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Introduction 

Increasingly, the topic of globalization of education and economic markets has permeated public 

discourse in the United States and elsewhere. With increased social and technological 

connectivity, including growth in online social networks, growth in students studying abroad and 

international students studying at our home institutions, and growth in our global economy, 

possessing intercultural experience, knowledge and competencies is increasingly important in 

any profession. In librarianship, possessing these skills is essential to serving our increasingly 

multi-national and multicultural populations. 

 

Theoretical Basis for Action 

Ascalon, Evelina and Born (2008) describe the union of social intelligence and culture in the 

following way: 

 The capacity to recognize and understand culturally-based cues of persons from a variety 

of cultures; 

 The ability to make accurate social inferences in a variety of cultural encounters; 

 The ability to accomplish relevant social objectives across cultural negotiations; 

 The facility to interact through one’s acceptance and understanding of other cultures. (p. 

111). 

 

Any librarian who has assisted library users at a reference desk or via a chat session, or in any 

other role where we facilitate learning and interact with culturally different users knows that 

these cultural skills and knowledge are indispensible in today’s libraries. Recognizing, 

understanding, and accepting cultural differences in behavior and underlying values is 

increasingly important in any type of educational setting, especially libraries, which are open to 

all. 

 

Studies on travel abroad and other cultural immersion programs show that participants grow 

more adaptable and flexible in their interactions with others, increase their problem-solving 

skills, and increase their self-confidence in working cross-culturally (DiBiasio & Mello, 2004; 

Gmelch, 1997; Stohl, 1985). Possessing flexible social and cultural intelligence and strong 

problem solving skills are essential tools for librarians in the twenty-first century, whether 

working with diverse users within their own communities, or collaborating with other 

professionals from around the world. There are very few, if any, librarians today who do not 

work regularly with some form of diversity in our users, collections and services. However, more 

opportunities to develop and use these skills are needed at home and abroad. 

 

There are many ways to develop intercultural competencies within our libraries, including: 

ongoing, in-house staff development programs that address global cultural skills; and hiring 

library staff who reflect our diverse user communities and who possess language and cultural 

knowledge. Additionally, dedicating funding for travel and cultural immersion opportunities is 

an excellent way to build cross cultural competencies. These programs are closely aligned to 

adult learning theory which builds new knowledge based on existing knowledge and is 

experiential in nature (Gmelch, 1997). 
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This paper examines a recent example of professional exchange using the People to People 

model as a case study of the goals, methods and outcomes of immersion-based experiences to 

develop cultural intelligence and social capital to further globalism in librarianship. The 

particular People to People delegation in this case study provides an excellent example of a 

professional exchange because it consisted of a highly diverse group of United States librarians 

of all types (public, school, special, and academic) and their exchanging professional and cultural 

practices with public, academic, professional association, and government librarians from 

Beijing and Guiyang, China. Differences and similarities in professional and cultural practices 

were both surprising and highly educational to both groups of librarians. Outcomes such as 

breaking down cross cultural barriers between cultures of professional practice and the 

development of new cross-cultural relationships are just two of the outcomes that have arisen 

from this People to People exchange. 

 

In the following sections, we discuss the People to People model in greater detail, and share 

some personal and professional outcomes structured within the Ascalon, Evelina and Born 

(2008) framework to illustrate how immersion experiences can help librarians develop 

intercultural competencies. 

 

People to People Citizen Ambassador Program – A Model 

One intercultural model that has been effective for assisting delegate-librarians in developing 

intercultural competencies is the People to People Citizen Ambassador Program.  This 

immersion program originated after World War II by U.S. President Dwight D. Eisenhower.   

Long before the explosion of globalism, he was focused on the importance of global professional 

and cultural exchange between ordinary citizens of different countries as a way to promote 

peaceful existence between countries.  He wrote, “I have long believed, as have many before me, 

that peaceful relations between nations require mutual respect between individuals" (People to 

People, 2011). He put these words into practice through the People to People (PtoP) initiative, 

which has facilitated mutual exchange of ideas, professional practice and knowledge between 

thousands of professionals from around the world, beginning in 1956 and continuing to the 

present day.   

