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First-Line Practitioners (FLPs) are those practitioners 
who have direct professional contact with migrants or asy-
lum seekers as soon as they physically reach the borders. 
They may be health and humanitarian aid workers, but also 
border guard and law enforcement officials, social workers 
in governmental and non-governmental welfare organisa-
tions, migrant advocacy organisations, or legal aid organisa-
tions (García-Carmona et al., 2021). FLPs are thus the first 
point of contact for migrants and asylum seekers when they 
reach their host country.

Over the last decade, there has been growing interest in 
identifying the specific challenges faced by these profes-
sionals in dealing with the refugee and migration crisis. A 
comprehensive understanding of these challenges is impor-
tant to shape policy, improve the quality of services and 
create more equitable conditions for the vulnerable group 
of migrants. In a systematic review, Robertshaw and col-
leagues (2017) revised the literature on barriers and facili-
tators for health professionals providing primary health 
care to refugees and asylum seekers in high-income coun-
tries. They highlighted the emotional strain experienced by 
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professionals when to address the complex health and social 
needs of migrants in cross-cultural interactions, as they 
face challenges such as trusting relationships, communica-
tion, and cultural understanding. Healthcare professionals 
considered migrants’ psychological conditions (i.e., psy-
chological trauma related to war, torture, and other abuses) 
challenging to emotionally deal with. Postmigration stresses 
were also perceived to impact negatively on practitioners’ 
mental health, such as the asylum and resettlement process, 
social isolation, and other social vulnerabilities. In a nut-
shell, health professionals are subject to impactful sources 
of stress when they engage with migrants, as hearing some 
of their stories could be emotionally difficult and distressing.

Increasing globalisation and cultural diversity have high-
lighted the importance of developing cross-cultural com-
petencies such as cultural intelligence (Alexandra, 2022). 
The concept of cultural intelligence (CQ), which refers 
to a person’s ability to function effectively in a culturally 
diverse environment and to successfully navigate a new cul-
tural environment (Earley & Ang, 2003; Ang & Van Dyne 
2008), has been continuously studied and developed in 
recent years. Today, this is a very important issue for both 
cross-border managers and practitioners. With increasing 
globalisation, employees in multinational companies must 
constantly interact with people from other cultures. Due to 
cultural differences, conflicts, misunderstandings, commu-
nication problems and cultural tensions can arise, especially 
in multinational aid organisations employing FLPs work-
ing across national and international borders. Some indi-
viduals may perform better than others in a cross-cultural 
work environment (Brancu et al., 2016) because they have a 
higher CQ level. This means that they can adapt effectively 
to changing cultural conditions and express themselves in 
different cultures (Bal & Kolakan, 2022). Investigating CQ 
is therefore important to find out how international aid man-
agers and FLPs can deal with the challenges to ultimately 
improve the quality of services and provide more equitable 
services to migrants, refugees, and asylum seekers.

Although CQ has been the subject of various studies over 
the past decades, it is only recently that there has been inter-
est in examining how CQ differs in terms of socio-demo-
graphic (e.g., age, gender, education level), organisational 
(e.g., participation in intercultural training) and workplace 
(e.g., number of languages spoken in the workplace) vari-
ables. Presbitero and Toledano (2017) found that the devel-
opment of CQ improved among members of global teams 
after participating in intercultural training. More recently, 
Bal and Kolakan (2022) examined differences between gen-
der, age, and education, to find that older academics who 
spoke more than one language in their daily work had higher 
levels of CQ on average. In addition, a growing body of 
research shows how CQ as a personal resource can predict 

various work outcomes, such as burnout. Recent findings 
show that burnout levels decrease when participants’ CQ is 
high (Fu & Charoensukmongkol, 2021; Ramalu & Subra-
maniam, 2019).

Despite these recent developments, most of these studies 
focus on international businesspeople, business travellers 
(Tay et al., 2008) and academics working abroad (Doğru, 
2021; Gordon 2018). Furthermore, there is no study that 
specifically examines the impact of CQ on burnout among 
humanitarian aid workers or professionals working with 
migrants. These are important gaps to address, as some 
authors emphasise the importance of studying cultural intel-
ligence in organisations dealing with cultural diversity and 
crisis management (Livermore et al., 2022). Furthermore, 
previous research examining the impact of CQ on burnout 
has typically analysed data collected in a single country, 
neglecting the possibility of including more countries in the 
data collection (Fu et al., 2021).

The aim of this study is to investigate the impact of cul-
tural intelligence on burnout among practitioners working 
in 15 countries. It also compares the levels of CQ in differ-
ent groups of FLPs in terms of age, gender, and education 
level, as well as participation in intercultural training and 
the number of languages spoken at work. Little is known 
about CQ among FLPs, as most studies have focused on 
other samples and there is currently no study on CQ and 
burnout that has collected data from more than one coun-
try. Our study could provide a comprehensive picture of the 
competencies needed to effectively deal with cross-cultural 
challenges that could put burnout at risk, as well as useful 
information about practitioners’ work environments (Luquis 
2021). Professionals need the necessary knowledge, moti-
vation, and attitude to develop appropriate and effective 
interventions in intercultural contexts.

Theoretical foundation

Cultural intelligence

Cultural intelligence (CQ) is defined as the ability to func-
tion and manage effectively in a culturally diverse environ-
ment (Earley & Ang, 2003; Alifuddin & Widodo, 2022). 
The concept of cultural intelligence marks a paradigm 
shift from a focus on intercultural comparison to intercul-
tural skills (Ang, 2021). Cultural intelligence influences 
research in no less than twenty-three academic disciplines 
and shapes policy and practice in the private, public, edu-
cational, and non-profit sectors. Luquis (2021) pointed out 
that relying on cultural intelligence can be helpful for pro-
fessionals working with diverse populations. While cultural 
intelligence shares some similarities with earlier terms (e.g., 
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cultural competence), it differs in that it draws on intelli-
gence research and emphasises understanding different cul-
tures, problem solving and adaptations in multiple cultural 
settings.

