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Global communication skills: contextual factors fostering their
development at internationalised higher education institutions
Daniel Dauber and Helen Spencer-Oatey

Department of Applied Linguistics, University of Warwick, Coventry, UK

ABSTRACT
Communication skills are highly sought after by employers, as industry
reports repeatedly show. At the same time, those reports also reveal
that many employers are dissatisfied with their newly hired graduates’
communication skills. In addition, increasing globalisation has led to the
call for ‘global graduates’ who can function well in culturally diverse
contexts. Considering both aspects, it is important, to explore which
factors help foster students’ global communication skills. This paper
investigates this issue, testing the impact of potential factors identified
from previous literature. Data was collected from 2359 students in
seven different institutions located in five different countries. A linear
regression model was tested to identify those factors which most
contribute to global communication skills development. Results show
that motivation to improve communication skills and the experience of
social and academic integration into the campus community made the
most significant contribution to participants’ higher levels of global
communication skills development. Besides, students who were
presented with relevant opportunities and support from their respective
institution and those engaged with foreign languages also
demonstrated higher levels of global communication skills
development. The paper concludes that for students to acquire the
communication skills needed for working successfully in diverse
contexts, and hence to become ‘global graduates’, it is essential that
they venture out of their comfort zones and engage with the diverse
campus community. At the same time, this engagement requires
universities’ guidance and support to help maximise the learning gains
from such intercultural encounters.
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Introduction

Over the past ten years, a large number of industry reports and academic papers have repeatedly
reported that communication skills and skills related to them (e.g. working in diverse teams) are
highly sought after by employers (e.g. Andrews and Higson 2008; British Council 2018; CBI/
Pearson 2017; Diamond et al. 2011; Economist Intelligence Unit 2012; Financial Times 2018; Univer-
sities and Colleges Admissions Service (UCAS) 2019). At the same time, there are also reports that
graduates are not always meeting employers’ expectations in this regard (CBI/Pearson 2017; QS Intel-
ligence Unit 2018; QS Intelligence Unit 2018). Employers have started prioritising employability skills
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over academic performance when hiring new graduates (Financial Times 2016), so universities are
under pressure to prepare students for their postgraduate careers.

Several governments and organisations have pointed to the role of education providers in foster-
ing ‘global graduates’. For instance, the UK’s International Education Strategy (Department for Edu-
cation and Department for International Trade 2019) states that universities should help foster ‘a
generation of citizens who can succeed in an increasingly globalised world’ (p.24). Similarly, one
of the objectives in the Swedish government’s strategy (Statens Offentliga Utredningar (SOU)
2018) is that ‘All students who earn university degrees have developed their international under-
standing or intercultural competence’ (p.42). They acknowledge that since not everyone can have
international mobility experiences, this needs to be acquired at home. At university level, some strat-
egies (e.g. University of Nottingham n.d.; University of Sheffield n.d) refer to this, mentioning the
development of a ‘global mindset’ or ‘global citizenship’ within students and staff. Others,
however, (e.g. University of Edinburgh n.d.; University of Warwick n.d.) do not mention this aspect
explicitly but instead refer to the recruitment of staff and student talent from around the world
and the promotion of international partnerships. Few, if any, make any specific mention of communi-
cation skills. Some (e.g. Durham University n.d.) refer to the internationalisation of the curriculum,
which may (or may not) include communication skills.

These insights raise a fundamental question: what kinds of educational contexts can help foster
the communication skills that are particularly needed for culturally diverse contexts, such that gradu-
ates are better prepared for a globalised world of work and that employers become more satisfied
with the skills that their recruits bring? We call such communication skills ‘global communication
skills’. This paper addresses the question of how their development may be fostered using data
from a large-scale international study.

Literature review

What are global communication skills?

Global communication skills (sometimes known as intercultural communication skills or compe-
tence) are the skills needed to communicate effectively in culturally diverse or unfamiliar contexts.
Many of these skills are identical to those needed for communicating in any context, but as we
explain below, they also have some particular features.

