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PREFACE 

Intercultural communication begins before full comprehension 

occurs. It starts with the perception of difference, hesitation in 

interpretation, the challenging of assumptions, and a willingness to remain 

open to what may follow. “Intercultural Communication in Motion” is 

organized around the dynamics of how intercultural communication 

happens. It does not define culture as a static map, competence as an end 

goal, or technology as a clear pathway. Instead, it shows how meaning 

moves through encounters, misunderstandings, silence, reinterpretation, 

and recognition. 

In the context of higher education, virtual exchange, and digital 

communication, a recurring question emerges: “What happens when 

meaning is not certain?” Perhaps the challenge of intercultural 

communication is not about knowing differences, but rather developing the 

capacity to live with uncertainty without turning it into judgment 

prematurely; to stay curious despite an incomplete understanding; and to 

recognize that each interaction carries responsibilities both towards the 

other person and towards oneself. 

Knowledge is important, but reflection provides context. Contact is 

significant, but contact does not mean dialogue. Technology allows 

connections to be made, but connection does not imply proximity. This 

means that communicating across difference is not about attaining 

complete understanding. It is about being attentive when certainty 

evaporates, continuing dialogue when meaning becomes fragile, and being 

more careful with one’s assumptions about others—and about oneself. 

Adana, 2026 

Prof. Dr. Gülden TÜM 
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COMPETENCE  
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Introduction 

Intercultural communicative competence (ICC) is a multidimensional, 

developmental, and situated construct in higher education. It traces the 

conceptual foundations of ICC and reviews influential models before 

addressing the contested relationship between culture and communication. 

It then considers ICC as a dynamic capacity that develops through 

interaction, reflection, perspective-taking, mediation, and meaning 

negotiation across face-to-face and digitally mediated contexts. Particular 

attention is given to non-essentialist understandings of culture, the role of 

critical cultural awareness, and the emerging implications of virtual 

exchange and generative artificial intelligence for intercultural learning. 

1.1. Intercultural Communicative Competence 

Intercultural communicative competence has been an influential 

concept in applied linguistics, language education, and intercultural studies. 

Its emergence stems from the realization that effective communication in 

intercultural contexts cannot be accounted for by reference to linguistic 

competence alone. Intercultural competence is described as an individual’s 

ability to interact with others whose frames of reference, communication 

practices, social identities, and interpretations may differ substantially from 

one’s own. In practical terms, the concept expands on the traditional notion 

of communicative competence by emphasizing the importance of 

understanding culture-specific meanings (Alptekin, 2002), being open to 
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alternative viewpoints, appreciating the partiality of one’s own 

interpretations, and managing situations in which mutual understanding 

cannot simply be taken for granted (Holliday, 2018). Recent research 

conceptualizes intercultural competence as a multidimensional construct 

involving cognitive, affective, and behavioral dimensions and continue to 

highlight the diversity of its conceptualization in higher education (Guillén-

Yparrea & Ramírez-Montoya, 2023; Gutiérrez-Santiuste & Ritacco-Real, 

2023). It can therefore be argued that ICC is most fruitfully located at the 

intersection of communicative and intercultural competence rather than 

viewed as an alternative term for either. The idea of intercultural 

competence is strongly connected to the development of communicative 

approaches to language. Hymes’s (1972) critique of traditional definitions of 

linguistic competence provided the rationale for the view that linguistic 

competence should not be reduced to knowledge of grammar and 

vocabulary, but should incorporate an understanding of the social context 

that governs language use. Communicative competence was subsequently 

developed by Canale and Swain (1980), who identified three components of 

language competence: a) grammatical, b) sociolinguistic, and c) strategic. 

This approach represented a departure from viewing formal linguistic 

knowledge as the ultimate benchmark of successful communication. 

However, it was still limited by the assumption that interlocutors would 

generally share similar beliefs about appropriateness, identity, social 

relations, or communicative goals. The development of intercultural 

communicative competence can, to some extent, be regarded as an attempt 
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to address the limitations inherent in approaches in which communicative 

success is mainly dependent on conformity with the established conventions 

of a particular target-language community (Collier, 1989; Zaker & Azizpour, 

2025). One of the most important contributions to the theoretical 

framework of intercultural communicative competence is Byram’s (1997, 

2021) work. In these works, Byram conceptualizes the ‘intercultural speaker’ 

as the primary focus of foreign and second language education. By regarding 

the ideal target of language learning not as a native speaker, but instead as 

a social actor who operates between languages and cultures and can act as 

a mediator between different discourses and interpretations, Byram (2021) 