Earley and Ang (2003) conceptualised CQ as encom-
passing four different dimensions. Cognitive Cultural Intel-
ligence (CCQ) is the “knowledge of norms, practices and 
conventions in different cultures acquired through educa-
tion and personal experience” (Ang & Van Dyne, 2008, p. 
5). It indicates a person’s knowledge of how their culture 
differs from others (Ang & Van Dyne, 2008). Metacogni-
tive Cultural Intelligence represents higher-order cognitive 
processes involved in acquiring and understanding cultural 
knowledge. Motivational Cultural Intelligence (MCQ) 
reflects an individual’s interest in other cultures, which 
leads him or her to become familiar with situations char-
acterised by cultural differences and to enjoy interacting 
with different people. Finally, Behavioural Cultural Intel-
ligence (BCQ) refers to an individual’s ability to success-
fully interpret verbal or non-verbal actions when interacting 
with people from different cultural backgrounds (Van Dyne 
et al., 2012).

While an important dimension in different working con-
texts, the current study does not consider the metacognitive 
dimension of CQ (MCCQ, i.e., the ability to plan, moni-
tor, and evaluate one’s own thinking and learning strategies 
in cross-cultural interactions). In fact, the job requirements 
of first-line practitioners who work with migrants may not 
require as much MCCQ as other professions. Previous 
research showed that the work of first-line practitioners in 
the migration sector often involves more immediate, task-
focused interactions (Bayerl et al., 2020), rather than deep, 
reflective learning. Moreover, some authors argue that first-
line practitioners require more practical skills, which are 
reflected in the cognitive, motivational, and behavioural 
dimensions of CQ (Livermore, 2010). In a nutshell, first-
line practitioners who work with migrants primarily need 
to be able to communicate effectively and sensitively with 
migrants in their care, which requires a combination of 
CCQ, MCQ, and BCQ. Thus, these practitioners are more 
focused on providing direct services to migrants rather 
than engaging in the kind of reflective learning that MCCQ 
entails.

Few studies analysed the impact of specific dimensions 
of CQ among practitioners. Schelfhout et al. (2022) have 
shown that intercultural skills are the most important gate-
way to more effective intercultural behaviour. In particular, 
the motivation, cognition and behavioural dimensions of 
cultural intelligence appear to be key factors, making these 
dimensions an excellent target for training, practical inter-
ventions and identifying best practices that ultimately con-
tribute to greater intercultural effectiveness. Other studies 

conducted on managers collaborating with migrant workers 
showed that managers’ CQ fosters pro-diversity climates, 
contribute to reduce cultural discrimination in the work-
place (Charoensukmongkol & Phungsoonthorn, 2022), and 
improves leader-member relationship (Charoensukmong-
kol, 2021).

Evidence on CQ variability between socio-demographic 
groups appears to be relatively incomplete, with the sparse 
literature providing mixed results. Alon and colleagues 
(2016) conducted a survey of businesspeople in five dif-
ferent countries and found no significant differences in CQ 
scores by gender or age, while education level was one 
of the most important variables predicting cultural intel-
ligence. Attaining higher levels of education can foster 
greater receptivity and curiosity towards other individuals 
and cultures. This is due to the exposure to diverse para-
digms and perspectives that education offers (Heckman & 
Kautz, 2012). For instance, studying varied subjects such 
as literature, science, mathematics, and art may expand an 
individual’s mental framework. Education not only expands 
one’s cognitive boundaries but also enables better interac-
tions with diverse cultures: students who learn about dif-
ferent cultures directly from their peers and educators have 
more exposure to cultural diversity (Baehr, 2013).

Other research conducted with IT global team mem-
bers (Presbitero & Toledano, 2017) and Chinese academics 
abroad (Fu & Charoensukmongkol, 2021) found no signifi-
cant difference for CQ in terms of age and gender. Neverthe-
less, Bal and Kolakan (2022) recently conducted a survey 
of Turkish academics and found age differences at CQ, 
with older participants having higher cultural intelligence 
scores. This might be because older people tend to develop 
wisdom, a complex human trait that comes with improved 
emotional regulation and emotional intelligence (Vahia et 
al., 2020; Lee et al., 2018) which, in turn, positively fos-
ter CQ (Sharma & Singh, 2021). Likewise, women tend 
to report higher emotional intelligence than men (Cabello 
et al., 2016), a skill that should entail differences in CQ as 
well. Even though the literature does not provide strong evi-
dence on this variability, researchers have advocated to keep 
researching this as it is an intriguing question (MacNab & 
Worthley, 2012).

The variability of cultural intelligence as a function of 
intercultural training programmes has been the subject of 
several studies in the last decade. Intercultural training 
refers to a planned intervention aimed at developing a per-
son’s ability to cope with cultural differences and appropri-
ately modify their behaviour in culturally diverse contexts 
(Bhawuk & Brislin, 2000). Therefore, intercultural train-
ing is used by organisations as an effective tool to improve 
individual CQ. Manian and Naidu (2009) have shown that 
intercultural training can effectively encourage global team 
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Burnout

Burnout is an affective response to prolonged stress, the core 
content of which is the gradual depletion of an individual’s 
intrinsic energy resources over time, resulting in emotional 
exhaustion, physical fatigue, and cognitive exhaustion 
(Maslach, 1999). According to Maslach’s conceptualisation, 
burnout is a reaction to excessive stress at work, charac-
terised by a sense of being emotionally drained and lack-
ing emotional resources (emotional exhaustion), a negative 
and distant reaction to others and loss of idealism (deper-
sonalisation), and a decline in feelings of competence and 
accomplishment at work (personal exhaustion) (Maslach, 
1999). Although early research on burnout focused almost 
exclusively on people-oriented professions such as social 
workers and police officers, it is now well established in 
the literature that burnout threatens the well-being of all 
types of workers. Mental distress and burnout have been 
well described in several research applications involving 
humanitarian aid workers (Cardozo et al., 2012; Guskovict 
& Potocky, 2018; Veronese et al., 2022), as they are exposed 
to more stressors and psychological strain, which can lead 
to symptoms of trauma and burnout.

