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Abstract

Traditionally, study abroad programs have involved immersion in the host culture, with
particular emphasis on using and learning the native language. However, other types of
programs designed to give non-foreign language majors the opportunity to study in another
country have become more prevalent in recent years. Many American universities have their own
“island” study abroad programs to provide students with an opportunity to travel and live
together in the host country. While there is anecdotal evidence that the island model programs
have a positive effect on students, there is a dearth of studies that have systematically and
objectively assessed the impact of such programs. The purpose of this pre and post quantitative
study is to examine the impact of a semester-long island study abroad program on the
intercultural sensitivity and cross-cultural adaptability skills of undergraduate college students
using the Intercultural Development Inventory (IDI) and the Cross-cultural Adaptability
Inventory (CCAI) instruments.
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Introduction

Those of us who focus on international initiatives in American higher education struggle to balance the competing
realities of sending ever more American students abroad in the face of the minuscule numbers of our students who
have foreign language competency. Yet the pressing need to develop cultural awareness and a global perspective
in our students cannot be compromised by the reality that most of our students and the great majority of our
curricula have little or no foreign language. The proliferation of short-term study abroad programs and semester-
long “island programs” has been the result. But are these non-language based programs accomplishing our goals
to help our students develop cultural sensitivity and a global perspective? The concurrent rise of a culture of
assessment in our institutions of higher education demands that we not only ask this question but that we work to
“catch up” the research to the reality of the prevalence and dominance of non-language based study abroad
experiences.

2 Review of Relevant Literature

The Institute of International Education (IIE) (2017) compiles comprehensive annual statistics on study abroad
trends and participation. In the last decade study abroad participation has tripled (205,988 in 2004/05 compared to
313,415 in 2014/15). A significant trend within this considerable growth pattern is that there has been an
enormous shift in how students study abroad. Although IIE and the Open Doors report characterize programs by
destination and duration, the explosive growth of short-term programs suggests a trend related to our study of an
island model study abroad program.

6



© Center for Academic Research www.ijssb.com

That is, much of the growth in study abroad experiences is tied to the proliferation of programming accessible to
students who are not attempting to master foreign language fluency. The rapid growth of North American
programs in Italy in the last ten years is an excellent case in point: almost all of these programs are island
programs. The statistical report of a study on the economic impact of North American programs in ltaly reveals
that the total number of participating members in The Association of the American College and University
Programs (AACUPI) in Italy was 76 in 2000 and grew to 125 in 2016 (AACUPI, 2017). These broad trends in
both the growth of participation in study abroad and the growth of certain types of programming reinforce the
necessity of gathering data about whether these programs are helping to meet the goals of developing intercultural
awareness and sensitivity and cross-cultural adaptability.

The literature reveals that so far very few scholars have focused on investigating both the development of
intercultural sensitivity and intercultural adaptability in one study. This study will be unusual in investigating both
these dimensions. Furthermore, there is a surprising lack of research on island model study abroad programs.
Therefore, this literature review will look at studies that have explored students’ ability to understand cultural
differences, to adapt to living effectively in another culture and to interact effectively with people in the host
culture across a wide variety of program formats. This literature review will confine itself to studies that have
used the IDI or CCAI instruments.

A study conducted by Williams (2005) on the impact of a semester-long study abroad on students’ intercultural
communication skills focuses on cross-cultural adaptability and intercultural sensitivity. The students participated
in an immersion program. The results of this study reveal that students who studied abroad generally showed a
higher level of intercultural communication skills than the students who did not study abroad. The results also
indicated that students who chose to study abroad had a higher level of intercultural communication skills both at
the beginning and at the end of the semester compared to students who did not participate in the study abroad
program.

A semester-long study program was evaluated by Kitsandas and Meyers (2002) to gauge the impact of study
abroad on cross-cultural awareness. Twenty-four students between the ages of 20 and 28 were queried prior to and
after their study abroad experience. The results revealed that the scores on all four scales were significantly higher
after their return from study abroad. The study also compared the scores of the four scales of the control (stay-at-
home campus) and experimental group. The results indicated there was a significant difference between the two
groups, with the experimental group scoring higher. The study also reported that the scores revealed no significant
change in the self-assessment of the control group at the beginning and end of the semester. These findings were
consistent with those of Carlson and Wideman (1988), who reported that studying abroad heightened intercultural
understanding, particularly in regard to students’ attitudes towards other cultures.