Foreign language skills and global communication skills are not synonymous. Foreign language
skills refer to proficiency in one or more foreign languages to communicate ‘correctly’with others, i.e.
knowledge of the vocabulary and grammar. Fluency in a language does not automatically imply
having a high level of global communication skills. This is because meaning is not coded and
decoded mechanistically but requires the application of background knowledge (Kecskes 2014).
Meaning is jointly constructed between the participants, and to achieve this successfully, shared
background knowledge is essential. Differences in socialisation history and background can affect
the perceived clarity of communication and require adjustments in communication patterns to
build common ground, i.e. demonstrate global communication skills. This is especially true when
there are differences in preference regarding how explicitly to convey information (e.g. Žegarac
2008).

Early research into second language acquisition identified several ways in which fluent speakers
could promote mutual understanding (e.g. see Ellis 1994 for a clear summary). These include:

. Manner of delivery (e.g. slower speed, longer pauses, clearer articulation)

. Grammatical complexity (e.g. shorter sentences, simpler syntax)

. Lexical complexity (e.g. use of higher frequency lexical items)

. Discourse management (e.g. amount and type of information conveyed)

. Discourse repair (e.g. requests for clarification and confirmation, repetitions)
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Intercultural theorists have built on this and similar work to identify the skills needed for effective
communication in culturally diverse contexts. For instance, Spencer-Oatey and Franklin (2009, 83) list
various facets such as ‘message attuning’, ‘active listening’, ‘building of shared knowledge’ and ‘lin-
guistic accommodation’. As we explain below, we drew on this research in designing the items to
probe the construct ‘global communication skills’.

Why are global communication skills essential?

Many recent reports on employer perspectives (e.g. British Council 2013; British Council 2018; CBI/
Pearson 2017; 2019; Diamond et al. 2011; Economist Intelligence Unit 2012; QS Intelligence Unit
2018) have identified communication as one of the top skills employers are looking for. One of
the most recent studies on global skills for employment (QS Intelligence Unit 2018) reports com-
munication as the third most important skill for employers but reports a gap of 24% between
that importance and employers’ satisfaction with their graduate recruits’ skills. However, it is not
always clear just what kind of ‘communication skills’ are being referred to. Whether it refers primarily
to the kinds of soft skills considered by Spencer-Oatey and Franklin (2009) or to facets such as gram-
matical accuracy in writing and breadth of vocabulary. We return to this towards the end of the
article. Nevertheless, facility in communication is clearly a vital graduate attribute that universities
need to pay more attention to. This brings us to the next question: how can such skills be developed?

How can global communication skills be fostered?

One of the elements of successful learning of all kinds is motivation, and we suggest that this is
equally true for developing global communication skills. For instance, Gudykunst (2004) included
it as a key element for developing effective intergroup communication. Others like Leung, Ang,
and Tan (2014) state that motivation is a primary driver for individuals to ‘learn about cultural differ-
ences and to understand culturally different others accurately’ (495). Similarly, the European INCA
(Intercultural Competence and Assessment) project (Prechtl and Lund 2009) identified it as a foun-
dational facet of their intercultural competence model. Moreover, ‘curiosity and discovery’ have
been identified as essential components for achieving intercultural competence (Deardorff 2006;
Bennett 2009). Since global communication skills are often subsumed under intercultural compe-
tence, we hypothesise:

H1: Students who attach more importance to the development of global communication skills will report higher
levels of global communication skills development.

Language socialisation theory is an important theory of language and communication development
that is particularly relevant to the intercultural field. This theory highlights the important role social
interactions and cultural practices play in shaping language abilities. The theory suggests that we
learn not just a language but also the cultural norms, values, and expectations associated with
that language. This learning occurs through our daily interactions and routines within a language
community. Thus, language learning is seen as a socially embedded process shaped by the cultural
practices and social norms surrounding us (Longman 2008, 489, 490, 492).

This explanation draws attention to two key features: the importance of interaction for language
and communication development and the close interconnection between language and culture.
Both are particularly relevant for internationalisation at home, where a diverse community of stu-
dents (and staff) exists. It means that students of all backgrounds need to interact with each
other if they are to enhance their language and global communication skills. Through participating
in this way, students will be able to gain competence in managing interactions between themselves
and others from culturally different backgrounds (see also Spitzberg and Chagnon 2009). Regarding
global communication skills, we hypothesise:
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H2: Students who engagemore with the diverse campus community will report higher levels of global communi-
cation skills development.

