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Two click clicks. The other Marine was standing behind me. I felt his 
back up against mine and I felt the safeties click off our weapons. We 
talked about it later. We both thought, this is it; our bodies are going 
to get drug through the streets on the five o’clock news. That was the 
first day we went to the rebel compound. We were the first Marines 
out there since the Liberian Civil War had started. There was a huge 
gap in Intel. Nobody had any idea what the leadership of this group 
was like, what they were influenced by, what they wanted, what were 
their strengths. And there was really no other way to fill it than to go 
out there. 

Someone had gone upstairs to get the “General” when we arrived. We 
stood back to back and we were literally surrounded in this compound. 
There must have been 300 of them. And this kid, he was probably 13 or 
14 with an AK47 bayonet strapped to his bandoleers. He walked up to 
me and looked me right in the face. His eyes were glazed over and yel-
low. He looked at me and looked at all my gear and said “superpower.” 
He said it twice. Then he pulled out his bayonet and said, “I am going to 
cut out your heart and eat it, so I can absorb all of your abilities.”

Introduction
This U.S. Marine’s narrative is dramatic. But it illustrates the 
universal conditions under which DoD personnel use cul-
tural skills and knowledge. They have to think quickly, make 
decisions (with serious outcomes), take action, and accom-
plish a mission. When applied in a military context, cultural 
skills and knowledge supports those core functions. 

Significantly complicating the task of preparing DoD per-
sonnel to handle such challenging situations in other cul-
tures is the additional circumstance that they operate in 
multiple regions in the world across their careers. The 
Marine who had the experience described above had pulled 
into port in Liberia a week after leaving Iraq. In addition to 
working in the Middle East and Africa, his past and subse-
quent assignments had taken him to Eastern and Western 
Europe, South and East Asia, and South America. Even when 
organizations do their best, it will always be difficult to pre-
dict where an individual’s next assignment will be. With this 
state of affairs arises the requirement that DoD personnel 
possess a special set of cultural skills. Skills that can help 
them learn, reason, solve problems, and make decisions in 
any new culture. In essence, these special cultural skills are 
advanced cognitive skills applied to cultural issues.

The Need for a Culture-General Competency 
Model

To foster the development of cultural skills that are widely 
applicable across regions, the DoD needs to know pre-
cisely what they are. In other words, a competency model 

is needed that prescribes the essential cultural knowledge 
and skills that enable personnel to successfully accomplish 
the tasks they are sent overseas to do; no matter what re-
gion in the world they are operating in. By essential, we 
mean those skill sets that are important regardless of orga-
nizational affiliation or occupational specialty. Because the 
focus is competencies that support operations in any region 
and culture, we refer to the model as culture-general. For 
the sake of simplicity, we will refer to the broad population 
for whom the model is relevant as DoD personnel.

This model of culture-general competence must be ac-
tionable from an operational perspective by recommending 
knowledge and skills that DoD personnel can realistically ac-
quire and use–that is, they fit within the constraints of their 
preparation cycles, operating environments, and missions. 
It must also be actionable from an organizational point of 
view by supporting the development of learning objectives 
that can be met through instruction. 

The best way to build an actionable competency model for 
a job is to develop it based on an investigation of individuals 
who do the job well. In this case that means studying DoD 
personnel who have worked in many cultures and who are 
regarded by their peers and supervisors as effective. In the 
following we will provide an overview of an empirical study 
aimed at doing exactly that. We will refer to the carefully 
selected group of DoD personnel who participated in the 
study as culture-general subject matter experts (SMEs). We 
will then describe the model that was developed based on 
the findings, and discuss approaches for cultivating culture-
general competence.  

The Cognitive Skills of Culture-General SMEs
We conducted a cognitive field research study to uncover 

the key skills and knowledge that cultural-general SMEs use 
to overcome challenges in foreign environments. 

