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Study Abroad and Cultural Disengagement 
 

By Eric R. Terzuolo 
 

The impact of study abroad on how participants view their own cultures, instead 

of other cultures, is an understudied area. In the research discussed here, change 

over a semester in Cultural Disengagement (CD) scores on the Intercultural 

Development Inventory (IDI) version 3 was the dependent variable. The treatment 

group were US undergraduates from a large urban private university who studied 

abroad for a semester; the control group were students at the same institution who 

remained on the home campus for a semester. Those who studied abroad experienced 

a statistically significant reduction in disengagement from their culture of origin, as 

compared to the control group. This runs counter to widespread expectations that 

study abroad will influence participants to view their culture of origin more critically. 
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Introduction 

 

We expect higher education to help students understand and deal effectively 

with cultures other than their own. The American Association of Colleges and 

Universities (AAC&U), for example, provides academic institutions with the 

International Knowledge and Competence VALUE Rubric. It states forcefully that 

integrating “intercultural knowledge and competence into the heart of education is 

an imperative” (AAC&U, n.d.).  

Study abroad is widely considered a valuable instrument to promote intercultural 

knowledge and competence. In fact, increased intercultural sensitivity has long been 

among the top objectives of study abroad offices on US campuses (Campbell, 2016). 

The Forum on Education Abroad, recognized by the US Department of Justice and 

the Federal Trade Commission as the Standards Development Organization for 

education abroad, stresses intercultural dimensions in its Standards of Good Practice. 

It requires study abroad program leaders, for example, to “communicate [to 

students] the importance of understanding the social, historical, political, economic, 

linguistic, cultural, and environmental context(s) for each program and location” 

(Forum on Education Abroad, 2023, Section 6.1.4). 

The concept of “global citizenship” also has become prominent in defining 

study abroad objectives, especially since the turn of the century (Tarbutton & Doyle, 

2023).  In the 2009 Handbook of Practice and Research in Study Abroad: Higher 

Education and the Quest for Global Citizenship, for example, the volume’s editor 

pointed to an ambitious agenda of democratizing study abroad and orienting it 

toward the goal of “developing critical individuals who are capable of analyzing 

power structures, building global community, or tangibly helping to improve the 

lives of people around the world” (Lewin, 2009, p. xv). This is essential in a world 
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where, according to the author, “boundaries between nations are blurring” (p. xiii). 

Schattle (2009, p. 18) situates the idea of global citizenship within the long-standing 

tradition of cosmopolitan thought but admits that global citizenship may be only 

“hazily defined on campus.”  Deardorff (2014) argues, in fact, that both “intercultural 

competence” and “global citizenship” are used in outcome statements for global 

mobility programs without having been clearly defined based on scholarship. 

It is not just a matter, however, of how students come to view other cultures, 

but also of how study abroad impacts their view of their own culture of origin.  

Among study abroad objectives and learning goals, for example, Haverford College 

includes “enhancing students’ self-awareness and understanding of their own 

culture”1. Dolby (2004, p. 150) quotes a statement from Brown University that 

describes study abroad as a chance to reflect on the “values and way of life of your 

own country, your own place in that country, and its place in the world.” In 

advocating a dramatic expansion of study abroad, President Emeritus of Goucher 

College Ungar (2016) argued it was necessary to help Americans overcome a series 

of deleterious mental habits, including the holding of “positive . . . zealous views” 

regarding their own country, “routine invocations of American superiority and 

invulnerability, complete with divine blessings,” and “preening”2. 

With expectations for study abroad running so high, assessment of how it 

actually impacts participants’ views of their own cultures certainly merits attention. 

But this is an understudied area, on which this research report is intended to shed 

some light. 

Expectations of transformative impacts from study abroad are not surprising. It 

is frequently, if sometimes too casually, described as a life-changing experience 

(Seifen, Rodriguez, & Johnson, 2019). It does have transformative potential. Mezirow’s 

transformative learning concept, which Deardorff (2016, p. 254) deems an “essential” 

theory impacting cultural development and learning, emphasizes change in taken-

for-granted assumptions constituting individuals’ frames of reference, and the key role 

of “disorienting dilemmas” in that process. Mezirow has significantly influenced how 

“those working in the area of intercultural education describe the process of 

developing intercultural competency” (Brewer & Cunningham 2009, p. 10). Study 

abroad at least can be replete with transformative disorienting dilemmas, as pointed 

out by Trilokekar and Kukar (2011). 

Determining the actual scope and nature of study abroad’s impacts became an 

increasingly important topic of research as numbers of students studying abroad 

steadily increased, reaching a pre-pandemic peak of almost 350,000 annually3. The 

Association of International Education Administrators (AIEA) 1996 report A 

Research Agenda for the Internationalization of Higher Education in the United 

States already was an important stimulus to improved research on issues including 

intercultural sensitivity (Ogden & Streitwieser, 2016). The assessment movement 

in higher education also has promoted more rigorous research (Vande Berg, 2007).  

