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ABSTRACT 

The paper is relevant to the symposium, because models and training tools are needed to identify and support the development of the competencies required to function effectively in these environments.  Therefore, the objectives of this paper are to (1) present a framework of multicultural perspective taking (MPT) competencies and (2) to articulate features for training these competencies.  This paper is grounded in work completed for the United States Army Research Institute on multicultural perspective taking (Rentsch, Gundersen, Goodwin, & Abbe, 2007).

1.0
RATIONALE & DESCRIPTION OF THE RESEARCH

The aim of the present research program is to augment previous research on cultural competency and to focus cultural competency work in a manner that will be more useful for developing Army training programs.  For example, much past work has focused on knowledge of macro-level features of national cultures that involve an increase of cultural awareness by understanding various differentiating national value profiles (Hofstede, 2001; Schwartz, 1992; Trompenaars, 1994).  This approach can be essential for leaders to gain an initial understanding of cultural differences.  However, relying exclusively on macro cultural features is limiting, because nationality may serve as a basis for stereotyping rather than for understanding.
Therefore, we argue that leaders will benefit by developing skills to extract meaningful cultural information from available data to gain a deep and functional understanding of the cultural environments in which they find themselves.  Meaning is embedded in cultural artifacts in the forms of beliefs, values, and assumptions (Schein, 1992), and leaders must develop competencies in extracting meaningful, but tacit, cultural information from limited available data.
The purpose of the present research paper is to present a model of multicultural perspective-taking competencies, which was developed based on a review of the relevant research in psychology, anthropology, sociology, and international business (Rentsch, Gundersen, Goodwin, & Abbe, 2007).  We suggest that leaders function successfully in multicultural environments to the extent they possess multicultural perspective-taking competencies. 
Multicultural perspective-taking competencies are those that enable leaders to take the perspective of individuals within the context of their culture.  Thus, the leader is able to understand a culture from the perspective of an individual living in that culture.  Individual level perspective-taking is a cognitive process by which an individual is able to identify the thoughts and/or feelings of another.  Individuals high on perspective-taking tend to be able to offer information about their positions and feelings such that others can understand them, and they frame their information such that others can understand and interpret it easily (Sermat & Smyth, 1973).  Thus, perspective-taking tends to be reciprocal and serves to increase communication effectiveness.

Training multicultural perspective-taking involves the development of sets of skills.  In the present paper we articulate a those skills.  In addition, we suggest that training these skills should take a multi-faceted approach and include such methods as focused readings, group discussions, and practical exercises that incorporate essential elements of real situations.  
In the next sections, we describe the need for multicultural perspective-taking competency, reasons that the military needs to know more about multicultural perspective-taking, and how multicultural perspective-taking is essential at the tactical, operational, and strategic levels of leadership.

1.1  The Need for Multicultural Perspective-Taking Competency

The United States Army and its Coalition Partners operate in multicultural environments requiring leaders to possess strongly developed multicultural perspective-taking competencies.  Multicultural perspective-taking competencies enable effective joint, interagency, and multinational (JIM) operations. Multicultural perspective-taking competencies (MPTCs) include the abilities to extract, to interpret, and to understand cultural information.  These competencies enable leaders to take the perspective of another within the cultural context, to apply cultural lenses, and to adapt quickly when encountering individuals or groups from unfamiliar cultures.

The “Initial Impressions Report on Leader Challenges: Operation Enduring Freedom & Operation Iraqi Freedom” (IIR) emphasized the need to improve soldiers’ ability to operate in a multicultural environment and highlighted the inadequacies of the current cultural awareness training, which addresses rudimentary cultural knowledge. However, as leaders’ contact with local populations, including contact with individuals at high political levels, increases, they require knowledge related to socio-political relationships, governing structures, interpersonally sensitive issues (e.g., face, power structures, privacy, formality, loyalty), valued items (e.g., money), business practices, religion, social customs, and so on. 
Even within the organizations in any given country, cultural differences create complications. For example, civilian and military cultural differences may complicate collaboration. Cultural differences at the organizational and professional levels must be also addressed.

