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Developing communication skills and intercultural awareness is the engine for col-

laboration and networks to address complex social issues. This article describes a 

systematic literature review analyzing the scientific evidence from January 2016 to 

June 2022 in publications available in the Scopus and Web of Science databases 

regarding intercultural and global competencies developed to encourage interna-

tional, professional collaboration. A systematic mapping of the literature was per-

formed firsthand, and selection criteria were applied to determine the articles to be 

reviewed, resulting in 45 eligible studies. The analysis focused on three competen-

cies: intercultural communication, intercultural sensitivity, and intercultural respon-

sibility. The results highlighted the relevant trend and predominance of (a) qualita-

tive studies, especially case study designs; (c) the themes of intercultural and global 

competencies; (c) research involving intercultural communication competency, and 

(d) intercultural education. This study aims to be of value to academic, scientific 

communities, and those interested in training, communication, and educational in-

novation. 
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1. Introduction 

Globalization has shown that the planet's prosperity is an issue concerning every-

one inhabiting it. Since 2015, the United Nations (UN) has promoted its 2030 
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Agenda for Sustainable Development as an action plan to favor people, the planet, 

and prosperity [1]. The agenda emphasizes the importance of creating collaborative 

alliances among countries to strengthen partnerships and joint projects for global 

wellbeing [2]. Thanks also to technological advances, people in various cultural 

contexts have been able to meet, communicate, and explore issues. Developing in-

tercultural competencies in young university students results from the need for mul-

ticultural interaction, collaboration, and the creation of group learning networks in 

various complex societies.  

As Campbell points out, students must believe that it is worth taking the initiative 

to communicate and work internationally because intercultural communication will 

likely be relevant to them in their future lives; thus, educators must emphasize that 

students should not wait until after graduation to develop these skills. When dis-

cussing intercultural and global competencies in academic education, concepts re-

lated to intercultural education and learning languages arise. Adequate linguistic 

preparation to communicate with people speaking other native languages must oc-

cur [3], but intercultural awareness and knowledge entail more than just verbal un-

derstanding; sensitivity and responsibility become indispensable. This knowledge 

is part of the mega-competency of reasoning for complexity, where critical, sys-

temic, scientific, and innovative thinking underpin the formation and future of edu-

cation [4, 5]. 

The intercultural competencies considered and analyzed in this study are: 

• Intercultural communication: understanding and producing appropriate 

words and other forms of communication that make sense to the 

speaker/actor and others [6]. 

• Intercultural sensitivity: understanding that there are differences and pos-

sible difficulties when interacting with people from different cultures [7]. 

• Intercultural responsibility: recognizing the moral positions and values that 

describe how individuals participate with others in intercultural encounters 

and dialogue [8]. 

Considering the above, we present in this document the results of a systematic 

review of the literature that aimed to identify the intercultural and global competen-

cies required for professional cooperation in higher education investigated in recent 

years' research and determine the methodological tools used by researchers to create 

a frame of reference that allows delving into the conceptualization of intercultural 

development in education to promote international collaboration.  

2. Method 

This analysis was carried out using a systematic literature review (SLR), which con-

sists of identifying, analyzing, and interpreting the results of research studies related 

to a specific topic in a given time [9]. A systematic literature review synthesizes 

existing work based on a predefined search strategy and concrete objectives [10]. 

Such review is recognized as a study in itself because the reviewer has one or more 
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research questions, collects data from previous studies, analyzes them, and writes 

conclusions on what is known about the subject in question, what has been investi-

gated, and what still needs to be investigated [11]. Considering the recommenda-

tions and the development process of some authors' systematic reviews [12–14], we 

defined four key stages in this study (Figure 1). 

 

  
Figure 1: The review process 

2.1. Planning 

 

The first stage of this systematic literature review involved planning the study, with 

the primary objective of researching what had already been investigated regarding 

intercultural and global competencies in higher education for professional collabo-

ration, asking specific questions: 

RQ1. With what research method and design were the studies conducted? 

RQ2. What were the main themes and trends addressed by the studies? 

RQ3. What were the intercultural competencies investigated in the studies? 

RQ4. Based on the studies' findings, what are the possible topics and recommended 

trends to investigate? 