 
1Available at: https://www.haverford.edu/study-abroad/apply/learning-goals#:~:text=We%20expect 

%20study%20abroad%20to,world%3B%20behavioral%20in%20that%20we. 
2For a debate on Ungar’s proposal, see Terzuolo and Ungar (2016). 
3See https://opendoorsdata.org/annual-release/u-s-study-abroad/. 
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A recent review, for example, of the literature on the intercultural competence outcomes 

of short-term study abroad programs identified 68 relevant articles (Goldstein, 2022). 

The growing body of literature on the intercultural development/competency/ 

skill impacts of study abroad employs a wide variety of techniques, both qualitative 

and quantitative. Ogden and Streitwieser (2016), for example, listed 12 instruments 

relevant to research on culture learning and intercultural development. Of those, the 

quantitative, longitudinal, quasi-experimental research discussed below employed 

the Intercultural Development Inventory (IDI), specifically version 3. This version 

included a measure termed Cultural Disengagement (CD), which can be described 

as indicating “the degree to which an individual or group experiences a sense of 

disconnection from a primary cultural community” (Hammer, 2012, p. 119)4.  Note 

that the IDI, widely used in the private sector as well as academia, is a rigorously 

validated instrument with strong content and construct validity, tested inter alia for 

cultural bias and susceptibility to social desirability effects (Hammer, 2012).  

The IDI Cultural Disengagement measure was used here to test the following 

research hypotheses regarding impacts of study abroad: 

 
Research Hypothesis (RH) 1: Study abroad, as compared to an equivalent period of study 

at one’s home institution, will be significantly associated with decreased disengagement5 

from one’s primary cultural identity. 

RH 2: Demographic characteristics or life experience of students6 will be significantly 

associated with differences in cultural disengagement change between study abroad and 

control groups. 

RH 3: Study abroad program characteristics7 will be significantly associated with change 

in Cultural Disengagement scores for students who participate in such programs. 

 

The next section of this paper, the Literature Review, focuses on studies that 

have employed the IDI to examine the relationship between study abroad and 

 
4Note that the IDI, which undergoes continual revision and updating, has reached version 5 as of this 

writing. In summer 2019, IDI, LLC, which owns all rights to the IDI, advised IDI Qualified 

Administrators that version 5 no longer would include Cultural Disengagement in the reports generated 

by the instrument. The intention was to improve the learning and experience of IDI respondents and 

assist IDI Qualified Administrators in providing debriefs. The instrument did not collect the requisite 

contexting information to facilitate fully satisfactory discussion of the Cultural Disengagement score. 

(T. Tachiera, Director of Programs, IDI, LLC, personal communication, January 10, 2022.) 
5Note that this would entail a pre- to post-test increase in CD score. The inverse relationship between 

the CD score and the degree of cultural disengagement it indicates can be a source of confusion at 

first. Simply stated, the higher the CD score, the less a participant’s disengagement from their primary 

cultural identity. 
6The variables employed in this study were: gender, academic major; membership in an ethnic minority; 

self-assessed ability to interact effectively in a language other than English; one-year of college-level 

foreign language study; self-identification as member of more than one national culture; having a 

grandparent born and raised outside the US; amount of time spent abroad before participating in the 

research. These were operationalized in the form of dichotomous variables, in other words as answers 

to yes/no or either/or questions. 
7In this study, students were asked whether: they had studied in an Anglophone country; their program 

employed intentional pedagogy to promote intercultural skills; they took courses at host-country 

universities that were primarily intended for host-country nationals; their studies included courses 

conducted in a language other than English or intended to teach a language other than English; they 

resided primarily with host-country nationals. 
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change in how participants perceive their culture of origin, while also providing 

additional theoretical context. The subsequent Methodology and Research Design 

section provides further details of the IDI in its description of the research methods. 

Subsequent sections describe the research results, discuss those results, underlining 

similarities to and contrasts with other research findings, and offer some conclusions 

regarding the implications of these results for future research. 

 

 

Literature Review 

 

Though IDI measures have been used as outcome variables in research on study 

abroad’s impact on participants’ relationships with their cultures of origin, this 

research is very limited compared to that on intercultural competence impacts of 

study abroad. Hao (2012) considered the Cultural Disengagement impact of a year 

of study abroad on high school students from the People’s Republic of China. The 

study abroad students showed a small mean increase (from 4.09 to 4.12) in CD 

score, suggesting increased engagement with their own culture. The mean CD score 

for the control group, who did not study abroad, dropped. But the between-groups 

difference was not statistically significant.  

Other studies have employed a different IDI measure, Encapsulated Marginality 

(EM), which was something of a forerunner to, but also quite distinct from, Cultural 

Disengagement. The IDI places individuals on the Intercultural Development 

Continuum (IDC), a theoretical developmental framework, currently with five 

progressively more multicultural orientations toward cultural difference: Denial, 

Polarization, Minimization, Acceptance, and Adaptation. The Intercultural Development 

Continuum has its roots in M. J. Bennett’s (1993) Developmental Model of 

Intercultural Sensitivity (DMIS) but with significant research-based revisions. As 

employed in IDI version 2, in fact, the Continuum included the Integration orientation 

from Bennett’s model, an ethnorelative/multicultural orientation (Chan, 2011), a 

stage beyond Adaptation, the now most multicultural orientation (Hammer, 2012). 

