse feelings still hovered and the formation of new pragmatic, withdrawn, less 

compassionate schemas appeared to be forming. Disillusionment, loss of innocence and a 

hint of bitterness lingered with participants. These feelings were often brought into future 

interactions. Some participants who had the internal capacities to keep processing, and 

were intentionally reflexive, became unsatisfied with the cynical attitudes they had 

formed. Others dealt with these feeling through partying, sex, drugs or highly dependent 

relationships. Interviews led to the conclusion that it is only a matter of time before some 

people remove themselves from the situation or self-destruct. 

I have to check myself a lot. If I feel anger or frustration, I am like ‘wait is this a 

legitimate anger and frustration or am I just overloaded with emotions today?’ 

 - Female, age 26, social enterprise 
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By gaining a deeper understanding of the complexity of poverty, infrastructure, and 

cultural values many participants concluded that Western development ideas do not work 

in this context as they had anticipated. The overwhelming insight amongst participants 

was that money, training, and capacity building often do not solve complex problems if 

the solutions are not correct for the context and culture. Participants communicated a 

deep and often disheartening realization that they don’t know how to help, as the 

magnitude of the issues felt defeating. This realization is particularly challenging for 

those who entered the sector with altruistic intentions, as the rug has come out from under 

them, resulting in a deep and often painful shift in their thinking.  

If everyone was a better person and did what they were supposed to do the world 

would be better. But the reality is that people are awful, and there is a lot of 

greed. Even when people are not awful, there are just differences and different 

viewpoints. It’s easy to think you are right, but if someone thinks they are just as 

right, you get conflict. People are complex, and problems are not easy to solve. 

My ideas are not always right, they might be for me, but not for someone else. 

  – Female, 43, private sector disability service provider 

For some participants it appeared they were able to bounce back from these emotions 

through reflexivity, but some became disheartened and appeared to feel defeated by the 

context. For everyone the complexity of poverty deeply impacted their heart. 

My friend from Guyana said to me after returning home from my trip ‘it’s all well 

and good, that you guys came and made friends but nothing changed.’ It is 

humbling to get feedback like that. – Female, age 29, university 
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Theme ten: building resiliency - Over time most participants communicated they had 

built resiliency through being able to overcome tough experiences and live in an 

unfamiliar environment. Through exposure to, and reflecting upon, situations, events, 

mindsets, emotions and habits that were previously foreign to them, they built the skillset 

required to more effectively navigate the host culture.  

Analysis: For most participants, the process of building resiliency was a cumulative 

effort that included reflection on their experiences, acknowledgement of emotions, 

intentional withdrawal, dependency on a support network and community, grounding 

oneself in their spiritual beliefs, and a personal outlet (exercise, journaling, fun etc.).  

Development workers don’t realize how resilient they are – it is something that is 

built over time – it is an accomplishment to be resilient and I have to remind 

myself of that all the time. Over time I have become more comfortable with 

uncertainty, and more adaptable. I think it would be less devastating to loose 

things such as a job, or possessions. I have become more resilient because I have 

seen a lot, and been through a lot. I think your ability to get through tough 

situations increases. – Female, age 36, NGO 

Resiliency was built over time and was an iterative process of withdrawal and 

engagement. The process of building resiliency included peaks and valleys, a battle with 

deeply felt emotions, reflection, and on-going external and internal discourse. While 

participants may have processed one aspect of their experience they may continue to 

struggle with another aspect.  

Feeling uncertain if I should be here…. Not so much from a personal stand point 

but a philosophical standpoint. Being here, and building more resilience systems 



Running	  head:	  RECOGNIZING	  THE	  VALUE	  OF	  EMOTIONS	   	  
	  

52	  

that are here, and having that self-reflecting and critical conversation, is my 

presence here a problem? Is the fact that I am here an issue? Is my presence 

distortive? Is it just perpetuating ideas of superior Western beliefs and inferior 

Ugandan beliefs? … Is it selfish of me to be here? – Female, age 24, social 

enterprise 

Developing resiliency for some participants was intentional as they withdrew and took 

the space and time needed to process their experiences so they could more effectively 

engage in their work and context. Some participants were more intentional about 

acknowledging their emotions than others. Being purposeful in how they managed their 

energy more effectively equipped participants to handle the work and context. 

I got close to burning out I realized I needed to change things, I would get so 

wrapped up in work, I would get tired… I found myself getting more impatient 

and feeling more overwhelmed…  I started taking evenings off and spending time 

with friends, met more people in the field… took time for my family… and 

journaling. My manager has been good at helping me prioritizing having a 

personal life. I think it’s important to acknowledge this is just a complicated field 

and you will always have conflicting emotions about your purpose. 