Some studies have found age, gender, and education 
level differences in relation to burnout. Ager and colleagues 
(2012) conducted a cross-sectional survey of humanitarian 
aid workers to examine socio-demographic factors that lead 
to burnout, and they found that female staff were affected by 
burnout to a greater extent than male staff. Jachens and col-
leagues (2018) conducted a cross-sectional study of 9,062 
international and local aid workers and found that 36% of 
women and 27% of men reported high levels of emotional 
exhaustion, while older staff experienced less burnout than 
the younger counterparts. The relationship between gender 
and burnout is complicated, as gender differences may be 
due to differences in the type of occupation rather than gen-
der itself (Schaufeli & Greenglass, 2001). Additionally, it 
has been suggested that men may be more likely to suppress 
their emotions and adopt cynical attitudes as a way of cop-
ing with stress, which could make them more susceptible 
to the depersonalization component of burnout than women 
(Schaufeli & Enzmann, 1998; Purvanova & Muros, 2010). 
Regarding the age differences in burnout, some authors 
argue that older individuals may have better stress man-
agement strategies, benefit from rich experience, and have 
higher occupational positions that ensure them respect, 
rewards, and diminished work–family conflict (Stevanovic 
& Rupert, 2004; Wang et al., 2014), to ultimately provide 
older workers with more personal and job resources to face 
burnout. Some literature reports that there are differences 
in workers’ burnout based on the educational level as well. 
According to a study conducted by Wang and colleagues 

members to be more culturally competent by teaching them 
about the cultures of others. Participation in intercultural 
training seems to be correlated with CQ (Lenartowicz et 
al., 2014): recently, an experimental study by Presbitero 
and Toledano (2017) hypothesised that participation in 
intercultural training develops and improves CQ of infor-
mation technology service providers. Their hypothesis was 
confirmed as the CQ scores of the experimental group were 
higher than those of the control group.

The number of languages spoken in the job varies with 
CQ. Learning a new language is a difficult and time-con-
suming activity as the learner must spend numerous hours 
learning vocabulary, grammar, and context (Alon et al., 
2016). Fluency in a foreign language can only be achieved 
by dedicating oneself to the task and adapting to the mindset 
of native speakers as the individual learns to adapt to the 
structure and logic of the foreign language (Werry, 2005). 
Shannon and Begley (2008) empirically investigated the 
relationship between language proficiency and CQ among 
students at an Irish university and found that learning new 
languages was positively related to cognitive and behav-
ioural aspects of CQ. In 2016, Alon and colleagues con-
ducted a cross-sectional study with business professionals 
and found that the number of languages spoken positively 
influenced cultural intelligence scores. This finding was 
recently confirmed by Bal and Kolakan (2022), who found 
that academics who speak more than one language in their 
daily work have higher levels of CQ. Moreover, Seriwatana 
and Charoensukmongkol (2020a) investigated the role 
of cultural intelligence (CQ) in shaping team relationship 
conflict and team trust in Thai and native cabin crew mem-
bers. The findings revealed a negative correlation between 
CQ and team relationship conflict, and a positive correla-
tion between CQ and team trust. Furthermore, the analysis 
indicated that the negative impact of CQ on team relation-
ship conflict was less pronounced for Thai crew members 
who were proficient in the foreign language used by native 
members.

In summary, the literature on cultural intelligence dif-
ferences based on socio-demographic characteristics (i.e., 
age, gender, and education) provides interesting theoretical 
foundations, despite being partially supported by mixed and 
contradicting results. In addition, studies examining CQ and 
participation in intercultural training, as well as the num-
ber of languages spoken in the workplace, have never used 
FLPs as a research sample. Considering these research gaps 
and reviewing the literature, the present study also aims to 
examine differences in CQ outcomes depending on age, 
gender, and education level, as well as participation in inter-
cultural training and the number of languages spoken in the 
workplace.
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positive organisational outcomes and reduce burnout levels 
(Schaufeli, 2017).

In recent years, the role of CQ as a personal resource 
has been studied. Ramalu and Subramaniam (2019) exam-
ined the role of CQ on work engagement in a sample of 
152 expatriate academics working in 20 public universi-
ties in Malaysia. Despite them being an under-represented 
sample in research on CQ, the increasing number of expatri-
ate academics in Malaysia, a country known for its cultural, 
racial, and religious diversity, presents challenges to human 
resource managers in universities. Therefore, the authors 
investigated the impact of CQ on work engagement and the 
role of psychological needs satisfaction as a mediating fac-
tor. The results showed that psychological needs satisfaction 
partially mediated the relationship between CQ and work 
engagement, suggesting that the latter relationship is both 
direct and indirect, with personal needs satisfaction acting 
as a mediator and CQ being a personal resource that fosters 
work engagement.

Similarly, Seriwatana and Charoensukmongkol (2020b) 
studied the relationship between CQ of flight attendants 
and their burnout level and eventually found a negative 
correlation between the two. More recently, Fu and Cha-
roensukmongkol (2021) examined the relationship between 
cultural intelligence (CQ) and burnout among 413 Chinese 
expatriates employed in 15 Chinese subsidiaries in Thai-
land. The study hypothesized that co-worker support from 
host country nationals, considering Thai culture’s collectiv-
ist characteristics, mediated the relationship between CQ 
and burnout. Additionally, the authors explored whether 
the relationship between CQ and co-worker support was 
moderated by gender and job position of Chinese expatri-
ates. The results confirm that co-worker support mediated 
the relationship between CQ and burnout, and the analysis 
showed that the positive association between CQ and co-
worker support was stronger for male Chinese expatriates 
and those in lower job positions. The findings suggested that 
Chinese expatriates experienced less burnout because they 
were able to use CQ to gain social support.

Cavazotte and colleagues (2021) found that leader moti-
vational (MCQ) and behavioural cultural intelligence (BCQ) 
was associated with lower expatriate burnout and higher 
expatriate engagement, and that purpose-driven leadership 
was associated with higher expatriate engagement but not 
lower burnout. The study pointed to actionable leadership 
skills that can promote expatriate engagement and prevent 
their burnout. In addition, a study by Presbitero and Teng-
Calleja (2019) showed that perceived ethical leadership 
was positively and significantly related to individuals’ ethi-
cal behaviour, and that perceived leader CQ as a modera-
tor strengthened the relationship between perceived ethical 
leadership and individual members’ ethical behaviour.

(2020) on healthcare professionals, there is a noticeable dis-
tinction in personal accomplishment levels between those 
with lower and higher educational backgrounds. The study 
suggests that a lower level of education may contribute 
to decreased personal accomplishment, which can subse-
quently increase the risk of burnout.

