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Abstract
Despite the internationalisation of higher education, which offers a multicultural space, there
is little understanding as to what are the behaviours and attitudes within multi-cultural group-
work. The cultural mix of values, beliefs and behaviours of students from different cultural
backgrounds participating within multicultural group-work can present many challenges
leading to misunderstandings. This thesis explored to what extent group behaviour and
attitudes were related to cultural expectations within multi-cultural group-work and how the
benefits of multicultural group-work could be maximised. The study explored the students’
perceptions of their own behaviours and that of others within multicultural group-work. It also
uncovered the challenges and the richness cultural behaviours brought to multi-cultural group-
work. To achieve this, the study took an ontological position of phenomenology. Nine students
were interviewed from different cultures. A series of four focus groups were conducted, with a
total of 17 students, to identify from the student voices, the key factors that could be included
in a pluralistic model that embraces diversity and capitalises on the benefits of multi-cultural
group-work. The main conclusions from this study were that the long-term impact of family
and societal cultural expectations did subsequently appear to shape the students’ behaviours
within multicultural group-work. In addition, this study found that despite the challenges
experienced, the benefits outweighed the challenges. The study also identified that the
students lacked certain ‘critical skills’ needed to successfully participate in multicultural group
work. These were skills concerning cultural awareness, organisational and planning,
negotiating and debating. There was also an inability to articulate ideas with different cultures
and to speak confidently in multicultural group-work. The student voices from the focus groups
gave rise to a conceptual teaching model, namely, the Awareness, Critical Skills and Ethical
Dimensions Model (A.C.E), which helps to develop the ‘critical skills’ needed for multicultural

group-work.
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Definitions
Collectivism societies
Collectivism is the extent to which individuals are integrated within a group. Collectivist
cultures tend to integrate into strong cohesive societal groups in extended families (Hofstede,

1994).

Conceptual model
In qualitative research, a conceptual framework can be developed as a tentative framework
based on what is in the literature or as the data is collected and analysed (Fox, Gouthro,

Morakabati, & Brackstone, 2014).

Felt sense

This is when the body senses the situation and then regulates its behaviour (Harris, 2015).

Habitus

Habitus are inherited concepts of behaviour learnt in childhood and which reflect the social
context and cultural norms of the society in which one lives. Habitus is an inherited set of
concepts that influence tradition, history and principles and it is advanced through the process
of imitation whereby individuals unconsciously adopt behavioural patterns passed on from
society. A person’s behavioural deployment is governed by his/her habitus (Golthorpe, 2007;

Kimmel & Volet, 2010; Robbins, 1999; West, Fleming, & Finnegan, 2013).
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Individualistic societies
Individualistic societies are independent and where the society encourages everyone to look

after themselves (Hofstede, 1994).

Intercultural competence
Intercultural competence can be considered as a mind-set or a skillset or having knowledge
of cultures and countries (of one’s own and others) and where one practices the understanding
of cultural awareness. Such an individual is considered as being open and flexible to different
understandings. Such individuals are considerate of their own and others’ conventions, beliefs
and values. Intercultural competence is an appreciation for striving for justice or tolerance
(Bennett & Bennett, 2004).
With the increased interest in intercultural sensitivity in the globalizing and multicultural
society, disorientation related to this concept has been raised. Intercultural sensitivity, as an
element of intercultural competence, has not entirely been comprehended yet. According to
Chen and Starosta (1996, p. 2), the major problem of the disorientation is to misperceive these
three concepts: Intercultural awareness and Intercultural communication competence
Intercultural sensitivity. The three are separate concepts, even though they are closely related.
Intercultural awareness “the understanding of cultural conventions that affect how
we think and behave" (Chen, 2010, p. 35).
Intercultural communication competence “is a generic term that is composed of
interactants’ ability to be effective, both behaviourally and cognitively in the
development of intercultural communication” (Ciloglan & Bardakgt, 2019, p1).

(1]

Intercultural sensitivity concept is the subjects’ "active desire to motivate themselves
to understand, appreciate, and accept differences among cultures” (Chen & Starosta,

1996, p. 367).
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Intercultural skillset

Intercultural skillset is students’ abilities to predict misunderstandings, their ability to behave
appropriately, not only to their own culture, but also to others cultures. It is having the skills to
communicate effectively in cross-cultural situations and relate appropriately in a variety of

cultural contexts (Bennett & Bennett, 2004).

Pluralism

Pluralism emphasises individual choices as well as compromise. It promotes respect for
diversity and allows individuals to recognise their rights as well as those of others. It allows
individuals to express their cultural identities. Fairness and respect are the cornerstones of

pluralistic ethics (McNee, 2018).
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Chapter 1: Introduction

1. Introduction

This chapter starts with an introduction as to how globalisation has initiated student
movement within higher education. It then discusses how the mobilisation of international
students has influenced group dynamics within the group-work learning environment. The
chapter then presents an outline of the challenges and benefits multicultural group-work
(MCGW) brings. This is then followed with a short introduction to the culture and how cultural
attitudes are presented within MCGW. The chapter then provides a discussion on the
pluralistic ethical principles that can provide cultural integration. Subsequently, the chapter
provides a rationale for this study and the aims. Finally, it then presents a background to the

university where this research is based.

1.1 The internalisation of higher education and student mobility

The impact of globalisation and the development of the free market has initiated
university education to be seen as of global significance, initiating pressures of international
ranking (Albach & Knight, 2007; Kettle, 2012; Marginson & Van DerWande, 2007). In order to
facilitate the creation of a knowledge society, where intellectual capital has become an
essential factor in economic success, governments have positioned higher education
establishments as the key players in providing the necessary skills to address the future needs
of global societies (Albach, 2009; Bridges, 2014; Kettle, 2017; Mayo, 2019). These
movements have initiated the mobilisation of students, resulting in them traveling abroad to
look for the best international educational opportunities in order to gain a competitive edge
(Rienties, Luchoomum, & Tempelaar, 2014). Such student movements have encouraged
universities to become competitive business markets (Marginson & Van DerWande, 2007;

Mayo, 2019), positioning themselves as marketers of knowledge creation, developers of skills
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and innovation, and intellectual capital (Bridges, 2014; OECD, 2013). In order to survive in
these competitive marketplaces, universities in the United Kingdom (UK) have developed
aggressive marketing strategies in order to attract non-UK students (Altbach, 2009; Barret,
2017; Kettle, 2017; Mayo, 2019). The result of such endeavours has triggered a shift in the
graduate profile within some university sectors. Consequently, there is an increase in the
number of European Union (EU) and non-EU students entering the university system (Popov,

Brinkman, Mulder, Kuznetsov, & Noroozi, 2012; Kettle, 2017; Mayo, 2019).

1.2 Multicultural Group-Work (MCGW)

One area where the impact of increased multiculturalism can be considered significant
is in the teaching and assessment of group-work within universities. Group-work is a common
teaching, learning, and assessment strategy within higher education. The accounts within
literature indicate that group-work assignments, more so than any other assignments, help
develop interpersonal and collaborative skills (BahNir, 1988; Berccaria, Kek, Huijser, Rose, &
Kimmins, 2014; Vermette & Kline, 2017). Group-work within higher education curriculums
helps students develop team cohesion skills, encourage individual accountability, and build
positive interdependences within the group members (Guth et al., 2019; Kimmel & Volet, 2010;
Malekoff, 2018). Group-work teaching, learning, and assessment strategy, unlike other
assessment strategies such as an essay or report writing, requires students to use their verbal
communication skills, where they have to discuss directly with other group members (Kimmel
& Volet, 2010; Volet, Summers & Thurman, 2008). The process of globalisation initiating
shifting patterns in the student cultural demographics has resulted in group-work becoming
multicultural (Exley, 2019; Kettle, 2017; Howe, 2016; Popov et al., 2012). Arguably the critical
element that distinguishes multi-cultural group-work (MCGW) from homogeneous group-work

is that students are asked to collaborate their learning with students from different cultures,
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often with unfamiliar diverse cultural norms and behavioural attitudes. In its simplest form,
Popov et al., (2012) defines MCGW as:
A collaboration of two or more individuals from different (national) cultural
backgrounds, who have been assigned interdependent tasks and are jointly
responsible for the final results, who see themselves and are seen by others as a
collective unit embedded in an academic environment and who manage their
relationships within a particular educational institution (p.303).
Arguably MCGW manifests itself differently from homogeneous, small group-work
because of the cultural complexities (Exley, 2019; Cohen, 1986; Kagan, 1992; Malekoff, 2018;

Sweeny, Weaven & Herington, 2008).

