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Chapter  10
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ABSTRACT

This chapter summarises the key findings from a doctoral research project that examined employer per-
ceptions of virtual, international working immediately before, during, and after the global pandemic took 
hold in Spring 2020. The purposive interview sample included new and experienced professionals who 
work in communication related roles within public, private, and third sector organisations. The research 
builds on previous evaluative research concerning student and faculty perceptions of virtual exchange. 
The key issues and themes that employers identified as important for virtual working are presented in 
their own words. Intercultural competency, digital literacy, and transferable skills are discussed together 
with business ethics, generational and sectoral differences, and the pedagogical opportunities created 
by the shift to remote, digital working. A new conceptual model for the training and preparation of staff 
and students for the post-pandemic, virtual workplace is recommended.

INTRODUCTION

The global pandemic of 2020 has led to revolutionary change in how we work. Leading industry experts 
suggest that a hybrid, distributed model of working will become embedded in everyday life, which raises 
serious questions about the future. Viability of certain economic sections, technological determinism, 
and the work-life balance of employees are all on shaky ground. (BBC Worklife, 2020) As a result, the 
need for universities to prepare students for the workplace has never been greater.

Employer Perspectives on 
Virtual International Working:

Essential Skills for the Globalised, 
Digital Workplace

Izzy Crawford
 https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2085-1550

Robert Gordon University, UK

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2085-1550


179

Employer Perspectives on Virtual International Working
 

For organizations of all shapes and sizes, globalization is an economic reality. According to Fortune 
Global 500 (2019), the world’s 500 largest companies generated $32.7 trillion in 2018 and employed 
69.3 million people worldwide in 34 countries. The importance of globalization is echoed by the World 
Bank (2020) who claim that SMEs account for the majority of businesses worldwide and are important 
contributors to job creation and global economic development. These SMEs represent about 90% of busi-
nesses and more than 50% of employment worldwide. Therefore, acquiring and developing transferable 
skills to work in multicultural teams is essential for students to become employable in the contempo-
rary workplace. Communication, collaboration, teamwork, leadership, responsibility, and interpersonal 
skills are among the most cited transferable skills (Albandea, 2018; Balcar, 2016; Gibb, 2014; O’Brien 
et al, 2016; Robles, 2012). However, due to the dominant globalized virtual economy, intercultural and 
digital skills are of utmost importance for professionals. Consequently, they are also vital for students, 
and teaching and learning strategies.

According to the Global University Employability Ranking 2020, rankings have risen in universities 
which have close industry partnerships and an emphasis on skills development. The Global University 
Employability Survey 2020 also identified a trend which could herald a significant shift in emphasis 
toward employability: Twenty-eight percent of companies responding to the survey regarded the primary 
purpose of a university as preparing graduates for the workplace, representing an 8 percent increase over 
ten years. The survey involved approximately 9,000 employers worldwide, and included questions on a 
range of issues, including the performance of top universities for employability. This growing emphasis 
on employability suggests that universities should be reviewing their teaching and learning strategies 
since the relationship between universities and employers may become more important in years to come. 
(Baker, 2020).

Universities currently place an increasing emphasis on providing theoretical education in intercultural 
competence, which Deardorff (2009) defines as possessing the necessary attitudes and reflective behav-
ioural skills. However, studies from the workplace show that this increase in emphasis has not yielded 
desired results. In fact, the U.S. National Association of Colleges and Employers 2018 Jobs Outlook 
Survey found that the percentage of graduating seniors and young employees who believed that they 
were proficient in global/intercultural fluency was much higher than the percentage view of employers. 
Therefore, to increase employability, students need to go beyond theory and utilize intercultural skills to 
behave effectively and appropriately in intercultural situations (Bauer-Wolff, 2018). Part of the discon-
nect may lie in the difference between learning about intercultural differences and experiencing those 
differences. Not all students are able to travel overseas, and the programs that foster student mobility are 
able to support only a small percentage of them. One of the strongest arguments in defence of interna-
tionalization at home is democratizing the benefits of mobility. This has become even more important 
during the global pandemic, as study abroad has become more problematic and online alternatives have 
become universally embedded in the teaching and learning experience.

International trade, enabled by rapid technological advances, has had a profound effect on the way 
employees work and communicate in a borderless, virtual environment. To remain competitive in a dy-
namic and global uncertainty, employers need graduates who have future-proof skills such as knowledge, 
competency, creativity, confidence, flexibility, and resilience. Thus, Higher Education must deliver new 
pedagogies that will deliver these graduate attributes with programmes that focus on experiential learning, 
problem solving, soft skill development, interdisciplinarity and digital literacy (SUNY COIL Centre, 
2019; Deardorff, 2009; Essig 2013). Within this context, classroom collaboration through online virtual 
teams can be an effective strategy to enhance intercultural and employability skills. This chapter will 
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explore some of the issues and opportunities for universities and employers concerning the preparation 
of graduates for the global, virtual workplace.

BACKGROUND

This section will explore some of the key theoretical concepts which underpin virtual, international 
working from a pedagogical perspective, including intercultural communication, experiential learning, 
collaborative online international learning, and technological advantages in learning. Virtual Exchange 
(VE), including one of its most comprehensive forms Collaborative Online International Learning (COIL), 
is an innovative educational model for providing students with global competencies that complement 
traditional forms of physical mobility and academic exchange. COIL involves developing and utiliz-
ing novel teaching approaches to foster online student and faculty collaboration. The COIL approach 
connects students and classrooms around the world through co-taught multicultural and blended online 
course work that bridges physical distance (Fowler, 2021).

Intercultural Competence in a Global Workplace

The literature about intercultural skills is vast. Terminology is varied, as some authors refer to multicul-
tural and global competency, intercultural competence, intercultural communication, and intercultural 
sensitivity, among other terms that, as Deardorff and Jones (2012) noted, are often used interchange-
ably. An interesting and broad definition is provided by Hammer, Bennett, and Wiseman (2003) who 
defined intercultural competence as “the ability to think and act in interculturally appropriate ways” (p. 
422). Soria and Troisi (2014) described global, international, and intercultural competences as includ-
ing knowledge, appreciation, understanding, and being comfortable in dealing with people from diverse 
cultural backgrounds. Indeed, literature stresses the knowledge, cognitive and behavioral components 
of intercultural competence. Deardorff (2009) gave a very important contribution to understanding 
intercultural competence with her model of intercultural development that resulted from grounded 
research. She proposed that successful interaction with different cultures is the key concept of intercul-
tural competence. According to her model, respect, openness, curiosity, and discovery are necessary 
attitudes for developing intercultural competence knowledge and skills. Cultural self-awareness, cultural 
knowledge, and understanding the world from others’ perspectives affect flexibility, adaptability, and 
empathy; hence, these skills determine the effectiveness and appropriateness of communication with 
those who are culturally different.