To capture the Integration orientation, the IDI then included an Encapsulated 

Marginality (EM) scale, drawing on the work of J. M. Bennett (1993), who had 

identified two types of marginality: “constructive marginality,” a positive way of 

experiencing the sense of being between cultures, and “encapsulated marginality,” 

in which “separation from culture is experienced as alienation” (Hammer, Bennett, 

& Wiseman, 2003, p. 425)8. 

Rodríguez-Izquierdo (2018) examined the intercultural sensitivity impact of an 

international mobility program on Spanish university students, employing a Spanish 

version of the IDI version 2 that included Encapsulated Marginality, using pre- to 

post-test measures for a group that studied abroad and for a control group that did 

 
8Validation research leading to version 3 of the IDI, however, indicated that the DMIS Integration stage 

was “not theoretically related to the development of intercultural competence – the focus of the IDI.” 

Rather, the DMIS Integration stage was “concerned with the construction of an intercultural identity” 

(Hammer, 2012, p. 119). Cultural Disengagement was a successor, in a sense, to the Encapsulated 

Marginality measure, but also explicitly distinct from the IDI’s measure of intercultural development/ 

competence. 
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not. Both groups demonstrated increased interculturalism over the course of an 

academic year, but the increase was statistically significantly greater for those who 

studied abroad, including on the Encapsulated Marginality scale. Turning to the 

intercultural sensitivity impact of service-learning experiences among people from 

other cultures, Rodríguez-Izquierdo (2021) also found that Encapsulated Marginality 

score change aligned with increased pre- to post-test ethnorelativism among those 

who participated in service learning, as opposed to the control group.  

Jones, Hof, and Tillman (2016), on the other hand, found inconsistent 

Encapsulated Marginality impacts for an intercultural service-learning experience 

at the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation, with two of the six participants showing 

decreased EM scores following the experience, implying increased alienation from 

their cultures of origin. Westrick (2004) using IDI version 2 had found a statistically 

significant increase in Encapsulated Marginality score, indicating progress in 

resolving EM issues, for students at an international secondary school in Hong Kong 

who participated in a year-long humanities course with an intercultural service 

experience at an orphanage in China. But students at the school participating in other 

intercultural programs with similar objectives did not experience comparable 

impacts on Encapsulated Marginality9. 

Pedersen (2010) found a statistically significant pre- to post-test increase in EM 

scores for US study abroad participants in the UK who were enrolled in a Psychology 

of Group Dynamics course and received intercultural effectiveness training. 

Students studying abroad, but not engaged in said education and training, and a 

control group that did not study abroad at all, actually saw decreases in mean EM 

scores. The EM scores for participants in a short-term program in The Netherlands 

with intentional intercultural pedagogy also increased (Pedersen, n.d.) 

Those interested in intercultural competence development have good reason to 

be interested in cultural disengagement and encapsulated marginality. Byram, 

Nichols, and Stevens (2001), for example, made a strong link between intercultural 

competence and a critical, analytical stance toward one’s own culture. In defining 

the characteristics of what they termed the “intercultural speaker and mediator,” 

they included: “willingness to relativise one’s own values, beliefs, and behaviours” 

(p. 5); knowledge of “social groups and their products and practices in one’s own 

and one’s interlocutor’s country” (p. 6); “critical cultural awareness . . . an ability to 

evaluate, critically and on the basis of explicit criteria, perspectives, practices, and 

products in one’s own and other cultures and countries” (p. 8). Byram also linked 

what he termed “intercultural communicative competence” to “intercultural citizenship” 

(Deardorff 2016, p. 252). In the first research-based framework of intercultural 

competence, Deardorff (2016, pp. 249-250) found that intercultural scholars concurred 

on the importance of “cultural self-awareness (meaning the ways in which one’s 

culture has influenced one’s identity and worldview)” as part of intercultural competence.  

Analysis of study abroad’s impact on attitudes toward participants’ cultures of 

origin also may speak to some critiques of current study abroad practices, and 

whether they effectively promote more cosmopolitan mindsets. As well documented by 

Moreno (2021, p. 93), scholars working from a critical perspective have highlighted 

 
9This suggests the importance of program specificities in determining intercultural competence and 

cultural engagement impacts of study abroad, and thus runs counter to the findings reported here. 
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the “neoliberal and neocolonial ideologies embedded within discourses surrounding 

US study abroad, specifically regarding global citizenship.” Moreno argues that 

educators must “actively guide students in their self-reflection and critical thinking” 

on such matters (p. 106). Ogden (2007) had highlighted the problem of “colonial 

students” experiencing study abroad from inside comfortable US bubbles, presumably 

a situation unlikely to promote critical reflection on one’s home culture. But it also 

seems that local students at institutions hosting international students do not 

automatically engage with their visiting counterparts and help introduce them to 

host country culture and society, something institutions could do more to encourage 

(King et al., 2021). 

 

 

Methodology and Research Design 

 

I tested Research Hypotheses 1 and 2—regarding the impact of study abroad on 

attitudes toward one’s culture of origin and how personal history and demographic 

factors might play a role—using pre- to post-test change in IDI Cultural Disengagement 

(CD) scores, a metric referred to below as DeltaCD, as the outcome variable. I 

compared mean DeltaCD for an experimental group, who studied abroad for a 

semester, and a control group who remained on the home campus for a comparable 

period, using analysis of variance (ANOVA) statistical techniques, after having 

confirmed that the data satisfied the required assumptions10. 