These studies usually involve both international and 
national aid workers, although they are not comparable. 
International workers face unique challenges, such as sepa-
ration from family and friends and adjustment difficul-
ties abroad, while benefiting from unique rewards such as 
financial incentives (Black & Gregersen, 1999). National 
workers also exhibit unique characteristics at work, such as 
reporting tensions due to unequal treatment of foreign and 
national employees (Ager et al., 2012). In addition, there 
is little research that specifically evaluates burnout among 
first-line practitioners working with migrants in Europe 
and in the Mediterranean countries. In a recent qualita-
tive study by Sanfelici (2021), Italian practitioners work-
ing with migrants’ report to face a lack of autonomy and 
various problems, such as work-life interference. As part of 
an H2020 project, Bermejo et al. (2021) conducted inter-
views and focus groups with first-line practitioners and law 
enforcement officers in 14 countries to collect and compare 
their work experiences. They found that burnout can affect 
efficiency in the quality of services provided to migrants.

Cultural intelligence and burnout

Like other types of intelligence, CQ may be an important 
predictor of work-related outcomes in cross-cultural work 
environments. Previous studies seem to support this idea. 
Research on expatriate cultural intelligence shows that CQ 
is related to cultural appraisal and cultural adaptation, task 
and job performance, and job satisfaction (Ang et al., 2008; 
Bal & Kolakan, 2022; Buecker et al., 2014). Min and col-
leagues (2021) found that the ability to cope with a multina-
tional situation is predicted by cultural intelligence. There 
is a growing body of research suggesting that CQ is a criti-
cal personal resource for reducing worker burnout in cross-
cultural contexts. According to the Job Demands-Resources 
model (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017), each job implies spe-
cific work or individual conditions - physical, social, or 
organisational aspects of the job and personal experience - 
that can be classified as either demands or resources. Occu-
pational and personal demands require sustained physical 
or mental effort and are associated with psychological costs, 
while occupational and personal resources are functional in 
achieving work goals, reducing the costs associated with 
demands and promoting personal growth and develop-
ment. Resources play a motivational role that both promote 
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cross-cultural interactions could prevent burnout levels, as 
shown in studies with expatriates (Cavazotte et al., 2021) 
and business travellers (Tay et al., 2008). In other words, 
personal resources help individuals cope with job demands 
(Ma et al., 2019; Nielsen et al., 2017) so that they can 
ultimately focus on their work and experience less stress. 
Workers with high MCQ (e.g., motivation to interact with 
diverse people) and BCQ (e.g., adapting their behaviour to 
different cultural norms) have important personal resources 
that enable them to endure occupational stress from unfa-
miliar situations and ultimately experience less burnout 
(Min et al., 2021).

However, these findings are not exhaustive, and the lit-
erature does not specifically explore the role of CCQ, MCQ 
and BCQ in mitigating burnout among FLPs working with 
migrants. Considering this research gap and the review of 
the literature discussed earlier, we hypothesise the follow-
ing in this study.

H1 CCQ will be negatively related to burnout.

H2 MCQ will be negatively related to burnout.

H3 BCQ will be negatively related to burnout.

Methods

Participants

The participants in the study were first line practitioners 
working with migrants (N = 258; 176 women, 82 men) in 
15 countries: Albania, Armenia, Austria, Bangladesh, Bel-
gium, Benin, Bulgaria, Cyprus, Germany, Greece, Italy, 
Netherlands, Slovakia, Spain, and United Kingdom. Par-
ticipants were employed in Governmental (N = 85), Non-
governmental (N = 125), and private (N = 48) organizations. 
Participants completed a questionnaire with different scales 
between March and April 2022, which was available in 10 
languages (Albanian, Arabic, Bulgarian, Dutch, English, 
French, German, Greek, Italian, and Spanish). Participants 
could complete the questionnaire either on paper or in the 
online version using Qualtrics.

An informed consent form was also distributed to the par-
ticipants to clarify their rights (e.g., voluntary, and confiden-
tial participation) and the study procedures. After agreeing 
to participate and receiving their instructions, participants 
completed the questionnaire at their convenience, with the 
option - in the case of the online version - to stop whenever 
they wanted and continue later. The survey was part of a 
larger EU Horizon 2020 project called PERCEPTIONS.

Doğru (2021) investigated the relationships between 
cultural intelligence, job burnout and task performance of 
expatriate (i.e., employees who are sent by their company 
to a host country for a certain period). Expatriates with high 
cultural intelligence face less job burnout and task perfor-
mance tends to increase due to their cultural intelligence. 
Geil and Greenwald (2020) found in a sample of manag-
ers working full-time for international organisations that 
CQ and core trust were positively related to perceptions of 
global leadership effectiveness and that CQ was also associ-
ated with multitasking. In addition, Rafiq et al. (2020) found 
that cultural intelligence can have a moderating role between 
emotional labour and emotional exhaustion. This means that 
organisations that adopt cultural intelligence training strate-
gies can minimise the negative impact of emotional labour 
on burnout.

Therefore, we argue that CQ may be explained as a per-
sonal resource that reduces job demands-related costs and, 
thus, burnout. Considering the current research trends and 
the scarce literature on CQ, we are interested in investigat-
ing the influence of CCQ, MCQ, and BCQ specifically on 
FLPs’ levels of burnout, as they pertain to different psycho-
logical mechanisms and, thus, can have different effects.

As a matter of fact, Tay and colleagues (2008) examined 
effects of business travellers’ Cognitive Cultural Intelli-
gence, Motivational Cultural Intelligence, and Behavioural 
Cultural Intelligence on different outcomes, including burn-
out. Their findings show that only MCQ and BCQ alleviated 
business travellers’ levels of burnout, while the effect of 
CCQ was not significant. More recently, Cavazotte and col-
leagues (2021) found correlations between MCQ and BCQ 
with burnout among expatriates, while Min and colleagues 
(2021) examined the impact of CCQ, MCQ, and BCQ on 
three key work-related outcomes (burnout, engagement, and 
job satisfaction) in a sample of 298 restaurant employees. 
They found that MCQ negatively predicted burnout and 
fostered engagement, while CCQ and BCQ did not signifi-
cantly predict burnout.