Deardorff (2009) also stressed the dynamic nature of intercultural competence, given by the interplay 
between affective, cognitive and behavioral components, where interaction outcomes will ultimately affect 
the individual’s development process. Freeman et al. (2009) who also highlight the dynamic nature of 
this type of competences and their outcomes, share Deardorff’s point of view as they define intercultural 
competence as “a dynamic, ongoing, interactive self-reflective learning process that transforms attitudes, 
skills and knowledge for effective and appropriate communication and interaction across cultures” (p.1). 
This is obviously one important aspect for educators, as it implies that the ability to communicate ef-
fectively with those who are culturally different can be developed. More recently, Chan et al. (2017) 
explained that intercultural skill development depends on reflection, discussion and ultimately apprecia-
tion of different points of view, stressing that learning is part of the process of interaction. In fact, Chan 
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et al. (2017) suggested that learning depends on disconfirmation of expectations, which make automatic 
responses inadequate, make students compare and thus learn both about others’ culture and about their 
own even in online interactions.

Overall, individuals’ intercultural communication clearly relates to global citizenship, which, according 
to Parker, Ninomiya, and Cogan (1999) comprises four dimensions: personal (related to commitment, 
ethics, and the ability to act in a socially responsible manner), social (related to social interaction abil-
ity), spatial (referring to interconnectedness to multinational diversity), and temporal (relating to both 
historic knowledge and the ability to deal with present and future global concerns). In fact, Parker et al 
(1999) concluded that the ability to understand, accept, appreciate, and tolerate cultural differences is 
one of the essential competencies to dealing with problems of the global society. Garson (2016) also 
stressed the importance of internationalization and intercultural skill development for creating a better 
society, namely by enabling students to better approach global issues and to develop global citizenship 
orientations. Still, Harrison (2015) argued that we should look beyond global worker and global citizen 
domains and consider what the author calls the most important potential benefits of internationalization 
at home initiatives: empathy, problem solving, and questioning common stereotypes used to categorize 
the world. These in turn promote critical thinking, creativity, and decision-making. Thus, intercultural 
competence is closely related to other soft skills, as discussed in the previous section. Thus, it is of no 
wonder that scholars pay a lot of attention to strategies to develop intercultural competence among stu-
dents, including initiatives that fall under internationalization at home, also known as virtual mobility.

Experiential Learning for Building Employability

As previously mentioned, the expectations on higher education today are increasingly geared towards 
the needs of employers. Instructors at both undergraduate and graduate levels are not only expected to 
impart knowledge in their disciplines but also to develop students’ soft skills, in particular intercultural 
competencies essential for today’s global workforce. Until a few years ago, instruction in intercultural 
competency occurred primarily through the reading of literature and research. In business schools, students 
are exposed to the theories of Geert Hofstede (1991), whose ground-breaking studies on IBM employees 
formed the basis for cultural dimensions, as well as Richard Lewis (2006), who divided cultures accord-
ing to their linear, multi-active and reactive behaviour. While certainly helpful in discerning differences 
in values and behaviour between cultures, these theories remain abstractions unless put to the test of 
actual intercultural experience. As Herrington (2008) explained: “we cannot impose this kind of learn-
ing on students, it cannot be taught, only learned through experience” (p. 37). Starke-Meyerring (2007) 
agreed that “Becoming aware of the culturally boundedness of one’s ways of knowing and negotiating 
diverse ways of knowing are difficult to teach but must be learned through active participation” (p. 8). 
Aware of the need for real intercultural experience, many universities encourage students to participate 
in study abroad programs and have opened their enrolment to foreign students in the hope of promoting 
diversity on campus and increasing their global reach.

While these endeavours are certainly important, the question remains whether most students are 
recipients of intercultural exposure. Courses in intercultural competence are often offered as an elec-
tive, meaning that students who take part are often already inclined towards the topic. Or the topic is 
incorporated as an add-on to a syllabus already packed with content. Furthermore, instructors often lack 
the background in the subject themselves, leading to inconsistencies or, worse, underlining misconcep-
tions concerning cultures. Lastly, students often do not possess the financial means to spend a semester 
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or year abroad, fearing the risk of extending the cost and time until graduation. Particularly, part-time 
students are unable to leave the country due to work and/or family obligations.

Given the limitations concerning conventional ways to expose students to intercultural experiences, 
instructors have embraced the opportunities that technology provides to bring intercultural experience 
into the classroom. Through freely accessible, collaborative software programs, students meet their 
counterparts from universities all over the globe to engage in intercultural virtual team projects. While 
collaborating virtually, students gain an understanding of working across time zones, juggling assign-
ments over different national holidays, meeting expectations despite language barriers and different 
approaches to work and further cultural obstacles. Students are exposed to the kinds of challenges they 
would normally encounter while working with people of different cultures and develop the skills to 
overcome these challenges successfully. Without leaving their home countries, students nevertheless 
undergo experiential learning in intercultural contexts, thus acquiring first-hand valuable intercultural 
competencies which will aid them in their professional careers.

Collaborative Online International Learning

Virtual team projects conducted between courses at universities located in different parts of the world 
have become increasingly popular in recent years. These projects take many forms and have many names 
such as global learning network environments (Starke-Meyerring, 2008) or “eduscapes” (Bégin-Caouette, 
2013). The trend towards engaging students in intercultural experience through virtual collaboration can 
perhaps be best described by the term collaborative online international learning or COIL, an acronym 
that is appearing on campuses throughout the United States and is slowly being adopted in Europe. A 
centre for COIL projects is SUNY’s COIL Institute, which facilitates networking between faculties, of-
fers training and hosts conferences (https://coil.suny.edu/).

While there are conflicting opinions concerning the effectivity of heterogeneous groups such as those 
created through COIL projects, the author agrees with Gorgônio et.al. (2017) that they are more effective, 
share more knowledge and improve mutual learning as well as more accurately reflect the diverse work-
force graduates must navigate today. However, the importance of building relationships and developing 
trust for successful virtual multicultural team collaborations is highlighted by Molinsky and Gundling 
(2016). According to Starke-Meyerring and Andrews (2006) the importance of instructors as role mod-
els through the intensity of, and interest in, their own collaborations can also not be underestimated as 
part of the COIL process. Using the same grading rosters and carrying out a grading session where all 
instructors evaluate the submitted work can have a “gelling” effect and lend cohesion and credibility to 
the virtual teams experience from the students’ and the instructors’ perspective (Bégin-Caouette, 2013).