1.3 The challenges presented in multicultural group-work

This multicultural demographic platform for learning presents many challenges for
universities deploying group-work as a teaching and learning approach. This is the case in
University X, where this research was conducted. Studies within the literature report that
students are not communicating correctly with student group members and lecturers, due to
culturally different standards of interaction (Exley, 2019; Hall, 1990; Malekoff, 2018; Pfaff and
Huddleson, 2003; Summers & Volet, 2008). Research has also indicated that multicultural
groups can become dysfunctional due to culturally different styles of problem-solving, conflict
management, and member attitudes towards leadership. This can result in disagreements
between student group members when attempting to solve the issues arising during decision
making (Cox & Blake, 1990; Exley, 2019; Hall, 1990; Hofstede, 1991; Malekoff, 2018; Triandis,

1994; Watson, BarNir, & Pavur, 2005).
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1.4 Assumptions made when administrating MCGW in university X

In my experience, there has been a lack of preparation when students participate in
MCGW, resulting in groups becoming dysfunctional. My observations had shown that lecturers
in university X, where this study was carried out, did not provide prior training for students
before they engaged within MCGW. From the dialogues | had with my colleagues regarding
administrating MCGW it seemed that the following assumptions had been made by lecturers

in university X:

Table 1.1: The assumptions made.

This table identifies the assumptions | believe were made by lecturers in university X when
administrating MCGW

There is an expectation by lecturers that students in heterogeneous groups are aware of
their cultural norms and of that of other group members.

It is assumed that they understand how habitus works, that it is a set of conceptualisations that
subconsciously say what is normal and what is not. There is an assumption that when students go
beyond what their habitus dictates, they can manage conflict independent of lecturer involvement
and without the need for training on MCGW conflict management.

There is an expectation within university X that the benefits of multicultural group-work will emerge
without students being trained on how to maximise their performance.

In order to develop the necessary skills required to work effectively in complex MCGW
environments, where students come from cultures with different behavioural attitudes and
values, there is a need for them to acquire a new set of skills in order to manage conflict. This
conflict is due to cultural differences, and students have to learn to be able to communicate
and negotiate with the different cultural behaviours present in the MCGW process (Exley,
2019; Leask, 2013; Scott, 2000). University curriculums need to design strategies to improve
the student’s ability to integrate, embrace, and understand diverse cultural norms, values, and
behaviours, that different cultures present in MCGW environments (Antel & Friedman, 2008;
Exley, 2019; Leask, 2013; Scott, 2000). However, before exploring the new skillset, for

students who are required to participate successfully within MCGW, it is crucial to understand,
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and contextualise what culture is, what dynamics exist within MCGW and the attitudes different
cultures bring to the MCGW. The next section of this chapter provides an overview of what
culture is and an insight into the cultural attitudes different cultures have when collaborating.
This chapter also discusses the rationale for the study, the gap in knowledge or what is known
and unknown within the literature, and the aims of the research and how this research may be
of benefit to some higher education institutions. The last part of this chapter provides an
insight into the researcher conducting this study. It then provides a context to the background

of the university student profile in university X, where this study is set.

1.5 What is culture, and how are cultural attitudes presented within MCGW?

Culture itself is complex. It has been discussed within the literature as a set of
behavioural rules individuals adopt, influenced by the environment in which they were raised
(Biggs, Bussen & Ramsey (2020); Bourdieu, 1990; Goldthorpe, 2007; Hofstede, 2001; Howe,
2019; Sullivan, 2001). It is often discussed as a process of socialisation that impacts
individuals’ values, attitudes, and behaviours within MCGW (Spencer-Oatey, 2012; Stahl,
Maznevski, Viogy & Jonsen, 2010a). The benefits of participating with different cultures
include critical learning and self-reflection (Biggs, Bussen & Ramsey, 2020; De Vita, 2000;
Kimmel & Volet 2010; Popov, Brinkman, Biemans, Mulder, Kuznetsov, & Noroozi, 2012), co-
construction of knowledge leading to cognitive gains (Barron, 2003; Kimm el & Volet, 2010),
and development of collaborative and interpersonal skills which are needed in diverse cultural
environments (De Vita, 2000; Kimmel & Volet 2010; Popov et al., 2012). Equally, MCGW
provides challenges due to different cultural behaviour patterns, presenting many
complications when students from different cultures, values and different behavioural attitudes
and expectations attempt to collaborate within MCGW (Anderson 2007; Behfar et al., 2012;

Cronje, 2011; Hofstede, 2001; Jehn & Mannix, 2001; Schullery & Schullery, 2006; Stahl,
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Makela, Zander & Maznevski, 2010b; Triandis, 1994; Watson, Kumar & Michaelson, 1993)

(see Appendix A: Hofstede’s dimensions of culture).

1.6 The rationale for this study

The rationale for the selection of my research topic stems from my own personal
interest. | have been a university lecturer teaching in the field of computer science and, more
recently, hospitality and tourism for over fifteen years. Throughout my career, group-work has
been presented in all curriculum designs | have delivered. This assessment format is typical
in many UK universities. In particular, this type of assessment frequently features within the
department of hospitality and tourism. This is because the hospitality and tourism industries
have seen an increase in international mobility due to globalisation, bringing different cultures
closer within proximity (Altbach, 2009; Albach & Knight, 2007; Barrett, 2019; Kettle, 2017;
Mayo, 2019). As such, the sector recruits from an international global workforce, seeking
individuals who can communicate their opinions effectively within a multicultural team (De Vita,
2000; Popav et al., 2012). Moreover, currently there is a need for research to explore what
are the many different multi-dimensions of culture in terms of traditions, historical upbringing,
norms, and how these variances inform student expectations and influence the way students
act within group-work activities. In order to overcome the communication challenges that exist
within MCGW, there is also a need to develop the student’s intercultural skills so they can
collaborate more effectively (Biggs, Bussen, & Ramsey, 2020; Bourdieu, 1990; Hofstede,

2001; Vryonides, 2007).

1.7 The gap within the literature
There have been extensive studies conducted on homogeneous group-work

(Danieles, 2001). However, literature has not sufficiently explored the extent to which
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heterogeneous groups can maximise on their learning opportunities and not feel overwhelmed
by the cultural challenges.

