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 Abstract 

The purpose of this research was to obtain knowledge about 
volunteers’ conceptions of developing intercultural communication 
competence in an intercultural learning context in East Africa. 
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with volunteers both 
face-to-face and virtually on the Internet. The material was 
processed according to the second order perspective in a 
phenomenographic research approach. Based on the volunteer’s 
conceptions three qualitatively different categories of description 
emerged illustrating that development of ICC is promoted by 
intercultural encounters wherefore intercultural and socio-cultural 
dimensions should be taken into consideration. The theoretical 
framing constitutes the base for the interpretation of the result and 
is discussed further in relation to previous research in the area of 
ICC. The volunteers’ conception of the phenomenon reveals that 
the development of ICC occurs through interaction and is a life-
long learning process influenced consciously and unconsciously by 
experience, personal development and communicative skills. 

  
Key words: ICC development, interaction, learning, 
phenomenography, volunteers. 
*Mzungu is Swahili for a person of foreign descent, a white person (Wikipedia, 2012). 
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Abstrakt 

Syftet med studien var att erhålla ökad kunskap om volontärers 
uppfattningar av kommunikativ kompetensutveckling i en 
interkulturell lärandekontext i Östafrika. Semi-strukturerade 
intervjuer genomfördes med volontärer på plats i Östafrika, samt 
virtuellt via Internet. Materialet bearbetades enligt andra 
ordningens perspektiv utifrån en fenomenografisk forskningsansats 
under analysen för att få fram de kvalitativt skilda uppfattningarna, 
vilka därefter tolkades i ljuset av utvalda teorier på området. 
Utifrån volontärernas uppfattningar framkom tre kvalitativt skilda 
beskrivnings-kategorier, som visar på att utveckling av ICC 
främjas av interkulturella möten, varför både interkulturella och 
socio-kulturella dimensioner bör tas i beaktan. Volontärernas 
uppfattning av fenomenet visar på att utveckling av ICC sker 
genom interaktion och är en livslång läroprocess, som influeras 
både medvetet och omedvetet av erfarenheter, personlig utveckling 
och av kommunikativa färdigheter. 

 

Nyckelord: Fenomenografi, ICC-utveckling, interaktion, lärande, 
volontärarbete.   
*Mzungu är Swahili för en person av utländsk härkomst, en vit person (Wikipedia, 2012). 
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1 Background 
This research is derived from a volunteering experience in Tanzania where an intercultural 
encounter was inevitable, and difficulties in communication were discovered to be a 
common phenomenon in the interaction between the volunteers and the local pupils. The 
teachings and lessons were constructed according to the volunteer’s own personal 
experience of a learning context from the home country, based on a volunteer’s cultural 
background, which differed from the cultural background of the East African pupils, and 
therefore frequently caused cultural misinterpretations. Interacting with people from 
another culture is likely to create misunderstandings, which is the reason why intercultural 
competence is highly valued in our modern information technology society, characterized 
by global interactions (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005). Crossing borders and experiencing 
new cultures while interacting with people from various cultural backgrounds pave the way 
for new prospects of learning by gaining knowledge about a different country, its culture 
and its people.  

Volunteer workers have arrived in Africa since colonial times and the most common 
purpose has always been to educate the African people, mainly by imposing western 
religions and traditions on to the inhabitants. The African culture is based on an oral 
tradition that western societies did not regard as a useful tool in education, and the lack of 
written communication thus became a reason to civilize areas such as eastern Africa, by 
engaging the African population in using written communication, measure time in a 
western way and change their old cultural customs and identities (Abdi, 2007). In the early 
twenty-first century, the establishment of new public schools and English language 
programmes were introduced by American missionaries, who considered East African 
Governments incapable of providing proper social services to the country (Stambach, 
2010). The aim in all cases was to develop the African culture into something better, with 
no consideration for the people and their traditions. Cultural traditions are however deeply 
embedded in a society, and so the East African civilizations have kept their strong 
orientation to collective ethics, seeking to maintain the harmony and balance of their own 
ingroup, in contrast to the western individualized oriented cultures (Hofstede, 2011; 
Mkabela, 2005). The aim of today’s Non-Governmental Organizations (NGO) is to assist 
the developing African countries in creating sustainable development for the African 
people (United Nations, 2009) rather than to impose the western traditions, and the 
development of intercultural communication competence is therefore vital for enabling a 
volunteer to communicate and understand the pupils and their cultural belonging. Despite 
its indisputable value the phenomenon of intercultural communication competence 
development among volunteers is scarcely investigated in modern research. 

1.1 Definition of ICC 
The concept of intercultural communication competence (ICC) is hard to define, due to the 
subjective character of the cultural perspective that is used for an investigation of 
competence. Most researchers do however define the concept as the interaction that occurs 
when two or more people from different cultures interact together in the same environment 
(Gudykunst, 2002). According to Lustig and Koester (2010, p. 46) the definition of 
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intercultural communication is “… a symbolic, interpretive, transactional, contextual 
process in which people from different cultures create shared meanings”, which however is 
hard to construct since “intercultural communication occurs when large and important 
cultural differences create dissimilar interpretations and expectations about how to 
communicate competently” (Lustig & Koester, 2010, p. 52). In other words intercultural 
communication competence means acquiring the capability of interacting effectively with 
people from cultures other than one’s own, thereby minimizing misunderstandings due to 
cultural unawareness (Kim, 2002). The interpersonal communication process involves 
verbal and nonverbal communication, thus including language as well as behaviour, and a 
competent communicator co-orients and coordinates behaviours to accomplish social 
functions, and obtain personal goals, but also conforms to the normative expectations of the 
situation (Wisemann, 2002). 

A classroom characterized by cultural differences affords an excellent opportunity for 
developing intercultural communication competence, and the situation as such demands of 
a person to find suitable solutions to handle the cultural variations within the interaction. 
Intercultural communication competence is thus needed both by the volunteer and by the 
East African pupils.  

1.2 Framing of the problem  
Arriving in East Africa is often quite an intense experience for a person from a western 
society. The encounter generally results in some kind of culture shock, despite thorough 
preparation prior to departure. Languages, or verbal communication systems, give a culture 
a common set of categories and distinctions that are used to organize perceptions (Lustig & 
Koester, 2010). Although the official language of East Africa is Swahili, the former 
colonial language, English is generally used for educational purposes in all public schools 
in the area. The implication of this is that the East African pupils’ interact at school in 
English, a second language in which they have varying skills. The same goes for many 
volunteers who are not native English-speakers. Consequently at least one party in these 
encounters communicates in English as a second language. According to our understanding 
this might influence the learning process for the pupils who do not understand what is being 
taught by the volunteer, since they lack basic knowledge of the English language. The 
intended education and learning thus do not occur.   

Being a competent communicator with a capability of communicating with people from a 
foreign cultural background is a valid asset for a person who decides to participate in a 
volunteer project in an educational setting abroad. This is known to volunteer 
organizations, and prospective volunteers therefore receive prior information on the subject 
before meeting with the foreign culture. The education is, however, not based on previous 
research regarding the communication competence development that takes place resulting 
from the interaction with pupils from the host country, since this phenomenon has hitherto 
scarcely been investigated. A more thorough understanding of how volunteers conceive the 
development of communication competence in an intercultural setting increases the 
understanding of ICC as a phenomenon, knowledge that is of importance for intercultural 
organizations with volunteer projects in various parts of the world. The objective of this 
study is therefore to fill the identified gap by exploring volunteers’ conceptions of the 
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phenomenon, thereby viewing ICC development from a western cultural perspective. This 
perspective is reinforced by the fact that all of the respondents are from western societies, 
although from various national backgrounds. Findings of the study reveal information that 
is essential for prospective volunteers and NGOs to gain an understanding of the 
communicative competence development in an intercultural setting in order to render the 
learning context fruitful.  

1.3 Purpose of the study 
In view of the above, the purpose of the study is to obtain knowledge of volunteers’ 
conception of intercultural communication competence development in a learning context 
in East Africa. For this purpose the following research questions have been formulated: 

 What qualitatively different conceptions do volunteers have regarding how the 
interaction in the classroom promotes development of ICC? 

 What qualitatively different conceptions do volunteers have regarding how cultural 
knowledge supports the development of ICC? 

 What qualitatively different conceptions do volunteers have regarding how 
developing ICC supports their own development? 

1.4 Delimitations of the study 
Considering the complex concept of ICC deriving from the three major areas of research 
that form the concept as such, the delimitations of the present study are of importance for 
understanding the results of the research. As the abbreviation indicates the ICC concept is 
made up by an intercultural setting requiring a communicative competence. The research 
area of the present study is competence development as conceived by volunteers teaching 
in East Africa. To be precise the competence investigated is the communicative 
competence in an intercultural setting. For this reason communication as a phenomenon is 
rather a subsidiary motive since it is part of the ICC concept. The focus of the study is thus 
the conception of developing communicative competence while working as a volunteer in 
an East African classroom context.  

Another concept to be considered is conception, which is the core of a phenomenographic 
approach, and implies that the foundation of the research is the interviewees’ conceptions 
of the phenomenon investigated. Accordingly, throughout the study we focus on 
conceptions, in contrast to perceptions, since the former implies an idea of a phenomenon 
whereas the latter involves an insight. The act of conceiving something is, in other words, a 
formulation of an idea in the mind, to imagine, whereas perceiving is an interpretation of a 
phenomenon in a certain way (Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary, 1989).   

2 Previous research 
Regarding previous research in the field of intercultural communication competence there 
are several studies covering the most effective ways of teaching ICC as well as how to 
handle cultural differences in a multi-cultural classroom. There is however a lack of 
research describing development of intercultural communication competence in an 
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intercultural perspective. Seeing that the purpose of this present study to gain a deeper 
knowledge regarding intercultural communication competence based on volunteers’ 
conception of the phenomenon, we have chosen to include studies that describe the 
phenomenon from a different angle, such as teachers’ conceptions, pupils’ conceptions and 
the aspect of learning for life. The findings have relevance for the present study and thus 
present us with research findings in the area of ICC from the 21st century. 

2.1 Finnish teachers’ conceptions of ICC 
A former study in the field of ICC related to education aimed at describing newly graduated 
teachers’ conception of intercultural competence required for teaching in a multi-cultural 
classroom context, as well as their conceptions of diversity as a working condition in 
various educational contexts (Jokikokko, 2005). The research revealed that certain cultural 
dissimilarities were easy to discover while others were significantly harder to recognize 
among the informants. Sensitivity to perceiving cultural differences appeared to be an 
essential part of intercultural competence and an indispensable asset for anyone teaching in 
a learning environment characterized by cultural differences (Jokikokko, 2005), which thus 
include volunteers working as teachers in a classroom context that differs from one’s own 
cultural background.  Communication was perceived to become an issue when a common 
spoken language was lacking, as the informants of the research were forced to rely on body 
language and gestures. When growing up one’s social environment exerts an influence and 
those life experiences subsequently influence the modes of communication and interaction 
with fellow beings (Jokikokko, 2005). Accordingly, it is therefore essential to be aware of 
the own objectives and values, as well as being able to examine one’s own actions and to 
question thinking patterns in specific situations while working in culturally diverse 
environments. Interpersonal characteristics such as tolerance, openness, critical thinking, 
creativity, patience and appreciation of diversity were considered to constitute examples of 
features required by a teacher to successfully interact with people from diverse cultural 
backgrounds (Jokikokko, 2005). In relation to the present study these findings are of 
relevance since they present useful characteristics for handling a situation similar to the 
volunteers’ experiences.  
 
Jokikokko’s (2005) research also revealed that the dialogical relationship was considered to 
be an important issue in an intercultural encounter since this implied that the teacher needs 
to be on equal terms with the pupils in view of the fact that the teacher becomes a learner as 
well. For this reason a teacher ought to aim at creating a safe and appreciated learning 
environment for all parties (Jokikokko, 2005). According to our presupposition the 
dialogical relationship between a volunteer and the pupils enhances the intercultural 
communication competence development since the volunteers face situations demanding of 
them to learn from the students while teaching - and the learning thus become mutual. 

2.2 ICC in the pluri-cultural classroom 
A study conducted in New Zealand reveals that the vast migration of students from China 
has transformed the classrooms into a multi-cultural spectrum, which causes a need for 
intercultural communication competence among students (Holmes, 2006). However the 
study reveals that there is a communicative gap between the Chinese and the New Zealand 
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students. Similar to the experience by volunteers arriving in East Africa, the Chinese 
students are forced to integrate into the new learning context by means of adapting to the 
foreign culture.  Inevitably the Chinese students are influenced by their cultural background 
formed by socialization into the collective Chinese society, which differs from the 
individualistic New Zealand society, including differences in communicative patterns 
(Holmes, 2006).  

Cultural backgrounds and former experiences exert an impact on the interaction between 
the Chinese and New Zealand students in a way that is similar to the situation faced by 
western volunteers teaching in East Africa, making the findings presented by Holmes 
(2006) relevant to the present study. Chinese modes of teaching are different from the 
educational system of New Zealand and from a cross-cultural perspective the implication is 
that communication between teacher and students, as well as among the students, differs on 
the basis of the collectivistic versus individualistic societies regarding communicative 
styles and strategies (Holmes, 2006). According to Holmes’ (2006) most cultures have an 
educational system of their own with an emphasis on different aspects of learning, which is 
one issue out of many that volunteers are forced to handle. Holmes’ (2006) research 
revealed that unshared information and different life experiences constrained the 
communication between students, and therefore the dialogues in the classroom context 
were essential for developing competence in intercultural communication. Intercultural 
awareness and sensitivity to a different culture influenced the Chinese students’ abilities to 
communicate effectively along with the ability of critically reflecting upon themselves.  
Holmes’ (2006) research thus displays that the students’ cultural differences affected the 
establishment of relationships, but also had an impact on the communication between the 
students. In relation to the present study regarding volunteers’ conception of ICC 
development the aspects of influential cultural differences presented above are important to 
consider while developing knowledge of the volunteers’ conceptions.   