So, what is it that employers are looking for when it comes to intercultural knowledge and compe-
tence, and how does this relate to COIL? As mentioned earlier in this chapter, employees require greater 
levels of awareness and understanding of other cultures to operate effectively within a multinational, 
global context (Diamond et al, 2011). Positive working relationships (often marked by the presence of 
effective soft skills) with international partners, investors, suppliers, customers, employees, and other 
stakeholders are critical to the sustainability and success of many organisations. These soft skills which 
are tested and cultivated through virtual, experiential learning opportunities like COIL, are highly valued 
by employers because they are transferable to any workplace context (Albandea, 2018; Robles, 2012). 
This is also important for employees in an era where portfolio careers are becoming more prevalent and 
lifelong positions working for the same employer are less common (IMF, 2017).

https://coil.suny.edu/
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In addition to strengthening soft skills, enhanced cultural awareness may also help to mitigate un-
helpful preconceptions, misconceptions or common stereotypes held about other cultures and reduce 
the probability of causing offence unintentionally during a work transaction or conversation (Harrison, 
2015). The ability to recognise, respect and work with such differences is a fundamental requirement 
of working in a team, and effective teamwork is essential in any workplace. Enhanced cultural aware-
ness may also improve the organisation’s ability to develop more effective corporate strategies in other 
countries if local knowledge, awareness, and understanding is used to inform global thinking (Tench & 
Yeomans, 2017). Another trait, helpful in the workplace and desirable to employers, is the ability to work 
confidently with people from other countries. Confidence may include taking the first steps to initiate 
contact, proactively taking the lead in a project, being proactive in offering ideas and comments and be-
ing willing to take constructive criticism and feedback on your own work. Tuckman’s (1977) five stages 
of group development (forming, storming, norming, performing and adjourning) are amplified by the 
additional nuances and complexities of a virtual, intercultural, experiential project. Intercultural projects 
can also help with tolerance and respect (Parker, 1999), because participants are likely to encounter a 
wider range of communication challenges than they would in a local project.

The ability to innovate and be competitive in a dynamic and uncertain global market is of increasing 
importance for many organisations (IMF, 2017). For companies to remain sustainable, resilient, and future 
proofed, they will require employees who are creative, entrepreneurial, and digitally literate (Essig, 2013; 
IMF, 2017). COIL projects which encompass student-led, experiential learning can promote problem-
solving, critical thinking and the adoption of fresh perspectives. The ability to self-monitor personal 
communications and react and adapt appropriately is central to successful intercultural communication 
(Chan et al, 2017; Deardorff, 2009). COIL projects can help to improve intercultural communication 
knowledge and competency through self-reflection and the acquisition of new or improved digital skills 
linked to collaborative virtual platforms. The ability to recognise quickly what the communication prob-
lems are and identify appropriate solutions are vital to successful communications within an organisation 
and likely to be valued by employers.

Technological Advantages for Experiential Intercultural Learning

One of the strongest arguments in defense of internationalization at home is democratizing the benefits 
of mobility. Indeed, not all students are able to travel overseas, and the programs that foster student mo-
bility are able to support only a small percentage of them. Therefore, the continuous developments and 
spread of technology open opportunities for many more students to engage in intercultural experiential 
learning. As Bhat and McMahon (2016) noted, technology gives us the means to collaborate and engage 
with peers all over the world, providing immense internationalization opportunities for higher education 
institutions, including to the enhancement of multicultural knowledge, awareness, and skills. Moreover, 
as Chan and Nyback (2015) demonstrated, technology-enabled intercultural communication activities 
are expected to be effective for developing cultural sensitivity and competence. Younger students who 
are digital natives also adapt easily to virtual mobility.

Underserved populations benefit from technology-enabled interactive intercultural communication 
activities. Zielezinski and Darling-Hammond (2016) cited findings from Bos (2007); Callow & Zammit 
(2012); Elam, Donham & Soloman (2012); Figg & McCartney (2010); and Watson & Watson (2011) to 
support that point. By use of face-to-face or digitally mediated real-time communication with someone 
from another culture or country, these populations are exposed to opportunities for critical thinking, 
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analysis of complex content, and examination of how their own perception of identity connects to those 
who have seemed “different” from their own. As Zielezinski and Darling-Hammond (2016) wrote, “With 
the rise of the networked world, neither culture nor community needs to be local anymore” (p. 19). This 
understanding of connected-while-different can have significant advantages for those employed in a 
global company.

EMPLOYER EXPERIENCE AND OPINIONS OF VIRTUAL WORKING

The next part of this chapter will present the findings from a doctoral research project which took place 
in the Spring of 2020. It will discuss the key themes which emerged from the qualitiative data set using 
direct quotes from participants to illustrate each point. Finally, drawing upon an analysis of these themes, 
a new conceptual model highlighting the essential skills and attributes for effective virtual, international 
working is proposed.

Research Project Methodology

To obtain a deeper understanding of employer perceptions of COIL, the research investigated the fol-
lowing core questions:

1.  What impact can COIL projects have on students’ transversal skill development and employability 
from the perspective of employers?

2.  Should universities engage with COIL, and if so how should learning and teaching strategies evolve 
to accommodate this?

The following aim and objectives were identified to help shape the research and enable it to progress.

Aim

1.  To provide qualitative evidence of the relevance and need for COIL as preparation for the global, 
virtual workplace; and to support the design and implementation of COIL within universities 
worldwide.

Objectives

1.  To develop a broad and deep understanding of the theoretical arguments which are relevant to COIL 
through a complete and accurate synthesis and critique of seminal and current theory.

2.  To investigate how employers are engaging in collaborative online international activities, the type 
of transversal skills it can develop, and how they think teaching and learning strategies should 
evolve to better prepare students for the global, virtual, workplace.

3.  To make an original contribution to emerging COIL theory through the analysis of employer con-
structs of COIL, and to develop a new conceptual model to support training in this area.
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Research Philosophy and Paradigm

Kierkegaard (1846) controversially described subjectivity as truth, and truth as subjectivity in opposition 
to the dominant positivist paradigm. The ontology for this research was subjective because it involved 
multiple realities or ‘truths’ which exist within the minds of the participants. Consequently, an interpretivist 
paradigm (which assumes that human experience and understanding of the world is socially constructed) 
underpinned the research, because COIL was perceived in a myriad of ways by the participants. The 
subjective, dynamic relationship between the researcher and the participants also corresponds with an 
interpretivist paradigm (Kierkegaard, 1846; Packer, 2010; Roulston, 2010; Lapan, 2012).

Methodological Approach

To be congruent with the research philosophy, an inductive approach was adopted which involves build-
ing theory from the findings rather than setting out to prove or disprove existing theory. Packer (2010) 
argues that a methodology which involves a program of inquiry is ‘more adequate to the complexities 
of human life and human being’ (41). This reflects the subjective nature of the research and indicates 
that a qualitative methodology which facilitates a more in-depth, fluid analysis is most appropriate. The 
research therefore sought to understand the different social constructs of COIL that exist, how they re-
late to theory, and the implications for COIL practice within universities. The intention was to develop 
a phenomenological epistemology by studying the experience of employers and expanding existing 
knowledge of COIL.

