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Objectives: Cultural competence is a skill that is lauded and encouraged in today’s business communication programs and in in-
dustry. The problem becomes, how and when do instructors introduce students to meaningful intercultural exchanges that produce 
the skills and awareness students will need in the future. The instructors in this study wanted a low-cost, student-center program or 
assignment to introduce students to intercultural communication through actual practice. The project needed to help students be-
come more culturally aware and culturally competent.  
Methods: The authors of this study paired their students for a virtual cross-cultural exchange for a period of 8 weeks. Students from 
the United States of America (USA) and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) spent several weeks corresponding via the text messaging 
application, WhatsApp, in order to learn more about the other’s culture and customs. Surveys intended to measure cultural aware-
ness and cultural competence were taken by students prior to the start of the exchange and again at its conclusion. 
Results: The survey results show an increase in cultural awareness and cultural competence correlated to the cultural exchange 
project.
Conclusions: Instructors can create low-cost, interactive opportunities for students to improve cultural awareness and competence 
through online conversations and cultural exchanges with students of various cultures in different locales and countries.
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Introduction

There is little doubt that if students want to succeed and become 

leaders in their fields, they must do so in a business environ-
ment that is increasingly more global in scale (Price, 2016; 
Shetty & Rudell, 2002; Tuleja, 2008; Ulijn, O’Hair, Weggeman, 
Ledlow, & Hall, 2000; Varner, 2000). Research on how to pre-
pare students for the global business environment suggests 
everything from learning a foreign language (Vigier & Smoller 
Le Floch, 2011) participating in study abroad programs (Heffron 
& Maresco, 2014; Mikhaylov, 2014) holding international in-
ternships (Du-Babcock, 2016) to forming asynchronous online 
discussions (Hew, Cheung, & Ng, 2010). While the methods are 
effective, time and money often restrict students’ ability to study 
a foreign language or embark on an international study abroad 
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or internship opportunity. The authors of this study suggest a 
low-cost possibility for increasing cultural awareness and cul-
tural competence in students.

In 2019, Author 2 from Name Withheld University ap-
proached two professors based in the United States of America 
(USA), Author 1 from Name Withheld State University and 
Name Withheld from University of Name Withheld, to gage 
their interest in creating a cultural exchange project. The in-
structors agreed that an online cultural exchange, in which 
students from different countries could converse on a regular 
basis, would provide students authentic practice of intercultural 
communication skills and provide students an opportunity to 
balance the theory and practice of intercultural communication. 

The eight-week project they created consisted of a virtual ex-
change, facilitated through the text messaging app WhatsApp, 
between Emirati and American students to promote cultural 
awareness and increase students’ cultural competence.

Two research questions (RQs) guided the creation of the cul-
tural exchange project and the data analysis that resulted from 
two student surveys.

RQ1:   Do student cultural perceptions change when com-
munication between different cultures, enhanced 
with the use of social media tools, is encouraged and 
facilitated in business communication classes? 

RQ2:   Will an online cultural exchange project increase stu-
dents’ cultural competence?

Literature Review

Defining Cultural Awareness and Cultural Competence
The National Center for Cultural Competence defines cultural 
awareness as “being cognizant, observant, and conscious of sim-
ilarities and differences among and between cultural groups” 
(Goode, 2006). Winkelman (2005) adds, “cultural self-aware-
ness includes recognition of one’s own cultural influences upon 
values, beliefs, and judgments, as well as the influences derived 
from the professional’s work culture” (p. 9). Cultural awareness 
is a critical component of cultural competence. Without the 
awareness of one’s own culture there is little ability to become 
competent in communicating with those of other cultures.

Johnson, Lenartowicz, and Apud (2006) created a definition 
of cultural competence specific to international business. They 
claim, “cross-cultural competence in international business is an 
individual’s effectiveness in drawing upon a set of knowledge, 
skills, and personal attributes in order to work successfully with 
people from different national cultural backgrounds at home 
or abroad” (Johnson et al., 2006, p. 530). Their definition works 
well for the current study because the instructors worked to 

create new knowledge through specific instruction on cultural 
communication theory. In tandem, they provided opportunities 
for students to develop new skills by practicing intercultural 
communication with peers in another country. 

