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Introduction
Cross-cultural coaching is an emerging and increasingly important field owing to the acceleration 
of globalisation and increased labour mobility. Intercultural collaboration has become essential 
in the everyday workplace, and management behaviour has been recognised as a key driver for 
navigating and overcoming some of these cross-cultural challenges (Deng & Gibson, 2008; 
Dickson, Den Hartog, & Mitchelson, 2003; Rosinski, 2003). Reflective practice is used extensively 
in coaching to cultivate insight and facilitate personal development. This article focuses on the 
metacognitive strategies of awareness, mindfulness and perspective-taking (established forms 
of reflective practice) that can lead to improved mental agility, contextual thinking and cognitive 
flexibility necessary to transform knowledge and experience into culturally appropriate 
behaviour. Furthermore, this article examines the integration of cultural intelligence (CQ) and 
Kolb’s experiential learning theory (ELT), and the contribution that this can potentially make to 
the efficacy of cross-cultural coaching. Insights from this article could provide cross-cultural 
coaches with a more-integrated mechanism and tools to facilitate the development of CQ in a 
multicultural setting.

Purpose
Failure to understand and respect cross-cultural difference invariably leads to personal and 
professional frustration, an inability to build trust and achieve consensus, wasted time, missed 

Orientation: Research on cultural intelligence (CQ) is increasingly used to evaluate, explain 
and predict the cross-cultural efficacy of management behaviour in everyday cross-cultural 
interactions. However, there is limited evidence in cross-cultural coaching of the use of a 
CQ-based approach incorporating metacognition and experiential learning theory (ELT).

Research purpose: This article explored the theoretical linkages, benefits and directions of 
CQ for enhancing cross-cultural coaching.

Motivation for the study: Exploration of theoretical perspectives of CQ for application in 
cross-cultural coaching.

Research design, approach and method: A critical interpretative synthesis research 
methodology was employed to identify and study key concepts. The methodology is sensitive 
to the emergence of meaning in a diverse body of literature from adjacent disciplines.

Main findings: This research suggests four findings motivating a CQ-based approach 
for cross-cultural coaching: firstly, the recognition of the use of metacognitive strategies in 
(cross-cultural) coaching; secondly, the usefulness of metacognition to cross-cultural coaching 
for grasping and transforming cultural experience and insights into culturally appropriate 
behaviour; thirdly, an understanding of the significance of suitability and predisposition of 
certain learning styles to cross-cultural learning effectiveness and lastly, acknowledging the 
importance of a heightened focus on the experiential learning process within the cross-
cultural coaching engagement.

Practical and managerial implications: Key concepts and insights from research on CQ have 
application in cross-cultural coaching in pursuit of the transformation of cultural awareness 
and insight into culturally appropriate behaviour.

Contribution/value-add: This research motivates the use of a CQ-based approach incorporating 
metacognition and ELT to cross-cultural coaching.
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business opportunities and loss of revenue. When the nuances 
in culturally diverse settings are not fully appreciated, misread 
or overlooked, it can lead to delays in getting agreement and 
contracts concluded, sometimes leading to the overall failure 
of a transaction (Rowland, 2016). Although the importance of 
addressing these challenges is clear, it remains unclear how 
this skill can be learnt and adopted.

Cross-cultural coaching is a response to navigating culturally 
diverse situations. Coaching stands in conjunction with and 
is complementary to other support services to improve CQ, 
such as training and mentoring. The literature offers many 
definitions of cultural or cross-cultural competence that 
generally include ‘the ability to function effectively in 
another culture’ (Johnson, Lenartowicz, & Apud, 2006; Tan & 
Chua,  2003). Rosinski (2003) states that cultural differences 
should be embraced and not dismissed. Coaching in a cross-
cultural setting can make a contribution by assisting the 
client to engender culturally appropriate behaviour through 
an increased sense of awareness, resulting in greater mental 
agility in a given situation. Booysen (2015) defined cross-
cultural coaching as:

… a meaning making process, in which the coach helps the 
coachee to surface and address deeply held beliefs and behaviors, 
based on cognitive schemas and frameworks shaped by culture 
and identity constructions, that inhibit their performance in their 
current context. (p. 242)

Plaister-Ten (2009) adds that cross-cultural coaching focuses 
on awareness of cultural difference and working within these 
differences to find culturally appropriate steps to address 
issues. The mechanism whereby experience and knowledge 
are transformed into culturally appropriate behaviour has not 
been meaningfully integrated into cross-cultural coaching. 
The aim of this article is to provide theoretical perspectives on 
the use of a CQ-based approach to cross-cultural coaching.

It is argued that three insights from the research on CQ are 
applicable to cross-cultural coaching. Firstly, it is argued that 
the use of metacognitive strategies through different forms of 
reflective practice, namely, awareness, perspective-taking and 
mindfulness, facilitate the transformation of knowledge and 
experience into culturally appropriate behaviour. Secondly, 
there are significant interactions and linkages between the 
components of CQ and the stages of Kolb’s experiential 
learning cycle. Lastly, Kolb’s experiential learning styles (ELS) 
have a moderating impact on the ability to improve CQ. 
Awareness of the theoretical linkages between metacognition, 
ELT and cross-cultural coaching provides coaches with insight 
into ways to facilitate the development of CQ in a multicultural 
setting.

