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Extended Abstract 
 

Friedman & Berthoin Antal (2005) note that the globalization of markets requires that 
business students have both cross-cultural communication skills and the intercultural savvy to be 
effective in the twenty-first century.  One method to acquire and practice these skills is through 
some type of work or study abroad program. Such programs give students an opportunity to gain 
cross-cultural experiences which can enhance their understanding and knowledge of 
globalization. (Johnson & Mader, 1992). Unfortunately, study abroad is not an option for all 
students, particularly those students who cannot freely travel because of money and time 
constraints. In addition, legal regulations such passport and special visas can complicate intended 
travel. Moreover, study abroad programs can be very expensive because many require students 
to share in the cost (Gordon & Smith 1992).  Program fees generally include airfare, 
supplemental transportation for in country travel, room and board, exhibit fees for short study 
tours and university fees. Furthermore, more students today are “nontraditional”. This means that 
many students work at least part-time to defray the rising costs of a college education and/or 
have family responsibilities. Consequently, this means that it may be difficult for students to find 
time to study abroad even though such an experience in another cultural environment is 
extremely beneficial. The reality, however, is that study abroad is not an option for all students. 
 

In order to provide students a cross-cultural experience that would offer some study 
abroad benefits, we designed two virtual cross-cultural experiences (VCCEs).  Each VCCE was 
designed and integrated in a 15 week semester at two universities.  In the first class, students 
enrolled in a Managing Diversity class in either the UK or the US. Students in the UK enrolled at 
their institution and students in the US enrolled at theirs. Students attended class in their home 
country and a group project was undertaken in each class.  What made this exercise innovative 
was that each group consisted of students from both the UK and the US where each group 
remained in their home country. Each group met using virtual meeting technologies, such as 
Skype, WhatsApp and WebEx, in order to complete their group projects.  Students were 
surveyed about their experience and intercultural learning upon completion of the class in order 
to assess the benefits, challenges, and insights on suggested changes and overall effectiveness of 
the VCCE. Results from the survey were used as input for improving and redesigning the VCCE 
for use in a second course in international marketing with a more complex client-based 
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project (Raska, Keller & Shaw, 2013). This class was taught in Ireland and the US usually a 
similar format. This paper examines the benefits, challenges and effectiveness of the VCCE in 
the UK/US (referred to hereafter as the UK study), how the results from the first VCCE were 
used to improve the Irish/US experience (referred to hereafter as the Irish study), and 
recommendations for faculty seeking to offer a similar experience to their students. 
 
UK Study 

This VCCE was undertaken as a result of a project grant from Procter & Gamble to 
develop global innovations in curricula, particularly those that could be transferred from one 
institution to another.  The grant allowed for the purchase of 20 iPads to be used by the US 
students that would have WebEx software installed, the software typically used for international 
business meetings in many firms. Having these iPads available for US students made accessing 
and using WebEx much easier for them, as well as reduced “virtual meeting stress,” however, the 
UK students preferred using Skype, so not all teams took advantage of learning and using 
WebEx. The design was intended to use the VCCE with a relatively simple group project with 
both US and UK students. The UK study was a pilot project to gain insight prior to the 
implementation of a more complex group project with Irish study.  The UK study combined a 
US university class on Managing Diversity in the Workplace with a class in the UK also 
addressing diversity issues.  The US class consisted 32 students who were enrolled in a 
traditional class 15 week semester class comprised of lectures, examinations and a group project.  
As such, the group project was only a minor part of the course grade.  The UK class consisted of 
13 students, and the project comprised 100% of their grade. The project entailed the 
identification and analysis of a diversity policy for a company operating in both the US and the 
UK. 
 
Results: The UK Study 

Since this pilot study was tied to receipt of the grant, we waited until acknowledgement 
of the award of the grant before we developed the exact assignments.  We received 
acknowledgement in November 2012, and the class began in January 2013.  The major successes 
and challenges faced in the planning of the pilot project were: 
  

Planning Phase 
Successes Challenges 

Development of a project planning structure Timing of grant led to last minute rush 
Development of realistic expectations with 
regard to class and project development 

Holidays inhibited final preparation 

New knowledge developing VCCEs Differences in academic calendars 
One US student did note that he interviewed 
for a job where his previous use of WebEx in 
this class helped him secure the position 

Differences in course requirements and 
expectations 

 Lack of familiarity with technology 
 Team teaching with faculty who had never 

met 
 Use of software is limited to both teams using 

the same software.  
 



Classes in the US began in mid-January while classes in the UK did not begin until 
February.  As a result, calendars were slightly asynchronous. The major successes and challenges 
faced in the actual class implementation were: 
 
 

Implementation Phase 
Successes Challenges 

Learn new technologies (WebEx) Typical team dynamics challenges heightened 
by time, culture and age differences 

Improve time management skills Class times did not overlap at all 
Improve conflict management skills with a 
new culture 