Sue (2001) argues that being aware of personal attitudes 
towards others and understanding personal discomfort with 
difference is a key trait of developing cultural competence. 
The current study allowed students to become aware of their 
personal attitudes towards others and reflect on those attitudes 
throughout the project.

Cultural Perceptions of Communication
The cultural perception of individuals is a function of, and is 
tied to, the dominant culture. Khatib (2015) adds, “Cultural 
perception can be clouded by stereotypes, which are both de-
scriptive and prescriptive” (p. 506). Understanding cultural per-
ceptions of communication strengthens a person’s understand-
ing of their own culture while creating greater appreciation for 
other cultures. 

A 2017 study conducted by Morrison and Schanne of more 
than 1,600 companies in 31 industries found that two of the 
most important “soft skills” needed by new graduates included 
the ability to interpret the meaning of a message and the ability 
to listen for and interpret meaning. Basic communication skills 
of understanding and interpreting the meaning of a message 
become more complex when the message is created using a dif-
ferent cultural frame.

In order to build cultural competence, students must start 
with cultural awareness, the knowledge and understanding of 
their own culture. Thrush (1993) suggests that improved aware-
ness of culture on the part of the student, and a better under-
standing of potential problems in the intercultural communica-
tion process, is crucial to a student’s learning (p. 280). Becoming 
aware of one’s own culture allows a student the opportunity to 
compare and contrast communication from the knowledge of 
their own cultural distinctions. 

While most cultures have elements of high- and low-context 
characteristics, the USA is recognized as a low-context culture 
(Hall, 1976). Characteristics of communicators in the USA 
can dramatically contrast when working with those of other 
cultures, especially cultures found in the Arab world (Zaharna, 
1995), which are typically considered high-context cultures 
(Hall, 1976). Even online, the American cultural preference is 
for direct communication based on precise information, facts, 
and expectations. However, Arab cultures prefer form over 
function. Zaharna (1995) claims, “whereas an American may 
insert facts and figures to illustrate a point, and Arab speaker 
may use one strong, vivid example to convey a point. An Arab 
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speaker also tends to be very generous in her use of descriptive 
adjectives and adverbs” (para. 26). As Luck and Swartz (2018) 
found, a single word misunderstood or used differently between 
two cultures can change the nature and understanding of com-
munication. Thus, cultural perceptions of communication are 
critical to understanding language and how it works in various 
cultures. As Uzun (2014) notes, students must be aware of com-
munication distinctions between cultures, such as high-context 
and low-context in order to “feel willing to endure any potential 
misunderstanding or disagreement” (p. 2409).

Experiencing Intercultural Communication
A study conducted by the Interfaith Youth Core found that stu-
dents who experienced intercultural and interpersonal relation-
ships with those of different faiths became more empathetic and 
understanding (Johnson, 2019). Significantly, “the study showed 
that students who gain a friend with a particular worldview 
view more positively not only members of that demographic, 
but people with other worldviews as well. These effects seem to 
generalize through people’s social networks” (Johnson, 2019, 
para. 8). Additionally, when students maintained those intercul-
tural friendships, they were able to work through conflict and 
maintain friendships with those they disagreed with politically 
(Johnson, 2019, para. 9).

St. Amant (2006) suggests that exercises in which students 
interact in real time with counterparts from other cultures help 
students better appreciate how cultural factors affect exchanges. 
Interaction via virtual means aids in the humanization of par-
ticipants, allowing students to work with individuals instead of 
unknown, faceless, and nameless entities on the other side of an 
Internet connection. 

Exercises and projects designed to expose students to differ-
ent cultures and encourage intercultural communication can 
aid students in developing better communication and other 
business skills. Randazzo-Davis and Nelson (2020) found that 
students with better intercultural intelligence and global knowl-
edge are equated with better outcomes for their virtual teams.

