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AcrossFrontiers International has embarked on a comprehensive series of cross-cultural training CD ROMs to meet the needs of those who routinely work or do business in or with countries other than their own. Particularly addressed to those who are becoming expatriates, the series addresses not only country specifics, but  the cultural general issues of crossing cultures, culture shock and ethnocentric behavior. This culture general material will apparently be prefaced to each of the country specific CDs allowing the user to have access to the full experience in one program. In this case the program reviewed was focused on living and working in the UK.

AcrossFrontiers aims at being able to deliver a dozen CD programs on various countries yet in 1999 and aims at another 35 in the year 2000 along with materials in other key languages. Certainly a tour de force should they succeed and maintain overall quality in each of these areas. With the exception of cultural information delivered via CD ROM language training programs, this is essentially a new and very welcome venture for the intercultural field, and a harbinger of the possibilities to come.

The advantage of browser-based CD ROM and online training is its accessibility to the user when and where he or she wishes to use it whether on a stand-alone pc or on a corporate network. Research is making it clear that this kind of training also provides in general better retention of the information than is possible with written materials or in-person training. This program like many other kinds of training found in “CD ROM/online formats provides the advantage “chunking” of content so the user can absorb the content in small bites commensurate with his or her appetite and work schedule. 

Even though the prime content of this program could be easily contained in a book, on a videotape or even audiocassette, it is a particular advantage of the medium as it allows the user to easily leave off and return without the inconveniences associated with relocating starting points. Add to this the other features of navigation, search, online links, etc, and the advantages of the medium become clear.  In the case of the item reviewed, chucks are of uneven sizes, with those in the “Business Protocol” being the smoothest and coherent and those in the “Daily Life” section tending to be the shortest and the most demanding in terms of the user having to keep the pages moving forward. 

The appearance of CD ROM and soon of online intercultural training, certainly will not replace printed and face-to-face training any time soon, but will quickly change the nature of the training and other work done by the interculturalist and area specialist. It will be less necessary to deliver the basics and more important to deal with how the individuals and teams are impacted by the facts and information provided in new media. End users of CD ROM and online training in short become self-directed learners with the capacity to design their own curriculum and access just-in-time information. 

Ultimately learning materials in the new media will less resemble training programs and become online assistance tools for one’s projects and daily work before and during expatriation. When it comes to expatriation training and other forms of cross-cultural consulting, it will become much more important for intercultural professionals to incorporate their knowledge into expert systems such as this one and to use their time to address more complex issues and coach individuals both online and face to face, more often than not on a just-in-time basis.

Materials on a CD ROM tend to age quickly, in particular discussion of specifics of living and travel arrangements, changes of legal and organizational procedure and shifts in political and economic trends. For example, the severe restrictions on pets and travel were significantly altered in the weeks following the release of this CD. For this reason, AcrossFrontiers is developing a concomitant web presence linked to the CD to update and add to the information found there. In many training areas we are experiencing the disappearance of the CD ROM in favor of online access for all information and tools, and more of this will happen as technical capacity and available bandwidth grows. In the field of intercultural training, however, where little material still exists in new media, AcrossFrontiers’ CD ROM programming is pioneering work which will position its developers to take advantage of the online market in short order. 

The technical specifications for using this program are far from daunting, and most pc users should have little problem with using the series with recently purchased equipment. This reviewer, with 96k of ram and a 266 processor, attempted to go directly through the whole program in one sitting, which very few users are likely to do. Without running any other applications, the system ran out of memory at page 265. The program is simple and easy to navigate, though one becomes tired of having to click on the next page button so often. It would be useful to attach the forwarding mechanism to a keystroke rather to or in addition to the mouse click. The reviewer discovered that the pages could be, in some but not all instances, forwarded by the use of the return or enter key.

The presentation is largely voice over pictures with occasional video clips for variety. In the section on business protocol video is used to best advantage to illustrate cultural dynamics. The program is essentially a good book about the UK in CD ROM format. Because of its length it could benefit from having multiple narrators, though the current individual provides excellent commentary, emotional tone, and user friendliness.

The form of programming developed by AcrossFrontiers offers the opportunity to keep a personal learning journal. The user can add notes to a personal file and access the script of the program to customize the information for taking away as one needs, this reviewer was hoping for much more interactivity than is found in the current edition. On many screens a tab appears on the picture to indicate the availability of  “more information,” which with a mouse click shows up in the form of text. Usually this is not much more than a text version of the information already offered, but it is a good section to add to ones notes if the discussion is seen as relatively useful.

Much wants more. Though the material covered is of excellent quality and accuracy, and well selected for its stated target audiences, the future will demand designs that involve the user much more actively. Besides enhancing understanding and retention, such added interactivity will ultimately be needed to test the user’s comprehension and application skills in ways that can be seen and measured by training providers and decision makers in the user’s organization. 

As in other areas of professional online training, it is becoming essential that human resource professionals and planners be able to assess the intercultural competence that individuals and teams have gained in training in order to make informed decisions about organizational readiness for projects and strategic initiatives. Intercultural training cannot remain a purely “soft” science if it is to pay back the costs of development involved in the design and delivery of online training. The current edition allows system operators to track usage but not performance.

As one who frequently visits and works in the UK, it was a pleasure to have the myth of the bland British menu exploded in this training program. Today, thanks largely to immigration and globalization, one can find excellent quality and variety in UK groceries and restaurants. In a like manner, AcrossFrontiers International’s deserves five stars for entering the intercultural training marketplace with this series. Once users have begun to taste the menu we can be assured that their palates will not only be whetted for more, but become more refined and demanding as well. 
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