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Foreword

We are delighted to be writing the foreword for this report
which shares results of fascinating new research looking
at the value that employers place on intercultural skills.
The increasing competitiveness and
interdependencies in the world economy,
the pressing need to find effective
solutions to global challenges and
the interconnectedness offered by the
internet and social media pose challenges
as well as opportunities to us as citizens,
businesses and organisations. Our ability
to engage successfully with other
countries, organisations and people will
depend to a large extent on whether
we possess the necessary intercultural
and foreign language skills to make fruitful
connections, whether in trade and
investment, charity/NGO programmes
or as government and international
organisations. This is fundamentally
changing the way in which employers
value and seek to develop intercultural
skills in the workplace.

The challenge now for employers,
governments, skills providers and
employees alike is to better recognise
and develop these vital skills – be it
learning a foreign language or being
open to different outlooks and world
views. These skills will be particularly
important in the UK and the US at a time
when the economies are in need of a shot
in the arm from increased international
trade and investment. Indeed it is
interesting that the research highlights
that both countries are behind many of
the currently fast growing economies in
recognising the importance of developing
intercultural skills.
We hope this report will act as a
wake-up call for greater recognition
of the importance of these skills to the
economy and society of the future.

Donald L. Pressley
Senior Vice President
Booz Allen Hamilton

More and more business leaders are
identifying real business value in
employing staff with intercultural skills.
These skills are vital, not just in smoothing
international business transactions, but
also in developing long term relationships
with customers and suppliers. Increasingly
they also play a key role within the
workplace, enhancing team working,
fostering creativity, improving
communication and reducing conflict.
All this translates into greater efficiency,
stronger brand identity, enhanced
reputation and ultimately impact on
the bottom line.

Dr Jo Beall
Director Education and Society
British Council
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Executive
summary
The modern workplace is increasingly globalised and competitive.
Communicating with customers, colleagues and partners across
international borders is now an everyday occurrence for many workers
around the world. Consequently, employers are under strong pressure
to find employees who are not only technically proficient, but also
culturally astute and able to thrive in a global work environment.
The research shows that there is real
business value in employing staff who
have the ability to work effectively with
individuals and organisations from cultural
backgrounds different from their own.
In particular, employers highlight the
following as important intercultural skills:
• the ability to understand different
cultural contexts and viewpoints
• demonstrating respect for others
• knowledge of a foreign language.
Employees with these skills are seen
to benefit organisations through their
ability to:
• bring in new clients
• work within diverse teams

While few employers report actively
screening for intercultural skills, they do
actively observe candidate behaviour
in order to identify attributes closely
associated with these skills. Employers
look for the following in job candidates:

The research implies that employers
would benefit from formalising
and improving the ways in which
job candidates’ intercultural skills
are assessed through the
recruitment process.

• demonstrating strong
communication skills

For job seekers the research findings
suggest that they must pay attention
to the intercultural skills needed by
employers. Job seekers would also
benefit from presenting evidence of
strong communication skills, foreign
language abilities and international
experiences when competing for jobs.

• speaking a foreign language
• showing cultural sensitivity.
Most employers report encouraging their
staff to develop intercultural skills through
in-house training, meetings and events.
However, employers also say that
educational institutions could do more
to equip students with intercultural skills.

Conversely, employees who lack these
skills may leave their organisations
susceptible to risks including:

The findings suggest that policy makers
and education providers could do
more to contribute to the development
of a workforce with the necessary
intercultural skills through interventions,
such as prioritising:

• loss of clients

• teaching communication skills

• damage to reputation

• offering foreign language classes

• conflict within teams.

• availability of opportunities for students
to gain international experience

• support a good brand and reputation
for their organisation.

• development of international
research partnerships.
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About the
research
As a result of global economic realities, which are driving continuous
change in the workplace, employers’ needs and expectations are
constantly shifting. This means that employers increasingly look for job
candidates with skills that go beyond the traditionally defined technical
skills and knowledge necessary for a given role.
While formal qualifications and traditional
skills remain important, employers say
that they are looking for candidates who
can navigate a workplace that transcends
national and cultural borders, particularly
for positions that require interaction
with individuals and organisations from
nationalities and cultural backgrounds
different from their own.
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What is perhaps less understood – and
the impetus for this research – is the
question of why employers value these
skills. Which specific skills are they
seeking? What do employers define as
intercultural skills? What is the business
benefit of having employees with
intercultural skills, and what are the risks
of not having them? Which skills are most
valued? How are these skills weighed
against the necessary technical skills
and formal qualifications?