The literature indicates that students’ cultural norms are passed through generations
by their own cultures and influences behaviour (Bourdieu, 1990; Hofstede, 2001; Vryonides,
2007). However, what is unknown is how the cultural norms society develops, influence the
MCGW process (Popov et al., 2012). Little is known about how students within the MCGW
process tolerate deviation from the cultural norms they expected within MCGW. There is a
gap in the literature regarding their attitudes and perceptions of working in MCGW (Exley,
2019; Kimmel & Volet, 2010; Vermette & Kline, 2017) and how their cultural norms impact the
dynamics of the group process (Biggs, Bussen, & Ramsey, 2020; Popov, Brinkman, Biemans,
Mulder, Kuznetsov & Noroozi, 2012; Shi & Wang, 2011). More research is needed to explore
these multi-dimensional experiences (Exley, 2019; Vermette & Kline, 2017; Shi & Wang,
2011). There are quantitative studies within literature exploring cultural dimensions, but they
are within the business sector (Hofstede, 1991; House, Javidan, Hanges, & Dorfman, 2002;
Swartz, 1994; Triandis, 1994; Popov et al., 2012) and not within MCGW. Also, the literature
lacks significant qualitative studies exploring students’ voices of their experiences within
MCGW. The research examining the usefulness of group learning is extensive (Coilingridge,
1999; Exley, 2019; Vermette & Kline, 2017; Shi & Wang, 2011). However, what is lacking is
the link between how cultural norms influence multicultural cooperative learning and group
performance (Exley, 2019; Malekoff, 2018; Howe, 2016; Sweeney et al., 2008). Studies have
identified the need to explore international students’ cultural attitudes and their expectations
towards MCGW (Howe, 2016; Sweeney et al., 2008; Shi & Wang, 2011). Many empirical
studies are focusing on specific dimensions of group work, such as motivational outcomes,
cognitive factors (Cantwell & Andrews, 2002), but few studies have focused on the cultural

dimensions, attitudes and experiences of student learning within MCGW (Howe, 2016; Popov
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et al., 2012; Volet, 2001). There is plenty of scientific literature about the impact of culture on
individuals and communities (Hofstede, 1991; House, Javidan, Hanges, & Dorfman, 2002;
Swartz, 1994; Triandis, 1994; Popov et al., 2012),. However, there is not yet a determined
conceptual framework that quantifies the dimensions within MCGW or a conceptual model
that enables better intercultural relations and builds on how the benefits of MCGW could be
maximised (Popov et al., 2012).

It is crucial to investigate the influence of culture within MCGW, as a lack of
understanding of the cultural factors impacting MCGW can lead to a division between what
seem to be strange or deviant individuals from other cultures, resulting in dysfunctional groups
(Biggs, Bussen & Ramsey, 2020; Guth et al., 2019; Popav et al., 2012). If new knowledge
regarding student cultural behaviours and expectations can be obtained, then there may be
opportunities to maximise the benefits of MCGW employing a pathway or a conceptual model
that enables lecturers to help develop the students’ intercultural skillset, so that they can be
better positioned to recognise the underlying causes of conflict which transpire within the

MCGW process.

1.8 Aim of the study

This study investigated the cultural dimensions that existed within the heterogeneous
group-work. The aim was to gain a better understanding of the expectations, interactions, and
behaviours that existed between different cultures within MCGW. The study attempted to
explore the richness and challenges these inherent cultural norms brought to multicultural
group learning. The student voices presented in this study provided an understanding of the
mechanisms that promoted or provided a barrier to multicultural group learning. More
precisely, this research focused on qualitative studies to investigate at a micro-level the voices

of UK, EU, and non-EU students, their motivations, their cultural attitudes, values and

Page 22 of 263



behaviours and their experiences within the MCGW process, and the meanings they attached
to their experiences with other cultures. Fundamentally it investigated how assertiveness,
power, ability to perform, communication, task completion, and planning the MCGW process
influenced the complex cultural dimensions within MCGW. This study attempted to explore
the complications that existed and investigated whether culture informed the students’
expectations and behaviours within the group-work process. It also examined whether
culturally different perspectives and attitudes to group-work affected the group cohesiveness
within group-work settings in university curriculums. In addition, this study sought to identify
whether a lack of knowledge of the differences in members’ cultural norms and values
provided for misunderstandings and conflicts within MCGW. As discussed, there is a gap in
the literature as to how students can develop their intercultural skills, so they are better aware
of their own and others cultural expectations and subsequent behaviours. This study also
aimed to create or design a pluralistic MCGW model that embraces diversity and maximizes

student learning (Exley, 2019; Howe, 2016; Malekoff, 2018; Popov et al., 2012).

1.9 The Approach Taken

In order to better understand students’ cultural norms and how their habitus has
influenced their behaviour within MCGW, an inquiry-based research study was conducted.
This was a qualitative study, seeking to establish an understanding of the students’ cultural
attitudes and behaviours within MCGW, the challenges they experienced, and the benefits
gained. The study also attempted to elicit student views on how the MCGW process could be
improved, so students could better develop their intercultural skills. To achieve this, the study
followed a two-step process: the first step had two phases, phase one followed a structured
interview process whereby the questions asked were aided with a questionnaire and the

interview was conducted interactively between the student and the researcher. This phase
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attempted to identify and categorise the student’s cultural norms. The second phase, which
followed immediately, was to conduct a semi-structured interview with the same student. The
semi-structured interviews with the students’ attempted to identify their perceptions of their
own culture and their perceptions of other cultures, and explore the challenges, issues, and
benefits MCGW brought. Step one took approximately one and a half hours per student. Nine
students took part in the structured interview, facilitated with a questionnaire, and followed by
the semi-structured interview. The new knowledge generated from this step provided an
understanding of students’ cultural norms and how they influenced the group work process.
From these rich data, themes were identified by means of content analysis. The themes that
emerged from the content analysis provided a better understanding of the students’ cultural

norms, values, expectations, attitudes, and behaviours, and these understandings.

1.9.1 The Conceptual model

The second step of this study consisted of conducting a series of four focus groups
that attempted to hear student voices on how the MCGW process could be improved. The
focus groups were used as this method allowed for brainstorming of suggestions and ideas to
be developed. The conceptual model was informed by the student voices from the focus
groups. These students had participated in MCGW and were aware of the challenges and
benefits MCGW brought. The ideas generated from the focus groups identified pathways that
may help overcome the challenges faced within MCGW, suggestions on how to embrace
diversity and maximize cultural integration and cultural awareness, as well as approaches to
developing intercultural skills. These suggestions were then used to design a pluralistic

MCGW conceptual model, which may help lecturers prepare students for MCGW.
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Figure 1.1: Steps in Qualitative Study

Having identified the gaps within literature and the rationale for this study, the next
section provides a background to the university being investigated along with their student

profile.

1.10 Theresearcher

| have a lot of experience teaching non-UK students. | was a course leader for the
Graduate Diploma in Hospitality Management, which had an intake of 80 students each year.
The students were primarily from India, Bangladesh, Nepal, the EU, the USA, Russia, and
China. | was involved in establishing partnerships with the transitional branches, and this
involved setting up partnerships with universities in India to deliver university X's courses.
Along with the quality office, | validated the international centres’ appropriateness as learning
centres. Part of my role was to interview all lecturers, observe their teaching, and train them
to the University X standards. These cross-border branches are exciting as they have the
potential for advancing knowledge and human development within the developing countries.

However, from my recent experiences of being a course leader for the BA (Hons) Hospitality
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Management course as well as teaching on the Masters pogramme (MA) and undergraduate
(UG) programmes, | and my collegues have seen that there are many cultural tensions which
have manifested themselves within MCGW . Such strains have been reported in many studies
(Behfar, Kern, & Brett, 2012; Bridges, 2014; De Vita, 2002). Nearly all modules have a group-
work component and assessment in university X. In our teaching reflection days | had many
conversations with lecturers, expressing their concerns regarding the challenges students
experienced when participating in MCGW . There were concerns that students from different
cultures were not integrating. The lecturers perceived these challenges impacted the
productivity of group-work. This concern was often a focal point in the teacher training days.
As course leader and module leader | considered it important that the students were well
prepared for MCGW so they could perform well in assessments. | considered it important to
understand the reasons behind why tensions arose and why groups became dysfunctional.
Having this understanding could provide pathways for teaching mechanisms to be designed
to help improve the student experience, the dynamics and functionality within MCGW. | was
keen to find approaches to maximise the benefits multi-cultural educational opportunities can
provide and devise strategies to bridge the gaps to address the lack of understanding of

cultural norms and values and how they influence behaviour within MCGW.