2.3 Intercultural learning as a lifelong process 
Learning and being competent in intercultural environments can be a life-long learning 
process, which is depicted by Jokikokko (2009). Jokikokko’s (2009) research reveals that 
intercultural learning is gained from experiences as early as from childhood. The aim of 
Jokikokko’s (2009) study was to explore intercultural learning from a Finnish teacher's 
perspective, and also the role of significant others in the process. Jokikokko (2009) 
discusses the consequences that socialization may have on a person’s attitude for diversity, 
since the attitude plays an important role in intercultural learning. According to the research 
findings cultural features due to socialization will be mediated consciously or 
unconsciously while teaching in the classroom (Jokikokko, 2009). This phenomenon can be 
related to the volunteers’ role as a teacher in the East African classroom, where the 
volunteer will unconsciously approach the assignment based on former knowledge and 
experience from their own cultural background.  

Jokikokko (2009) displays ways of intercultural learning and emphasizes the importance of 
sharing interpersonal information by openly discussing it with people from a different 
culture. According to Jokikokko’s (2009) findings effective communication between 
culturally diverse people with different communication styles require openness and an 
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ability to look at a situation from various perspectives. Moreover, it requires effective 
listening and an acceptance of new ideas, but also equity between all participants in the 
interaction. According to the findings of this study, experiences and incidents continuously 
contribute to intercultural learning throughout a person’s life (Jokikokko, 2009). Volunteers 
teaching in the East African classroom are forced to deal with situations similar to those 
described by Jokikokko’s (2009) research, wherefore these findings are of importance for 
gaining knowledge of the volunteers’ conceptions. Jokikokko (2009) also emphasizes the 
negative effect that cultural knowledge may have regarding increased prejudice and 
stereotyping, if features like openness, active listening and equal terms are not present in 
the interaction. 

2.4 Summary of previous research 
The studies presented do have a point in common with the present study although the 
perspectives are of a different kind. Two of them, Jokikokko (2005) and Holmes (2006) 
discuss conceptions of intercultural communication competence in a classroom context 
characterized by diversity with regard to students’ cultural background and the implication 
of this for the interaction between teachers and students. According to these studies the 
interaction in the classroom and the experience of encountering people from foreign 
cultures are essential for becoming a competent intercultural communicator. Vital aspects 
for promoting the development of the communication competence are sensitivity, 
awareness and a common curiosity for the diverse culture, which is beneficial when 
interacting with strangers. Mutual learning from the encounter is emphasized, which in 
relation to the present study implies that the volunteers are teachers and learners 
simultaneously, though they might be unaware of this fact. All three of the reviewed studies 
presented stress the impact that socialization has on the attitude to diversity, which might 
suggest that there is a difference regarding openness toward foreign cultures based on a 
person’s cultural heritage. Although this is an interesting idea, it is not in line with the 
phenomenographic approach of the present study, and therefore it is not considered in the 
research.  

The cross-cultural issue is emphasized in the intercultural study by Holmes (2006) unlike 
the present study where the cross-cultural dimension is implicit. The cross-cultural 
dimension is however important for intercultural understanding, as revealed by Holmes 
(2006) since it deals with cultural awareness, the one’s own as well as foreign ones, which 
according to our understanding is of importance for developing knowledge of the 
volunteers’ conception of ICC development. All three of the reviewed studies emphasize 
listening as an essential skill for being a competent intercultural communicator, which in 
our opinion is a vital part of curiosity and of being interested in learning about a foreign 
culture and its cultural patterns. A second study by Jokikokko (2009) also deals with the 
negative facet of cultural awareness, that might result in prejudice and stereotyping, which 
in our opinion is also relevant to the present study, since this might have an impact on the 
development of intercultural communication competence as conceived by volunteers.   

In summary, each one of the reviewed studies shows aspects on intercultural 
communication competence in a learning context similar to what a volunteer can expect to 
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experience in the East African classroom. The different studies assist us in gaining a deeper 
knowledge of the importance of being able to communicate in an intercultural learning 
environment, and knowledge about developing intercultural competence as an on-going 
process throughout peoples’ lives that results from interacting with people from diverse 
cultural backgrounds. By comparing the findings of the present study with those presented 
in this section the knowledge about volunteers’ conceptions of communicative competence 
development in an intercultural setting is deepened.  

3 Theoretical framework 
 
The terms of reference for the explanation of the result of the present study are based on 
theories regarding intercultural learning and socio-cultural learning. From our point of view 
these theories present a platform for understanding the categories of description that emerge 
from the volunteers’ conceptions of ICC development in accordance with the objective of 
the present study. In view of the intercultural setting of the classrooms in which the 
volunteers work with East African pupils, we consider theories dealing with intercultural 
learning matters to shed light on the result of the study and to assist in understanding the 
categories of description. Likewise theories describing the socio-cultural dimension of 
learning are valid for understanding the result of the present study since the classroom 
contexts are influenced by the socio-cultural environment of the East African countries. 
The frame of theories thus depicts how differently learning and competence development 
can be conceived in both its intercultural and socio-cultural aspects. On the following pages 
the theories are discussed in relation to the purpose of the study.  

3.1 Learning in an intercultural perspective 
Communicative competence is vital in intercultural settings, since misunderstandings often 
occur when we interact with people from different cultures. This might be due to the untrue 
assumption that strangers are perceived in an unbiased way, although all perceptions are 
highly selective and biased since they are based on previous experiences and cognitive 
factors (Gudykunst, 2004). Within an intercultural interaction culturally different 
individuals communicate in accordance with one’s own cultural norms and beliefs. 
Therefore the intercultural perspective of the communicative context creates dissimilar 
interpretations and expectations about how to communicate in a proper manner (Lustig & 
Koester, 2010). Part of the interpersonal communicative pattern is the languages, or verbal 
communication systems, which give each culture a common set of categories and 
distinctions with which to organize perceptions. The nonverbal communication patterns on 
the other hand are the means by which a culture transmits its cultural norms and beliefs 
from one generation to another (Lustig & Koester, 2010). For volunteers from western 
countries working in a learning context within the East African society English is the 
language to use when interacting with pupils, whose mother tongue is Swahili. The 
implication of this is that either one party, occasionally both parties, uses a second language 
for communication, a language that is not an innate part of the individual’s national culture. 
Mezirow (2008) describes that according to Jürgen Habermas’ theories, communicative 
learning pertains to understand what someone means when they are communicating with 
you, but to arrive at the best judgment rather than assess a truth claim. This requires the 
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accessing and understanding of the other’s frame of reference, in other words the structures 
of culture and language, and to search for a common ground with the widest range of 
relevant experience (Gudykunst, 2004; Mezirow, 2008). Considering that ICC implies 
competence development of a communicative kind, the theory regarding communicative 
learning is of importance for understanding the results of the present study.  

There is a distinction between the theories regarding intercultural and cross-cultural 
communication competence respectively. The conceptualization used by most researchers 
is that whereas intercultural communication involves communication between people from 
different cultures, cross-cultural communication compares communication across countries 
(Gudykunst, 2002). Although the focus of this present study is volunteers’ conceptions of 
the development of ICC in the learning context, we consider that the cross-cultural 
communication theories offer an understanding of the cultural dissimilarities between the 
volunteers and the African pupils, which is of importance when interpreting the results of 
the study. We thus presuppose that the volunteers and the pupils enter the learning context 
with a coloured view, as a consequence of their national cultures since verbal symbols, as 
well as nonverbal behaviours, are interpreted through a filter created by the patterns of 
culture (Lustig & Koester, 2010; Barnett & Lee, 2002).  

Communication is unique within each culture, but there are also systematic similarities and 
differences across cultures. The major dimension used to explain the cultural variability is 
individualism versus collectivism, in compliance with the theory by Geert Hofstede 
(Gudykunst & Lee, 2002; Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005). However, the theory merely 
indicates cultural factors of a more general kind rather than assessing an absolute truth. The 
East African society thus has collectivistic tendencies with strong relationships for the 
ingroup members, such as family and extended relationships. In contrast, the western 
cultures are more characterized by individual societies with a high preference for loosely-
knit social framework, and individuals who take care of themselves and the immediate 
family (Hofstede, 2011). The cultural individualism-collectivism tendencies also influence 
communication through the characteristics that the individuals in the community learn 
when they are socialized into the society. According to the communication theory by 
Edward Hall, as explained by Gudykunst and Lee (2002), the cultural patterns thus differ 
on a continuum ranging from high to low contextual communication. Members of 
collectivistic cultures, such as the East African societies, prefer to use higher-context 
messages in which most of the meaning is implicit, with a large emphasis on nonverbal 
codes. Members of individualistic societies on the other hand, like those in western 
countries, prefer the use of low-context messages, which provide most of the information in 
the explicit code itself, and they communicate in a direct fashion (Gudykunst & Lee, 2002; 
Lustig & Koester, 2010). Just the same as with the theory of individualism and 
collectivism, the high- and low contextual communication theory is a mere indication rather 
than an actual fact.  

In view of the above, the development of intercultural communication competence is 
essential for creating opportunities for a fruitful interaction between a volunteer from a 
western country and pupils from eastern Africa. When interpretations are based on our 
symbolic systems ineffective communication often occurs when we communicate with 
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strangers. By understanding how individualism-collectivism and high- and low-context 
communication affect the attributions, the communication can be improved to become 
effective, whereby the communicative competence develops  (Gudykunst, 2002, 2004). 
However, this requires an awareness in the communication process, which is referred to as 
being mindful of the behaviour, and involves an openness to new information (Gudykunst, 
2004). In other words awareness and curiosity pave the way for the communicative 
competence development, although the process as such is often unconcious (Mezirow, 
2008). Thus, perceived communication competence deals with motivation, a desire to 
communicate with strangers, moreover knowledge and understanding what is needed for 
effective and appropriate communication, and finally skills, which is the ability to engage 
in the behaviour necessary for appropriate and effective communication (Gudykunst, 2002). 
In relation to the present study these theories offer an understanding of the content of the 
communicative competence development, and are therefore useful when interpreting the 
results of the study.  

3.2 Learning in a socio-cultural perspective 
The intercultural communication learning described in the previous passage indicates that 
the learning process is dependent on the context. According to the socio-cultural learning 
theory all learning is embedded within activity, context and culture, and it is usually 
unintentional rather than deliberate. Therefore, essential components of learning are social 
interaction and collaboration, which is related to Vygotsky’s notion of learning through 
social development (Jarvis, Holford, & Griffin, 2003). In our view the communication 
competence that develops in the classroom context where the volunteer interacts with the 
pupils, is a case in point. Learning is dynamic, changeable and precedes development, such 
as ICC development (Säljö, 2005). In relation to the present study the volunteers do not 
only contemplate the world around them, rather they partake in the society by the use of 
social processes and various activities. In other words learning is really a consequence of 
the social and cultural environs by means of communication (Säljö, 2005).  

According to Purcell (2008) knowledge and skills developed from voluntary service are 
examples of everyday activities in the community that are part of an ongoing lifelong 
learning process. Such personal experiences indicate that learning often is spontaneous, 
unplanned and unconscious. Jarvis, Holford and Griffin (2003) describe learning in 
everyday life to be synonymous with conscious living, if we treat the experience as a 
lifelong phenomenon, an idea that is relevant for the purpose of the present study. When 
staying in a country characterized by a foreign culture, the individual gradually adapts to 
the new cultural environment by the process called re-socialization (Lustig & Koester, 
2010). A common occurrence when encountering a foreign culture, such as a learning 
context in an East African society, is some kind of culture shock experience. The 
phenomenon can lead to profound learning, growth and self-awareness, in other words a 
transformative learning experience (Kim, 2002). Considering that communicative skills are 
necessary for interacting in a foreign society, transformative learning thus includes the 
development of ICC (Gudykunst, 2004).  

The acquisition of intercultural communication competence in interpersonal relationships 
passes through three phases, consisting of motivation, knowledge and skills (Gudykunst, 
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2002). According to Hofstede and Hofstede (2005) knowledge is about the possibility of 
getting an intellectual grasp of the way values differ from your own, even though you may 
never share the values of the foreign culture. As a volunteer you might therefore develop 
intercultural communication competence, without approving of the African culture. 
Competent communicators co-orient and coordinate behaviours, verbal as well as 
nonverbal, to be effective and appropriate, and to accomplish social functions while 
conforming to the normative expectations of the situation (Wiseman, 2002). Kim (2002) 
considers that developing ICC is a matter of knowledge of the host language, a motivation 
for adaption and a positive attitude toward the host environment. However, the majority of 
volunteers arriving in East Africa do not have knowledge in Swahili, but according to 
Lustig and Koester (2010) communication competence is really a social judgment about 
how well an individual interacts with others in a specific context. These theories are 
valuable for understanding the results of the present study, since they shed light on the ICC 
development process of the socio-cultural learning context, as conceived by volunteers 
from western countries working in East Africa.         

Illeris (2009) establish that competence development as such is preceded by learning. The 
socio-cultural dimension of competence development is described by Illeris (2009) as a 
personal development process that is in progress while the individual is interacting with the 
world, and can be divided into three dimensions. The first dimension is the content, what is 
learned, the second is the incentive dimension consisting of motivation and emotions, and 
finally the communication dimension which is the interaction within the social dimension, 
in which the development process is enclosed. Therefore competences must be developed 
in and by the individual, and the development has thus an orientation for future situations 
(Illeris, 2009). In relation to the purpose of the present study Illeris’ (2009) theory indicates 
that the communicative competence development is an example of a lifelong learning that 
derives from personal experiences within a socio-cultural context like the learning context 
of an East African classroom.  