Literature review
The construct of CQ is the psychological measure of cultural 
competence, defined as a person’s capability to function 
effectively in settings characterised by cultural diversity 
(Earley & Ang, 2003). This ability to adapt one’s behaviour 
to a new cultural setting, that is, the transformation of inner 

awareness to appropriate external behaviour, makes CQ 
unique and is the first step to shaping a cross-cultural 
interaction. The concept has been developed, tested and used 
in research on expatriates, leadership, judgement and decision-
making in culturally diverse settings (Ang et al., 2007; Elenkov 
& Manev, 2009). Similar to other forms of intelligence, CQ has 
both internal (metacognitive, cognitive and motivational) and 
external (behavioural) components (Earley & Ang, 2003), and 
captures awareness and flexibility in intercultural situations 
(Oolders, Chernyshenko, & Stark, 2008).

Two nascent strands of research have emerged from recent 
literature on CQ that in part addresses the improvement 
of  CQ abilities. The first recognises the importance of 
metacognitive strategies (Ang et  al., 2007; Thomas, 2006), 
namely, awareness, perspective-taking and mindfulness 
in  the process of improving CQ. The literature on CQ and 
metacognition has begun to establish an empirical basis that 
demonstrates the positive relationship between metacognition 
and a number of behavioural measures in culturally diverse 
settings (Mor, Morris, & Joh, 2013). The second is concerned 
with the connection between Kolb’s ELT (Kolb, 1984) and 
CQ, which investigates the linkages between Kolb’s learning 
stages and the components of CQ, and the moderating impact 
of Kolb’s learning styles on the improvement of CQ (Van 
Dyne, Ang, & Livermore, 2009).

Traditionally, cross-cultural coaching has been preoccupied 
with questions of cultural profiling (Hampden-Turner & 
Trompenaars, 1997; Hofstede, 1981; House, Hanges, Javidan, 
Dorfman, & Gupta, 2004; Javidan & House, 2002), paradigmatic 
approaches (Geertz, 1973; Hofstede, 1981), culturally bound 
awareness (Plaister-Ten, 2013; St Claire-Ostwald, 2007) and 
cultural mapping (Meyer, 2014) amongst a number of research 
questions. Rosinski (2003, p. xix) states that coaching across 
cultures is a ‘more creative form of coaching’. Furthermore, 
Plaister-Ten (2013, p. 54) refers to the importance of ‘culturally 
appropriate responsibility’ in cross-cultural coaching. Cross-
cultural coaching has been linked to CQ by Booysen (2015, 
p. 242) who used terms such as ‘cultural agility’ and ‘cultural 
humility’ during the process of coaching. Plaister-Ten (2013) 
calls for a  systems approach to coaching in intercultural 
contexts. Notwithstanding the translation of the construct of 
CQ into accessible coaching practitioners’ concepts (Livermore, 
2009), the literature on cross-cultural coaching (Abbott, 
Gilbert,  & Rosinski, 2013; Booysen, 2015; DeLay & Dalton, 
2006; Jenkins,  2006; Rosinski & Abbott, 2006) has otherwise 
given  limited attention to the thorough examination of the 
combination of the theory of CQ and the role of metacognitive 
strategies and ELT in cross-cultural coaching, which will be 
the focus of this article.

Method
Research approach
Given the decision to carry out a conceptual study, there were 
three high-level methodological choices necessary in selecting 
an appropriate method of synthesis, namely, concept analysis, 
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interpretative synthesis and systematic review. Each method 
represents its own school of thought and presents a set of 
research benefits and challenges to be considered in line with 
the best fit of methodology to the research question. The 
methods span a continuum where concept analysis, on the one 
hand, is founded on qualitative research, and systematic review, 
on the other hand, is founded on quantitative research (Barnett-
Page & Thomas, 2009, p. 59). Interpretative synthesis is posited 
between these two research methods and demonstrates 
elements of both qualitative and quantitative research.

The critical interpretative synthesis (CIS) methodology, 
developed by Dixon-Woods et  al., is ‘sensitised to the 
process  of conventional systematic review and draws on 
recent advances in methods for interpretative synthesis’ 
(Dixon-Woods et al., 2006, p. 2). Critical interpretative 
synthesis supports the analysis of a large, diverse and complex 
body of  literature where definitions were not consistently 
operationalised, and which generates theory with strong 
explanatory power (Dixon-Woods et  al., 2006). In this 
research, it was neither the intention to exclusively track the 
development of concepts nor was it possible to conduct a 
systematic review, as this requires a basic comparability of 
data, a priori definition of key concepts and clearly defined 
inclusion and exclusion criteria (Dixon-Woods et  al., 2006). 
The intention was to examine, through an iterative process, 
the emergence of meaning of key and supporting concepts 
scattered across a body of literature from overlapping research 
disciplines – in this case, studies of intelligence and cognition, 
psychology, anthropology, and coaching. This method 
allowed recurring themes to emerge and a critique to be 
developed. Critique of the literature was undertaken in a 
dynamic, recursive and reflexive manner and recognised the 
ill-defined boundaries and overlapping fields presented in 
this emerging field of study. The analysis developed a 
synthesizing argument, which was to connect the insights on 
CQ to cross-cultural coaching and to link key concepts and 
constructs meaningfully, through newly developed synthetic 
constructs, in a coherent theoretical framework.

Design
This CIS design was selected for its flexibility and ability to 
deal meaningfully with the many exploratory dimensions 
of  the research on cross-cultural coaching and CQ from the 
definitional issues to the extraction of the prominent themes 
within overlapping disciplines. Coaching borrows heavily, 
draws widely and integrates research from fields as diverse as 
psychology, neuroscience, anthropology and the management 
sciences, amongst others. Its focus is foremost on practical 
applications, yet there is limited empirical research available 
to support key ideas and practices in coaching. There is 
therefore little consistency in the research approach, unit of 
measurement or adoption of research paradigm in addressing 
research questions. This challenge raised questions of 
credibility and trustworthiness of the primary data of this 
research assignment. To ensure consistency and rigour, it was 
necessary to address the credibility of the literature related to 
the field of coaching.

