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EMPLOYEE INTERCULTURAL KNOWLEDGE  
AND AWARENESS IN INTERNATIONALISING SMES 

IN PODKARPACIE PROVINCE 

This article studies the state of intercultural knowledge and awareness of employees in 
internationalising SME subsidiaries of multinational companies (MNCs) operating in 
Podkarpacie province, Poland. There is dearth of empirical evidence regarding the study 
area. 
First, it discusses concepts related to intercultural communication, including the anxiety 
reduction theory to minimise possible tensions capable of arising from cultural ignorance 
and misconceptions. Next, it investigates the study sample, using an online questionnaire 
based on a 7-point Likert scale. The substantive section relies on eight subsection items to 
investigate the employees’ cultural knowledge and employee awareness.  
Research reveals that employees of internationalising SMEs in Podkarpacie province are 
attentive to their intercultural knowledge and awareness, a desired requirement for 
successful international business. It also reveals that miscommunication is likely due to 
misunderstanding and lack of cultural awareness. 

Keywords: internationalising SMEs, (inter)cultural knowledge and awareness, 
multinational companies, intercultural communication, communication ambiguities. 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Increasing business internationalisation propelled by the unlocking of global markets, 
including factors affecting its growth, has gained the attention of business and management 
literature (Santos-Paulino, Trentinib, Bakhtiarizadeh, 2023). Companies intent on growth 
to enhance their economic significance due to the envisaged benefits would as a matter of 
interest want to establish their presence in such, often unfamiliar, distant markets (Hua, 
2018; Europa.eu/en/. Special Report No 07/2022). Small and medium-sized companies 
(SMEs) often reach the international market by becoming subsidiaries of multinational 
companies (MNCs). Employees of subsidiary SMEs may find difficulties adapting and 
relating with other employees from the parent company due to cultural and communicative 
problems (Harzing, Feely, 2008). Since international work teams are unavoidably 
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multicultural, the role of cultural differences within international work teams in achieving 
desired corporate goals cannot be underestimated.  

The quality of communication is also undoubtedly culturally influenced (Harzing et al., 
2011), perhaps attributable to divergent understanding of culturally infused communication 
symbols, thus resulting in strained relationships and tension (Pop, Sim, 2022), intercultural, 
as well as managerial conflicts (Min-Sun, Yoshiko, 2022). In multicultural work 
environments of internationalising companies, miscommunication of ideas or messages, 
and confusion can be envisaged. Such contextual differences and ambiguities according to 
Almarza et al. (2015) are attributed to one’s perspective level of acceptance/ tolerance of 
culturally different others from one’s perspective. Since observed differences are likely to 
increase one’s anxiety according to Matveev (2017), internationalising companies’ 
employees should possess intercultural competence – the skill to communicate efficiently 
(Byram, 2020; Dziedziewicz et al., 2014; Iswandari, Ardi, 2022; Harzing et al., 2010) in 
culturally diverse workspace in order to achieve the desired business objectives.  

Intercultural competence, commonly asserted to embody attitudes and motivation, 
skills, and knowledge (ASK) (Barrett et al., 2013; Matveev, 2017), is largely understood 
in management literature as a skill that enables interactors in a multicultural forum to 
participate successfully in communications with a willingness to understand and respond 
appropriately and respectfully (Barrett et al., 2013; Chen, Starosta, 2000) to persons of 
different cultural backgrounds. The willingness of such interactors is, in the understanding 
of Jenifer and Raman (2015), not unrelated to their acquired cultural awareness (knowledge 
of one’s and the other’s cultural distinctiveness) and sensitivity (attitude towards 
observable differences), since achieving collective understanding is paramount to getting 
work done. Awareness of and willingness to adopt / adapt to prevailing business practices, 
often infused with local cultural practices, seem crucial for business success and can be 
considered factors capable of unleashing the much desired growth and business efficiency 
of internationalising SMEs in Podkarpacie province. However, there seems to be a dearth 
of studies capturing the state of development in the subject area that could serve as a base 
for future comparative studies. The following pioneer study hopes to fill this void. A further 
justification of the current study is the fact that SMEs, including those in the study sample 
area, tend to see growth potential via their participation in processes of business 
internationalization. 