Just as universities can support language socialisation with regard to foreign language skills (e.g.
Dufon 2008), universities also play a role in supporting the development of global communication
skills. This can be through opportunities they offer for encountering cultural differences (e.g. through
study abroad opportunities), in that these can offer more extensive and challenging language socia-
lisation experiences. It can also be through the intercultural awareness support that they provide
(Carroll and Appleton 2007; Killick 2018). The latter might include aspects of social support provided
by universities. It has been shown that students who receive social support from other students likely
outperform their peers in various areas of development and academic success (e.g. Napoli and
Wortman 1998; Grant-Vallone et al. 2003). However, further research is needed focusing on university
support systems and their impact on students’ competency development. In light of the reviewed
literature, we hypothesise:

H3: Students who perceive their universities as providing good opportunities and support for acquiring intercul-
tural competence will report higher levels of global communication skills development.

Regarding foreign language learning, prior research reports mixed results on whether proficiency in
a second language can enhance the acquisition of a third language (De Bot and Jaensch 2015).
Nevertheless, people who have engaged in foreign language learning will have picked up some
language learning strategies which are likely to support the development of global communication
skills (Grosjean 2012) and may have a greater interest in communication per se. Besides, some
studies (e.g. Wu 2016) have found that greater proficiency in a foreign language (English, in the
case of Wu’s Taiwanese study) leads to higher intercultural sensitivity. We, therefore, further
hypothesise:

H4: Students who engage more in developing their foreign language skills will report higher levels of global
communication skills development.

Methodology

To test our hypotheses, a quantitative research methodology was used, with data collected through
a questionnaire. The questionnaire was designed to provide insights into students’ study experi-
ences across multiple universities on a larger scale. The sampling strategy, measures used to evaluate
study experiences, and reliability measures will be discussed.

Sample

We collected data from 2359 students in seven different institutions located in five different
countries (Belgium, Germany, Ireland, UK, and Uruguay). To achieve access to students in different
universities, researchers had to liaise with each institution independently. The participating insti-
tutions chose which student cohorts we were permitted to link to our questionnaire to avoid
survey fatigue among students. Thus, the collected data is not random in nature.

48% (1126) of students were female, and 50% (1183) were male. 2% (50) of students did not wish
to disclose their gender. The sample consists of 70% undergraduate and 25% postgraduate students.
Participants were from 98 different countries representing 55% domestic and 35% international stu-
dents (10% did not wish to disclose this information).

Measures

The Global Education Profiler (GEP) was used to investigate our hypotheses and measures the five
variables covered in our hypotheses. The GEP is a diagnostic tool that enables universities to evaluate
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the extent to which they provide students with an internationalised university experience and the
level of engagement that students have with the various facets of internationalisation (Spencer-
Oatey and Dauber 2019a). It measures four essential facets of student experiences, which our
hypotheses reflect: (1) Global Communication Skills (CS), (2) Social and Academic Integration (IG),
(3) Global Opportunities and Support (GOS) and (4) Foreign Language Skills (FLS).

The GEP measures each of these constructs twice: Once to capture how important these aspects
of university life are to students and, second, the extent to which students experience them within
their institutions. Both scales (importance and experience) use a 6-point Likert scale, with ‘1’ repre-
senting low importance/experience and ‘6’ representing high importance/experience. A Likert-scale
without a neutral point was chosen because interpreting such a ‘middle option’ is often difficult and
can have multiple reasons (for a comprehensive list, see Chyung et al. 2017). Studies on this topic
tend to be somewhat inconclusive (e.g. Garland 1991). While some studies reveal no particular differ-
ences regarding the internal structure of the data (e.g. Leung 2011), other studies seem to show con-
cerns (e.g. Weems and Onwuegbuzie 2001). Given the cross-cultural nature of this study, it is
noteworthy that some studies demonstrated that there are cultural differences in how often partici-
pants pick the midpoint (e.g. Lee et al. 2002). As this would have likely affected our analysis nega-
tively, we abstained from offering such an option and forced participants to choose. Thus,
participants only could skip a question or randomly pick what was closest to their perceived accurate
score.

In this study, we will focus on five constructs in particular, as hypothesised above:

. The perceived experience of developing global communication skills (CSexp)

. The importance students attach to developing global communication skills (CSimp)

. The experience of integration into the campus community (IGexp)

. The experience of having global opportunities and support provided by the university (GOSexp),
and

. The experience of developing foreign communication skills (FLSexp).

Below we briefly outline the relevant measures.