offers a different approach to language learning. While his revised model 

maintains the structure of the earlier model, it re-examines some of its 

concepts in light of more recent discussions around mediation, intercultural 

citizenship, ethics, human rights, and critical perspectives on intercultural 

competence. The significance of the intercultural speaker model is that the 

traditional native-speaker model implicitly situates communicative 

competence within the boundaries of a relatively homogeneous target-

language community (Byram, Holmes, & Savvides, 2013). ICC provides a 

different way of conceptualizing this process. Participants in multilingual and 

intercultural conversations often possess multiple linguistic resources and 

cultural orientations and are not necessarily restricted to the norms and 

conventions of a single target-language community (Xu, Wang, & Ma, 2025). 

The intercultural speaker is therefore not a deficient version of a native 

speaker, but a person who is able to establish relationships across 
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differences, negotiate between different perspectives, and make flexible use 

of linguistic and cultural resources. This perspective remains relevant to 

contemporary higher education, where intercultural communication 

increasingly occurs through interactions among students with 

heterogeneous linguistic, educational, and cultural resources (Byrne et al., 

2019; D’Orazzi & Marangell, 2025). This view arguably better reflects 

contemporary sociolinguistic and intercultural contexts, in which 

communication increasingly takes place across diverse linguistic and cultural 

settings (Guillén-Yparrea & Ramírez-Montoya, 2023; Xu et al., 2025). It is, 

however, important to distinguish between intercultural competence and 

intercultural communicative competence. These concepts overlap 

considerably and are treated synonymously at times although they originate 

from different scholarly traditions to some extent. Intercultural competence 

tends to be a more encompassing notion, describing the range of abilities 

required to function appropriately and effectively in situations involving 

people from different cultural backgrounds. ICC places more specific 

emphasis on the communicative enactment of those competences and has 

received particular attention within language teaching and applied 

linguistics. Recent reviews nevertheless continue to identify substantial 

variation in how intercultural competence and ICC are defined and 

operationalized across higher education research (André-Das Dores et al., 

2025; Guillén-Yparrea & Ramírez-Montoya, 2023; Tovar-Correal et al., 2024). 

One widely cited framework is Deardorff’s (2006) model of intercultural 

competence rather than ICC. Based on a Delphi study conducted in the 
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context of higher education internationalization, it defines intercultural 

competence in terms of attitudes, knowledge and understanding, skills, 

desired internal outcomes, and external outcomes of ‘appropriate and 

effective intercultural communication and behavior’. The explicit focus on 

the communicative aspects of ICC is theoretically crucial because language 

proficiency and intercultural competence cannot be assumed to develop 

together. An individual may possess extensive linguistic resources – 

vocabulary, grammar, and pragmatics – and still maintain an essentialist 

attitude towards others, interpreting interlocutors through fixed 

stereotypes and assuming that communication norms applicable in one 

community apply universally. On the other hand, an individual with a 

relatively modest linguistic repertoire may reflect intercultural sensitivity 

more by being open to alternative interpretations and ready for clarification, 

avoiding impulsive judgement, and recognizing how their behavior may 

affect communication with interlocutors. In this manner, language 

proficiency does not equate with ICC even if it constitutes an important part 

of successful intercultural communication. Additionally, ICC emphasizes the 

criteria of effectiveness and appropriateness that are identified by Deardorff 

(2006) as key external indicators of intercultural competence; nonetheless, 

these criteria cannot be separated from context. Appropriateness is relative 

to the communicative situation, including the relationship between 

participants, the purpose of communication, participant roles, social 

conventions, local norms, and interpretations developed in the moment. 

Similarly, effectiveness cannot be understood merely in terms of achieving 
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a particular goal. For instance, a meeting may achieve its business purpose 

while being conducted in a way that reinforces stereotypes, marginalizes 

certain participants, or excludes others. Effective communication is 

therefore best understood in terms that encompass functional, relational, 

and interpretive dimensions. Finally, the adjective intercultural itself 

warrants caution. Intercultural communication should not automatically be 

taken to mean communication between people belonging to two different 

national cultures. While nationality may be relevant in a given situation, 

other forms of social and cultural difference may also become salient, 

including professional community, regional background, religious affiliation, 

ethnic identity, generational group, educational background, immigration 

status, professional role, and linguistic background. These categories matter 

only insofar as they become relevant to participants’ interpretations or 

emerge as salient in the course of interaction; their inclusion in a research 

design does not in itself establish their interactional relevance. It would 

therefore be misleading to conceptualize intercultural communication as a 

set of predictable exchanges between members of two predefined cultures.  