The impact of the duration of study abroad programs on students’ intercultural sensitivity was explored by
Mendez-Lopez-Portillo (2004). The Intercultural Development Inventory (IDI), a combined design of qualitative
and quantitative measures, was employed to examine the different perspectives on the student experience. The
findings showed that the duration of the program does indeed significantly impact the development of
intercultural sensitivity. The findings indicated that students gained a better understanding of cultural differences
while participating in a 16-week program as compared to a seven-week long program.

Another study conducted by Engle and Engle (2004) assessed the impact of the duration of study abroad on
intercultural sensitivity and level of openness. Using Hammer’s (IDI) instrument for their research, the scholars
reported that students who participated in a year-long program gained a higher level of intercultural sensitivity as
compared to students who participated in a semester-long program.

Further research was carried out by Anderson, Lawtin, Rexeisen, and Hubbard (2006) explored the impact of a
four-week long study abroad program on students’ intercultural sensitivity. Preliminary statistics indicated that
short-term programs can have a positive effect on the overall development of intercultural sensitivity.

A quasi-experimental study by Patterson (2006) explored the effect of a short-term summer program on
intercultural sensitivity. The results showed that the group of students who took an intercultural communication
and foreign language courses at the home campus demonstrated no change in the development of intercultural
sensitivity, whereas the group of students who studied overseas showed a relatively small level of change on the
IDI scales. There was no significant difference in the intercultural sensitivity measurement of the two groups of
students. The results also indicated regression in some of the post-test results of the IDI scales.
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The qualitative data revealed growth in students’ worldview for both off-campus and on-campus groups. The
scholar concluded that among the limitations of the study was the short duration of the program and implied that
future research is needed to assess the effect of a longer study abroad program using the IDI instrument.

3 Research Methodology
3.1 Research design

A nonequivalent control group, a pretest-posttest design was used for the study. This means that the control and
treatment groups of students are similar and are not formed by random assignment. Thus, a convenience sample
was utilized to carry out the study. A survey was administered to gather selected demographic information about
the participants. Hammer’s (2007) Intercultural Development Inventory (IDI) and Kelley and Meyers’s (1995)
Cross-Cultural Adaptability Instrument (CCAI) served as the testing instruments for both the pretest and posttest
for both the control and treatment group at the beginning and end of the semester.

The literature indicates that the pretest and posttest method minimizes the chance of error, is economical and is
powerful in determining how changes occur over time. The pretest-posttest experimental design is found by
Shannon and Davenport (1994) to be effective in determining the extent to which a treatment has an influence on
subjects’ performance overtime. Furthermore, referring to this design, they say that “determining that there is
some overall difference between treatment and control groups is helpful. However, the interaction between the
with-in subjects factor and the between-subjects factor is most helpful in that it will allow to determine whether
subjects’ change from pretest to posttest was dependent upon membership in a particular treatment group” (p.
273). Hence, a One-within One-Between Repeated Measures ANOVA was appropriate to compare the
development of intercultural sensitivity and cross-cultural adaptability skills in students studying abroad and
students studying at the home campus.

3.2 Population

The study comprised of students from an urban research-intensive university in the mid-east of the United States.
The sample included 131 undergraduate students. The participants consisted of two groups, a treatment group of
53 students who participated in the island program majoring in liberal arts, business and education and a control
group of 78 students who studied on-campus also majoring in the aforementioned programs.

Given that the program is predominantly attended by sophomores and relatively few upperclassmen, the treatment
group was largely made up of sophomores and only a few juniors and seniors. The control group (on-campus)
was also comprised mainly of sophomores and a few juniors. Furthermore, all the students in both the control and
treatment groups had a minimum grade point average of 2.75 and above. All the participants were over the age of
18.