After generating the research questions, we determined the best way to conduct 

the review based on the need to give an accurate and complete answer to each one. 

2.2. Conducting 

To overview the studies on developing intercultural competencies to promote inter-

national collaboration, we carried out a systematic literature mapping (SML), a 

method that allows identifying and classifying primary studies of the subject of in-

terest [15]. 

Articles were extracted from databases that ensure access to high-impact journals 

such as Scopus and Web of Science. To identify the most appropriate search terms, 

we read and analyzed articles related to developing intercultural and global compe-

tencies in higher education to encourage professional collaboration, thus defining 

concepts of everyday use in the subject. The search for publications considered the 

need for up-to-date information, delimiting the last seven years, from January 
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2016 to June 2022 and establishing as main terms: intercultural competence, higher 

education, and collaboration. The search string for each database is shown below: 

 

Scopus 

"intercultural competence" AND "higher education" AND "collaboration" AND 

("professional" OR "multicultural" OR "training") AND (LIMIT-TO(DOC-

TYPE,"ar")) AND (LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR,2022) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR,2021) 

OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR,2020) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR,2019) OR LIMIT-TO 

(PUBYEAR,2018) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR,2017) OR LIMIT-TO 

(PUBYEAR,2016)) AND (LIMIT-TO (LANGUAGE,"English") OR LIMIT-TO 

(LANGUAGE,"Spanish")) 

 

WoS 

((ALL=(Intercultural competence)) AND ALL=(higher education)) AND 

ALL=((collaboration OR professional OR multicultural OR training)) and 2016 or 

2017 or 2018 or 2019 or 2020 or 2021 or 2022 (Publication Years) and Articles 

(Document Types) and English or Spanish (Languages) and Emerging Sources Ci-

tation Index (ESCI) or Social Sciences Citation Index (SSCI) or Science Citation 

Index Expanded (SCI-EXPANDED) or Book Citation Index – Social Sciences & 

Humanities (BKCI-SSH) or Arts & Humanities Citation Index (A&HCI) (Web of 

Science Index) 

 

After extracting the results for the search strings, the articles were imported into 

Excel to clean up the database and analyze each of the records.  

 

2.3. Delimitation 

Based on the results obtained in the systematic literature mapping (SLM), we ap-

plied the eligibility criteria to identify the studies to be included in this systematic 

literature review, granting one point for each criterion met. The articles with six and 

five points were selected (Figure 2):  

 

1. Is it an empirical research study? 

2. Was it cited at least once? 

3. Was the study conducted in the context of higher education? 

4. Is the study related to the three intercultural competencies (communication, sen-

sitivity, and responsibility)? 

5. Is the study potentially related to the development of intercultural and global 

competencies? 

6. Does the study refer to professional collaboration? 
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Figure 2: Studies' selection process 

 

Finally, 45 articles were selected for the SLR. The answers to the questions were 

downloaded to an Excel file, and the data were analyzed, becoming relevant infor-

mation based on the conceptual framework previously presented. 

3. Results 

After reviewing the 45 articles selected for the study, we interpreted the information 

collected and classified. The database is available at: https://doi.org/10.5281/ze-

nodo.6802438. This section shows the findings, and the report results are validated 

by answering each research question. 

 

RQ1. With what research method and design were the studies conducted? 

 

The predominant method (27 studies) was qualitative (60%). The case study re-

search method had a higher percentage (67%), with relevant case study articles such 

as an intercultural telecollaboration project [16] and a short international mobility 

program for the professional development and cultural competency of higher edu-

cation students [17]. We conducted 12 studies with a mixed methodology (27%), 

nine having an exploratory sequential design, and 3 with an explanatory sequential 

design. These highlighted studies on using a rubric to measure intercultural compe-

tency development [18] and the piloting of global learning through online intercul-

tural collaboration [19]. Only six of the 45 were quantitative studies (13%). In five 

of them, the experimental design was used, and for the other one, the quasi-experi-

mental design was intended to determine if university students acquire skills related 

to teamwork through various extracurricular activities and international experiences 

[20]. 
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Figure 3: Research method and design of the studies 

Figure 3 shows an important opportunity for exploration with empirical studies 

that evaluate not only the qualitative part of the elements considered but also a quan-

titative analysis to provide complete information on the perception of competencies 

beyond the subjective perspective of the experimental group.  