Twenty-six military professionals, primarily officers from 
the Army and Marine Corps, with recent and varied over-
seas assignments participated in semi-structured, incident-
based interviews. All had worked overseas at least twice 
in their careers (75 percent of them three or more times), 
completing an average of 3.7 overseas assignments.1 None 
of the participants had specialized language or culture train-
ing, but all had been assigned to jobs overseas that required 
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daily interactions either with members of the local popula-
tions, foreign coalition partners, or both. Their overseas re-
sponsibilities included, among others: mentoring, advising, 
planning for and managing provincial reconstruction, pro-
viding embedded training, collecting intelligence, and facili-
tating interactions with local government officials or civilian 
partners. All had been recommended to us by other profes-
sionals because they were effective in these culturally in-
tensive missions.

In the two-hour interviews, participants were asked to de-
scribe personally experienced challenging intercultural in-
teractions during their most recent overseas assignment. 
The participants’ experiences were then used as a point of 
departure for asking more focused questions designed to 
elicit information about ways specific skills and knowledge 
allowed them to cope with intercultural challenges. These 
questions and the competencies they focused on were in-
formed by a review of past literature.2 

The Marine’s narrative at the opening of this paper is 
an example of such an experience. To continue the exam-
ple, the Marine responded to the young African rebel by 
clicking his safety off, bringing the muzzle up a little bit so 
it was pointed at the other’s midsection, and saying “that 
wouldn’t be a good idea.” His assessment of the situation 
was the following:

“I think this kid was trying to project amongst his peers that he was 
tough. Here is the baddest guy in the room, here is an American, 
I am going to go cut this guy’s heart out and then everyone will 
respect me. “

The Marine had learned about the concept of face sav-
ing from a past experience with a Turkish officer while on 
assignment in Bosnia. He used his understanding of face 
saving in this situation in Liberia. Raising his weapon only 
slightly demonstrated to the rebel in front of him that he 
had power. But the motion was subtle, decreasing the likeli-
hood that it was visible to the surrounding rebels. This gave 
the antagonizing rebel the opportunity to back off, while 
still projecting that he was in control.3 

From transcripts of the interviews, we extracted all state-
ments that revealed skills used to understand, decide, and 
take action during intercultural encounters. This means that 
we did not rely on the participants’ reflections on what 
they thought was important to do; instead we analyzed the 
data to figure out which skills and knowledge they applied. 
Results of the analysis were synthesized into a set of themes 
and categories that were used for developing the model. 
Using this approach we identified twelve culture-general 
competencies.

12 Actionable Culture-General Competencies
The twelve competencies we identified speak to four 

broad challenges DoD personnel encounter each time they 
enter a new culture. These challenges relate to adopting a 
constructive mindset for working in a new culture, learning 
about the new culture, making sense of people and events 
in the new culture, and interacting with members of the 
culture. In the following we describe each competency in 
terms of the activities that personnel engage in when they 
enact the competency. 

Diplomatic Stance
1. Maintain a mission orientation. When DoD personnel 

work overseas, building intercultural relationships serves a 
purpose. Having the general understanding that building in-
tercultural relationships can be a direct means to achieve 
work objectives and understanding some of the specific 
ways building relationships can support the mission will 
motivate personnel to engage and learn more about a new 
culture.  

2. Understand self in a cultural context. Thinking about 
themselves and the U.S. as having a culture keeps personnel 
aware that they see the world in a particular way and that 
people from other parts of the world may see things dif-
ferently. DoD personnel should continuously seek informa-
tion about how others view them and the U.S. This will help 
them decide how to act and what to say when they interact 
interculturally.

3. Manage attitudes towards culture. DoD personnel see 
and experience things in new cultures that challenge their 
values. They do not have to condone the decisions people in 
other cultures make. But personnel should be able to keep 
check on their reactions to values and customs that are dif-
ferent from their own. The first two competencies can help 
them manage their attitudes.