Methodology

The current study consisted of 177 students in the United Arab 
Emirates (UAE) and USA communicating on WhatsApp about 
various aspects of their cultures. These conversations took place 
for 8 weeks. Quantitative data from pre- and post-exchange sur-
veys were collected along with qualitative open-ended respons-
es to questions on the same surveys.

Participants
A total of 177 students participated in the cultural exchange 
project. Of those, 144 were at Zayed University in the UAE. 
Author 2 designed an assignment tied to the project, so stu-
dents were motivated to participate. Students from the UAE 
were all native Emiratis, fluent in Arabic with good to excellent 
proficiency in English. Author 1 sought out volunteers among 
her current and past technical writing students. Ultimately 22 
students at Name Withheld State University volunteered to 
participate in the project. The students from Name Withheld 
State University were all traditional students from the USA and 
L1 English speakers. The remaining 11 students were enrolled 
in Name Withheld’s business communication course at the 
University of Name Withheld. Assignments related to the proj-
ect encouraged students to participate. These 11 students were 
traditional students from the USA and L1 English speakers. 
All 177 student participants were divided into female and male 
groups in consideration of cultural restrictions in the UAE, 
where it is common in educational institutions to segregate stu-
dents by gender. 

Before the virtual exchange project began, students received 
instruction on intercultural communication, including infor-
mation on differences between high and low-context cultures 
(Hall, 1976), individualism and collectivism, and other cultural 
dimensions as defined by Hofstede (2019). 

Cultural Exchange Project Overview
Emirati students first formed groups of 4–6 students. These 
group members were then matched with one American student 
from either Missouri or Maine. In some instances, a second 
American student was added to the group. The Emirati students 
initiated communication by writing a group email introducing 
themselves using email addresses provided by the authors.  

The group members then began communicating frequently 
and informally via WhatsApp1 using the group chat/text func-
tion. Each week, Emirati students were given a theme and sev-
eral questions to discuss with their USA counterparts. The USA 
students would then respond by answering the same questions 
and remarking on interesting similarities and differences. Stu-
dents were instructed to share their culture via photos, videos, 
and text to learn about Emirati/American culture.

Students shared with their group members on various topics 
each week for eight weeks. Topics for discussion included fam-
ily, sports, summer vacation, concepts of beauty and style, ani-
mals and pets, university life, food, travel, social media, leisure 

1 In the UAE, Skype is not accessible; WhatsApp is the most widely used 
communication app because it is free and enables the user(s) to create 
group chats and to send photos and videos.
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time, and health.
For example, in Week One, students were asked to share on 

the topic of marriage and relationships. Questions to consider 
and answer included: At what age do most of your friends/fam-
ily get married; How do you propose; How do people typically 
meet their future wife/husband; Describe a typical wedding in 
detail and share photos and costs if possible; Can you have more 
than one wife/husband; How do you get a house after you are 
married; Where do you usually live after marriage; What is the 
biggest stress on marriages in your country?

Survey 
Student participants in the UAE and USA were asked to com-
plete a survey through Google Forms before the start of the cul-
tural exchange project and to complete the same survey at the 
end of the project. 

The survey was divided into three parts. Part One consisted 
of 8 survey questions/statements adapted from the “Cultural 
Competence Self-Assessment Checklist” used by several differ-
ent diversity initiatives and organizations (Central Vancouver 
Island Multicultural Society, 2015). Eight statements were se-
lected from the Cultural Competence Self-Assessment Check-
list for use in the study survey. These statements were selected 
for the project because they were the most general statements 
from the competence checklist and provided a starting point 
for students and researchers to consider cultural competence. 
In addition, the scale was changed from a 4-point scale of “nev-
er” to “always” to a 5-point Likert scale of “strongly disagree” 
to “strongly agree.” The change in scale was necessary because 
many of the USA students had few intercultural experiences 
to draw from. It was easier for them to agree or disagree with a 
statement rather than deciding if they “never” or “always” be-
haved in a specific way in an intercultural encounter. 