Testing RH 1 required one-way ANOVA (essentially the equivalent of an 

independent-sample t test), with DeltaCD as the dependent variable and group 

(experimental or control) as the categorical independent variable. To test RH 2, I 

employed two-way between-groups ANOVA, adding a series of personal 

characteristics11, one at a time, as a second categorical independent variable. 

ANOVA was used to identify any statistically significant association between group 

and personal characteristics in determining DeltaCD. To test RH 3, I used correlation 

analysis to identify any statistically significant associations between DeltaCD and 

study abroad program characteristics12 for the Experimental Group members. 

Statistical analyses were carried out using SPSS 23 software.  

For ANOVA, the samples were large enough to meet the social science standard 

of 0.80 statistical power. I attributed significance to mean differences that were 

statistically significant at the alpha= 0.10 level and had effect sizes greater than 

Cohen’s d = 0.2 (considered small). For correlation analysis, the sample provided 

statistical power close to 0.90, and correlation of r greater than or equal to 0.300 (or 

less than/equal to -0.300) was considered significant.  

The intention in employing a control group, rather than looking only at study 

abroad participants, was to help protect the internal validity of the research from the 

threat posed by maturation, “any naturally occurring growth or change in individuals 

 
10While experimental and control groups had Kolmogorov-Smirnov statistics indicating non-normal 

distributions, both histogram and Q-Q plots were consistent with normal distributions, as required for 

ANOVA (Terzuolo, 2016). 
11See footnote 6. 
12See footnote 7. 
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that affects the measured outcome” (Ogden & Streitwieser, 2016, p. 8) and to do a 

better job of isolating the effects of study abroad. For what are in fact very young 

people, a single semester can hold the prospect of significant natural maturation, 

whether or not one is studying abroad. Using an experimental group and a control 

group also offered the possibility of exploring whether a series of demographic and 

life experience factors were significantly associated with differential impacts on IDI 

scores for those who studied abroad and those who did not.   

All participants were students at a large, urban, private university in the United 

States. The experimental group (study abroad participants), numbering 108 in total, 

was recruited via direct outreach, during pre-departure orientation, to students 

approved for study abroad in the Fall 2014 and Spring 2015 semesters. The control 

group, consisting of 65 students who remained on the home campus during the Fall 

2014 semester, volunteered to participate in response to outreach in classes focused 

on international and social science themes. The university’s Institutional Review 

Board approved all aspects of recruitment and engagement of human subjects.  

To ensure that the study abroad participants could be combined into a single 

experimental group, I used a chi-square test, employing the demographic/life experience 

profiles of members of the Fall 2014 and Spring 2015 sub-groups. I found no reason 

the two sub-groups could not be combined into a single experimental group. Similar 

detailed comparison of the experimental and control groups confirmed that they were 

statistically comparable. There were some differences in the demographic composition 

of the two groups, but the differences did not appear to impact IDI scores13.  

Experimental group participants completed the IDI v3 before and after studying 

abroad for a semester, while control group members completed the instrument at the 

beginning and end of the Fall 2014 semester. All participants provided demographic 

and life experience data, and experimental group members also provided information 

regarding their study abroad programs. The IDI v3 consisted of demographic and 

contexting questions, along with 50 statements regarding stances toward cultural 

difference. Participants expressed agreement or disagreement with those 50 statements 

on a five-item Likert scale. The IDI generated Cultural Disengagement scores on a 

five-point scale. The higher the score, the less the participant was experiencing 

disengagement from their own principal cultural identity. 
 

 

Results 

 

With respect to Research Hypothesis 1, the data in Table 1 indicate that, while 

disengagement from one’s primary cultural identity decreased for students who 

studied abroad for one semester, it increased for students who remained at their 

home campus for a semester. The mean pre-study abroad (pre-test) CD score for the 

Experimental (study abroad) Group actually had been lower than for the Control 

Group, indicating greater disengagement from their primary culture for the 

Experimental Group. But that relationship was reversed when post-test data were 

taken into account. Pre-test, the Control Group mean score was 0.13 points higher, 

 
13For detailed analysis, see Terzuolo (2016). 
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while post-test the Experimental Group’s mean was higher by 0.29 (out of a maximum 

of 5.0 points). 

 

Table 1. IDI Cultural Disengagement (CD) Scores by Group 
 n M SD 

Control Group    

     Pre-Test 65 4.11 0.84 

     Post-Test 65 3.99 0.89 

     DeltaCD 65 -0.12 0.62 

Experimental Group    

     Pre-Test      108 3.98 0.89 

     Post-Test 108 4.28 0.66 

     DeltaCD 108 0.30 0.83 

 

The mean scores moved around 4.0 (out of 5.0), which is the border between 

“resolved” and “unresolved” cultural disengagement for purposes of IDI version 3 

interpretation. Scores of less than 4.0 indicate an “unresolved” condition, in which 

one may be experiencing “some degree of lack of involvement in core aspects of 

being a member of a cultural community”14. 