The multicultural perspective-taking approach identifies fundamental and advanced competencies for operating in multicultural environments, which include national, regional, socio-political, organizational and professional cultural influences. The multicultural perspective-taking approach is designed to enable leaders and soldiers at the tactical, operational, and strategic levels to extract, interpret, and utilize cultural information.

Military leaders can develop multicultural perspective-taking skills through well-designed, efficient, and effective training in the forms of self-development, institutional training, and operational assignments.  However, it is essential to clearly define the competencies required.  Traditional methods for developing training systems typically suggest identifying the specific competencies required for the jobs in question through some type of needs assessment (e.g., Goldstein & Ford, 2002).
1.2  The United States Army Needs to Know More about Multicultural Perspective-Taking  

The United States Army needs to know more about multicultural perspective-taking for at least five reasons. First, currently, leaders are not receiving training that prepares them to function most effectively in novel cultures. For example, McFate reported that a commander from an infantry division stated, “I had perfect situational awareness. What I lacked was cultural awareness” (McFate, p. 43). McFate suggested that cultural knowledge should be a national priority. The OEF and OIF Leader Challenges Initial Impressions Report on Operation Enduring Freedom and Operation Iraqi Freedom (IIR) indicated that the current cultural awareness training for the Army is inadequate. It was reported that leaders believed “general education to develop the knowledge and skills related to understanding social structures would be more helpful than the specific cultural awareness training (p. 35).” The current training is considered to be too basic and in some cases erroneous (p. 71, IIR).

Second, Army leaders need resources for understanding many different cultures. Leaders are faced with cultural differences associated with their fellow soldiers, each branch of the military, U.S. agencies, coalition partners, friendly local nationals, enemies, and insurgents, and so on. McFate reported that a Special Forces colonel revealed, “We literally don’t know where to go for information on what makes other societies tick, so we use Google to make policy (p. 46).” Apparently, Army leaders are not supplied with the resources for understanding and working in unfamiliar multicultural environments.

Third, the United States seems to be trailing other nations with respect to abilities related to working effectively in other cultures. For example, it would appear that potential enemy soldiers may be more effective in understanding cultural differences than the United States Army soldier. The IIR included evidence that Arab/Muslim soldiers are more aware of the U.S. culture and are aware that U.S. soldiers are unaware of the Arab/Muslim culture. In addition, it was reported that in many cases, individuals from other cultures are aware that they do not know the American culture. Furthermore, these individuals are aware that Americans do not understand their culture. 

Stewart and Bennett (1991) noted, “Americans frequently have difficulties in communicating and cooperating with their foreign counterparts. The original obstacles to cross-cultural understanding may be conceptualized as differences in cultural assumptions and values. The Americans’ values and assumptions prevent them from objectively perceiving and understanding the underpinnings of the behavior of their counterparts. Their performance overseas would be enhanced if they understood both their own culture and that of their counterparts” (Stewart & Bennett, 1991, p. 174).

Fourth, the Initial Impressions Report emphasized that cultural training should include language, history, culture and customs, and it strongly emphasized the need for interpersonal competency. Specifically, the IIR suggested that leaders should be supplied “with a basis to better understand any culture in which they are operating, not just the specific culture of current theaters (p. 35).”
Fifth, traditional approaches to training cultural understanding are not sufficient for providing U.S. Army leaders with the complex competencies required to function effectively in multicultural environments. The Army needs to take a ground-breaking approach to improving its ability to operate in multicultural environments by training and developing its leaders’ versatility in functioning in novel and multiple cultures. The multicultural perspective-taking approach is focused on increasing leaders’ ability to extract, interpret, understand, and utilize cultural information in any culture. 
1.3  Tactical, Operational, and Strategic Levels of Leadership Require Multicultural Competency