 – Female, age 29, university 

As participants developed knowledge and understanding of the host culture, their 

cognitive and emotional schemas expanded, which strengthened their internal capacities 

to handle new situations. Participants expressed that over time their ability to handle 

tough situations increased and they were more confident in their skills, abilities, and 

personal agility. 
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I just think that I am a sort of radically different person than I would have been 

otherwise. I can't imagine myself going back and settling into what was normal 

before, I have very different goals and very different expectations of myself. I 

think I give myself more credit for what I can learn and accomplish. I use to 

undervalue my skill set and my ability to do things. I have had to do so many 

stretching things here, that I have just had to figure it out. 

 – Female, age 29, social enterprise 

A fundamental shift that occurred in participants as part of the resiliency process was 

acceptance. Instead of participants focusing on what was beyond their control, they 

sought to identify where they could contribute their skill sets, this helped them to 

emphasize hope over feeling defeated.  

On the one hand I feel cynical about development. And in a way I like research 

because it steps away form the debate and tries to answer some of those question 

and finding the tools of development that really do help people. 

 – Female, age 32, research organization 

The process of building resiliency for many participants reduced attitudes such as 

compassion, kindness and sympathy. Many participants described building resiliency as 

developing a thicker skin, being less sensitive to their environment and accepting the 

culture for how it is, instead of how it should be. Most participants did not define 

resiliency as being able to move on positively from negative, traumatic or stressful 

situations (Jackson, Firtko, & Edenborough, 2007).  

Theme eleven: developing a multiple perspective viewpoint- In order to reduce their 

own personal stress and be more effective, participants acknowledged the host cultures’ 
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belief system (the exception is deep moral, or religious perspectives), the rational behind 

behaviour, how local systems functioned, and the complexity of the environment (Maertz, 

Hassan & Magnusson, 2009). Participants begin to operate from the perspective of the 

host culture in certain interactions, putting themselves in other people’s shoes and 

following their rational. By increasing their mental agility and accepting the interplay 

between the other culture’s viewpoint, and their own, participants began to operate from 

a multiple perspective viewpoint. 

Analysis: Participants demonstrated that through the integration process and over a 

period of time they gained insights into the host culture, resulting in them being less 

offended, annihilated, or emotionally triggered by intercultural interactions, as they 

started to understand the cultural logic behind behaviour. 

I think early on there were things that bothered me… ‘Mzungu [white person] you 

come, and we go.’ And I was like ‘why do you have to order me around?’  Now I 

realize it is linguistic, the direct translation of a local language.  

– Female, age 32, research organization 

By beginning to understand action-sequences participants built the skills to foresee 

problems, interact differently and be more resourceful within their environment.  

I think I am a lot better at problem solving, and anticipating problems. When I 

first got here things would go wrong all of time and even when something goes 

wrong it kind of throws you for a loop, but now I have gotten a lot better at 

anticipating things that might go wrong and trying to fix them before they do. I 

probably end up doing more work than I expected to just because I am trying to 

cushion everything with plan B and Plan C. – Female, age 29, social enterprise 
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Some participants expressed that they increased their mental agility to move between 

multiple cultural perspectives by intentionally seeking to build relationships, reflect on 

experiences, listen, observe and engage with others from more of a community-focused 

orientation. “There becomes a point when you transition from home culture to host 

culture thinking” (female, age 43, grassroots NGO, personal communication, February 

27, 2015). Operating from a multiple perspective viewpoint appeared to reduce 

participants’ stress and began to stabilize their emotions. Instead of feeling disoriented 

they had established cultural reference points, which could be used to predict the action-

sequences of interactions. Shifting to a multiple perspective viewpoint supported 

participants in more effectively meeting their needs and goals in the interactions as they 

were operating with a deeper understanding of the host culture.  

I have noticed that my opinion has been changed through experience, not through 

conversations... I think it is a process of getting to know people in other places 

and seeing the way they look at the world makes a perfect amount of sense to 

them and their context. – Female, age 29, social enterprise 

Conclusion  

My research was designed to understand the interplay between cognition and 

emotion experienced by participants when familiar action-sequences were disrupted in 

intercultural interactions. I sought to understand how these disruptions affected the 

development (or lack of development) of intercultural competence skills.  As a result, 

three important findings emerged. The first confirms the view that prompted this research 

that intercultural competence models do not accurately depict the depth of struggle 

involved in building the appropriate skills and attitudes required to navigate complex 
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environments. The process of building intercultural competence arouses a high level of 

emotion because of the shocks and stimuli to a person’s cognitive schemas (knowledge), 

frame of reference (understanding), construction of meaning (purpose), psychological 

stability (ability to function in a healthy way), emotional schemas, and personal 

wellbeing (Chambers, 1997; Chang, 2009; Parkinson, 2013). These disruptions can often 

force people into a state of disequilibrium and many struggle to restore internal order.  