Targeted body of literature
The selection of relevant literature was the result of the 
theoretical needs of the research and the choices best suited 
to  the research purpose (Schreiber, Crooks, & Stern, 1997, 
p. 319). This research sought to further the conceptual ordering 
and  clarification of the field of study. In this regard, the 
development of mid-range theory was an important outcome.

The literature search and selection process evaluated a body of 
literature significantly larger than the listed references included 
in the final publication of the research.1 Although, a large 
amount of literature was not overtly relevant to the subject, 
it  nevertheless assisted in informing and understanding the 
theoretical context in which CQ and key related research 
efforts developed.

Findings
Clarity regarding the construct of CQ precedes the discussion 
of the metacognitive strategies which could be used in cross-
cultural coaching.

The theoretical construct of cultural intelligence
As this article proposes a CQ-based approach for cross-cultural 
coaching, it is important to provide a cursory introduction 
to  the concept of CQ. Despite a proliferation of CQ-related 
research and other models of CQ (Earley & Mosakowski, 
2004; Thomas & Inkson, 2003), the model of CQ introduced 
by  Earley and Ang (2003) remains at the centre of research 
efforts. Cultural intelligence seeks to explain the dimensions of 
intelligence that facilitates the grasping and transforming of 
experience in order to create the capacity for effectiveness in 
cross-cultural situations. A defining feature of CQ is that it 
is an etic construct. It is universal, independent of culture and 
is an intelligence capability present in all persons. By contrast, 
an emic construct is ethnocentric. Its meaning is derived 
from the context and is culturally bound (Earley, Murnieks, & 
Masakowski, 2007). The etic character of the construct of 
CQ  is  an important attribute as the insights from CQ have 
application in cross-cultural coaching, regardless of the cultural 
context. The theory and conceptual model of CQ comprises 
four components: metacognition, cognition, motivation and 
behaviour, explained below in more detail.

Metacognition, an innate and universal attribute, is concerned 
with the structure and form of thought, that is, ‘thinking 
about thinking’ (Earley & Gibson, 2002, p. 100). It is the 
process that individuals use to acquire and understand 
knowledge, in other words, categories of thought, levels of 
analysis and strategies for information acquisition. It 
transcends culture and is not concerned with the content of 

1.As an example, a Google Scholar search reports almost 1000 articles that contain 
the term cultural intelligence in the title. A search of articles referencing Robert 
Sternberg, the father of modern-day studies on intelligence, and the exact term 
cultural intelligence, returns 920 articles. Clearly, this is an impossible task. The 
search strategy thus required further narrowing of the search with a number of 
qualifying terms, for example, metacognition or coaching. Once articles, possibly of 
interest and significance, were identified, pearl stringing was used to trace key piece 
of literature. This greatly assisted in understanding the emergence of key themes 
and academic focus.
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one culture or another, but rather with the mental processes 
of representation (Sternberg, 2004, p. 328). Metacognition 
provides the key capability for the transformation of cognition 
into directed culturally appropriate behaviour.

Cognition is concerned with the elements that constitute 
a  specific cultural context and account for differences in 
behaviour and interactions across different cultural settings 
(Ang & Van Dyne, 2008). It includes the knowledge structures 
of ‘norms, practices, and conventions in different cultures 
acquired from education and personal experiences. This 
includes knowledge of economic, legal, sociolinguistic, and 
interpersonal systems of different cultures and subcultures’ 
(Ng, Van Dyne, & Ang, 2012, p. 33). Cognition is the content 
of experience.

The motivational component of CQ is the energy and interest 
directed at situations marked by cultural difference (Ang & 
Van Dyne, 2008). Motivation plays a central role in the 
alignment of metacognition, cognition and behaviour, and 
provides the impetus for culturally appropriate behaviour.

Behaviour as a component of CQ is the ability to enact 
appropriate verbal and non-verbal actions when interacting 
with people from different cultures (Ang & Van Dyne, 2008). 
As an outward manifestation or overt action, that is, what a 
person does or says rather than what he or she thinks, 
behaviour is the basis upon which perception is formed by 
others in cross-cultural settings.

The theory of CQ has been extensively tested and validated 
(Ng et  al., 2012, pp. 30–31). As a theory with particular 
emphasis on metacognition, it provides numerous insights 
that can support the transformation of experience into 
culturally appropriate behaviour. Applied to the domain of 
coaching, CQ provides a robust theoretical and practical 
foundation for cross-cultural coaching. The literature on CQ 
identifies and continues to confirm the empirical validity of 
metacognition as the key component responsible for the 
transformation of experience and insight into culturally 
appropriate behaviour (Ang & Van Dyne, 2008; Chua, 
Morris, & Mor, 2012; Mor et al., 2013; Thomas & Inkson, 2003; 
Van Dyne et al., 2012). It comprises the processes of monitoring 
and adjusting one’s  thoughts, planning and strategising as 
one learns new skills (Schoenfeld, 1987; Silver, 1987; Thomas 
& Inkson, 2003; Triandis, 1995). Metacognition is identified as 
the key enabling faculty in the construct of CQ as it links the 
cognitive and behavioural elements of CQ by facilitating the 
translation of thought into action owing to ongoing active 
awareness that leads to situation-appropriate behaviour. 
Metacognition, the process involved in developing a 
heightened sense of CQ (Li & Mobley, 2010; Li, Mobley, & 
Kelly, 2013), is central to the process of cross-cultural coaching 
and can assist with the improving of CQ.

