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Becoming a Culture Wiz: 6 Models to Build Insight 
Chart your journey to cross-cultural competence 

Culture is an exciting puzzle, just waiting to be solved. 
  
When you have cross-cultural skills and awareness, you can make sense of your world, both at home and abroad. 
Research shows that building these skills has a big career payoff, whether you work in a diverse office in North America 
or immerse yourself in a foreign workplace abroad. Developing cross-cultural skills and awareness takes planning and 
determination, but the process is also eye-opening and fun. 
 
There are many routes to becoming cross-culturally competent, some simple and some more advanced. But, thankfully, 
there’s no wrong way to go about it! Every path is the right path, as long as it includes a combination of formal learning 
and real-life experiences. 
 
Below, you’ll be introduced to six models featuring different, but equally valuable, approaches to cross-cultural skill-
building. The key concepts and learning objectives outlined will help you choose your own adventure towards cross-
cultural excellence! Enjoy.  
 

6 Models to Become a Culture Wiz 
 

 
Get the basics to 

Succeeding Abroad 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Boost understanding with  
Culture Essentials 

 
 

 
Take a deep dive into  

Culture in the Workplace 
 

 
Your International IQ 

An introduction to  
 4 points of focus 

 
 

Everyday Skills for 
Succeeding Abroad 

Explore the qualities  
needed to flourish overseas 

 

 
The Culture Tree  

Make sense of your surroundings  
at home & abroad 

 
 

Peach & Coconut 
Cultures 

Navigating small talk  
around the world 

 
 

Non-verbal  
Communication 

Learn to observe and assess silent 
signals around the world 

 
 

 
The Culture Spectrum 

Understand behavior  
in the workplace  
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Your International IQ: 
4 Points of Focus 
This model is a simple introduction 
to cross-cultural efficiency, offering 
four areas of focus that will help 
you develop your global knowledge 
and skills. 

• Your International IQ: 4 
Points of Focus (4 pgs) 

 

When to use it 
In your first year, learn the four 
parts of an International IQ and 
begin goal-setting and 
developing targets around them. 
As you progress towards 
graduation and the job search, 
refer back to the model to 
assess how far you’ve come and 
what skills can be added to your 
resume. 

 
 
 

 
 

 

Everyday Skills for 
Succeeding Abroad 
When it comes to cross-cultural 
success, self-knowledge is power! 
Use this article to assess whether 
you have the traits and qualities 
needed to be an effective 
international worker and traveler. 
And if you don’t, you can cultivate 
them! 

• Everyday Skills for 
Succeeding Abroad (6 pgs) 

 

When to use it 
Before applying for an 
international program or 
position. Assess yourself 
honestly based on the qualities 
listed in the article. Assess 
yourself again after returning, 
since almost everyone grows 
and develops through 
international experience. And 
don’t forget, many of these 
international skills and traits can 
be developed on campus or 
during a virtual international 
experience. 

GET THE BASICS: Succeeding Abroad  
Start here for simple, effective methods for skill-building  
& self-assessment. 
These two models work in tandem, providing you with a framework for understanding the basics of cross-
cultural competence. These models offer excellent insight for those who haven’t yet been abroad, or who are 
going abroad for a very short time (two weeks or less). The models are also useful for anyone who wants to 
focus on the career value of going abroad. You’ll find lots of good terminology here for building an 
international resume, for example. These articles are part of Succeeding Abroad (Travel Smarts section). 

https://s3.amazonaws.com/file.myworldabroad.com/QuickGuides/International-IQ.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/file.myworldabroad.com/QuickGuides/International-IQ.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/file.myworldabroad.com/QuickGuides/Everyday-Skills-Abroad.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/file.myworldabroad.com/QuickGuides/Everyday-Skills-Abroad.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/file.myworldabroad.com/QuickGuides/International-IQ.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/file.myworldabroad.com/QuickGuides/Everyday-Skills-Abroad.pdf
https://myworldabroad.com/book/section-2254


 

Page 3 of 6 

Reproduction rights for this Quick Guide granted 
to schools with a site license for MyWorldAbroad.com 

© Intercultural Systems / Systèmes Interculturels (ISSI) Inc. 

 
 

 
 

 

The Culture Tree: 
The 3 Levels of Culture  

This model helps you make sense of your 
surroundings at home and abroad. If you 
only explore one model, make it this one! 
The Culture Tree is designed to help you 
recognize the many layers of culture in an 
easy-to-understand format. This model will 
help you navigate cross-cultural social and 
work environments, build a framework for 
discussions on diversity and inclusion, 
analyze your home culture objectively and 
develop your professional vocabulary. 

