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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. 

 

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

the following way: 

 The capacity to recognize and understand (non)verbal 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). 

 

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. 

 



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). 

 

Long before the explosion of globalism, President Dwight D. Eisenhower 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 when he launched the People to People 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 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 professional exchange because it consisted of a highly diverse group 

of United States librarians of all types (public, school, special, and academic), 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 will be shared in the paper and presentation. 