Recent literature on CQ highlights the importance of 
metacognition and the use of various metacognitive strategies 
to enhance CQ (Chua et al., 2012; Mor et al., 2013; Van Dyne 
et al., 2012). References in the literature to the metacognitive 

strategies of awareness, perspective-taking and mindfulness 
provide numerous touch points for cross-cultural coaching. 
These metacognitive strategies form an integral part of the 
learning process (Kolb, 1984). Despite limited definitional 
clarity and a large degree of overlap, cross-cultural coaching 
can facilitate the individual development of metacognitive 
strategies by seeking to improve awareness, engaging in 
perspective-taking and cultivating mindfulness, leading 
to  improved mental agility, increased agency, contextual 
thinking and cognitive flexibility. An understanding of the 
importance of developing metacognition and the usefulness 
of metacognitive strategies is empowering to both coach and 
client in the cross-cultural coaching context.

Metacognitive strategies
Metacognitive strategies provide coaching tools that allow 
the coach to better understand the basis of engagement with 
the client and areas for development. For the client, the 
reflective process creates an awareness of potential blind spots 
and enabling tools for improved cross-cultural interaction.

Awareness
Awareness, the first metacognitive strategy relevant to CQ 
and cross-cultural coaching, can be defined as the ‘continuous 
monitoring of one’s internal state and the external 
environment’ (Thomas, 2006, p. 94). It is a sense-making 
activity comprising self-awareness, other-awareness and 
situational-awareness (Endsley, 1995; Sheldon, 1996; Triandis, 
2006). The literature on coaching is replete with the importance 
and  significance of awareness. Booysen (2015) asserts that 
awareness of cultural understandings can help with 
interpreting what takes place in diverse contexts. Rosinski 
(2003) notes that cultural awareness goes beyond a recognition 
of cultural difference, and that this awareness is in fact 
concerned with learning about, appreciating and recognising 
the invisible behavioural influence in everyday interactions 
and valuing cultures different from one’s own. Whitmore 
describes awareness as ‘high-quality self-generated relevant 
input’, that is, being conscious of what is going on around 
one and demonstrating the self-awareness to be conscious of 
what one is experiencing (Whitmore, 2009, pp. 33–36).

Perspective-taking
Multiple perspectives, a form of reflective practice, can also 
be understood as perspective-taking. Cultural perspective-
taking can be defined as ‘considering the typical approach 
that a counterpart from another culture might take’ (Lee, 
Adair, & Seo, 2013, p. 390). A number of empirical studies 
have highlighted the importance and significance of cultural 
perspective-taking. Mor et  al. (2013) found empirical 
support  for the idea that cultural perspective-taking can 
improve metacognition and intercultural effectiveness, and 
in turn, CQ. Research by Galinsky (2002) and Galinsky and 
Moskowitz (2000) found that cultural perspective-taking can 
reduce confirmation bias and stereotyping. The literature 
emphasises that contextual thinking and cognitive flexibility, 
two important aspects of metacognition, underpin cultural 
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perspective-taking (Klafehn, Banerjee, & Chiu, 2008; Lee et al., 
2013). The former aspect is concerned with a heightened 
sensitivity to and awareness of the fact that culture shapes 
motivation and behaviour, whereas the latter denotes the 
selective basis upon which mental schema and behavioural 
scripts are used in cross-cultural situations. The literature 
suggests that cultural perspective-taking is an ongoing 
activity  for persons with higher levels of metacognition 
(Klafehn et al., 2008). Booysen (2015, p. 273) refers to reflective 
and reflexive practice as being vital when developing 
metacognition.

Mindfulness
According to the literature in the management sciences, 
a  meaningful and positive connection exists between 
mindfulness and appropriate behavioural outcomes. These 
findings include the impact of mindfulness on positive 
regard, influence and relational and instrumental outcomes 
(Kopelman, Avi-Yonah, & Varghese, 2011), and enhanced 
task performance (Dane, 2011). The concept of mindfulness 
is  widely used, but with varying definitional clarity. The 
modern-day concept emanates from the literature on 
psychology (Langer, 1989) and is defined as ‘the awareness 
that emerges through paying attention on  purpose, in the 
present moment, and nonjudgmentally to the unfolding 
experience moment by moment’ (Kabat-Zinn, 2003, p. 145), 
that is, directing heightened awareness and enhanced 
attention to the present reality (Brown & Ryan, 2003). 
Mindfulness, a conscious discipline (Walsh, 1980), and a 
product of reflective practice, controls the cognitive processes 
that govern behaviour by recalling knowledge that is 
pertinent to the situation, preventing automatic responses, 
suspending inappropriate responses and constructing 
responses that are situation-appropriate and consistent with 
the motivations of the individual (Logan, 1989). The 
metacognitive strategy of mindfulness focuses attention on 
the knowledge of culture and process of influence as it 
pertains to culture by creating new mental maps through the 
ongoing categorisation and  re-categorisation of experience. 
Mindfulness draws attention to the motives, goals, emotions 
and external stimuli of the  individual, enables the 
consideration of appropriate behavioural alternatives and 
creates the capacity for empathy and culturally sensitive and 
appropriate responses (Thomas, 2006, pp. 85–86).

Discussion
Coaching tools, derived from metacognition, ELT and CQ, 
are applied to the cross-cultural context.

Cross-cultural coaching applications of 
metacognition
Awareness, perspective-taking and mindfulness, as 
metacognitive strategies, work hand in hand and overlap in 
terms of theory and reflective coaching technique.