Multicultural perspective-taking is essential at the tactical, operational, and strategic levels of leadership. At the tactical level, insufficient understanding of the local culture may put civilians and soldiers at risk. Tactical level cultural misunderstandings may be deadly. For example, McFate writes: “The American gesture for stop (arm straight, palm out) means welcome in Iraq, while the gesture for go means stop to Iraqis (arm straight, palm down). This and similar misunderstandings have had deadly consequences” (p. 44).  Multicultural perspective-taking skills are needed that enable leaders to extract and interpret relevant cultural information. A strong emphasis on personal and interpersonal skills is likely required at the tactical level. Negotiations conducted at the tactical level may impact the operational and strategic levels.

At the operational level, leaders must understand the relevant multiple cultures in the environment including the cultural differences within a country and between the countries within a region. Therefore, they must be able to convey accurate and relevant cultural information so that the best decisions can be made at higher levels. One outcome of ineffective actions with respect to culture at the operational level will likely be to promote negative public opinion inadvertently with respect to American efforts among the host nationals. Decisions and actions at the operational level will affect tactical and strategic leaders.

Leaders at the strategic level require multicultural perspective-taking competencies that promote the understanding of foreign operations. They need to know how to motivate people in these environments, know the geopolitical interrelationships among relevant units/groups, and know how to use military power in the context of host countries and among coalition members (especially those that may have agendas differing from those of the U.S.). 
Although all Army leaders would seem to need the ability to learn about and be able to function effectively in another culture as quickly as possible, there may be different multicultural perspective-taking requirements at each level. However, additional information is needed in order to make clear recommendations regarding the specific unique requirements for each level of leadership. 
In the section below, we describe the multicultural perspective-taking competencies as generic; we articulate in some detail, schema for cultural understanding, a competency that we believe is a key to multicultural perspective-taking; and we describe strategies for training multicultural perspective-taking competencies.
2.0  MULTICULTURAL PERSPECTIVE-TAKING COMPETENCIES

The literature from the disciplines of cultural anthropology, social anthropology, cognitive anthropology, counseling psychology, developmental psychology, social psychology, organizational psychology, organizational behavior, international business, and adult education and development was reviewed (Rentsch et al., 2007). Conceptualizations of culture and the knowledge, skills, and abilities contributing to multicultural perspective-taking were extracted. The literature reviewed was drawn primarily from the academic domain and included such topics as cross-cultural counseling psychology, person perception, cross-cultural person perception, cultural intelligence, police interrogation (tactical questioning), global and international business, intercultural conflict management, intercultural competence, intercultural training, intercultural communication, diversity and cultural awareness training.

Two major categories containing six sets of multicultural perspective-taking competencies were identified. Fundamental competencies are self-awareness, personal and interpersonal skills, and regional expertise. Advanced competencies are extraction skills, interpretation skills, and the development of cultural schema. Each set of competencies contains many specific knowledge, skills, and abilities.
The multicultural perspective-taking approach is designed to remedy the limitations of the current approach to cultural training by providing fundamental and advanced competencies for operating in multicultural environments (e.g., environments that include national, regional, socio-political, organizational, and professional cultural influences).  The multicultural perspective-taking approach is designed to enable leaders and soldiers at the tactical, operational, and strategic levels to take the perspective of individuals who exist within the culture. 

The multicultural perspective-taking (MPT) approach is focused on increasing leaders’ ability to extract, interpret, understand, and utilize cultural information regardless of the culture in which they are working.  In other words, multicultural perspective-taking competencies are “generic.”  Therefore, they will generalize to new situations and to new cultures.  The behavior of others that was previously mysterious will be interpretable by leaders who possess well-developed multicultural perspective-taking skills. 

Multicultural perspective-taking is complex and involves multiple competencies. Multicultural perspective-taking competencies utilized in combination will increase leaders’ cultural understanding and therefore, will increase their ability to interact with and function in another culture. These competencies are described in two sets. 