3.3 Theoretical summary 
By framing the theories reviewed above by the purpose of the present study, we understand 
that competence development is a lifelong process preceded by learning. Within the socio-
cultural society we learn on a daily basis through the interaction with other individuals, 
which makes the learning and competence development dependent on the context. The 
intercultural setting for the volunteers’ work in the East African society paves the way for 
profound competence development on an individual basis and the learning process thus 
involves both the intercultural and the socio-cultural dimensions. For developing 
knowledge about the volunteers’ conception of communicative competence development in 
an intercultural learning context it is therefore essential to take the dimensions into mutual 
consideration, since they throw light on elements that form the volunteers’ conceptions of 
the phenomenon. These elements are therefore considered to be of importance for 
comprehending the categories of description of the present study. 
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4 Methodological explorations 
On the following pages the assumptions that are coherent with this present study will be 
outlined and further explained, along with arguments for the chosen methodology and the 
method used for data collection. Initially, the ontological and epistemological basic outlook 
is clarified in the methodology text, since that from a logical point of view forms the basis 
of the research approach, based on the purpose of the study. Furthermore the procedures 
concerning the empirical investigation and the analysis of the data material are described, 
as well as discussions on the subject of validity and reliability, and finally ethical 
considerations are defined, and the methodology reflected upon.  

4.1 Methodology 

The objective of this study is to gain knowledge of how teaching volunteers conceive the 
development of ICC in an intercultural learning context. Focus of the research is thus 
qualitatively different individual conceptions of a world that people experience in different 
ways, which clearly states a subjectivistic ontological assumption. Moreover, the objective 
indicates the presumption that, by the experience of interacting with people, the volunteer 
gains new knowledge in the field of ICC. The epistemological assumption of the study is 
thus that by experiencing and interacting with the world knowledge is developed. In other 
words the world exists outside of the human being, but its meaning is constituted by 
people’s conceptions of it, and the individual experiences of the world evoke knowledge 
and learning.  

The interest in understanding how individuals interpret the world surrounding them is in 
line with the phenomenographic research approach, which is aiming at investigating the 
qualitatively different ways that individuals conceive a particular phenomenon of the world 
(Marton & Pong, 2005). The intention of acquiring knowledge of the volunteers’ 
conceptions of ICC development, which is influenced by the ability to interact and 
communicate with pupils from a different culture, makes the phenomenographic research 
approach most suitable for the study. As such the objective of a phenomenographic 
research is thus to understand the relation between the individual and the surrounding world 
(Uljens, 1989), or, more specifically one explicit part of the world, which in the present 
study is the conception of ICC development in a learning context. However, the focus is not 
on exploring how volunteers understand the learning process, but to learn about their 
conceptions of the learning in relation to the intercultural communication competence 
development. Since the objective is investigating and reflecting on other people’s 
experiences of the world in order to reveal the variation therein, while bracketing the own 
experience, the phenomenographic study has a second-order perspective  (Marton & Booth, 
1997). The approach is therefore descriptive and comparative, but also entails a learning 
context for the researcher, due to the fact that by learning how the phenomenon appears to 
others, we learn what the world is like and what it could be like (Marton & Booth, 1997; 
Uljens, 1989). In search for the volunteers’ conceptions of the phenomenon the research 
object has the character of knowledge, and is thus itself a learning process, wherefore the 
ontological assumptions come to be the epistemological assumptions (Svensson, 1997).   
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By exploring the volunteer’s conception of communicative competence development in an 
intercultural setting by means of  working with African pupils the purpose of the study is to 
gain general knowledge of the phenomenon, yet with no intention of claiming that the 
result is universally applicable, which is in accordance with the phenomenographic 
approach (Alexandersson, 1994). The various conceptions illustrate fundamentally different 
experiences and subsequent perceptions of the phenomenon, despite the similarity of the 
volunteers’ teaching conditions, and considering the second order perspective that the study 
implies, interviewing volunteers become the decidedly most appropriate method for the 
gathering of data. In phenomenographic studies semi-structured interviews are most 
frequently used with the purpose of finding the conception of the phenomenon by freeing 
the interviewee of thitherto unknown reflections (Marton & Booth, 1997).  

4.2 Interviews 
In view of the purpose of the study and the phenomenographic research approach, semi-
structured interviews were the appropriate means of finding out the volunteer’s conceptions 
of ICC development in the learning context. The interview structure aimed at formulating 
attendant questions in the course of the interview in order to deepen the understanding of 
the respective interviewee’s conceptions, in accordance with recommendations by Kvale 
and Brinkmann (2009).  

Presumptive interviewees were contacted by means of volunteer organizations, and were 
presented with a short description of the study and its objective. Interviews were then 
scheduled and the interviewees were briefed about the ethical considerations, the handling 
of the interview material, as well as the reporting of the result with respect to the final 
report. All of the interviewees were working, or had been working, as volunteers in a 
teaching context in an East African country. Since the purpose of the study was to explore 
volunteers’ conceptions, demographic aspects such as age, sex and nationality, were 
irrelevant. The objective was to get a variation of conceptions, wherefore volunteers with 
different national backgrounds and prerequisites were desirable. Alexandersson (1994) 
considers that in phenomenographic research the sample can be founded on strategic 
concerns rather than with the intention of having a representative selection, which confirms 
the sample composition of the present study.  

Prior to the interviews some pre-designated questions were formulated in accordance with 
the research questions of the study, but these were merely indications of subjects to be 
covered at the interview (Appendix 1). The more pre-designed questions that are used in 
the course of an interview, the more restricted are the interviewee’s options of freely 
expressing conceptions that are perceived important (Uljens, 1989). The questions were 
translated into Swedish as well, since some of the interviews were conducted in Swedish 
(Appendix 2). As an interview developed, questions were reformulated and new ones 
formulated with intent to expound the interviewee’s conceptions of the well-defined topic. 
For the purpose of attaining spontaneously expressed answers, the interviewees did not 
receive the questions in advance, thereby minimizing the risk of pre-prepared answers, in 
other words answers that would not reflect the world as conceived by the interviewee, but 
rather express conceptions perceived as desirable by the volunteer.  
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Altogether 12 individual interviews and one group interview were conducted with 
volunteers, mainly in a face-to-face setting in East Africa, and a few were accomplished 
over the Internet with volunteers who had returned to their home country. The interviews 
lasted 30-50 minutes each and all of the interviews were recorded. The number of 
interviews was based on a recommendation by Marton and Booth (1997) that a smallish 
sample with people from a particular population, such as volunteers contracted for teaching 
East African pupils, is preferable since too large a sample ventures the research to become 
shallow, thereby jeopardizing the profoundness, which in the worst of cases might even be 
lost (Larsson, 2010). Each interview was then transcribed word for word to yield data for 
the analysis, as transcriptions has proven to be easier worked at than analyzing the 
recordings of the interviews (Larsson, 2010).   

4.3 Analysis procedure and interpretation of the result 
While working on the data material a phenomenographic analysis approach has been used 
to reveal the qualitatively different categories of description based on the defined 
conceptions. According to Marton and Booth (1997) the collected material forms a pool of 
meaning, and the researcher’s task is to unfold the meaning by seeking for dimensions and 
variations in the text. The analysis implies a process of decontextualization and 
contextualization of the concept, whereby the concept is separated from the context to 
eventually form categories of description by being brought together with concepts 
expressing the phenomenon in a similar way (Uljens, 1989). Considering that the meaning 
of a statement can only be determined in relation to the context, the process of 
decontextualization is essential for distinguishing what is said from what the statement 
purports, in other words find the distinction between what the interviewees are talking 
about and their conceptions of the phenomenon (Alexandersson, 1994; Larsson, 2010).  

There are recommendations applicable to the steps to be undertaken in a phenomenographic 
analysing process, though there is interplay between the sequences of the analysis 
(Dahlgren & Johansson, 2009). We decided to work on the material of the present study in 
accordance with the recommended seven-step analysis by Dahlgren and Johansson (2009), 
thereby increasing the validity of the study. In view of the fact that the study is the product 
of two researchers working together, the work has been carried out with negotiated 
consensus (Dahlgren & Johansson, 2009). To begin with the material was therefore 
analysed on an individual basis, step one to four of the analysis, and each researcher 
founded categories of description that subsequently were discussed in order to form joint 
categories based on the individual findings. By working on the material individually the 
aim was to avoid being coloured by the other researcher’s ideas in favour of personal 
reflections, while maintaining the second order perspective. As such the method offers a 
way of validating the result of a study that is carried out by two or more researchers 
(Dahlgren & Johansson, 2009).  

The starting point, and the first step of the analysis, was to get to know the material by 
reading the transcribed interviews again and again, while making notes. Dahlgren and 
Johansson (2009) recommend the use of paper and pencil instead of using data analysis 
software, which was accepted in the present study, although we chose to use a word 
processing programme instead due to various geographic locations of the two researchers. 
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In step two followed a tentative effort to search for significant statements, and at first we 
had difficulties in separating the first and second order perspective, as well as bracketing 
the own pre-understanding of the phenomenon. As we discussed the matter and re-
consulting the phenomenographic literature the difficulties vanished and the true individual 
analysis of the material began. In step three we compared statements in order to establish 
similarities and diversities in the data material. This proved to be a challenging task since 
the real purpose was to find qualitatively diverse concepts of a characteristic kind based on 
the underlying meaning of the statements, but both of us found the similarities to be salient. 
Examples of such similarities are descriptions of linguistic obstacles and development on a 
personal level. However, the unreflected conceptions had to be in focus by searching 
underneath the surface of the statements, and the statements were therefore compared over 
and over again to find the foundation of two individually created categories of description. 
Irrelevant passages and statements, such as those describing concepts of a didactic kind, 
were sorted out. Gradually a pattern appeared and the picture gained depth as particular 
facets were brought on. The similarities and differences were grouped into temporary 
categories that were related to one another, and a discussion of our individual findings 
began. The forth step of the analysing process had been completed and the forthcoming 
work was carried out jointly.  

In order to facilitate the work of discussing the two sets of categories of description in 
search for the essence of each category in the fifth step, a document was created in Google 
Docs, which enabled us to work on the document simultaneously. As we went through the 
work of each researcher we found that there were similarities between the two sets of 
categories, which thus proved the groupings of conceptions. For example we both had 
defined the categories of interaction and personal development based on the interview 
material, although with somewhat diverging contents. Despite these findings the defining of 
the categories was time consuming and discussions regarding the relation between the 
entirety and the parts were profound. Statements were marked in different colours on the 
document in order to find the most suitable groupings according to the identified 
distinctions and their relations.  

At first four categories were founded, but two of those were merged into one category, 
since the statements described the same thing from various angles. Describing the 
categories was a challenge as we tried to interpret the implicit meaning of the citations and 
sum up the findings on the document. The first category was the easiest one to work with 
and the two subcategories appeared immediately. An example of a citation that assisted us 
in the forming of the first category is “…the basic kind of premise that if you are open and 
friendly and honest with people and just being yourself with people then you are able to 
make connection with people regardless of language and culture differences”. The last 
category was also relatively easy to define, but although the statements and conceptions 
clearly indicated the category, we had a hard time finding out the subcategories. All 
statements seemed to tell different stories at first, but eventually they were divided into 
distinct groupings within the third category, based on the finding that the statements either 
described personal development of a more sudden kind in contrast to a process of 
continuous learning. The most challenging category was the second one, which demanded 
clarification of some basic conceptions before settling. Initially the second category was 
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divided in two different categories: experience and knowledge. However, according to the 
conceptions knowledge proved to be part of experience, and therefore was added to the 
subcategories instead of making up a category of its own. An example illustrating this is the 
following statement: “…is that you learn other cultures and other languages and know if 
you know their background you learn how to act with them and what is good”.  The sixth 
step was the naming of the categories, and this came easily to us, as the significant traits of 
each category appeared almost directly upon comparing our two initially founded sets of 
categories of description. Not until the categories were named did we, almost by accident, 
discover that these actually were in line with the research questions of the study. The 
finding was grist to the mill since this confirmed the relevance of the categories of 
description, but also proved the profundity of the interpretation of the data material. Finally, 
the contrastive phase of the seventh step began, and the statements were re-examined to 
ensure the exclusiveness of each category and subcategory, and sententious citations were 
selected to illustrate the various categories.    

The defined categories are thus firmly established in the interview material and describe 
qualitatively separated concepts in accordance with the phenomenographic analysing 
method (Marton & Booth, 1997). Each of the categories depicts a particular way of 
experiencing the phenomenon of developing communication competence in an intercultural 
setting. Uljens (1989) describes three different systems of categories; the horizontal system, 
where the categories are overlapping each other and are of equal merit; the vertical system 
in which the categories are placed in order of precedence based on changes in conceptions; 
and finally the hierarchical system according to which some conceptions are more 
developed than others. In the present study the categories are all on the same level of equal 
merit, and thus present a horizontal system. While working on the material there were 
however no considerations in regard to what kind of system that would emerge. The system 
of categories is though a product of the analysis of the material, the researchers’ joint 
conception of the phenomenon, but the phenomenon as such is the conceptions described 
by the volunteers.  

