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The Developmental Model of 
Intercultural Sensitivity 

The Developmental Model ofIntercultura1 Sensitivity (DMIS) was created by Dr. Milton Bennett 
as a framework to explain the experience of people he observed over the course of months and 
sometimes years in intercultural workshops, classes, exchanges, and graduate programs. It ap- 
peared that these learners confronted cultural difference in some predictable ways as they ac- 
quired more intercultural competence. Employing concepts from cognitive psychology and 
constructivism, he organized these observations into six stages of increasing sensitivity to cul- 
tural difference. The underlying assumption of the model is that as one's experience of cultural 
dzfference becomes more sophisticated, one's competence in intercultural relations potentially 
increases. Bennett assumed that each stage was indicative of a particular worldview structure, 
and that certain kinds of cognitive processing, attitudes, and behaviors would typically be asso- 
ciated with each such configuration ofworldview. In other words, the DMIS is not a model of 
attitude change or of skill acquisition. Rather, it is a model of the development of worldview 
structure. 

The first three DMIS stages are ethnocentric, meaning that one's own culture is experienced 
as central to reality in some way. In Denial, one's own culture is experienced as the only real 
one, and consideration of other cultures is avoided by maintaining psychological and/or physi- 
cal isolation from differences. In Defense, one's own culture (or an adopted culture) is experi- 
enced as the only good one, and cultural difference is denigrated. In Minimization, elements of 
one's own cultural worldview are experienced as universal, so that despite acceptable surface 
differences with other cultures, deep down those cultures are seen as essentially similar to one's 
own. 

The second three DMIS stages are ethnorelative, meaning that one's own culture is experi- 
enced in the context of other cultures. In Acceptance, other cultures are experienced as equally 
complex but different constructions of reality. In Adaptation, one attains the ability to shift 
perspective in and out of another cultural worldview; thus, one's experience potentially in- 
cludes the different cultural experience of someone from another culture. In Integration, one's 
experience of self is expanded to include the movement in and out of different cultural worldviews. 

In general, the ethnocentric stages can be seen as ways of avoiding cultural dzrerence, either 
by denying its existence, by raising defenses against it, or by minimizing its importance. The 
ethnorelative stages are ways of seeking culturaldzfference, either by accepting its importance, by 
adapting one's perspective to take it into account, or by integrating the whole concept into a 
definition of one's identity. 

Reproducedfiom the Intercultural Development Inventory Manual by Mitch Hammer and Milton Bennett, 01998,  
2001 
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The Developmental Model of 
Intercultural Sensitivity 

THEORETICAL SUMMARY 
The DMIS is a stage model of cognitive develop- 
ment based on personal construct theory and its 
extension, radical constructivism (Watzlawick, 
1984). Personal construct theory was formulated 
by George Kelly (1 963), who held that experience 
is a function of our categorization, or construing, 
of events. According to this theory, 

A person can be a witness to a tremendous 
parade of episodes and yet, if he fails to keep 
making something out of them ..., he gains 
little in the way of experience from having 
been around when they happened. It is not 
what happens around him that makes a man 
experienced; it is the successive construing 
and re-construing of what happens, as it hap- 
pens, that enriches the experience of his life 
(p. 73). 

In other words, if we have no way of constru- 
ing an event, we will not experience it. Stated dif- 
ferently, the existence of phenomena in a 
worldview depends on the extent to which we can 
discriminate those particular phenomena. This 
idea is parallel to one stated by Benjamin Lee 
Whorf (1956) in his work on linguistic relativity: 

The categories and types that we isolate from 
the world of phenomena we do not find there 
because they stare every observer in the face; 
on the contrary, the world is presented in a 
kaleidoscopic flux of impressions which has 
to be organized by our minds.. . (p. 2 13). 

cial interaction. Just as our physical experience is 
guided by a sensory structure supplied by evolu- 
tion, so our social experience is similarly guided 
by the linguistic structures supplied to us by our 
cultures. The appreciation of how sensory and 
social experience interact lies at the heart of the 
DMIS. 

As described by the DMIS, individuals can gen- 
erally progress from ethnocentrism, where they 
experience events in their own culture as central 
to reality, to ethnorelativism, where they can ex- 
perience events in the context of their own and 
other cultures. In ethnocentrism, people's percep- 
tual systems are less sensitive to cultural differences. 
Conversely, in ethnorelativism, cultural differences 
are more likely to be discriminated. 

