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Abstract

This study explores the conceptual integration of Crystal Field Theory (CFT) with Cross-Cultural
Communication (CCC) as a metaphorical framework to understand the transformation of Thai management
trainees during international internship programs. Using a mixed-method approach, the research combines
quantitative analysis of satisfaction levels with qualitative reflection on intercultural experiences. Data
were collected from 30 Thai management trainees who participated in cross-border professional training
between 2023 and 2024. Descriptive statistics (Mean, SD, and %) were used to measure satisfaction levels,
while thematic analysis was applied to reflective journals. The findings revealed that the trainees
demonstrated notable improvement in five areas of CCC competence: cultural awareness, communication
adaptability, teamwork, leadership, and emotional intelligence. The CFT metaphor illustrates how
exposure to diverse cultural “fields” reshapes individuals’ professional identities just as ligand interactions
in chemistry modify energy states within a crystal field. This interdisciplinary approach provides new insight

into human adaptability and learning in multicultural environments.
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1. Introduction

Globalization and regional integration have intensified the need for effective cross-cultural
communication (CCC) across organizations and educational contexts. As English increasingly functions as
the lingua franca of international business (Crystal, 2003; Graddol, 2006), professionals are required to
engage not only linguistically but also culturally. For Thailand, the emergence of ASEAN Economic
Community (AEC) has underscored the significance of intercultural adaptability and communication
fluency (Yosraveevorakul et al., 2017). Despite improvements in English education, many Thai professionals
still exhibit challenges in directness, confidence, and cultural flexibility when working with international
partners (Hofstede, 2001).

This study proposes that the process of cross-cultural learning can be illuminated through a
metaphor derived from Crystal Field Theory (CFT), a fundamental concept in chemistry. CFT explains how
the interaction between metal ions and surrounding ligands determines the ion’s energy configuration.
Analogously, individuals in multicultural contexts are influenced by external “Cultural Ligands” values,
norms, and social behaviors that reshape their cognitive and emotional “Energy Fields.” By employing CFT
as a metaphorical framework, this study offers a novel lens to interpret the adaptive processes that occur
in Thai management trainees undergoing cross-cultural experiences abroad.

The study focuses on three research questions:

1. How can the metaphor of CFT explain the transformation of cultural identity among Thai

management trainees?

2. What are the levels of satisfaction and improvement in CCC competencies during their

international training?

3. How can the findings contribute to enhancing management education and cross-cultural

pedagogy in Thailand?

2. Review of Related Studies
2.1 Cross-Cultural Communication and Management

Cross-cultural communication (CCQC) is defined as the ability to effectively and appropriately
engage in interactions across cultural boundaries (Gudykunst, 2003). It encompasses understanding cultural
values, practicing empathy, adapting communication styles, and demonstrating tolerance for ambiguity
(Ting-Toomey & Chung, 2012). In management settings, CCC underpins leadership, negotiation, and
teamwork in multicultural environments (Adler & Gundersen, 2008).

In Southeast Asian contexts, cultural dimensions such as collectivism, power distance, and high-
context communication influence workplace interactions (Hofstede, 2001). Thai professionals often
prioritize harmony and face-saving over confrontation, reflecting deeply ingrained Buddhist and collectivist
values (Schwartz, 1992). These values may conflict with Western models of assertive communication,

leading to potential misunderstandings in multicultural teams (Peterson & Seligman, 2004).
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2.2 Experiential and Reflective Learning

Kolb’s (1984) Experiential Learning Theory (ELT) emphasizes that learning occurs through the
transformation of experience. It is cyclical comprising concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract
conceptualization, and active experimentation. For management trainees, the internship environment
provides fertile ground for such cycles, especially when facing new cultural challenges (Boud et al., 2013).
Reflective practice enhances cultural empathy and self-regulation, key components of emotional
intelligence (Goleman, 1998).
2.3 Crystal Field Theory as a Conceptual Metaphor

Crystal Field Theory (CFT) originates in inorganic chemistry, describing the electronic structure of
transition metal complexes. When ligands approach a metal ion, they influence its d-orbital energy levels,
causing a “Splitting” that changes its spectral and magnetic properties (Cotton & Wilkinson, 1999). In this
study, CFT is metaphorically adapted to represent how diverse cultural environments alter the “Energetic
Configuration” of an individual’s identity and communication behavior. Exposure to cross-cultural “Fields”
can thus reorient a trainee’s emotional equilibrium and professional mindset.
2.4 Related Empirical Studies

Recent studies demonstrate that immersive intercultural experiences significantly enhance
communication competence, adaptability, and leadership potential (Deardorff, 2006; Chen & Starosta,
2000). Research from Malaysia and Singapore shows similar outcomes, where management trainees
reported improved teamwork and empathy after international exposure (Nguyen et al., 2020). These
findings resonate with Thai learners, who often experience growth through reflective comparison between

their cultural norms and host-country expectations (Rattanapian et al., 2022).

