
 

Cultural (Self-) Awareness 

 

Keywords Cultural (Self-) Awareness; Cultural Identity; Identity formation; Layers of 
Culture 

Introduction 
 

Profiling one’s own cultural identity is not easy; finding words for ‘who we 
are’ is difficult. 
Yet, we know from research (e.g. King & Baxter Magolda, 2005) that the 
more effort people put in knowing their own cultural background, their 
own cultural upbringing, the origin of their personal worldviews and 
convictions, the better they are equipped for understanding others. 
With this exercise we try to understand our own cultural identity a bit 
better. 

Goal 
 

Making learners (even more) aware of the layers of and patterns in one’s 
personal (cultural) identity. This will help learners (better) understand the 
cultural identity of others. 

Target audience Participants in intercultural sensitivity training. 

Time needed Depending on group size, between 1 and 2 hour(s) 

Assessment None. Yet, facilitators better use ample time for the debrief at the end of 
the activity (see below) – this is where key insights may start to emerge. 

Materials needed / 
setup 

15-20 cards / small blank papers + 1 pen / pencil per participant. A 
Powerpoint presentation for taking the participants through the 
introduction (= concept of cultural layers; see preparation) and the various 
steps (see below) may be considered. Preferably U-shape setup of class; 
the exercise consists of 7 rounds; round 1-4 individually, 5 & 6 in pairs and 
7 plenary. 

Preparation:  
(10-15 min.) 
 

Make sure the concept of the different cultural layers is well explained and 
understood. Check with the learners if they recognize that they all are 
members of various groups of people. And that all these (social / cultural) 
groups have a certain influence on their lives, or have had (we meanwhile 
may also have left certain groups). What should be avoided is that learners 
start listing personality traits (I am an extrovert, I am a ‘dreamer’, etc.). The 
exercise is about learned values, attitudes and behaviours taken from / 
shared within certain groups that we are / were part of. 
 
(Examples: nationality, ethnicity, region, community, clan, tribe, religion, 
ideology, belief, profession, (dis-)ability, particular skill, sexual orientation, 
gender orientation, education, sport, hobby, volunteer groups, leisure 
activity groups, activist groups, etc. etc.) 



 

Procedure Give each participant a stack of 15-20 cards, or have stacks of cards at 
various points in the room for participants to take as many as they need. 

Step 1: (at least 10 min.) 
Ask the participants – individually, in silence – to write on each card one 
‘cultural layer’; that is one social / cultural group that they feel they 
belong(-ed) to (best question to ask yourself: does / did this group have 
influence on how I live my life?). Challenge the participants to not stop 
before they have at least 15 cards filled out, and to be specific (so: not 
‘nationality’, but a specific nationality description, like ‘Dutch’; not 
‘religion’, but ‘Hindu’, etc. etc.). Allow for ample time (at least 10 min.) 

Step 2: (3-5 min.) 
Ask the participants – individually, in silence – to select the 5 most 
important ones from the pile of – hopefully – at least 15. 

Step 3: (3-5 min.) 
Ask the participants – individually, in silence - to rank these 5 most 
important ones, with no. 1 being the most important. 

Step 4: (10 min) 
Ask the participants – individually, in silence – to write down at least one 
particular value, attitude or behaviour he/she/they took (read: 
internalized, inherited, still ‘has/have’) from each of the 5 groups (e.g. on 
the relevant card). 

Step 5: (20-30 min. – 10-15 per participant) 
Let participants turn to their neighbour (hence forming pairs) and ask them 
to share their 5 ranked cards with each other.  Challenge them to ask each 
other: “Why this ranking?” 

• Exactly how important is number 1? 

• Exactly how important are the various values, attitudes and behaviours 
to you? 

• Are you ‘happy’ with this ranking, or would you have loved to see it 
differently? 

• What would your parents / friends say if they saw this ranking? 

• . . . . 

Step 6: (10 min.) 
Let ‘the neighbour’ select one card that he/she/they think(s) is most 
(culturally) surprising. Let participants explain to each other why they think 
so. 

Step 7: (20-30 min.) 
Make the session plenary.  
Assure participants that in this plenary part of the exercise they should 
not feel obliged or pressured to share anything they do not want to share 
!!! 



 

• Ask if anybody would voluntarily like to share his/her/their set of 5 + 
clarify / explain value, attitude or behaviour 

• Repeat this - yet on voluntary basis only - with 3-5 participants 

• Questions from the group for further clarification are welcome; debate 
should be avoided 

• Ask if anybody would voluntarily like to share an insight that 
he/she/they gained during this exercise 

Debrief 
Summarize insights gained and wrap up the exercise. Consider integrating 
the following in the wrap up: 

• Our cultural identities differ / the ‘compositions’ of our cultural 
identities differ 

• No cultural identity is inherently better or worse than the other 
(notwithstanding that being part / having been part of some groups 
may be experienced as troublesome . . .) 

• What is important for one (e.g. nationality) may not be important or 
less important to the other (consider checking how many participants 
did actually include nationality in their top 5, and on what positions – if 
at all; consider using this for highlighting that ‘culture’ and ‘nationality’ 
are two different concepts. 

• The importance of the various cultural layers may start ‘moving over 
time’ – at certain age some groups are more important than at other 
age; likewise, our identities (may) shift over time 

• Reducing identity to one single aspect or element (overly emphasizing 
one ‘typical’ group feature) may be experienced as not doing justice to 
the richness of our identities; this is how violence often starts or is 
being justified – see Sen (2015) and De Swaan (2014). 

• People are not necessarily ‘happy’ with their own cultural identity 

• Yet, identity is rather choice than fate; people decide what influences 
to value (Sen, 2015). Then again, unequal power distributions for 
example may make individual decision-making (extremely) difficult. 
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