Building awareness forms the starting point of the cross-
cultural coaching engagement (Whitmore, 2009). The coach 

can draw on a number of coaching techniques to challenge 
assumptions, recognise prejudice, acknowledge blind spots, 
explore stereotypes and engage in Socratic questioning, 
to mention a few. It is important to recognise that the coach 
also brings assumptions and prejudices to the coaching 
engagement. As part of reflective practice, building awareness 
is an ongoing focus of the cross-cultural coaching engagement.

In the case of perspective-taking, transforming the experience 
is an essential part of building a recognition and acceptance 
of the plurality of perspectives. The coach works with the 
client to explore, challenge and learn from direct observations 
and personal experiences. This is a two-step process of 
understanding experience and then encouraging the client to 
engage in experiences based on this new understanding. In 
this way, the learning enables the client to adapt to new ways 
of thinking about and engaging with their environment. 
It is worth noting that the coach, similarly, brings his or her 
perspectives to bear on the coaching engagement and that 
this may have an impact on the way in which the coach is 
able or unable to support the client.

Mindfulness, in cross-cultural coaching, draws together 
awareness and perspective-taking, by focusing attention on 
automatic thoughts and their effects, exploring instances 
where the client could have made a different or culturally 
appropriate choice and cultivating more deliberate and 
purposeful thought directed at the present. The cross-cultural 
coaching process facilitates the engagement of thoughts and 
emotions of the client with clarity and in a nonjudgemental 
manner that is free from emotional bias. This is typically 
achieved by engaging in exercises, for example, meditation, 
breathing and focused attention that settle the mind and 
provide the conditions under which cross-cultural issues 
can be explored. The cross-cultural coach can ask a series of 
incisive questions that direct the client’s attention to the 
thoughts, feelings and sensations in relation to a particular 
cross-cultural issue, and help the client to explore the issue 
from different perspectives by identifying automatic biases 
and responses. Finally, the coach can assist the client in 
recognising that there is a range of behavioural alternatives, 
consistent with the client’s motivations, for a particular cross-
cultural interaction, and that this is a conscious choice in the 
moment of interaction.

Metacognition, exercised through the aforementioned 
metacognitive strategies, more generally enables an individual 
to be consciously aware of the cultural preferences of 
others  before and during interactions, to question cultural 
assumptions and to adjust mental models during and after 
interactions. As a metacognitive process, it is used to acquire 
and understand knowledge, suspend judgement and 
maintain real-time consciousness of how culture influences 
the mental process and behaviour of oneself and others 
in  intercultural situations (Flavell, 1979). Metacognition 
therefore allows individuals ‘to develop heuristics for social 
interaction across cultural contexts’ (Van Dyne et  al., 2012, 
p.  299). Metacognition has two immediate applications for 
cross-cultural coaching. 
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Firstly, reflective practice is used in cross-cultural coaching 
to  create insight through awareness, perspective-taking and 
mindfulness, and is widely used in coaching. Various forms of 
cultural profiling are often used in reflective practice exercises. 
Although cultural profiling is useful, it does not address the 
question of how knowledge and experience of culture(s) is 
transformed into culturally appropriate behaviour. There is 
limited evidence in the literature on cross-cultural coaching to 
suggest that the insights of metacognitive CQ are meaningfully 
integrated into reflective practice in cross-cultural coaching. 
More recent literature on cross-cultural coaching continues 
to  draw heavily on the foundational work of Hofstede and 
subsequently the Global Leadership and Organizational 
Behaviour Effectiveness (GLOBE) project (House et al., 2004). 
These studies offer empirical data that provide useful tools 
for  the definition and categorisation of cultural artefacts. A 
number of authors (Abbott et al., 2013; DeLay & Dalton, 2006; 
Jenkins, 2006; Rosinski & Abbott, 2006) have acknowledged, 
discussed and made progress with the integration of the 
insight of metacognition in cross-cultural coaching. Booysen 
(2015) has connected CQ and the concept of Global Mindsets 
(Javidan, Teagarden, & Bowen, 2010) in cross-cultural coaching, 
and provides a powerful cross-cultural coaching framework 
that inculcates CQ in the development of cultural agility 
(2015, p. 278). Abbott et  al. (2013, p, 492) point out that 
CQ  and Global Mindsets are crucially ‘useful heuristics 
to  promote more rigorous and high impact coaching 
engagements in intercultural contexts’.

Secondly, metacognition is useful as it provides the coach 
and client with a set of methods, being the metacognitive 
strategies, to explore cross-cultural challenges in a manner 
that takes cognisance of the implicit perceptions and bias 
built into the everyday assessment and understanding of 
culture, in situations characterised by cultural difference 
and complexity. Booysen (2015) provides a coaching-specific 
set of practical steps for building CQ. Journaling and 
reflective and reflexive practices are identified as effective 
tools for developing metacognition. A CQ-based approach 
recognises the significance and role of metacognition, can 
assist cross-cultural coaching in a manner that supports the 
ability to improve awareness by enabling experience to be 
grasped and transformed into learning (Kolb, 1984), and 
ultimately translated into an adaption of one’s behaviour. 
Booysen (2015) refers to continuous questioning of cultural 
assumptions when working on developing metacognition. 
A  CQ-based approach can engender the mental agility to 
be  able to, in the moment, carry one’s experience to that 
situation and stand back, assessing appropriately what the 
situation demands, thereby enabling greater agency when 
faced with a culturally diverse situation.