Podkarpackie province, the study area, is one of 16 provinces located in the southeast. 
Being the heart of Poland’s aviation valley, it boasts several aero-engineering constructions 
as well as chemical industries. Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) located in the 
province are not only the leading employers of labour, but also key contributors to its 
economic growth. Although predominantly mono-cultural, the province has, in recent 
years, witnessed increased penetration of multinational companies (MNCs). Small and 
medium enterprises see and exploit the opportunity to realise their goals of 
internationalization. The purpose of the paper is to investigate and report on the state of 
cultural knowledge and awareness, a factor in intercultural communication (ICC) in these 
SMEs, using a self-reporting survey instrument.  

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

The observed enhanced possibilities to penetrate hitherto distant markets, due to 
globalisation has led to the internationalization of businesses. While multinational 
companies do not necessarily have difficulties in accessing foreign markets due to their 
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international links, small and medium enterprises, but not limited to them, have not fully 
utilised the possibilities available through internationalisation. Considering that SMEs are 
substantive contributors to the economic drive of nations, access to global markets through 
internationalisation could constitute a growth springboard for SMEs.  

2.1. Intercultural Communication Competence (ICC) 

In multicultural encounters, participants do not solely rely on the knowledge or 
competence of their own cultural attributes but draw on the knowledge and awareness 
regarding the culture of other participants if their mutual goals are to be achieved.  
However, defining what ICC is has been problematic due, partly, to a variety of theoretical 
approaches to addressing the issue. Byram’s (2009) linguistic perspective, for example, 
sees ICC as the possession of ‘linguistic and sociocultural ability to manage relationships 
between one’s own and other systems’. The systemic approach discussed in Kim’s (2001) 
systems theory is regarded as one’s ability to re-organise to cope with the demands of the 
business environment. The ability to cope with changing business environments through 
the reorganisation of one’s discourse patterns draws similarities with the procedural 
understanding of Nardon and Hari (2020). Ilie (2019), on the other hand, in viewing the 
acquisition of communication competencies as the desire to identify skills required for 
effective intercultural communication, analysed ICC from three, communication, business 
and military, theoretical approaches. The concept is further defined as a complex of 
abilities to perform effectively and appropriately in order to ‘interact with persons 
linguistically and culturally different from oneself’ (Fantini, Tirmizi, 2006) or ‘perform 
communication behaviours that mediate the cultural identities” (Chen, Starosta, 1998) 
while participating in culturally different environments. Intercultural communication 
competence, as can be inferred from the foregoing, is knowledge and awareness that 
enhances efficient communication in multi-ethnic and cultural diverse work environments, 
including in SME subsidiaries of MNCs. 

ICC has also been elaborately discussed in literature from the perspective of its 
constituents such as affective, cognitive, and behavioural dimensions (Chen, Starosta, 
1998; Bennett, 2008), as knowledge, skills, and attitudes components (Byram, 1997; Ilie, 
2019; Matveev, 2017), as well as attitudes, knowledge and understanding, skills, and 
actions (Barrett et al., 2013). The variable perspectives cannot be seen as mutually 
excluding, since they refer to similar aspects, which are in some circles referred to as 
descriptive concepts (Matveev, 2017). The cognitive aspect describes one’s knowledge and 
awareness of cultural diversity. It also encompasses beliefs, norms and values, cultural self-
awareness, and culture-specific knowledge. The affective aspect (skills sensitivity) covers 
ability to observe, listen, analyse, evaluate and interpret performances in both verbal and 
non-verbal communicative interactions. The behavioural aspect, on the other hand, covers 
respect, curiosity, including active listening, as well as openness, described as one’s 
willingness to interact with people culturally different and being prepared to consider 
/accept alternative views in a dialogue (Akdere et al., 2021).  

The opinion expressed by respondents in studies by Harzing et al. (2011) that 
communication barriers between subsidiaries and corporate headquarters are, among other 
things, due to cultural differences seem to corroborate this opinion. An intercultural 
competent employee can thus be claimed capable of understanding the practical 
implications of own culture, showing respect to persons of different language and cultural 
background, and is able to relate appropriately and efficiently to issues during a business 
communication encounter. 
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2.2. Cultural and communicative competence 

Every form of human communication is, as a matter of fact, culturally embedded to 
reflect social behavioural norms, appropriate for a given situation (Byram and Guilherme, 
2010). This, in essence, means possessing the knowledge and awareness of what and how 
information should be communicated, including the appropriate response taking into 
account the social-cultural context.  