To answer these questions, and to better
understand how intercultural skills are
considered, assessed and developed in
the modern workplace, the British Council,
Booz Allen Hamilton and Ipsos Public
Affairs conducted a survey of HR
managers at 367 large employers in
nine countries: Brazil, China, India,
Indonesia, Jordan, South Africa, the
United Arab Emirates (UAE), the United
Kingdom (UK), and the United States (US).

Employers face
diverse challenges
In addition to economic concerns, employers identify finding
appropriately qualified candidates as a top business challenge.
Employers today face a wide range of
business challenges. The study began
by asking employers about the major
business challenges facing their
organisations. While economic and
market-related challenges were
frequently reported by employers,
three other key issues rose to the
top of challenges reported by employers:
finding appropriately qualified candidates,
government regulation and competing
globally. These findings are displayed
in Chart 1, listing the countries for
which each challenge is a top concern.

Chart 1: Most pressing business challenges
(showing global percentage and top country challenges)
30%

29%
25%

23%
20%

20%
15%

10%

5%

Indonesia
China
US
UAE
South Africa

Brazil
UK
Jordan
India

UK
India
UAE

0

Finding qualified
candidates

Government
regulation

Competing globally

Source: Telephone/face-to-face surveys of public sector, private sector and NGO employers responsible for employment
decisions. Base: Brazil (n=43), China (n=40), India (n=40), Indonesia (n=40), Jordan (n=40), South Africa (n=40), UAE (n=44),
UK (n=40), US (n=40)
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The research also asked employers
about the major HR challenges facing
their organisation. These results are
displayed in Chart 2. The most
frequently cited issues are finding
candidates with the right formal
qualifications and retaining good
employees. Employers in India, Brazil,
South Africa and the US report the

candidates with good communication
skills is challenging. This is particularly
true in India, the UAE, Indonesia and
Jordan. Nearly one third of employers
in the UAE, Jordan and India also feel
that finding candidates with adequate
knowledge of foreign languages is
a challenge.

most problems finding qualified
candidates. Retaining employees is also
a concern in India and Brazil as well as
Jordan, China, the UAE and the UK.
Among the top challenges, employers
also mention concerns about finding
candidates with good communication
and foreign language skills. Nearly a
quarter of employers report that finding

Chart 2: Most pressing human resource challenges (showing global percentage of the top HR challenges)
Finding candidates with the
right formal qualifications

45%

31%

Retaining good employees

Finding candidates with
good communication skills

22%

Training employees
on new processes

18%

Finding candidates who
understand the market

16%

Finding candidates with
good foreign language skills

14%

0

10%

20%

30%

40%

Source: Telephone/face-to-face surveys of public sector, private sector and NGO employers responsible for employment decisions. Base: Global (n=367)
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An increasingly
globalised workplace
International communication is a
central function of today’s workplace.
The research shows that employees
in most large companies surveyed
engage in extensive interaction across
international borders. More than two
thirds of employers report that their
employees engage frequently with
colleagues outside of their country,
and over half say that their employees
engage frequently with partners and
clients outside of their country. The
private sector engages with partners
and clients overseas more frequently

than public and not-for-profit organisations.
Chart 3 shows the frequency of
international communication by country.
Organisations in India, Jordan and
Indonesia have the highest levels of
interaction with business partners and
suppliers overseas. Other countries –
with the exception of the US – also report
frequent interaction with partners and
suppliers outside of their country. The
pattern is similar for customer interactions.
India and Jordan have the highest level

of overseas customer interactions, while
the US has the lowest, with just one in
five organisations reporting frequent
interactions with customers overseas.
Employers in most countries also
report a great deal of interaction
with colleagues overseas. Nearly all
employers in Indonesia and Jordan
report that their employees interact
frequently with colleagues overseas.
Ninety per cent of UK employers and
four in five employers in the UAE

Chart 3: Frequency of employee interaction with customers and partners or colleagues overseas
(showing type of interaction by country in percent)
100%

100%

Customers or partners

100%

Colleagues

91%

80%

83%

80%

82%
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65%
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61%