Cultural Learning
4. Self-direct learning about the new culture. No book 

or training course can give personnel the answers to all 
the challenges and dilemmas they will face in new cul-
tures. Personnel should understand that cultural learning 
takes place while they are working overseas and should ac-
tively seek opportunities to increase their cultural skills and 
knowledge during overseas assignments. 

5. Develop reliable information sources. Cultural learning 
is greatly enhanced if personnel identify and use a variety 
of sources such as web sites, books (even fiction), local in-
formants, and colleagues for obtaining information about 
a new culture. Personnel should be aware that general in-
formation about a culture will not necessarily be true in all 
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contexts and circumstances. This means they should assess 
the credibility and bias in cultural information and sources 
by checking more than one source and comparing their 
answers.

6. Reflect and seek feedback. Personnel should continue 
to reflect on their experiences and interactions in new cul-
tures after they occur. After an interaction personnel can 
personally reflect on whether actions or messages worked 
as intended, or they can seek feedback from a reliable infor-
mation source.

Cultural Reasoning
7. Cope with cultural surprises. Personnel will always en-

counter people and situations in new cultures that are un-
expected. When they do, they should try to find out why. 
Trying to make sense of the culture for themselves will of-
ten lead to new insights.

8. Develop cultural explanations of behavior. Personnel 
should try to explain to themselves why people act as they 
do in the new culture, differently from their own. Using 
things they know about the new culture to explain their be-
havior will help them build a deeper understanding of the 
culture overall. 

9. Take a cultural perspective. Personnel should try to see 
things from the point of view of the people from the other 
culture. This can mean considering how their beliefs, de-
sires, motivations, their immediate situation, or history in-
fluence their behavior.

Intercultural Interaction
10. Plan cross-cultural communication. In intercultural 

interactions, personnel should think ahead of time about 
what they want to say and how they want others to per-
ceive them. They should use what they know about the cul-
ture to figure out the best way to get their messages across.

11. Control self-presentation. Personnel should be de-
liberate about how they present and express themselves, 
be it verbally, nonverbally, through their dress, actions, 
or mere presence. This can sometimes mean being them-
selves. Other times they have to adapt how they present 
themselves to the culture in order to make the intended 
impression. 

12. Act with incomplete knowledge. Fear of saying or 
doing the wrong thing or general discomfort from having 
what feels like ‘not enough’ information can lead to paraly-
sis. Personnel should focus on learning a few things about a 
new culture that fit their interests, and use those as a start-
ing point for interacting and making connections with peo-
ple and thereby learn more while abroad. 

These 12 competencies were derived from studying ac-
tivities experienced DoD personnel engage in, prior to and 
while they are operating in new cultures.4 The activities are 
straightforward and they are powerful. Novice personnel 
could benefit from learning and practicing these strategies 
early in their careers.

The strategies are simple because they fit within the con-
straints DoD personnel have to contend with, such as time, 
resources, objectives, and uncertainty. They are efficient 
because by providing the tools to self-regulate their learn-
ing, they enable narrowing the learning focus to the skills 
and knowledge that are relevant for their typical overseas 
assignments. The strategies are powerful because they pro-
vide immediate and long-term benefits. They directly aid in-
tercultural interactions anywhere, while at the same time 
fostering deeper acquisition of knowledge about a specific 
culture during an overseas assignment. They are also pow-
erful because these strategies often provide more than one 
kind of benefit. For example, seeking information by asking 
members of a culture questions about themselves provides 
information, naturally. However, it also generates good-
will because it demonstrates interest in people and their 
culture.

Culture-general competence is fundamentally about cog-
nitive adaptation. If a person is adaptable it means that he 
has the potential, and is ready, so to speak, to adjust to 
new or changing situations.5 The 12 culture-general com-
petencies provide personnel with thinking skills that will 
help them make sense of and make decisions in new inter-
cultural situations. When applied over time these thinking 
skills will increase a person’s repertoire of interpretations 
and responses they are able to bring to bear on new situa-
tions. In this way the 12 competencies provide a foundation 
for cultural adaptation.