Part Two of the survey, statements 9–14, asked American 
students to reveal their views of Arab people. These statements 
were developed by the instructors of the project to gauge cul-
tural perceptions and stereotypes of Arabs specific to American 
students. Part Three of the survey, statements 15–20, repeated 
the statements in 9–14 but were specific to how Arab students 
viewed Americans. 

Students were encouraged, but not required, to respond to 
the pre- and post-exchange surveys. The response rate was 
excellent at 92%. The responses to the Likert-scale statements 
were evaluated through mean scores and standard deviation 
calculations. In addition, the change of mean scores from pre- 
to post-exchange surveys was recorded for each statement. 
Qualitative responses to open-ended questions on the survey 
were coded by the authors based on the number of times a 

similar statement or theme was evident in student responses. 
Themes emerging from American student responses included: 
“I don’t know any Arab people” and “they (Arabs) are differ-
ent than us.” Themes emerging from Arab student responses 
included: “they (Americans) are kind” and “they (Americans) 
don’t seem to know much about our culture.” A common theme 
of both cultures was “we don’t have very much in common.”

Results

Student responses to the quantitative survey statements are 
identified in Tables 1–3. The qualitative statements made in re-
sponse to open-ended questions on the survey are discussed in 
the findings that follow.

Research Question 1
A review of survey responses to statements 9–20 and open-end-
ed responses to survey questions reveal our findings for RQ1. 

In statements 9 and 15, students were asked if they were 
comfortable communicating with those of the opposite culture. 
Students could select 1–5 on a Likert scale, where 1 represent-
ed “strongly disagree” and 5 represented “strongly agree.” In 
pre-exchange surveys, American scores averaged 4.47 to this 
statement. The post-exchange response increased 0.22 to 4.69. 
As this response was given at the conclusion of the project, it is 
assumed that all students who responded to this question were 
reporting on actual and recent interactions with their peers in 
the UAE. The increase in comfort of Americans versus Arabs is 
interesting, as the Arab score on this statement only increased 
by 0.07. This smaller increase may be explained because of the 
UAE’s large population of expatriates. The United Nations (2017) 
estimates the total population in the UAE is made up of only 
12% Emirati. Therefore, many UAE students have experience 
speaking with and interacting with Americans and other na-
tionalities, though rarely with people their own age. USA stu-
dents, and particularly those participating in this project, rarely 
have the opportunity to practice communication with Arabs in 
the USA.  

Survey statement 11 asked American students to agree or 
disagree that they had a lot in common with Arabs. Similarly, 
survey statement 17 asked Arab students to agree or disagree 
that they had a lot in common with Americans. These ques-
tions had different initial responses between the two cultures.  
American students felt there was a good amount of common-
ality between themselves and their Arab counterparts, as their 
responses averaged 3.9. Conversely, Arab students averaged 3.08 
in pre-exchange surveys.  

These results are supported by the open-ended responses 
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from Arab students who felt they did not have a lot in common 
due to differences in their culture, beliefs, and religion. One 
Arab student commented, “I don’t think that we have things in 
common considering the culture and the religion.” Similarly, 
another Arab student noted, “I think there is a huge contrast be-

tween my culture and the American culture. I currently have no 
perceptions about Americans.” Several American students also 
described differences in the cultures. Pre-exchange responses 
included, “I believe that Arabic people lead a very different life 
and culture compared to the ideals and culture found in West-

Table 1. Survey section one: All students

Survey statement Pre-survey 
(n = 163)

SD Post-survey 
(n = 163)

SD Change

1. I view human difference as positive and a cause for celebration. 4.12 0.97 4.30 0.86 +0.18

2. I take any opportunity to put myself in places where I can learn 
about differences and create relationships.

4.04 0.96 4.25 0.88 +0.21

3. I have a clear sense of my own ethnic, cultural, and racial identity. 4.38 0.90 4.44 0.81 +0.06

4. I am aware that in order to learn more about others I need to 
understand and be prepared to share my own culture.

4.46 0.84 4.50 0.83 +0.04

5. I am aware of my discomfort when I encounter differences in race, 
religion, sexual orientation, language, and disability/physical 
challenges.