70%
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56%

54%

44%

40%

28%

20%

26%
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Source: Telephone/face-to-face surveys of public sector, private sector and NGO employers responsible for employment decisions.
Base: Brazil (n=43), China (n=40), India (n=40), Indonesia (n=40), Jordan (n=40), South Africa (n=40), UAE (n=44), UK (n=40), US (n=40)
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and India also report similar levels of
overseas interaction with colleagues.
However, just over a quarter of
US employers report that their
employees interact frequently
with colleagues overseas.
The data suggests that English is
positioned as the day-to-day language
of business in most of the countries
surveyed. More than three quarters of
the organisations surveyed report that
English is in everyday use in their

organisation. This is highest in the private
sector, closely followed by the not-forprofit sector and by the public sector.
In addition to the countries where
English is the predominant language,
all of Jordan’s employers report the use
of English day-to-day. Chinese employers
are the least likely to use English day-today, with less than a quarter reporting
doing so. Chart 4 shows the percentages
of English spoken regularly in the
workplace by country.

Although English is the predominant
language spoken in the US, a quarter
of employers say that Spanish is also
commonly spoken day-to-day. In India
and South Africa, where English is
recognised as a national language, local
languages are also spoken regularly in
the workplace (93 per cent and 38 per
cent respectively). Local languages are
also spoken in addition to English in nearly
all organisations surveyed in Brazil,
China, Indonesia, Jordan and the UAE.

Chart 4: Percentage of organisations where English is spoken daily
(showing percentage by country)
100%
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100%

100%

98%

98%

80%
77%

60%

48%
44%

40%

20%

23%

0
UK
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Jordan

India
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Source: Telephone/face-to-face surveys of public sector, private sector and NGO employers responsible for employment decisions.
Base: Brazil (n=43), China (n=40), India (n=40), Indonesia (n=40), Jordan (n=40), South Africa (n=40), UAE (n=44), UK (n=40), US (n=40)
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Brazil

China

Defining the
right skills
Employers believe that intercultural skills are integral to the workplace.
When asked how important intercultural
skills are to their organisation, almost all
employers responded they were very or
fairly important. Chart 5 shows the value
employers place on intercultural skills in
the workplace by country.
The research shows that employers
frequently define intercultural skills
as ‘the ability to understand different
cultural contexts and viewpoints’.
Demonstrating respect for others
is another key quality mentioned,
followed by accepting different
cultural contexts and viewpoints
and openness to new ideas and
ways of thinking.
Chart 6 (see page 10) shows the terms
most frequently used by employers to

define intercultural skills; the term most
used by employers to define intercultural
skills appears in the largest box and the
term least used in the smallest box.
In comparing the requirement for
intercultural skills among different types
of employees, employees in client-facing
roles tend to require intercultural skills
more than non-client-facing employees.
Additionally, employers in the private
sector place more value on intercultural
skills for client-facing roles (64 per cent)
than public sector and NGO employers
(40 per cent and 46 per cent,
respectively), who generally have a
stronger recognition of the benefits of
these skills for internationally-facing roles.

Employers were asked to prioritise
intercultural skills, more general soft skills
and technical skills against each other.
This exercise was done to gauge how
employers perceive the relative value
of these skills with regards to the
needs of their organisation. The results
of this exercise are shown in Chart 7
(see page 11).
By far the most highly valued skill is
demonstrating respect for others, followed
by working effectively in diverse
teams. These skills rank narrowly above
qualifications related to the job and
expertise in the field. The most prioritised
skills in this exercise also correlate with
the top three intercultural skills valued
by employers.

Chart 5: The importance of intercultural skills to organisations
(by country, ranked by very important)
100%

95%

70%

70%

63%

60%

58%

57%

42%

25%

Very important
Fairly important
Neutral/
unimportant

80%
45%

60%
47%

40%
25%
30%

33%
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13%

0%

8%

5%

Jordan

Indonesia

UK

13%
9%

8%

South Africa

India

US

UAE

10%

Brazil

China

Source: Telephone/face-to-face surveys of public sector, private sector and NGO employers responsible for employment decisions.
Base: Brazil (n=43), China (n=40), India (n=40), Indonesia (n=40), Jordan (n=40), South Africa (n=40), UAE (n=44), UK (n=40), US (n=40)
Note: Because of rounding and/or exclusion of ‘don’t know’ responses, percentages may not add up to 100%.
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BUILDS TRUST
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MULTILINGUAL