 

This program helps bridge intercultural understanding within similar professions in various 

countries.  Through this educational and cultural exchange, Eisenhower envisioned professional 

colleagues helping to make the world a better and more peaceful place for the future. The PtoP 

Program model incorporates groups of professionals representing broad disciplines of   

agriculture, arts and humanities, business, education, law, medicine, science and technology, and 

social sciences engaging one another in the “big issues” each profession faces to better 

understand how the profession is similar and different between countries and cultures.  We 

present the model based on the library and information science profession which falls under 

PtoP’s Education section.   

 

The PtoP model as depicted below lends to the strength of uniting social intelligence with culture 

understanding.  In the model, it is through the strength of library professionals meeting together 

to exchange ideas, challenges, and accomplishments that greater understanding emerges, and 

potential collaborations are built.  The professional exchanges are coupled with concurrent 
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formal and on-the-fly learning about language and culture to produce a much better cross cultural 

understanding of the country, profession, and individuals involved.  It is through this formal and 

informal exchange that the power of peace and global awareness and understanding are forged. 

 

Exchange of ideas: 

* Library Funding 

* Helping Reluctant Readers 

* Library Marketing 

* Utilizing Technology 

* Library Facilities 

* Engaging Users/Non-users 

* Others 

 

Cultural Enrichment: 

* Daily Language Lessons 

* In-country Briefings 

* History and Culture Overviews 

*  Cultural Excursions 

* Group Meals with Traditional 
Foods 

Power of 
Peace 

Through 
Professional 

Exchange 

Ongoing Cross Cultural 

Relationships: 

Materials Exchanges 

 Internships 

Association Work 

Continuing 
Communications 
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Program Mission and Methodology 

As specified by People to People International, the Citizens Ambassador Program goal is to 

organize and promote opportunities for “bridging cultural and political borders through direct 

interaction, unparalleled access, and unique experiences for the delegations.” (People to People, 

2012)  The methodology for this model includes three phases:  

 

 
 

Phase I - Preparation: the selection of the library delegation leader, program marketing, library 

delegate selection, selection of cities and host libraries based on library delegate professional 

experience, development of suggested discussion topics, selection of cultural activities, and 

logistical arrangements (travel, hotel, itineraries, et cetera). 

 

Phase II – Delegation Visits:  scheduled meetings with library professionals from host 

cities/universities, meeting debriefings, scheduled cultural activities, and journal-keeping. 

 

Phase III – Post Journey Reporting:  final report which includes the official daily journal, 

delegate evaluations.  

 

Phase I is primarily the responsibility of PtoP staff in the U.S. home office and in the various 

foreign cities.  In concert with the delegation leader, discussion topics and types of host libraries 

(e.g. academic, public, special, and school libraries) are developed. Phase II becomes the 

foundation of the program where delegates have the opportunity for the exchange of ideas and 

challenges with host librarians which allows for future contact and collaboration.  In addition, 

directly experiencing the culture of the host country and its host cities/libraries provides a new 

understanding for U.S. delegates.  The informal debriefings held after each session provided the 

delegates the opportunity to share their personal insights and compare their impressions. Phase 

III consist of post journey activities starting with the final report of the journey.  The final report 

is a compilation of daily journals with the delegate leader’s overall observations.  Journalists are 

delegate who volunteer for the task.  As journalists, they not only provide an account of the day’s 

activities, but they also provide their personal observations.  ( See  

https://www.peopletopeople.com/OurPrograms/CAP/Pages/Journals.aspx  -- Select “Education” 

then “Camila A. Alire”)  It is also in Phase III when the delegates are given the opportunity to 

PHASE I 
Preparation 

Journey 
Design/Marketing

/Delegate 
Selection 

Journey/Delegate 
Preparation 

PHASE II  
The Journey 

Scheduled 
Meetings With 
Host Libraries/ 

Debriefings 

Cultural events/ 
Journal Keeping 

PHASE III 
Post Journey 

Final 
Report/Delegate 

Evaluation 

Delegation 
Leader/Staff 
Debriefing 

https://www.peopletopeople.com/OurPrograms/CAP/Pages/Journals.aspx
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complete an online evaluation. The final component of this last phase is a debriefing held 

between the delegate leader and key PtoP staff.   

