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ABSTRACT

The research aimed to describe and interpret the characteristics of multicultural awareness of seven international 
students studying tertiary education in the postgraduate studies department at Yogyakarta State University. When 
individuals moved to a place where more than one culture coexists, they were now part of a multicultural society. 
In this respect, one of the many reasons for the existence of multicultural societies was the student mobility 
phenomenon in which many students decided to live abroad to pursue their academic goals. Accordingly, 
these students faced new cultural situations, and there was no doubt that they needed to use their multicultural 
competencies. However, were they aware of their own multicultural competence? Had the way they conceptualized 
it ever helped them to achieve their professional goals? In the research, such questions highlighted the relevance of 
focusing on the existing knowledge about multicultural competence of international students, which might provide 
insights into the role of multicultural competence as an inherent aspect of life to achieve personal or professional 
goals and strengthen their intercultural communication. Many pieces of research have already focused on the 
teachers’ multicultural competence and the importance of incorporating it in the programs. However, not many 
of them focused on the way students conceptualized it and perceived it in their lives. By using qualitative research 
and making use of a questionnaire as the main instrument, the findings show that students have a high level of 
awareness, and they mostly conceive it as a tool to achieve their professional goals.
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INTRODUCTION

Nowadays, it is important to look at multicultural 
competence because there are more people whose 
goals are to migrate, work, or study abroad. This 
means they will be part of a culture very different from 
them. Needless to say that it is even more common 
to find countries that are becoming more ethnically 
and racially diverse since many cultures converge 
and interact together. Consequently, people need the 
ability to conceive, understand, and adapt to more 
than one new culture in order for them to achieve their 
personal or professional objectives.

Usually, cultural competence is highly important 
in healthcare, counseling, nursing, social work, 
human services, and some other areas. For instance, 
in nursing, articles about critical care nurses hold 

that cultural competence can help nurses create better 
understanding with their patients. Improved levels of 
communication can be a serious factor in assessing 
patient needs and developing suitable treatments and 
interventions (Flowers, 2004). In the same way, in the 
field of international social work, Nadan (2017) has 
claimed that cultural competence is essential and a 
key concept for implementing multicultural ideology 
in professional practice that deals with domestic 
diversity and its implications for social work at micro-
and macro-levels.

In brief, the emphasis on the importance of 
cultural competence in many areas of society can 
be noticed. In such organizations, people even plan 
training and mentoring courses for the development 
of their employees’ cultural competence because it is 
clear that developing this skill improves understanding 



120 Humaniora, Vol. 12 No. 2 July 2021, 119-126

among cultures and benefits many people. Then, it is 
for this reason that it becomes relevant to talk about the 
importance of cultural competence in education too, 
since, for instance, factors like the fear of diversity and 
the resistance to dealing with race and racism are still 
frequently expressed by students enrolled in teacher 
education programs (Gay & Howard, 2000).

Nowadays, many scholars have claimed 
that diversity is one characteristic of 21st-century 
society. Therefore, diversity in schools is not the 
exception. In the opinion of Pang et al. (2011), it is 
indispensable for educators to develop cultural skills 
because, in this way, they can reach all students. 
Thus, they claim that educators with multicultural 
skills can create across-cultural bridges because 
they can identify and use cultural contexts in their 
instructional interactions with students (Gallavan, 
2000; King, Sims, & Osher, 2000, as cited in Pang et 
al., 2011). Moreover, they add that for many culturally 
varied students, cultural competencies in teachers 
are important elements in ensuring that children and 
adolescents have equal chances to learn. Along with 
this, Lindsey et al., as cited in Trumbull & Pacheco 
(2005), have stated that the first step for teachers in 
developing cultural competencies is recognizing how 
their own perspectives and knowledge of the world 
are entrenched in a particular cultural, racial, ethnic 
identity, and history. In this respect, studies have been 
made in order to describe the level of multicultural 
competence in the teachers. For instance, the research 
of Vincent and Torres (2015) aims to describe the 
level of multicultural competence among secondary 
agriculture teachers having a minimum of 30% ethnic 
student’s matriculation. Then, it shows that teachers 
who surround themselves with culturally different 
students express a greater sense of multicultural 
competence and are aware, knowledgeable, and have 
more skills when interacting with students of different 
cultures. Moreover, the findings from the students’ 
perception claim that students can identify a teacher 
who is and is not multicultural competent. According 
to the research, it is suggested to provide preservice 
teachers with immersion exercise and clinical hours 
in ethnically diverse classrooms in order to find 
approaches that raise secondary agriculture teachers’ 
multicultural competence.