FLEXIBLE

Chart 6: The terms employers use to define intercultural skills

ACCEPTS CULTURAL
DIFFERENCES

ADAPTS TO
DIFFERENT CULTURES

OPEN TO NEW IDEAS

CONTINUOUS LEARNER

ADJUSTS COMMUNICATION

WORKS IN DIVERSE TEAMS

AWARE OF
OWN CULTURE

TOLERATES
AMBIGUITY

UNDERSTANDS
CULTURAL DIFFERENCES

LISTENS AND OBSERVES

Note: The term most used by employers to define intercultural skills appears in the largest box and the term least used in the smallest box.
Source: Telephone/face-to-face surveys of public sector, private sector and NGO employers responsible for employment decisions. Base: Ipsos Public Affairs, 2012: Global (n=367).
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Chart 7: How employers rank different skills in terms of importance

Ranked value of technical and soft skills tested (globally)

MOST
VALUED

Demonstrates respect for others
Builds trust
Works effectively in diverse teams

Qualifications related to job

Open to new ideas/ways of thinking

Expertise related to field
Collaborative
Self motivated
Time management

Seeks opportunities for
continuous learning
Listens/observes to
deepen understanding

Analytical thinking

Strong leadership skills

Comfortable with complex situations

Flexibility

Creativity
Understanding the marketplace

Adapts easily to different
cultural settings
Adjust communication to suit
different cultural contexts
Understands different cultural
contexts and viewpoints

Entrepreneurship
Communicates in other languages

IT skills

Awareness of own cultural influence

Tolerates ambiguity

Note: Respondents were given multiple sets of skills and asked to indicate the most and least important skills within each set.
Results show the relative ranking of skills after each skill’s relative importance was calculated using a MaxDiff analysis.
Source: Telephone/face-to-face surveys of public sector, private sector and NGO employers responsible for employment decisions. Base: Ipsos Public Affairs, 2012: Global (n=367).
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The business value OF
INTERCULTURAL SKILLS
Intercultural skills provide business
value and help mitigate risk.
The research shows that HR managers
associate intercultural skills with
significant business benefits. Overall,
the organisations surveyed are most
interested in intercultural skills for the
benefit they bring to keeping teams
running efficiently. Other significant
benefits are seen as building trust with
clients and developing relationships
with new clients. These benefits
also carry significant monetary
value to employers.

Private sector employers cite bringing in
new clients, building trust and relationships
with new clients and reputation-building
as the most positive business benefits
of employees possessing intercultural
skills. Chart 8 shows the business value
of intercultural skills by sector.
Employers in the UAE, India and Brazil
are more likely than employers in other
countries to consider ability to work with
a diverse set of colleagues as a benefit

of intercultural skills. Organisations
in Jordan identify the most significant
benefit of having employees with
intercultural skills as the positive impact
on brand and reputation. Employers
in the UAE see the value of these skills
in terms of efficiency and winning
new clients.

Chart 8: The business benefits of employees having intercultural skills
(showing top benefits by sector)
Outward effects

Inward effects

50%
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40%
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30%
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0%
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Bringing in
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Build trust
with clients

Communicate Able to work
with overseas with diverse
partners
colleagues

Keep teams
running
efficiently

Source: Telephone/face-to-face surveys of public sector, private sector and NGO employers responsible for employment decisions.
Base: Private (n=198), Public (n=86), NGO (n=83)
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The research suggests that while
organisations in South Africa and the
US are generally less likely to identify
significant business value in having
employees with intercultural skills,
one in five employers identifies team
efficiency and workplace harmony as
benefits. UK employers are also less
likely than those in many other countries
to recognise the benefits of intercultural
skills. However, nearly half of UK employers
think that these skills help build trust and
relationships with clients.

Employers also see significant risk to
their organisations when employees
lack intercultural skills. Approximately
one third of employers see organisational
risks such as miscommunication and
conflict within teams as top risks. More
than a quarter of organisations surveyed
are concerned about a loss of clients
and damage to brand and reputation.
Roughly one in five organisations is
also concerned about cultural insensitivity
and project mistakes. Chart 9 shows
employers’ perceptions of the business

risks of not having intercultural skills
in the workplace.
Private sector organisations are much
more likely than their public sector
counterparts to cite loss of clients and
sales as risks. One in four employers in the
public sector considers themselves more
susceptible to mistakes when employees
do not possess intercultural skills.

