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Abstract. This study explored the enhancement of Global Leadership Competencies through a
Global Virtual Classroom using Transformational Learning Theory within a Global Leadership
Development program for 80 university students. Our approach, which employs a mixed-method
design involving qualitative analysis based on Mezirow’s (1991) Transformational Learning Theory
and grounded theory, was a pilot study. In vivo, codes were extracted to fit each of the ten steps, and
the quantitative analysis involved expert classification of interview sentences into Transformational
Learning Theory phases, followed by frequency table preparation. Our findings indicate that the
Transformational Learning Theory effectively enhances the development of Global Leadership
Competencies in a Global Virtual Classroom. This pilot study provides valuable insights and a new
perspective to improve the quality of Global Leadership Competency Development.
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1.   Introduction

Global companies, particularly human resource managers, face significant
challenges in identifying executives and international business graduates with
multicultural competence. A global leader creates positive organizational change
by building communities, developing trust, and managing complex cross-
boundary environments (Mendenhall et al. 2020). 
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Global leadership competencies (GLCs) are necessary for navigating
globalization. GLC development refers to acquiring and enhancing skills,
knowledge, and attitudes toward effective leadership in a global context.
Fakhreldin et al. (2021, p. 110) emphasized the necessity of international business
graduates with international awareness, competence, and cultural sensitivity. 

The best practices for GLC development have been discussed (e.g., Lane et
al., 2017; Szkudlarek et al., 2013) in Global Leadership Development (GLD)
programs in some corporations (e.g., Mendenhall et al., 2017; Hruby et al., 2022),
and more exploratory research is needed on the activities conducted in business
schools and training providers to effectively enhance GLCs development (e.g.,
Osland et al., 2017a; Osland et al., 2018; Renn et al., 2014). While business
schools offer GLD courses (e.g., Mendenhall et al., 2020; Osland & Vogelsang,
2020), their effectiveness in developing GLCs has been controversial. Some
argue that these courses effectively develop the necessary skills, whereas others
question their practical applicability in real-world global business scenarios
(Petriglieri & Petriglieri, 2015). 

The GLD Program for Students addresses this skill gap by fostering a global
mindset and improving global leadership skills. A GLD program equips the
global workforce with essential skills, including understanding diverse cultures
and languages and navigating complex global environments. However, the
absence of global leaders with a global mindset poses a risk to multinational
companies (Salicru et al. 2016). Although GLD is a fast-growing area of global
leadership research, most studies have focused on business practitioners with
limited literature on university settings (Oddou & Mendenhall, 2018). Research
in this field often targets study abroad, international service-learning programs
(e.g., Caligiuri, 2006), or business programs that develop GLCs outside the
classroom (e.g., Lane et al., 2017). 

As international business scholars, we have observed the growing importance
of online teaching in international business education, especially during the
COVID-19 pandemic (Aggarwal and Wu 2020). According to Mendenhall
(2019), critical factors for successful Global Virtual Classroom (GVC)
implementation include experiential rigor and feedback sources that challenge
and transform cognitive, affective, and behavioral competencies. However, some
studies suggest that a well-designed GVC can be as effective as, or even more so,
study abroad programs (Mendenhall, 2019). Additionally, there is limited
research on theory-driven approaches to enhance a global mindset in a GVC (e.g.,
Guo-Brennan, 2022). 

Notably, the complexities of global leadership require adaptable leaders
capable of navigating profound personal and organizational transformations.
Mezirow's (1991) Transformative Learning Theory (TLT) provides a framework
for understanding how individuals challenge assumptions, critically reflect on
experiences, and reconstruct worldviews. Mezirow's (1991) model outlines ten
phases of transformative learning, progressing from disorienting dilemmas to
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reintegration from a transformed perspective. Although widely used in adult
education, its application in GLD remains underexplored, particularly in
addressing emotional, relational, and cognitive dimensions in volatile contexts. 

Our interdisciplinary approach bridges TLT and global leadership practices
by addressing theoretical gaps while providing actionable insights for educators
and practitioners. By applying Mezirow’s (1991) phases of leadership education,
this study enriches organizational tools for promoting transformative growth and
systemic change. Our study explored the intersection of Mezirow’s (1991) TLT
and the GLD program, offering insights into how GVC can rival traditional
methods in fostering GLCs effectively (Mendenhall, 2019). 