Similarly, Lehman’s research (2017) has 
found that preservice teachers perceived a necessity 
for additional multicultural competence, including 
amplified awareness, knowledge, and skills in 
working with various students. Thus, the research 
highlights the need to strengthen preservice teacher 
multicultural competence in order to bring it into 
the teacher preparation programs. Along with these 
lines, Džalalova and Raud (2012) have stated in their 
research that multicultural competence is considered 
a key component of professional teacher education 
because it contributes to the development of cognition, 
personality, and professional activities. Thus, their 
research claims that teacher education programs 
should give students opportunities to apply knowledge 

on multicultural or plurilingual aspects by conducting 
research activities in both areas.

Accordingly, educators are an essential 
element. Many pieces of research focus on the 
teachers’ multicultural competence and the fact that 
it must be implemented in each one of the education 
levels. Similarly, in some other research, it has been 
recognized the importance of putting multicultural 
competence into practice in the student affairs 
administration because, in this way, they will be 
able to address and respond to the challenges and 
requirements of different student populations (Major 
& Mangope, 2014). However, this means that once 
again, the focus is on the person in charge to foster 
multicultural competence and not on how it is already 
perceived or carried out by the students. Thus, since 
multicultural competence awareness, knowledge and 
skills are essential to building multicultural campuses 
(Pope & Mueller, 2005), this research focuses on 
awareness because it can be said that it is the first 
step to become multicultural competent. According 
to Iverson (2012), awareness is openness to learning 
about differences associated with various cultures and 
being conscious of biases and assumptions and their 
impact on others. Similarly, Mio, Barker-Hackett, and 
Tumambing (2012) have pointed out that multicultural 
skill includes increasing awareness of one’s own 
cultural values and preconceptions, learning to value 
others’ worldviews, and developing a set of culturally 
suitable interpersonal skills.

Thus, the research paying attention to the 
students’ existing knowledge of multicultural 
competence and the way they perceive it in their 
everyday lives is crucial. More specifically, the 
research focuses on foreign students living in a different 
country from theirs in order to pursue their academic 
goals. Student mobility is a worldwide phenomenon 
in which every year many students make the decision 
to study abroad, and when they move, they bring with 
themselves their own culture to interact with a new 
one. Nevertheless, are the students aware of their 
own multicultural competence? If so, are they able to 
identify it in their everyday life?

The hypothesis is that students assume the 
importance of multicultural competence but are 
unaware that it is an inherent process in their lives, 
perceiving it mainly as an independent skill that can 
be applied in specific situations. From the researchers’ 
point of view, this idea is a sample of how people 
perceive multiculturalism worldwide. It is believed 
that even though the definition of culture has been 
studied for a long time and with it keywords such as 
diversity, tolerance, ways of life, etcetera have been 
developed, giving as a result more specific terms like 
interculturality, it seems to be that many conflicts and 
harms of cultural rights continue existing in many 
parts of the globe.

Thus, before the researchers intend to approach 
the role of multicultural competence at a macro level, 
this research aims to understand the conception at 
the individual level first. In other words, it is clear 
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that multiculturalism has become a common term 
in societies in recent years; thus, it is believed that 
individuals are at some level familiarized with the term. 
Hence, according to their background knowledge, 
countries, and experiences, they have conceptualized 
a notion of what it would mean to be multiculturally 
competent, especially within the context of student 
mobility.

Therefore, the purpose of the research is not 
to measure the degree of multicultural competence 
but to explore and describe the characteristics of 
multicultural competence awareness of international 
students from different countries who chose to study 
their tertiary education in Indonesia. The collected data 
is going to help to understand the student’s perception 
and awareness of their multicultural competence 
in relation to their academic context to determine 
whether or not they are able to identify it and to find 
out whether or not multicultural competence have let 
them achieve their personal and professional goals 
according to them.

