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A New Metaphor for Intercultural Competence Development 

A well-known stage-based model for intercultural competence is the Intercultural Development Continuum (for more infor-

mation, see publications by Mitchell Hammer and the website http://idiinventory.com). The IDC is typically depicted along 

an arrow that moves from more monocultural orientations such as denial, polarization, and minimization to the more multi-

cultural orientations of acceptance and adaptation. Yet, we (Sundae Bean and Kris Acheson) as practitioners have found that 

this linear representation often doesn’t resonate with the lived experiences of our clients, colleagues, and students. 

Instead, we picture the stages of the IDC 

as points along the arc of a pendulum. 

Moving into unfamiliar cultural territory 

often destabilizes our perspective, just as 

a clock’s pendulum may be set in motion 

when it is moved. Like over-correcting a 

vehicle with sensitive steering, people 

swing too far towards the opposite of 

their current orientation before 

(hopefully) finding balance between see-

ing cultural similarities and differences 

between themselves and others. 

Insights of the Pendulum Metaphor 

Movement on the pendulum can occur in either direction over the long-term or even from moment to moment. Starting 

from one side or the other will often result in extreme swings, where as those starting from closer to the center will be able 

to return to balance more quickly and easily. The image below illustrates some forces that can affect our pendulums—

magnets are exterior forces which tend to pull the pendulum towards too much focus on similarity or too much focus on 

difference. Notice that tourist lifestyles can act as magnets on both sides: they can both buffer us from local customs and      

encourage us to frame the world in terms of us vs. them.  

Like magnets, anchors also exert force 

on the pendulum, but rather than pull-

ing you away from your habitual orien-

tation, anchors ground you and allow 

you to resist swinging to previous stag-

es on the IDC in times of stress. While 

magnets operate on the pendulum 

largely outside of our control, anchors 

require deliberate cultivation on our 

part; we must drop anchors if we want 

them to help hold us in place. Expat 

fatigue is common for those who don’t 

cultivate strong anchors to aid their 

emotional and physical resilience. 

http://idiinventory.com/


Your Personalized Pendulum 

Now it’s your turn: Research suggests that best results may be gained from the use of the Intercultural Development Inven-

tory as a formative assessment. However, reflection using a tool like the pendulum can also be a very useful strategy. This 

fillable .pdf can be printed once you are finished so you have a record of your reflection. Where do you think you are on 

the pendulum’s arc right now? Are you stable or swinging (or perhaps anticipating an upcoming swing)? Do you tend to focus 

too much on how you are similar to or different from other people in your life (home, work, community)?  

 

 

 

Now use the graphic below to think through your own personal magnets and anchors... 

http://www.sundaebean.com/
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