Sample

Although the proposed research was not empirical, it was still necessary to limit and define the scope 
of the research for logistical reasons. As mentioned earlier, studies from the workplace show that the 
increased emphasis on theoretical intercultural education has not yielded desired results, and there is a 
disconnect between student and employer perceptions of intercultural competency (Bauer-Wolff, 2018). 
While much research has been carried out into student perceptions and experiences of COIL (Chan and 
Nyback (2015); Swartz, S, Barbosa, B., and Crawford, I, 2020; Helm, Guth, and Farrah 2012), there is 
less available data relating to employer perceptions. The research therefore focused exclusively on em-
ployer perceptions of COIL. The willingness of employers to participate was a pre-requisite for success, 
therefore participation was incentivised with a guarantee of anonymity in the reporting of the findings.

Guest, Bunce and Johnson (2006) argue that the size of a purposive sample relies on the concept 
of saturation, or the point at which no new information or themes are observed in the data. Therefore, 
a wide range of roles, backgrounds, and levels of experience among participants can help to enable a 
full range of constructs to be identified and avoid early data saturation. Primary data collection for this 
research project involved a series of twelve in-depth interviews with employers from a range of geo-
graphical, educational, and employment backgrounds (Appendix 2). All the data collection took place 
during a condensed time-period in 2020 to enable a more focused analysis of employer perceptions at a 
specific moment in time. Five interviews were conducted just before the UK Covid-19 pandemic lock 
down in March 2020: one on the first day of lock down, and six after lockdown has started. The timing 
coincided with a digital revolution in homes, schools, and workplaces. The world rapidly adjusted to 
remote-working and home-schooling, and embraced the technologies commonly associated with COIL. 
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Perhaps not surprisingly, there was a high degree of reflection among participants about how COIL has 
moved from being something that will be necessary in the future, to something which is essential now.

Data Collection

Semi-structured interviews were used to allow the research question areas to be explored. According 
to Packer (2010), the semi-structured interview is commonly adopted in qualitative research and is a 
tried and tested method. It allows some flexibility to the interview within a loosely defined structure. 
The interview questions (Appendix 1) examined participant perceptions of transversal skills; virtual 
and intercultural competence; university COIL projects; and the type of learning outcomes universi-
ties should be aspiring to within the field of virtual exchange. The first interview was used to test and 
refine the interview questions and the technology used for the interview. Open ended and exploratory 
questions were used to induce themes which could illuminate aspects of COIL theory and practice, and 
how universities might evolve their teaching and learning strategies. The test revealed that some of the 
questions were too vague or overlapping, additional signposting and explanation was necessary, and 
more scene setting discussion was required at the start. Packer (2010) argues that research interviews 
require a ‘methodological awareness of question forms, a focus on the dynamics of interaction between 
interviewer and interviewee, and a critical attention to what is said.’ (2010: 49). The primary data was 
transcribed and analysed after each set of interviews, allowing the research process and interview ques-
tions to evolve over time, reducing the risk of early data saturation and enabling a deeper analysis of 
the subjects.

Hanna (2012) argues that advances in technology have enabled non-conventional approaches to be 
used in interviews (e.g., Skype), which can facilitate a degree of paralinguistic communication between 
interviewer and interviewee. The platform Zoom was used for all twelve interviews with a high degree 
of success. The widespread adoption of Zoom at the start of the Covid-19 pandemic inevitably made 
the use of this platform easier for all concerned.

Data Analysis

Packer (2010) states that ‘a standard practice for qualitative research has become accepted in which 
interviews are conducted, the data are coded, and the results reported in the form of summaries written 
in formal language.’ (42) Subjective constructs must be ‘extracted from their context, their indexicality 
must be repaired, and commonalities must be found across individuals to arrive at objective statements.’ 
(121) Core themes were extracted from the transcripts for this research. Interpretive Phenomenologi-
cal Analysis (IPA) was applied to the data which enabled superordinate and subordinate themes to be 
identified, and scrutiny of the signs and indicators embedded in the responses. According to Brocki and 
Wearden (2006) ‘The aim of IPA is to explore in detail the processes through which participants make 
sense of their own experiences, by looking at the respondent’s account of the processes they have been 
through and seeking to utilise an assumed existing universal inclination towards self-reflection.’ However, 
this approach is limited by the ability of the participants to articulate their thoughts and experiences, and 
the researcher’s ability to reflect and analyse. The researcher attempted to mitigate this by encouraging 
participants to self-reflect, and by conducting a series of structured analyses of the data.

Blair (2015) argues that ‘when coding qualitative data, researchers should be methodologically 
thoughtful when they attempt to apply any data coding technique; that they do not assume pre-established 
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tools are aligned to their particular paradigm; and that they consider combining and refining established 
techniques to define their own specific codes.’ (14) Data coding and analysis was therefore carried out 
manually by the author, and the following coding system was created specifically for this project:

Themes were numbered in alignment with the order of questions (Appendix 1) e.g.

SUP1 = Superordinate theme 1
SUB1 = Subordinate theme 1
REF1 = Reflexive theme 1

Participants were numbered in the order in which they were interviewed (Appendix 2) e.g P1 = 
Participant 1.

The qualitative data generated by the research was rich and varied providing a comprehensive insight 
into the perceptions of a small number of employers in relation to COIL. Following a thorough examina-
tion of the data, eight significant themes were identified:

• Technological challenges and opportunities
• Virtual team-work challenges and solutions
• Transversal skills and future employability
• Intercultural skills and globalisation
• Pandemic effect, remote-working and digital literacy
• Pedagogical balance, challenges, and opportunities
• Business ethics and social responsibility
• Generational and sectoral differences and adaptability

Findings and Discussion

In this section the eight significant themes identified through the research will be discussed in relation 
to pertinent aspects of the literature.

Technological Challenges and Opportunities

Bhat and McMahon (2016) argue that technological advances enable intercultural experiential online 
learning and this was reinforced by the participants who described a wide range of platforms and ap-
plications being used in the workplace to facilitate global collaboration and communication, and the 
importance of training and learning though direct experience:

We currently use Skype, Zoom, a little bit of Slack. We’ve got Teams that’s now running. They’re moving 
us to the (Microsoft) three-six-five environment, so I think they’re going to bring online Yama, which 
we’ve been using for a bit. And there was another one, which’s name completely escapes me… Trello? 