Fundamental multicultural perspective-taking competencies are those competencies that leaders will likely develop for effective functioning as leaders. These competencies are needed by leaders in any context. However, some of them overlap with the competencies required for multicultural perspective-taking. Fundamental competencies to support multicultural perspective-taking are those competencies that are relevant to leadership in any context. The Army is already training fundamental competencies (Halpin, 2005). However, Army leaders may need additional training in developing these competencies that is focused on comprehending the links between these competencies and their usefulness in operating in a multicultural environment. 
Seven fundamental competencies should be emphasized in developing multicultural perspective-taking. Two self-awareness competencies to develop are (1) knowledge of one’s own culture and idiosyncratic biases and (2) the ability to regulate emotions. The three most critical personal and interpersonal competencies with respect to multicultural perspective-taking are (1) critical thinking, (2) communication skills, and (3) relationship building competencies. Two aspects of regional expertise to focus on are (1) the knowledge of the region and language and (2) the knowledge of the similarities and differences between the regional and one’s own cultures.  

Advanced multicultural perspective-taking competencies are those that must be developed and utilized in combination with the fundamental competencies. Advanced competencies do not necessarily need to be developed after fundamental competencies, but are considered to be advanced because they are competencies that typically are not explicitly trained. However, because Army leaders are increasingly expected to work in multicultural environments, these advanced competencies should be incorporated into future training programs.  The advanced competencies enable leaders to obtain cultural information “on site” and to evaluate and interpret it.

Nine advanced competency components should be emphasized in developing multicultural perspective-taking. Three components of schema for cultural understanding to develop are: (1) understanding of cultural impact, (2) understanding of cultural identifiers, and (3) understanding of cultural barriers. The three most critical extraction competencies with respect to multicultural perspective-taking are: (1) the ability to elicit and detect cultural information, (2) the ability to suspend judgment, and (3) the ability to identify patterns and triangulate. Three principal interpretation competencies are: (1) the ability to reconstruct cognitively, (2) the ability to visualize, and (3) the ability to integrate and ascertain meaning. 

2.1  Schema For Cultural Understanding:  A Key Multicultural Perspective-Taking Competency

We are currently developing a better understanding of the schema for cultural understanding, an advanced competency that we view as a key multicultural perspective-taking competency.  A well-developed schema for cultural understanding will provide leaders with the capability to cognitively organize and make sense of novel cultural information.  Schemas are knowledge structures that influence individuals’ expectations and interpretations (Gaesser & Nakamara, 1982; Rumelhart, 1980). Schemas develop with respect to any content domain. Furthermore, not only do schemas aid in sensemaking, they also influence attention, information processing, perception, and recall.  Direct or indirect experience (e.g., through interaction and communications with others) are relevant in the formation of schemas.  Training is an obvious means of developing schemas and is used to aid individuals in the development of expert schemas.    

Expert schemas increase an individual’s ability to adapt to novel situations and they enable experts to acquire new knowledge more easily and quickly than novices.  The increased knowledge acquisition occurs because experts can understand and retain new information by linking it to their existing schemas (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1986), which tend to be characterized as deep, multileveled, and containing many connections between and within levels.  Novice schemas, in contrast, are characterized as shallow and tend to contain primarily details connected to only a few general ideas.  Training leaders so as to develop expert schemas for cultural understanding will enable them to be more likely to learn a new culture quickly and be able to engage their other multicultural perspective-taking competencies effectively in order to adapt rapidly to novel cultural situations.
Development of expert schemas containing core information about abstract social domains is plausible.  For example, evidence has been obtained to support the existence of expert schemas for teamwork (Rentsch, Heffner, & Duffy, 1994) that contain core information available to the individual in a variety of relevant contexts.  Thus, the notion of training leaders to develop an expert schema for core cultural understanding is recommended to be incorporated into Army training.  An expert schema for cultural understanding will increase the likelihood that leaders will perceive observable, including the most subtle and obscure, cultural clues (e.g., cultural artifacts).  