The research applies a qualitative research 
that give a sample of relevant insights about what is 
commonly understood as multicultural competence 
in this current time. Moreover, the most important 
benefit of the research emphasizes understanding and 
carrying out multicultural competence effectively. It 
is important to understand first how meaningful and 
ubiquitous it is in the individual state and everyday 
social interactions. It strongly supports this idea. Thus, 
given that just a little information is available on 
students’ multicultural awareness, the research results 
will add more information to future studies about 
multicultural competence.

Consequently, it is important to have clear what 
culture and cultural competence are. For example, 
every time the word culture has been mentioned, 
those elements of society, such as traditions, festivals, 
and literature, come to others’ minds. However, this 
term has been widely reflected, and it embraces more 
aspects than the ones mentioned before. Moreover, it 
has been studied from the perspective of various areas 
such as anthropology, sociology, and psychology.

According to sociological point of view, Lustig 
and Koester, as cited in Moloi and Bam (2014), have 
stated that culture is shared understandings about 
beliefs, values, norms, and social practices, which 
affect the conduct of a relatively large group of people. 
Similarly, in the opinion of Giddens and Sutton (2009), 
culture refers to the ways of life of the members of 
society, or of groups within a society which includes 
how they dress, social customs, language and family 
life, their patterns of work, religious ceremonies, 
and leisure recreations. In the same way, one more 
definition is given by Gunawardena (2012), who 
holds that culture is created and shared by individuals 
of a specific group varying from ethnic and national 
groups that integrates an organism of knowledge, 
experiences, behaviors, customs, and believes. In sum, 
these three definitions emphasize the relevance of the 
construction of shared knowledge, and as it can be 

noted, it is very significant because it configures their 
way of living, the way they look at themselves, the 
past, present, and future as being part of a determined 
community of people.

Culture is fundamental to learning processes 
and environments (Colbert, 2010). That is why every 
person is immersed in culture at every moment, 
consciously or unconsciously. As Kivel (2007) has 
noted, people are all culturally competent in their 
own culture. They know the language, nuances, and 
assumptions about how the world is defined and 
organized. This means that this process takes into 
account the internal and external interactions people 
experience during life individually and collectively.

Then, it can be implied that the cultural 
competence concept must consider the ability to 
think, feel, and act in ways that acknowledge, respect, 
and build upon ethnic, sociocultural, and linguistic 
diversity. Moreover, it also includes the awareness, 
knowledge, and skills needed to work with others 
who are culturally different in order for individuals 
to gain broadening perspectives on the simultaneous 
existence of diverse realities that require comparison, 
judgments, awareness of cultural miscommunication, 
and others. Likewise, Olsen et al., as cited in Moloi 
and Bam (2014), has defined cultural competence as 
the ability to work effectively across cultures and as 
an approach to learning, communicating, and working 
respectfully with people from cultures different from 
one’s own.

Along with this, the National Center for 
Benefits Outreach and Enrollment (NCOA - National 
Council on Aging, 2011) has held that cultural 
competence includes the elements of understanding 
and valuing diversity. Self-assessment means being 
able to look judgmentally at one’s own culture and 
how these influences perceptions of others. The 
consciousness of differences, i.e., understanding 
how the varying elements of culture come into play 
in human interactions; institutionalization of cultural 
knowledge, which is the ability to acquire knowledge 
about other cultures and use that knowledge at an 
operational level within an organization. Finally, 
adaptation is seen as the capacity to adjust to diversity 
and the varying context of communities.

Because of that, Chen and Starosta, as cited 
in Altan (2018), have highlighted another idea 
associated with cultural competence: intercultural 
sensitivity, which they define as the emotional aspect 
of intercultural communication where the individuals 
have an active desire to motivate themselves to 
understand, appreciate, and accept differences among 
cultures. This is highly related to the consciousness 
of differences that is previously stated by NCOA. 
However, in this definition is not only important to 
identify and understand how the differences work but 
also to include the intrinsic motivation the individual 
may have to make him willing to agree, accept, and 
understand these differences. Accordingly, this is an 
essential element because it may determine to what 
extent the individual is willing to continue interacting 
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with the new culture. Interaction is a key point that 
is why cultural competence could also be coined as 
intercultural competence.