It depends on whom I’m speaking with, because I have a more flexible small business. Where I have 
some public authorities or big companies, banks for instance, who really thought a lot about which 
program, which software, which service to use, and they kind of define it. It’s mostly still Zoom for the 
more progressive ones, Microsoft Teams, and WebEx or so. 
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I think you do need to have general digital literacy. I think if there’s a standard operating guide, or IT 
to show someone once, I think it’s something you can pick up. But in my experience certainly with some 
colleagues that it’s new to them, I think there’s that initial barrier because they’ve never used it before, 
and maybe not keen to embrace it. So, I think these things just need guidance or a little bit of training. 

It could be argued that the pandemic has created an environment where digital skills training and 
direct experience of virtual working has been forced to the top of the coprorate agenda, and consequently 
employees will eventually become more comfortable adapting to new technologies through constant 
exposure and higher levels of support. The need to expose students to similar conditions to increase 
their digital literacy and adaptability is therefore paramount. The parallel shift to online and blended 
learning in Higher Education during the pandemic may go some way to achieving this, however it will 
need to be maintained post-pandemic if this skill set is to be retained and developed. The technological 
challenges and opportunities identified by the participants strongly echoed those of students and faculty 
from previous research (Swartz et al, 2020) including platform compatibility, infrastructure and support, 
cost and efficiency:

I think most companies are going more and more global, and especially with everything which is hap-
pening at the moment, people are realising that you can have an online environment and work in this 
way, you don’t need to spend loads of money necessarily on opening an office in a different country, 
because you can actually do these things remotely. 

Definitely (good IT infrastructure support). Especially nowadays when most of the software online you 
have to have the most current software, you have to have the most current web browser, have to have 
the most current phone to be able to run it. 

I think the skills will be very important come the future. I think we’re going to move more into the digital 
organisation as a charity to survive, more than anything. It cuts costs, it cuts overheads, being able to 
use remote working, being able to use a laptop over having a desktop PC. It’s going to revitalise the 
third sector. Just unfortunately we can’t afford it. 

The global pandemic has forced greater investment in IT infrastructure, training and support to 
ensure continuity of operations for many organisations, and this may go some way to addressing the 
issues highlighted above. However if these issues are left unaddressed, for example in organisations 
which can‘t afford the capital investment, maintenance and support necessary, these problems could be 
exacerbated as wider industry, the supply chain, clients, and customers become increasingly reliant on 
technology. Similarly, it will be incumbent on universities to ensure their IT infrastructure, training and 
support remain in line with industry standards so students develop the relevant skills for employment.

Virtual Team-work Challenges and Solutions

Reinforcing existing research with student participants around globalisation and multicultural teams 
(Swartz et al, 2020), the participants highlighted challenges with time zones, team dynamics, language 
and cultural barriers, and the need for clear instructions, role allocation and leadership when collaborat-
ing internationally online:
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A lot of people don’t think about, at the start of a project you need to have really, clear roles and re-
sponsibilities and ways of working. 

It could, if not managed well, enhance some of the difficulties we see with face-to-face projects, which 
is not getting together, not being willing to challenge other people’s opinions, falling out because other 
people are not pulling their weight. I think it could magnify some of those problems, if not managed, 
rather than actually take them away. 

I think one is timing. Because during that Zoom meeting, the biggest challenge we faced is when are 
we going to meet, because we are having different time zones, in Scotland, another person in the US, 
another person in Germany, and whatever. 

English is almost a must-have today in the modern workspace because you collaborate with people from 
around the world, and English is probably the number one language that is being spoken and that almost 
everybody would understand, or most likely understand. So, that is a challenge. 

These comments reveal that the ability to work in a hetergoenous team comprising different back-
grounds, locations and management practices presents a significant challenge for online international 
collaboration. Facilitating COIL projects at university provides a safe space for students to develop the 
particular interpersonal and team skills, and reflexivity, required for this type of working.

Transversal Skills and Future Employability

The importance of transferable skills for graduate employability highlighted by Albandea, Balcar, Gibb 
et al, was overwhelmingly reinforced by the participants who placed a particular emphasis on interper-
sonal communication; self-awareness; emotional intelligence and adaptability as vital attributes for the 
contemporary workplace:

So, it’s being able to work in groups, collaborate, negotiate, empathise, co-create, park assumptions. I 
think all these skills are important in the workplace. That’s what distinguishes people from the artificial 
intelligence if you like. 

I can see maybe self-awareness. Like maybe the ability to understand your character and your feelings, 
your personality, what you can contribute, and your shortcomings as well. I know it also goes with 
knowing the people you are interacting with. 

The other thing probably that is a lot more subtle is emotional intelligence. Now, I struggle to find people 
that are taught this, or even taught about it. But what you find is as we progress through the business 
and start progressing up the chain, emotional intelligence plays a huge part in how we can work and 
how we can communicate better. 

This apparent emphasis on communication and empathy echoes findings from Harrison (2015) 
and Holmes and O’Neill (2012) who concluded that intercultural engagement enables participants to 
develop, a particular type of reflexivity, by juxtaposing individual perspectives and cultural norms and 
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thereby forcing them to be questioned. In a virtual workplace where paralinguistic expression can eas-
ily be misinterpreted, the ability to put yourself in the other person’s position and consider the different 
ways that your own communication may be understood, is likely to become more important in the post-
pandemic, digital landscape. Teaching and learning activities which promote self-awareness, reflection 
and empathy may therefore become more apparent too.

Intercultural Skills and Globalisation

The assertion by Diamond et al (2011) that social interaction skills include intercultural competence 
was reinforced by most of the participants, although some believed this would be less relevant to non-
globalised organisations. There was however a widely held view that having intercultural competence 
would be a useful skill for future career progression and an ever evolving digital, global working envi-
ronment. Some participants reflected on a perceived lack of intercultural competence in themselves and 
others, and the need for more professional development in this area:

I think it’s important in the workplace because I think increasingly a lot more companies are global; 
they’re employing a lot more global staff. I think it again comes down to what makes us human and 
understanding how different people from different cultures perform in the workplaces. 

I think it’s becoming more and more important. I know that certainly in the communications and mar-
keting team, most of us were at uni maybe a decade ago, and we’re already starting to feel that we’re 
one step behind. 

It would be so good for when you leave uni and when you graduate, because you have those (intercultural) 
skills base. Not particularly in my field, but in other fields they are becoming more international, so you 
need to be able to have the skills, you need to be able to work with international colleagues. 

These comments reinforce the argument that the world is becoming ever more globalised, digtial and 
inter-connected, and the corresponding need for intercultural sensitivity and competency is growing. The 
ability to develop these skills as part of a university course has traditionally been confined to physical 
mobility and exchange programmes; and COIL projects are a relatively new and emerging form of teach-
ing and learning activity. It is therefore perhaps not surprising that some of the participants recognised 
the absence of these skills in themselves and others, and at the same time see the potential that COIL 
projects offer in making the development of intercultural skills accessible to all.