 

 

Grounding Theory into Library Practice: One Delegate-Participant’s Experience   

As an African American woman presently serving as dean of a Jesuit university library, I have 

found important ways of putting my own ideas about leadership into practice through 

intercultural and international exchange initiatives.  Leadership, as Robin Ely (2011) and her 

colleagues observed, enables “others to be maximally effective in service of shared 

goals.”  Effective leaders have to engage in genuinely transformative experiences at periodic 

intervals.  This is especially important to do in the company of others, as it contributes to one’s 

professional growth by broadening the understanding of what is possible and how organizations 

can gain capacity to better serve their respective communities. 

No stranger to travel, my own experiences within and beyond the United States have largely 

been confined to the roles of tourist and professional conference attendee.  Since assuming my 

role as Dean of Marquette University’s Raynor – Memorial Libraries, I have found in my travels 

three different types of transformative experiences through intercultural and international 

communication.  As an administrator at Marquette, I have participated in the Association of 

Jesuit Colleges and Universities' Ignatian Colleagues Program.  The ICP is designed to put the 

tenets of St. Ignatius into practice through engagement in worlds beyond our campus with hopes 

of creating transformative leadership learning opportunities. In my case, this meant traveling on 

retreats and, ultimately, to El Salvador for an immersion in social justice and the life and work of 

Archbishop Oscar Romero, to witness the stories of survivors of years of war, and to talk with 

the organizers of small cooperatives whose work reflects an effort to rebuild lives.   

I have also represented my university in Cape Town, South Africa, where I visited the service 

learning work sites of our students.  There, I had the opportunity to work alongside some of our 

students in a township daycare center and meet with the directors of domestic violence programs 

and shelters.  I also met with administrators from the libraries of several Cape Town universities 

to share models and stories about our mutual interests in building the capacity of our libraries.   

In both of these examples, the idea that the exchange of ideas coupled with cultural enrichment 

put into reality for me the end result of “power of peace through professional exchange.”  Yet 

while the aforementioned examples were rich in individual content, our experience in China 

proved to be more effective as an opportunity for professional collaborative exchange and 

shifting cultural viewpoints.  Although I had traveled to China before, this was a unique 

opportunity for me to learn from my professional colleagues in my delegation and in libraries in 

two cities in China.  I was also able to take the time in culturally distinct communities from my 

own to reflect on how what I have learned might transfer back to Marquette and to my work in 

the American Library Association. 

As a People-to-People delegation, our road map was well considered and carefully defined. 

Given the vastness of China as a nation and the relatively short period of time that we had to 

visit, it was crucial that our time would be maximized with an appropriate mixture of 

professional and cultural activities.  We were not there as visitors of various cultural sites.  Ours 

would be a multifaceted experience of time spent with our counterparts in China, people like 

ourselves who were faced with a myriad of decisions about information resources and services 

for expanding clientele.   
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Our trip was divided into four experiences, with opportunities to meet with our colleagues in two 

regions of China and to visit various cultural sites – including libraries – in both regions.  We 

spent the first portion of our trip in Beijing, China's capital and an emerging center of global 

activity.  In Beijing, we received an introduction to our host country and visited two libraries: the 

Peking University Health Sciences Library and the National Library of China and China Society 

for Library Science.  Our visits in both libraries not only gave us an introduction and reference 

point on emerging library services, but also provided the basic framework to engage in a dialog 

with our counterparts.  Many of my colleagues from the United States also gave presentations 

that provided additional context for discussion on issues relating to inter-institutional 

collaborations and exchange of information resources.  It was very evident in our talks that there 

were opportunities to co-develop projects.  