Thus, in other words, an individual can feel 
culturally competent as a result of learning the customs 
and traditions of different cultures and communicating 
more respectfully and appropriately with members 
of different cultures (Olsen et al., as cited in Moloi 
& Bam, 2014). Kivel (2007) has also commented that 
learning to be sensitive to the cultural expressions of 
another group is not hard but does require time and 
energy to learn to observe, empathize, and increase in 
value other people’s ways of doing things to come to 
be culturally competent.

All in all, it can be seen that cultural competence 
definitively works at the individual level with one’s 
own culture, then it continues until there is interaction 
with another one. This process is repeated as many 
times as cultures are immersed. In this respect, 
multicultural competence makes people appreciate the 
concept of ‘multiculturalism’. According to Yilmaz 
(2016), this concept emphasizes the regional linguistic 
and cultural union that involves the idea of human 
rights and equal civil rights. Moreover, it emerges 
from the concept of the coexistence of nations with 
different languages, nationalities, geography, religion, 
etcetera. It is important to note that there are also the 
terms pluriculturalism and interculturalism. In this 
respect, the Council of Europe (Huber, 2012) states 
that while multiculturalism emphasizes the presence 
of various groups in a community, pluriculturalism 
refers to the integration of aspects of other cultures 
by the individual. On the other hand, interculturalism 
refers to the active dimension of diversity, which 
assumes the interaction of individuals, groups, and 
communities and their capacity to build mutual 
projects, accept shared responsibilities, and generate 
common identities.

All of these terms are linked. They include 
those situations where individuals need to put into 
practice their cultural awareness, knowledge, and 
skills to be able to understand and adapt in those 
settings at the individual and collective levels. In these 
instances, one important aspect that cannot be left 
behind is the role of language that leads to account 
for the importance of multicultural competence in 
intercultural communication. This fact makes people 
focus on contexts where multilingualism takes place. 
In the opinion of Clyne (2017), a common definition 
of multilingualism would be the use of more than one 
language or competence in more than one language. 
This competence refers to the linguistic repertoire of 
language competencies an individual has also coined as 
plurilingualism (Huber, 2012). Similarly, Franceschini 
(as cited in Pütz & Mundt, 2018) has defined it as 
the capacity of societies, institutions, groups, and 
individuals to engage regularly in space and time with 
more than one language in everyday life.

From all the mentioned, it can be implied 
that multilingualism is a vital element within 
multicultural competence and contributes to achieving 

intercultural communication. In the existing records 
about intercultural communication, many definitions 
have been given. For example, Gudykunts (as cited 
in Arasaratnam & Doerfel, 2005) has defined it as 
the communication between people from different 
national cultures. On the other hand, in the opinion of 
Garcia (2013), some definitions emphasize the specific 
moment in which the ability to negotiate cultural 
meanings in communicative interaction becomes 
apparent. Some others broaden the concept by going 
beyond the geographical area, including, for example, 
dimensions such as social class, age, gender, ideology, 
and sexual preference, to name a few.

Then, intercultural communication is actually 
a mechanism of meaning mutual creation among 
cultures. This means that intercultural communication 
is a deeper and wide interaction that takes into account 
a worldwide point of view and is able to generate 
common knowledge, understanding or ideologies, 
among cultures without stopping perceiving their 
differences. Some authors use interchangeably the 
terms multicultural competence and intercultural 
competence.

In sum, cultural competence, multicultural 
competence, and intercultural competence form part 
of a continuum that starts from individuality and 
continues collectively in people’s life. Thus, it can 
be implied that cultural competence is inherent as 
well as shaped by peoples’ experiences. One of these 
experiences is international student mobility.

The idea of international education is essential 
that is widely assumed. It is a result of economic 
globalization and the heightening of governments’ 
awareness of the perceived links between education 
and economic competitiveness (UNESCO, 2013). 
According to the Organization for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD, 2021), 
international students receive their prior education in 
another country and are not residents of their current 
country of study. The number of overseas students 
enrolled in tertiary education around the world has 
risen meaningfully. According to the OECD (2013), 
nearly 4,3 million students are enrolled in university-
level education outside their home country. Australia, 
the United Kingdom, Switzerland, New Zealand, 
and Austria have, in descending order, the highest 
percentage of international students”. International 
student flows are affected by a diversity of domestic 
factors. An example is the limited availability of 
places for resident students in local higher education 
institutions or those serving to invite foreign students 
to study in a particular country (UNESCO, 2013).