Significance of cultural intelligence to experiential 
learning theory
The second area of research, relevant to the conceptual case 
for a CQ-based approach to cross-cultural coaching, is the 
relationship between CQ and ELT. Two linkages between 
CQ  and ELT are of interest: firstly, the interaction between 

the components of CQ and the stages of Kolb’s experiential 
learning cycle, and secondly, the moderating impact that the 
theory of Kolb’s learning styles has on improving CQ. These 
connections have far-reaching implications for cross-cultural 
coaching.

The literature on CQ increasingly recognises the importance 
of experiential approaches to development and learning in 
cross-cultural contexts. Research has focused primarily 
on cross-cultural questions in the context of leadership, some 
of which are the impact of international experience on 
business outcomes (Carpenter, Sanders, & Gregersen, 2001; 
Daily, Certo, & Dalton, 2000; Sambharya, 1996), individual 
professional development (Gregersen, Morrison, & 
Black, 1998; Jokinen, 2005; McCall & Hollenbeck, 2002) and 
the importance of cultural proficiency of those in leadership 
positions (Deal, Leslie, Dalton, & Ernst, 2003; Javidan 
et al., 2010). Until Ng, Van Dyne and Ang (2009) proposed the 
link between CQ and Kolb’s ELT, the literature said very 
little about how to increase CQ. This link was a significant 
development as it brought together two distinct fields of 
study in a manner that has advanced the theory and practice 
of CQ with potentially far-reaching implications for cross-
cultural coaching. Building on this, Lorenz, Ramsey and 
Richey (2018) connect ELT to metacognitive and cognitive CQ 
to explain opportunity recognition in international contexts.

Kolb’s ELT is a four-stage cycle, which comprises concrete 
experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualisation 
and active experimentation (Kolb, 1984). Figure 1 depicts 
Kolb’s stages of the experiential learning cycle, discussed 
below, and the ELS, discussed later in this article. Concrete 
experience (feeling) is concerned with an immediate, 
tangible experience. Reflective observation (perceiving) is an 
internal processing of experience. Abstract conceptualisation 
(thinking) is concerned with the abstraction, aggregation, 
classification and symbolic representation of experience, and 
active experimentation (doing) comprises the testing of new 
behaviour through the manipulation of the external world. 
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FIGURE 1: Kolb’s learning cycle and experiential learning styles.
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Kolb’s learning cycle assists with understanding experience 
in order to transform it into useable knowledge (Kolb, 1984). 
Experiential learning and unlearning take place as a result 
of  grasping experience (concrete experience and abstract 
conceptualisation) and transforming experience (reflective 
observation and active experimentation).

Kolb (1984) identified four ELS, namely divergent, convergent, 
assimilative and accommodative. Each learning style, a 
function of individual circumstances and preference, occupies 
a quadrant on Kolb’s learning cycle through the combination 
of adjacent learning stages (see Figure 1). The divergent 
learning style combines concrete experience and reflective 
observation and is associated with persons that embrace 
multiple perspectives and are imaginative in problem 
resolution. The assimilative learning style combines reflective 
observation and abstract conceptualisation and is associated 
with persons that dwell in the world of abstractions and 
effortlessly master conceptually complex ideas in a logical 
and concise manner. The convergent learning style combines 
abstract conceptualisation and active experimentation and is 
associated with persons with a thought-derived practical 
approach to problem resolution. Lastly, the accommodative 
learning style combines active experimentation and concrete 
experience and is associated with persons who are practical 
and intuitive (i.e. through the experience of trial and error) 
in their approach to problem solving.

Experiential learning theory is widely used in coaching. The 
integration of CQ and ELT (and by implication ELS) may 
provide a useful process for addressing the complexities 
associated with cross-cultural issues. Ng et al. (2009, p. 520) 
propose a framework that identifies and integrates different 
stages of ELT with CQ, and suggest that positive outcomes 
from cross-cultural learning experiences can potentially lead 
to higher levels of CQ. Higher levels of CQ enhance the 
likelihood of active involvement in all four stages of the 
ELT cycle, resulting in better integration of the ELT processes 
of grasping experience and transforming experience 
(Ng et  al., 2009, p. 523). This is an ongoing and mutually 
reinforcing process, as higher levels of CQ facilitate 
progression through the experiential learning cycle. Iterations 
in the completed experiential learning cycle continue to 
develop CQ. The aforementioned research suggests that 
improving CQ through the cross-cultural coaching process 
can potentially unlock the client’s ability to access Kolb’s full 
experiential learning cycle. While an empirical foundation 
continues to be established for the linkages between CQ and 
ELT, Ng et al. (2009) propose four key relationships: Firstly, an 
individual with higher levels of motivational and/or 
behavioural CQ will in all likelihood seek concrete experience 
and develop higher levels of self-efficacy in cross-cultural 
settings. Motivational and behavioural CQ are the operative 
components of CQ, which make an individual open to new 
cross-cultural experiences, take greater interest and initiative, 
and learn from doing and feeling rather than thinking. 
Research by Bandura (1997) suggests that self-confidence is 
necessary for persistence and task completion, which is 
connected to motivational CQ. In a cross-cultural setting or an 

unfamiliar environment, higher levels of motivational CQ 
predispose the individual to seeking out, rather than avoiding, 
concrete experience. Higher levels of behavioural CQ arguably 
lead to culturally more appropriate and flexible behaviour as 
the individual values concrete experience as a form of 
learning and engagement with others and the environment, 
and seeks out such interactions with greater frequency.