Global communication skills (CSexp and CSimp)
Global Communication Skills focuses on the skills needed to communicate effectively in global con-
texts. It applies to fluent and less fluent speakers alike because an effective communicator needs to
be able to adjust his/her language to the requirements of the contextual situation, including the
level of fluency of other speakers. Items which probe this construct cover different elements of flexi-
bility in communication, such as ways of conveying meaning clearly, checking with others for clar-
ification, and varying communication style. Participants who score high on Global Communication
Skills are excellent in both understanding others and conveying their own messages clearly. Eight
items were used to measure this construct. Sample items include ‘I am getting better at explaining
my ideas clearly to others’ and ‘If I don’t understand what someone else says, I find ways of clarifying
what they mean’.

Integration (IGexp)
The notion of integration can be interpreted frommany different angles (see also Spencer-Oatey and
Dauber 2019b). In this paper, integration refers to the mixing and interaction of students from
diverse backgrounds. It covers social and academic integration, such as participating in events
that bring together people from different cultural backgrounds, having a diverse range of friends,
discussing academic topics with people who have different background experiences, and working
in multicultural groups. Students who score high on this construct attach importance to interacting
with a wide range of people and take steps to ensure they make the most of their opportunities.
Thirteen items were used to measure this construct. Sample items include ‘I spend time socialising
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with people from different cultural backgrounds’ and ‘I have good opportunities to carry out group pro-
jects with people from many different cultural backgrounds’.

Global opportunities and support (GOSexp)
Global Opportunities and Support probes the different ‘stretch’ opportunities offered to students
that will help take them out of their comfort zone and engage with difference. It also probes the
support they receive to gain the most from these opportunities. Students who score high on this
construct have access to a wide range of diverse experiences and receive support to make the
most of them. Global Opportunities and Support consists of ten items. Sample items include ‘The
university offers many different types of opportunities for developing my intercultural skills’ and ‘The uni-
versity’s career services help me in developing the intercultural skills I need to work in a global context’.

Foreign language skills (FLSexp)
Foreign Language Skills covers several facets of foreign language learning, including opportunities
to develop foreign language skills, steps taken to improve foreign language skills, and actual use of a
foreign language. Participants who score high on this construct exhibit great interest in speaking
other languages and usually devote time to studying a language of choice s as well as proactively
seeking opportunities to use it. Foreign Language Skills was measured using ten items. Sample
items include ‘The university provides good opportunities for me to learn the foreign language of my
choice’ and ‘I regularly spend time with fluent speakers of the foreign language I am learning’.

Figure 1 summarises the measures and the expected relationships with our dependent variable,
i.e. CSexp.

Psychometric properties of measures

Reliability was established for the five constructs used in our hypotheses, with Cronbach’s alpha
ranging from 0.89–0.92 (see Table 1). A confirmatory factor analysis was also conducted to
confirm the fit of the items on each latent variable, and results showed a good fit as indicated by

Figure 1. Relationship of factors affecting global communication skills development.
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high values for Comparative Fit Index (CFI), Standardised Root Error of Approximation (RMSEA) and
Standardised Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR) (see Table 2). This suggests a consistent under-
standing of the GEP items across participants.

Results

The data were computed in R (V3.5.3) using relevant R packages such as’ leaps’ (Lumley & Miller
2020),’ MASS’ (Venables and Ripley 2002) and ‘caret’ (Kuhn 2020). While the GEP offers broader
insights across all of its constructs, the following analysis will focus on the variables related to the
abovementioned hypotheses.

Descriptive results

Table 3 provides the main descriptive statistics for the GEP constructs used for the subsequent
regression. The importance of global communication skills is rated high, with an average score
of 4.59 and 88% of students rating it as important or very important. However, the experience
of developing these skills is lower, with a statistically significant difference between importance
and experience scores (t = 26.936, df = 2358, p < 0.001), but with only moderate effect size
(Cohen’s d = 0.555). While 70% of students reported experiencing development in these skills,
30% did not.

By far, the lowest scores are reported for GOSexp (mean = 3.45) and FLSexp (mean = 3.33), indicat-
ing that these two aspects are less experienced by students than other constructs. The mean scores
fall slightly below the scale mean, i.e. below 3.5, and more than 50% of the respondents report not
experiencing them. A third construct (IGexp) had a mean score (3.66) barely above the scale mean
and with 44% of respondents reporting low levels of integration.