These findings suggest that cognitive knowledge alone, 
without the ability and motivation to apply that understand-
ing during intercultural interactions, is not a resource that 
can help managing stress or burnout. This goes in line with 
previous research that has suggested that the motivational 
and behavioural dimensions of CQ may be particularly 
important for cross-cultural work in service industries (Park 
et al., 2019). In fact, genuine interest and enjoyment in 
learning about other cultures seem to inherently motivate 
employees to interact with diverse people and is thus a pro-
tective factor against burnout. There are conflicting results 
regarding BCQ and burnout, with some studies highlighting 
that BCQ has no significant impact on workers’ stress lev-
els. However, we argue that perceptions of effectiveness in 
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Likert scale ranging from 1 = “never” to 7 = “every day”. 
The 9-point scale reflects three dimensions: depersonali-
sation (3 items, e.g. “I feel like I treat some migrants like 
impersonal objects”), emotional exhaustion (3 items, e.g., 
“Working with people all day is really a strain on me”) and 
personal coping (3 items, e.g. “I deal with people’s prob-
lems very effectively”) (α = 0.70).

Participation in intercultural training. Previous partici-
pation in intercultural training was captured by a single item. 
Participants were asked to indicate on a dichotomous scale 
(1 = Yes, 2 = No) whether they had participated in training 
during their professional career on how to deal with people 
from other cultures in their job.

Number of languages. Following the operationalisation 
of previous studies (Alon et al., 2016; Bal & Kolakan, 2022), 
a single item was used to measure the number of languages 
spoken in the workplace. Participants were asked how many 
languages they spoke in their daily work with migrants on 
a 4-point Likert scale (1 = One; 2 = Two; 3 = Three; 4 = Four 
or more).

Analyses

T-tests, ANOVA and bivariate correlations were conducted 
to examine differences in CQ levels between groups in 
terms of age, gender, education, participation in intercul-
tural training and number of languages spoken at work. A 
3-level hierarchical regression was conducted to test the 
effects of CCQ, MCQ, and BCQ on burnout. The first step 
included demographic information (e.g., gender, age, and 
education level), while the second step included participa-
tion in intercultural training and the number of languages 
spoken in the workplace. The third and final step included 
the independent variables (e.g., CCQ, MCQ and BCQ). The 
outcome variable for each step of the hierarchical regression 
was burnout.

Results

Descriptive information about the variables is given below 
in Table 2. Overall, respondents have above average cul-
tural intelligence, with medium to high scores on the CCQ 
(M = 4.63; SD = 1.05), MCQ (M = 5.49; SD = 0.93) and BCQ 
(M = 5.25; SD = 1.07). In general, they have moderate to 

The demographic and occupational data of the respon-
dents are shown in Table 1.

Measures

Along with single questions that collected demographic 
information (i.e., age, gender, and education), the question-
naire contained the following scales.

Cultural intelligence (CQ). CQ was measured with the 
Cultural Intelligence Scale (Ang et al., 2008). This 20-item 
scale encompasses four sub-scales: metacognitive, cogni-
tive, motivational, and behavioural dimensions of CQ. For 
this study, we used the cognitive, motivational, and behav-
ioural sub-scales – for a total set of 14 items. The meta-
cognitive sub-scale was not included in the questionnaire 
because we deemed it less relevant for FLPs’ working prac-
tices and aimed to avoid questionnaire fatigue. Participants 
were asked to self-assess their cultural skills on a 7-point 
Likert scale (from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly 
agree). The scale measures Cognitive Cultural Intelligence 
(CCQ) (5 items; e.g., “I know the cultural values and reli-
gious beliefs of other cultures”) (α = 0.83); Motivational 
Cultural Intelligence (MCQ) (4 items; e.g., “I enjoy living 
in cultures that are foreign to me”) (α = 0.76); and Behav-
ioural Cultural Intelligence (BCQ) (5 items; e.g.: “I change 
my verbal behaviour - accent, tone of voice - when a cross-
cultural interaction requires it”) (α = 0.84).

Burnout. Burnout was measured using an adapted ver-
sion of the Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI) Abbreviated 
Version (Maslach, 2017). Participants were asked to rate 
how often they experience certain feelings on a 7-point 

Table 1 Respondents’ demographic and job-related characteristics 
information
Demographic factor / Job 
Characteristic

Descriptive statistics

Age 20–29 years old: 35 (13.6%)
30–39 years old: 87 (33.7%)
40–49 years old: 79 (31.6%)
50–59 years old: 42 (11.2%)
60–69 years old: 9 (3.9%)

Gender Male: 82 (34.8%)
Female: 176 (65.2%)

Education Secondary Education: 6 (2.3%)
Vocational Training: 12 (4.7%)
Bachelor’s Degree: 73 (28.3%)
Master’s Degree: 149 (57.8%)
Doctorate: 18 (6.9%)

Intercultural training attendance Yes: 174 (67.4%)
No: 84 (32.6%)

Number of languages spoken 1: 61 (23.6%)
2: 122 (47.4%)
3: 63 (24.4%)
4 or more: 12 (4.6%)

Note. N = 258

Table 2 Means and Standard Deviations of dimensions of Cultural 
Intelligence and Burnout

M SD Min Max
Cognitive Cultural Intelligence (CCQ) 4.63 1.05 1.60 7.00
Motivational Cultural Intelligence (MCQ) 5.49 0.93 1.00 7.00
Behavioural Cultural Intelligence (BCQ) 5.25 1.07 1.80 7.00
Burnout 2.35 0.81 1.00 6.56
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FLPs who participated in this type of training experience 
significantly less burnout (t = 2.07; p < .05).

Table 4 shows the correlation matrix for the key vari-
ables of the study. No significant correlation was found 
between the dimensions of cultural intelligence and age or 
level of education. Participation in intercultural training is 
positively related to CCQ (r = .26; p < .001), MCQ (r = .27; 
p < .001) and BCQ (r = .18; p < .01). In summary, the num-
ber of languages correlated positively with higher scores for 
CCQ (r = .30; p < .001) and MCQ (r = .16; p < .01), while no 
significant correlation was found for BCQ (r = .10; p > .05). 
The number of languages spoken also correlates negatively 
with burnout (r = − .13; p < .05). In addition, burnout is nega-
tively correlated with age (r = − .17; p < .01) and participa-
tion in intercultural training (r = − .13; p < .05).

low levels of burnout (M = 2.35; SD = 0.81) and speak 2 lan-
guages on average (M = 2.09; SD = 0.81).