 

RQ2. What were the main themes and trends addressed by the studies? 

 

The topics most covered in the studies were those related to intercultural and global 

competencies (69%), from the perspective of internationalization to education and 

intercultural learning. Of the six studies that address the subject of the three inter-

cultural competencies, the study on the Portuguese academicians' perspective re-

garding the components of intercultural competency and the importance of its de-

velopment by higher education students stands out [21]. Six of the 45 articles 

address the topic of collaborative learning, highlighting findings that the strategy 

for promoting student participation in intercultural groups first gives students time 

to become familiar with potential group members [22]. Five of the articles combine 

[19, 22–25] the approach of the two components of the research theme of this SLR, 

intercultural and global competencies and professional collaboration. 

 

After identifying the main themes and concepts already addressed in the most 

current empirical studies, it was possible to identify the most current educational 

practices for developing intercultural competencies and strategies to bring univer-

sity students closer to multicultural exchange and cooperation; virtuality emerged 

as the principal means for collaborative learning and international interactions. 
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Figure 4: Trends and topics in the studies 

RQ3. What were the intercultural competencies investigated in the studies? 

 

Of the 45 articles reviewed, 62% addressed the three intercultural competencies an-

alyzed in this study, either explicitly or implicitly considered during the develop-

ment of their empirical research, as in the study that examined the impact of virtual 

intercultural exchanges on the development of global citizenship competencies con-

sidering intergroup empathy and the valuation of cultural diversity [26]. 

Table 1. Intercultural competencies addressed in the studies 
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global competencies 

Number 

of articles 
Identifier number 

Communication 9 [1], [2], [3], [6], [9], [13], [20], [23], [26] 
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[24], [25], [27], [28], [29], [30], [31], [32] [33], [35], 

[36], [37], [38], [40], [42], [43], [44], [45] 

 

Although intercultural communication competency is the most explored, mainly 

because it is inherent in language teaching and learning today, the studies also 
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sought to investigate concepts present during intercultural interactions, such as sen-

sitivity and responsibility. This suggests searching for an educational strategy to 

develop intercultural competency in university students integrally to motivate them 

to collaborate professionally with people of different nationalities. 

RQ4. Based on the studies' findings, what are the possible topics and recom-

mended trends to investigate? 

 

Intercultural education is the most relevant trend topic to be examined: the tools and 

means for developing cultural awareness in young university students; the search 

for the appropriate impulse for interdisciplinary and multicultural collaboration; and 

leveraging the various contextual developments of individuals during their lives. 

Studies of intercultural collaboration [22, 27, 28] express the imperative need to 

develop intercultural competencies to generate communication, interaction, and 

practical cooperation to achieve common objectives. 

 

Figure 5: Possible trends and topics for future studies 

The themes suggested by the most recent studies include investigating and re-

porting the impact of virtual or in-person intercultural experiences on developing 

skills that promote effective global collaboration. 

4. Conclusions 

The mixed research methodology allows inquiring about relevant factors in the sub-

ject of interest from a more detailed vision, combining qualitative and quantitative 

methodologies. Although studies have been conducted on intercultural and global 

competencies, the need for exploration through mixed research methodology is ev-

ident (Figure 3). Harwell highlights the use of mixed methods because they offer an 

especially promising avenue for research design in ways that support rigorous 
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inquiry. It is then proposed to investigate the relationship of these competencies 

with intercultural collaboration through the mixed methodology for depth and inte-

gration in the process and the findings of future empirical studies. The trend of tech-

nological advances and digitalization requires online exchanges and interactions for 

intercultural collaboration and international exchange; intercultural competencies 

prepare individuals to relate to others in different cultural contexts from their own 