The existence of different types of culture is uncontestable as each, according to Ilie 
(2019), is distinguishable by its language, the behaviour and attitudes towards issues such 
as meanings attached to non-verbal communications, customs, norms, values and shared 
behavioural patterns (Guang, Trotter, 2012), among others. Undoubtedly, the free cross-
migration of labour and the quest by MNCs to recruit skilled and experienced teams, 
irrespective of their cultural backgrounds or identities, have intensified debates on the 
issue. Effective communication in such mixed-cultured environments, especially in 
multinational work teams, requires participants to possess skills and competences that 
enable them to understand cultural varieties and intricacies of information exchange, for 
effective job performance. 

Communication as defined in literature can be understood as a two-way social 
interactive process aimed at impacting meaning, using appropriate linguistic forms that 
enable coparticipants make sense of the given situation (Nardon, Hari, 2020) and achieve 
their objectives of the engagement. The concept can, from the procedural perspective, be 
defined as sharing notions, feelings, knowledge, information, etc., between interactors 
verbally and non-verbally (Arqoub, Alserhan, 2019; Chen, 2014). Furthermore, 
communicative competence (CC) according to Spitzberg and Chagnon (2009) is an 
individual’s ability to appropriately and effectively conduct discussions with people 
presenting somewhat different cognitive, affective, behavioural and cultural views. From 
the recipient’s perspective, on the other hand, it is being able to comprehend and recognize 
the new knowledge, based on already acquired knowledge (Grosseck, 2012), thus 
improving the appropriate or desired response. Therefore, the procedural approach requires 
the participants’ readiness to adapt to changing/or evolving phases of the dialogues.  

Communicative competence, from the foregoing, especially when persons of varying 
cultures interact as in MNCs, ought to be understood as the suitable mix of attitudes, 
knowledge and understanding, as well as skills and behaviours that could be deployed in 
given intercultural interactions. The essence of this is to facilitate understanding, 
appropriate response, and respect, as well as understanding while participating in 
intercultural communication, especially when the desire is to achieve socially beneficial or 
corporate objectives. Indeed, the literature on the subject emphasises that a good (acquired) 
knowledge of one’s cultural and linguistic specificities facilitates understanding, 
interpretation of and responses (Matveev, 2017; Grosseck, 2012; Barrett et al., 2013) to the 
communicative expressions of other culturally different interactors. 

2.3. IC communication ambiguities 

A person’s identity does not only describe its cultural relatedness, but also, according 
to Barrett et al. (2013), one’s personal and social distinctiveness, helping them make sense 
of who they are, their belonging, and what kind of behaviours are expected of them or not. 
The level of tolerance and openness, extroversion/ introversion, for example, will, without 
doubt, impact one’s readiness to engage in communication with people of differing cultural 
identities. This awareness and understanding of cultural expectations (and limitations) in 
communicating with persons of other cultures shapes our interactions and eventually our 
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expectations, especially in multicultural business environments. Any miscommunication 
in such interactions, perhaps as a consequence of their varying views on global and social 
issues or share ignorance is capable of, as argued by Arqoub and Alserhan (2019), resulting 
in distorted messages, mistrust, frustrations, tension, stereotyping, and racial prejudices. 

It is not uncommon that encounters between people of varied cultural backgrounds can 
reveal dissonances and challenges (Hua, 2018) in their communicative competence, thus 
inhibiting further interactions. Impaired comprehension between interactors is likely to 
result in uncertainty or anxiety. Uncertainties that provoke anxiety and ways of minimising 
them in communication is discussed in the literature. For example, uncertainty reduction 
theory (Matveev, 2017) discusses how interactors attempt to anticipate possible 
misconceptions and hence develop strategies to curtail such ambivalences. Such 
approaches are crucial in multicultural workplaces, as any deviation could possibly result 
in missed business opportunities. Although corporations work toward minimising 
communication uncertainties, it is worth noting that anxiety due to uncertainty as an 
emotional expression relates, most of all, to the individual employee. However, the 
evolving situation should not be viewed strictly from its inevitable negative impacts, as it 
can serve as an impulse for continued enhancement of intercultural competence. Therefore, 
prospective employees seeking future employment in intercultural work environments 
should enhance their IC knowledge and awareness of formal / informal IC through various 
forms of training, for effective communication.  