Thus, living day by day in a foreign country is 
an enriching experience that undoubtedly influences 
students’ personal and professional development. 
This experience allows them to learn the culture, 
customs, and, often, the language of the host country. 
In addition, they must be able to adapt to another way 
of life, to other schedules, opinions, and thoughts; it 
requires an open personality and a tolerant character, 
attitudes that are learned by living and studying with 
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people from other countries.
Social science studies have shown that 

international experiences can improve creativity, 
reduce bias between groups, and promote professional 
success. According to Adam et al. (2018), self-
concept conception is the extent to which a person’s 
understanding of himself is clearly defined and with 
confidence, internally consistent, and temporarily 
stable. They have found in six studies with 1.874 
participants that living abroad leads to a better 
knowledge of self-concept. Consequently, they are not 
only able to develop the self-concept conception but 
the multicultural competence, which is broader. In the 
opinion of the ASEAN University Network (2017), 
when students are exposed to different cultures and 
social contexts, they are also encouraged to respect the 
norms and values of the country they visit. They have 
to understand and comply with the local regulations 
and laws. This means that it is important for them to 
be culturally competent so that they can raise their 
cultural knowledge and face the possible situations of 
miscommunication or adaptation difficulties. In some 
situations, such difficulties would lead students to quit 
their academic goals. Moreover, as Kivel (2007) has 
claimed to be culturally competent, people have a 
broader, richer, and more accurate view of the world 
because they can work together as full and equal 
partners.

METHODS

The research aims to describe and interpret the 
characteristics of multicultural awareness of seven 
international students at the postgraduate studies 
department at Yogyakarta State University (YSU). 
Thus, to achieve such an objective, a qualitative 
research is appropriate because, as Denzin and Lincoln 
(2005 as cited in Aspers & Corte, 2019) claim, a 
qualitative research studies and interprets phenomena 
in terms of the meanings people convey and bring to 
them. In other words, a qualitative research is helpful 
to find out how people feel or what they think about a 
particular subject. Therefore, the scope of the research 
is the interpretation of the way international students 
perceive and conceptualize their own multicultural 
competence while living abroad. In this respect, 
grounded theory is mainly used since the data are 
systematically collected and analyzed based on a 
theoretical framework.

The participants are seven international 
students from different countries: Turkmenistan, 
China, Ghana, Vietnam, Rwanda, Tanzania, and the 
Philippines. The participants from Turkmenistan and 
China have already completed their master’s degree, 
the participant from Ghana is studying for a doctoral 
degree, while the participants from Vietnam, Rwanda, 
Tanzania, and the Philippines study master’s degrees 
in the third and first semesters. Their ages range from 
22 to 46 years old. They all have been in Indonesia for 
more than one year.

For the purpose of the research, a questionnaire 
is designed to collect the data about the students’ 
awareness of multicultural competence. The 
questionnaire is presented in two parts. In the first 
section, they answer three open-ended questions 
concerning how important multicultural competence is 
for them, and this section is applied together with an in-
depth interview. The second part of the questionnaire is 
a Likert scale table with eight statements written in the 
first person of the singular relating to the elements of 
cultural competence presented in the literature review. 
Accordingly, these statements find out whether or not 
they can identify the elements of cultural competence 
in their lives. In this part, participants need to answer 
whether they agree, disagree, or are uncertain about 
the statements. Statements 1 and 3 reflect the general 
element of understanding and valuing diversity; 
statements 2 and 4 relate to self-assessment; statement 
5 is about the consciousness of differences; statement 
6 relates to institutionalization of cultural knowledge; 
statement 7 is about adaptation; and statement 8 has to 
do with intercultural sensitivity. Table 1 shows cultural 
competence elements Likert scale based on Chen and 
Sarosta (1998), Olsen et al. (in Moloi & Bam, 2014), 
Kivel (2007), and NCOA (2011).