3.53 1.18 3.82 1.08 +0.29

6. I am aware of the assumptions that I hold about people of different 
cultures.

3.66 1.00 3.93 0.99 +0.27

7. I am aware of my stereotypes as they arise and have developed 
strategies for reducing the harm they cause.

3.86 1.01 4.00 1.01 +0.14

8. I am aware of how my cultural perspective influences my 
judgement about what are “appropriate”, “normal”, or “superior” 
behaviors, values, and communication styles.

4.03 0.97 4.10 0.93 +0.07

Note. SD, standard deviation.

Table 2. Survey section two: American students only

Survey statement Pre-survey 
(n = 30)

SD Post-survey 
(n = 16)

SD Change

9. I am comfortable communicating with Arab people. 4.47 0.73 4.69 0.60 +0.22

10. I believe that Arabs are kind. 4.43 0.82 4.75 0.77 +0.32

11. I believe that I have a lot in common with Arab people. 3.90 0.99 4.31 0.95 +0.41

12. I believe Arabs are dangerous. 1.50 0.78 1.19 0.40 –0.31

13. I feel I can trust Arabs. 4.17 1.02 4.38 1.09 +0.21

14. In general, I like Arabs. 4.33 0.76 4.63 0.81 +0.30

Note. SD, standard deviation.

Table 3. Survey section three: Arab students only

Survey statement Pre-survey 
(n = 132)

SD Post-survey  
(n = 147)

SD Change

15. I am comfortable communicating with American people. 4.31 0.83 4.38 0.95 +0.07

16. I believe that Americans are kind. 4.02 0.89 4.22 0.95 +0.20

17. I believe that I have a lot in common with American people. 3.08 1.07 3.61 1.09 +0.53

18. I believe American are dangerous. 1.75 0.98 1.93 1.24 +0.18

19. I feel I can trust Americans. 3.37 0.90 3.69 0.93 +0.32

20. In general, I like Americans. 3.95 0.95 4.18 0.89 +0.23

Note. SD, standard deviation.
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ern society,” and “They may have different cultural backgrounds 
than I do. They typically eat with their hands, segregate their 
sexes, dress in traditional garb (dishdasha), and if they’re from 
the Arab nations are most likely practice the Muslim faith.”

The post-exchange survey responses to statements 11 and 17 
indicate that the students experienced a significant change in 
their cultural perceptions after communicating with each other 
for eight weeks. The Arab students’ average score increased 0.53 
raising the overall rating to 3.61, while the American students’ 
average score increased 0.41 raising the overall rating to 4.31. 
These changes were the most dramatic of all the pre- to post-ex-
change increases. One American student wrote at the end of the 
project, “After communicating with my group throughout the 
semester, I didn’t realize that I would find so much in common 
with them. Before, I had the perception that we were very dif-
ferent.” Similarly, one Arab student wrote, “Americans are not so 
different from us. We could get along pretty well if we keep an 
open mind have a mutual respect for one another.”

Getting to know a person and their background is very im-
portant for trust in a high-context country such as the UAE. 
Survey statements 13 and 19 gauged trust for Arabs by Ameri-
cans and vice versa. The survey response means increased from 
pre- to post-exchange by 0.32 to 3.69 for Arab students and by 
0.21 to 4.38 for American students. The majority of post-ex-
change responses to the open-ended survey questions from 
Arab students described the Americans as “kind, lovely, nice, 
and good”. One Arab student noted, “I can trust them and do 
business with them.”

Finally, students were asked to respond to the statements 
14 and 20 about liking the other culture in general. In pre-ex-
change surveys, Americans agreed that in general they liked 
Arabs based on an average score of 4.33, despite admitting that 
they knew very few, if any, Arab people. Still, this project clearly 
made a positive impact on American students. Evidence from 
the post-survey showed positive change. American students 
averaged 4.63, an increase of 0.30 after the cultural exchange 
project. The open-ended questions supported the survey results 
with many students commenting on the unexpected similar-
ities between the students. The students viewed the cultural 
traditions as different but felt they were similar at their core. 
Likewise, the Arab students had a positive movement from the 
pre-exchange to post-exchange survey results. The overall per-
centage of students agreeing they liked Americans in general 
increased 0.23 from 3.95 in pre-exchange surveys to 4.18 in 
post-exchange surveys. One student wrote, “I honestly never 
knew that I had so much similarities between my American 
counterpart and I. We shared many memories, experiences, 
and interests.” Another Arab student wrote, “After finishing 

[the cultural exchange project], many perspectives I had about 
Americans have changed. I liked American people and it was 
interesting to know about their culture and many other things.”