Independent T-tests and ANOVA were conducted to test 
for statistical significance of score differences in the dimen-
sions of cultural intelligence. As shown in Table 3, there are 
no significant differences in the mean scores of the dimen-
sions of Cultural Intelligence depending on the age, gender, 
and education level of the participants. Older FLPs report 
lower levels of burnout: post-hoc tests show that 60–69-year-
old practitioners experience significantly less burnout than 
the 20–29 (∆M = − 0.63; p < .05) and 30–39 (∆M = − 0.55; 
p < .05) age groups. There were significant differences in CQ 
scores according to participation in cultural training: FLPs 
who had participated in intercultural training in the past 
had higher average scores in CCQ (t = 4.44; p < .001), MCQ 
(t = 3.91; p < .001) and BCQ (t = 2.81; p < .01). Furthermore, 

Table 3 Cultural Intelligence and Burnout Mean Differences
Measure CCQ MCQ BCQ Burnout

M (SD) F/t M(SD) F/t M(SD) F/t M(SD) F/t
Age
 20–29 4.52 (1.11) 5.48 (1.10) 5.15 (1.10) 2.48a (0.70)
 30–39 4.72 (0.95) 5.56 (0.91) 5.47 (0.94) 2.40a (0.82)
 40–49 4.50 (1.15) 0.70 5.46 (0.88) 0.30 5.15 (1.13) 1.30 2.29a,b (0.75) 1.93*
 50–59 4.77 (0.99) 5.38 (0.90) 5.17 (1.06) 2.16a,b (0.90)
 60–69 4.79 (1.30) 5.58 (1.09) 5.31 (1.12) 1.85b (0.37)
Gender
 Male 4.59 (1.09) − 0.40 5.44 (1.01) − 0.48 5.07 (1.16) − 0.1.8 2.46 (0.90) 1.78 
 Female 4.64 (1.04) 5.50 (0.90) 5.32 (1.00) 2.27 (0.75)
Education
 Secondary 5.00 (0.82) 5.63 (0.93) 5.00 (1.58) 2.28 (0.73)
 Vocational 4.47 (1.13) 6.04 (0.73) 5.72 (0.85) 2.14 (0.70)
 Bachelor 4.65 (1.10) 0.27 5.32 (1.11) 2.11 5.16 (1.12) 0.85 2.30 (0.90) 0.50
 Master 4.62 (1.04) 5.48 (0.86) 5.28 (1.02) 2.40 (0.81)
 Doctorate 4.60 (0.94) 5.76 (0.70) 5.17 (1.24) 2.30 (0.57)
Attendance Cul.
training
 No 4.22 (1.11) 4.44*** 5.16 (1.09) 3.91*** 5.00 (1.07) 2.81** 2.51 (0.91) 2.07*
 Yes 4.81 (0.97) 5.63 (0.80) 5.37 (1.04) 2.28 (0.76)
Note. *p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001

Table 4 Correlations Matrix for the variables
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. CCQ -
2. MCQ 0.37*** -
3. BCQ 0.57*** 0.50*** -
4. Burnout − 0.26*** − 0.40*** − 0.21*** -
5. Gender1 0.03 0.03 0.11 − 0.11 -
6. Age1,2 0.04 − 0.02 − 0.02 − 0.19** − 0.17** -
7. Education1,2 − 0.01 0.01 − 0.00 0.05 0.11 0.07 -
8. Intercultural training1 0.26*** 0.27*** 0.18** − 0.13* − 0.17** 0.18** − 0.09 -
9. Number of Languages2 0.30*** 0.16** 0.10 − 0.13* − 0.07 − 0.03 0.00 0.13* -
Note. *p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. 1 Gender (1 = Male; 2 = Female), Age (1 = 20–29; 2 = 30–39; 3 = 40–49; 4 = 50–59; 5 = 60–69), Education 
(1 = Secondary Education; 2 = Vocational Training; 3 = Bachelor’s degree; 4 = Master’s degree; 5 = Doctorate), Intercultural training attendance 
(0 = not attended; 1 = attended). 2Spearman coefficients
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Discussion

The aim of this study was to test the role of cultural intel-
ligence in predicting burnout levels among practitioners 
working with migrants. Another aim of the study was to 
examine differences in practitioners’ cultural intelligence 
scores as a function of age, gender, and education level, as 
well as participation in intercultural training and the num-
ber of languages spoken at work. We hypothesised that cul-
tural intelligence, specifically the cognitive, motivational 
and behavioural components, would significantly reduce 
burnout levels. After controlling for age and gender of the 
participants, we found that only motivational cultural intel-
ligence had a significant effect on decreasing burnout levels, 
whereas the behavioural and cognitive dimensions did not 
show a significant impact.

The results offer a new perspective on the relationship 
between cultural intelligence and burnout, as they show that 
cognitive knowledge about different cultures and feeling 
competent in cross-cultural interactions are not sufficient 
resources to prevent burnout. On the other hand, intrinsic 
motivation to learn more about other cultures is an impor-
tant protective factor. Humanitarian organisations tend to 
have more intrinsically motivated employees: Tassell and 
Flett (2011) conducted a qualitative study on the motivation 
of employees of humanitarian organisations in the health 
sector to keep their jobs. The authors found that intrinsic 
motivation was the main reason why staff in the health sec-
tor of humanitarian organisations were initially engaged in 
their work and motivated to continue.

Consistent with this research, our findings suggest that 
practitioners’ motivational cultural intelligence leads them 
to feel more satisfied with their work despite objective infra-
structural constraints, which in turn helps them cope with 
job challenges that put them at risk of burnout (Bermejo 
et al., 2021; Sanfelici, 2021). Motivational cultural intelli-
gence can help practitioners create an inclusive work envi-
ronment, manage conflict, communicate more effectively, 
adapt to cultural differences, and develop deeper and more 
meaningful intercultural relationships. This can help reduce 
stress, feelings of isolation, frustration, the risk of prejudice 
and discrimination, and ultimately reduce staff burnout. 
This may be particularly important for practitioners work-
ing with migrants in international aid organisations who 
face various issues related to work infrastructure, financial 
resources, and work-life balance.