[29]. The topics that still need to be explored are those referring to competencies in 

scenarios of intercultural collaboration through group work, either virtual or face-

to-face (Figure 4, 5). Interculturality is not defined solely by the geological dimen-

sion; instead, it is subject to the diversity and cultural influences in continuous in-

teractions among individuals [30], so it is relevant to find and use the most suitable 

platforms, networks, and communities for each synergy that increase impact, moti-

vation, and interest [31]. This implies that the effectiveness of developing intercul-

tural and global competencies can be measurable based on the quality of interactions 

and collaboration in intercultural teams. Thanks to the multiple tools virtuality pro-

vides, it is no longer so complicated to expose the student. For effective collabora-

tion to occur, team members must be aware of the value that each one brings from 

their vision and experiences. The need to integrate the elements that make up inter-

cultural competencies, which provide security and encourage the responsibility of 

adequate communication, is determined by the richness the individual manages to 

identify (Table 1). Intercultural cooperation must be carried out under full aware-

ness and through respectful dialogue[8]. It becomes indispensable to identify if the 

student has developed the ability to recognize and value the differences between 

individuals of different languages, cultures, epistemologies, and ethical principles. 

A limitation of this study is that only the two previously mentioned databases were 

consulted, which could have limited the scientific evidence reviewed and restricted 

the search terms used in each database. It should also be considered that the inter-

cultural competencies and the categories used to group the different themes and 

trends were the authors' decisions. For future studies, we point out that this article 

presents a synthesized vision of the state of the art of research on intercultural and 

global competencies to promote professional collaboration and invites researchers 

interested in this thematic area to perform a scientific inquiry into the trends identi-

fied in this systematic review of the literature. 

Acknowledgments  

This publication is a product of the project "OpenResearchLab: innovation with ar-

tificial intelligence and robotics to scale domain levels of reasoning for complexity” 

(ID Novus N21-207), funded by the Institute for the Future of Education, Tecno-

logico de Monterrey. The authors would like to acknowledge the financial and the 

technical support of Writing Lab, Institute for the Future of Education, Tecnologico 

de Monterrey, Mexico, in the production of this work. 



11 

References  

1.  UN General Assembly (2015) Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development 

2.  United Nations (2015) Goal 17: Revitalize the global partnership for sustainable devel-

opment. https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/globalpartnerships/ 

3.  Campbell N (2016) Ethnocentrism and intercultural willingness to communicate A study 

of New Zealand management students 

4.  Baena-Rojas JJ, Ramírez-Montoya MS, Mazo-Cuervo DM, López-Caudana EO (2022) 

Traits of Complex Thinking: A Bibliometric Review of a Disruptive Construct in Edu-

cation. J Intell 10:37. https://doi.org/10.3390/jintelligence10030037 

5.  Ramírez Montoya MS, McGreal R, Obiageli Agbu J-F (2022) Horizontes digitales com-

plejos en el futuro de la educación 4.0: luces desde las recomendaciones de UNESCO. 

RIED-Revista Iberoamericana de Educación a Distancia 25: 

https://doi.org/10.5944/ried.25.2.33843 

6.  Leeds-Hurwitz W (2017) Competencias interculturales: marco conceptual y operativo 

7.  Swartz S, Barbosa B, Crawford I (2020) Building Intercultural Competence Through 

Virtual Team Collaboration Across Global Classrooms. Business and Professional Com-

munication Quarterly 83:57–79. https://doi.org/10.1177/2329490619878834 

8.  Guilherme M (2020) Intercultural Responsibility: Critical Inter-epistemic Dialog and Eq-

uity for Sustainable Development. pp 1–12 

9.  Ramírez-Montoya MS (2020) Challenges for open education with educational innova-

tion: A systematic literature review. Sustainability (Switzerland) 12 

10.  Kitchenham B (2007) Guidelines for performing Systematic Literature Reviews in Soft-

ware Engineering 

11.  García-Peñalvo FJ (2017) Revisión sistemática de literatura para artículos 

12.  Montes-Martínez R, Ramírez-Montoya MS (2020) Training in Entrepreneurship Com-

petencies, Challenges for Educational Institutions: Systematic Literature Review. ACM 

13.  Castillo-Martínez I-M, Ramirez-Montoya M-S Research Competencies to Develop Ac-

ademic Reading and Writing I n r e v i e w 

14.  Piñeiro-Naval V, Morais R (2021) Trends in academic articles on ICTs and social web 

in the 2013-2017 period. Cuadernos.info 1–26. https://doi.org/10.7764/cdi.48.27791 