Between-groups analysis of variance gave the following result: F(1,171) = 7.012, 

p = .001, d = .57.  The difference between the two groups in how their CD scores 

changed, pre- to post-test, was thus statistically significant at the alpha = .01 level, 

more demanding than the alpha = .05 level that is standard in the social sciences. The 

effect size, measured using Cohen’s d, was medium, based on Cohen’s rule of 

thumb that 0.2 is a small effect size, 0.5 is medium, and 0.8 is large. 

With respect to Research Hypothesis 2, and as illustrated in Table 2, two-way 

between-groups ANOVA found no statistically significant interactions between 

group difference and any of the demographic/personal history independent variables 

(as listed in footnote 3, current page 6). In other words, none of the demographic/ 

personal experience characteristics were significantly related to how the mean CD 

scores between the study abroad and control groups diverged, pre- to post-test. 

 

Table 2. Interactions Between Personal Characteristics Variables and Group 

(Experimental vs. Control) 
Variable F (1, 169) p 

Gender .90 .30 

Academic Major 1.70 .19 

Ethnic Minority .62 .43 

Foreign Language Ability .05 .82 

College-Level Language Study .28 .60 

Multicultural Identity .28 .60 

Foreign Grandparent .52 .47 

Time Abroad .44 .85 
Note: None of the interactions were statistically significant, even at the alpha = .10 level, less 

demanding than the alpha=.05 level standard in the social sciences. 

 
14This is explanatory language used in Individual Profile Reports generated by IDI v3. 
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 With respect to Research Hypothesis 3, and as illustrated in Table 3, none of 

the study abroad program characteristics under consideration had a statistically 

significant correlation with DeltaCD for the members of the Experimental Group. 

In other words, study abroad in a non-Anglophone country, in a program with 

intentional intercultural pedagogy (IPED), taking courses specifically intended for 

host-country students (Immersion), using a language other than English in classes, 

and residing primarily with host country nationals did not impact significantly on 

Cultural Disengagement score change pre- to post-test for study abroad participants. 

Table 4 summarizes the characteristics of the study abroad experiences of the 

experimental group members. 

 

Table 3. Correlations Between Study Abroad Program Characteristics and IDI 

Cultural Disengagement Score Change 

DeltaCD 
Non-

Anglophone 
IPED Immersion 

For. 

Language 

Host 

Housing 

DeltaCD 1.00      

Non-Anglo -.085 1.00     

IPED .004 .303*** 1.00    

Immersion .081 -.409*** -.147 1.00   

For. Lang. -.124 .637*** .235** -.246** 1.00  

Host 

Hous. 
.116 -.041 .092 .000 .061 1.00 

Note: * statistically significant at alpha= .10 level; ** statistically significant at alpha = .05 level; *** 

statistically significant at alpha = .01 level.  

 

Table 4. Study Abroad Program Characteristics 
Program Characteristic Yes % No % 

Non-Anglophone Country 69 63.89 39 36.11 

Intentional Intercultural Pedagogy 55 50.93 53 49.07 

In Classes for Host-Country students 57 52.78 51 47.22 

Classes in Non-English Language* 61 56.48 46 43.52 

Housing with Host-Country Nationals 72 66.67 36 33.33 
*Data was not available for one member of the Experimental Group. This data is based on self-

reporting by participants. 

 

The data also offered the possibility of assessing the impact of studying abroad 

in different world regions. The majority of experimental group members studied in 

Anglophone and non-Anglophone European countries, and the remainder were 

distributed primarily among Africa, the Middle East and North Africa, Latin America, 

and the Asia-Pacific region (see Table 5). A mixed between-within subjects ANOVA 

using world regions, with separate groups for Anglophone and non-Anglophone 

Europe, as the between-groups categorical independent variable suggests no significant 

interaction effect between study abroad location and change in IDI Cultural 

Disengagement Score, pre- to post-test:  Wilks’ Lambda = .933, F = (8, 99), p = 

.528, partial eta squared = .06715. 

 
15To indicate statistical significance in line with standard social science criteria, p would have to be 

less than or equal to .05. It is worth noting, however, that the partial eta squared value indicates a 
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Table 5. Mean DeltaCD by Study Abroad Region 
Region N M SD 

Europe (Anglophone) 27 .46 .76 

Europe (Non-Anglophone) 41 .26 .98 

Africa 9 .20 .87 

Middle East + North 

Africa 
9 .67 .57 

Asia (East) 5 .40 .40 

Asia (South) 1 -.60  

Asia (Southeast) 2 -.10 .71 

Latin America 9 -.13 .36 

Oceania 7 .37 .89 

Total 108 .30 .83 

 

 

Discussion 

 

The aforementioned data and analysis suggest we should accept Research 

Hypothesis 1 but reject the other two research hypotheses. In this research, study 

abroad was significantly associated with reduced Cultural Disengagement. The 

personal characteristics variables studied here were not associated with differences 

in Cultural Disengagement outcomes for the study abroad and control groups. And 

geographical location and the specific program features under study appeared 

unrelated to Cultural Disengagement score change for those who studied abroad16. 