Table 1 Cultural Competence Elements Likert Scale

1. I have the ability to acknowledge, respect, and develop 
ethnic, sociocultural, and linguistic diversity in my culture 
and others.
I agree Uncertain Disagree
2. I consider myself able to have the knowledge, and skills 
needed to work with others who are culturally different 
from my culture.
I agree Uncertain Disagree
3. I am able to understand and value diversity.
I agree Uncertain Disagree
4. I am able to look critically at my own culture and how 
this influences perceptions of others.
I agree Uncertain Disagree
5. I am able to understand how the varying elements of 
culture come into play in human interactions.
I agree Uncertain Disagree
6. I have the ability to acquire knowledge about other 
cultures and use that knowledge at an operational level 
within an organization.
I agree Uncertain Disagree
7. I have the ability to adapt to diversity and the changing 
context of communities.
I agree Uncertain Disagree
8. I have an active desire to motivate myself to understand, 
appreciate, and accept differences among cultures.
I agree Uncertain Disagree

First, to collect the data for the research, a 
questionnaire and an in-depth interview are designed. 
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It is important to mention that both instruments are 
necessary in order to ensure credibility, which is the 
equivalent of internal validity in quantitative research 
and is concerned with truth-value (Korstjens & Moser, 
2018). Thus in the research, the questionnaire obtains 
relevant information about what participants know 
about cultural competence. On the other hand, the 
in-depth interview lets the researcher have profound 
opportunities to obtain more and rich information by 
using follow-up questions and recovery key questions 
during the session. Secondly, students are asked to 
participate in the project by answering the written 
questionnaire and an in-depth interview. Subsequently, 
it proceeds with analyzing and interpreting the data 
from the written Likert scale questionnaire and the in-
depth interview.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS

In this section, a detailed description and a 
discussion of the participants’ responses to the in-
depth interview and the Likert scale questionnaire 
are presented. The first question is, “Do you consider 
necessary to develop multicultural competence? If 
yes, why?” Students are asked whether or not they 
considered a need to develop multicultural competence 
and, if yes, to explain why. Accordingly, the seven 
students answer ‘yes’. They claim that the importance 
of multicultural competence relies on the fact that it 
fosters respect and understanding with other cultures, 
which in turn lets them interact with other people. 
Besides, some of them identify it as ‘the key of success’ 
as well as a vital skill in the 21st century, highlighting 
the fact that companies and organizations look for 
multicultural competent people. This statement is 
actually congruent in the physical and health fields; 
according to Tritschler (2008), cultural competence is 
a requisite for all 21st-century activity physical leaders.

The purpose of the question “Do you consider 
yourself multicultural competent? If yes, why?” is to 
find out how they perceive themselves in multicultural 
contexts. Accordingly, all the participants consider 
themselves multicultural competent. It can be observed 
in the participants’ responses in answering the question. 
They need to recall experiences or situations they go 
through in multicultural contexts. For instance, in the 
opinion of the participants, the interaction they have 
within the cultures in their own country, their friends 
from different cultures, trips to other countries, and the 
extent of immersion they have had in other people’s 
cultures make them culturally competent.

Moreover, they highlight the importance of 
being respectful to have harmonious relationships, 
being open-minded to understand the differences 
among cultures, and being tolerant and able to speak 
the local language at least at the basic level. As a result, 
they consider it ‘life skills’, and the fact that they look 
at themselves as multicultural competent makes them 
feel like they are in their country of origin.

The third question, “Do you consider 

multicultural competence has helped you achieve 
professional or personal goals? If yes, could you 
please explain why?” is considered to find out whether 
or not they can identify the correlation between 
cultural competence and their goals in life. That is 
to say, participants are asked to explain if they see a 
direct relation of multicultural competence with their 
achievements in life. The participants’ answer is ‘yes’. 
In general, they reflect that multicultural competence 
has helped them understand the background 
knowledge and people, solve a problem, and be able 
to tolerate and live in diversity. For instance, in their 
professional career, this competence is useful to be 
able to continue studying for their master’s degree. In 
their personal life, the impact of this competence relies 
on the construction of solid friendships.

On the other hand, according to the participants’ 
responses to the Likert scale questionnaire, they 
seem to be able to identify the elements of cultural 
competence because they agree with most of the 
statements. Participant 1 agrees on five of the eight 
statements. She remains uncertain in the statements 
related to understanding and valuing diversity, 
the consciousness of differences, and adaptation. 
Participant 2 agrees on seven of the statements 
and is uncertain in only one that relates to the 
institutionalization of cultural knowledge. Participant 
3 agrees on all of the statements. Participant 4 agrees 
on most of the statements but is uncertain on the 
element of institutionalization of cultural knowledge. 
Participants 5, 6, and 7 agree with all the statements.