3.3 The assessment instruments

Hammer’s IDI was selected for this study because it is grounded in Bennett’s Developmental Model of
Intercultural Sensitivity (DMIS) (Bennett, 1986, 1993), a theoretical framework which examines an individual’s
intercultural sensitivity. Bennett (1986, 1993) posits a phenomenological model of intercultural learning which
can be used to diagnose groups and individuals. The model explains how one responds to cultural differences. It is
based on the assumption that individuals’ views of other cultures change and develop on a predictable path as
they gain experience in other cultures (Bennett, 1986, 1993). This instrument is commonly utilized to assess the
effectiveness of different cross-cultural interventions on individuals by measuring their changes in intercultural
sensitivity (Hammer, 2007).

The instrument was designed to identify the different stages of development of intercultural sensitivity ranging
from denial to integration. The instrument is divided into scales with the intent to measure the participants’
worldview development on the continuum from ethnocentrism to ethno relativism. It consists of five scales:
Denial/Defense, Reversal, Minimization, Acceptance/Adaptation, and Encapsulated Marginality. The Denial
subscales are Disinterest and Avoidance. The Minimization scale is divided into two subscales: Similarity and
Universalism. The Adaptation cluster consists of Cognitive and Behavioral subscales.

The Cross-Cultural Adaptability Inventory (CCAI) is a criterion-referenced questionnaire that is based on
constructs rather than on theory. The instrument is considered to have face-value, content and construct validity,
and to have a high reliability.
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The CCAI has been commonly used to measure an individual’s ability to adjust to cross-cultural situations and to
track developments in cultural diversity. The CCAI is a “training instrument designed to provide information to
an individual about his or her potential for cross-cultural effectiveness” (Kelley & Meyers, 1995, p.1). The CCAI
is a culture-general approach focusing on universal aspects of culture shock and cultural adjustment rather than
aiming at a particular culture. It consists of four scales: Emotional Resilience, Flexibility and Openness,
Perceptual Acuity and Personal Autonomy.

3.4 Data collection procedures

Pre-test data were collected by the researcher from the treatment group during the pre-departure orientation of
students attending the Italian Campus program. Post-test data were collected at the Italian Campus at the end of
the semester during the pre-departure orientation. Data were collected from the control group studying at the
home campus by requesting the permission of the instructors teaching sophomore level courses in various schools
at the university to allow for comparison of results by school. The demographic questionnaire and the instruments
were distributed and collected in the classrooms by the researcher upon permission of the instructors at the
beginning and end of the semester.

3.5 Research Design Questions
The study addresses the following research questions:

1. Are there changes in the intercultural sensitivity of students studying abroad in an island program over a
semester-long period as measured by the Intercultural Development Inventory (IDI)?

2. Are there differences in the intercultural sensitivity between students studying abroad in an island program
and students studying at their home campus over a semester-long period as measured by the 1D1?

3. Are there changes in the cross-cultural adaptability skills of students studying abroad in an island program
over a semester-long period as measured by the Cross-Cultural Adaptability Instrument (CCAI)?

4. Are there differences in cross-cultural adaptability skills between students studying abroad in an island
program and students studying at their home campus over a semester-long period as measured by the
CCAI?

4 Results

The results of a paired-test analysis that compared the pre- and post-intercultural sensitivity score of the study
abroad group using the IDI instrument revealed that there were distinct differences in the intercultural sensitivity
of students studying abroad over a semester-long period, as measured by the Reversal, Minimization,
Adaptability/Adaptation scales of the IDI, though changes were not in evidence in the Denial/Defense and
Encapsulated Marginality scale (refer to Table 1).

The IDI instrument was also used to investigate the development of each student’s intercultural sensitivity,
whether studying abroad or staying at home, over the course of the semester. Table 2 shows the results of the IDI
instruments after an Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was done to compare the difference in the average score of
the two groups of study to find out if there were any statistically significant difference between the average score.

When we compared the group studying abroad to the group that stayed home, the data shows that there was
insufficient evidence to conclude that there was significant digression between the two groups. However, the
outcomes were decidedly different between the two groups in the Reversal scale (p=.032),
Acceptance/Adaptability scale (p=.033) and Encapsulated Marginality (p=.030) when comparing the results of
the pre- and post-test. The highest level of variance between the groups was revealed in the
Acceptance/Adaptation (p<.001) scale across the pre- and post-test, with the study abroad group having a higher
score than the on-campus group (refer to Table 2).