These results indicate that while experiences with integration, foreign language skills develop-
ment and global opportunities and support are not extremely poor, they are also not good and
offer much room for improvement. This finding also links to our hypotheses and rationale for the

Table 1. Cronbach’s α for GEP constructs used in this study.

Variable Cronbach’s α Nr. of items

CSexp 0.89 8
CSimp 0.92 8
IGexp 0.90 13
GOSexp 0.90 10
FLSexp 0.92 10

Table 2. Confirmatory factor analysis of all GEP constructs.

Variable CFI RMSEA SRMR

Importance scale 0.92 0.06 0.04
Experience scale 0.85 0.07 0.06

Table 3. Descriptive statistics of GEP constructs.

Variable mean median sd se >= 3.5

CSexp 4.08 4.12 0.98 0.02 70%
CSimp 4.59 4.62 0.96 0.02 88%
IGexp 3.66 3.62 1.02 0.02 56%
GOSexp 3.45 3.40 1.09 0.02 49%
FLSexp 3.33 3.30 1.24 0.03 46%
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study, i.e. that the weak (global) communication skills of graduates often reported by employers may
be due to the lack of relevant university experiences to foster such skills.

Given these findings, we then investigated our hypotheses on the factors that nurture the global
communication skills of future graduates so that they can function effectively in culturally diverse
workplaces.

Correlation results

The correlations between the independent variables and the experience scores of global communi-
cation skills were moderate (see Table 4). To ensure that all independent variables contribute to
explaining the variance in CSexp, a partial correlation was performed (see Table 5). The relationship
between independent variables dropped substantially, causing less concern for multicollinearity (see
Table 7). There is also a sharp decline in the correlation of CSexp with IGexp and GSexp. Despite this
drop in correlation coefficients, they remained statistically significant. Therefore we kept both vari-
ables in our regression model to test our theoretical model and hypotheses.

Regression results

Before computing the regression, we tested whether any outliers existed in the data, which could
affect the fit of a model to the overall data set. Since we were using more than one independent
variable in this model, we used Cook’s distance measure to identify outliers (i.e. respondents)
which had to be removed to avoid compromising the model’s ability to predict all cases. As a
result, 121 (5%) cases were removed before the regression.

Results from a multiple regression with forced entry (see Table 6) suggests that all independent vari-
ables significantly help to explain the variance in CSexp. However, CSimp and IGexp are particularly good
predictors. Thus, the importance students attach to global communication skills (H1) and their sense of
integration into the campus community (H2)mainly explain howmuch they believe they havedeveloped
their global communication skills. The extent to which students receive support in developing intercul-
tural communication skills (H3) and their opportunities to learn and develop their foreign language abil-
ities (H4) also contributed to their development of global communication skills, but to a lesser extent. We
explore the implications of these insights in greater detail in the discussion section below.

The results were validated through a Durbin-Watson test, which showed independence of errors
(autocorrelation = 0.027, DW statistics = 1.947, p = 0.232). There were also no issues with multicolli-
nearity (see Table 7).

In a final step, we included age and gender as control variables to see whether this would further
improve our model. Both, age (β = 0.006, t = 2.166, p = 0.030) and gender (β = 0.0421, t = 1.762, p =
0.078) did not contribute to the explanatory power of the model and, therefore, have no impact on
students’ higher education experiences regarding their development of communication skills.

Discussion

This section considers the outcome of each hypothesis in turn and reflects on how the results
enhance our understanding of prior research. We also provide recommendations for future investi-
gations in this area.

Table 4. Correlation of variables (p < 0.001 for all r).

Variable CSexp CSimp IGexp GSexp
CSimp 0.556
IGexp 0.571 0.305
GSexp 0.575 0.326 0.560
LSexp 0.526 0.385 0.436 0.600
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Motivation matters

If students consider global communication skills unimportant, they will not invest time and effort to
develop them. This study has shown that most students’ attitudes are already very high toward
developing global communication skills. This can likely be attributed to the growing awareness of
‘intercultural’ communication as an essential skill in many degree programmes and research
fields, e.g. Information Systems (Mitchell and Benyon 2018), Engineering (Riemer 2007), Manage-
ment (Jameson 1993), and others.