2.4. Literature Review Summary and Research Questions 

The study sample covers employees of SMEs that are subsidiaries of MNCs in 
Podkarpacie province, Poland that is predominantly a monocultural society. The province 
has attracted significant penetration from multinationals in the aerospace and chemical 
industries. Until now, no empirical studies regarding employees’ cultural knowledge and 
awareness of employees on the job in Podkarpacie province has been carried out. 
Furthermore, while the existing literature had focused on the role of language in cross-
cultural communications and on the consequences of miscommunication (Harzing et al. 
2011; Harzing, Feely, 2008; Pop, Sim, 2022), not much space has been given to the 
importance of culture in communication in multicultural work environments. Therefore, 
the article aims to investigate and report on the state of cultural knowledge and awareness 
in this province, using a self-reporting survey instrument. It will also investigate whether 
the state of cultural knowledge and awareness of employees is influenced in any way by 
their characteristic traits, using two research questions (RQs). 

1. Characteristic traits of employees have a statistically significant impact on their 
knowledge and awareness of intercultural communication (RQ1). 

2. Sex has a statistically significant impact on employees’ knowledge and awareness 
of intercultural communication (RQ2)  

3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

To achieve this objective, the study investigated the self-report forms returned by 
respondents, assessing their knowledge and awareness about ICC and whether their 
characteristic traits, including age, sex, job position held, work experience, and company 
size, exert any statistically significant correlation with knowledge and awareness. Eight 
subdimensions, including expressing own views and cultural values, understanding verbal 
expressions, understanding non-verbal expressions, and existing differences in responses 
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in styles of communication are investigated. Other subdimensions covered include  
cultural differences in responses to different messages, flexibility in dealing with 
misunderstandings, cultural differences in responding to critical feedback, as well as 
cultural similarities and dissimilarities. Care was taken to ensure that the three dimensions/ 
concepts, namely affective, cognitive, and behavioural, in keeping with earlier studies 
testing MPQ scales (Bennett, 2008; Ilie, 2019; Matveev, 2017), are embodied in the eight 
subdimensions. 

The instrument applied for data collection was a questionnaire, designed following the 
pattern contained in the Multicultural Personality Questionnaire (MPQ), commonly used 
in the literature to investigate intercultural communication competence (Van der Zee, Van 
Oudenhoven, 2001; Matveev, 2017; Hofhuis et al., 2020). Appendix A contains the items 
and descriptions of the scales applied in the Multicultural Personality Questionnaire. It is 
the short version of MPQ (Van der Zee and Brinkmann, 2004) for investigating three 
dimensions of knowledge, skills and motives/attitudes (ASK) in line with Byram (1997) 
and Huang (2021) models. However, the requirements of the corporate environment 
require complex approaches. Hence, the item ‘intercultural empathy and uncertainty” of 
Collaborative Intercultural Competence to investigate multicultural organizations 
(Matveev, 2017) is incorporated in this study. This is in recognition of the fact that the 
corporate culture of MNCs having their subsidiaries in the studied area might differ, 
perhaps, significantly. This is also in recognition of the fact that no previous empirical 
studies have been performed regarding the sample area.  

The questionnaire, designed using Google Forms, consisted of two parts. Part A is an 
8-item questionnaire to investigate the knowledge and awareness dimension, which 
requires respondents to self-report if the subdimensions are applicable to them, on a 7-point 
Likert scale (1= lack of knowledge and awareness; 7= high level). Part B aimed to 
investigate the characteristic features. In this part, the respondents were asked to choose an 
applicable answer from the alternatives provided. The questionnaire was in English, which 
means that only competent users of the English language, in the responding subsidiaries, 
could participate in the survey. Nevertheless, this is neither intended assumed that English-
speaking employees are more multicultural nor is it a bias against other language users in 
multicultural business environments. Since this is a pioneer study in the topic area, 
especially with respect to the province of Podkarpacie, some basic assumptions need to be 
adopted that pave way for future comparative studies in the subject area. The outcome is 
that the total number of responses returned was lower than current levels of employment 
in the participating companies. This, notwithstanding, lends credence to the reliability of 
the responses.  

Being aware of the difficulties in accessing subsidiary employees, the questionnaire 
was sent to the HR departments of MNCs’ subsidiaries with a request to encourage 
employees voluntary and anonymous participation. The statistical analyses made use of 
Pearson's chi-square independence test, the Mann-Whitney U- test, and Kruskal-Wallis 
ANOVA test. Correlation and regression analyses were also performed. The study was 
carried out at a significance level of α=0.05. 