Cultivating Culture-General Competence in the 
DoD

When culture-general competence develops naturally, 
it does so through socialization and experience. It is un-
clear whether in fact it could be developed without those 
ingredients. Given that, a useful role for programs aimed 
at promoting culture-general competence is an augmenta-
tive one. This means that the objective of such programs 
would be to prepare personnel to take advantage of learn-
ing opportunities when they arise. This will both accelerate 
their acquisition of culture-specific knowledge and the lon-
ger term development of culture-general competence. We 
will discuss two ways organizations can accelerate the de-
velopment of culture-general competence–through formal 
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instruction and through leadership that creates productive 
social learning environments.

Instructing Culture-General Competence. There are two 
broad strategies for realizing culture-general learning ob-
jectives through formal instruction. The first is by creating 
courses or programs that focus specifically on the knowl-
edge and skills that make up culture-general competence. 
The second is by embedding culture-general learning ob-
jectives within existing curricula that have a culture, lan-
guage, or international relations focus. This could be as part 
of a pre-deployment package, course, or exercise that has a 
strong primary emphasis on a specific area of operation. Or, 
it could be as part of instruction aimed at building special-
ized competencies for jobs that entail developing and sus-
taining international relationships, such as a cross-cultural 
communication course or a security cooperation training 
program.

A number of things have to happen before either of the 
above strategies can be implemented. Those in a position 
to develop or deliver instruction need to:

ÊÊ Understand what culture-general competence is.

ÊÊ Know what specific culture-general skills and knowl-
edge are important for students to learn.

ÊÊ Have examples of how they can foster culture-gen-
eral competence using their instructional medium 
of choice, be it classroom instruction, web-deliv-
ered courses, or field exercises.

ÊÊ Understand how to merge primary course learning 
objectives with objectives relevant to culture-gen-
eral competence (in cases where instruction has a 
regional or job-specific focus).

From an administrative point of view, leadership plays a 
critical role in ensuring that the lesson design that occurs 
within an organization includes culture-general learning ob-
jectives. This, at the minimum requires that the organiza-
tion circulates information to instructors that helps them 
develop a common understanding of what culture-general 
competence is. A second step could include providing pro-
fessional development for instructors on how to incorpo-
rate culture-general competence in course design. 

The topmost requirement for formal instruction of cul-
ture-general competence is clarification of job- and mis-
sion-relevance. Instructors as well as learners must be able 
to see how culture-general competence not only relates to, 
but enhances the primary job or task they are accomplish-
ing overseas. One Marine Corps major we interviewed de-
scribed this requirement in particularly persuasive terms. 

He said “Marines will shut down faster than anything if they 
don’t think it’s going to be applicable to their mission. They 
won’t know why they’re learning it.” He went on to provide 
an illustration of how even a simple piece of cultural infor-
mation can become significantly more useful if placed in the 
context of ‘this is what it will help you do.’

“You’re telling me that Karzai is Popalzai, who cares? 
Well, it matters if you meet someone from the Popalzai tribe and 
you can bring it up as an ice breaker. You’re going to be able to 
open a conversation with him in a way that will gain you credibility. 
Now it makes sense.” 6 

There have been a couple of major obstacles to making 
the relevance of culture-general skills clear to the broad 
population of DoD personnel who can benefit from them. 
A great deal of research over the last 50 years has uncov-
ered many important ingredients to making expatriates suc-
cessful.7 However, one obstacle towards translating these 
findings into prescriptive recipes for success in specific ap-
plied work domains is that a number of the identified ele-
ments simply have not been defined with an eye towards 
instruction. Culture-general competencies have been sug-
gested previously that relate to somewhat vague affective 
or even spiritual orientations that are difficult to connect 
to actual human activity. For example, one researcher de-
scribes “…transcending boundaries in regard to one’s iden-
tity” as an important component of developing intercultural 
competence.8 