The second part of our journey took us to Guizhou, in the Southwest region of China.  Not only 

did Guizhou differ from Beijing in geographic terrain but also in cultural territory as well.  Gone 

was Beijing’s sense of cosmopolitanism with regard to Western culture and in particular 

exposure to the cultural diversity of the United States.  As one of our journalists wrote , “Many 

of the locals often stopped to look at us; most of them smiled and some waved.”  Once culturally 

adjusted to rural China, we continued our professional meetings in the Guizhou Provincial 

Library and Guizhou University Medical Library.  We explored areas of mutual interest and 

concern regarding space utilization and technology adoption, as well issues of managing 

resources. 

Although we received much information, we retained the focal point of our visit on the idea of 

exchange and cultural enrichment as mutually beneficial.  It was as important for our group of 

culturally and professionally diverse librarians to give presentations and engage in dialogue as it 

was to receive from our hosts, as mutual benefit is the essence of exchange.  As an example, we 

discussed the mutual concerns about how to resolve problems of plagiarism by students, which 

manifested larger concerns for intellectual property and the flow of information.  Also, given the 

diversity of our delegation, which included librarians from medical centers, correctional 

facilities, libraries serving special populations (e.g. disabled library users), as well as school, 

public, and academic libraries; we were able to examine how issues in common actually played 

out in practice in different library environments and communities. 

There were three great benefits that I found from being a part of this delegation.  First, the 

aforementioned opportunities to converse about issues in common across two different cultures – 

China and the U.S. – offered new ways to gain insight into many of the challenges at my own 

institution.  Minimally, problems in common were affirmed beyond local conversations on my 

campus.  More importantly, however, are the opportunities to share strategies to resolve local 

problems.  Second, there is also value to exploring the possibilities of sustained relationships 

across borders.  These hold great promise, although they are often stymied by institutional 

obstacles.  Finally, there is an opportunity to be a part of a delegation representing the broad 

diversity of our profession, to walk together through the historic sites of Beijing and Guizhou, 

and to share meals and evening conversations in another part of the world.  

If the role of leaders is to make sure that members of our libraries are “maximally effective,” to 

do so requires an understanding that our challenges are not local.  We are, as Syracuse University 

Chancellor Nancy Cantor was recently quoted as saying, “part of the world – are in the world” 

(Syracuse, 2012). And my experiences have confirmed the benefits of intercultural and 

international exchange to leadership and professional growth. 
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Conclusion 

The title of this paper refers to fried scorpions (a Chinese delicacy) and Burger King (a popular 

American fast food restaurant).  Although the PtoP delegates experienced the sharing of the 

Chinese delicacy, these food references serve as metaphors for recognizing the importance of 

cross cultural exchanges and the importance of respecting cross cultural similarities and 

differences.  The People to People Citizens’ Ambassador program provided the opportunity for 

library professionals from the United States to meet with their colleagues representing various 

Chinese library institutions.   

 

Assessments of the program, along with the official travelogue point to many positive outcomes 

from this particular program, as well as the general model of professional exchange.  

Understanding the importance of global education, the PtoP delegates recognize that through this 

mutually-beneficial, intercultural experience, delegates’ knowledge and cultural competencies 

have increased to better serve their users who need to be prepared to function in this ever-

increasing global society.   

 

Delegates expressed deep appreciation for the interactions that have already opened doors for 

future ongoing cross-cultural relationships.  One example of these types of relationships can be 

found in the ongoing relationship between the trip leader and the head of the Library Society of 

China.  Another example is found in the reference librarian back in the U.S. who connected with 

a Chinese student who hailed from the rural province we visited. Upon learning that the librarian 

had visited her home province, barriers of language and culture melted away, and the student has 

become a regular library user.  It is these types of relationships and shared experiences that 

promote cross-cultural competencies and understanding, and ultimately the peace that President 

Eisenhower envisioned.  
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