The online questionnaire was sent to the HR departments of the subsidiaries responding 
MNCs in December 2022. A total of 65 completed responses were retrieved by email and, 
after being carefully analysed, 58 (89%) were found suitable, coded, and subjected to 
further statistical analysis. A major obstacle observed at this stage was the unwillingness 
of some MNCs’ subsidiaries to participate in such surveys due to constraints from their 
head offices that do not encourage employee participation in surveys. To mitigate the 
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possible negative impacts, thus enhancing data collection success rate, follow-up reminder 
calls were made to respective HR departments. The study and its findings corroborate 
earlier claims (Van der Zee, Brinkmann, 2004) of the suitability of the MPQ instrument for 
testing potential respondents working in international and multicultural teams. 

4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The findings indicate that the respondents, men (71%) and females (29%), were 
between 21 to over 50 years old. They are employed in positions where they work with 
clients, partners, or team members using a foreign language instead of their native Polish 
language. They work in multinational / multicultural teams, participating in meetings with 
their counterparts at their respective head offices, as well as in business negotiations with 
partners and clients.  

Although up to 22 (38%) of the respondents are junior office, nonmanagerial 
employees, over 60% of them occupy decision-making, lower-level (36%) and higher-level 
(26%), managerial positions. Almost 60% of the female respondents occupy lower-level 
managerial positions, and only 6% of them in higher managerial positions. A significant 
observation is that managerial positions are clearly dominated by respondents over 41 years 
of age. The majority of the respondents evaluated their scale of intercultural experience, 
measured as knowledge and awareness as good or very good. However, up to 42% of the 
respondents expressed their uneasiness in handling non-verbal communications. 

Regarding their work experience, the dominant groups are those with 6-10 years and 
over 21 years of experience, 33% and 28%, respectively. It should be noted that employees 
with 11 to 20 years of work experience only constitute 16% of the total. The results also 
indicate that more than 70% of the respondents work in subsidiaries of medium- and large-
sized MNCs, 37,9% and 36,2%, respectively. While one out of four respondents work in 
small-sized MNCs, the lack of persons representing micro- enterprises could be adjudged 
as lack of awareness regarding the relevancy of intercultural communication in modern day 
business.  

The study findings were analysed to determine whether any of the descriptive 
characteristic traits of the employee, namely the position, age, and work experience, 
indicated correlations with the knowledge and awareness of intercultural communication 
competence (Table 1).  

Table 1. Mean scores for knowledge and awareness assessment by respondents’ descriptive 
factors 
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s Work position 
Junior 

employees 
Low level 
managers 

High level 
managers 

- - 

Mean (X̄) 4.67 5.52 5.06 - - 

Employees (nos.) 10-49 staff 50-249 staff > 250 staff - - 

Mean (X̄) 4.38 5.43 5.21 - - 

Age (yrs) 21–30 31–40 41–50 Over 50 - 

Mean (X̄) 4.01 5,25 5.15 5.53 - 

Experience (yrs) Less than 1 1–5 6–10 11–20 21+ 

Mean (X̄) 3.46 4.43 5.38 5.58 5.19 

Source: Based on research analysis. 
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The analyses of mean averages (X̄) indicate that knowledge and awareness were the 
lowest by employees aged 21–30 years (average 4.01). Ratings increased with employees 
age from a mean average of 5.29 (31–40 years old) to 5.53 (the over 50s). A similar trend 
was observed regarding the position of the work as the junior employees rated their mean 
average of cultural knowledge and awareness as 4.67, while low-level managers and high-
level managers rated theirs as 5.52 and 5.06 respectively. Employees with no longer than 
one-year work experience as well as employees of small-sized subsidiaries also reported 
their knowledge and awareness regarding ICC was very low, 3.46 and 4.38, respectively, 
in contrast with employees with more than six years working experience (5.38). The 
findings are pointers in support of the argument that (inter)cultural knowledge and 
awareness of employees in SME subsidiaries of MNCs is enhanced or positively influenced 
by their years of work experience, positions held, age and size of the company. 