1.2. The Multidimensionality of Intercultural Communicative 

Competence 

The multidimensionality of intercultural communicative competence is 

particularly evident in Byram’s model, which comprises five types of savoirs: 

a) attitudes (savoir être), b) knowledge (savoirs), c) skills of interpreting and 

relating (savoir comprendre), d) skills of discovery and interaction (savoir 
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apprendre/faire), and e) critical cultural awareness (savoir s’engager). The 

value of this typology lies in demonstrating that interculturally competent 

communication cannot be explained solely in terms of language competence 

or cultural knowledge. Even if the model is revised by Byram to address 

theoretical and ethical issues in the literature, this five-component structure 

was accentuated with only minor changes in terminology (Byram, 2021). The 

continuing relevance of this multidimensional perspective is reflected in 

recent ICC research, which continues to draw on Byram’s framework and to 

distinguish among attitudinal, cognitive, behavioral, and critical dimensions 

of intercultural competence (Nemouchi & Byram, 2025; Xu et al., 2025).  

The first type of savoir, intercultural attitudes, refers to an orientation 

towards cultural otherness characterized by curiosity, openness, and a 

willingness to suspend both disbelief towards unfamiliar practices and 

uncritical confidence in one’s own assumptions. Such attitudes are closely 

related to decentring: the ability to recognize that familiar perspectives are 

situated rather than universal. This does not require abandoning personal 

values or accepting all practices uncritically. Rather, it enables unfamiliar 

meanings to be considered without immediately evaluating them according 

to the standards of one’s own cultural frame. The attitudinal dimension 

therefore has both affective and cognitive aspects. Openness is linked to 

willingness, curiosity to the motivation to explore beyond what is 

immediately apparent, and suspension of judgement to the consideration of 

alternative interpretations. Deardorff’s (2006) model similarly places 
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respect, openness, curiosity, and discovery at the centre of the intercultural 

competence process. Recent work on stance decentring likewise emphasizes 

cognitive, affective, and behavioral dimensions of moving beyond 

ethnocentric interpretations in foreign-language education. Intercultural 

competence therefore involves not only possessing cultural knowledge but 

also approaching, interpreting, and revising that knowledge. 

The second core area is knowledge. To Byram (2021), cultural 

knowledge extends beyond information about national traditions, 

institutions, or behavioral conventions. It also includes knowledge of social 

groups and practices and of the processes through which social identities 

and intercultural relations are negotiated. Teaching isolated facts about the 

target culture may encourage learners to treat socially situated tendencies 

as universal traits. Intercultural knowledge is therefore better understood as 

knowledge that supports interpretation while retaining awareness of 

individual variation, historical context, social roles, and differences within 

groups. Knowledge of the self is equally important. Deardorff (2006), for 

instance, includes cultural self-awareness within the knowledge-and-

comprehension dimension of intercultural competence. This shifts attention 

away from the assumption that only unfamiliar cultures require explanation. 

Communicative expectations relating to directness, politeness, 

disagreement, hierarchy, emotional expression, turn-taking, formality, or 

interpersonal distance may appear neutral precisely because they are 

familiar. ICC therefore requires such expectations to become available for 
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scrutiny rather than remain unquestioned standards against which other 

forms of behavior are assessed. 

The third and fourth dimensions concern skills of interpreting and 

relating and skills of discovery and interaction. Interpreting and relating 

involve constructing plausible meanings for documents, events, practices, or 

perspectives in light of context and available evidence and relating those 

meanings to familiar interpretive frameworks. Interpretation does not 

involve recovering a single culturally predetermined meaning. If national 

labels are used as fixed explanations for unfamiliar behavior, interpretation 

may simply confirm existing expectations. A more intercultural approach 

requires awareness that explanatory categories are provisional and may 

need revision. Liddicoat and Scarino (2013) similarly conceptualize 

intercultural language learning in terms of interpretation and meaning-

making across existing and emerging perspectives. Skills of discovery and 

interaction extend this process by enabling learners to acquire new cultural 

knowledge when existing knowledge proves insufficient. Because exhaustive 

knowledge of all communities, practices, and communicative situations is 

impossible, intercultural education must support enquiry, observation, 

questioning, tentative explanation, and revision in response to additional 

evidence. The absence of certainty therefore need not indicate limited 

competence; it may instead be a normal feature of intercultural activity. 