The regression results (H1) support previous research highlighting the significance of intercultural
skills/intelligence in developing global communication skills (e.g. Chirkov et al. 2007; Chirkov et al.
2008). Our study shows that the importance students attach to developing global communication
skills has the most substantial impact on developing such skills (β = 0.38615). This highlights the
need to encourage students to value these skills and motivate them to work on them. Previous
research has shown that motivation plays a crucial role in developing competencies and skills and
is linked to positive behavioural and well-being outcomes in culturally diverse contexts (e.g.
Chirkov et al. 2007; Chirkov et al. 2008). This study provides new insights into the development of
global communication skills and emphasises the crucial role of students’ motivation in this process.

Most degree programmes aim to socialise students into the communication genres required for
their discipline. However, it is unclear to what extent they actively foster the development of global
communication skills. The assumption that discipline-based communication skills are sufficient may
not hold true, as evidenced by industry reports at the beginning of this paper. A diverse classroom
provides a valuable opportunity to foster these skills (Reissner-Roubicek and Spencer-Oatey 2021).
Raising awareness of the benefits of the classroom and ways to maximise them could enhance
the development of global communication skills. Further research in this area is essential and
necessary.

Integration aids the development of students’ global communication skills

The development of global communication skills has long been considered a primary outcome of
studying abroad (e.g. Chieffo and Griffiths 2004; Williams 2005; Pedersen 2010). However, research
highlights that the quality of these experiences matters (Schartner 2016). With the increase in
inbound international student mobility, universities can leverage their diverse student body to
promote global communication skills development without the need to study abroad. This is poss-
ible through ‘internationalisation at home’ initiatives, which aim to enable students to engage effec-
tively with cultural others and develop global communication skills. While a diverse student body

Table 5. Partial correlation of variables (p < 0.001 for all r).

Variable CSexp CSimp IGexp GSexp
CSimp 0.423
IGexp 0.324 −0.031
GSexp 0.235 −0.040 0.293
LSexp 0.156 0.142 0.059 0.393

Table 7. Multicollinearity diagnostics.

Variable VIF Tolerance

CSimp 1.212 0.825
IGexp 1.513 0.661
GSexp 1.893 0.528
LSexp 1.690 0.592
mean 1.577 0.651
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can provide benefits, it is crucial that students feel integrated (e.g. Song 2013; Spencer-Oatey and
Dauber, 2019b; Hernandez 2019).

Integration is an essential component of every community and can be analysed on three different
levels regarding higher education institutions: individual, community and institutional (Spencer-
Oatey and Dauber 2019b). Especially the individual and community levels have crucial personal
benefits for students, such as well-being, satisfaction and positive engagement with others. Rienties
et al. (2012) showed in an extensive study of 958 students that academic integration also signifi-
cantly improves students’ academic achievements.

Integration in the academic and social sphere plays a crucial role in developing global communi-
cation skills, as found in this study (H2). Cross-language socialisation in the form of integration is an
important aspect of internationalised campus communities and contributes to developing these
skills. Encouraging students to move outside of their comfort zones, against their natural tendency
of homophily (McPherson, Smith-Lovin, and Cook 2001), and appreciating the benefits of unfamiliar
experiences is essential for fostering these skills.

As Spencer-Oatey and Dauber (2019b) emphasise, integration is a process which involves all
members of an institution. While the responsibility for making contact with other students
outside the classroom resides mostly with students themselves, it should be a consideration
for lecturers to revisit curricula designs and classroom management to incorporate elements
that may require students to move out of their comfort zone not only in classroom settings
but also outside of it. While elaborating on such options would reach beyond the scope and
purpose of this study, we deem it a promising and necessary area for future research and
development.

Providing opportunities and support for global communication skills development

Universities must support students in developing global communication skills, as it is not just an indi-
vidual effort. Opportunities for development are important, but without support, students may
experience negative emotions and psychological stress (e.g. Furnham and Bochner 1986; Ward,
Bochner, and Furnham 2001; Chapdelaine and Alexitch 2004). This can impact their task self-
efficacy beliefs and limit their engagement in similar experiences. To help students make sense of
their experiences, universities must provide pedagogical guidance (e.g. Schartner 2016; Pedersen
2010).

While there are some good resources available to guide institutions in their support of students’
global communication skills development (e.g. Reissner-Roubicek and Spencer-Oatey 2021; World
Council on Intercultural and Global Competence 2022; UK Council for International Student Affairs
2022) the amount of information and resources available to educators and universities appears to
be small or not publicly accessible.