Most study abroad research employing the IDI actually has focused on the 

intercultural competence impacts, generally found to be positive, albeit with some 

caveats. For example, the Georgetown Consortium Project, a noteworthy study 

(Ogden & Streitwieser, 2016) involving almost 1300 students, showed mean gains 

in intercultural development for study abroad participants as compared to a control 

group (Vande Berg, Connor-Linton, & Paige, 2009). A subsequent review of research 

at multiple institutions (Paige & Vande Berg, 2012) found consistent gains in 

intercultural competence for students who studied abroad, but also highlighted the 

importance of cultural mentoring and other faculty interventions in promoting IDI 

gains. 

In previously reported research employing the same data set used here. but 

focusing on change in IDI Developmental Orientation (DO) score as the outcome 

variable (Terzuolo, 2018), the study abroad group moved significantly toward a 

more intercultural mindset than the control group members17. Some personal 

 
medium effect size and the statistical power is only .393 for this particular test, below the social 

science standard of .80.  
16There is, however, ample research indicating the significance of pre-departure orientations, a variable 

not addressed here, in influencing intercultural learning in study abroad. See for example Rathburn et al. 

(2020). 
17The between-groups difference was F(1,171) = 6.14, p = .014, d = .38, statistically significant at the 

alpha = .05 level and with small-to-medium effect size. 
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characteristics variables18 were significantly associated with between-groups differences 

in DO score change. On the other hand, study abroad program characteristics and 

geographical locations were not associated with between-groups score change 

differences19. Summing in the results reported here, we find the combination of a 

more intercultural mindset and a less conflicted relationship with one’s culture of 

origin. 

Comparing these results to studies discussed in the Literature Review, which 

employed both the IDI’s Cultural Disengagement and Encapsulated Marginality 

measures, is not entirely simple. Hao (2012) had found a small mean increase in CD 

score for Chinese high school students who studied abroad for a year, but the 

difference relative to the control group was not statistically significant. And of 

course the participants were quite different from the US undergraduates discussed 

here. One might speculate whether age and/or primary culture of origin can influence 

the intercultural development and cultural disengagement impacts of study abroad.  

Jones, Hof, and Tillman (2016) found inconsistent Encapsulated Marginality 

impacts for an intercultural service-learning experience at the Pine Ridge Indian 

Reservation. But most of literature reviewed above that employed the IDI Encapsulated 

Marginality (EM) measure, for example Rodríguez-Izquierdo (2018), suggested 

that study abroad could promote progress in resolving encapsulated marginality 

issues.  Pedersen (2010, n.d.), though, found EM score increases specifically for study 

abroad participants in programs that featured significant intentional intercultural 

pedagogy, speculating that “perhaps the guided reflection and exploration of one’s 

own sense of culture allows the sojourner to hold a solid sense of cultural self while 

increasing his/her ability to navigate the complex realities of the culture of ‘other’” 

(Pedersen, 2010, p.77). This seems to suggest that increased intercultural competence 

and reduced disengagement from one’s own culture can go together, as Terzuolo 

(2018) and this report taken together suggest.  

Other findings appeared to confirm Pedersen’s conclusions regarding the 

importance of specific study abroad program features in influencing EM score 

change. Westrick (2004) had found a statistically significant increase in Encapsulated 

Marginality score for students at an international secondary school in Hong Kong 

who participated in a year-long humanities course with an intercultural service 

experience at an orphanage in China, but not in other intercultural programs20. 

Rodríguez-Izquierdo (2021) found a similar impact on Encapsulated Marginality 

score among those who participated in service learning among people from other 

 
18Female gender, self-declared multicultural identity, and having a grandparent who was born or 

raised abroad. 
19With respect to the impact of location on study abroad outcomes. Douglas and Jones-Rikkers (2001) 

found that cultural distance between students’ points of origin and their study abroad destinations was 

directly and significantly related to development of worldmindedness. Davis and Knight (2021, p. 

124), on the other hand, found “some truth” in the assumption that students learn more if they “travel 

to a destination ‘farther’ outside their comfort zone,” but “reality is more complicated.” 
20This suggests the importance of program specificities in determining intercultural competence and 

cultural engagement impacts of study abroad and runs counter to the findings of the research reported 

here. But again, one should be wary of overly close analogies between the experiences of high school 

and college students. 
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cultures. The research reported here, however, does not confirm a link between 

study abroad program features and change in Cultural Disengagement scores. 

In any case, one should be cautious in seeking analogies between EM and CD 

research results. As explained above, EM was one among several measures of 

intercultural development in IDI version 2, while in version 3 CD was a stand-alone 

measure, distinct from the IDI measure of intercultural development. It is significant 

that validation research had identified an unexpectedly significant positive correlation 

between scores for EM and for Reversal, the stage in the IDI’s Intercultural 

Development Continuum in which an individual actually rejects their culture of 

origin and seeks to adopt a new culture (Hammer, 2011), rather than becoming more 

engaged with their culture of origin.  

In sum, research employing IDI Cultural Disengagement and Encapsulated 

Marginality measures to assess the impact of cross-cultural education experiences 

has been limited and inconclusive. The results reported here would seem to confirm 

some conclusions from earlier research, while calling others into question. 