Secondly, people with strong metacognitive and cognitive 
CQ abilities are more likely to engage in reflective observation 
as  a  form of learning and develop ethnorelative attitudes 
towards other cultures (Ang, Van Dyne, & Rockstuhl, 2015; 
Ng et  al., 2009). Lorenz et  al. demonstrate the positive 
impact of metacognition and cognition on innovativeness, the 
product of learning and the application of experience, in an 
international context (2018). Mental representations of culture 
reside within the cognitive faculties of CQ. Metacognition 
bolsters the ability to derive rich and accurate mental schema 
of culture and cultural interactions through the ongoing 
monitoring and adjustment of cognition and the structure 
of  thought (Flavell, 1979). Persons with highly developed 
metacognitive and cognitive abilities tend to make better 
cultural assessments and are better equipped to engage in 
the  process of reflective observation through a heightened 
understanding of the similarities and differences in culture 
(Ang et al., 2007).

Thirdly, heightened levels of metacognitive and cognitive 
CQ will in all likelihood result in improved pattern detection 
and abstract conceptualisation. Abstract conceptualisation 
is  concerned with deriving general propositions, theories, 
models, patterns and schema about interactions and the 
environment. Metacognition supports the process of abstract 
conceptualisation by providing the mental wherewithal to 
reflect on the structure and content of thought, and monitor 
and adjust ongoing basic assumptions, values, feelings and 
representations. Persons with accurate mental models 
and  better organised knowledge structures about their 
environments are thought to be better equipped, in part, for 
effective cross-cultural interactions.

Lastly, Ng et al. (2009) suggest that all four components of 
CQ, in varying combinations, are necessary and contribute 
to  an individual implementing and testing conceptualised 
generalisations through active experimentation, which 
facilitates the development of the appropriate skills and 
flexibility for cross-cultural interactions. The process of active 
experimentation employs the use of all four components 
of  CQ. Both metacognitive and cognitive CQ are required 
to  organise and map out action plans. Motivational CQ 
provides the interest, focus and persistence to engage in new 
behaviour, and behavioural CQ facilitates meaningful verbal 
and non-verbal interaction (Ng et al., 2009, p. 517).

Applications for cross-cultural coaching
Cultural intelligence and Kolb’s experiential learning theory
While there has been significant theoretical development in 
the theory and application of CQ and ELT, this research has 
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further identified a number of implications for cross-cultural 
coaching from the integration of CQ and ELT:

•	 Cross-cultural coaching can assist clients in accessing and 
engaging all four experiential learning stages to help 
them improve CQ (Li et al., 2013; Lorenz et al., 2018) by 
progressing through the experiential learning cycle in the 
grasping and transformation of experience into culturally 
appropriate behaviour.

•	 The literature points to concrete experience, reflective 
observation and active experimentation as learning 
stages  that enhance CQ. Coaching can assist particularly 
with the process of reflective and reflexive practice 
(Booysen, 2015). Ang et al. (2015) refer to the use of cognitive 
and metacognitive CQ abilities in reflective observation. 
Reflexive practice includes the taking of multiple 
perspectives (Kolb, 1984), suspending judgement (Triandis, 
2006), raising awareness (Whitmore, 2009) and cultivating 
mindfulness (Thomas, 2006) for positive relational 
outcomes (Kopelman et al., 2011). In addition, the coaching 
conversation can create the environment in which possible 
forms of active experimentation can be explored.

•	 Coaching can assist with abstract conceptualisation, a 
metacognitive process, by assisting the client with pattern 
recognition and thinking through the systemic aspects 
of cross-cultural experience. Learning takes place in the 
contextual relevance of change situations and not because 
of positions of externality (Su, 2011). Coaching can 
provide an environment in which the client can reflect on 
previous experience; challenge mental schemata, frames 
and assumptions; and integrate learning.

•	 Thomas (2006) and Ang and Van Dyne (2008) propose 
that  metacognition links the cognitive and behavioural 
elements of CQ by facilitating the translation of thought 
into action owing to ongoing active awareness that leads to 
situation-appropriate behaviour. When this theory is 
overlaid with Kolb’s ELT theory, it becomes apparent that 
‘even if people know what they should do and have the 
necessary motivation, it does not always mean they will 
enact the behaviours’ (Li et al., 2013, p. 34). Coaching, as an 
ongoing process, can, however, support the transformative 
learning (Terblanche, Albertyn, & Van Coller-Peter, 2018) 
necessary for the enactment of culturally appropriate 
behaviour. This process assists coachees to move from 
‘knowing’ to ‘becoming’ through action, learning and 
experience (Yeo & Marquardt, 2015, p. 81).

Cultural intelligence and Kolb’s experiential learning styles
In recent years, research has been directed at the development 
of conceptual models of learning that account for the learning 
processes underpinning heightened CQ and improved 
organisational outcomes that can specify the type of individual 
best suited to cross-cultural interactions (Ng et  al., 2009). 
Yamazaki and Kayes (2004) found that certain ELS were better 
suited to particular cross-cultural contexts and resulted in 
more effective learning. In particular, abstract conceptualisation 
was found to be of lesser importance for cultural adaption 
than concrete experience, reflective observation or active 
experimentation. MacNab (2012) demonstrated the positive 

impact of an ELT-based programme on CQ. Li et al. (2013) 
investigated the extent to which learning style influences the 
improvement of CQ in international assignments and found a 
positive relationship between the length of an international 
assignment and CQ. This relationship is strengthened for 
persons with a divergent (not an assimilative, convergent or 
accommodative) learning style and enhances the likelihood 
that the individual engaged the four stages of the learning 
cycle. Lorenz et  al. suggest that the components of 
metacognition and cognition relate to the assimilation and 
convergent learning styles (2018). The research of Kolb (1984); 
Kolb and Kolb (2005); Ng et  al. (2009); Li et  al. (2013) and 
Lorenz et  al. (2018) have four important implications for 
cross-cultural coaching:

•	 Kolb (1984) recognises that a person does not touch all 
four stages of the experiential learning cycle and that 
ELT is not a true reflection of how people learn (Kolb, 
1984). In the process of learning, a person does not 
logically and systematically step through the four stages 
of learning in sequence, but rather jumps around the four 
stages and does so on the basis of a predisposed learning 
style. This insight provides a valuable starting point for 
client and coach, as the client’s attention can be directed 
at potential blind spots and the coach can support the 
learning process on the basis of the relative strengths and 
weaknesses of the client’s learning style.