Overall, American-only statements 9–14 and Arab-only 
statements 15–20 all show a positive change in cultural percep-
tions from pre- to post-exchange surveys, with the exception of 
statement 18 (I believe Americans are dangerous.). Responses to 
statement 18 resulted in a slight increase in agreement from 1.75 
pre-exchange to 1.93 post-exchange. The standard deviation, 
however, for the post-exchange survey response is 1.24, so the 
small positive change in agreement of 0.18 may not represent a 
true increase in this sentiment. 

Research Question 2
Pre- and post-exchange survey responses to statements 1–8 di-
rectly address whether or not students gained awareness of their 
own and other cultures, especially student awareness of their 
own perceptions, discomfort, and assumptions. The statements 
for Part One of the survey were taken directly from the “Cultural 
Competence Self-Assessment Checklist.” 

 Statement 5 asked students to consider their own awareness 
of discomfort when encountering differences in race, religion, 
sexual orientation, language, and disability. The average in-
crease in ratings on this statement was the largest for Part One 
of the survey. The student average grew 0.29 points from 3.53 
in pre-exchange surveys to 3.82 in post-exchange surveys. As 
students were getting to know each other and learning more 
about another culture, they became aware of how they felt 
meeting people who were from different races, religions, and 
backgrounds. One UAE student wrote, “We are similar in 
many things even if our cultures are different and the respects 
and love I got from them is more than enough.” These results 
suggest that participation in the intercultural exchange project 
helped students improve their awareness of assumptions they 
may hold about people of different cultures. 

Similarly, when students were asked if they were aware of the 
assumptions they hold about people of different cultures, the 
average increased from pre- to post-exchange surveys. Students 
averaged 3.66 in pre-exchange surveys but increased in agree-
ment 0.27 points to 3.93 in post-exchange surveys. Several stu-
dents noted in open-ended question responses that their initial 
thoughts about Arabs and Americans changed as a result of this 
project. One UAE student noted, “What I see and hear about 
them I thought that they are so rude, but when I get to know 
them closer they seem very kind and helpful.” An American 
student wrote, “After communicating with my group through-
out the semester, I didn’t realize that I would find so much in 
common with them. Before, I had the perception that we were 
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very different.” Likewise, another American claimed, “Going 
into the exchange, I did not believe that I had much in common 
with the students in the UAE. After the exchange, I realize that, 
while there are some significant differences, we lead very similar 
lives.”

Finally, when students were asked to respond to Statement 5, 
“I am aware of my stereotypes as they arise and have developed 
strategies for reducing the harm they cause,” results demonstrate 
an increase of cultural competence related to stereotype aware-
ness. Students agreeing with this statement rose 0.14 points 
from 3.86 in pre-exchange surveys to 4.00 in post-exchange sur-
veys. Open-ended responses further demonstrated this point. 
One American student in the post-exchange survey noted, “I 
feel that the media wants Americans to see them [Arabs] as vi-
olent people, so we do, when in reality they are kind.” Similarly, 
an Arab student wrote, “I had a wrong perspective about Amer-
ican people but after taking this business communication proj-
ect and we communicate with American student I understand 
the barrier between us and them is knowing each other culture.” 
The increase in the mean on this statement and the subsequent 
comments suggest that the project helped students become 
more aware of their stereotypes over the course of the project, 
an important element in becoming a more culturally competent 
person. 