Chart 9: The business risks associated with not having employees with intercultural skills
(showing top risks by sector)
Outward effects

Inward effects
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Source: Telephone/face-to-face surveys of public sector, private sector and NGO employers responsible for employment decisions.
Base: Private (n=198), Public (n=86), NGO (n=83)
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Finding employees
with the right skills
While employers value intercultural skills, they do not
often screen for them in the recruitment process.
In addition to the business benefits of
intercultural skills, the research shows that
employers perceive staff members with
intercultural skills to be at an advantage
within the organisation. Employees who
possess intercultural skills are at a greater
advantage than their colleagues in a
number of areas, such as increased
visibility within their organisation. Other
top personal benefits perceived globally
by employers include faster promotion
and greater project variety.
Employer responses also indicate that
employers perceive the individual
strengths of a staff member’s intercultural
skills differently by type of role. The
research suggests a perception that
employees in externally facing roles
display intercultural skills more strongly
than those in internally facing roles. The
importance of foreign language skills is
also greater for those with external roles
(56 per cent versus 36 per cent).

While employers value intercultural skills
and can identify both the business and
personal benefits of these skills in the
workplace, they do not often screen for
them in the recruitment process. In fact,
less than half of employers surveyed
globally feel that their recruiting process
sufficiently screens for these skills.
There was a notable exception to this
pattern in Jordan, India and the UAE
where employers feel more confident
in their screening and recruiting for
intercultural skills.
Even upon interviewing candidates, just
over a third of employers report actively
screening for intercultural skills. Chart 10
shows a comparison between how
frequently employers screen for
intercultural skills in the interview
process and how often prospective
employees display those skills.
Employers also find it difficult to find good
communication and foreign language
skills in their employees. Yet, less than a

quarter of employers screen for these
two skills in the application process.
Although many employers do not actively
screen for certain intercultural skills, they
do see international experiences – such
as study abroad, internships abroad or
international work experience – as
indicators of intercultural skills. This is
especially true in China and Indonesia
where employers see a strong connection
between international study or work
experience and the intercultural skills
they value in the workplace.
The research also suggests that
employers observe other indicators in
candidates that they associate closely
with intercultural skills. This includes the
way candidates conduct themselves
during the selection process – such as
demonstrating strong communication
skills (37 per cent), speaking in a foreign
language (33 per cent), or exhibiting
cultural sensitivity (27 per cent).

Do candidates seeking employment display
the following intercultural skills?

Chart 10: Percentage skills employers screen for by percentage skills displayed by candidates
(showing only top skills screened for)
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70%
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Open to new ideas and
ways of thinking

60%

50%
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15%

Communicates in
other languages
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cultural contexts

16%

17%

18%

19%

20%

21%

Are there specific intercultural skills you screen for in an interview?
Source: Telephone/face-to-face surveys of public sector, private sector and NGO employers responsible for employment decisions.
Base: Global (n=333, for ‘displayed by candidates’; n=173, for ‘employers screed for’)
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Flexibility
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Addressing
intercultural
skills needs
Education has a role to play in providing students
with opportunities to develop intercultural skills.
More than half of employers surveyed
report that they encourage staff to
develop intercultural skills. This figure
is much lower than the number of
organisations surveyed that place value
on intercultural skills in the workplace,
but in line with the responses of
employers that screen for intercultural
skills in the recruitment process. Chart
11 shows employer responses to the
question of offering support to develop
intercultural skills.

The development of intercultural skills
is most strongly supported in Jordan,
India and Indonesia. In the US and
South Africa, however, a third and a
quarter of organisations respectively
report that they do not encourage
employees to develop intercultural skills.
Employers in Brazil are most neutral
on this issue with nearly two thirds of
employers neither encouraging nor
discouraging the development of
intercultural skills in the workplace.

When asked how the education
provision in their home country
was supporting their organisations’
needs for intercultural skills in the
workplace, just over a third of employers
report being satisfied. More than one
quarter of employers globally see the
education provision in their country
as inadequate in producing graduates
that meet the intercultural skills needs
of their organisation.