The study shows that university support is key to developing global communication skills. Stu-
dents who use these resources are more likely to engage in interactions that improve their skills
(H3). Universities should provide students with guidance, assistance, and feedback to reinforce
their motivation and understanding of the importance of these skills. However, it’s important to

Table 6. Results from multiple regression.

Variable B β se t p

(Intercept) 0.38063 – 0.06313 6.03 < 0.001∗∗∗
CSimp 0.37497 0.38615 0.01386 27.05 < 0.001∗∗∗
IGexp 0.27867 0.30566 0.01452 19.19 < 0.001∗∗∗
GSexp 0.18361 0.21216 0.01545 11.88 < 0.001∗∗∗
LSexp 0.10241 0.13538 0.01283 7.98 < 0.001∗∗∗
Residual standard error = 0.5523, DF = 2233
Multiple R2 = 0.6405, Adjusted R2 = 0.6398
F(4,2233) = 994.5, p < 0.001∗∗∗
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monitor and assess the effectiveness of these measures in the long term. Further research is needed
to determine the effectiveness of current ‘best practices’ for supporting students in developing their
global communication skills, especially if their experiences have a negative impact on their well-
being.

Learning a foreign language helps in cross-cultural communication

Hypothesis H4 explored the relationship between foreign language learning and the development
of global communication skills. The findings indicate a moderate yet significant connection
between the two. This supports previous research that showed language acquisition could
improve intercultural sensitivity (Wu 2016) and enhance communication skills (Sarwari and
Abdul Wahab 2017).

Theoretical implications and future directions

The study identified significant factors affecting students’ development of global communication
skills, including individual and contextual factors moving beyond curricula and training offerings.
Future studies could focus on fostering global communication skills through lectures and seminars,
where students spend most of their time. Comparing students with high and low scores for the
importance and experiences of global communication skills could offer further and deeper insights
into their skills development.

The effects of the COVID-19 pandemic have resulted in a shift towards online learning, but its
long-term impact is uncertain. Previous research found low student engagement in online lectures
(Mayende, Prinz, and Isabwe 2017) and graduates lacking in online collaboration competencies,
including communication skills (Kolm et al. 2022). As universities gradually resume in-person teach-
ing, graduates may still need to work remotely after transitioning into a workplace, making it crucial
for universities to equip them with the necessary communication skills for virtual settings. Further
research on this topic is necessary.

Limitations

The results of this study apply only to the specific institutions studied and should not be assumed to
be generalisable to other universities within our outside of Europe. However, considering these
factors may help universities and students identify areas for improvement.

The study investigates the impact of non-curricular contexts on students’ perceived development
of global communication skills. It’s essential to note that the results are based on self-perception
measures and may not accurately reflect students’ actual communication skills. Also, students
rated their experiences as moderate, with 50% scoring CSexp ≤ 4.12. Further exploration of students
who were and who were not exposed to more growth-enhancing contexts and their future work-
place performance is needed to understand the impact of non-classroom-related social interactions
on their global communication skills development.

The study focused on students’ perspectives, but staff members play a crucial role in developing
their global communication skills. Future studies should include a complementary staff perspective
to provide a more comprehensive understanding of how study experiences can be improved.

It is important to note that the results of this study are limited to trends and generalisations based
on a quantitative approach. Further investigation into students’ study experiences using qualitative
methods can offer more detailed insights into contexts of growth, e.g. by examining university
mission statements, programme and course materials, etc. Incorporating qualitative research
elements would also provide a deeper understanding of this study’s main findings and further
unpack the relationships between variables.
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Conclusion

This study provides large-scale empirical evidence on the factors that foster global communication
skills, which are highly valued by employers. Four key factors were identified: the importance placed
on skill development, integration into the community, engagement with foreign language learning,
and institutional support. While curricula design remains important, the results suggest that a flour-
ishing, productive, and socially shared learning environment is crucial.

Future research should examine growth opportunities outside of the regularly taught component
of students’ study life. The results suggest that (1) students need to be made aware that even though
they may find it frustrating or discouraging to interact with people from different (language) back-
grounds, those experiences can foster essential skills within them that will be helpful to their future
careers. Also, (2) university support is essential in helping students identify, explore and leverage
such learning opportunities.

Availability of data and material

Due to research ethics regulations, we are not allowed to share data with third parties. This is what
participants consented to when completing the questionnaire.
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