Another obstacle has been that proposed conceptions of 
culture-general competence in some cases borrow special-
ized terminology from other work domains. For example, 
the field of anthropology has converged on a set of meth-
ods and associated skills that are required to be a good an-
thropologist. Some have suggested that these same skills 
can be used to define guidance for how DoD personnel 
should approach new cultures.9 It may be useful for certain 
segments of DoD personnel who have achieved a high level 
of cultural proficiency to think through the similarities and 
differences between social science practices and the work 
they themselves engage in overseas. However, in an effort 
to make both instructional possibilities and job-relevance 
broadly apparent, we made it a priority to couch the ele-
ments of the culture-general competency model in terms 
and examples that make a clear connection to DoD missions 
and activities. 

Socializing Culture-General Competence. The development 
of culture-general competence can also be accelerated by 
increasing the likelihood that social learning opportunities 
occur on the job. Social learning happens when a person is 
a part of a community of individuals who practice a set of 



51July - September 2014

skills or a trade.10 Several lines of research point toward the 
idea that “people develop habits and skills of interpretation 
though a process more usefully conceived of as socializa-
tion than instruction.”11 In other words, the capabilities that 
allow a person to adapt to new situations and challenges 
likely develop or are at least greatly enhanced through 
socialization. 

Many communities of practice already exist within the 
DoD. Their primary function can center on any field of spe-
cialization, such as reconnaissance, intelligence analysis, or 
security cooperation. Members of these communities nat-
urally support each other in becoming better at their req-
uisite jobs. These communities also have the potential to 
support each other in increasing their culture-general com-
petence. The key to creating the conditions under which 
this will happen is leadership.

Leaders at all levels are influencers. A leader’s ideas, be-
liefs, and values directly and indirectly set standards for 
subordinates. This means that leaders have a platform for 
significantly accelerating the development of culture-gen-
eral competence. They can do so by creating a day-to-day 
work environment that encourages its development and 
practice. 

Interweaving cultural elements into daily activities does 
not have to be time consuming or expensive. There are a 
number of tactics leaders can employ fairly straightfor-
wardly to create a community of practice related to culture 
that supports learning both during and between overseas 
assignments.12 For example, leaders can enable ongoing di-
alogue within a unit about intercultural experiences, pos-
sibly in the context of debriefs or after action reviews or 
by encouraging informal discussions with interpreters. By 
listening for and responding to elements of subordinates’ 
experiences that relate to culture, leaders can demonstrate 
that they value consideration of cultural factors, and learn-
ing about same. 

Next Steps
The culture-general competence model presented here 

was developed based on analysis of the strategies cultur-
ally-experienced DoD personnel use to handle challenging 
situations in new cultures. We are currently taking steps 
to validate the model using a broader cross-section of DoD 
personnel. In addition to including both officer and enlisted 
personnel from all the services, the validation study also in-
cludes DoD civilians, and personnel with formal language 
and culture backgrounds, such as Foreign Area Officers, 
Special Operations, and Intelligence professionals. We ex-
pect that the model will accurately characterize this variety 
of specialities.

The twelve competencies in the current model have been 
identified as critical to military tasks that require face-to-
face intercultural interaction. Because the new sample will 
also exclusively focus on such tasks there is reason to ex-
pect that the new data will provide support for the essen-
tial nature of these competencies. The validated model will 
demonstrate the relevance of culture-general competence 
to a broader set of DoD tasks and missions, and it can pro-
vide the foundation for clarifying the relationship between 
culture-general competencies and training and education 
standards.

We greatly appreciate the program management and support for the 
studies provided by Mr. Marc R. Hill, Associate Director for Culture for 
the Office of the Undersecretary of Defense, Defense Language and 
National Security Education Office (OUSD/DLNSEO). 
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