1.11 Where this study is carried out

This research explored the cultural norms that existed within the MCGW process and
attempted to identify pathways in which there can be better collaboration between students
from different cultures. In order to achieve this, the research was carried out at University X,
which was a post-1992 university and had observed an increase in non-UK based student
numbers. This diversity and the significant rise in non-UK based numbers are demonstrated

within statistics obtained from the university student records department.
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Table 1.2: University X student demographics
table shows an increase in non-UK students entering University X. The data was obtained

from the university student records department

2010/11 2010/11 | 2012/13 2012/13 | 2017/18 2017/18
Domicile | UG PG Total  [yg pc | ol [yg pg | fotal
UK 748 29 777 831 22 853 1000 62 1062
Channel
Islands 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1
EU 88 3 91 103 4 107 228 28 256
Non-EU | 429 92 521 389 77 466 91 43 134
Grand
Total 1685 134 1819 1677 122 1799 1319 134 1453

1.11.1Pluralism within MCGW

It can be argued, and if the students are unaware of other cultures behavioural
expectations of how complexities should be resolved, conflict may arise. Too often, ignorance
drives fear, which leads to diversion. However, education can be a route to intercultural literacy
and communication (Global Centre for Pluralism, 2012). University curriculums can be
designed to nurture knowledge skills, confidence, and critical reflection on differences and
promote understanding. They can be designed to develop reciprocity, a sense of shared
experience, and mutual obligation, which is essential for agreement between student groups
(Global centre for pluralism, 2012). The challenges presented within MCGW indicate there
appears to be a need for students to develop their intercultural skillset so that they can acquire
the necessary cultural awareness skills, be aware of how other cultures think, identify their
expectations and subsequent behaviours when working in multicultural groups (Exley, 2019;
Malekoff, 2018; Stahl, Makela, Zander, & Maznevski, 2010b; Sweeny, Weaven, & Herington,
2008). This line of thinking draws on several definitions and meanings that are linked to
‘pluralism.’ For this discussion, pluralism is defined by the Global Centre for Pluralism (2012)
as:

“Pluralism is an ethic of respect that values human diversity” (p.1).
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Pluralism emphasises individual choices as well as compromise. It promotes respect for
diversity and allows individuals to recognise their rights as well as others. It will enable
individuals to express their cultural identities (McNee, 2018). Fairness and respect are the
cornerstones of pluralistic ethics. Importantly there is a need for students participating within
multicultural groups to respect differences by developing capacity and willingness to
understand, negotiate, and accommodate other alternatives presented by culturally different
students (Murray, 2018). It can be argued that in order to avoid conflict within MCGW, students
need the capacity and knowledge of how to build bridges of shared goals and mutual

understanding (Global centre for pluralism, 2012).

1.11.2 Student demographics

Currently, University X educates home students, primarily from London, the EU, and
increasingly non-EU. The statistics from the University X student monitoring records database
2015 indicated the following EU profiles: Romania, Italy (includes Sardinia, Sicily), Lithuania,
Portugal (includes Madeira, Azores), Poland, Spain (includes Ceuta, Melilla), France (includes
Corsica), Bulgaria, Latvia, Germany. The statistics from the University X student monitoring
records database 2015 indicated the following non-EU profiles: India, Thailand, Malaysia,
Korea (South), United States, China.

University X prides itself as being vocational, boasting the fact that 97% of their
students find suitable employment on graduation. It has a strong reputation for hospitality,
tourism, events, and airline management courses. It is known internationally for its hospitality
courses, and for the employer links, the university provides for placements to London hotels
and restaurants. The hotel placements range from the Ritz, Five Star luxury hotels, to boutique
and budget hotels. The university provides placements not only within London but has links

with resorts in the USA, Florida, Canada, and Europe.
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1.12 How group-work is administered

The group-work assessment at University X was designed to run over either 6 or 14
weeks. During this time, the students worked on the group assignment and then presented
their work in a final summative assessment. In university X, this was achieved by asking
student groups to provide a solution to a set problem either as a written report or as an oral
presentation. Often group work activities were graded assignments to encourage students to
work collaboratively and cooperatively (Exley, 2019; Sweeny et al., 2008; Vermette & Kline,
2017). In university, X group-work is a popular form of assessment and occurs in nearly all
modules as the hospitality and tourism industries require these skills. When the literature is
probed in-depth, it can be observed that lecturers have two goals for group-work assignments:
to increase each student’s understanding of the subject discipline and to help all students
develop team working skills, so they are better prepared to work in the industry, which is
increasingly becoming multicultural in a globalised world (Anderson, 2007; BahNir, 1998;

Beccaria et al., 2014, Kettle, 2018; Mayo, 2019; Schullery & Schullery, 2006).

1.13 Summary of chapter one

This chapter provided an introduction as to how the student demographics have
become multicultural within higher education due to the forces of globalisation. The chapter
also identified why it was necessary to conduct qualitative research investigating the voices of
students participating in MCGW and their attitudes and experiences. It gave a brief
introduction to the challenges the students faced within MCGW and how culture may have
informed student behaviour within MCGW. The chapter identified how the cornerstones of
pluralistic ethics might benefit intercultural relations within MCGW. The rationale for this

research, the aims and approach taken were briefly explained. Lastly, there was a short
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discussion introducing the university where this research was conducted and the student

demographics.
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Chapter 2: A literature review

2. Introduction

This chapter is organised into two parts. The first part explores the boundaries of
multicultural group-work (MCGW) and discusses the skills set students need when
participating within MCGW. It also presents the challenges and benefits MCGW brings. This
is then followed with an analysis of the different perspectives of culture, presenting a critique
on the differences in behaviours learned from family and social groups. Later, it attempts to
explore the concept of habitus and group coherence, and how culture informs practice,
concerning deep and surface cultural understanding.. Lastly the prerequisite for effective
intercultural education is presented. Part two of the chapter explores how new behaviours can
be learned positively within MCGW. It also provides pathways on how higher education can
offer teaching approaches to help students communicate effectively within MCGW and move
towards effective multiculturalism in education. It includes a discussion on academic
assertiveness, felt sense, and intercultural competences. The chapter attempts to define the
boundaries of intercultural skill set. It discusses the importance of critical consciousness and
negotiation skills in the interactions between individuals in a multicultural group concerning
Peace and Anti-bias education. The chapter then provides a summary of the theories that will
inform the analysis of the data findings. Throughout this chapter identifies the gaps within the
literature concerning the dynamics, the attitudes and behaviours international students bring
to MCGW, and identifies the lack of strategies within the literature as to how intercultural
competences can be developed within MCGW. From this critical analysis of the literature, a
series of research questions have been formulated, which attempt to address the gaps within

the literature.
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PART ONE

2.1 Multicultural group-work (MCGW)
2.1.1 Contrasting perspectives of MCGW

Group work is central to assessment strategies within the Department of Hospitality
and Tourism at University X. Unlike essay writing or exam-based assessment strategies that
are individual, group work brings together students within an environment that requires good
communication and negotiation skills. It focuses on developing skills of discussion, critical
thinking and problem solving and developing the skills set to communicate ideas verbally (De
Vita, 2002; Exley, 2019; Kimmel & Volet, 2010; Popov, Brinkman, Biemams, Mulder,
Kuznetsov, & Noroozi, 2012; Vermette & Kline, 2017). Higher education requires these critical
skills to be developed for academic progression and employability (Exley, 2019; Popov et al.,
2012; Vermette & Kline, 2017). However, the process of globalisation bringing students from
different parts of the world together is influencing the type of skills needed by the student.
Increasingly we are observing a need for a global skillset rather than a local skillset (Ho-Kyung
Huh, Seong, & Jun 2015; Marginson & van der Wende, 2007; Rientes et al., 2015). The skillset
needed to engage within a global group-work context, which involves debating, negotiating,
and communicating effectively with students from different cultures, is vastly different from
those required within a monocultural group-work context (Barrett, 2017; Exley, 2019; Kettle,
2017). Multicultural education involves building on a student's cultural and societal background
infusing these precious qualities with an appreciation of multicultural awareness (Ho-Kyung
Huh, Seong, & Jun 2015). The issue of multicultural group work has attracted much interest
and presents contrasting perspectives (De Vita, 2002; Kimmel & Volet, 2010; Malekoff, 2018;
Summers & Volet, 2008). The literature has reported a wide range of performative correlations
within MCGW. At one extreme report are citing significant positive relationships between

