86

INDIAN MANAGEMENT

SEPTEMBER 2019

Just being multicultural isn’t enough. Professionals have to learn to be more open,
inclusive, and adaptive when faced with customs that are not their own.
SARAH BERRY, INDIAN SCHOOL OF PUBLIC POLICY
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Embrace differences

B

eing born with multicultural
roots brings its advantages
and disadvantages as most
things in life. The idea is
to nourish the former and
overhaul the latter to an
advantage. One of the pros
was being exposed to the term ‘intercultural
intelligence’ (ICI) rather young in life. It was
less the technical definition of the concept,
more the concept itself. Over the years, with
drastic changes on the professional front, this
term became a concept that metamorphosed
into a subject of weightage, so much so that it
has become an integral part of professional and
personal journeys. Whether you are a globetrotting professional or an individual on the
search for holistic development and expansion of
horizons, intercultural intelligence is paramount.

According to Anita Goltnik Urnaut, ICI is a
term that refers to the capability to function
effectively in culturally diverse settings and
consists of different dimensions (metacognitive,
cognitive, motivational, and behavioural),
which are correlated to effectiveness in the
global environment (cultural judgement and
decision-making, cultural adaptation, and task
performance in culturally diverse settings).1
The important question being: why do we need
to function effectively in culturally diverse
settings? Because man is a social animal?
Because of globalisation? Or, maybe, because
professional and personal fronts increasingly
demand the same? The justifications are many—
survival included.
Says Vinod Malhotra, a former IAS officer,
“Every social group seeks to create its individual
identity with a view to ensuring survival, organic
INDIAN MANAGEMENT

SEPTEMBER 2019

87

The mandates of ICI
presuppose recognition,
understanding, and
empathy, allowing all ideas
and cultures to flourish on
their own strength.

The exposure diverse cultures present are
phenomenal for the mental and emotional
development of human beings. Adds Dr Saroj
Mahapatra, Director, Jaipuria School of Business,
Ghaziabad: “In my life and career, I have always
found myself as part of a team, occasionally
even multiple teams. Sometimes, I have been a
member and other times a leader, but one thing
has always ensured my success—the contribution
of others, complementing my efforts. The team
has always done better when it was diverse, and
this diversity could apply to any criteria. Cultural
diversity demands the art of understanding
intrapersonal relationships, and the relationship
with the self.”
How can one develop ICI? It is not uncommon
for this to be taught as a subject in classrooms.
Of course, the basic theoretical knowledge has to
be supplemented with experiential learning. In
professions, this is brought about by exposure to
the cultural know-how of the cultures concerned.
However, an astute sense of observation—what
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growth, and development.
They then evolve on the
strength of their values,
spiritual dictates, and
environmental imperatives.
But in this process, they seek
to establish their superiority
in order to attract a larger
number of followers. This
inevitably causes distortions and conflicts,
disturbing the equilibrium of society at large.
The mandates of ICI presuppose recognition,
understanding, and empathy, allowing all ideas
and cultures to flourish on their own strength.
There is space for everyone in this universe, and
the inherent diversity of all should be respected.”
Over the 24 years of professional experience
that I have garnered, I have had the good fortune
to be exposed to not only global but also
domestic cultures. The takeaway, in terms of
experience, has been to keep an open mind, the
ability to unlearn and relearn, and adaptability.
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is acceptable or not acceptable in a culture,
reactions of individuals to certain forms of
communications such as verbal or non-verbal,
the curiosity to learn about different cultures
(even via a foreign language), and the ability to
be mindful, open, and empathetic are vital to
develop cultural quotient, of which ICI is an
integral part.
“Understanding a culture different from one’s
own demands understanding, appreciation, and
application of the mind involving both sides of
the brain. One needs creative sensibilities to be
able to appreciate the hues and designs of myriad
cultures. At the same time, an application of the
mind is required to separate the right from the
wrong. Practices in the name of culture may
be right or wrong, and one needs intelligence
to understand this and work
towards eliminating regressive
Cultural intelligence
manifestations of cultures,”
says Vineeta Hariharan, Senior
is related to emotional
Leadership-Public Policies
intelligence, but it picks
and Programmes (GoI and
up where emotional
Multilaterals).
intelligence leaves off
So is ICI actually an art, a
science, or an amalgamation
of both? Malhotra calls it a science that is a fact
of life, which does not require any external
validation and unconditional recognition; the
manner in which everyone accepts and comes to
terms with it is a veritable art. “I feel that human
beings and their cerebrums are hardwired to
create synthesis between science and art, and any
meaningful existence of individuals or society
cannot possibly create a wedge between the two.
Those who fail to recognize this fact lead a linear
existence.”
According to Harvard Business Review, cultural
intelligence is related to emotional intelligence,
but it picks up where emotional intelligence
leaves off. A person with high emotional
ABOUT THE AUTHOR
intelligence grasps what makes us human and, at
Sarah Berry,
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the same time, what makes each of us different
Public Policy.
from one another.2
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Yugank Goyal, Member- Governing Council,
Indian School of Public Policy and Associate
Professor, Jindal University, shares a very
interesting paradigm: “I never learnt ICI as a
subject; I just read, interacted, and travelled. The
more I did that, the more I learnt. It is not only
about culture, traditions, and customs, but also
about humour, an important part of interactions.
Where you speak what, how, and to whom.
Perhaps one may call it an exercise of maturityin-action. And yes, do observe the smallest thing.
There is nothing like a careful observation to
understand ICI.”
It brings to mind a famous quote by Kofi
Annan: “People of different religions and cultures
live side by side in almost every part of the
world, and most of us have overlapping identities
which unite us with very different groups. We
can love what we are, without hating what—and
who—we are not. We can thrive in our tradition,
even as we learn from others, and come to
respect their teachings.
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