Secondly, the two most significant disruptions to participants’ cognitive schemas 

were unmet expectations and a culturally conflicting sense of morality. Participants felt 

that these challenging experiences gave them significant insight into the country and 

culture. When actively processed, experiences that challenged their morality and 

expectations often appeared to build a depth of understanding that fostered the emergence 

of a multiple perspective viewpoint, the most predominate intercultural competence skill 

mentioned. A multiple perspective viewpoint was a mechanism for endurance/survival 

within the environment as it was a salient tool to manage personal stress and appease 

emotions  (Mitchell, 2011). When participants shifted into a multiple perspective 

viewpoint, it appeared they were able to restore a sense of internal order and control, 

instead of feeling disorientated.  

And finally, emotion needs to be recognized in intercultural competence models 

because of the role it plays in motivating and regulating thought, action and ultimately 

the process of adapting (Izard, 2007). Unresolved emotions affect decision-making, 

relationships, well-being and mental health; all factors which influences participants’ 

resiliency to manage the context (Izard, 2010; Mitchell, 2011). As well, unprocessed 

emotion can result in the development of stereotypes, negative attitudes and cynicism, 
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which are counteractive to the development of intercultural competence (Abarbanel, 

2009).  

Implications From The Research 

Future research should seek to understand individuals more holistically by 

applying emotional theories in addition to cognitive theories to intercultural competence 

models. This would expand insight into the role of emotions as a signal to individuals that 

their needs, goals or expectations are not being met in interactions (Abarbanel, 2009, p. 

137). As well, emotional theories could provide understanding into how and why 

participants engage, communicate and react in specific situations, increasing their ability 

to respond with emotional intelligence.  Acknowledging, valuing and educating 

individuals on emotional intelligence skills would support their preparedness to navigate 

intercultural challenges and interactions and increase resiliency.  

Emotion could be more effectively captured in models if they were reconfigured 

to illustrate the process of building intercultural competence as a complex adaptive 

system (CAS). This type of modeling could more accurately depict the properties of 

connection, emergence, self-organization, iteration and feedback loops illustrating the 

complexity of the process, and capturing the interplay between cognition and emotion. 

In addition to my main findings, two other interesting insights emerged from the 

research.  First reliance on community and intimate relationships were fundamental to the 

individuals’ experience as they were mentioned multiple times as the primary coping 

mechanism. Most intercultural competence models only depict the individual, not how 

the individual’s relationships affect their experience and intercultural effectiveness; this 

reflects an individualistic Western perspective (Spitzberg & Changnon, 2009; Hofstede, 
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2012). Personal/emotional outlets such as friends and family often support participants in 

being reflexive and encourage self-care. A greater exploration of individuals in relation to 

community and support networks within intercultural competence models would provide 

insight into emotional management, skill development, endurance and resiliency.  

 Second, present intercultural competences models do not account for the personal 

connections that arouse positive emotions. Positive emotions motivate people to expand 

their personal resources, cognitive schemas and psychological structures all factors which 

strengthen intercultural competence  (Fredrickson, 2001). Skills and attitudes don’t build 

deep connections, in the same way as joy, interest, pride, love and sincere care for others 

(Fredrickson, 2001). Genuine intercultural competence involves the heart and mind and 

takes struggle, courage, and strength. 

I feel fortunate for where I was born and the opportunities that I have. I am not 

any smarter or more talented than others. But because of the opportunities 

available to me, I don't have to live in a way where I am at risk of preventable 

disease, or live with the uncertainty that most people do when they are poor. I try 

to put myself in others’ situation and wonder, ‘if I didn’t know anything else how 

would my life be? How would I survive?’  I feel like its very humanizing… 

 -Female, age 32, research organization 
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Appendix: Interview Guide 

1. What is your name? What country are you originally from? How old are you? 

2. How long have you been working in the international development sector? 

3. When did you start working in Sub-Saharan Africa, what parts, where, how long and 

what was/is your role? 

4. What was your original motivation for working in Sub-Saharan Africa? 

5. What were the expectations you brought into this experience? 

6. Have your original motivations changed, and if so how?  

7. Can you describe your pre-departure training before beginning your international 

assignment? 