Considering the fact that we have chosen to relate the findings of the present study to 
theories applicable to learning in intercultural and socio-cultural perspectives, the research 
approach is not an absolute phenomenographic one. The study is influenced by the 
phenomenographic approach in so far as making use of a phenomenographic research 
method for gathering and analysing interview data, but the approach as such is of a rather 
interpretative kind, however still inductive, since the result form the basis of the study. The 
second-order perspective has been preserved throughout the interpretation of the results, 
and the theories were used as a means of triangulation with the intention of increasing the 
validity of the study. During the interpretation of the result the conceptions that formed the 
categories of description were compared to the chosen theories with the aim of gaining a 
deeper understanding of the material. By applying the theories to the results of the study we 
have arrived at a more extensive knowledge of the concepts described by the volunteers. 
The categories of description were thus related to the findings of other researchers’ theories 
to form new insights of the volunteers’ conceptions of developing communication 
competence in an intercultural setting.   
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4.4 Validity and reliability 
By means of examining the phenomenon intended to investigate, the validity of a study is 
maximized, although it is not possible to ensure a perfect validity in any study (Cohen, 
Manion, & Morrison, 2007). Apart from striving at a high degree of validity the second aim 
for a researcher is to secure the reliability of the study in order to make it trustworthy. 
According to Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2007) the credibility of a study based on 
qualitative data is more dependent on matters such as the depth of response, the honesty of 
the researcher, and the fidelity to real life, than the possibility of replication.  

The ambition of this study has been to attain a high validity, but also to arrive at an 
excellent quality by focusing on the objective of the research, and by bracketing the own 
experiences and conceptions while working on the data material, not to let preconceived 
notions influence the analysis. When selecting theories that could assist in deepening the 
understanding of the volunteers’ conceptions, and thereby gain knowledge of the research 
phenomenon, the aim was to search for primary sources, in other words theories as 
described by the actual researcher. For this reason anthologies have been preferred, thereby 
applying a criticism of the sources (Bjereld, Demker, & Hinnfors, 2009). With regard to the 
selection of scientific articles a critical attitude is of major importance to secure the quality 
of each article. Therefore the articles included in the study have been peer-reviewed and 
have been written by qualified researchers in the 21st century. The articles are relevant to 
the purpose of the study and thus assist in the understanding of the research context. 
Moreover the articles contribute to the validity of the study since the previous researchers 
illustrate different aspects of the research context than the objective of this study (Bjereld, 
Demker, & Hinnfors, 2009).  

Throughout the study the aim has been to bring forth an understanding of the described 
conceptions based on the information from the interviews. It may well be that observations 
in a class room could have presented another picture of the phenomenon. Observations 
were however not an option based on the estimate that conceptions cannot be observed. 
Moreover, by using interviews the researcher has the means of ensuring that the 
phenomenon is thoroughly attended to in a way that is not possible by an observation 
(Alexandersson, 1994). The pre-designed questions did provide a valid foundation to reveal 
the interviewees’ conceptions of the phenomenon, and the interview material did present a 
variation of conceptions, but also proved similarities that were assembled to form the 
categories of description, and thus gave rise to a picture of the development of 
communicative competence in an intercultural setting. Regarding validity there is a dubiety 
that the interviewee and the interviewer do not describe the same phenomenon (Uljens, 
1989). By formulating attendant questions during the interview the possibility of 
misconstruing diminish and the interview material collected in the study is estimated to be 
of value for fulfilling its purpose. A fact that might decrease the validity of the study is that 
many of the interviews were conducted in English, a language that was the mother tongue 
of neither the interviewer nor the interviewee. Translations do involve a risk of 
misinterpretations, and an awareness of this has therefore been essential when analyzing the 
material (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). Moreover the use of one method only might venture 
the validity (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2007). There is though a kind of triangulation in 
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the study since the result has been related to various ICC theories, which consolidates the 
research validity.    

By recording and transcribing the interviews the validity of the study is confirmed, since 
this entails both of the researchers to take part of and interpret all of the interview material, 
thereby facilitating a joint analysis (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). On the other hand the 
transcribed material does not replicate the reality, since the nonverbal communication is 
lost. The reliability is therefore dependent on how well the categories of description 
communicate the core findings (Uljens, 1989). A replication of the study is rendered 
difficult due to the use of interviews for data collection. Since the result of a 
phenomenographic study could be considered to represent discoveries made by the 
researcher, the reliability is therefore dependent on a replication of the same discoveries by 
another researcher (Alexandersson, 1994). The use of citations to illustrate the category is a 
way of leading the way to the discovery, like a treasure map. In order to increase the 
reliability of a study it is recommended by Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2007) that both 
of the researchers are present at the interview in order to get a joint analysis of the 
interview setting. This has however not been possible due to various geographical 
locations. 

4.5 Ethical considerations 
The awareness of ethical concerns in research is essential with regard to the informants and 
the information received. According to Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2007) there are some 
initial considerations to be addressed by the researcher regarding ethical commitment, such 
as the informed consent, acceptance of the research setting, matters of anonymity, 
confidentiality and regulatory ethical frameworks. The present study has been carried out in 
accordance with the stipulated research codex recommended by the Swedish Research 
Council (Vetenskapsrådet, 2010).  

Prior to the interviews the informants have verbally been briefed on the research purpose, 
and that the data material collected will be handled strictly confidential, for educational 
purpose only. Moreover, they have been informed about the voluntariness of partaking in 
the research, and that it can be interrupted at any time. All participation has been in 
compliance with the informants’ consent. At the interview the ethical considerations were 
explained in more detail to the informant, who verbally approval to the recording and 
transcribing of the interview. Following the interview there was a general wish for 
receiving a copy of the final report out of interest in the results. In order to guarantee the 
anonymity of the informants no names or locations are mentioned in the essay.  

4.6 Methodological reflections 
While working on a research there are always obstacles to confront and dilemmas to be 
handled and the present study is no exception to the rule. The most prominent dilemma has 
been what attitude to take up regarding the chosen scientific approach and how to work on 
the material presented in accordance with the approach. In contrast to most other research 
methods the phenomenographic approach implies a manifestation of the research content 
that is analysed in order to understand its significance, without translating the findings by 
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means of given interpretation theories (Larsson, 2010). The implication of this is that the 
result as such provides a new theory, and the empirical material therefore is the core 
outcome of a phenomenographic study. However, the aim of the present study was to gain a 
deeper knowledge of the communicative competence development as conceived by the 
volunteers. In order to gain a more reliable knowledge we therefore chose to make use of 
other researchers’ findings and to compare those theories to the findings of the own study. 
In our view the procedure added to the validity of the present study, but also placed the 
study more firmly in the research field of ICC development. 

The trustworthiness of a study might be put at risk by the use of one research method only 
according to Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2007). For this reason the intention was 
initially to include diary or log book data from randomly selected volunteers in the study, as 
a complement to the interview data. In connection with the interviews some of the 
volunteers were therefore asked to describe their experiences of the communicative 
development process by writing a log book or a diary on a daily basis, and thereby 
deepening the understanding of the phenomenon. Although this was agreed to by the 
volunteers at the interviews eventually no log books or diaries were reported and the 
intention thus failed. The result of the study is therefore based on the interview material 
exclusively. 

5 Result 
The following chapter will introduce you to the result of the present study. Initially the 
categories of description are briefly explained to give an overall description of the 
participants’ conception of intercultural communication competence development during 
their volunteer stay in East Africa in accordance with the second order perspective of the 
study.  

Category 1 describes a conception that implies interaction between the volunteer and the 
pupils to be a vital part of developing ICC. According to the conception two subcategories 
came up expressing two different perspectives of the interaction. These consist of 
communicative interaction and social interaction.  
 
Category 2 describes the volunteers’ conception of ICC development to be promoted by 
experience. Three subcategories were created based on the conceptions within the category. 
The experience dimension is thus divided into experience as knowledge, experience as 
awareness and experience as development over time.  
 
Category 3 describes the volunteers’ conception that personal development comes along 
with and furthers the ICC development. This category has two subcategories in accordance 
with a learning perspective and these are personal development based on transformative 
learning and lifelong learning.   
 
The categories of description are horizontal constructions of the participants’ conception of 
intercultural communication competence development, whereby they are equal in relation 
to each other, thus of the same importance. Based on a recommendation by Alexandersson 
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(1994), all irrelevant text and passages not illustrating the conception in the citations have 
been removed from the quotations presented. Therefore […] is used in the text to indicate 
that a passage has been removed based on the opinion that this will have no impact on the 
descriptions.  

5.1 ICC development by interaction 
According to the volunteers’ conception the interaction with the pupils in the East African 
classroom provides mutual learning whereby the development of an intercultural 
communicative competence is promoted. The conceptions formed two subcategories to 
describe the interaction dimension based on a communicative and a social perspective.  

5.1.1 Communicative interaction 
Communication is an essential part of all interaction between human beings. The 
volunteers’ conception is that without communication there is no interaction and the main 
means for communicating with other people is language. Volunteers interacting with 
students in an East African classroom are facing a situation where their communicative 
skill is tested, and the language difference might act as a barrier in the verbal 
communication between the volunteers and the pupils. Although communication has many 
facets the volunteers’ conceptions describe that an ability of communicating verbally in an 
intercultural situation enhances the possibility of creating relationships as well as 
promoting the development of intercultural communication competence.  
 

”Yes, absolutely, it became a huge difference, because every little word I 
learned and used, although I pronounced it a bit weird or wrong, the more 
they opened up to me and allowed me to get close. And they could, they 
could say “Ah you’re an African girl now”. 

 
In verbal communication the interacting people’s linguistic skills are perceived by the 
volunteers to have a major impact on the ICC development process. Most volunteers lack 
knowledge of Swahili upon arrival and the pupils’ English skills are often on a basic level, 
wherefore a person’s attitude and listening skills are perceived to be of importance for the 
communicative competence to develop in the interaction. Moreover, the volunteers’ 
conception is that knowledge of the host language promotes the communicative interaction 
in the active learning context, and thereby facilitates the competence development of a 
communicative kind as well.  
 

” Patience and respect simply. Sometimes it can be very frustrating when 
you use the same words, but the meanings are very different. Just because 
of the language deficiencies. You simply have to be patient and listen, 
listen carefully”. 

 
According to the volunteers’ conceptions the nonverbal communication is of an equal 
importance for interacting with the pupils. In situations where the verbal language is 
deficient the use of body language increases. The volunteers perceive that both verbal and 
nonverbal communication skills are essential to become a competent communicator, 
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although the cultural differences of the nonverbal communication could be challenging. It 
is conceived that sensitivity is of importance to interpret and learn the nonverbal 
communicative patterns and thus develop an intercultural communicative competence.  
 

“Yes you have to do a lot with the nonverbal […] I think sometimes what I 
would, that my body language wouldn’t necessarily be the same as what 
they would use in the same situation and I think what, when I was in India 
I learned their body language and I could use it and I don’t think I got that 
yet here”. 

 
Developing intercultural communication competence by interaction is not only dependent 
on verbal and nonverbal communication, but also comprises an understanding of general 
cultural patterns that exerts influence on the interaction process. The communicative styles 
generally vary between collectivistic societies such as the East African one and 
individualistic western societies. An individual’s cultural belonging is conceived by the 
volunteers to influence the communicative interaction. According to the volunteers’ 
conceptions an understanding of these differences renders the interaction more effective, 
and thereby the development of the intercultural communication competence in the 
interaction is promoted. In an East African classroom there is a tendency of using high-
context messages with implicit meanings due to the pupils’ belonging to a collectivistic 
society and according to the volunteers’ conception the individual is intimidated when 
acting alone. The conception is that attentiveness to such differences from one’s own 
cultural heritage promotes the development of communicative competence.    
 

“You sort of noticed that when they were in a group, they had a very 
strong voice, but they are not used to talking alone in class and so on. And 
it was, uh, we tried to get them to just talk loud and stuff like that […] 
They have grown up belonging to a group of people were you rarely look 
upon yourself as an individual and so on. And even that they are not very 
used to speaking by themselves when they are so young, it is usually 
someone else, someone like older, they have huge respect for their parents 
and for those who are older than they are. And it probably characterizes a 
lot that they not, like in Swahili, developing like, a better communication 
because of that”. 
 

In summary the conceptions indicate that due to cultural differences there are various ways 
to communicate in an interaction. Moreover the conceptions illustrate that communicative 
competence develops through interaction by being attentive and by using different 
communication styles appropriate for the intercultural learning context in order to promote 
mutual understanding and learning. 

5.1.2 Social interaction 
Apart from the verbal and nonverbal communication in an interaction there is also a social 
dimension. The volunteers’ conception demonstrates that social skills strongly influence the 
interaction between the volunteers’ and the pupils in an East African classroom. Social 
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interaction is perceived to determine the efficiency of the communication but is also 
perceived as a prerequisite capacity for communicating in an intercultural environment. In a 
situation where the verbal and nonverbal abilities are deficient a competent communicator 
uses social skills for the purpose of effective interaction. Such communicative skills are 
developed within the interaction between a volunteer and the pupils although this, 
according to the volunteers’ conceptions, requires a cultural sensitivity considering that 
appropriate social behaviour is specific to the culture. 
 

”Yes, yes it has meant a lot and just like not being able to rely on just the 
language and instead be able to rely on your social skills and just be able to 
go into a conversation and talk with people just like that”. 
 

Developing communicative competence also deals with the content of a conversation, a 
conception that is illustrated by the following citation:  
 

“Absolutely, the first thing one does when presenting yourself or asking 
who the other person is, you ask about how many siblings do you have, do 
you have children, it is among the first things you say when you are 
introducing yourself, while in Sweden we ask where do you live, what do 
you work with, what is your education. It is, it is the first thing you notice. 
What you are working with is not as important as how many siblings you 
have, what are their names, do they have children, are you married” 
 

Another conception is that although social skills are acquired while interacting with people 
from diverse cultures even an inappropriate social behaviour promotes intercultural 
communication competence development. Some people possess social skills and willpower 
that allows them to cross cultural boundaries and interact with others despite a lack of 
knowledge regarding appropriate behaviour or a common verbal language. Creating 
relationships while interacting is though possible by depending on a social ability only 
since this endorses mutual understanding whereby intercultural communication competence 
is developed.  
 