On average, our participants partially agree that they are 
competent in CCQ and BCQ, while they agree that they 
have high MCQ. This is in line with previous research con-
ducted with teachers (Yuksel et al., 2018). As we have dis-
cussed in the introduction, practitioners are expected to help 
migrants and asylum seekers solve their complex health 

Table 5 shows the results of the hierarchical regression 
models for predicting burnout. In the first stage of the model, 
significant demographic predictors were age (β = − 0.20; 
p < .01) and gender (β = − 0.15; p < .05), while education was 
not significant (β = 0.07; p > .05). The first step of the model 
was significant overall, explaining 5% of the variance in 
burnout (R2 = 0.05; p < .01). In the second step, adding the 
number of languages (β = − 0.09; p > .05) and participation 
in intercultural training (β = − 0.10; p > .05) did not signifi-
cantly change the model (∆R2 = 0.02; p > .05). In the final 
step of the hierarchical regression, where the dimensions 
of cultural intelligence were added, only MCQ (β = − 0.38; 
p < .001) proved to be a negative predictor of burnout, as 
both CCQ (β = − 0.03; p > .05) and BCQ (β = 0.01; p > .05) 
were not statistically significant. The final model explained 
a significant increase in variance (∆R2 = 0.14; p < .001), 
with the total proportion of variance explained being 21% 
(R2 = 0.21; p < .001).

Table 5 Hierarchical regression predicting Burnout
Predictor Variable Burnout

b (SE) β
Step 1: Demographic information
Age − 0.15 (0.05) − 0.20**
Gender − 0.23 (0.10) − 0.15*
Education 0.08 (0.06) 0.07
R2 0.05**
Step 2: Cultural Training & Number of 
Languages
Age − 0.14 (0.05) − 0.19**
Gender − 0.27 (0.10) − 0.17**
Education 0.07 (0.06) 0.08
Number of languages − 0.07 (0.06) − 0.09
Cultural training attendance − 0.18 (0.11) − 0.10
R2 0.07**
∆R2 0.02
Step 3: Cultural Intelligence
Age − 0.16 (0.04) − 0.21***
Gender − 0.21 (0.09) − 0.14*
Education 0.08 (0.06) 0.08
Number of languages − 0.03 (0.06) − 0.04
Cultural training attendance − 0.01 (0.10) − 0.01
CCQ − 0.02 (0.05) − 0.03
MCQ − 0.32 (0.06) − 0.38***
BCQ 0.01 (0.05) 0.01
Total R2 0.21***
∆R2 0.14***
Note. SE = standard error, *p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001
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education does not seem to be a burnout risk factor that 
decreases personal accomplishment for first-line practitio-
ners (Wang et al., 2020), probably because they experience 
more intrinsic motivation than other types of workers (Tas-
sell & Flett, 2011).

Moreover, our findings show that practitioners who have 
participated in intercultural training have higher cultural 
intelligence and experience less burnout. Although this 
result is not exhaustive, it suggests that this type of train-
ing could be effective in improving CQ, which is consistent 
with previous experimental findings (Presbitero & Tole-
dano, 2017), and, in turn, represent a resource to prevent 
high burnout levels. This could also be related to organisa-
tional behaviours. Indeed, Alifuddin and Widodo (2022) 
found that cultural intelligence is significantly related to 
organisational citizenship behaviours, whose relationship is 
mediated by interpersonal communication and psychologi-
cal capital.

Moreover, our findings support the general assumption 
that the number of languages is associated with cultural 
intelligence. The association found in our sample, namely 
with CCQ and MCQ, is only partially consistent with previ-
ous studies conducted with undergraduates, showing a cor-
relation with cognitive and behavioural aspects of cultural 
intelligence (Shannon & Begley, 2008). Our findings sug-
gest that professionals are more likely to rely on cognitive 
and motivational elements of cultural intelligence rather 
than behavioural ones to accomplish a difficult task such 
as speaking more than one language fluently in a cross-
cultural work environment. Several interesting aspects 
could be further explored if organisational and workplace 
variables other than intercultural training and the number 
of languages spoken in the workplace are included in the 
relationship between CQ and burnout.

The study is subject to several limitations arising from 
its design and the conditions under which it was conducted. 
The first limitation is that it only considers burnout as an 
indicator of mental health impairment, while it does not 
consider workplace engagement as an operationalisation of 
positive mental health outcomes. This decision was made to 
prevent fatigue in filling out the questionnaire: indeed, the 
scales were inserted into a much larger survey that already 
included many questions, and it was therefore not possible 
to add too many scales. Future research should also investi-
gate the impact of CQ on work engagement and other posi-
tive mental health outcomes. For example, Lam et al. (2022) 
examined the effects of cultural intelligence on workers’ job 
satisfaction and found a positive effect of Cognitive CQ and 
Motivational CQ.

The second limitation of the study pertains to the lack of 
Measurement Invariance (MI) analysis that is due to insuf-
ficient responses per country. In fact, as a rule of thumb, 

and social needs. To do this, a higher level of CQ is cru-
cial to effectively engage in cross-cultural interactions and 
overcome specific challenges such as trusting relationships, 
communication, and cultural understanding (Robertshaw et 
al., 2017). In our study, first-line practitioners are partially 
motivated to interact with diverse people while having suf-
ficient knowledge and behavioural competence to manage 
such a difficult task.

It is not surprising that younger practitioners experience 
higher levels of burnout: a cross-sectional study conducted 
on 615 healthcare professionals showed that younger age is 
a predisposing factor for burnout (Jalili et al., 2021). This 
finding supports the idea that older workers are provided 
with more personal and job resources (i.e., better stress 
management strategies, richer experiences, higher occupa-
tional positions, rewards, and diminished work-family con-
flict) that help them deal better with burnout (Stevanovic & 
Rupert 2004; Wang et al., 2014). Regarding the role of gen-
der, our results show that men experience more burnout than 
women. This finding adds to research examining risk factors 
related to gender in first responders, as the current literature 
provides conflicting conclusions. In comparison to previ-
ous studies, Marchand and colleagues (2018) conducted a 
cross-sectional study of workers and reported that women 
are predisposed for burnout. However, in the same year, 
Adam and colleagues (2018) published research showing 
that male Hungarian operators had a higher risk of burnout 
than female operators. Our findings are largely consistent 
with a meta-analysis conducted by Purvanova and Muros 
(2010), who used 409 effect sizes from 140 studies to exam-
ine gender differences in burnout. They found a small effect 
of gender on burnout, refuting the common assumption that 
women experience more burnout than men. They found that 
men report more depersonalisation than women since they 
are more likely to suppress their emotions and adopt cyni-
cal attitudes as a way of coping mechanism (Schaufeli & 
Enzmann, 1998). Framing our findings within this study, it 
could be that practitioners’ work environment, character-
ized by a lack of autonomy and work-life interference, make 
them more prone to adopt a coping mechanism that fosters 
depersonalisation, thus putting men at risk of experiencing 
more stress than women.