15.  Kitchenham B, Pretorius R, Budgen D, et al. (2010) Systematic literature reviews in soft-

ware engineering-A tertiary study. Information and Software Technology 52:792–805. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.infsof.2010.03.006 

16.  Üzüm B, Akayoglu S, Yazan B (2020) Using telecollaboration to promote intercultural 

competence in teacher training classrooms in Turkey and the USA. ReCALL 32:162–

177. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0958344019000235 

17.  Blankvoort N, Kaelin VC, Poerbodipoero S, Guidetti S (2019) Higher education students' 

experiences of a short-term international programme: Exploring cultural competency and 

professional development. Educational Research 61:356–370. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00131881.2019.1632725 



12  

18.  Gulikers J, Brinkman D, Runhaar P (2021) Using a rubric to grasp intercultural compe-

tence development in vocational education. Journal of Vocational Education and Train-

ing 73:47–70. https://doi.org/10.1080/13636820.2019.1688854 

19.  Ambrose M, Murray L, Handoyo NE, et al. (2017) Learning global health: a pilot study 

of an online collaborative intercultural peer group activity involving medical students in 

Australia and Indonesia. BMC Medical Education 17:1–11. 

https://doi.org/10.1186/s12909-016-0851-6 

20.  de Prada Creo E, Mareque M, Portela-Pino I (2021) The acquisition of teamwork skills 

in university students through extracurricular activities. Education and Training 63:165–

181. https://doi.org/10.1108/ET-07-2020-0185 

21.  Pinto S (2018) Intercultural competence in higher education: academics' perspectives. 

On the Horizon 26:137–147. https://doi.org/10.1108/OTH-02-2018-0011 

22.  Poort I, Jansen E, Hofman A (2022) Does the group matter? Effects of trust, cultural 

diversity, and group formation on engagement in group work in higher education. Higher 

Education Research and Development 41:511–526. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2020.1839024 

23.  Trautrims A., Defee C., Farris T. (2016) Preparing Business Students For Workplace 

Reality - Using Global Virtual Teams In Logistics And SCM Education. International 

Journal of Logistics Management. https://doi.org/10.1108/IJLM-01-2015-0003 

24.  Swartz S, Shrivastava A (2022) Stepping up the game–meeting the needs of global busi-

ness through virtual team projects. Higher Education, Skills, and Work-based Learning 

12:346–368. https://doi.org/10.1108/HESWBL-02-2021-0037 

25.  Sakai T, Akai H, Ishizaka H, et al. (2021) Development of program for "Global Lesson 

Study" in mathematics education. International Journal for Lesson and Learning Studies 

10:317–330. https://doi.org/10.1108/IJLLS-02-2021-0015 

26.  Lenkaitis CA, Loranc-Paszylk B (2022) The role of intercultural virtual exchanges in 

global citizenship development. Journal of International and Intercultural Communica-

tion 15:222–234. https://doi.org/10.1080/17513057.2021.1876241 

27.  Watzek V, Mulder RH (2019) Team Learning Behaviours and Team Affective Reactions: 

an Empirical Study on Interdisciplinary Work Teams. Vocations and Learning 12:1–22. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s12186-018-9205-3 

28.  Witkowsky P, Mendez SL (2018) Influence of a short-term study abroad experience on 

professional competencies and career aspirations of graduate students in student affairs. 

Journal of College Student Development 59:769–775. 

https://doi.org/10.1353/csd.2018.0073 

29.  Conrad C, Serlin R (2014) The SAGE Handbook for Research in Education: Pursuing 

Ideas as the Keystone of Exemplary Inquiry. SAGE Publications, Inc. 

30.  González Di Pierro C, Flores Fahara M, Focsan R (2016) The development of the inter-

cultural competence, through the perspective of the meaningful learning in foreign lan-

guage teachers. Revista del Instituto de Estudios en Educación y del Instituto de Idiomas 

Universidad del Norte 25:. https://doi.org/10.14482/zp.22.5832 

31.  Fonseca D, Alier M, Sánchez-Holgado P (2020) Re-thinking, connecting, sharing, and 

starting synergies. Using a collaborative AGORA session for new educational and re-

search connections. In: ACM International Conference Proceeding Series. Association 

for Computing Machinery, pp 985–990 