diversity and performance (Stahl, Maznevski, Voigt, & Jonson, 2010a; Summers & Volet,
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2008), claiming that this helps students share culturally diverse knowledge and develop
intercultural competence skills (De Vita, 2000; Popov et al., 2012). At the other extreme of the
spectrum, additional studies are indicating negative correlations between diversity and
performance. Reviews of Watson, Kumar, and Michaelson (1993); Jehn and Mannix (2001)
and Stahl, Maznevski, Voigt, & Jonsen (2010b) claim challenges exist because of culturally
different styles of problem-solving. In contrast, some studies have surprisingly found no overall
relationship between diversity and performance (Stahl et al., 2010a).

2.1.2 The skills set needed within MCGW

One of the key learning elements within monoculture group-work is often related to
solving problems. This can be challenging in itself but is made more difficult within MCGW as
studies by Ho-Kyung Huh, Seong, & Jun 2015, Malekoff (2018) and Watson, Banir and Pavur
(2005) have shown because culturally diverse students have culturally different styles of
problem-solving and decision-making skills which may result in conflict. Students face many
challenges within MCGW due to cultural differences and their perceived realities. Koo, Park,
and Seol (2009) alerted that culture is composed of different totalities as it is acquired due to
societies having different social realities, cultural traditions, and perceptions of moralities. Ho-
Kyung Huh, Seong, & Jun 2015) built on this observation by deducing that due to such diversity
when individuals of different cultures meet, conflicts transpire from their exchanges. Such
studies provide valuable insight into cultural behaviours. Yet, some studies have identified a
gap within the literature indicating more research needs to be conducted regarding students’
cultural dimensions, attitudes and subsequent behaviour within MCGW (Ho-Kyung Huh,
Seong, & Jun 2015; Howe, 2016; Popov et al., 2012). This research attempts to address the
gap within the literature, seeking to hear student voices on their perceptions of their cultures
and that of others and how this informs their behaviour within MCGW. This research is

important as misunderstandings can occur when different cultures interpret the variety of facial
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and body language gestures differently. From my experience as a lecturer and the pilot study
| conducted, it became increasingly clear that within a multicultural environment, the students
did not have the skills set to appreciate what cultural norms they possessed and how these
subconsciously influence their behaviour in a group work process (Spencer-Oatey, 2012).
However, Ho-Kyung Huh, Seong, & Jun, (2015) asserted that the benefits of multicultural
education allowed individuals to remove their cultural biases and stereotypes. Fundamentally,
Ho-Kyung Huh, Seong, & Jun 2015 alluded that education systems can embrace diversity and
learn how to understand and respect different cultures and put them into practice. Yet few
studies have identified how this can be achieved within MCGW. This study attempts to address
this gap in the literature. In 1957, the Nobel Peace Prize winner who wrote the book entitled
Democracy in World Politics went on to become the fourteenth Prime Minister of Canada.
Lister B. Pearson brought attention to the importance of learning to live with diversity when he
identified that different civilisations need to learn to live side by side in peaceful interchange.
He encouraged learning from each other’s history and ideas to explore different cultures' art
in order to enrich the understanding of each other’s lives. He emphasized that if civilisations
did not try to understand each other’s cultures, misunderstandings, tensions, clashes, and
catastrophes would result (Pearson, 1955).

The need for multicultural education systems has become more essential today than
ever before. In order to avoid ‘misunderstandings, tensions, clashes, and catastrophes’ as
Pearson alluded to, there is a need to recognise cultural diversities, based on a pluralistic
philosophy. This recognition enables the pursuit of mutual understanding, based on empathy
and communication and one that practices cultural diversities (Halbesleben, Wheeler, &
Buckley, 2005; Ho-Kyung Huh, Seong, & Jun 2015; Willie, 2002). This study endorses the
above commentators and adopts the premise that a lack of awareness of different cultural

norms may contribute to misunderstandings and misinterpretations within the group work

Page 34 of 263



process (Antal & Friedman, 2008; Beccaria, Kek, Huijser, Rose, & Kimmins, 2014; Hahn,
2016).

The lack of understanding of cultural norms is not the only gap in knowledge. The
students do not possess the necessary skills to negotiate with different cultures and have the
skills set to manage the different expectations cultural variations bring (Popov et al., 2012).
This lack of knowledge is not surprising as in the past student groups were not composed of
international students from all over the world, providing a mix of cultures and therefore would
not have developed the necessary skills allowing them to be aware of different behaviour
patterns exhibited by different cultures (Biggs, Bussen & Ramsey, 2020; Kwiek, 2001;
Marginson & van der Wande, 2007). As will be presented later in this chapter, multicultural
groups may experience many challenges as there is a lack of knowledge of other cultures'
expectations (Biggs, Bussen & Ramsey, 2020). This gap in knowledge needs to be explored
in more detail. This study attempts to hear student voices to seek new knowledge as to the
students’ experiences and behaviours within MCGW, their suggestions on how they can
develop the necessary skills needed for functionally active multicultural groups. This
exploration is important as in recent years, universities are witnessing an increase in
international students entering higher education (Kettle, 2018; Laurillard, 2002; Mayo, 2019);

as such, these skills are ever more important now.

2.1.3 Benefits of MCGW

Probing more in-depth into the research reveals studies indicating that MCGW creates
a more global and less ethnocentric approach to studies (De Vita, 2000). In broad terms, this
aids collaborative learning as it provides opportunities to question each other’s assumptions
(Kimmel & Volet, 2010; Popov et al., 2012). If students support each other, then this way of

learning does not impair individual learning activities. Vygotsky's research on the zone of
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proximal development illustrated (Popov et al., 2012) that collaborative learning triggers
interaction amongst students, generates explanations and disagreements. It also activates
cognitive learning mechanisms, such as knowledge elicitation and cognitive elaboration during
an exchange of ideas (Dillenborg, 1999; Stahl et al., 2010a; Watson, BarNir, & Pavur, (2005).
Numerous research studies by Stahl et al. (2010a) on MCGW have concluded that team
members’ culturally diverse experiences provide an accumulation of alternative perspectives
and access to different information and knowledge bases, which lead to better analysis and
evaluation of problems. Interestingly Stahl (2010a) emphasised that culturally diverse teams
challenge ideas and provide valuable input long after a monocultural team has reached a
saturation point. There is evidence that the motivation for being in multicultural teams is that
students obtain new learning experiences and personal growth (Stahl, 2010a). The same
studies emphasised that students had reported exposure to new ways of thinking brought
about in culturally diverse teams and that it was highly satisfying (Stahl, 2010b). Banks and
Banks (2005) emphasised the positive outcomes of culturally diverse groups. Their research
provides empirical support for the benefits of participating in heterogeneous groups, claiming
that they perform better in team project tasks in comparison to homogeneous groups (De Vita,
2000; Kimmel & Volet, 2010; Schullery & Schullery, 2006). It is also claimed that diverse
groups provide a platform for differences in prior knowledge, experiences, and
understandings, thus providing increasing opportunities for group members to question and
develop concepts (Kimmel & Volet, 2010). There is considerable debate on the findings of
MCGW. There is evidence that cross-cultural groups are also useful in conveying inherent
values of cultures and communicating messages of equality to students (Volet, Summers &
Thurman, 2009), which can aid in understanding cultures. Few studies within the literature

explore the benefits of participating in MCGW. Stahl (2010a) encourages more studies to
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explore this further. This study aims to investigate the range of benefits and the challenges

MCGW offers.