3. Methodology
3.1 Research Design

This study employed a mixed-method design, combining both quantitative and qualitative
approaches to capture the multifaceted process of cross-cultural development among Thai management
trainees. The quantitative component assessed satisfaction levels and perceived competence across five
CCC dimensions, while the qualitative component analyzed reflective journals and interviews to uncover
personal transformation patterns (Creswell & Poth, 2018).

The mixed-method approach was selected because it allows for data triangulation and a deeper
understanding of phenomena that cannot be fully explained by numbers alone (Tashakkori & Teddlie,
2010). Quantitative data provide measurable indicators of satisfaction, whereas qualitative reflections offer
insight into the emotional, cognitive, and behavioral adjustments that accompany intercultural encounters.
3.2 Participants

The study involved 30 Thai management trainees (n = 30) aged between 21 and 28 years old.
Participants were enrolled in internship programs across Asia (Singapore, Malaysia, Japan, and Thailand)

between June 2023 and April 2024. Among them, 18 were female (60%) and 12 were male (40%).
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Most trainees had a bachelor’s degree in Business Administration or Hospitality Management, while two
held master’s degrees.
Participants were selected through purposive sampling because they represented young Thai
professionals undergoing structured international training that involved cross-cultural adaptation.
3.3 Research Instruments
Two instruments were used:
1. Cross-Cultural Communication Competence Questionnaire (5-point Likert scale):
Adapted from Deardorff (2006), this tool measured five major constructs:
o Cultural Awareness
o Communication Adaptability
o Teamwork
o Leadership
o Emotional Intelligence
Reliability analysis using Cronbach’s alpha yielded O = 0.87, indicating high internal
consistency.
2. Reflective Journals and Semi-Structured Interviews:

Each trainee maintained a weekly reflective journal documenting their cross-cultural challenges
and insights. Follow-up interviews were conducted to validate interpretations and extract deeper
meanings from their reflections.

3.4 Data Collection Procedure

Data collection took place over a period of nine months, with questionnaires administered after
trainees completed their international internships. Reflective journals and interviews were gathered
concurrently to ensure accurate recall. The data were anonymized to preserve confidentiality.
3.5 Data Analysis

Quantitative data were analyzed using descriptive statistics (Mean, SD, %) to determine
satisfaction levels across the five CCC dimensions.

Qualitative data from journals and interviews were analyzed through thematic analysis, following
Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase framework: familiarization, coding, theme identification, theme review,
definition, and reporting.

Triangulation between quantitative and qualitative results ensured validity, while peer debriefing
enhanced reliability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
3.6 Ethical Considerations

All participants were informed about the study’s objectives and procedures prior to participation.
Consent forms were signed voluntarily, and anonymity was guaranteed. Ethical approval was obtained
from the research committee of Rajamangala University of Technology Phra Nakhon (RMUTP) before the

study commenced.
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4. Results and Discussion
4.1 Participant Demographics
Table 1. Demographic Information of Participants (n = 30)

Variable Category Frequency Percentage (%)
Gender Female 18 60
Male 12 40
Age 21-23 14 46.7
24-26 10 333
27-28 6 20
Education Bachelor’s Degree 28 93.3
Master’s Degree 2 6.7
Internship Duration 6-12 months 30 100

The demographic distribution shows a predominance of young adults with solid educational
backgrounds, providing a suitable sample for evaluating professional communication skills in intercultural
contexts.