The same could be said for research employing global citizenship as the 

outcome variable. At a certain point the widely used Global Perspectives Inventory 

(GPI) included a “Global Citizenship” subscale. The Office of Institutional Assessment 

at Texas A&M University (2010-2011) found statistically significant positive impacts 

of study abroad on undergraduates’ global citizenship scores. But, while Gaia (2015) 

found a pre- to post-study abroad increase in mean GPI scores for 136 students from 

a small, private liberal arts college, the difference was not statistically significant. 

Even if the quantitative research were more ample and less contradictory, there 

would be reason for caution. The research reported here is only quasi-experimental, 

rather than experimental. In the real world of higher education, it is not feasible to 

assign participants randomly to a study abroad or control group, or to specific study 

abroad programs. This makes it difficult to isolate the effects of any given independent 

variable. Statistical techniques allow one to reasonably infer possible connections 

among variables. But we cannot make judgments about causation, and no such 

judgments are implied here. Also, the quantitative approach employed here cannot 

in itself shed light on the process whereby a study abroad participant might come to 

reduced cultural disengagement. And finally, it will not be possible to replicate, or 

at least attempt to replicate, the research reported here. As noted above, IDI, LLC 

no longer reports Cultural Disengagement scores.  

Making meaning of this research, with its limits as discussed, and of a scholarly 

literature which does not speak with a unified voice, is not simple. But there are 

grounds for a few potentially useful observations.  

Those who believe that the proper purpose of study abroad is to promote global 

citizenship/cosmopolitanism and a more critical stance toward participants’ cultures 

of origin (Baker, 2019) may find the results difficult to accept. But experiences 

during study abroad clearly can promote more positive views of one’s country and/ 

or culture of origins. Research on Chinese students in the United States, for example, 

highlights the existence of precisely such effects (Hail, 2015; Zhao, 2020), including 

reinforcement of outright nationalist sentiments (Jiang, 2021). Jones (2014), using a 

large sample, found that cross-border contact heightened nationalism, though at the 

same time lowering perceptions of threats. 
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It is crucial, however, not to equate reduced disengagement from one’s primary 

culture, as measured by the IDI Cultural Disengagement score, with nationalism. 

(Note that CD is not a gauge of ideology.) In their review of the political psychology 

of national identity, Yogeeswaran and Verkuyten (2022) point to a core distinction 

in the literature between patriotism, as a positive attitude toward one’s nation, and 

nationalism, as a sense of national superiority and desire for greater national power. 

A distinction is made also between the sense of national attachment and the specific 

“content” of a given nation. In this context, engagement with one’s primary culture 

looks like attachment and national identification, i.e. patriotism, rather than nationalism.  

That said, nationalism can come in different stripes. Jones (2014), for example, 

posited a “feeling of ‘enlightened nationalism’ and appreciation for difference” 

emerging from study abroad. The school of thought termed “liberal nationalism” 

(Gustavsson & Miller, 2019) in fact theorizes that national identities can help unify 

culturally diverse liberal societies, and thus support democracy and social justice. 

If one avoids stigmatizing reduced cultural disengagement as a negative 

manifestation of nationalism, it is easier to avoid a zero-sum view of the relationship 

between intercultural development/sensitivity/competence and how one views their 

own culture of origin. Increased intercultural competence need not imply or require 

a more negative view of one’s own culture, and vice versa.  Indeed, the research 

reported here, when combined with Terzuolo (2018), suggests that increased intercultural 

competence and reduced disengagement from one’s own culture can go together. 

This apparent coexistence of study abroad effects that some might consider 

contradictory merits better theorization. Reflecting on study abroad programs that 

included very intentional intercultural pedagogy, Pedersen as noted speculated that 

"perhaps the guided reflection and exploration of one’s own sense of culture allows 

the sojourner to hold a solid sense of cultural self while increasing his/her ability to 

navigate the complex realities of the culture of ‘other’” (Pedersen, 2010, p.77).  

The political psychology literature on national identity supports, at least in part, 

the “importance of secure national identification for out-group openness” 

(Yogeeswaran & Verkuyten, 2022, p. 314). This seems to be particularly true for 

individuals with strong national identification who engage in exploration of their 

national identity. One could hypothesize that, in study abroad, even those who come 

out with reduced disengagement from their own primary culture may have engaged 

in some form of identity exploration, increasing their openness to other groups and 

intercultural competence.  

The data reported here suggest that geographical location and curriculum/ 

program structure may be less important than the simple fact of being abroad, as far 

as cultural disengagement impacts are concerned. If true, this could be significant in 

designing future research strategies, but it certainly requires further testing. Other 

literature, for example, strongly identified the importance of intercultural pedagogy 

in promoting intercultural development in study abroad. 

The statistically significant association between study abroad and reduced cultural 

disengagement reported here could be a useful signpost for future researchers. Broadly 

speaking, the impact of study abroad on participants’ views of their cultures of origin 

merits further investigation. Looking at a wide range of national pairs, in the sense 

of “students from country X studying in country Y” could provide useful insights. 
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Understanding, however, how students make meaning of their study abroad 

experiences in ways that reduce disengagement from their culture of origin would 

require a different form of research than is presented here, certainly applying 

qualitative approaches. In fact, structuring future research based on a mixed-methods 

approach seems optimal. In such a mix, quantitative methods could allow 

identification of overall trends and possible associations among variables, as are 

reported here. They also would allow researchers to identify study participants of 

particular interest for in-depth qualitative research focused on the process leading to 

given outcomes. 