Discussion 

This study sought to balance theory and application to allow 
students to move past cultural ethnocentrism and learn tech-
niques to aid in intercultural communication. This online 
cultural exchange project was designed to impact the lives of 
both American and Emirati students who have either not had 
the opportunity to travel or who have not had the opportunity 
to have a meaningful and lengthy cultural exchange. The eight-
week exchange provided participants with direct exposure to 
how people of other cultures think and interact and also gave 
participants a frame of reference for the intercultural theory 
learned in the classroom. 

The results of this study demonstrate that students expe-
rienced modest increases in cultural awareness and cultural 
competence. The opportunity to learn more about another 
culture from those in the culture created an open and inviting 
space in which students could ask questions and discard stereo-
types. The WhatsApp platform was successful in encouraging 
conversation, echoing the findings of Commander, Zhao, Galla-
gher, and You (2016) who found that online platforms enabled 
students from different countries to connect in an easy and 
economical way (Commander et al., 2016). The ability to ask 

questions freely allowed the students in this study to apply what 
they learned from the textbooks to their real discussions with 
virtual exchange students. These findings are similar to studies 
by Barnett-Queen, Blair, and Merrick (2005), Chang, Chen, and 
Hsu (2011), and Jorczak and Dupuis (2014) who all found that 
online discussions allowed for better knowledge construction, 
cross cultural understanding, and critical thinking.  

This virtual cultural exchange allowed students to create a 
third culture where they could meet together and share infor-
mation about their customs and their day-to-day lives. This 
study reflects the findings of McEwan and Sobre-Denton (2001) 
who claim that through virtual third cultures, people of various 
cultural backgrounds can apply cultural and social information 
to build online communities that promote intercultural rela-
tionships. In the third culture created through WhatsApp chat 
groups, students met their counterparts and discovered cultural 
similarities and dissimilarities.  

The exchange also allowed students to move away from ste-
reotypes and change their cultural perceptions. For example, 
several of the American students were surprised to learn that 
Netflix, Hip/Hop, rap and other popular music existed in the 
UAE. They were also interested to learn that many American 
fast-food chains were in the UAE and that Emirati students 
often indulged in fast food. Thus, the stereotype of young Arab 
people somehow isolated from modern music, food, and enter-
tainment was dispelled.

Unlike cross-cultural exchanges that require students to work 
in teams and produce a document, analysis, or review (Du-Bab-
cock & Varner, 2008; Seawright, 2014; Starke-Meyerring & An-
drews, 2006), this study asked only for students to get to know 
one another. This project allowed students to devote their time 
to learning about the lives of their group members rather than 
concentrating on producing a school assignment. The authors 
of this study argue that students need more time getting to 
know one another before entering into an international/inter-
cultural team project. 

By structuring conversation and suggesting topics each week 
for the groups, the instructors were able to avoid the challenges 
of other recent studies. Deng, Chen, and Li (2017) noted that 
they, “encouraged the students to have casual and free talk on 
any topic that interested them. Nevertheless, they felt at a loss 
as to what they should talk about or discuss” (p. 14). Our study 
sought to improve students’ cultural competence through 
meaningful conversation instead of through a complicated team 
project with various deliverables. In the future, the authors hope 
to combine both meaningful conversation and a team project in 
order to gain the most benefit of a cross cultural experience.
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Limitation
This study was limited by the number of American students 
who participated. While the UAE had 144 student participants, 
there were only 33 American students. In future exchange proj-
ects, the authors would like a more equal number of students, 
so that the student groups could include 2–3 students from each 
country. While USA students were able to meet 4 to 5 Emirati 
students, the Emiratis were only able to meet 1 or 2 American 
students. 

In addition, the study was limited to 8 weeks. The authors 
agree that results could be improved by improving the ratio 
between Emirati and American students as well as lengthening 
the experience for students. 

Conclusion

Results from this project demonstrate that cultural perceptions 
change when faculty can facilitate purposeful communication 
between students of different cultures. Cross cultural exchange 
projects can be low-cost and low-key endeavors. Cultural ex-
change projects like the one described in this paper can increase 
cultural competence and prepare students for the realities of 
globalization. 
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