To determine the existence of any dependencies between descriptive features and their 
reported levels of intercultural knowledge and awareness, nonparametric tests were chosen 
for the study because the quantitative variables did not follow a normal distribution. 
Furthermore, when examining the relationship between a quantitative and qualitative 
characteristic (e.g., gender) with only two categories, the Mann-Whitney U-test was used, 
while when examining the relationship between a quantitative and qualitative characteristic 
with more than two categories (e.g., age, work position, and others), the Kruskal-Wallis 
ANOVA test was used. The results (Table 2) indicate that the level of ICC, measured in 
terms of knowledge and awareness, is influenced by his age p<α (p=0,0034), occupied 
work position p<α (p=0.0074), years of work experience p<α (p=0.0046). Based on these 
findings, it can be concluded that employee characteristic traits have a statistically 
significant impact on their knowledge and awareness of intercultural communication in the 
workplace. This knowledge is of practical utility for the internationalisation of SMEs. 
Therefore, the thesis that employee characteristic traits, age, work position, and work 
experience have a statistically significant impact on knowledge and awareness for 
intercultural communication (RQ1) is confirmed. 

On the contrary, the Mann Whitney U-test applied to investigate possible existing 
correlations between the sex and levels of intercultural knowledge and awareness did not 
indicate any significant correlation for sex, p>α (p=0.0993). As a result, the thesis 
suggesting that sex has a statistically significant impact on knowledge and awareness 
regarding intercultural communication (RQ2) of the sample studied cannot be confirmed. 
A more robust study with larger female participation is recommended to further test the 
impact of sex on employee knowledge and awareness of intercultural communicative 
competence in their workplaces. 

Table 2. Results of the Mann Whitney U-test and ANOVA Kruskal-Wallis test 
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Respondent’s metrics p-value 

Sex 0.0993 
Age 0.0034** 
Work position 0.0074** 
Language competence 0.5471 
Work language 0.4931 
Work experience 0.0046** 

Source: Based on own research findings. **Significant dependency between employee traits 
and ICC knowledge & awareness. 
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Since the Mann Whitney U-test (Table 2) did not signal any significant dependency 
between sex and knowledge and awareness about intercultural communication p>α 
(p=0.0993), further analysis was conducted (Table 3). The analysis revealed a significant 
dependency between the knowledge and awareness of women for ICC and the 
understanding of non-verbal expressions p<α (p=0.0425) as well as cultural differences in 
communication styles of communication p<α (p=0.0258). The analysis of male responses 
did not, in contrast, indicate such dependencies.  

Table 3. Mann-Whitney U-test results. Gender assessment regarding sub-dimensions 

K
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s Female responses regarding sub-dimensions p-value/females p-value/males 

expressing own views and cultural values 0.0711 0.6965 
understanding verbal (speech, tone, etc.) 0.3453 0.9856 
understanding non-verbal expressions (body language, 
gestures, etc.) 

0.0425* 0.0812 

existing differences in styles of communication 0.3437 0.9929 
cultural differences in responses to different messages 0.0258* 0.6646 
flexibility in dealing with misunderstandings 0.1846 0.4926 
cultural differences in responding to critical feedback 0.2124 0.4500 
cultural similarities and dissimilarities 0.8530 0.3836 

Source: Based on own research findings. *Significant dependency between sex and ICC 
knowledge & awareness. 

 

Figure 1. Respondents’ understanding of non-verbal expressions (body language, gestures, 
etc.) and cultural differences in responses to different messages by sex 

Source: Based on own research findings. 

 Mean     Mean ± Std. Error    Mean ± 1.96*Std. Error     Mediana

 understanding non-verbal expressions (body language, gestures, etc.)  Median
 cultural differences in responses to different messages  Median

4,59

5,35

4,80

5,65

Males Females
4,0

4,2

4,4

4,6

4,8

5,0

5,2

5,4

5,6

5,8

6,0

6,2

6,4
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Indeed, findings of the box-plot analysis (Figure 1) indicate that female respondents 
rated their competences regarding both subdimensions, understanding non-verbal 
expressions (body language, gestures, etc.) and cultural differences in responses to 
different messages much higher, 5.65 and 5.35, respectively than their male counterparts, 
4.80 and 4.59, respectively. This may be deduced to reflect the sensitivity of women, 
namely their aptness to recognise and adapt behaviours with respect to other cultures. On 
the other hand, this can perhaps be deduced as scepticism regarding non-verbal (body 
language) forms of communication that vary substantially between cultures. Scepticism as 
an expression of uncertainty encountered in intercultural contacts is capable of evoking 
negative (avoidance) or positive (accommodation) reactions. It can also be accepted as  
a culture shock due to one’s inability to interpret and therefore respond adequately to new 
cultural prompts. These views seem to mirror the conclusions expressed by Arqoub and 
Alserhan (2019) and Matveev (2017). However, it can be postulated that improved 
knowledge and awareness regarding ICC would favour tendencies toward accommodation 
and adaptability (minimising uncertainty) to observed intercultural differences in 
workplaces of employees. 