Seifen, Rodriguez, and Johnson (2019) actually highlight the possibility that 

quantitative and qualitative approaches will provide diverging assessments of study 

abroad impacts. Their research group consisted of 123 undergraduates who studied 

abroad. Pre- to post-study abroad score change on several instruments—the Civic 

Attitudes and Skills Questionnaire, the Personal Report of Intercultural Communication 

Apprehension, and the Purpose in Life-Short Form—was not statistically significant. 

Only one scale on the Meaning in Life Questionnaire showed significant change. 

Qualitative data derived from open-ended questions, however, “suggested an increase 

in personal growth and uncertainty about how to interpret the international 

experience” (p. 6). This divergence is not a weakness and arguably helps make the 

case for mixed-methods approaches. Quantitative and qualitative data need not 

overlap entirely to be complementary and to generate productive insights. Paras et 

al. (2019), for example, effectively combined IDI data and targeted writing samples 

to produce a very nuanced data set on the intercultural learning impact of study 

abroad program factors. 

 Given the strong push, discussed above, to employ study abroad as a tool for 

building “global citizenship,” the research reported here can stand as a useful 

reminder that things may go in a rather different direction, thus potentially helping 

manage the risk of confirmation bias21.  In a qualitative study of US and Australian 

undergraduates abroad, Dolby (2008), for example, drew on philosopher Martha 

Nussbaum’s view that “critical examination of oneself and one’s traditions” (p. 53) 

is a necessary first step toward fostering global human connections as a basis for 

global citizenship. Dolby found that US undergraduates “generally focused inward 

on the meaning of their national identity” (p. 54) as they experienced life abroad. 

But she also argued that “most of the American students [demonstrated] ‘critical 

self-awareness’ [that] involved a re-evaluation of their national identity” (p. 58). In 

an earlier analysis of the same students, Dolby (2004, pp. 172-173) saw the possible 

emergence of a “postnational American identity,” including a better understanding 

of the “multiple articulations of ‘America’,” while recognizing that this had “not 

been fully realized through these students’ experiences” abroad. These results align 

markedly with the author’s own clearly indicated aspirations and preferences, and it 

is fair to be on the lookout for what McSweeney (2021b) terms consequentialism in 

qualitative research, i.e., desired research outcomes prevailing over evidence gathering 

and impartial analysis. In fairness, Dolby does provide important caveats. Still, 

 
21McSweeney (2021a) discusses in detail how confirmation bias can manifest itself in qualitative 

research, including in failure to consider “plausible alternative/additional explanations,” to undertake 

“a reasonable search for contrary evidence,” and use of “imaginary supportive secondary evidence.” 
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having to address evidence of increased attachment to one’s culture of origin in 

connection with study abroad could be beneficial to researchers starting from a 

global citizenship perspective. 

 

 

Conclusions 

 

Expectations for study abroad run high. Intercultural learning, enhanced intercultural 

sensitivity, a sense of global citizenship, and a more analytical and reflective perspective 

on one’s culture of origin all figure in statements of study abroad goals and 

expectations. But the impact of study abroad on participants’ attitudes toward their 

own cultures is an understudied area, compared to how study abroad may influence 

perceptions and ways of dealing with other cultures. 

Version 3 of the Intercultural Development Inventory (IDI), a rigorously 

validated and widely used instrument, provided scores for what was termed Cultural 

Disengagement (CD), indicating “the degree to which an individual or group 

experiences a sense of disconnection from a primary cultural community” (Hammer, 

2012, p. 119). The research reported here compared pre- and post-test CD scores for 

an experimental group of 108 students who studied abroad for a semester, and a 

statistically comparable control group of 65 students who remained at their home 

institution for a semester. All were undergraduates at a large, urban private university 

in the US. 

Study abroad was statistically significantly associated with reduced cultural 

disengagement, as compared with the control group. Earlier research using the same 

data set had indicated increased intercultural competence in association with study 

abroad. A series of demographic and life experience variables were tested for 

statistically significant associations with CD score change differences between the 

study abroad and control groups. None were found. A series of study abroad 

program factors were found not to be correlated with CD score change for the 

experimental group. 

Previous research on the impact of intercultural learning experiences on participants’ 

comfort with their own cultures of origin, using the IDI and other measures, was limited 

and inconclusive. The research reported here suggests a significant association between 

study abroad and a less conflicted view of one’s own culture, which arguably runs 

counter to the expectations of the global citizenship view of study abroad. Further 

research employing CD scores is not possible because the current version of the IDI 

does not report a CD score. But the topic merits further research, as the impacts and 

virtues of study abroad, and the desirability of expanding it, remain a matter of 

debate. While the research reported here is strictly quantitative, mixed-methods 

approaches are probably more desirable, as quantitative and qualitative data appear 

to yield different insights. 
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