While some studies have explored the relationship between TLT and GLD
programs (e.g., Wallace, 2022), our pilot study is the first to assess the
effectiveness of a GVC design using TLT in a university setting, offering a novel
explorative perspective in the field. We assume that integrating TLT into global
leadership studies highlights its role in fostering resilience, cultural intelligence,
and ethical decision making, which are key competencies for managing complex
systems and global challenges. 

Our pilot study contributes to the field by providing actionable insights that
can be directly applied to enhance the GLC. These insights include (1) describing
the theoretical foundation of the GLD program, (2) examining the relationship
between the GLD program and TLT, particularly how Mezirow’s (1991) ten
phases are reflected in students’ learning outcomes, and (3) assessing the
effectiveness of the GLC development methodology. Our research question
addresses the critical theoretical gap in the GLD program.

 “How can TLT be applied in a GLD program for students in a GVC to
effectively enhance GLC development in a university setting?”

This question serves as the guiding principle of our study, emphasizing the
relevance of understanding how TLT can be effectively integrated into
university-based GLD programs to strengthen GLC development. Based on this
theoretical framework, we propose the following two hypotheses.

H1: The ten phases of Mezirow’s (1994) TLT process hold equal importance
in the transformational learning process.

H2: The ten phases of Mezirow’s (1994) TLT process follow a sequential
order in the transformational learning process.

This mixed-method pilot study provides empirical insights that inform both
theoretical development and practical applications, further advancing the
understanding of TLT’s role in fostering transformative growth within global
leadership frameworks.

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. The following is a review
of the literature on GLD, GLC development, and multicultural learning in GVC.
Subsequently, the focus is on describing a GLD program design, its relationship
with the TLT, and existing studies. Next, we provide details of our mixed-method
methodology, sample, data collection, and analysis. Our findings have practical
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implications and provide valuable insights to leadership educators and
practitioners. Finally, we highlight the main findings, limitations, and
implications for scholars, illustrating the effectiveness of GLD program design in
enhancing GLC development in a university context.

2.   Literature Review

2.1. Global Leadership Development Program (GLD) in the University Setting 
Recent academic literature has critically analyzed and evaluated GLD program
designs within universities (e.g., Mendenhall et al., 2020; Osland et al., 2017a;
Vora, 2020; see also Osland et al., 2018a; Hruby et al., 2022). Many Global
Human Resources program designers recognize the transformative potential of
GLD programs (e.g., Mendenhall et al., 2017), which promises to enhance future
global leaders’ development.

By understanding the desired developmental outcomes (Simmonds & Tsui,
2010), GLD programs can be designed effectively using theories such as Adult
Development Theory, TLT, Experiential Learning Theory, and Vertical
Leadership Theory. 

Our study applies TLT as a framework for understanding global leaders'
development, focusing on the cognitive, affective, and behavioral aspects.
Enhanced by self-reflection, commitment, and peer feedback, this approach aims
to challenge and transform mindsets within an intensive 12-week GLD program,
offering a fresh perspective on GLCs development.

2.2. Global Leadership Competencies (GLCs) Development 
GLCs are rooted in reducing cultural bias, increasing adaptation, and enhancing
ambiguity tolerance (Caligiuri and Tarique 2012). A review of the GLC literature
has identified over 200 competencies that influence global leadership
effectiveness (Bird et al., 2020). Although some conceptually overlap, these
GLCs range from personality traits and knowledge bases to behavioral skills (e.g.,
Bird et al., 2020; Jokinen, 2005). 

Recent literature discusses the traits, skills, and attributes crucial for effective
global leadership (Kim & McLean, 2015). Despite these developments, more
research is needed on how future leaders will develop GLCs (Mendenhall et al.,
2017). Bird et al. (2020) classified GLCs into three categories: organizational
acumen, managing people and relationships, and managing oneself. The GLD
program focuses on the latter two categories because the former is addressed in
other international business classes. The university course aims to enhance GLCs,
such as

a. Learning Mindset, 
b. Building Trust across Borders, 
c. Enhancing Cultural Intelligence, 



Journal of International Business Education 20                                                                                  5

d. Managing Global Teams, 
e. Negotiating across Borders, 
f. Effective Cross-Cultural Communication, 
g. Listening, Reflection, and Mindfulness, 
h. Ethical Leadership, 
i. Emotional Intelligence, 
j. Understanding ESG Factors, 
k. Talent Management and 
l. Sustainability.
The features of the 12-week GLD program, such as high-contact cross-

cultural experiences, were designed to develop GLCs. These experiences helped
students manage their anxiety, cultural shock, and appropriate behavior in new
cultural settings. 