Pandemic Effect, Remote-Working and Digital Literacy

Five interviews were conducted just before the UK pandemic lock down, one on the first day of lock 
down, and six after lockdown had started. This resulted in several poignant references to the global 
pandemic and how it has forced rapid digital transformation within organisations across all sectors, and 
the human impact this has had. Many believed the pandemic has had a positive impact on digital literacy 
and digital infrastructure and a sudden dramatic shift to remote working. The embracing of technology 
and more flexible working was regarded as necessary and something that most participants would like 
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to retain in the future, however it is not without its challenges and the importance of the aforementioned 
transversal skills were seen to take on more importance within this context:

And what we’re now experiencing with the pandemic is proving that more and more, because the in-
ternational corporation now is going “look, I’ve just got to do it, we haven’t got a choice”, and in the 
period of seven days, they’ve rolled out a new module, everyone has got an update on the computer, and 
it works. So, there’s proof that it can happen but a lot of it is bureaucracy. 

My meeting when I go back to the office is about remote working, because of the current situation that 
we’re in, because our IT systems are so outdated, the remote working isn’t as easy as it would be work-
ing in other jobs. 

In this day and age, it is extremely vital for all administration and from the top to the bottom to know 
how to use these (digital) platforms, because you never know when you’re going to be in this scenario. 

I think if we use the pandemic that’s now happened, it’s proved that those (transversal) skills need to exist. 

These comments reflect a critical moment in time when the first wave of the pandemic took hold 
around the world, and organisations of all shapes and sizes had to find a new way of working online 
within a very short timeframe. The level of organisational and individual resilience alluded to in the 
comments is in many ways remarkable, and illustrates the intrinsic adaptability, innovation, and solution 
focused nature of human society and industry. If the future workplace becomes an established and ac-
cepted hybrid of home and office distributed around the globe, driven by rapidly evolving technological 
change, graduates will need to develop a future-focused mind-set centered on creativity, flexibility and 
life-long learning.

Pedagogical Balance, Challenges, and Opportunities

The growing emphasis on theoretical education in intercultural competence highlighted by Deardorff 
(2009), offset by the need to use intercultural skills to acquire competency recommended by Bauer-Wolff 
(2018), were reinforced by many of the participants. The widening gap between theory and practice was 
highlighted as well as the need for universities to embed more ‘real life’ experiences into the curriculum. 
The importance of selecting appropriate global case studies and issues for COIL projects was considered 
vital for a meaningful learning outcome:

I think it very much depends on the course you did, where you went to university, the approach your 
university takes to your learning, whether or not they’re purely academic-focused, and that’s what’s 
really important to them, and not giving you the skills in order to take into the workplace, and those 
transferable skills. I think that does make such a difference. 

I have seen with prior jobs that I held before I joined (company) that there was not this competence, 
definitely not. You have people that graduate from university, they join the workforce, and they are not 
used to that because they never experienced talking to a client through a video chat, they didn’t experi-
ence a virtual classroom. 
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I think what would have made this (COIL project) interesting is if there was “find a problem and give 
solutions to that problem”, but that problem has to be on a global scale, it can’t just be different regions, 
because I think that would have been really interesting to do. 

I think it would be interesting if you could actually get company buy-in to this, that there were companies 
actually volunteering to do this. Where there were real cultural differences that the students could identify. 

The balance between theory and practice in universities may need to be addressed if employers 
do not feel that graduates are entering the workplace with sufficent skills to do the job. Skills can be 
acquired and developed through work experience, however it could be argued that the highly dynamic 
and uncertain workplace of the future will need graduates who can hit the ground running. Carefully 
designed COIL projects may offer the opportunity to develop essential intercultural and digital skills at 
university while simultaneously applying theoretical, subject-related knowledge.

Business Ethics and Social Responsibility

Some participants stressed the importance of business ethics and social responsibility within virtual 
collaboration and learning, including the need to select important global issues with a focus on collab-
orative problem solving; recognising cultural frames of reference; and mitigating the digital divide and 
inequalities among participating students and wider society:

A second one (COIL project idea) would be how can you make sure if we have real inclusion in the 
workspace, also virtually, for example what happens to the people that can’t see, that might have a 
problem with their sight? What about the people that are not able to speak, that can only write? How 
can we have this kind of inclusion? 

I think once we’ve addressed the pandemic, we’re going to find people are going to want to start to ad-
dress other problems more and more. It’s already been mooted if we were dealing with climate change 
in the same way as this, if we were dealing with antibacterial resistance, we would be dealing with them 
in the same way. I can only see that their need is going to grow. 

I think one thing that you will learn when you collaborate or work internationally, you will always figure 
out that people are struggling with different kinds of situations in a day-to-day world or in a project. 

The Association of American Colleges and Universities identifies six skills as central to effective 
global learning including: Global self-awareness, Perspective Taking, Cultural Diversity, Personal and 
Social Responsibility, Understanding Global Systems, and Applying Knowledge to Contemporary Global 
Contexts. Participants were asked to comment on the extent to which a sample COIL activity achieved 
each of these outcomes, and some of their responses are included in the comments above. The impor-
tance of ethics and corporate social responsibility was a less prominent theme in the overall responses, 
however when pushed to consider this more closely some of the participants agreed that this should be 
a more central aspect of COIL activities, and the ability for graduates to recognise and prioritise these 
issues as an important aspect of working life.
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Generational and Sectoral Differences and Adaptability

The mismatch between student and employer perceptions of intercultural competence highlighted by 
Bauer-Wolff (2018), was not a strong theme in the interviews. Instead, participants highlighted perceived 
differences in digital competence based on age, sector, geography, and the level of first-hand experience 
individuals have been exposed to. Graduates who have undertaken experiential, competency-based learn-
ing were perceived to be at an advantage in the employment market and most believed that universities 
should do more to facilitate this sort of learning:

Then you have these youngsters that know everything about it and probably use fifty different apps or 
services that are available. So, you have to connect the younger and older generation, everybody has 
to know how it works. 

So, it’s maybe not just upskilling the youngsters, but it’s upskilling the generation that’s already in place, 
and they are maybe not flexible enough to do it, and they are maybe not able to do it quick enough… 
And the other challenge we have is whilst we may use those in Europe, in the same company, they’re 
not using them in Japan or North America…We don’t have the luxury of time (in a charity), we don’t 
have the luxury of getting an IT department to make something work for us; we have half an hour a day 
where we need to do something, so it has to work. 

I’m not sure the students are fully aware of different technologies and looking at technology in its differ-
ent component parts as saying “well, that’s how that will affect that job, that’s how that will affect that 
job.” I think at the moment, they still think of social media, Instagram, and the rest is just technology, 
unless they’re specifically studying it as part of their course. 

I think what’s interesting is people older than me who haven’t had that IT training in schools, that’s 
going to be quite interesting going forward, how they react. 