The CCAI instrument was administered to find out if there were any changes in the cross-cultural adaptability of
students studying abroad over a semester-long period. The results of a paired- test analysis showed a marked
evolution in the cross-cultural adaptability skills of students studying abroad over a semester-long period, as
measured by the Emotional Resilience (p=.046), flexibility/Openness (p=.008) and Personal Autonomy scales
(p=.001), with only the Perceptual Acuity (p=.417) scale evidencing no change. Overall the students showed a
statistically significant difference (p=.003) in their cross-cultural adaptability skills at the end of their experience
(refer to Table 3).
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When the two groups were compared, the CCAI data similarly produced insufficient evidence to conclude that
there was a definite divergence in the measurement of cross-cultural adaptability skills between the two groups
However, once again there was a significant difference between the two groups when comparing the pre and post-
test, as measured by the Flexibility/Openness and Personal Autonomy scales. The study abroad group had a
higher score in both of these scales at the end of the semester compared to the on-campus group. The score,
combining all four scales of the CCAI, was also significantly different for the study abroad group when
comparing the pre- and post-results. This means that the study abroad group demonstrated a higher level of cross-
cultural adaptability skills at the end of the semester. On the other hand, the on-campus group did not show any
significant differences in any of the scales and in the combination of all four scales when comparing the scores at
the beginning of the semester to those at the end of the semester (refer to Table 4).

5 Discussion

The overall results of the CCAI and IDI Acceptance/Adaptability scales strongly indicated that the student who
studied abroad in this island program increased their cross-cultural adaptability and skills and intercultural
sensitivity at a higher level than students who studied on campus when comparing the pre- and post-survey
results. Moreover, more significant changes occurred in the direction of the study abroad group than in the on-
campus group. The results indicate that the island study program of the type undertaken by the research university
had a positive impact on the students who participated in them. Students gained not only intercultural sensitivity
marked by an increased ability to adapt to and accept cultural differences but also significant personal growth
manifested by an enhanced independence, flexibility, open-mindedness, and self-confidence.

The findings point to a definitive development in the intercultural sensitivity of students in an island program over
a semester-long period as measured by the Reversal, Minimization, Acceptance/Adaptation and Encapsulated
Marginality of the IDI, although the Denial/Defense scale, did not exhibit any changes. The regression discovered
in the examination of the Reversal could mean that the students became less likely to project the culture of the
host country in their own culture’s terms (Hammer, 2007). The result of this study may imply that students should
be given more opportunities to explore and to reflect on the cultural differences between the host and home
culture during the study abroad experience. Some type of intervention, for example, service learning, group
discussions or journal-keeping might reduce the tendency to see other cultures as better than their own (Hammer,
2007).

The backward shift in the Minimization scale may imply that students became less likely to notice the differences
between other cultures and their own. We were not surprised by this finding since other studies which have used
the IDI instrument to assess the impact of study abroad on intercultural development found the same results
(Anderson et al., 2006; Patterson, 2006). The fact that the students regressed in the Minimization scale should not
be surprising because the complex understanding of cultural differences is not an easy process for individuals who
have spent very little time overseas. The demographics statistics in this study indicated that the majority of the
participants (80%) have spent up to four weeks in another country, perhaps explaining the lack of forward change
in this particular stage.

The change in Acceptance/Adaptation suggests that the students who studied abroad improved their ability to
accept and adapt to cultural differences. By the same token, the improvement in students’ Acceptance/Adaptation
after their study abroad experience is consistent with the literature review, which asserts that adaptability skills are
crucial to the process of understanding cultural differences (Kim, 2001).

Statistically significant changes in the cross-cultural adaptability of students studying abroad in the island
program over a semester-long period were found in the Personal Autonomy, Flexibility/Openness and Emotional
Resilience scales of the CCAI, but not in the area of Perceptual Acuity. We do not find these results surprising
since, according to the demographic information on travel time overseas, the majority of the participants in this
study had not been previously exposed to extended journey in other countries and consequently a semester-long
experience in a host country would have made a positive change in their personal growth, in particular, self-
confidence (Emotional Resilience), independence (Personal Autonomy) and tolerance (Flexibility/Openness),
measured by the CCAI instrument.
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The results of the CCAI instrument supports the findings of a survey which was conducted by the university on
the impact of the Italian Campus Island program on students’ maturity and self-confidence. The results revealed
that the majority of the students who participated in the Italian campus program responded that the experience
increased their maturity and self-confidence. Out of 218 students who completed the survey, 80% responded that
the experience highly increased their understanding of themselves, and 76% responded that the experience highly
increased their self-confidence. Therefore, the results of this study and the university’s survey are consistent.