• The Culture Tree: Intro (2 pgs) 

• The Culture Tree in Action (11 pgs) 

When to use it 
Refer to The Culture 
Tree often! It’s a great 
reference point for 
moments of cultural self-
reflection, when you’re 
starting a new job, when 
you’re about to go 
traveling or while 
preparing your next 
international program 
application. 

 
 
 

 
 

 

Peach & Coconut Cultures: 
Navigating Small Talk Around the World  
This model helps you master small talk 
around the world. Broadly speaking, there 
are two main approaches to socialization, 
the “peach” approach and the “coconut” 
approach. Peaches (like North Americans) 
tend to be open, friendly and forthcoming 
with strangers, while coconuts have a hard 
exterior, taking a longer time to open up 
socially. This model and article provide 
practical tips for thriving in both types of 
culture. 

• Peach & Coconut Cultures: 
Navigating Small Talk Around  
the World (8 pgs) 

When to use it 
This model is an 
excellent reference point 
for moments of cultural 
self-reflection, before 
starting a new job or 
project, while traveling or 
preparing an 
international application. 
Any time you need to 
socialize across cultures, 
use this model.  

BOOST UNDERSTANDING: Culture Essentials  
Navigate the building blocks of culture. 
The next three models examine big ideas that have an impact on cross-cultural effectiveness. With these, 
you’ll build a better understanding of what culture actually is and how it manifests in daily life. These are 
crucial knowledge bases for any globally-minded person! These articles are part of Culture Essentials 
(Culture Smarts section). 

https://s3.amazonaws.com/file.myworldabroad.com/QuickGuides/Culture-Tree.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/file.myworldabroad.com/QuickGuides/Culture-Tree-in-Action.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/file.myworldabroad.com/QuickGuides/Peach-and-Coconut.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/file.myworldabroad.com/QuickGuides/Peach-and-Coconut.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/file.myworldabroad.com/QuickGuides/Peach-and-Coconut.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/file.myworldabroad.com/QuickGuides/Culture-Tree-in-Action.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/file.myworldabroad.com/QuickGuides/Peach-and-Coconut.pdf
https://myworldabroad.com/book/section-2254
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Non-verbal Communication: 
8 Types of Social Cues 
Non-verbal signals account for about 70% of 
face-to-face communication. And certain 
elements can vary widely from country to 
country, with gestures sometimes having 
almost the exact opposite meaning in different 
countries! Get to know the major elements of 
non-verbal communication, from eye contact to 
touch, and from fashion to facial expressions. 

• Non-verbal Communication: Intro  
(4 pgs) 

• Non-verbal Communication in Action  
(23 pgs) 

When to use it 
There’s no wrong 
moment to dive into 
this fun and fascinating 
read, but it’s an 
absolute must before 
international travel. We 
recommend checking it 
out a minimum of three 
months prior to your 
first international 
adventure, since it 
takes time to self-
assess your non-verbal 
communication style.  

 
 

 

 
 
 

 

The Culture Spectrum: 
8 Behaviors in the Workplace  

At first glance this model looks simple, 
featuring eight pairs of contrasting behavior 
styles. But in practice it’s highly complex. The 
Culture Spectrum helps you recognize 
workplace behavior styles from around the 
world. You’ll learn to self-assess and 
recognize the behavior patterns of managers 
and colleagues, allowing you to adapt and 
become more efficient. This model takes 
some effort to put into practice, but it offers 
an exciting window into the fascinating and 
nuanced world of cross-cultural 
communication.  

• The Culture Spectrum: Intro (4 pgs) 

• The Culture Spectrum in Action  
(15 pgs) 

When to use it 
Start early, first using the 
model to conduct a self-
assessment. Then, refer 
to it frequently any time 
you are in a cross-
cultural team or 
experiencing challenges 
in an intercultural 
workplace. This model 
can unlock solutions and 
pathways to adaptation, 
and can also serve as a 
springboard for more 
effective communication. 

TAKE A DEEP DIVE: Culture in the Workplace  
Understand the 8 pairs of behavior in the workplace 
The end goal of any cross-cultural learning and immersion is to become skilled at adaptation. The best 
global workers and travelers know how to observe and quickly analyze cross-cultural environments, 
modifying their behavior to better connect across cultural boundaries. This model is part of Culture in the 
Workplace (Culture Smarts section). 