2.1.3.1 Social identity theory and similarity-attraction theory

Studies indicate that both home and international students express pre-existing
negative feelings towards MCGW group-work mainly based on previous experiences (De Vita,
2001; Rienties et al., 2015). There is evidence that these negative feelings are compounded
when students are asked to work in heterogeneous groups. Studies have indicated that
students only select group members with whom they think they have similar societal, cultural,
and educational values, as it enables them to feel comfortable (Popov et al., 2012; Watson,
BarNir, & Pavur, 2005; Rienties, 2015; Sweeney, Weaven, & Herington, 2008). This behaviour
can be explained by the ‘the ‘Similarity-attraction’ theory, which says that students prefer to
work in same-cultural groups as it is a natural affinity to prefer to work with individuals close
to their own identity (Stahl et al., 2010a) as they share the same fundamental values and
beliefs and feel strong similarity-attraction (Cronje, 2011; Hoppe, 2012; Stahl et al., 2010a).
This line of thinking needs investigating further as the literature lacks studies to support this
notion.
Although the similarity-attraction theories may help identify the isolation issues that occur
within MCGW, and in explaining why students may feel threatened if they are not in the same
culturally similar group, they are themselves less helpful in providing pathways to enhancing
positive relations within MCGW. The familiarity of culture often means that students are unable
to transcend from their cultural zone. The inability to step out of their cultural zone means the
benefits MCGW has on the students learning, providing for a uniqgue combination of culturally

diverse individuals, (meta) cognitions, culturally inspired motivations, peer contributions and

Page 37 of 263



group dynamics (Kimmel & Volet, 2010; Rienties et al., 2014), all inherited from the cultural

capital and societal norms, will not be enjoyed.

Surprisingly, another reason why home students prefer to work in groups like
themselves, i.e., monoculture groups rather than heterogeneous groups, is because they
believe they are more likely to get better marks in monoculture groups (De Vita, 2002). Despite
the belief that multicultural group-work will have a detrimental effect on their average assessed
mark, to date, no significant research has been conducted to support this behavioural belief
(De Vita, 2002). What limited research has been done indicates that once culturally diverse
groups have settled, they outperform monocultural groups (Watson, 1993). Interestingly, De
Vita (2002) concluded that multicultural groups produced higher quality solutions. Belbin’s
(1981) research went even further and indicated that diverse, multicultural groups were more

effective than one composed of high flyers.

2.1.3.2 A shiftin thinking patterns

Attitudes change over time, and this can lead to a change in thinking patterns. The
uneasiness international students experience in MCGW has been acknowledged in the
studies of Behfar et al. (2006). They indicated that international students voiced fear of
participating in culturally dissimilar groups. Hall's (1990) study stated that cultural dimensions
of behaviour affect students' understanding of collaboration. But what is interesting is how this
equilibrium changes with time. There is research suggesting that international students who
have studied within the country for a while have become confident communicators and enjoy
group activities (Summers & Volet, 2008). Both home and international students have

expressed a positive change in their feelings about group-work at the end of the group-work
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activity (Sweeney et al., 2008). This is not to be confused with acculturation (adopting cultural
traits or social patterns of another group). Instead it is merely a shift in the thinking patterns of
the students brought about by exposure to the different cultures.

International students, in particular, have expressed a predisposition to a positive
opinion of group learning during the activity, indicating a positive relationship between learning
activities and learning outcomes has been induced (Kimmel & Volet, 2010). Perhaps the
reason as to why the research on MCGW is inconclusive can be attributed to the research on
student voices as being in its infancy. The literature cites only a few examples, and clarity can
only be achieved if more qualitative research can be conducted that provides a better

understanding of students’ opinions and perceptions of MCGW (Sweeney et al., 2008).

2.1.4 Challenges within MCGW

Researchers have found that there are other factors, other than merely cultural
differences, deterring novice group members from performing effectively within MCGW, such
as including team member personalities, unequal workloads (Popov et al., 2012), differences
in content knowledge, academic attitude, and ambitions (Cox & Blake, 1991; Pfaff &
Huddleston, 2003; Summers & Volet, 2008; Watson, BarNir, & Pavur, (2005). Despite being
a popular assessment strategy within higher education (Popov et al., 2012; Rienties, 2013;
Watson, BarNir, & Pavur, (2005), face-to-face group-work is a challenging assessment
platform for international students (Robbins & Fredendali, 2001; Schullery & Schullery, 2006).
They are presented with issues of combating not only different cultural norms but also mistrust
and lack of cohesion, free-riding, all of which has the detrimental effect of demotivation (Hoppe
2012; House et al., 2004; Soares et al., 2006).

MCGW presents other more complex challenges in addition to the above. Many
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studies have categorised the problems that manifest themselves within MCGW, namely issues
related with leadership, conflict management, and decision making, with group-performance,
integration, behaviour and analytical frameworks; and lastly, matters concerned with
communication (Exley, 2019; Popov et al., 2012; Shi & Wang, 2011; Vermette & Kline, 2017).
Many of the challenges that occur within MCGW can be attributed to students having culturally
different styles of interaction. Also, they often have insufficient English language skills, and
this inhibits their ability to communicate with lecturers and other students effectively (Hall,
1990; Popov et al., 2012). Effective communication involves the transmission of meaning
between individuals (Stahl, 2010b). Even if bilingual team members have a shared language
in which they communicate, their native language may not always translate in the way it was
intended (Stahl, 2010a). What is unknown is whether this can impair the communication
process within MCGW. Few studies are bringing this to light, and more studies need to be

conducted in order to address this gap in the literature.

2.1.4.1 The social interaction and communication process

Studies have indicated that culturally different standards of interaction and
communication can influence group equilibrium and communication (Cronje, 2011; Gelford &
McCusker, 2002; Hofstede, 1994; Von Glinow, Shapiro & Brett 2004). Social interaction for
some cultures can be extremely challenging (Hall, 1990; Popov et al., 2012; Watson, BarNir,
& Pavur (2005). If we were to reflect on the dynamics that exist within MCGW, we would
observe the varied extent to which different cultures feel it appropriate to intervene in group
discussions. Studies have indicated that attitudes in behaviour may be culturally biased
(Sweeney et al., 2008). For some cultures intervening in group discussions or providing
opposing arguments can be second nature. In contrast, for some others the pressure of being

asked to defend a group decision they did not agree with or if they are expected to present
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opposing arguments, can be unsettling, as their culture does not promote open debating,

which is a crucial skill needed within MCGW (Watson, BarNir, & Pavur, (2005).