“ There was a women here, who started, well she was older than me but 
she was, she was one of the most insensitive people I have ever met as she 
just didn’t think when she was opening her mouth and she was saying 
things in front of people, and I would think god that is really insensitive, 
but I really think equally it was just culture I think it’s just, she just didn’t 
think at all, but then a lot of people loved her, and she had a way that kind 
of nobody […] She didn’t mean to offense and if somebody got offended 
she would immediately […] I think that will goes a long way, you know, 
it’s all pass sort of cultural knowledge”. 

 
Summing up the conceptions regarding social interaction it is possible to create 
relationships despite linguistic differences by acquiring social abilities. The conception is 
that although the cultural background influences the content of an interaction developing 
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social skills is necessary for crossing cultural barriers, and thereby developing the 
intercultural communication competence. 

5.2 ICC development by experience 
Developing intercultural communication competence by experience is conceived by the 
volunteers to include three aspects. The subcategories are thus that the competence 
develops by means of knowledge, awareness and experience over time. 

5.2.1 Knowledge 
According to the volunteers’ conception previous knowledge exerts an influence on the 
way a person handles cultural differences and consequently the competence development 
process. Knowledge is perceived as becoming familiar with something such as acquiring 
intercultural communicative skills by experience. The conception is that theoretical cultural 
knowledge is beneficial for the development of ICC.  
 

” So obviously it benefits you incredibly a lot to have prior knowledge, eh, 
about the culture and the country where you go to, but it might also be a 
negative thing, you could gain a few prejudices and you imagine things to 
be in a certain way and so on and so forth”. 
 

The volunteers’ conceptions describe that theoretical knowledge of a culture before arrival 
in a country is likely to have a positive influence on the intercultural communication 
competence development. However, the volunteers’ conception is that despite previous 
learning about the culture the real world experience promotes the development process 
more effectively. According to the conception that intercultural communication competence 
can to some extent be taught hence personality and attitude is more important for the 
competence to develop than possessing theoretical knowledge.   
 

“…there isn’t much that you can do that will help you getting more 
knowledge about the culture in a country, I don’t think that there is much 
you can do to actually prepare for it, I think it has a lot to do with 
personality whether you may or may not be able to do it but I just think 
that if u come across in an overall respectful way you do slip up with 
culture”. 

 
“ I kind of think that the best preparation is to kind of emerge yourself into 
it and then be open and above all be sort of polite and friendly because you 
need even if you prepare you are not going to know the culture back to 
front so you are just as likely to do something really good or really wrong 
and if u just show that there is no intentions behind it was […] there is no 
insult in the way you are caring, than that will get you a long way really”. 

 
Previous knowledge of ICC is perceived by the volunteers to be like a tacit knowledge. 
Although the skill is acquired it is conceived to be employed when demanded without due 
reflection, with the implication that behaviour and attitude affect an individual’s 
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knowledge and experience. According to the volunteers’ conception previous knowledge is 
therefore often of an unconscious kind.  
 

”I used experiences in many ways without really putting my finger on what 
it was I took with me, because it was probably almost more subconsciously 
I think”. 

 
To sum up, the volunteers’ conceptions are that an intercultural encounter is influenced by 
experiences such as previous and theoretical knowledge, which consequently affects the 
attitude regarding how to handle and respond to cultural differences. The experience as 
such is conceived to be most beneficial for intercultural communication competence to 
develop though theoretical knowledge concerning cultural matters does to some extent 
facilitate the communicative experience according to the conceptions.   

5.2.2 Awareness  
In contrast to the unconscious use of previous knowledge within an intercultural 
communicative encounter, awareness is an ability of being conscious of the communicative 
experience in an intercultural setting. It is conceived that being aware of cultural 
differences and similarities have a major influence on developing ICC. Cultural awareness 
and an open attitude are thus conceived by the volunteers to be essential factors in 
establishing a learning context in the East African classroom whereby ICC develops by the 
experience.  

  
“…is good if you can be aware of your own culture and at the same time 
be aware of where they come from and sort of combine both cultures […] 
make the learning mutual”. 

 
Another conception is that cultural awareness increases by repeatedly work experiences 
abroad, and the recurrence renders the communicative competence more profound.  

  
“I mean that the […] the experience I had in India made me more aware of 
the differences in communication styles, especially looking at the different 
body language”. 

 
Included in the awareness is an understanding of experiential similarities and differences 
regarding effective communication and appropriate behaviour based on cultural matters. 
The volunteers’ conception is that awareness promotes the development of communicative 
competence in intercultural settings since the experience as such implies learning.  

 
“I can't say that you can apply the same things to every culture, because 
children respond, people respond differently, their own background, I think 
you are learning as you go”.  
 

A competent communicator adapts to the situation by being aware of what is required for 
the communication to be effective with regard to diverse cultural backgrounds. According 
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to the volunteers’ conception this also includes an ability of looking beyond differences and 
similarities thereby focusing on the context in order to create mutual understanding and 
learning.  
 

“It took a while to kind of understand […] like to find out what they find is 
interesting and what would appeal to them and that took me some time to 
get that relationship with them and that wasn’t some knowledge it’s just 
more getting to know them as people […] I try to use things that are 
culturally relevant […] otherwise you are telling them things which you 
can’t link to their lives […] you have to understand their point of view and 
their perspective”. 

 
An effective way of handling cultural differences is to promote openness and awareness, 
according to the volunteers’ conceptions, since this encourages new experiences. It is 
perceived that being aware of cultural differences facilitates the development of 
intercultural communication competence and unawareness hinders the communication 
development process. The conception is that by experiencing a cultural context in an aware 
way communication becomes more effective, which has a positive influence on the 
learning context in the East African classroom.     

5.2.3 Competence development over time 
Time spent in a specific cultural context is perceived by the volunteers to influence the 
development process of intercultural communication competence since the experience 
increases in profundity over time. For a volunteer it is essential to create relationships in the 
classroom and the means of achieving a relationship is communication, though diverse 
communicative styles render the intention of connecting with the pupils difficult. By the 
experience communication is conceived by the volunteers to become more effective, as the 
volunteers continuously increase their communicative understanding.        
 

“I don’t actually know that much about the students that I am teaching and 
there are several reasons for that, part of it is because of the short amount 
of time that I am here, I don’t have time to do the research and the 
possibility to find out about their cultural background, part of it is also a 
language barrier so I can’t really build up relationships in the same way as 
I would with students in England”. 

 
“It was different because I could communicate so much better with my 
students in Tanzania. But then it also had a little to do with that I had two 
weeks in China, while I was for two months in Tanzania, so it was quite a 
big difference in what I had time to do. It is a lot more time to become 
better”.  

 
An essential part of an intercultural encounter is language. Difficulties in understanding 
each other due to poor language knowledge and cultural differences are perceived by the 
volunteers as challenging. The conception is that, although a language takes time to learn, it 
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is essential to gain knowledge of the host language in order to improve the understanding of 
the pupils’ cultural background. Lacking the required language skill changes over time and 
it is conceived as an investment for future intercultural encounters.   

 
”Had I been there for a longer time, it had probably helped if I had begun 
to speak the language more […] but it is starting to release a bit the Swahili 
so it is a given thing that the more you get to know your class and your 
students the more conscious you are of how to talk with them, like give 
them the information so that they can understand. So it is about how 
people learn and adapt gradually so absolutely, it would have been great if 
I could have spent one more month here”. 

 
In summary the conceptions describe that the amount of time spent in an intercultural 
environment has an influence on a volunteer’s experience due to improved skills and 
abilities to communicate in an effective way.  Time was also perceived to have an effect on 
the volunteers understanding of, and adaptation to, different styles of communication due 
to the cultural differences.  

5.3 ICC by personal development 
Personal development is a part of intercultural communication competence development 
and the volunteers’ conceptions of the phenomenon gave rise to two sub categories that 
illustrate their conception from various aspects. 

5.3.1 Transformative learning 
The meeting with the pupils is conceived by the volunteers as a transforming process. Due 
to major cultural differences, the arrival in East Africa implies a culture shock for many 
volunteers.  According to the conceptions, the situation forced the volunteers to act 
completely opposite from their usual habits, since their cultural behaviour sometimes 
proved inappropriate in the East African society. It is conceived that learning the different 
culture thus includes an adaption to appropriate behaviour and effective communication, 
which is part of the intercultural communication competence development process.  

 
“I think it is important to, to understand that, I don’t know how to explain 
it, that it really can be a culture shock for me to come to another country, 
which it was, that’s actually how it is, it might also be a bit of a shock for 
them as well, for the children, to gain understanding, to reflect on how 
they, which role I have for them and how important it is that I do things 
correctly. […] And of course might what is right for me be completely 
wrong for someone else”. 

The transformative learning that a culture shock induces does require an attitude 
distinguished by respect though some cultural traits might be regarded as incomprehensible, 
and therefore unthinkable to adopt. However, the volunteers conceive that by accepting the 
differences, even when unappreciated, the learning process is promoted thereby paving the 
way for the communicative competence to develop within the intercultural setting.  
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”It was probably a bit like some stuff where you didn’t really understand 
the culture and that you could, that you could have asked  a lot more and so 
on about why they did what they did and that I am like from another 
culture and does things in different ways. […] And it was also, that 
corporal punishment was not something that you really understood why 
they wanted to do it and so, that wasn’t something you wanted to respect 
either, men it was still something very deep in their culture and not 
something you could, and it is probably one of the more important things 
they have is that they can preserve their culture”.  

According to the volunteers’ conceptions a perceived negative dimension of a cultural 
communicative encounter thus enables a person to develop by realizing and 
acknowledging the cultural differences, which consequently stimulate the communicative 
competence development as well.      

”The volunteer who was here last week she told me story about this teen, I 
don’t know the English word like when you throw stones at somebody to 
death […] that they found it normal that somebody is stoned to death 
because it is a punishment of God […] Really and she was so shocked and 
I was too and you really wouldn’t expect it because when I , when I teach, 
I get the impression that we understand each other very well, and we are 
like the same, but in these little things you see that ohh, it is totally 
different,  so it’s the same but different […]Yes there has been plenty of 
volunteers coming out here and I think they find it very […] a culture 
shock, they find it so hard to adjust for the first few months”. 

 
Transformational learning occurs in the encounter between the volunteer and the East 
African society and the volunteer is induced to grow by adapting to the culture of the host 
country. The conceptions illustrate an intense meeting with a necessity to develop the 
communicative skills in order to handle the situations, and thereby promoting a 
transformative learning.    

5.3.2 Lifelong learning 
According to the volunteers’ conception developing intercultural communication 
competence is an on-going process throughout a person’s lifetime, and as such it is part of 
the personal growth process induced by intercultural encounters. It is conceived that by 
adopting a positive attitude, and engaging in understanding the different culture, the 
development is promoted thus facilitating communication with strangers in a non-biased 
way.  
 

”I think that the more countries you travel to and the more people you meet 
from different culture, eh, the more open you become. The fear disappears 
a bit every time. You sort of become more willing to try new things at once 
and it can be anything, just to start a conversation with a stranger about 
food or things that has to do with different cultures and countries. Eh, what 



27 

 

 

 

it really has given me is a need to see more. Eh, it never ends, and that it 
never ends. Really, eh, it has also taught me that as long as you travel and 
engage in meeting people with an open mind, it always works out well”.  
 

Communicative competence development is a never-ending process since situations differ 
according to the cultural background of the people you meet. Developing competence is 
conceived by the volunteers as a non-reflective process that happens while meeting with 
culturally different fellow beings although for the development process to be initiated 
openness is conceived as required. 
 

”I think that it is very important to, how should I say this, yes with the 
setting you have from the beginning, but then you can never say, that you 
never become competent, you can never learn everything. It is never 
perfect, but I think as long as you are open you will also become more 
competent all the time, you become competent without even being aware 
of it. But it is probably very important to, to just be open I think”. 

 
The learning process that the work as volunteer enhances is conceived as revolutionary so 
as to change a person’s conceptions about the world and other cultures. Initially the 
volunteer arrives in the country with a will to change, but according to the volunteers’ 
conceptions, the meeting with the foreign culture eventually results in an even more 
profound personal development, along with developed intercultural communication 
competence.   
 

”When you go to work as a volunteers, you want to make changes and I 
am sure I have helped them in many ways, but I think me being here has 
changed myself even more”. 

 
Conceptions on lifelong learning emphasize attitudes and mind setting as important factors 
for the personal and communicative learning process in terms of behaviour and 
intercultural understanding. It is conceived that the intercultural encounter offers a great 
learning opportunity although the outcome of the learning prospect is dependent on the 
volunteers’ attitude.  

5.4 Summary of the result 
The result of the study is based on the volunteers’ conceptions of developing a 
communicative competence in an intercultural setting like a classroom context in East 
Africa. Based on the findings of the study three categories of description were founded and 
in accordance with the conceptions these were divided into subcategories to clarify the 
content. Components such as interaction, experience and personal development were 
conceived as promoting the communicative competence development. However, the 
communicative interaction with the East African pupils, and the cultural differences were 
perceived as challenging when entering the cultural environment but the conception is that 
it is improved over time by gaining a deeper understanding of the culture and the host 
language. According to the volunteers’ conception handling cultural diversity is dependent 
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on communicative and social skills in the intercultural environment. Though, when the 
verbal language is lacking the nonverbal communicative skill is perceived as essential for 
communicating with strangers.  

Social capabilities and communication are perceived by the volunteers to be equally 
important for interacting with the pupils and understanding cultural differences facilitates 
the meeting. Moreover the attitude is perceived to be either a simplifier or an obstacle for 
communication competence to develop. Knowledge development, cultural awareness and 
an overall open attitude are conceived as beneficial for developing a communicative 
competence, but also to enhance personal development by various learning situations, such 
as the transformative process of culture shock experiences. The conception is that 
developing intercultural communication competence is dependent on the handling of the 
experience, the interaction, the attitude and previous knowledge. It is thus perceived by the 
volunteers that continuous encounters with foreign cultures promote the development since 
the competence is often of an unconscious kind, still necessary for interacting and 
communicating effectively with people from various cultures.  The development as such is 
therefore a never-ending process of lifelong learning. 