The content of a schema for cultural understanding should be based on at least three sources. First, Understanding various differentiating national value profiles such those articulated by Hofstede (2001; 1980), Schwartz (1992), Trompenaars (1994), and House (2004) may aid Army leaders to gain an initial understanding of cultural differences. One caution is that relying exclusively on macro cultural features may limit multicultural perspective-taking, because nationality may serve as a basis for stereotyping rather than for understanding, and because nationality is only one cultural target of which there may be many.  However, these models provide frameworks for perceiving and organizing differences between cultures.  An expert schema for cultural understanding would include understanding these similarities and differences.  

Second, another source for identifying the content of a schema for cultural understanding is the literature review conducted to identify multicultural perspective-taking competencies. Rentsch et al. (2008) identified three components of a schema for cultural understanding have been extracted from the literature: 1) the understanding of cultural impact, which involves understanding that individuals exist simultaneously in multiple cultures and that these cultures will be influencing individuals’ identity, thoughts, and behavior, 2)  the understanding of cultural identifiers, which involve knowledge that cultural information is embedded in artifacts, beliefs, values, assumptions, and 3) the understanding of cultural barriers.  
Third, subject matter experts who are actively utilizing their schemas for cultural understanding are an essential source of information.  These subject matter experts may drawn from individuals who conduct international business negotiations, academics with expertise in multicultural issues, or personnel involved in multicultural work for the government.  In the case of developing training programs for Army leaders, the preferred subject matter experts would be Army leaders who have been identified as experts in culture. 

These three sources of information should be integrated to fully articulate a core schema for cultural understanding.  Once this has been accomplished, then developing training programs to support the development of an expert schema for cultural understanding can be undertaken. 

2.2  Training Multicultural Perspective-Taking Competencies

The ultimate goal of the research program described here on multicultural perspective-taking is to produce training that increases Army leaders’ abilities to function effectively in multicultural environments. Suggestions for future research and project work aimed at developing such training programs include: (1) composing a multidisciplinary research team, (2) applying best practices for developing training systems including the use of the best practices for adult and intercultural learning, (3) determining a realistic sequence for competency training, and (4) incorporating training evaluation and realizing the effort will likely be iterative. 

First, the team should include expertise in the areas of industrial/organizational psychology, training, cognitive and cultural anthropology, cross-cultural counseling psychology, international business, adult education, and intercultural communications and relations. 

Second, some best practices for developing training systems include developing training from a systems perspective (e.g., Goldstein & Ford, 2002) and including information from subject matter experts.  Army leaders encounter the need for multicultural perspective-taking in a variety of contexts including interacting with military personnel, civilians, and children. Differences in competency needs for these various contexts are important to understand when developing a training system.  Of course, the training system should include the best practices for adult learning (e.g., Kolb, 1984), such as experiential learning. 

Third, although multicultural perspective-taking competencies are categorized as fundamental and advanced, this distinction was based on those competencies that the Army is currently training (fundamental competencies) versus what might be added to training (advanced competencies). However, these categories should not be interpreted as implying a sequence of skill training; rather the most appropriate sequencing may involve crossing these categories. 

Fourth, constant evaluation and refinement of any training system is necessary. Training systems should include feedback loops such that evaluations of current efforts provide insights into improving new efforts. Developing training programs to support the acquisition of strong multicultural perspective-taking competencies is challenging and will likely require continuous improvement.

3.0  CONCLUSIONS

Multicultural perspective-taking competencies offer an alternative approach to facilitating performance in multiple cultures.  The multicultural perspective-taking competencies are aimed at increasing leaders’ abilities to take the perspective of an individual using that individual’s cultural and personal lenses.  In addition, the multicultural perspective-taking approach emphasizes competencies related to extracting cultural information rather than simply applying cultural dimensions to understand cultural differences, thereby increasing leaders’ adaptability to various co-existing cultures.  The multicultural perspective-taking competency approach is aimed at increasing military leader’s ability to achieve effective functioning quickly in new cultures.
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