2.1.4.2 Surface-level verses deep-level aspects of culture

The discussion in the above section indicated some studies had found communication
can present difficulties within MCGW (Watson, BarNir, & Pavur, (2005). However, Stahl’s
(2010a) studies have provided contradictory evidence. Interestingly their studies have
demonstrated that there was no direct effect on communication effectiveness and group
equilibrium within multicultural groups. They claim the context in which the challenges have
been reported can be considered controversial. They explain this interesting contradiction by
identifying that those studies that have reported culturally diverse teams as being less effective
in the communication process have only shown these results when researchers have focused
on measuring ‘surface-level’ aspects of culture which they categorise as ethnicity or
associated with race. Surface-level cultural cues are observable characteristics of diversity
which individuals observe when they first meet in MCGW meetings. Stahl et al. (2010a)
warned us that if researchers were to focus their research on measuring the effectiveness of
the communication process within MCGW, based on surface-level cultural cues, their studies
would indicate social categorisation. Perhaps a better approach for researchers to focus on is
the ‘deep-level’ aspects of culture, which identify the differences in knowledge, attitudes, and
values. All of these are associated with information-processing of diversity (Stahl et al. 2010b).
When research pays more attention to deep-level aspects of culture, then focus is more likely
to be given to the benefits of different perspectives MCGW brings for creativity, namely better
explaining of ideas, better listening and feedback leading to more satisfaction, motivation and
social engagement and building of trust (Bennett & Bennett, 2004; Stahl et al., 2010a; Stahl

et, al., 2010b). Then over time, the surface-level characteristics may cease to act as a barrier
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(Stahl, 2010a). Importantly Stahl et al. (2010a) identified that in studies that adopt a more
‘deep-level’ research approach focusing on values or attitudes associated with culture, then
communication and group equilibrium was seen as more effective in multicultural teams than
even in monocultural teams. Stahl (2010a) is a solitary voice in bringing this to attention. It is
an exciting proposition, and more studies need to be conducted to explore this further. Bennett
and Bennett (2004) applied this principle to MCGW, suggesting that if group members focus
on the similarity of difference, that would allow group members to respect the different

perspectives multi-cultures bring.

2.1.4.3 Scope for enrichment and potential synergies

The literature does not attempt to identify the scope for advancement and potential
synergies (Stahl et al., 2010). The literature is peppered with a myriad of articles highlighting
that culturally diverse groups experience conflicts and lack motivation (Robbins & Fredendall,
2001). Stahl et al. (2010a) claimed that such literature provides an over-emphasis on the
problems and barriers that exist instead of identifying scope for aspects that could potentially
enrich cultural encounters (Stahl et al., 2010a). Stahl et al. (2010a) observed that research
often presented culturally diverse teams as ‘mixed-blessings’ or ‘doubled-edged sword.” Such
expressions they claim have been founded on contradictory research studies, and Stahl et al.
(2010a) objected to terms used within the literature such as ‘culture clash’, ‘cultural friction’,
‘cultural incompatibility’, as they discourage chances of achieving potential synergies. Stahl
et al. (2010a) claimed research had given little attention to what conditions needed to be in
place to enhance culturally diverse teams’ productivity. They claimed that research should
take responsibility for identifying the benefits culturally diverse teams bring and provide

mechanisms to enable this to happen.
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2.2 Culture
2.2.1 What is culture?

Having an understanding of what culture is can provide a platform for understanding
the differences and the challenges that may arise within the MCGW process. When
researching literature, | am presented with a multitude of perspectives varying in their
definitions of what constitutes culture. Suffice it to say the cultural concepts appear complex
and blurred. Literature does not provide concrete boundaries for this concept. Despite the
haziness and indistinctness of the idea, it seems to influences students’ values and beliefs,
importantly it impacts their behaviour within MCGW (Biggs, Bussen & Ramsey, 2020; Ho-
Kyung Huh, Seong, & Jun 2015; Matsumoto, 2007; Popov et al., 2012; Spencer-Oatey, 2012).
To add to these complexities, it can be observed that even within the same culture, individuals
interpret their cultural norms differently, depending on their histories and societal positions.
Culture is characterised by diversity and goes beyond factors such as age, gender, family,
and social statuses (Kai, 2005). There appears to be no consensus on a definition, despite
discussions attempting to define culture (Spencer-Oately, 2012). The outdated view that
biological characteristics somehow define how people behave and interact has been
discredited by recent studies (Bennett & Bennett, 2004; Biggs, Bussen & Ramsey, 2020;
Howe, 2016). An Individual’s behaviour can be attributed to cultural factors rather than race,
which has been typically defined in terms of physical characteristics such as skin or hair colour
and facial features (Bennett & Bennett, 2004; Biggs, Bussen & Ramsey, 2020; Howe, 2016).
Having established how race is configured, we attempt to understand what culture is.
Hofstede’s (1994) definition of culture has been widely accepted within the literature, which
states that:

“Culture is the collective programming of the mind which distinguishes the members of

one category of people from another” (p.1).
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2.2.2 Categorisation of culture.

The Hofstede (1980) study is a significant study that provides an insight into cultural
behaviours. In the early 1970s, Hofstede conducted a major scientific quantitative study to
study cultural differences (Hofstede, 1994). The intention was to provide an analytical
framework for large international businesses to enable them to understand the behaviour of
employees from different cultures. The study provided an insight into national cultures, what
their expectations were and which behavioural outcomes they prefer (Biggs, Bussen, &
Ramsey, 2020; Howe, 2016; Shi & Wang, 2011; Sivakuma & Nakata 2001; Soares,
Farhangmehr & Shoham, 2007). It is important to note that their studies did not explore the
cultural issues within MCGW,; they were conducted within the business environment.
However, the Hofstede study’s findings are pertinent for this study in helping to understand
the dimensions of culture. Their study provides cultural dimensions that have been
acknowledged by many studies as being representative of a culture (Biggs, Bussen &
Ramsey, 2020; Signorini, Wiesemes, & Murphy, 2009; Shi & Wang, 2010). The Hofstede
study’s dimensions to categorise behaviour identified the following set of indices according to
Shi (2011): power distance which refers to whether the society identifies with a high or low
power distance; uncertainty avoidance, which refers to the society’s tolerance of uncertainty
and ambiguity; individualism-collectivism, this refers to the degree to which individuals are
integrated into groups; and long-term orientation which refers to whether a culture prefers to
prioritise thrift and perseverance, dedication, perseverance, and diligence or short-term
orientation, whereby the culture places emphasis on respect for tradition, and fulfilling social
obligations (Biggs, Bussen & Ramsey, 2020; Hofstede, 1994; House, Javidan, Hanges &
Dorfman, 2002; Shi & Wang, 2010). House, Javidan, Hanges, & Dorfman, (2002) brought
further insight into the importance of understanding culture, identifying that practices that go

against the deeply held cultural values of individuals are likely to make individuals feel
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dissatisfied or uncommitted and less able to perform well in the group (Biggs, Bussen, &

Ramsey, 2020; House et al., 2002; Signorini, Wiesemes, & Murphy, 2009).

2.2.3 Collectivist versus individualistic cultures

Further exploration of the Hofstede’s (1999) categorisation of cultures reveals two
important dimensions that are of interest to this study, that of the individualistic and collectivist
cultures. Hofstede (1994) claimed individualistic cultures were vastly different to collectivist
cultures. Collectivism he claimed was the extent to which individuals are integrated within a
group. Hofstede (1994) referred to individualistic societies as being independent and where
society encourages everyone to look after themselves. However, his research found that
collectivist cultures tend to integrate into strong, cohesive societal groups in extended families,
where the group interests prevailed over an individual’s interest (Biggs, Bussen, & Ramsey,
2020; Signorini, Wiesemes, & Murphy, 2009). The groups protect the individual, but in turn,
there is an expectancy that the individual is loyal to the group (Biggs, Bussen, & Ramsey,
2020; Signorini, Wiesemes, & Murphy, 2009). Within the classroom context, the collectivist
cultures teach via a teacher-led approach; conflict is avoided while classroom harmony is
maintained, and maintenance of ‘face’ is important (Signorini, Wiesemes, & Murphy, 2009).
Studies of Biggs, Bussen, & Ramsey, (2020) and Hofstede (1994) claim individualism prevails
in Western countries while collectivism prevails in less developed and Eastern countries
(Hofstede, 1994). Watson, BarNir, & Pavur (2005) indicated that it would be interesting for
researchers to explore the equilibrium between collectivist and individualist cultures. He
suggested there were few studies that explore how the behaviours within MCGW are
influenced by collectivist cultural upbringings from that of individualistic cultures. This study
attempts to discover some knowledge in order to address this gap in knowledge.