Lack of trust among team members was 
difficult to overcome 

Development of multiple mediums structure 
to minimize communication problems 

Power issues with differences in group 
composition 

Development of focus group instrument and 
feedback survey 

Team time management issues with time 
differences and communication delays 

 Increased student demands on professor 
 Importance of project differed based on 

weight of project in final class grade 
 
Irish Study 

The Irish study was set to begin in August of 2013.  As a result of the time challenges 
recognized in the planning of the UK study, planning for the Irish study began in May 2013. 
Planning of the UK study had been problematic since we did not receive notification of the grant 
award until November 28, 2012, and the holiday and semester breaks for the university made 
communication very difficult, with only a few weeks before the US classes began in mid-
January.  Since both professors in the Irish study were completing research projects over the 
summer, they were able to correspond frequently, and as a result, integrating the project into 
course calendars was considerably easier. The Irish study combined an American class on Global 
and Cultural Issues in Marketing with an International Marketing class in Ireland.  The US class 
consisted of 30 students who were enrolled in a traditional class comprised of lectures, short 
examinations and a group project.  The Irish class consisted of 100 students who also were 
enrolled in a traditional class consisting of exams and a group project.  In both classes, the 
project comprised 40% of the student grade. Although each instructor was constrained by the 
university policies and regulations with regard to structure, the learning objectives for the project 
were discussed by and agreed upon during the planning phase of the project. The project was a 
complex client-based study analyzing a particular washing detergent in both the US and Ireland, 
and identifying key marketing opportunities and challenges for the client. Again, the US students 
were supplied with iPads loaded with WebEx software, and again, students preferred using other 
forms of communication. 
 
Results: The Irish Study 

Based on the input from the pilot project in the UK, the Irish study was planned during 
the summer of 2013 and implemented in the Fall semester of 2013. Since the planning of this 
process was greatly improved with input from the pilot project, we will only cover the successes 
and challenges from the implementation phase. 



 
Implementation Phase 

Successes Challenges 
Applicability of social media to a work 
setting, particularly Facebook, Twitter, 
WhatsApp and DropBox 

Need for both pretests and posttests when 
assessing intercultural sensitivity 

Overwhelming positive feedback from both 
Irish and American students on engagement, 
confidence and attentiveness 

Variation in class sizes caused some issues in 
terms of group composition 

Overwhelming positive feedback from both 
Irish and American students on overall 
experience 

Need to keep learning objectives clear and 
concrete 

 All Irish groups noted that communication 
was easier in a face-to-face setting but 
missing intercultural aspect was disconcerting 

 
 

Conclusions and Recommendations 
 

The use of VCCEs allowed us to mimic the use of real world multi-country virtual teams 
used by hundreds of companies globally.  In addition, this was a very low cost alternative to 
traveling abroad, with no loss of travel time, readjustment to a different time zone and travel 
expense. Having both a simple pilot project as well as a more complex client-based project over 
the course of a year allowed us to increase the effectiveness in both the planning and 
implementation of VCCEs. Based on the discussion above, we would like to offer a few 
recommendations. 

 
Timing is an issue for preparation.  We would recommend allowing at least six months 

preparation time.  Time spent communicating and preparing prior to the beginning of class will 
be time well invested. In addition, class sizes and composition were issues.  Students in the UK 
class were significantly older, and the course project was 100% of their grade.  As a result, these 
students were very serious.  They did not understand why the younger US students did not want 
to work on weekends or early in the morning.  Time and cultural differences simply compounded 
the issue. 

 
Scheduling a “get to know you” period where students learn about teammates in the other 

country is likely very beneficial.  This will allow students to have multiple meetings using the 
technology and will help students develop stronger bonds that should encourage a more engaging 
class experience as well as a longer lasting network. Training on WebEx technology, or 
technology with which students may not be familiar, should be included in the time scope of the 
project.  When doing this in the future, we would strongly encourage students to learn how to use 
WebEx as familiarity with this software may be seen as beneficial by firms hiring new graduates.  
However, instructors should be aware that although both universities might have good facilities, 
broadband strength may not always be guaranteed outside of the university. Students were able 
to adapt to communicate using a variety of social media, but instructors may need to be flexible. 
 



The pilot project provided essential learning.  In our case, the pilot VCCE was a much 
simpler project, involving fewer group meetings. A simple, less complex project provided 
valuable information which enabled us to develop a more complex project the second time.  
There is an experience curve involved in developing and implementing VCCEs, so faculty 
should realize that starting slowly and adding more complexity over time may be more 
appropriate. 

 
Faculty should share learning objectives with students, and keep them simple and 

concrete.  The VCCE itself is likely a new experience, and students will have a certain level of 
uncertainty and insecurity.  The more information you can provide to the students, especially in 
terms of time management, use of technology, and social media effectiveness, the easier the 
adjustment will be for the students. Students understandably will have a lot of questions when 
placed in an unfamiliar situation in which they have had little experience.  As a result, the 
professor will be responding to many questions. The more information students have with regard 
to what they can expect, the easier it will be for both students and faculty. 

 
Students need to expect differences.  In both cases, two countries were separated by a 

common language.  Students did not expect that there would be a lot of differences, yet there 
were many.  Communication across multiple time zones caused more delays than anticipated. 
This increased the time required to simply get things done.  Again, faculty will need patience and 
use their big picture insight during the experience.  They will need to work with students to 
inform them about some of the challenges they can anticipate and allow them to progress 
through normal transitions toward learning. 

 
Virtual cross-cultural experiences can contribute to valuable lessons for both faculty and 

students. Increased globalization demands that students acquire and develop cross-cultural skills 
that can aid businesses, helping them to be successful in the global markets of the twenty-first 
century.  However, without practice, it will be difficult for students to acquire those skills.  
VCCEs are designed to give students the opportunity to learn and enhance their intercultural 
knowledge, skills and abilities. VCCEs put students directly into a cross-cultural team that 
includes members from another country, thus giving them the invaluable experience of learning 
and working with someone abroad. The experience can be best shared with the words of one of 
our students: “I enjoyed meeting the Irish students! I think that it was honestly one of the best 
projects I’ve done during my time at NKU. It was so memorable and unique. The students in my 
group were awesome! They were our age, so we could talk to them about what we were going to 
do this weekend and stuff like that.  I’ll never forget this project.” 
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