These comments reveal an interesting dichotomy between participants who believe that young people 
have innate digital skills and the ability to adapt to new technology quickly, and those who believe they 
are less well equipped than older students or more experienced professionals. This might suggest that the 
answer lies somewhere in between, and age is perhaps not as reliable an indicator of digital competence 
as people might imagine. Larger, well-funded organisations are perceived to have greater resources to 
adapt to technological change, however technological innovation also offers cost saving opportunities 
for smaller organisations such as charities. In large, multinational companies, differences in geographi-
cal access to technology, infrastructure and support can also affect the ability to work virtually across 
borders effectively. Higher Education teaching and learning strategies should seek to develop a pedagogy 
which recognises and addresses these issues.

The significant themes arising from the interviews appear to suggest that the employers and alumni 
who were interviewed place considerable value on graduate transversal skills, and regard the skills ac-
quired through COIL as career enhancing. The participants reflected on their own, and others, strengths, 
and weaknesses in relation to intercultural and digital competence (in particular). They identified a need 
for more experiential learning within universities to facilitate this, and with some degree of urgency in 
response to the global pandemic.
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SOLUTIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

This research project set out to examine the impact that COIL projects can have on students’ transversal 
skill development and employability. The literature suggests that intercultural competence is a vital 
transversal skill for success in a global workplace (Deardorff, 2009; Parker et al 1999; Garson, 2016; 
Harrison, 2015). This was reinforced by the participants in this research study who identified the ability 
to understand cultural differences; understand global issues; and take an empathetic, critical approach to 
problem solving, as key attributes they would value in themselves and others. However, other transversal 
skills including interpersonal communication; digital literacy; and adaptability were also identified as 
important within the global employment context, especially in the post pandemic era, because the sud-
den shift to remote working has placed far greater emphasis on these skills. It is therefore recommended 
that COIL theory and practice should focus on a broad range of transversal skills in preparation for the 
future workplace.

Experiential learning has long been regarded as an essential tool for building employability into 
the curriculum because it enables students to apply theory to practice in a safe, work-related context 
(Herrington, 2008; Starke-Meyerring, 2007). COIL projects provide a virtual, experiential learning 
opportunity ideal for the 21st century, post pandemic workplace which has made remote, collaborative 
working the new normal. It is therefore incumbent on universities to ensure their teaching and learning 
strategies reflect the real world of work, and experiential learning opportunities embrace the digital as 
well as the physical realm.

This research project also considered how far universities should engage with emerging pedagogical 
theory in the field of borderless experiential learning, and how teaching and learning strategies should 
evolve to accommodate this. COIL is now a well-established pedagogical approach which any university 
can adopt and adapt with relative ease and limited cost (Bégin-Caouette, 2013; Gorgônio et.al. 2017; 
Starke-Meyerring, 2007; Albandea 2018; Robles, 2012). The online platforms, tools and IT infrastructure 
which are necessary for COIL projects to succeed (Bhat and McMahon, 2016; Chan and Nyback, 2015; 
Zielezinski and Darling-Hammond, 2016) are now firmly embedded within most homes, universities, 
and workplaces in the post pandemic era, making it easier than ever before to take advantage of the 
benefits which COIL offers for students and employers.

A New Conceptual Model

The DINAMITE model (Crawford, 2020) is an original concept that has been developed by the author in 
response to the key themes and sentiments highlighted by this research. It captures the essential attributes 
which universities and employers should seek to cultivate and nurture in students and staff, if they are 
to successfully address the need for future ready graduates and employees in a rapidly transforming, 
globalised, digital employment market. These attributes can be developed through a range of experien-
tial learning activities; however, the findings of this research suggest that well-designed COIL projects 
with clearly defined objectives, roles, and assessment criteria; a meaningful global client, case study or 
problem; and a reliable IT infrastructure, can be an effective approach for developing these traits which 
are transferable to any workplace setting.

The dynamite metaphor implies that when all these attributes are combined, the individual has the 
potential to make a positive ‘explosive impact’ in terms of productivity and performance, within the 
global, virtual workplace.
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What Do Universities Need to Do?

COIL is gaining increasing recognition around the world and the number of universities exploring 
and adopting it is growing rapidly. The popularity of conferences such as IVEC (International Virtual 
Exchange Conference) and webinars such as ‘Enhancing global learning and intercultural competence 
through VE/COIL: lessons from the field’ led by the American Council on Education in 2021, help to 
demonstrate this. Organisations such as the SUNY COIL Centre, Stevens Initiative, UniCollaboration, 
XCulture, and Erasmus+Virtual Exchange have created a growing network of global partners which 
universities can join, and the opportunities for COIL projects are endless. COIL is not necessarily a 
new concept. However, its moment appears to have finally arrived as we enter a new global, digital era 
in Higher Education. Because of the global pandemic democratisation of student mobility and interna-
tionalisation at home imperatives have been pushed to the top of the Executive agenda. To ensure their 
students graduate with DINAMITE on their CVs, Universities need to act now and embed COIL across 
the wider curriculum to avoid being left behind.

Promoting Intercultural and Virtual Skills to Employers

By creating a strong profile on LinkedIn and attaching e-portfolio evidence of COIL participation, coupled 
with an announcement of having worked in a virtual team intercultural communication experiential project, 
students can present that experience and possibly make themselves a more marketable employee (Utz, 
2016). If recruiters for global companies do use LinkedIn to find potential candidates and see among 
other qualifications a description of COIL learning activities described in an e-portfolio, it stands to 
reason that the candidate who possesses these will have an edge on employment for these international 
firms. With that knowledge, the advantage for the faculty member who assigns the experiential learn-

Figure 1. DINAMITE – 8 essential attributes for the global, virtual, workplace (Crawford, 2020)
Source: (Crawford, 2020)
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ing assignment, and then adds an e-portfolio experience and LinkedIn profile design to the project, is 
that the student may suddenly take a much more serious approach to the experiential classroom project.

FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

This qualitative research study was limited to twelve participants, mostly from business communica-
tion backgrounds in the UK, and mostly male. The study could usefully be extended to a wider range 
of employers from different sectors in different countries, to augment and test the validity of the find-
ings. A quantitative method such as a global survey of employers would also increase the validity and 
generalisability of the findings. Some of the participants highlighted the importance of designing COIL 
activities which address important global social and ethical issues; however, this finding requires further 
investigation to understand how it might be applied in a meaningful and practical way. The research 
was conducted during the first wave of the Covid-19 pandemic, at a point when workplaces around the 
world suddenly and dramatically turned almost exclusively digital. It would be interesting to compare 
these findings a year later to see if opinions of digital and intercultural skills have changed, and if per-
ceived competency levels have improved as a result of the pandemic. The extent to which workplaces 
and universities have adapted to a hybrid, distributed model of working would also be interesting to 
analyse, and the extent to which COIL style projects have been adopted by trainers and educators to 
develop the kind of transferable skills employers want and need. Finally, the dichtomy of opinion con-
cerning the digital competence of young versus older generations deserves further investigation, as this 
may help to inform future pedagogy and curriculum design in Higher Education. The new conceptual 
model (DINAMITE) will require further testing to confirm if it is appropriate and relevant for use in 
universities and workplaces.