In Table 2, the research presents the results in 
terms of percentage. It can be seen the six general 
elements of multicultural competence taken from 
Chen and Sarosta (1998), Olsen et al. (2006, in Moloi 
& Bam, 2014), Kivel (2007), and NCOA (2011) 
presented in the theoretical framework. Therefore, 
from Table 2, it can be observed that participants agree 
96% on the statements regarding the understanding 
and valuing diversity, 100% of the agreement to 
those statements of self-assessment, and intercultural 
sensitivity. Participants agree 86% on the statements 
relating to the consciousness of differences and 
adaptation. Finally, they agree 71% on the statement 
related to institutionalization of cultural knowledge.

In the research, the high level of agreement 
shows that participants are familiar with the elements 
of multicultural competence; for this reason, they 
can identify them in their lives. It can be implied that 
when they are uncertain, it means that they do not too 
understand what the statement refers to or have not 
experienced those instances yet.

Accordingly, the research aims to describe 
and interpret the characteristics of multicultural 
competence awareness of seven international students 
who study master’s degree and doctoral studies 
in Indonesia. The results show that students have 
a high level of awareness because their responses 
contain much of what the scholars say that cultural 
competence is. Overall, the student’s conception of 
multicultural competence holds that it is necessary 
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to develop cultural competence because it fosters 
respect and understanding with other cultures and, 
in turn, to be able to interact with other people. For 
this reason, what makes them culturally competent 
are their experiences, the interactions they have had 
with the ethnic groups in their own country and with 
their friends from different countries, their trips abroad 
and the extent of immersion they have had in other 
people’s cultures as well as their linguistic ability.

Moreover, they consider multicultural 
competence as helpful to achieve some of their personal 
and professional objectives because it has helped them 
understand the background knowledge of the country 
they live in and the people they interact with, to solve 
any communicative problem. In addition, according 
to them, it is useful to be able to tolerate and live-in 
diversity. 

From all the evidences, it means that they are 
able to identify the elements of cultural competence 
in their everyday life because they seem to have 
already experienced situations where they have put 
into practice multicultural competence. That is why 
they agree with most of the statements concerning the 
elements of cultural competence.

Table 2 Results of the Analysis of the
Cultural Competence Likert Scale

Agree Uncertain Disagree
Understanding and 
valuing diversity

96% 4% 0%

Self-assessment 100% 0% 0%
Consciousness of 
differences

86% 14% 0%

Institutionalization 
of cultural 
knowledge

71% 29% 0%

Adaptation 86% 14% 0%
Intercultural 
sensitivity

100% 0% 0%

CONCLUSIONS

Based on the research`s results, it cannot be 
confirmed the research’s hypothesis. According to 
the research, students do not consider multicultural 
competence as an independent skill; on the other way 
around, they do consider it as an inherent aspect of 
their lives. They recognized it as a tool or a medium 
that they have put into practice since childhood in 
their countries. For this reason, when they are abroad, 
they know what it is necessary to do when interacting 
with more cultures. In this sense, it can be implied that 
international students do perceive cultural competence 
as ubiquitous property of people’s lives, and they 
agree on the general concept even though they come 
from different countries.

Thus, the main finding of the research is that 

the common conception of multicultural competence 
of international students is characterized by three 
elements: their experiences, interactions based on 
respect with other cultures, and the perception of 
usefulness, which is the most persistent element in 
the responses of the participants. For this reason, the 
‘perception of usefulness’ is actually a new element for 
further research on the area in order to know to what 
extent the ‘perception of usefulness’ of the competence 
is related to improving this ability. Moreover, it 
is also suggested to focus on those international 
students who decided to quit their academic programs 
abroad to figure out whether or not there is any direct 
correlation between multicultural competencies and 
the achievement or failure of academic goals. Finally, 
it is important to mention that the main limitation of 
the research is the small number of participants. That 
is why the researchers cannot generalize the results to 
the broader context. 
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