In summary the results thus indicate that the interaction in the classroom is promoting the 
development of ICC by the communicative and social interaction with the pupils. Moreover 
the conception indicates that, within the dimension of experience, cultural knowledge 
including awareness and a time aspect facilitates the communicative competence to develop 
in the intercultural setting. With regard to the personal development that working as a 
teaching volunteer in East Africa implies, the conception is that the transformative and 
lifelong learning processes are promoted while developing ICC.    

6 Interpretation of the result 
On the following pages the result of the present study will be interpreted in relation to 
theories in the field with the purpose of gaining a more extensive knowledge of the 
conceptions described by the volunteers. Theories dealing with the development process in 
terms of a learning activity taking place in an intercultural and socio-cultural setting, are 
considered most suitable for the purpose of interpreting the results, in view of the fact that 
the communicative competence development is a result from the volunteers’ meeting with 
the East African pupils in a classroom context. With the intention of facilitating the 
comprehension of the forthcoming discussion, the interpretations follow the categories of 
description of the result to shed light on the volunteers’ conceptions of ICC development.   

6.1 ICC  development by interaction 
Developing competence of any kind requires openness and a will to understand the other 
person’s cultural heritage. According to the result of the present study the intercultural 
communication competence mainly develops within the interaction between the volunteers 
and the pupils and involves skills of both a communicative and a social kind. The findings 
are in line with the theories by Illeris (2009) who states that the competence development 
process is part of an individual’s interaction with the socio-cultural environment. Moreover, 
the learning process that precedes the competence development can be divided into three 
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dimensions composed of the content, the incentive and the interaction dimensions. An 
expounded interpretation of the category of description indicates that it is equal to Illeris’ 
(2009) dimension of interaction, which according to Illeris (2009) comprises 
communication and social interaction. The intercultural encounter as such promotes 
situations facilitating the competence development process, in accordance with the theories 
of Jarvis, Holford and Griffin (2003) regarding learning by everyday life, since the 
intercultural communication competence develops within the socio-cultural environment of 
an East African classroom, where western volunteers are interacting with native pupils. In 
the following sections the two concepts of communicative and social interaction are 
interpreted more in detail.  

6.1.1 Communicative interaction 
In an interaction the most common tool to use for communicative purposes is language, 
verbal or nonverbal. Several of the volunteers describe the language barrier as an obstacle 
to overcome in the interaction with the pupils, but also emphasize the importance of using 
the body as a communicative instrument. By learning Swahili the volunteers perceive 
themselves as becoming more competent communicators and the knowledge of the host 
language results in a more profound relationship with the pupils. This is also described by 
Kim (2002), who equals communication competence of an intercultural kind with a blend 
of host language knowledge, motivation for adaption to the host culture and a positive 
attitude toward the host society. The findings of the study reveal that all three components 
are essential for developing communicative competence, based on the fact that a language 
is bound to the culture and is therefore hard to learn otherwise than by interacting with 
native people. Misunderstandings are often due to diverging meanings of verbal and 
nonverbal symbols depending on individual cultural backgrounds in a communicative 
context (Barnett & Lee, 2002). According to the result of the study, volunteers perceive 
listening to provide the most essential means of overcoming linguistic misunderstandings. 
Becoming a more attentive listener is perceived to be an effective way of developing ICC, 
although patience and respects towards the culturally different other is likewise required. In 
our understanding this is equal to a transformation of cultural frames of reference through 
which meaning is construed by attributing significance to the experience, with close points 
of similarities to the transformative learning process as described by Mezirow (2008). 
Improved listening skills are also stressed by Gudykunst (2002), who refers to listening as 
equivalent to developing an individual’s communicative capacity.  

Considering the findings of the study indicating that nonverbal messages are of great 
importance for the communication between the volunteers and the pupils, a motivation for 
attentive behaviour ought in our opinion to be included in theories of improved listening 
skills. Communicative learning aims, according to Mezirow (2008), at searching for a 
common ground that will assist in the understanding of the communicative messages in 
accordance with the best judgment, which is in conformity with our opinion. The nonverbal 
messages communicated by the body language are though culturally dependent, which 
therefore might obstruct the communication competence development, as the result of the 
study indicates. An awareness regarding the culturally different nonverbal communication 
processes is thus of importance in order to develop ICC (Gudykunst & Lee, 2002). In 



30 

 

 

 

societies with collectivistic tendencies, such as the East African one, the use of high-
context messages implies a vast body language and lots of nonverbal communication. 
Dissimilar interpretations and expectations regarding the proper way to communicate in a 
nonverbal fashion therefore arise in the communicative interaction between the volunteers 
and the pupils, as described by Lustig and Koester (2010). The communicative cultural 
clash that might entail in the interaction between the East African pupils and the volunteers 
from western societies with individualistic tendencies, could be reduced to a minimum by 
the incitement of cultural sensitivity and an understanding of the communicative 
differences prior to the volunteer’s arrival in East Africa. According to Gudykunst and Lee 
(2002) an awareness of the general differences regarding the communicative styles of 
individualistic and collectivistic societies can in fact improve the communication process to 
become effective, since interpretations are based on the individual’s symbolic system as it 
was learned during the socialization process into the own cultural society. The volunteers’ 
conceptions indicate that becoming aware of one’s own cultural communication patterns, 
and the way it differs from the communicative patterns of the host country, facilitates the 
interaction in the classroom and thereby promotes the ICC development. Improved 
listening skills and an attentiveness regarding the nonverbal messages are therefore 
essential for the communicative competence to develop.   

6.1.2 Social interaction 
According to the result of the study ICC develops even despite poor communication, which 
in our view indicates that social skills are equally important as language of any kind to get a 
relationship with people of different cultures, although a cultural understanding facilitates 
the interaction. In a situation where a common spoken language is lacking a motivated 
communicator seeks out to engage in interacting with people from another culture by 
means of using a social ability. This confirms the theories of Lustig and Koester (2010) 
who assert that a competent communicator possesses a social judgment to effectively 
interact with people of other cultural backgrounds. Subsequently the social perception is 
specific to the context and hence the competence is not static, but rather constantly 
evolving within the socio-cultural setting. The three components of ICC, knowledge, 
motivation and skills (Wiseman, 2002), engage a volunteer who is anxious to learn how to 
effectively deal with the social situation presented in the classroom in an appropriate way. 
When the verbal capability is not enough the alternative is to rely on a social competence, 
as conceptions of the category of description indicate. The development of ICC by the 
social interaction process seems however to be possible even despite inappropriate social 
behaviour according to the volunteers’ conceptions. A probable explanation is that by 
reducing the negative influences of ignorance in favour of positive influences of awareness, 
whereby the false step is corrected, you are more likely to become a competent 
communicator (Wiseman, 2002). The skill is the actual performance of the behaviour 
perceived to be effective and appropriate in the current social learning context. A false 
social step entails an option of development by learning the appropriate way of action, or 
by becoming mindful of the own communicative behaviour (Gudykunst, 2004). In our view 
this represents conscious living, and thereby promoting lifelong learning  (Jarvis, Holford, 
& Griffin, 2003). 
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Part of a volunteer’s social interaction is an understanding of the normative expectations of 
a situation and a competence to accomplish various social functions in the East African 
society. When entering a conversation with a stranger from a different cultural background 
there are certain expectations regarding the contents of the conversation based on culturally 
defined social codes (Wiseman, 2002). In western countries the communicating parties 
usually use inquiries regarding professional matters, whereas the opening phrase in East 
African countries commonly deals with the family situation, as described by one of the 
volunteers. Underneath the description of the communicative competence required for 
complying with the greeting ceremony lies in our opinion an understanding of the 
differences between members of societies with collectivistic and individualistic tendencies 
respectively. Gudykunst and Lee (2002) describe that members of collectivistic cultures 
feel more uncertain while interacting with people from outgroups than do members of 
individualistic cultures, and developing the communication competence is therefore 
important for a volunteer to smoothly adapt to the foreign cultural society. According to the 
result of the present study, since ICC develops owing to the social interaction with the 
pupils in the classroom, the motivated volunteer learns to co-orient and coordinate the 
behaviour to be effective and appropriate in accordance with the demands of the current 
situation.     

The findings of the study reveal that the development of intercultural communication 
competence is actually an ongoing learning process, resulting from the interaction in the 
classroom, thus including verbal and nonverbal communication as well as social 
interactions. Therefore we consider the communicative competence development process to 
be learning for life deriving from activities on an everyday basis in the intercultural setting 
(Purcell, 2008).  

6.2 ICC development by experience 
An experience in an intercultural environment, such as a volunteer encounters during the 
voluntary service in East Africa, does almost inevitably offer a breeding ground for 
communication competence development of a conscious or unconscious kind (Jarvis, 
Holford, & Griffin, 2003; Purcell, 2008). According to the results of the study, the 
development of ICC by experience can be divided into development by knowledge from 
previous experiences and an awareness of the experience as such, as well as a profounded 
experience over time. For this reason, the findings of the present study have similarities 
with Gudykunst’s (2002) theory of motivation, knowledge and skills as components of the 
communicative competence development process. According to the theory by Gudykunst 
(2002), awareness is considered to be part of knowledge and is described as understanding 
what needs to be done to communicate in an appropriate and effective way, dependent on 
the context. In our opinion, based on the results of the present study, knowledge and 
awareness are closely related. Awareness is what gives knowledge value since it opens up 
for an understanding regarding how to apply the knowledge in the current situation in order 
to communicate appropriately and effectively. The implication of this is that, taken 
together, knowledge and awareness become skills, like two parallel and interdepending 
processes within the development of communicative competence in an intercultural setting.  
All three components, motivation, knowledge and skills, are thus required for developing 
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competent intercultural communication, and according to Wiseman (2002), they can be 
influenced through education, experience and guided practice. In other words ICC is 
considered possible to be taught, an idea that is shared by Hofstede and Hofstede (2005). A 
somewhat different conception was expressed by the volunteers, and this will be further 
discussed in the following section.   

6.2.1 Knowledge 
The result of the study indicates that although knowledgeable preparation beforehand is 
beneficial for the communicative competence to develop by the experience of volunteer 
work in a learning context, it is also likely to cause prejudices and bias regarding the 
culture of the host country. Gudykunst (2002) describes that when communicating with 
strangers we are coloured by previous experiences, although most of the time we are 
unconscious of the fact. Because of the risk of biased encounters the volunteers perceive 
that the development process is rather expedited by experiencing the encounter with the 
pupils with a minimum of cultural pre-preparations. In relation to the theories implying that 
intercultural communication competence can be theoretically learned (Hofstede & 
Hofstede, 2005; Wiseman, 2002), the volunteers’ conception is in a way directly contrary, 
by suggesting that true communicative knowledge can only develop from personal 
experiences of various cultures. Openness and a motivated attitude are perceived by the 
volunteers to be of more importance than theoretical knowledge for the development of 
ICC, since reality differs from theory. In our view this notion illustrates the nature of 
learning, described by Marton and Booth (1997) as gaining knowledge about the 
surrounding world by learning to experience it. The personal experiences of everyday life, 
while interacting with the pupils, are though often learning of an unconscious kind, 
according to the result of the study. This is in line with the theory of Purcell (2008) 
indicating that learning often is spontaneous, unplanned and unconscious, while rendering 
unconscious knowledge, such as developing ICC. In other words the volunteers’ conception 
is that they have learnt and act accordingly, but the learning has not necessarily become 
conscious knowledge. Consequently the knowledge is stored away, although it guides the 
volunteer’s handling and actions while communicating with the pupils.  

6.2.2 Awareness  
In the communicative competence development process an awareness regarding cultural 
differences and similarities is vital for understanding how to communicate appropriately 
and effectively, according to the findings of the study. The awareness is however conceived 
by the volunteers as never-ending learning, since a competent communicator understands 
the necessity of adjusting the communication depending on the context. According to 
Gudykunst (2002), a problem when communicating with foreigners is a delusive 
assumption that we perceive strangers in an unbiased fashion though perceptions are highly 
selective and biased, based on factors such as past experiences and cognitive aspects. This 
notion thus confirms the necessity of awareness regarding the own cultural heritage as well 
as the culture of the pupils for developing ICC by means of the volunteer’s experience in 
the learning context. By the experience, the volunteer’s cultural awareness is broadened, 
thereby facilitating future cultural encounters, although this, according to Wiseman (2002), 
requires motivation to understand the normative expectations governing the interaction with 
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people from the foreign culture. In order to become a competent intercultural 
communicator it is therefore necessary to assimilate the knowledge regarding the 
communicative style of the foreign culture and by awareness understand how to use the 
knowledge while interacting in the social society. The result of the present study maintains 
a conception that by attentive openness, and a motivation to learn, the awareness of the 
situation brings about an adaption, whereby the volunteers’ adjust the behaviour and 
communication style to facilitate the interaction with the pupils. As Purcell (2008) asserts, 
the intercultural communication competence is thus an everlasting learning experience, 
distinguished by curiosity and awareness, to gain an ability of handling various cultural 
encounters. 

6.2.3 Competence development over time 
Working as a volunteer in a learning context can be an experience that extends over various 
amounts of time, from a couple of weeks only up to a yearly basis. Since development of 
ICC is conceived by the volunteers to be an ongoing process, the period of time spent in the 
same culture is conceived to have a major impact on the communicative competence 
development process. The result maintains that, in order to understand a culture and its 
communicative patterns, a longer stay is required, thereby promoting intercultural 
communication competence to develop. Illeris (2009) claims that learning proceeds 
competence development, such as developing ICC, and according to the volunteers’ 
conception, development of the communicative competence in the intercultural 
environment needs time to progress. By partaking in the learning context with the pupils 
the ICC development is thus a consequence of the social and cultural environment, which 
makes the learning dynamic and changeable, as described by Säljö (2005). The experience 
of volunteering in a culturally different society implies in other words a facet of lifelong 
learning, since intercultural communication competence is developed and deepened over 
time, whereby knowledge and communicative skills are fostered.  