In the earliest ethnocentric stage (Denial), other 
cultures are either not discriminated at all, or they 
are construed in rather vague ways. As a result, 
cultural difference is either not experienced at all, 
or it is experienced as associated with a kind of 
undifferentiated other such as "foreigner" or "im- 
migrant." In later ethnocentric stages, other cul- 
tures are discriminated in more complex ways, but 
they still do not appear as complex as one's own. 
Thus, other cultures are experienced as less "real" 
than one's own, and cultural difference is labeled 
as threatening (Defense) or superficial (Minimi- 
zation). 

In the first ethnorelative stage (Acceptance), 
other cultures are construed as equally as complex 
as one's own. As a result, events that are constructed 
in other cultures may be experienced as equally 

As summarized by the biological constructivist "real" as those belonging to one's own culture. In 
Humberto Maturana (1 988), our experiential the later ethnorelative stages, behavior (Adapta- 
world is filled not only with the evolutionarily tion) and then identity (Integration) is attached 
constructed realities of physical survival, but also to this experience, yielding intercultural compe- 
with the linguistically constructed realities of so- tence. 

1. This is in contrast with, f i r  instunce, Bhawuk eb Brislinj (1772) nuruurr of interculturalsenritivity, whicbjncces on behaviors 
associated with individualism and colkcn'vism and the self-reported intention of the respondkt to mod$ his/her behavior when 
mwingfiom one culture to anothm 
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ASSUMPTIONS OF THE DMIS 
Bennett's model of intercultural sensitivity is 

an explanation, based on more than twenty years 
of empirical observation, of how people develop 
intercultural competence. As such, the DMIS is 
representative of "grounded theory," wherein 
"theory is derived inductively from intense prior 
study of the actual empirical data the theory at- 
tempts to explain" (Bailey, 1994). 

There are several assumptions underlying the 
DMIS that are related to how it is measured by 
the Intercultural Development Inventory. First, 
Bennett (1986, 1993) suggests that his intercul- 
tural sensitivity model captures the individual's 
experience of cultural difference, not objective 
behavior'. In this sense, the model is phenomeno- 
logical in nature. 

Second, Bennett views intercultural sensitivity 
in developmental terms rather than static terms. 
Intercultural sensitivity is conceptualized as a con- 
tinuum ranging from a more ethnocentric to a 
more ethnorelative worldview. The model implies 
that progression along the continuum can be h- 
cilitated through training and education. While 
there may be retreats in development (particularly 
from Minimization to Defense), "each stage is 
meant to characterize a treatment of cultural dif- 
ference that is fairly consistent for a particular in- 
dividual at a particular point of development. . ." 
(P. 27). 

Third, the model offers a phenomenological 
explanation of how individuals construe their 
world in terms of dealing with cultural differences 
between themselves as members of a social/cul- 
turd group and others as members of social/cul- 
tural groups. This is important, for an individual's 
orientation towards cultural differences exists in 
terms of hidher social identifications, which are 
based on group membership (Tajfel & Turner, 
1986). More specifically, the model describes an 
individual's generalized perspective, based on 
ingroup/outgroup distinctions, towards peoples 
and cultures which are seen as different from his/ 
her group. 

Finally, the applicability of the measuring in- 
strument is fundamentally grounded on the DMIS 
assumption that ingroup/outgroup categorization 

is a universal cognitive function. At the broadest 
level, an individual's orientation toward differences 
can be fiamed in terms of the largest salient social - 
category, which is usually national identity.2Thus, 
at the most basic level, individuals have salient 
ingroup/outgroup distinctions between their own 
culture (e.g., the United States) and other cultures 
generally (e.g., foreign countries and people). 

More specific ingroup/outgroup distinctions 
can be made regarding one's national culture (e.g., 
the United States) and a specific target national 
culture (e.g., Japan). Such distinctions also can 

include co-cultural groupings within a larger so- 
cial unit (e.g., European AmericanILatino Ameri- 
can; African AmericanIAsian American; MaleIFe- 
male). 

Theoretically, Bennett's model suggests consid- 
-. 

erable overlap among these various social catego- 
ries. That is, it is argued that individuals tend to 
maintain consistency in the manner in which they 
construe social reality vis-a-vis group-based dii- 
ferences. Therefore, an individual will tend to 
maintain a consistent developmental stage in hid 
her orientation toward either national or co-cul- 
tural differences. As Bennett (1993) states, "new 
cultural differences, once t h q  are &ned as nrl- 
rural, will be treated in more or less the same way 
as familiar differences" (p. 27). Therefore, a per- 
son in one developmental stage in histher orienta- 
tion toward cultural differences will tend to view 
differences encountered from another new social 
category from a similar orientation. Further, mov- 
ing from one developmental stage to another vis- 
a-vis one social group (e.g., Asian Americans) will 
tend to lead to a reevaluation of other group cat- 
egories (e.g., a reassessment of one's orientations 
toward ~ a t i n o  Americans, Koreans, and people 
from other cultures more generally). Within this 
theoretical context, the ID1 is designed to use the 
broadest self-attributed social category in contrast 
to all other cultures as an indicator of how cul- 
tural difference in general is construed. Typically, 
this broadest level is a national or ethnic cultural 
identification, but it might be social class, sexual 
orientation, or some other cultural grouping. 