Chart 11: Percentage of employers that encourage the development of intercultural skills
(by country, ranked by ‘great deal’)
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85%
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48%
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Source: Telephone/face-to-face surveys of public sector, private sector and NGO employers responsible for employment decisions.
Base: Brazil (n=43), China (n=40), India (n=40), Indonesia (n=40), Jordan (n=40), South Africa (n=40), UAE (n=44), UK (n=40), US (n=40)
Note: Because of rounding and/or exclusion of ‘don’t know’ responses, percentages may not add up to 100%.
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The perception of education varies
greatly when looking at responses by
country. Employers in Indonesia, Jordan
and the UAE report being most satisfied
with their country’s education systems
in meeting the intercultural skills needs
of their organisations. However, nearly
half of employers in Brazil, China and
South Africa were not satisfied with
the ability of their education system to
produce graduates with the intercultural
skills needed.

Employer responses in India and the US
are almost evenly divided, with a third of
employers reporting being satisfied with
their country’s education provision, a third
of employers reporting dissatisfaction and
the remaining third remaining neutral on
the issue. Nearly half of employers
in the UK were neutral on this issue.
Chart 12 shows how employers responded
when asked if the education provision in
their country meets the intercultural skills
needs of their organisation.

This demonstrates that there is significant
opportunity to strengthen the role
education plays in the development of
intercultural skills. This is particularly the
case in high-growth economies where
there is pressure to stay competitive
on a global scale. Chart 13 shows
the top employer recommendations
to education systems for improving the
development of intercultural skills.

Chart 12: Percentage of employers who believe the education system meets their intercultural skills needs
(by country, ranked by ‘great deal’)
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Source: Telephone/face-to-face surveys of public sector, private sector and NGO employers responsible for employment decisions.
Base: Brazil (n=43), China (n=40), India (n=40), Indonesia (n=40), Jordan (n=40), South Africa (n=40), UAE (n=44), UK (n=40), US (n=40)
Note: Because of rounding and/or exclusion of ‘don’t know’ responses, percentages may not add up to 100%.
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Chart 13: Contributions that education can make to improving intercultural skills as seen by employers
(top eight suggestions from employers)
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Source: Telephone/face-to-face surveys of public sector, private sector and NGO employers responsible for employment decisions. Base: Global (n=367)
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On the whole, employers say that
education institutions could do more
to provide students with opportunities
to develop intercultural skills. More
than one third of employers recommend
strengthening the teaching of
communication skills, and a quarter of
organisations suggested encouraging
more foreign language programmes,
developing international research
partnerships and increasing opportunities
for overseas study.

Employers in India, Jordan and the UAE
believe that their country’s education
system should focus on improving
the teaching of communications and
leadership skills. Increasing foreign
language education is a priority for
employers in Brazil, India, Indonesia,
Jordan and the UAE. Employers in
Brazil, India, Indonesia and the UAE
also recommend developing more
international research partnerships.
Providing greater opportunities for

study abroad is the top recommendation
in Brazil and Indonesia and one of the
top four suggestions by employers in
China. Chart 14 shows the level of support
for increasing opportunities for students
to study overseas by country.

Chart 14: Percentage of employers who believe study abroad
should be encouraged to improve intercultural skills
80%
70%
60%

63%

50%

51%

40%
30%

30%

28%
23%

20%

23%
15%

10%

8%

0
Indonesia

Brazil

UAE

China

Jordan

India

UK

Source: Telephone/face-to-face surveys of public sector, private sector and NGO employers responsible for employment decisions.
Base: Brazil (n=43), China (n=40), India (n=40), Indonesia (n=40), Jordan (n=40), South Africa (n=40), UAE (n=44), UK (n=40), US (n=40)
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US

0%

South Africa

Conclusion

Employers around the world face a
wide range of business challenges.
A common challenge shared by employers
around the world is finding employees
with adequate intercultural skills. Given
that the operating environments of all
organisations is increasingly global, it
comes as no surprise that employers
need employees who can understand
and adapt to different cultural contexts.
Employers place a high value on
intercultural skills in the workplace and
associate having workers with strong
intercultural skills with business benefits,
such as increased productivity and sales.
They also associate a lack of intercultural
skills with business risks, such as
miscommunication and team conflict.