CONCLUSION

Instructors are involving students in collaborative online projects across the globe to simulate real life 
intercultural experiences, thus best preparing them for future global workplaces. This chapter illustrates 
some of the challenges and benefits both graduates, and employers can expect from intercultural, expe-
riential, learning online, and the type of transferable skills which employers value the most. In the post 
pandemic era, Higher Education must embrace and embed digital literacy, intercultural competency, 
interpersonal and reflexive skills within the core curriculum. They must develop pedagogies which 
promote practical experience over theoretical learning, if students are to succeed in the rapidly evolving 
global, digital workplace. Organisations of all shapes and sizes need these skills now, and their own 
survival—as well as that of Higher Education-- may depend on the ability to meet this demand. Further 
research should be undertaken to verify the findings of this study and to examine the relevance and 
utility of the DINAMITE model in universities and workplaces; and students should be given proper 
verification for experiential learning and the acquired skills so that employers can identify their usability.
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KEY TERMS AND DEFINITIONS

Collaborative Online International Learning (COIL): A group of students from different countries 
and institutions working collaboratively online on a shared project.

Curriculum Design: The pedagogy, structure, objectives, and activities associated with teaching 
and learning within educational establishments.

Digital Competence: The ability to use digital tools and applications successfully.
Ethical and Social Responsibility: The avoidance of harm to anyone or anything; making the world 

a better place.
Experiential Learning: Learning new knowledge and skills through direct experience rather than 

theory.
Graduate Employability: The extent to which students are employable after graduation.
Intercultural Competence: The ability to communicate and work with people from other countries 

successfully.
Transversal Skills: Universal skills which are valuable and useful in any workplace setting.
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APPENDIX 1: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

Section 1: COIL skill development and the workplace
To start with I would like to ask you a couple of brief questions about your line of work and your rela-
tionship with the university and COIL projects:

1.  What is your current job and what does it involve?
2.  What connections do you have to Robert Gordon University?
3.  Have you ever taken part in a collaborative, online, international project at work, or at university, 

and what did it involve?

I am now going to ask you some questions about COIL skill development and how this relates to the 
workplace.

4.  What kind of transferable (non-academic, ‘soft’) skills are important in the workplace and why?
5.  Do you think a COIL project could help to develop these skills?
6.  What kind of challenges do you think a COIL project might involve? (Prompt: e.g. lack of personal 

contact and social bonding; unclear goals and roles; lack of understanding, communication and 
feedback; conflicting time zones and work schedules; cultural and language differences; lack of 
technological competence and confidence (Hertel et al)?)

7.  What do you think intercultural competency is, and how important is it in the workplace?
8.  What type of virtual, collaborative platforms are used in your workplace and what kind of skills 

do they require?
9.  How important is Individual Virtual Competence (IVC) in the workplace? This can be defined as 

computer and remote working self-efficacy, virtual media skills and virtual social skills (Wang & 
Haggerty, 2011)?

10.  Will any of the skills discussed so far become more, or less, important in the workplace in one 
year, five years, ten years?

11.  What is your assessment of recent graduates’ grasp of these skills currently? Please explain your 
answer and give anonymised examples if possible.

12.  How should universities respond to the evolving needs of the workplace in relation to these skill 
areas?

Section 2: Sample COIL activity design and relevance
Please have a look at the activity provided, and when you are ready, I will ask you some questions about it.

13.  Does the activity reflect a real world, work-based scenario - please explain?
14.  Is the activity likely to develop the range of skills previously discussed - please explain?
15.  The Association of American Colleges and Universities identifies the following six skills as central 

to effective global learning. How far does the sample activity develop each one?
A.  Global self-awareness

Effectively addresses significant issues in the natural and human world based on articulating 
one’s identity in a global context.
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B.  Perspective Taking
Evaluates and applies diverse perspectives to complex subjects within natural and human 

systems in the face of multiple and even conflicting positions (i.e. cultural, disciplinary, 
and ethical.)

C.  Cultural Diversity
Adapts and applies a deep understanding of multiple worldviews, experiences, and power 

structures while initiating meaningful interaction with other cultures to address signifi-
cant global problems

D.  Personal and Social Responsibility
Takes informed and responsible action to address ethical, social, and environmental challenges 

in global systems and evaluates the local and broader consequences of individual and 
collective interventions.

E.  Understanding Global Systems
Uses deep knowledge of the historic and contemporary role and differential effects of human 

organizations and actions on global systems to develop and advocate for informed, ap-
propriate action to solve complex problems in the human and natural worlds.

F.  Applying Knowledge to Contemporary Global Contexts
Applies knowledge and skills to implement sophisticated, appropriate, and workable solutions 

to address complex global problems using interdisciplinary perspectives independently 
or with others

16.  How would you improve the activity to make it have a more positive impact for students and 
employers?

17.  Is this type of activity something that universities should be doing more of within their courses - 
please explain?

APPENDIX 2: PARTICIPANT CODES

P1: Female, UK, Public Sector, Senior Role (Communications Manager), university alumni (06.03.20)
P2: Female, UK, Public Sector, Senior Role (Enterprise Program Director), university partner (09.03.20)
P3: Male, UK, Charitable Sector, Junior Role (Communications Officer), COIL alumni (13.03.20)
P4: Male, UK, Private Sector, Senior Role (Head of Production), university partner (19.03.20)
P5: Male, UK, Public Sector, Junior Role (Multimedia Broadcast Journalist), COIL alumni (20.03.20)
P6: Male, UK, Private Sector, Senior Role (Senior Financial Engineer), COIL alumni (23.03.20) – Day 

1 UK Lockdown
P7: Male, UK, Charitable Sector, Junior-Middle Role (Team Leader), university alumni (06.05.20)
P8: Male, USA, Public Sector, Senior Role (Depute Chief), COIL alumni (07.05.20)
P9: Female, UK, Private Sector, Junior-Middle Role (Digital Account Manager), university alumni 

(22.05.20)
P10: Male, USA, Public Sector, Senior Role (Judiciary), university partner (28.05.20)
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P11: Male, Germany, Private Sector (part public), Senior Role (Managing Partner), no direct university 
connection (28.05.20)

P12: Male, Germany, Private Sector, Junior Role (Advertising Account Executive), university alumni 
(03.06.20)
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