6 Limitations and Recommendations for Further Research

The organizational structure of study abroad programs differs by institution in the United States. This study was
limited to students who participated in a semester-long island type study abroad in Italy, organized by a middle-
sized urban private university. The responses of the participants may not be generalized to reflect the effect of
study abroad on the overall population of college students in higher education institutions. In addition, programs
of longer time period or in different locations may have projected different results.

This study consisted of students studying in a program organized by the Office of International Programs at the
university under consideration. Programs of different types such as direct enrollment, hybrid, faculty-led, and
shorter-term (less than a semester) could have produced different results using the CCAI and IDI instruments.
Furthermore, this study examined a predominantly sophomore-level study abroad program. Results from an
experience involving upperclassmen may have differed.

The pre- and post-test research design may have had a carry-over effect, meaning that the participants were
already aware of the purpose of the study and familiar with the content of the two instruments at the time of the
post-test. Therefore, students may have manipulated their responses accordingly during the post-test (McMillan &
Schumacher, 2001). The results of this study were based on a quantitative research design. A mixed qualitative
and quantitative or a qualitative approach may have possibly projected different responses.

More research is needed to show if study abroad has a lasting impact after students return to their home culture.
Longitudinal studies would help educators and administrators to understand the effects of time on the intercultural
sensitivity and cross-cultural skills of students in an island model and other types of study abroad programs.

It would also be interesting to explore the intercultural sensitivity and cross-cultural adaptability skills of
international students who study in the U.S.A., using the IDI and CCAI instruments, and comparing the results to
a group of students participating in an island model study abroad program over a semester-long period.

The present study was conducted using a predominantly Caucasian population in a mid-size private institution.
Further research similar to this is needed in academic institutions with a larger non-Caucasian population so that a
more diverse group of students can be tested in future studies. In a similar vein, we recommend a study in which
students go abroad to non-Western countries. Finally, with respect to the use of potentially different models for
research, it may also be beneficial to educators to conduct a “portraiture” study that essentially follows a single
student in order to focus more closely the individual cultural experiences through personal narration.

7 Conclusion

This research concludes that a semester-long island model study abroad program can have a positive impact on
students’ intercultural sensitivity, particularly in its dimension of Acceptance/Adaptation. The study also found
that the students who studied abroad demonstrated a higher ability to accept and adapt to cultural differences than
the students who studied solely on campus. In the absence of additional gain in the other scales of the IDI, this
may suggest that additional incentives should be introduced to encourage students to continue along the path of
higher understanding of cultural differences that the island model and other programs seek to promote.

This study also provides conclusive evidence that a semester-long island model study abroad program has a
positive impact on students who studied abroad improving their overall cross-cultural adaptability skills with
significant changes in the Personal Autonomy, Flexibility/Openness, and Emotional Resilience dimensions, while
the students who studied on campus exhibited no significant change in those areas. Such results demonstrate that
an island model program significantly contributes to students’ ability to not only function in and adapt to our
multicultural world but also to gain more independence, self-confidence, flexibility, and openness.
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One central point that this present study clearly demonstrates is that not only should island model and other
programs continue to be promoted, but also that they need to be assessed in an in-depth and consistent manner to
ensure that they are designed to be personally fulfilling and at the same time beneficial in both practical and
humanitarian ways. For there is no doubt that, if one of the goals of higher education is to produce a generation
prepared to face the challenges of the global universe, then programs like study abroad that cultivate knowledge
of other cultures and understanding of what it takes to survive in a diverse world, are vital to that mission.
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Table 1
Paired Samples t-Test Comparisons of Intercultural Sensitivity for the Study Abroad Group
Scale Mean (SD) Mean (SD)