•	 The literature points to a positive relationship between 
the diverging learning style and cultural adaption 
(Li et al., 2013). This insight can frame and support the 
cross-cultural coaching engagement, and direct the focus, 
if necessary, to developing aspects of concrete experience 
and reflective observation. The metacognitive strategies 
of awareness, mindfulness and perspective-taking offer 
powerful reflective tools that can be integrated with 
ELT to develop the learning stages of concrete experience 
and reflective observation.

•	 Lorenz et al. (2018) suggest that a focus on the development 
of the metacognitive and cognitive components of CQ (in 
the coaching engagement) can lead to higher levels of 
metacognitive and cognitive CQ, which are the capabilities 
underlying the mental flexibility, competence and 
adaptability required for the successful navigation of cross-
cultural interactions The development of metacognitive 
CQ, which is associated with the assimilative learning style, 
can be supported through different forms of reflective 
and reflexive practice in the coaching engagement.

•	 The significance of the development of cognitive CQ, 
which is associated with the convergent learning style 
and idea generation, is highlighted by Lorenz et al. (2018). 
Cognitive CQ can be developed by in-depth learning of 
other cultural contexts through the experiences of others 
presently or previously immersed in the cross-cultural 
context. The coach can support this learning process 
by  providing the impetus for such learning and an 
environment for reflection that is critical of one’s 
own  world view and the framing of other perspectives 
(Lorenz et al., 2018)
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Conclusion
The importance of CQ is increasingly recognised in the 
literature as leaders increasingly need a Global Mindset 
(Booysen, 2015). There is substantial reference to CQ in 
adjacent fields of study, but surprisingly limited reference 
in  the literature on cross-cultural coaching to CQ and the 
benefits to be gained from a CQ-based cross-cultural coaching 
approach.2 A considerable body of research on CQ and related 
concepts seeks to understand cultural adaption and the 
transformation of experience into culturally appropriate 
behaviour. In cross-cultural coaching, however, the question 
of cultural adaption continues to be addressed through static 
and dimensionalised cultural profiling methods that focus 
almost exclusively on the content of culture. Apart from a 
number of studies cited in this article, there is limited evidence 
of a body of research comprising empirical evidence and the 
theoretical development thereof in cross-cultural coaching 
relating to methods that seek to transform cultural experience 
and knowledge into culturally appropriate behaviour. This 
article has made a case for the use of a CQ-based approach in 
cross-cultural coaching by integrating metacognition and 
Kolb’s ELT. Insights in this article could provide cross-cultural 
coaches with a more integrated mechanism and tools to 
facilitate the development of CQ in a multicultural setting.

From a theoretical perspective, the concept of CQ reflects the 
nebulous, complex and interdisciplinary nature of this field 
of study. Empirical research on CQ is ongoing. The fields of 
CQ and cross-cultural coaching, amongst others, stand to 
benefit from further empirical research on intelligence and 
metacognition in particular. Cross-cultural coaching can 
benefit from further conceptual clarification and definition of 
the metacognitive strategies of awareness, perspective-taking 
and mindfulness as the terms are used widely, variously and 
interchangeably. Further empirical research is required to 
investigate and validate the linkages between CQ and ELT. 
This research may provide a basis upon which quantitative 
and qualitative assessments can be made with respect to 
the  likelihood of the attainment of specific cross-cultural 
outcomes and the suitability of certain personality types to 
cross-cultural assignments. These are exciting and important 
developments as the applications extend beyond cross-
cultural coaching to the direct and, arguably, measurable 
attainment of individual and organisational outcomes in 
cross-cultural settings.

From a practitioner’s perspective, a CQ-based approach is 
proposed for cross-cultural coaching. It is argued, firstly that 
the metacognitive strategies of awareness, perspective-taking 
and mindfulness can make a meaningful contribution to 
the  cross-cultural coaching process. These metacognitive 
strategies are already widely used by coaches. However, 
recognising the  importance of metacognition for the 
transformation of experience into culturally appropriate 
behaviour significantly raises the usefulness of metacognitive 

2.A Google Scholar keyword search for cultural intelligence and cross-cultural coaching 
yielded 11 results. Similarly, a keyword search for cultural intelligence and psychology 
returned in excess of 8000 results.

strategies in cross-cultural coaching. Secondly, the adoption of 
a CQ-based approach to cross-cultural coaching can potentially 
lead to unlocking the full experiential learning cycle in cross-
cultural coaching. Experiential learning theory is widely used 
in coaching. Understanding the linkages between CQ and 
experiential learning stages has an impact on how coach and 
client approach the cross-cultural coaching engagement, 
and can make a meaningful difference to the usefulness of 
cross-cultural coaching. Similarly, recognising the inherent 
strengths and limitations of a client’s ELS also has an impact 
on the client and opens up the cross-cultural coaching 
conversation to assumptions and questions of suitability.

To conclude, adopting a CQ-based approach could enrich 
and enhance the cross-cultural coaching engagement as it 
layers insight from CQ on well-established coaching methods 
in addressing cross-cultural issues.
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