2.  In some cam, the largcst salient categoy might be a supmnatio 
nationalgroups. In other c m ,  the la'gest s&nt categoy mi&t be 
a largrr nationalgroup. 

naI ethnicgroup, nrch as Arab or Chinese, that transreds sctrmd 
an intranational ethnicig such as Malay, despite the ~cistenre of 
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THE SIX STAGES OF THE DMIS 
The focus of the ID1 and Bennett's model of 

intercultural sensitivity is on the role "cultural dif- 
ference" plays in one's interactions with others. 
These six stages of intercultural sensitivity describe 
the various ways in which people construe cul- 
tural differences (for a idler explanation of these 
stages, see M. J. Bennett, 1993). 

Bennett proposes two broad categories (ethno- 
centric and ethnorelative orientations), each with 
three stages which characterize individuals' orien- 
tations toward cultural differences. 

Ethnocentric Stages 
An ethnocentric orientation is based on the as- 

sumption "that the worldview of one's own cul- 
ture is central to all reality" (M. J. Bennett, 1986, 
p. 33) and involves the interpretation of events 
and behavior from one's own cultural viewpoint. 
Operating from an essentially monocultural per- 
spective, the meaning a person may give to cul- 
tural differences can range from Denial, to De- 
fense, to Minimization. 

Denialis the most basic stage of ethnocentrism 
and reflects an orientation which assumes there 
are no real differences among people from differ- 
ent cultures. Sometimes circumstances of physi- 
cal or social isolation from people who are cultur- 
ally different can reinforce selective perception; 
whereby a person sees what helshe wants to see 
and does not see what hetshe is unaccustomed to 
perceiving. For instance, a person with a predomi- 
nantly Denial worldview might attend only to fa- 
miliar social cues and assume that histher relation- 
ship with host nationals is excellent, when in fact 
the host nationals might be broadcasting dissatis- 
faction via a culturally different set of cues that 
are not comprehendible in the Denial worldview. 
Denial is likely to manifest first as disinterest, where 
cultural difference is ignored as irrelevant. How- 
ever, to maintain Denial, people may need to en- 
gage in conscious separation: "the intentional erec- 
tion ofphysical or social barriers to create distance 
from cultural difference" (M. J. Bennett, 1986, p. 
35). Separate living arrangements for people who 
are culturally different ensures an avoidance of in- 
teraction and the perpetuation of only minimal 
capacity for perceiving and experiencing the dif- 
ferences. 

The second ethnocentric stage is D@me, which 
refers to a more explicit recognition of differences 

coupled with more overt attempts at erecting de- 
fenses against them. In this state, differences are 
not only viewed suspiciously; they are considered 
threatening to one's self-esteem and identity. Ex- 
perience of cultural difference is polarized around 
either the inferiority of other cultures or the supe- 
riority ofone's own culture. While one or the other 
of these forms may be emphasized, they both be- 
tray the underlying polarization of experience. 

An alternative form ofDefense is what Bennett 
calls Revenal, the "denigration of one's own cul- 
ture and an attendant assumption of superiority 
of a different culture" (M. J. Bennett, 1986, p. 
41). This worldview may be associated with people 
in the throes of their first positive experience with 
another culture (e.g. U.S. Peace Corps Volunteers) 
or with people who want to be perceived as pro- 
ponents of a culture group other than their own 
(e.g. European American women advocating M- 
rican Americans issues). The polarized structure 
of this worldview is the same as that of Defense, 
only with the poles reversed. 

The third stage of development, Minimization, 
acts as a kind of transition between the polariza- 
tion of diierence in Defense and the nonevaluative 
recognition ofdifference in Acceptance. The Mini- 
mization worldview over-generalizes similarities 
between self and other, allowing cultural differ- 
ences to be trivialized and therefore rendered 
"harmless." Bennett (1986, 1993) identifies two 
Minimization forms: (1) human similarity (or 
"physical universalism"), which views all cultures 
as "merely elaboration of hndamend  biology" 
(M. J. Bennett, 1993, p. 42), and (2) universal 
values (or "transcendent universalism"), which sug- 
gests all human beings are or should be subject to 
a single, transcendent, and universal imperative 
or entity. Minimization counters the more viru- 
lent form of ethnocentrism found in Defense, but 
the worldview is still theoretically ethnocentric in 
that it treats its own standards as central to the 
reality of all people. 