8. Can you tell me more about your current work?   

9. Do you feel that you have fulfilled your original reason for moving to Sub-Saharan 

Africa?  

10. Can you tell me about one or two of your most significant experiences while living 

and working in sub-Saharan Africa? 

11. What were the personal implications of that experience? (Personal implications could 

include mental, emotional, psychological, physical, or spiritual) 

12. Have any of your psychological needs been affected by working in Sub-Saharan 

Africa? (Go through list of psychological needs). 

1. Safety - the right to feel secure and that there are not threats or harms to self 

or innocent people. Feeling a loss of safety can result in the following 

behavior: higher levels of fearfulness, vulnerability, and concern about 

personal safety, and a decrease in risk taking (McCann & Pearlman, 1990). 
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i. What aspects of safety do you consider? How has your 

experiences with safety impacted you? 

2. Trust/ dependency needs – includes self -trust and trust of others.  The 

ability to trust one’s own perceptions and beliefs, and trust others ability to 

meet their own needs.  The ability to form a healthy dependency. Trust can be 

disrupted by exposure to cruelty, deception, betrayal, violation of other human 

beings, or an undermining of those who depend on them. Resulting behavior: 

suspicious of others motives, cynicism or distrust (McCann & Pearlman, 

1990). 

a. What aspects of trust do you consider?  How have your experiences 

affected your understanding of other peoples motives and reliability? 

3. Power/ control – events that affect a person’s sense of power or ability to 

produce a desired result (efficacy) (McCann and Pearlman, 1990).  

The resulting behavior can be over control or sense of helplessness, a change 

in freedom of movement, diminishment of personal autonomy or shift in a 

person’s sense of being able to act freely in the world (Trippany, Kress & 

Wilcoxon, 2004, p.33). 

a. What aspects of power do you consider?   

b. How has your experiences within this socio-economic environment 

affected your understanding of power structures and/or power 

dynamics?   

c. Do you feel an increased or decreased sense of power in this 

environment? 



Running	  head:	  RECOGNIZING	  THE	  VALUE	  OF	  EMOTIONS	   	  
	  

61	  

4. Worth/ Value of Others/ Yourself (Esteem) - a person’s ability to value 

themselves and others, because they perceive others as benevolent and worthy 

of respect.  If esteem needs are challenged it might cause a person to question 

their ability to help others, resulting in feelings of inadequacy and lose of 

idealism. Other resulting behavior includes a cynical or pessimistic 

perspective of human nature, a diminished view of humanity, which may be 

associated with feelings of bitterness, cynicism or pessimism (McCann & 

Pearlman, 1990, p. 140; Trippany, Kress and Wilcoxon, 2004, p. 33).   

a. What aspects of esteem do you consider?  

b. How has this experience affected your understanding on the 

worth/value of others? The worth/ value of yourself? 

5. Intimacy – ability to feel connected to others and connected to oneself 

(Trippany, Kress & Wilcoxon, 2004). This manifests as feelings of emptiness 

when alone, difficulty enjoying time alone, or avoidance or withdrawal from 

others (Pearlman & Saakvitne, 1995 p. 62; Trippany, Kress &Wilcoxon, 2004 

p. 33). Resulting behavior is the individual either pushes people away or 

becomes increasingly dependent on a significant person in his or her life 

(Trippany, Kress and Wilcoxon, 2004, p. 33).  Alternatively it can result in a 

deep sense of separation or alienation from self and others (McCann and 

Pearlman, 1990, p.141). 

a. What aspects of intimacy do you consider?   

b. How does this experience affect your ability to feel connected to 

others (alienation, separateness, increased dependency)? Have your 
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experiences influenced your personal frame of reference? If so, how? 

(Personal frame of references is defined as a set of ideas, conditions, or 

assumptions that determine how something will be approached, 

perceived, or understood).  

13. Has your gender influenced your experience? If so, how has your gender influenced 

your experiences? 

14. Have you had any personal struggles while living in Sub-Saharan Africa? 

15. What are your coping mechanisms for dealing with stress while living in Sub-Saaran 

Africa? Give an example. 

16. What are some of your positive experiences while living in Sub-Saharan Africa?  

17. What is that one experience that you wished had never happened? 

18. How have your experiences affected your work performance, obligations?   

19. What are your cultural sensitivities? Ie. what has been a challenge about working in 

this specific culture? 

20. How do you think your job performance has changed over the years of working in 

this context? 

21. Can you tell me about your relationship with your family and friends at home? 

22. Any other thoughts? 
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