Furthermore, the results clearly indicate increasing levels of knowledge and awareness, 
along with age and work experience. These findings can be adjudged to mean that 
knowledge and awareness can be improved while pursuing a career in multicultural work 
environments offered in MNC subsidiaries. Therefore, this seems to corroborate opinions 
(Chitakornkijsil, 2010; Jenifer, Raman, 2015) on the need for more efficient intercultural 
communication through training and exposure. Additionally, the desire for career 
advancement and competitiveness could be considered motivating factors to improve 
intercultural knowledge and awareness. However, self-reported levels of knowledge and 
awareness of respondents witnessed declines among higher-level managers and employees 
of subsidiaries of large multinational companies covered by the study. Could this be 
interpreted as a lack of motivation, perhaps due to less competition at this stage of one’s 
career? Since this cannot be concluded in the current study, it signals the need for further 
in-depth research on the subject matter. 

5. CONCLUSIONS 

The exploratory quantitative study sought to determine the state of intercultural 
knowledge and awareness of Polish employees in SME subsidiaries of multinational 
companies located in Podkarpacie province, Poland. Knowledge and awareness as  
a dimension of intercultural communicative competence was studied through the 
perspective of eight subdimensions, based on the employee self-reporting questionnaire. 
The results not only contribute to cognitive knowledge in the subject area but offer insights 
into trends in corporate employment in multinational/multicultural work environments, as 
well as the quality of labour availability in Podkarpacie province. This knowledge offers 
practical input for policy planning and curricula designing. 

The statistical analyses of the findings conducted using the Mann Whitney U-test as 
well as the Kruskal-Wallis ANOVA test, validated the two research questions. The results 
justify the conclusions reached in the article. First, Polish native employees in SME 
subsidiaries of MNCs located in the study area are well informed about issues of 
intercultural knowledge and awareness, regardless of their sex. Female employees in the 
MNCs’ subsidiaries are, in comparison to their male colleagues, distrustful of non-verbal 
communication patterns and are wary of their responses to such dialogues. This seems to 
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underscore the deep cultural embeddedness of such forms of communication, which 
undeniably may result in ambiguity of interpretations. This cannot be adjudged to be not 
connected with the social and cultural specificity of the ethnic nationalities that inhabit the 
province. As a consequence, this is capable of causing associated uncertainties. To 
ameliorate this weakness amongst female employees, more exposure through workplace 
training could be helpful. Secondly, the study has revealed that intercultural competence, 
especially knowledge and awareness, can be enhanced working in multicultural and 
multinational work environments, as the study findings indicate its increase along with the 
employee’s age, work experience, and the position of responsibility.  

However, a contrasting finding is the reported decline in intercultural knowledge and 
awareness among higher-level managerial staff and employees of large MNC subsidiaries 
in the studied area. Could this be inferred to mean the lack of motivation or an expression 
of self-complacency by employees at such levels of employment? Future studies are 
recommended, perhaps using a more complex research instrument, to investigate ICC 
amongst high-level managerial staff, especially in subsidiaries of large MNCs.  

Extended studies are also recommended to include other language users to offer a much 
clearer situation concerning employee intercultural knowledge and awareness in 
internationalizing SMEs both in the current study area and in other Poland’s provinces. 
This should enhance the replicability of the study. Despite being a pioneer study in the 
sampled area, the results offer credible insights into the subject area, thus encouraging 
further studies, useful to both academic and career development as well as policy makers. 

Finally, despite the limitations of geographical spread and sample size, the study serves 
as a significant incentive for a more detailed diagnosis in this crucial area of intercultural 
communication competence for enhanced corporate performance in international markets. 
It is also an eye-opener for graduates who hope to pursue careers in multinational 
companies. 

 
The author has read and agreed to the published version of the manuscript. 
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