https://s3.amazonaws.com/file.myworldabroad.com/QuickGuides/Non-Verbal-Communication.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/file.myworldabroad.com/QuickGuides/Non-Verbal-Communication-in-Action.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/file.myworldabroad.com/QuickGuides/Culture-Spectrum.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/file.myworldabroad.com/QuickGuides/Culture-Spectrum-in-Action.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/file.myworldabroad.com/QuickGuides/Non-Verbal-Communication-in-Action.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/file.myworldabroad.com/QuickGuides/Culture-Spectrum-in-Action.pdf
https://myworldabroad.com/book/section-2255
https://myworldabroad.com/book/section-2255
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The 3 Core Global Competencies: A universal process  
for crossing cultures 
 
No matter which of the models 
above you’re looking at, the 3 Core 
Global Competencies can help. 
The model to the right outlines a universal three-step 
process for cross-cultural learning and skill 
development. Incorporate the 3 Core Competencies 
process to maximize the value of any of the models in 
this article. These are the three undeniable 
components of every cross-cultural success story. 
 

How to use it 
Use the 3 Core Global Competencies alongside the 
culture models to make a step-by-step plan of 
action. It will help you target knowledge, skills and 
experiences to pursue, as well as gain a framework 
for describing your cross-cultural capabilities both 
inside and outside the workplace. 

Want more on the 3 Core Global Competencies? 
• See pages 2-3: The 10 Global Competencies 

for Career Readiness  

 When to use it 
Consider the three-step process any time you study 
The Culture Tree, Navigating Peach & Coconut 
Cultures, Non-verbal Communication or The 
Culture Spectrum. Use the models in tandem to 
boost your comprehension and planning ability. We 
recommend learning about the 3 Core 
Competencies in your first and second years, to 
help you plan your learning trajectory throughout 
undergrad.  

 
 

EXAMPLE: Applying The 3 Core Global 
Competencies to The Culture Tree before 
international travel 

• Cultural self-awareness: Firstly, consider the 
Culture Tree in terms of your home culture. 
Identify the leaves, trunk and roots for your 
specific experience as a North American.  

• Cross-cultural awareness: Next, study your 
host country’s identity for the leaves, trunk and 
roots. Speak to host country nationals and 
consult guidebooks to help you. 

• Cross-cultural adaptability: Once you have a 
solid grasp of your own culture and your host’s, 
make use of this knowledge to create an 
adaptability plan, targeting areas where you 
might have to modify your behavior to be most 
cross-culturally effective in your host country. It 
will be easy to adapt to leaf-level culture. With 
some effort, the trunk is also possible to adapt 
to. The third level, the roots, is always the most 
challenging.  

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

https://s3.amazonaws.com/file.myworldabroad.com/QuickGuides/Global-Competencies.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/file.myworldabroad.com/QuickGuides/Global-Competencies.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/file.myworldabroad.com/QuickGuides/Culture-Tree-in-Action.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/file.myworldabroad.com/QuickGuides/Culture-Tree-in-Action.pdf
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The Best Approach to Becoming a Culture Wiz!  
Develop an attitude of constant curiosity. 
Make an effort to recognize and analyze the elements of culture and learn how to navigate cross-cultural scenarios. 
Learn to play with culture, figure out the pieces, understand different approaches and ultimately develop an open, 
inclusive and tolerant global mindset in addition to practical skills and general knowledge. The world is full of 
diversity! Falling in love with culture is your free ticket to a lifetime of discovery. 
 

Monthly Nudges with the Student Bulletin  

 

It’s been proven time and time again that simple 
nudges – like a monthly e-newsletter – help 
students meet their personal and professional 
goals. Register for a MyWorldAbroad account and 
you’ll automatically receive the Student Bulletin 
with simple calls to action, useful reminders, quick 
links and featured Quick Guides. Stay inspired and 
on track by registering today! 

 
 

When you’re just starting out, the process of 
mastering culture can seem mysterious, 
complicated and challenging. 
Other people’s actions, traditions and beliefs can 
seem hard to understand and accommodate. But by 
working through the models above – and taking the 
key concepts on board – you will demystify the 
concept of culture and develop concrete practical 
tools for becoming a true culture wiz! 

Cross-cultural awareness and understanding 
is the way of the future!  
As some parts of the world become more divided, 
open-minded and cross-culturally competent young 
people are needed more than ever. By opening 
yourself up to other cultures, you hold a powerful 
tool. Every globally literate, cross-culturally aware 
young worker contributes to building a better, more 
understanding and more inclusive world. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Your free subscription paid for by your school. 

 

Overwhelmed?  
Don’t Be! 

The Future 
Is Bright! 

https://myworldabroad.com/register
https://s3.amazonaws.com/file.myworldabroad.com/Newsletter/MyWorldAbroad-Student-Bulletin.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/file.myworldabroad.com/Newsletter/MyWorldAbroad-Student-Bulletin.pdf
https://myworldabroad.com/book/section-2253-1
https://myworldabroad.com/login