2.3. Diversity, Global, and Multicultural Team Learning 
The GLD program deliberately formed multicultural and diverse teams
comprising eight participants from different countries. In this context, diversity is
not just a buzzword but a mix of perspectives, experiences, ethnicities, languages,
genders, abilities, ages, religions, and nationalities, acting as a catalyst for
innovation. 

Amid the uncertainties of the COVID-19 pandemic and increasing
digitalization, the GLD program has proven adaptable and relevant. It equips
global leaders with skills to collaborate effectively across diverse backgrounds.
This adaptability and flexibility ensures the effectiveness of the GLD program,
offers multicultural learners security during challenging times, and instills
confidence in their resilience. 

Global learning is defined as “the process of diverse people collaboratively
analyzing and addressing complex problems that transcend borders” (Landorf et
al., 2018, p. 32) and as a pathway to developing GLCs (e.g., Kim & Maloney,
2020). Without purposeful facilitation and reflection, global learners may not
fully understand the dominant beliefs and practices that sustain inequities and
conflicts (e.g., Gómez-Parra, 2020; Markey et al., 2020).

The GLD program is theoretical and fosters an open and secure global virtual
multicultural learning environment. Instructors and facilitators integrate
multicultural understanding into mainstream teaching by facilitating meaningful
multicultural interactions, assigning readings to diverse contexts, and engaging
learners in activities and case studies. The GLD program focuses on multicultural
experiences that lead to a global mindset built on multidisciplinary knowledge,
enhanced problem-solving skills, reduced cultural stereotypes, and more vital
collaboration.

The Global/Multicultural Learning approach includes the following:
a. Developing global knowledge and awareness, 
b. Examining multicultural perspectives and assumptions, 
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c. Enhancing multicultural competency, and 
d. Engaging in critical reflection, team learning, frequent interactions, and

sharing experiences with mentors.
We believe that the intentional GLD program in the GVC offers multicultural

learners opportunities to repeat learning cycles, further enhancing the global
mindset's cognitive, socio-emotional, behavioral, cultural, and relational
dimensions, a key concept in the university course (Table 1). Table 1 shows the
different learnings achieved within the 12-week GLD program. A global mindset
will only be achieved by interrelated learning that is triggered during interactions,
reflections, and by providing feedback from several peers and mentors. 

Table 1: Different Learnings applied in the GLD program.

Multicultural team learning in GVC offers distinct advantages. Learners
access diverse perspectives and foster critical thinking, problem-solving, and a
deeper understanding of global issues to cultivate a global mindset. 

The GVC’s ability to provide these diverse perspectives makes it a powerful
platform for multicultural learning, broadening learners' understanding and
enlightening their perspectives. Overcoming ethnocentrism by evaluating other
cultures according to cultural standards is essential to effective multicultural
learning. The GLD program helps students to broaden their cultural
understanding and better tolerate cultural differences. This shift toward a global
mindset fosters respect, flexibility, adaptability, collaboration, and innovation in
multicultural settings.

2.4. The Global Virtual Classroom (GVC)
GVC, a virtual platform facilitating global communication and collaboration, is
pivotal in university courses. This encourages multicultural learners to adjust
their perceptions and behaviors to communicate and collaborate effectively with

Cognitive Learning Socio-emotional 
Learning

Behavioral 
Learning

Cultural Learning Developmental/
Relational Learning

This includes understanding and 
critical thinking about global, 
regional, national, and local issues, a 
crucial component of our program. It 
equips learners with the knowledge 
of the worldwide business landscape 
and the ability to analyze and 
respond critically to complex global 
issues, stimulating their intellectual 
curiosity and empowerment.

A sense of belonging to 
common humanity, 
sharing values and 
responsibilities, 
empathy, solidarity, and 
a shared vision for a 
better world, fostering a 
sense of connection and 
community among our 
learners.

Effective and 
responsible local, 
national, and 
global actions for a 
more peaceful and 
sustainable world.

Access to different 
cognitive tools, 
various world 
perspectives, and more 
opportunities to 
engage in critical 
thinking, problem-
solving, interpretation, 
and predictions to 
understand the world 
around them

Learning through a 
mentor and coach, 
networking

Interconnectedness and 
interdependency of different 
countries and populations.

It is a cornerstone of our 
program, ensuring that 
each learner feels valued 
and respected for their 
perspectives and 
experiences.

A process of becoming 
respectful, flexible, 
adaptive, 
collaborative, and 
innovative in 
unfamiliar and cross-
cultural situations.