Pre-test Post-test t(df = 50) p
Denial/Defense 1.97 (.614) 2.08 (.680) 1.219 229
Reversal 2.59 (.778) 2.31(.678) 2.411 .020*
Minimization 3.59 (.678) 3.30 (.707) 2.527 .015*
Acceptance/Adaptation 2.30 (.662) 3.40 (.544) -4.736 <.001*
Encapsulated Marginality 1.97(.614) 2.08(.680) 1.219 229
*p<.05

Table 1 compares the pre- and post-results of students who have participated in the study abroad program using
the Intercultural Development Inventory (IDI) instrument.
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Table 2

Results of Repeated-Measures ANOVA for Comparison of Intercultural Sensitivity between the Study Abroad
Group and the On-campus Group

Source SS df MS F p
Group 142 1 142 235 .629
Denial/Defense 1.163 1 1.163 .068 .009*
Group*Denial/Def. 122 1 122 744 .390
Error (Denial/Def.)  16.786 102 165

Group .686 1 .686 .940 335
Reversal .698 1 .698 2.344 129
Group*Reversal 1.409 1 1.409 4,731 .032*
Error (Reversal) 30.373 102 .298

Group 946 1 .946 1.383 242
Minimization 942 1 942 2.697 104
Group*Minimization  1.238 1 1.238 3.542 .063
Error (Minimization)  35.642 102 349

Group .668 1 .688 1.463 229
Acceptance/Adapt 4.041 1 4.041 21.448 <.001*
Group*Acce./Adapt.  .881 1 .881 4.674 .033*
Error (Acce,/Adapt.)  46.601 102 .188

Group 163 1 163 229 633
Encap. Marginality .345 1 .345 1.230 270
Group*Encap. Marg.  1.359 1 1.359 4.841 .030*
Error (Encap. Marg.) 28.623 102 281

p<.05

Note: Denial/Def. = Denial/Defense, Acce/Adapt = Acceptance/Adaptation and Encap. Marg. = Encapsulated
Marginality

Table 2 shows compares the results of the study abroad group and the on-campus group using the Intercultural
Development Inventory (IDI) instrument.

Table 3
Paired Samples t-test Comparisons of Cross-Cultural Adaptability for the Study Abroad group

Mean (SD) Mean (SD)

Scale Pre-test Post-test t(df) =50 p

Emotional Resilience 4.64(.437) 4.85(.401) -3.137 .046*
Flexibility/Openness 4.70(.499) 4.87(.491) -2.050 .008*
Perceptual Acuity 4.69(.533) 4.76(.515) -0.818 417
Personal Autonomy 4.70(.486) 5.12(.387) -5.449 <.001*
Overall 4.64(.437) 4.85(.401) -3.137 .003*
*p<.05

Table 3 compares the pre- and post-results of students who have participated in the study abroad program using
the Cross-cultural Adaptability Instrument (CCAI) instrument.
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Table 4

Results of Repeated-Measures ANOVA for Comparison of Cross-Cultural Adaptability Skills between the Study

Abroad and the On-Campus Group

Source SS df MS F p
Group 126 1 126 400 528
Emotional Resilience .315 1 .305 2.166 .144
Group*Emo. Res. .382 1 .382 2.713 .103
Error (Emo. Res.) 14.361 102 141

Group 215 1 215 508 478
Flexibility/Openness  .720 1 720 5.950 .016*
Group*Flex./Open. 713 1 713 5.887 .017*
Error (Flex./Open.)  12.350 102 121

Group .356 1 .356 964  .329
Perceptual Acuity 240 1 240 1.688 .197
Group*Perc. Acuity .001 1 .001 .004 .950
Error (Perc. Acuity) 14.518 102 142

Group .003 1 .003 011 .917
Personal 3.300 1 3.300 23.607 <.001*
Group*Personal Auto. 1.570 1 1.570 10.975 .001*
Error (Personal Auto.)14.593 102 143

Group .013 1 .013 .050 .823
Overall (all four scales) .652 1 652 7.573 .007*
Group*Overall  .422 1 422 4,909 .029*

Error (Overall) 8.776 102 .086

*P<.05

Table 4 compares the results of the study abroad group and the on-campus group using the Cross-cultural

Adaptability Instrument (CCAI) instrument.
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