Watson, BarNir, & Pavur, (2005) and Cai (2017) suggested that several studies have
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found differences in attitudes for individualist and collectivist cultures. Watson, BarNir, & Pavur
(2005) claimed individualistic cultures were more appreciative of diversity compared to
collectivist cultures. Watson, BarNir, & Pavur (2005) also stated that collectivist cultures
preferred to focus on similarities and shared values, whereas individualist cultures valued
uniqueness or differences in-group members. This stemmed from their preference for working
as individuals rather than focusing on collective goals. Whereas, Individualist cultures saw
differences as a necessary precursor in achieving goals, collectivist cultures emphasised
focusing on differences led to dysfunctional groups. Popov et al. (2012) intimated that the
individualistic culture’s necessity to strive for individual excellence might create feelings of

resentment and hostility towards teams.

Although celebrated extensively within the literature, Hofstede's studies are not without
criticism. Signorini, Wiesemes, & Murphy (2009) brought attention to Hofstede’s model as
having limitations. Signorini, Wiesemes, & Murphy (2009) claimed that Hofstede oversimplified
cultural differences and lacked empirical evidence to support his research claims. Despite
drawing criticism, Hofstede’s insight into culture is interesting and worthy of exploration for this
study, as Hofstede prefers to consider culture as being influenced by the process of
socialisation, i.e., socially constructed, which is the premise of this study is adopting for

MCGW.

The study aligns with Hofstede’s premise that cultural rules that are presented via a
process of socialisation influence behaviour. These cultural rules typically guide the
interpretation of how to behave in life situations (Stahl et al., 2010b). However, as discussed
by Signorini, Wiesemes, & Murphy (2009), Hofstede oversimplified cultural differences by

categorising cultural behaviour. Arguably, their claim becomes increasingly significant in the
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context of globalisation. Yet, this study makes references to collectivist and individualist
cultures, despite the limitations of these terms. Despite the terms drawing criticism, this study
uses these terms as perceived comparative parameters. It is recognised that these historical
terms or assumptions do not necessarily represent the breadth of subtle cultural norms
existing within the society. Adopting this simplistic view may diminish an individual’s cultural
identity as applying the same characteristics to different sets of students would ignore the
different factors that richly combine to form an individual’s cultural identity, which this study is
seeking. As explained in section 2.2.8 it would not be appropriate to stereotype cultures. The
individualistic and collectivist comparative parameters are used purely as heuristic devices to
identify distinctions between cultures. These heuristic or artificial constructs are used to assist
in exploration of social phenomena. They are not optimal but suffice to reach an approximation
to find a satisfactory solution. The rationale for using perceived parameters stems from the

desire to identify patterns and obtain a better understanding of cultural behaviours.

However, there are other perspectives on culture. More recently, Spencer-Oatey

(2012) has pointed out the different characteristics of culture, claiming that:

Culture is a fuzzy set of basic assumptions and values, orientations of life, beliefs,
policies, procedures and behavioural conventions that are shared by a group of people
and that influence (but do not determine) each member’s behaviour and his/her
interpretations of the ‘meaning’ of other people’s behaviour.

Spencer-Oatey (2012, p.2).
There is an overlap in both definitions in that they both say common characteristics

infused by society influence behaviour. However, Spenser-Oatey’s (2012) definition attempts
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to go a little further and places emphasis on specific parameters, such as beliefs, values and
behavioural conventions influencing culture. It can be argued that Spenser-Oatey’s (2012)
categorisation of culture, focusing on values and beliefs, is closely aligned with those who
intimate that research should concentrate on focusing on the ‘deep value’ systems cultures
adopt. Her dimensions extending to policies and procedures are perhaps more relevant in
recent times, as opposed to when Hofstede did his study. This new insight into culture, as
presented by Spenser-Oatey (2012), is impressive. However, the literature lacks studies
exploring students’ cultural values and beliefs with MCGW, an area of research that is

important as student groups are becoming multicultural due to globalisation.

2.2.4 Culture is learnt behaviour

While Spenser-Oatey’s (2012) concept of culture is an appealing characterisation of
culture, her research does not provide categorisations of cultures, which would benefit future
studies in the same way as the Hofstede’s (1994) study did. As such, we cannot disregard
Hofstede’s perspective of culture. It can be observed that Hofstede’s rejection of the
anthropological view of culture as a set of guidelines inherited by individuals associated with
a particular society, paves the direction for embracing the notion that culture formulates a
collection of ideas and habits that individuals learn and transmit from generation to generation
(Biggs, Bussen, & Ramsey, 2020; Shi & Wang, 2011; Soares, Farhangmehr, & Shoham,
(2007); Tares, Steel, & Kirkman, 2012). Hofstede maintained that culture is learned not
inherited and derives from one’s social environment (Spencer-Oatey, 2012). It can be argued
that this is of significance because it is through this process of socialisation, as eluded to by
Hofstede, that students learn cultural rules on how to behave in society and subsequently
within the MCGW process. The literature is peppered with the research explaining how

behavioural norms are shaped. Many have argued that it is influenced by upbringing. Bourdieu
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(1990) and the later studies of Kimmel and Volet (2010) indicated that the behavioural norms
students possess about how society works have emerged from their upbringing. It is essential
to recognise that these socio-cultural norms and values are unwritten and unspoken and have
been transmitted unconsciously to the students by family members and the society in which
they live (Biggs, Bussen & Ramsey, 2020; Bourdieu, 1990; Hofstede, 2004; Kang & Mastin,
2008; Signorini, Wiesemes, & Murphy, 2009; Shi & Wang, 2011; Sivakumar & Nakuta, 2001).
This unconscious adaption of behaviour patterns has been explained by the concept of
‘Habitus,” which will be explored further in the next section. The literature falls short in studies
identifying students’ perceptions of their own cultures, their explanations of their behavioural
patterns or habitus, and that of others. This interesting gap in knowledge will be investigated
by this study.

2.2.5 Bourdieu and habitus

Bourdieu (1990) uses ‘concepts’ to establish meaning for culture. Robbins (1999)
explained that concepts allowed us to fix conventional meanings which affected practices. He
indicated that concepts did not have intrinsic meaning themselves; however, they aided in
classifying phenomena. Bourdieu used the concept of habitus to give sense to culture. He
indicated that human depositions are an inherited concept of society, which they then adapt
according to their situation and the experiences they encounter (Golthorpe, 2007; Kimmel &
Volet, 2010; Robbins, 1999). Bourdieu stated that a persons’ behavioural deployment is
governed by their habitus. Habitus is inherited concepts of behaviour learned in childhood and
which reflect the social context and norms of the society in which one lives (West, Fleming, &
Finnegan, 2013). Bruen (2014) extrapolated the concept of habitus by saying that it is an
inherited set of concepts that influence tradition, history, and principles, and it is advanced
through the process of imitation whereby individuals unconsciously adopt behavioural patterns

passed on from society.
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2.2.6 Implications of habitus for MCGW

For this research, discovering and exploring a student’s habitus is considered a useful
analytical tool in helping to understand international students’ behaviour and thinking
processes within group-work (Brooks, 2008). The concept of habitus allows an understanding
of the narratives of students who have participated in MCGW. Habitus can provide an
understanding of the context and behaviours and actions experienced within MCGW (Bruen,
2014). Habitus, in itself, can be extremely powerful in influencing thought processes. Bourdieu
indicated that habitus is a discrete entity that unconsciously determines behavioural patterns,
which are influenced by societal norms. It en