While employers universally value
intercultural skills, they do not often
assess these skills in the application
or interview process. This lack of skills
assessment in the recruitment process
may indicate that HR recruitment
processes and staff are not always
aligned with the needs of the teams
that interact internationally. This also
implies that employers could benefit
from improving their ability to identify
and assess intercultural skills in
prospective employees.

with intercultural skills. To mitigate
the risk of having a workforce that
is unprepared for the global work
environment, employers often provide
training for their employees to develop
intercultural skills.
This research suggests that there is
significant opportunity for employers,
policy makers and education providers
to work together to strengthen the
development of intercultural skills to
meet the needs of an increasingly
global workforce.

Employers also generally feel that
education systems in their countries
could do more to provide students

Employers

Job seekers

Policy makers/
education providers

Employers understand the value of
intercultural skills to their businesses.
In fact, they value these skills above many
technical abilities and formal qualifications.

Employers strongly value intercultural
skills such as demonstrating respect,
building trust and being open to new
ideas. In fact, the research suggests
that employers value these skills over
job-specific qualifications and expertise
in the field. To best position themselves
for employment, job seekers should
present intercultural skills alongside
their formal qualifications.

Few employers report being satisfied
with their national education system’s
ability to produce graduates with strong
intercultural skills.

The value of intercultural skills manifests
itself in teams running efficiently, bringing in
new clients, building trust and improving
brand reputation.
Employers also see significant risks in
their employees lacking in intercultural
skills. Without these skills, they fear
conflict within teams, loss of clients/sales,
damage to reputation and brand, and
cultural insensitivity. When employees
lack intercultural skills, employers
risk miscommunication between teams
and team conflict.
To maximise business potential and
minimise risk, employers would benefit
from improving the ways in which they
identify candidates with these skills
in the recruitment process.

As there is often no formal assessment
for intercultural skills by employers,
it is up to job candidates to demonstrate
these skills in the application and
interview process.

While there are variations across
countries, the research suggests
that there is significant opportunity
to strengthen the role education plays
in the development of intercultural
skills in the future workforce.
Regardless of how employers feel about
the education system in meeting their
skills needs, employers have suggestions
for how to improve the development of
intercultural skills. These include:

Top indicators of intercultural skills
for employers:

• paying greater attention to the
teaching of communication skills

• international experiences (study
abroad, internships abroad or
international work experience)

• encouraging foreign
language programmes

• strong communication skills
• foreign language skills
• cultural sensitivity.

• increasing opportunities
for international study
• developing international
research partnerships.
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Appendix

Research methodology
This survey was conducted with large
private, public and NGO/charity sector
employers in Brazil, China, India, Indonesia,
Jordan, South Africa, the UAE, the UK
and the US. In total, 198 private sector,
86 public sector and 83 NGO/charity
sector employers took part.
Details of the research methodology
in each country can be found in the
table below.

The individuals who participated
were identified as being responsible
for strategic decision-making with
regard to employment within their
organisation. Specifically, this
means they:
• take a lead role in developing
and executing a recruitment
and talent-management strategy
for their organisation

• are heavily involved in developing
and executing a recruitment
and talent-management strategy
for their organisation.
The fieldwork was carried out by
Ipsos Public Affairs between October
and December 2012.

Country

Sample (by organisation type)

Definition of a ‘large’ employer

Interview method

Brazil

20 private
11 public
12 NGO/charity

1,000 largest Brazilian companies

Phone

China

20 private
10 public
10 NGO/charity

200+ employees

Phone

India

22 private
9 public
9 NGO/charity

200+ employees

Face-to-face

Indonesia

20 private
10 public
10 NGO/charity

200+ employees

Face-to-face

Jordan

31 private
4 public
5 NGO/charity

200+ employees

Face-to-face

South Africa

20 private
10 public
10 NGO/charity

R25,000,000 yearly revenue
or 250+ employees

Phone

UAE

25 private
12 public
7 NGO/charity

1,000,000AED yearly revenue
or 200+ employees

Face-to-face

UK

20 private
10 public
10 NGO/charity

£30 million per year
or 250+ employees

Phone

US

20 private
10 public
10 NGO/charity

$14 million per year
or 500+ employees

Phone
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