In addition, our results did not report any burnout or cul-
tural intelligence difference in terms of education level. This 
finding is in contrast with previous literature that showed 
how education was one of the main predictors of cultural 
intelligence (Alon et al., 2016) and personal accomplish-
ment levels (Wang et al., 2020). On the contrary, our find-
ings support the idea that, for first-line practitioners, the 
receptivity and curiosity of cultural intelligence are devel-
oped in different ways other than attaining higher levels 
of education (Heckman & Kautz, 2012). Likewise, low 

1 3



Current Psychology

“two singing bowls” and the resonance of each bowl ampli-
fies that of the other bowl, which stands for evidence-based 
practice and practice-based evidence.

This study offers humanitarian organisations insights into 
the selection and training of first-line practitioners. On the 
one hand, HR managers of organisations characterised by 
culturally diverse work contexts should focus on developing 
cultural competencies and intrinsic motivation to prevent 
burnout among their staff. On the other hand, organisations 
that expose their employees to cross-cultural interactions 
should adapt their selection processes to recruit practitio-
ners with higher MCQ and intrinsic motivation to work in 
these settings, as they are less likely to experience burnout 
and put their mental health at risk. We argue that these inter-
ventions can promote mental health and cultural competen-
cies among professionals to ultimately improve the quality 
of services and provide more equitable services to migrants, 
refugees, and asylum seekers.

Informed consent form

You are invited to participate in a survey about best prac-
tices in migration-related work. By best practices, we 
mean activities that successfully address challenges related 
to migration.

The survey is part of PERCEPTIONS (Grant Agree-
ment number: 833,870), a Horizon 2020 project which 
explores how Europe and the EU are perceived by current 
and potential migrants.

The information gathered through this survey will help 
the project to create tools to support both migrants and pro-
fessionals working in the field of migration.

The main survey will take around 8 min to answer. There 
is also an optional section on professional wellbeing and 
intercultural attitudes, which would take another 2 min.

Your participation in this study is completely voluntary, 
and you have the right to withdraw from the survey without 
any repercussions at any time.

Types of questions asked: This survey contains ques-
tions on challenges related to migration and best practices 
in migration-related work, and an optional section on work 
psychology. We will also ask some basic questions about 
you (e.g. age, gender identity, etc.). You will not be asked 
to provide any name or contact details, and no IP addresses 
will be stored or tracked.

Privacy and data security: No personally identifiable 
information is collected. There is no way to trace your 
responses back to you or your organisation. All data will be 
aggregated prior to analysis.

Data collection purpose: The data will be analysed by 
partners in the PERCEPTIONS project. The aggregated and 

some researchers suggest having a minimum of 100 par-
ticipants per group to achieve sufficient statistical power 
for measurement invariance analysis, while other research-
ers recommend having at least 200 or more participants per 
group, particularly when dealing with complex models or 
multiple indicators (e.g., Cheung & Rensvold, 2002; Marsh 
et al., 2004; Vandenberg & Lance, 2000). Our sample con-
sisted of 258 first-line practitioners working in 15 differ-
ent countries; thus, it was challenging to conduct MI with 
a very small number of cases responding to the question-
naire per country. While this may limit the generalizability 
of our findings to different cultural and linguistic contexts, 
we argue that our study provides, nonetheless, valuable 
insights into the experiences of first-line practitioners work-
ing with migrants across 15 different countries. Moreover, 
we argue that the measures used in the current study – which 
are the Cultural Intelligence scale (Ang et al., 2008), and the 
Maslach Burnout Inventory Abbreviated Version (Maslach, 
2017), are both well-established measures that have been 
used in numerous studies to assess cultural intelligence and 
burnout, respectively, allowing us to build confidence in the 
validity and reliability of our findings. However, we encour-
age future research to conduct larger-scale studies on this 
research topic to further strengthen the reliability and gener-
alizability of our findings.

Finally, a critical point might be related to the measure-
ment of cultural intelligence. We asked respondents to 
self-assess their competence in dealing with cross-cultural 
interactions. While this approach was appropriate in our 
study, using additional assessments and objective perfor-
mance could provide new insights and different perspectives 
in future research. In line with this reasoning, Alexandra 
(2022) discussed methods for recalibrating CQ measures, 
which assess different types of changes in the development 
of CQ. Migrants’ cultural intelligence can also be consid-
ered. For example, Ocampo et al. (2022) found that among 
migrant workers with high levels of cultural intelligence, 
the effects of occupational adaptability on work and mental 
health were stronger via work and general adjustment.

In summary, the present study examines the impact of 
cultural intelligence on burnout among first line practi-
tioners working with migrants. The most important and 
far-reaching conclusion from the findings is that FLPs’ 
intrinsic motivation to engage in cross-cultural interactions 
is an important personal resource that helps them cope with 
work demands and challenges, ultimately to reduce burnout 
levels. We anticipate that our study could have an impact 
on both a scientific and practical level. According to Ang 
(2021), we need to consider both academics and practitio-
ners when researching cultural intelligence. Scientists are 
primarily concerned with the “what” and “why” questions, 
while practitioners focus more on the “how”. They are like 
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anonymised results of this survey will be included in scien-
tific research databases, reports, presentations and confer-
ences, and briefs for practitioners and policymakers.

Data retention: The anonymised and aggregated data 
will be securely stored and retained for a period of 24 
months after the end of the project, namely until 2025 at 
the latest.

Data controller: Universidad de Granada
Contact points: If you have any questions about the 

research study, or want to receive a summary of the main 
findings, please send an email to (L.P.)

Thank you in advance for your participation!
By checking the box below, you confirm that you:
- Consent to participating in the survey
- Consent to the processing of the data from your 

responses for the purposes mentioned previously
- Are at least 18 years old
_ I Consent
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