4.2 Descriptive Statistics on CCC Skills
Table 2. Mean and Standard Deviation of Satisfaction on CCC Skills (n = 30)

Skill Dimension Mean (M) SD Rank
Cultural Awareness 4.56 0.49 1
Communication Adaptability 4a.47 0.51 2
Teamwork 4.43 0.56 3
Leadership 4.30 0.58 4
Emotional Intelligence 4.20 0.61 5
Overall Satisfaction 4.39 0.55 -

Participants exhibited high satisfaction levels across all competencies, with cultural awareness
and adaptability ranked highest. These findings confirm the significance of experiential learning and
exposure in enhancing intercultural competence (Knight, 2001; Ramsden, 2003).

4.3 Qualitative Themes
The thematic analysis of reflective journals and interviews produced three core themes:
1. Transformation through Cultural Exposure:

Trainees described feeling “reshaped” by their experiences abroad an internal shift comparable

to changes in energy levels within the CFT model. They reported becoming more open-minded,

patient, and adaptable after navigating unfamiliar cultural “fields.”
2. Language as Bridge and Barrier:
English proficiency acted both as a facilitator and challenge. While it enabled professional

communication, pronunciation anxiety and limited vocabulary occasionally hindered confidence.
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This duality echoes the metaphorical tension between attraction and repulsion in chemical
bonding.
3. Emotional Intelligence and Adaptation:
Empathy and self-regulation emerged as vital for successful adaptation. Participants who could
manage emotional stress and perspective-taking exhibited stronger collaboration and leadership
across cultures.
4.4 Discussion

The integration of CFT as a metaphor provides a unique conceptual lens to understand
intercultural transformation. Just as metal ions adjust their configurations in response to ligand fields,
individuals reorganize their cognitive and emotional patterns when interacting with different cultural
environments.

The high mean satisfaction score (M = 4.39, SD = 0.55) supports the claim that experiential
learning significantly fosters CCC development (Kolb, 1984; Deardorff, 2006). This aligns with Hofstede’s
(2001) observation that individuals from high-context cultures, such as Thailand, benefit from reflective
and collaborative learning experiences.

Moreover, participants’ emotional growth aligns with Goleman’s (1998) theory of emotional
intelligence, particularly self-awareness and empathy. These results also correspond with findings from
similar studies conducted in Malaysia (Nguyen et al., 2020) and Singapore (Rahim, 2019), where

international trainees demonstrated increased adaptability through cultural immersion.

5. Limitations and Future Research

Despite its valuable insights, this study has several limitations. First, the sample size (n = 30) is
relatively small and specific to Thai management trainees, which may limit generalizability. Future studies
should expand the participant pool to include trainees from various cultural and academic backgrounds
across ASEAN countries to explore regional variations in CCC development.

Second, the data primarily relied on self-reported questionnaires and reflective journals. While
this provided rich qualitative insight, it may introduce subjective bias. Subsequent research could
incorporate pre and post-assessment of actual communication performance or peer evaluations to
enhance objectivity.

Finally, the CFT metaphor, while conceptually innovative, requires further validation. Scholars
might explore other scientific metaphors such as quantum fields or molecular bonding to deepen
interdisciplinary understanding between the physical and social sciences.

Future research should also focus on integrating digital intercultural interactions, as remote
internships and global virtual teamwork become increasingly prevalent in post-pandemic professional

education (OECD, 2022).
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6. Conclusion and Contributions

This research contributes both theoretically and practically to the understanding of cross-
cultural communication development among emerging Thai professionals.

The integration of Crystal Field Theory (CFT) and Cross-Cultural Communication (CCC) offers a
novel interdisciplinary framework that connects scientific and social paradigms. By employing this
metaphor, the study reveals that cultural adaptation mirrors molecular reconfiguration trainees absorb
new cultural “Energies,” which alter their personal and professional structures.

The findings affirm that immersive learning experiences foster high levels of satisfaction and
competence across cultural awareness, adaptability, teamwork, leadership, and emotional intelligence.
These results validate Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning cycle and extend it into a cross-disciplinary
metaphorical model grounded in science.

Contributions:
1. Theoretical: Introduces a new interdisciplinary approach linking chemical metaphors (CFT) with
human communication and identity transformation.
2. Pedagogical: Suggests reflective and experiential strategies for enhancing CCC competence in
higher education and management training.
3. Practical: Provides data-driven recommendations for Thai universities and corporations to design
internship programs that intentionally promote intercultural learning outcomes.
Overall, the study demonstrates that Thai management trainees can achieve meaningful cross-cultural
transformation through guided experiential learning reflecting both the adaptability and resilience of

modern professionals in a globalized context.
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