6.3 ICC development by personal development 
Learning does result in personal development, and interacting with pupils from another 
country while working as a volunteer is no exception. According to the volunteers, the 
experience in an East African learning context is conceived as a transformative learning 
process, depending on the situation and the volunteer’s past experiences. Consequently, 
there is a process of personal growth in progress while developing ICC. Illeris (2009) refers 
to competence development as an unplanned production process that is rather personal 
development practice developed while interacting with the world, which in the case of 
volunteer work includes adapting to the culture of the East African society. According to 
Kim (2002), the swirling interface between cultures spins off new problems that require 
new learning, wherefore all individuals who are entering an unfamiliar culture undergo 
some degree of new cultural learning, like a resocialization process. The notion is in line 
with the volunteers’ conception indicating that intercultural communication competence is 
developed in accordance with transformative personal growth in the process of learning for 
life.  
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6.3.1 Transformative learning 
Developing ICC does involve a dimension of cultural understanding, which according to 
the result of the study can be a major challenge due to contrasting values. However, the 
challenge also entails an option of transformative learning, since the volunteer needs to 
scrutinize the own attitude.  Beating children for educative purposes and stoning a person to 
death are examples of cultural matters that could be hard to understand for a volunteer from 
a western society, yet is part of the East African cultural tradition and thus to some extent 
ought to be respected. Considering that culture and communication are intimately 
interconnected a culture shock experience does in our opinion exert an influence on the 
communicative competence development. Kim (2002) claims that cultural clashes, such as 
a culture shock, leads to a transformative learning, whereby the individual develops and 
grows. The volunteers’ conceptions do reveal that awareness of the transformation is 
required for acquiring intercultural communication competence, although respecting 
contrasting values does not necessarily imply an understanding of the actions. Hofstede and 
Hofstede (2005) consider that intercultural knowledge comprises getting an intellectual 
comprehension of the way cultural values diverge from the own ones, though the values of 
the foreign culture are not shared. According to the volunteers’ conception the culture clash 
diminishes over time and the adaptation process involved in developing intercultural 
communication competence is thus a transformative learning experience. Therefore the 
culture shock experience ought to be viewed in a broader context, as recommended by Kim 
(2002), a phenomenon leading to profound knowledge about the self, thereby promoting 
personal and communicative competence development simultaneously.  

6.3.2 Lifelong learning 
As an individual grow and develop new abilities a lifelong learning is in progress according 
to Purcell (2008). The learning might though be unconscious, since the personal 
development process proceeds in the everyday interaction with the world, and thus consists 
of the socio-cultural dimension of competence development (Illeris, 2009). In order to 
handle the socio-cultural situation in an appropriate and effective way it is therefore 
essential to develop ICC, according to the findings of the present study. Working as a 
volunteer in a foreign country is commonly deriving from a will to change or improve 
living conditions, and thereby assisting fellow beings, although the result reveals a 
conception that the experience most likely changes the volunteer to an even greater extent. 
Considering that the continuous communicative competence development has an 
orientation for future situations, as described by Illeris (2009), the competence development 
process becomes learning for life. According to the findings of the study the personal 
development that promotes the acquisition of improved intercultural communicative skills 
brings about a more positive and open overall attitude towards foreign cultures, as the 
individual becomes aware of the own ability. The understanding of the personal capability 
of interacting with strangers in various cultural settings can thus in our view be regarded as 
a developed competence. Furthermore, the findings of the result reveal that although the 
personal and ICC development represents lifelong learning it is yet conceived by the 
volunteers to be of an unconscious kind. Improved communicative skills are though 
conceived to form the basis of personal development by means of interacting with pupils 
from East Africa.  
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6.4 Summary of the interpretation of the result 
We maintain that the interpretations of the findings of the research, in relation to theories in 
the field, can be compared to a waterfall, since an interaction is necessary for an experience 
to occur, and put together the two dimensions form a profound learning which assists the 
volunteers’ in their personal development. In a broader perspective the communicative 
competence development is thus deriving from learning by interaction to create a lifelong 
learning process. As the result reveals communication competence as such is a social 
judgment about how well a person interacts with foreigners. This involves a social 
perception that is specific to the context and to the interpersonal relationship within which 
it occurs according to Lustig and Koester (2010). In accordance with the theories presented, 
the findings of the present study indicate that improved intercultural communicative skills 
require knowledge, motivation and an ability to act appropriately and effectively (Lustig & 
Koester, 2010). Personal qualities that promote the development of ICC are conceived by 
the volunteers to include improved listening skills, patience, respect and an open mind.  

A holistic approach regarding competence development in general is presented by Illeris 
(2009), who states that the three dimensions of learning, the content, the incentive and the 
interaction, have to involve the qualities of functionality, sensitivity and sociality for 
competence to develop. In relation to the findings of the present study a liberate 
interpretation could imply that the categories of description are synonymous with the 
learning dimensions and the qualities of learning. In our opinion the content dimension is 
thus made up by the experience in terms of knowledge and awareness that develops over 
time, the incentive dimension is the volunteers’ motivation for personal development, and 
the interaction is the communication between the volunteer and the pupils in the learning 
context. The qualities represent the intercultural and socio-cultural settings in which the 
interaction takes place, since functionality, sensitivity and sociality are required for the 
intercultural communication competence to develop. In other words the content creates 
meaning, the incentive dimension requires sensibility and the interaction is equal to 
integration. In conclusion, ICC is conceived to develop while interacting with the pupils, 
but is formed by experience, and eventually results in a personal development.  

7 Discussion 
The purpose of this research was to extend our knowledge regarding volunteers’ conception 
of ICC development in an East African learning context. According to the findings of the 
study, competence development is enhanced by interacting with the pupils in the classroom, 
experiencing various communicative situations, and personal development while working 
as a volunteer in an East African learning context. From a societal perspective the utility of 
the study can be found in the purpose of the research. As the term indicates, volunteers are 
contracted by various organizations on a voluntary basis for educational commissions at 
diverse locations worldwide and by interacting with the native pupils in a formal setting 
they are forced to develop ICC. Should the communication fail the pupils’ learning is put at 
risk. Therefore, knowledge about the way volunteers conceive the development of 
intercultural communication competence is valuable for global organizations to properly 
prepare employees for working abroad. For this reason we suggest that organizations make 
use of local mentors to assist volunteers and employees in adapting to the new host country 
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culture. The result of the study is also useful for a better understanding of the 
communicative development process in an intercultural setting, bearing in mind that the 
information is also valuable for people intending to work in a foreign country, especially 
those considering to work as volunteers. However the western perspective of the study 
might not render the findings useful in educative purpose for people from cultural 
backgrounds other than the western ones since communication is culturally specific. It 
would have been an interesting option to include the East African pupils’ conceptions of 
developing intercultural communication competence in the study, and thereby gain 
knowledge of various perspectives of the phenomenon. Considering the phenomenographic 
influence of the study qualitatively diverse conceptions of the phenomenon are expected to 
have different characteristics, although interpreting the result according to the second order 
perspective implies a risk of the interpretation not being distinguished from the researcher’s 
own subjective view of the phenomenon. Throughout the research we have strived for high 
validity and have thus worked for maintaining the second order perspective. Likewise, the 
conceptions interpreted by the researchers’ of the present study may be interpreted 
differently by a reader of the study due to each interpreter’s subjective view of the 
conceptions described by the volunteers, which in our opinion might well differ depending 
on the reader’s cultural background.  

The conception of ICC development revealed various aspects of the phenomenon, and one 
of the most prominent factors to obstruct the development process was perceived to be 
deficient verbal communication skills, due to its importance for effectively interacting with 
the pupils in the classroom context, and thereby searching to create a relationship with 
them. For the volunteer it is therefore essential to overcome the linguistic barriers by 
searching for alternative ways other than verbal to communicate, which thus promotes the 
development of the intercultural communicative competence. In the research by Holmes 
(2006) the phenomenon is described in a similar way as the Chinese students expressed 
difficulties in establishing relationships with fellow students due to language barriers. 
According to the result of the present study the volunteers perceived themselves as 
becoming more competent communicators by learning the host language. The Chinese 
students on the other hand perceived the obstacles to remain despite knowledge of the host 
language, due to cultural differences of a more social kind. Kim (2002) puts the 
development of superior communicational skills in relation to a person’s attitude and 
motivation to adapt which might describe what differentiates the volunteers’ experience 
from the one by the Chinese students’ with regard to developing ICC. In our opinion a 
possible explanation of the perceived differences might be that it is easier for people from 
individualistic influenced cultures to adapt to the communicative structures of a collective 
culture than vice versa, though we have found no evidence for such a hypothetical 
assumption, neither in the reviewed researches nor in the presented theories.  

Nonverbal language, such as body language, was conceived as a useful tool for effectively 
manage communication, and thereby developing the communicative competence in an 
intercultural setting by both the volunteers in the present study and the teachers in 
Jokikokko’s (2005) research. However, Kim (2002) considers that a positive attitude and 
incentives to adapt to the foreign environment is also required for effective communication 
to occur. Since nonverbal communication is dependent on the cultural heritage it is thus 
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applied and interpreted in accordance with a person’s cultural belonging. In Holmes’ 
(2006) study the Chinese students described difficulties with regard to the nonverbal 
communication in the New Zealand classroom. Similar constrains caused by a failure in 
interpreting the nonverbal messages used by the pupils in the interaction,  were described 
by the volunteers in the present study, and this sometimes lead to misunderstandings due to 
deviating meanings in the communication (Lustig & Koester, 2010). The diverse meanings 
in the communication between volunteers and East African students derive from their 
diverse cultural backgrounds wherefore a cultural awareness, and an awareness of the 
impact of one’s own objectives on the interaction in an intercultural learning context, is 
required according to Jokikokko’s (2005) findings. Culturally biased perceptions may result 
in increased prejudice regarding the cultural influence on the communication according to 
Gudykunst (2002) and similar findings derived from the researches by Holmes (2006) and 
Jokikokko (2009). According to the volunteers’ conceptions the intercultural experience in 
East Africa had an impact on their cultural awareness in so far as prejudices diminished by 
the experience. Likewise, an awareness of the diverse communication structures deriving 
from high- and low-context communicative societies is likely to have a positive impact on 
the communication between people from different cultural backgrounds especially in a 
context similar to the one in Holmes’ (2006) study, and the learning context of the present 
study. Gudykunst and Lee (2002) present theories supporting the issue, and argue for the 
positive effect that cultural awareness, with regard to communication styles based on cross-
cultural aspects, has on the development of communicative competence in an intercultural 
context. In order to become a competent communicator by successfully overcoming 
misunderstandings and misinterpretations the volunteers conceived that active listening and 
open discussions were necessary and useful tools. Those features are also perceived as 
essential for intercultural communicative learning in the research by Jokikokko (2009). As 
stated by Mezirow (2008) developing effective listening skills though requires 
transformative learning. According to the research by Jokikokko (2005) teaching in an 
intercultural environment demands the teachers to transform in order to develop the 
competence of intercultural communication and thereby understand the content of the 
interaction within the context. When cultural backgrounds influence the communication 
process, as in the learning context of Chinese and New Zealander students described by 
Holmes (2006), the obstacles that arise due to the different communication styles are 
probable to have a negative effect on the communicative competence development process. 
The conceptions from our research illustrate that social skills and cultural understanding are 
likely to diminish misconceptions and misapprehensions. However this requires that the 
communicator make use of the communicative skills acquired by the intercultural learning 
context and thus manage to interact effectively (Wiseman, 2002), and thereby further 
developing the personal communicative competence.  

An interesting and somewhat contradictive conception of developing ICC revealed in the 
result of the present study, since ICC was conceived to develop in real life by interaction 
and experience rather than theoretically learned. This perspective, that ICC development is 
favoured by intercultural encounters and not effectively learnt in a theoretical setting, allow 
us to believe that there is something more than just awareness, knowledge and skills 
required for learning and developing intercultural communication competence. We 
therefore assume that personal traits, that are culturally sensitive, do have an impact on the 
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individual’s ability to make use of theoretical knowledge regarding ICC in a real world 
situation (Jokikokko, 2005). In view of the difficulties encountered by the Chinese students 
to interact and create relationships with the fellow New Zealand students in Holmes’ (2006) 
study, and the volunteers’ conception that developing intercultural communication 
competence requires interaction, render in our opinion theories calling attentions to the 
possibility that ICC can be taught (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005; Wiseman, 2002) hard to 
confine to. It is clear that the Chinese students’ cultural background exerts influence on the 
communicative interaction (Holmes, 2006) while the volunteers conceptions indicate a less 
cultural influence with regards to communicative competence development. Instead the 
volunteers insist on the necessity of personal interest, attitude and motivation for 
intercultural communicative competence to develop. These characteristics are conceived by 
the volunteers to strongly influence the development of ICC in the learning context. In our 
view these features are of an individualistic kind and consequently reflect the volunteers’ 
western cultural backgrounds. The conception that ICC is hard to develop on theoretical 
premises might in our view also be influenced by the volunteers’ western heritage, since we 
assume that individuals from collectivistic influenced cultures are more sensitive to group 
behaviours and therefore ought to be better qualified for adapting to a foreign culture of 
which they have gained previous theoretical knowledge. However, the findings by Holmes 
(2006) illustrate the Chinese students’ difficulties in adapting to the communicative 
structure of the individualistic New Zealand society, which we believe is deriving from the 
fact that the Chinese cultural heritage is so strong that it renders communicative re-
socialization difficult, despite the collective alignment. The different perspectives are thus 
likely to generate from the cultures of collectivistic and individualistic societies 
respectively (Gudykunst & Lee, 2002). An interesting point is that although the volunteers 
have a western cultural background, just the same as Hofstede and Hofstede (2005), the 
conceptions regarding the possibility of developing ICC theoretically differs from the 
researchers’ theory. A possible explanation could be that the theory by Hofstede and 
Hofstede (2005) is based on findings from a multi-national corporation, which makes it 
more suitable for developing intercultural business communication competence. In other 
words we assume that it is possible to learn ICC theoretically for the purpose of business 
relations, but in order to build profound relationships with pupils for example, theoretical 
knowledge is not enough. An actual intercultural encounter is therefore necessary for 
developing communicative competence in an intercultural setting.  