Ethnorelative Stages 
An ethnorelative orientation represents a hnda- 

m e n d  shift in mindset from the unconscious eth- 
nocentric assumption that one's own culture is (or 
should be) the exdusive definer of reality to a more 
conscious assumption that one's own culture is one HAL& 
among many viable constructions of reality. Or, 1IIIIIll 
perhaps in more familiar terms, this orientation 
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involves *the assumption that cultures can only 
be understood relative to one another and that 
particular behavior can only be understood within 
a cultural context" (M. J. Bennett, 1993, p. 46) It 
is quite possible that one may continue to prefer 
one's own culture and even dislike some other cul- 
tures while maintaining ethnorelativism. 

THE FIRST ETHNORELATIVE STAGE, Acceptance, 
involves an acknowledgment that identifying sig- 
nificant cultural differences is crucial to under- 
standing human interaction. The recognition of 
afternative cultural behavior involves an acceptance 
of deep cultural differences in languaging, non- 
verbal behavior, and styles of thinking and com- 
municating. The recognition of alternative cultural 
values involves an acceptance of how "goodness" 
is assigned to different ways of being in the world. 
Acceptance does not mean "agreement," so it is 
possible that one can accept the existence of an 
alternative value while still feeling that the value is 
inappropriate or even dangerous. 

The second ethnorelative stage, Adaptation, in- 
volves a more proactive effort on the part of an 
individual to use cultural differences and inter- 
cultural skills in ways which maximize histher un- 
derstanding and relationships with people from 
other cultures. This does NOT mean a person "as- 
similates" to the dominant pattern by giving up 
histher own cultural values, beliefs, or practices. 
Rather, it represents an expansion ofone's perspec- 
tive and skills to incorporate other ways of com- 
municating. 

One form of Adaptation involves the taking of 
alternative perspective, or cognitivefiame-shijing. 
This is a kind of empathy that allows one to cre- 
ate an experience more like that of people from 
the different culture. Adaptation can also involve 
behavioral code-shzfing, which refers to the enact- 
ment of alternative experience. While fiame-shifi- 
ing involves a temporary shifi in perspective that 
permits an individual to experience some aspect 
of the foreign culture in a way which is different 
from what is provided by histher cultural back- 
ground, code-shifiing represents a capacity for re- 
sponding to the world from another frame of ref- 
erence. 

When one or more alternative cultural frames 
of reference are readily available in one's world- 
view, the worldview can be termed "bi~ultural,~ 
or, more generally, "pluralistic." Personal plural- 

ism in this sense tends to be experienced by indi- 
viduals "as a part of their normal selvesn (M. J. 
Bennett, 1993, p. 55), and "natural" behavior 
which is appropriate to the other culture is gener- 
ated. For example, a Japanese manager who de- 
cides he or she will handle a business meeting in 
an "Americann fashion (using brainstorming, ac- 
tive verbal participation, and confrontation) and 
then later decides to communicate with a subor- 
dinate in a more "Japanese stylen may well be dem- 
onstrating an ability to incorporate various cul- 
tural styles into histher own behavioral repertoire. 

The final ethnorelative stage is Integration and 
describes the effort to integrate disparate aspects 
of one's cultural identity into a new whole. The 
need for this effort arises when there is significant 
pluralism in the worldview and one's sense of iden- 
tity does not fit into any one cultural frame. J. M. 
Bennett (1993) refers to this condition as "cul- 
tural marginality," where cultural identity exists 
on the margin of two or more cultures. Cultural 
marginality is particularly obvious among global 
nomads and long-term expatriates, but it can also 
be seen among people who must adapt to a differ- 
ent, dominant society 

Constructive marginaliv refers to the experience 
of incorporating cultural difference into identity, 
thus enabling people to move among cultural 
frames while maintaining an integrated sense of 
self. Not only is this a "constructive" ability for 
intercultural relations, but it involves "construct- 
ing identity" from moment to moment. 

An alternative to the constructive form ofInte- 
gration is encapkzted marginalip This worldview 
has the same configuration of Integration, but 
identity remains "stuck" on the margins of the 
various cultural frames. The experience of this 
condition is one of alienation and rootlessness as- 
sociated with a fragmented identity. People with 
an encapsulated marginality worldview may be 
quite good at moving among cultures, but they 
have trouble maintaining consistency in their 
personal and career decisions (J.M. Bennett, 
1993). 
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