Another perspective on the volunteers’ conception that developing intercultural 
communication competence requires live situations, wherefore it is hard to be taught in 
advance, is offered by Jokikokko (2005). The study is emphasizing the major relevance that 
the dialogical relationship has in an intercultural encounter and the relationship implies an 
awareness of the fact that the interacting parties are equal. Moreover, within the 
intercultural dialogical relationship both parties are learners and teachers simultaneously 
(Jokikokko, 2005). With regard to Holmes’ (2006) findings, and the result of the present 
study, we assume that due to culturally influenced expectations regarding the content of a 
conversation, as described by Wiseman (2002) the modes of communication varies to such 
an extent that it might obstruct the ICC development in an intercultural encounter. The 
dialogical relationship cannot be learned in advance and is therefore dependent on cultural 
matters (Jokikokko, 2005). Based on the volunteers’ conceptions we thus assume that while 
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interacting with the East African pupils they perceived themselves as equal and were to 
some extent aware of the fact that they learned and taught simultaneously in the classroom 
context. This does however appear not to be the case with regard to the interaction between 
the Chinese and New Zealand students in Holmes’ (2006) study. Considering the findings 
of Jokikokko’s (2005) study that predevelopment of dialogical relationships is not possible 
and the volunteers’ conception that ICC does only develop in real life settings confirms in 
our opinion that ICC is hard to be theoretically taught.  

The volunteers’ conception of the experience dimension reveal that intercultural 
communicative competence develops continuously during the time spent teaching in East 
Africa. According to Säljö (2005), communicative competence development is 
simultaneously a conscious and unconscious learning process that requires time to develop, 
which is similar to the findings of Jokikokko (2009) indicating that teachers perceive their 
intercultural learning to be a result from incidents and experiences throughout life. A 
similar notion is expressed by the volunteers whose conception indicate that, apart from the 
time perspective of developing intercultural communication competence, a personal 
transformative learning is inevitable in the process due to challenging situations such as 
culture shock. The adaption process required to fit in the New Zealand host culture is 
conceived by the Chinese students to provide transformative learning like a culture shock, 
although the Chinese students appeared to transform to a lesser extent by adapting to the 
communicative patterns of the host country  (Holmes, 2006). Should the adaption to the 
host culture fail, the development of intercultural communicative competence ought in our 
opinion to fail as well, since the two learning processes are closely connected. According to 
Kim (2002), the adaptation process as such is transformative learning though the 
volunteers’ conceptions indicate that cultural understanding might not necessarily be 
included while adapting to the host culture. This was likewise a prominent outcome in the 
case of the Chinese students in Holmes’ (2006) study since the result illustrated that the 
learning and communication competence development was constrained despite the Chinese 
students’ transformation through the intercultural interaction, and an understanding of the 
host culture was thus lacking. The result of the present study shows that a volunteer’s 
communicative competence develops owing to the intercultural interaction which also 
promotes the personal development. However, according to the volunteers’ conceptions, 
the transformation was even greater than anticipated prior to arrival in East Africa down to 
the intercultural meeting with the pupils in the classroom context. Personal development is 
an essential factor for developing ICC according to the findings of Jokikokko’s (2005) 
research, in which interpersonal characteristics are repeatedly mentioned as essential 
features. Such features are likely to develop in the lifelong learning process through 
interaction in the social society according to Purcell (2008), which was confirmed by the 
findings of the present study.  

7.1  Concluding remarks 
We consider the purpose of this study to be fulfilled based on our interpretations of the 
result in relation to theoretical aspects on intercultural communication competence and 
requirements for its development, as well as in relation to previous research in the field. By 
means of interpreting the volunteers’ conceptions of the phenomenon we have increased 
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our knowledge of volunteers’ conceptions of ICC development and qualitatively different 
conceptions have been elucidated. Communication in both its verbal and nonverbal shape is 
perceived to be essential for ICC development within an interaction and social skills assist 
in overcoming barriers due to linguistic deficiencies. These findings determine the impact 
that communicative competence has on the interaction in an intercultural context such as a 
classroom context in East Africa. Moreover, the result indicates that communicative 
interaction is influenced by cultural characteristics whereby the interaction is coloured by 
the communicating parties’ cultural heritage.  Developing competence in intercultural 
communication is also a matter of experience by knowledge and awareness with regard to 
cultural differences and the development experience grow more profound over time 
according to the result. Vital for developing ICC is also personal development by means of 
transformative and lifelong learning processes. Based on the interpretations of the result we 
are able to establish conclusions regarding ICC development as conceived by the 
volunteers. We thus claim that an intercultural encounter is essential for developing ICC 
owing to the intercultural and socio-cultural context. Moreover communicative competence 
development requires interaction, experience and exposure to cultural variations as parts of 
a lifelong journey rather than something that can be theoretically taught. The 
communicative competence development process is though conceived as learning of an 
unconscious kind. Another conclusion deriving from interpreting the result is that the 
personal level of motivation and attitude regarding the cultural meeting has an influence on 
the communicative competence development process, although this finding might be 
resulting from the western perspective of the study whereby the volunteers’ individualistic 
cultural heritage colours the conceptions. In summary experiences in an intercultural 
context promotes communicative skills to develop owing to increased cultural awareness of 
the content and meaning within an interaction.  

7.2 Suggestions for future research 
The findings of the result and the interpretations that followed have opened up for new 
horizons and perspectives of the phenomenon. Although focus was of the conceptions 
described by the group consisting of teaching volunteers in East Africa it was inevitable to 
see that the volunteers’ nationalities, and consequently their cultural background, gave rise 
to various conceptions of cultural matters other than the communicative ones. A point in 
case is the strong aversion that Swedish volunteers expressed regarding the use of corporal 
punishment as educational method in East Africa, which was not even mentioned by 
volunteers of other nationalities. Based on these findings an interesting study would be to 
investigate various attitudes regarding useful pedagogical methods based on cultural 
differences, since this would shed light on optimal learning conditions in a learning context 
that hopefully would diminish the use of corporal punishment at schools worldwide.  

The research also revealed that the volunteers could be divided into teachers and non-
teachers based on their professional backgrounds, which influenced the conceptions 
expressed during the interviews. Volunteers who were teachers by profession proved to be 
much more aware of the actual learning context and pedagogical matters, with less 
sensitivity regarding the cultural context in the communicative interaction with the pupils. 
Therefore an interesting research would be differences in developing intercultural 
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communicative skills from teachers and non-teachers perspectives respectively. Many of 
the volunteers in this research had English as mother tongue which may have influenced 
their conceptions with regards to the use of English in the teaching context. It would 
therefore be of interest to carry out a cross-cultural research by comparing the 
communication styles between volunteers with English as native language and volunteers 
with English as a second language to reveal if their conceptions of ICC development are of 
diverse characters. Also, the time aspect was emphasized by several volunteers wherefore 
an interesting option would be a phenomenographic research comparing volunteers’ 
conceptions of developing communicative competence in an intercultural setting depending 
on the time spent in the country, thus interview volunteers shortly after arrival in a foreign 
country and after a longer period of time in the host country. Such a research would shed 
light on the experience dimension since the result of the present study indicated that 
communicative skills and awareness improved over time.  

Another aspect to consider for future research is the subcultures impact on conceptions of 
ICC development. Volunteers who had been teaching in various environments mentioned 
that the cultural influences were less prominent in wealthier schools compared to teaching 
at an orphanage. This opens up for thoughts regarding how the interaction is influenced by 
the students’ subcultures and social class and the way volunteers’ conceptions are biased by 
their knowledge about characteristics typical to each subculture. In view of the above 
development of intercultural communication competence is a vast area with interesting 
prospects for future research.  
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Appendix 1: English interview guide 

How does a volunteer perceive that the interaction in the classroom promotes 
development of ICC?? 

 Describe how your knowledge about the students’ cultural background effects the interaction 
in the classroom. 

o How important is it to be familiar and know about the student’s culture? 
o Does it have an effect on the learning process? If so, how?  
o Is it easier for the students to learn and understand what’s being taught if the 

volunteer has knowledge of the student’s cultural background? 
o What effects does the student’s culture have on their learning process? Does it 

inhibit/interfere/prevent/disturb? Does it ease the learning? 
 

 Describe how you look at the relationship between you and the students, taking in 
consideration your different linguistic backgrounds?  

o How important is the language for the interaction?  
o How can the language differences interfere with the learning process? 
o What effect does the nonverbal communication have on the interaction?- symbols, 

gestures, bodily distance etc.   

How do a volunteer perceive that cultural knowledge supports the development of ICC?  

 How did you prepare for your meeting with the students from this culture?  
o How has this knowledge help in your role as a teacher?  
o Try and get a deeper understanding of what the preparation really has meant for him 

and how it could have been done differently?  
 

 Describe your attitude towards your assignment here in this foreign culture.  
o Curious attitude, genuine interest, looking more into teaching the own knowledge and 

about one’s own culture?  
o Looking more to one’s own development or a will to share knowledge and 

experiences with others.  
 

 How do you look at cultural meetings?  
 

 What do you think of your own way of handling the cultural differences between yourself 
and the students?  

o How could it be improved? 
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How does the volunteer perceive that developing ICC supports the own development?  

 How does the cultural meeting and interaction with the students support your own 
development?  

o Since you probably have established a relationship with these students, what effect 
had this relationship and experience on your own understanding of other cultures?  

o How do you think that this will contribute for your future meetings with different 
cultures?  
 

 Communication is much more than just the spoken word and involves gestures, symbols and 
so on.  Do you think that the body language has received a different meaning from your 
interaction with the students? Could you describe in what way?  

o Have you received a broader understanding for individuals with a different body 
language?  

o Is it easier forwarding the knowledge to the students if you are aware of the 
nonverbal communication in the interaction?  

o How do you think that the meeting with another cultures communication pattern has 
effected your own development?  
 

General questions  

 How do you mean?  
 Explain you're thought behind it?  
 Could you give another example?  
 Could you develop your answer any further?  
 Could you clarify what you mean?  
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Appendix 2: Swedish interview guide 
 

Hur uppfattar en volontär att samspelet i klassrummet främjar utvecklingen av interkulturell 
kommunikationskompetens? 

 Beskriv hur din kunskap om elevernas kultur inverkar på relationen och samspelet i 
klassrummet. 

o Hur viktigt är det att ha kunskap om elevernas kultur? 
o Påverkar det lärandet som sker och på vilket sätt? 
o Blir det lättare för eleverna att ta till sig kunskapen och förstå det som lärs ut om 

volontären har kunskap om elevernas kulturella bakgrund? 
o Vad betyder elevernas kultur för deras lärande? Hämmar? Underlättar? 

 
 Beskriv hur du ser på förhållandet mellan dig och dina elever med tanke på att ni utgår från 

olika språkliga bakgrunder. 
o Hur viktigt är språket för interaktionen? 
o Hur kan språkbarriären hämma kunskapsintaget? 
o Vilken inverkan har icke-verbal kommunikation på förhållandet – symboler, gester, 

rumsligt avstånd etc. 

 

Hur uppfattar volontären att kulturell kunskap främjar utvecklingen av interkulturell 
kommunikationskompetens? 

 Hur har du förberett dig för att möta eleverna från den andra kulturen? 
o Hur har kunskapen hjälpt dig i din roll som lärare? 
o Fördjupa uppfattningen och vikten personen lägger på förberedelsen. 

 
 Beskriv din inställning till ditt uppdrag i en främmande kultur. 

o Nyfiken inställning, genuint intresse, eller snarare pracka på kunskap och den egna 
kulturen (missionera)? 

o Egen utveckling eller en vilja att dela med sig till andra? 
 

 Hur ser du på kulturmöten? 
 

 Hur uppfattar du ditt sätta att hantera kulturskillnaderna mellan dig och eleverna i 
klassrummet? 

o Hur kan det förbättras? 
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Hur uppfattar volontären att interkulturell kommunikationskompetens stödjer den egna 
utvecklingen? 

 Vad innebär mötet och samspelet med eleverna för din egen utveckling? 
o Nu har du ju en relation till de här eleverna, vad har den här relationen och 

erfarenheten för påverkan på din egen förståelse för andra kulturer? 
o Hur tror du att det kan bidra till dina framtida möten med andra kulturer? 

 
 Kommunikation är mycket mer än det talade ordet och innehåller även gester, symboler och 

så vidare. Har kroppsspråk fått en annan betydelse för dig genom mötet med elevernas 
kultur? På vilket sätt? 

o Har du fått en bredare förståelse för personer med ett annat kroppsspråk? 
o Underlättar kunskapen om den icke-verbala kommunikationen förmedlingen av 

kunskap till eleverna?  
o Hur har mötet med en annan kulturs kommunikationsmönster bidragit till den egna 

kunskapsutvecklingen?  

 

Allmänna fördjupningsfrågor 

 Hur menar du då? 
 Hur tänkte du då? 
 Kan du ge ett annat exempel? 
 Kan du vidareutveckla ditt svar? 
 Kan du förtydliga hur du menar? 

 