Recent research continues to conceptualize ICC as involving engagement 

with unfamiliar perspectives and the adaptive use of knowledge and skills 
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rather than the accumulation of static cultural information (Hwang et al., 

2024; Xu et al., 2025).  

The fifth dimension, critical cultural awareness, is considered by 

Byram’s model as an explicit critical and educational orientation. Critical 

cultural awareness involves the ability to evaluate views, practices, and 

artefacts. Regarding the explicit criteria, it also comprises the evaluation of 

one’s own social and cultural assumptions. Therefore, this awareness does 

not involve adopting one cultural standpoint as the standard by which others 

are judged. Indeed, the assumptions underlying evaluation become objects 

of reflection. Liddicoat (2020) similarly argues that criticality in intercultural 

language learning emerges through engagement with alternative 

interpretive frameworks rather than functioning as an additional skill 

detached from interpretation. Wang (2023, p. 54) similarly emphasizes, from 

an interpretive perspective, that learning involves understanding the ways 

that linguistic forms and practices reflect assumptions about reality and 

notions of “appropriate” interpersonal behavior. Byram’s (2021) revision 

further foregrounds ethical issues including moral relativism, human rights, 

and intercultural citizenship. Recent ICC research continues to identify the 

critical dimension as both theoretically significant and comparatively 

underdeveloped in assessment and pedagogy (García Botero et al., 2025; 

Liddicoat & Scarino, 2013; McConachy, 2017; Tsatzali et al., 2025). 

Considering all these aspects of language learning, the multidimensional 

application of intercultural communicative competence becomes 
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increasingly important, as communication and interaction are shaped not 

merely by linguistic patterns but also by the interpretations of interlocutors. 

The Council of Europe’s Reference Framework of Competences for 

Democratic Culture (RFCDC) provides a useful comparison. Although it is not 

strictly an ICC model, its organization around values, attitudes, skills, 

knowledge, and critical understanding parallels several intercultural 

frameworks and foregrounds critical understanding of the self, language, 

communication, and the wider social world. The five savoirs are therefore 

best understood as interrelated rather than as discrete competences. 

Attitudes shape the acquisition and revision of knowledge; knowledge 

supports interpretation; interpreting and relating connect unfamiliar 

perspectives to existing understanding; discovery enables new knowledge to 

be developed when prior knowledge is insufficient; and critical cultural 

awareness enables evaluation of both self and other. The model 

consequently provides a componential account of ICC without fully 

explaining how these resources develop over time or how they become 

manifest in specific interactions.  

1.3. Major Models of Intercultural Communicative Competence 

There is considerable variety in the models of intercultural competence 

available in the literature, both in terms of the constituents of the construct 

and the questions they are intended to address. Some scholars identify 

dimensions of the construct, whereas others describe developmental 



Intercultural Communication in Motion 

24 

processes and relate dispositions to behavior or identify broader 

educational and civic goals. These frameworks are considered strict models 

of ICC because of their influence on understandings of intercultural 

competence in language education, higher education, and intercultural 

research. Recent reviews reveal considerable diversity in how intercultural 

competence is conceptualized, developed, and assessed across educational 

contexts (André-Das Dores et al., 2025; Jin & Sercu, 2025). By contrast, 

Byram’s model remains especially influential in applied linguistics because it 

was developed specifically to relate intercultural competence to 

communicative competence. The relationship established among language 

use, intercultural interpretation and mediation, and critical cultural 

awareness is distinctive. The ‘educational subject’ of the model is the 

intercultural speaker: a target-language user whose role is not to reproduce 

the practices of a homogeneous, idealized native-speaker community, but 

to mediate between culturally differentiated perspectives. From a 

pedagogic perspective, the model extends educational aims beyond 

grammatical, sociolinguistic, and pragmatic competence and establishes 

critical cultural awareness as a legitimate aim of language education. 

Subsequent intercultural research has questioned aspects of the model from 

less nation-centred perspectives on culture and identity. Nevertheless, its 

continuing importance lies less in assumptions about stable relations 

between national groups than in its multidimensional structure and its 

integration of language, interpretation, mediation, and criticality. Recent 

work by Nemouchi and Byram (2025) similarly revisits intercultural 
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competence and ICC within contemporary plurilingual and intercultural 

language education. Deardorff’s (2006) Process Model of Intercultural 

Competence emerged in a different context and addresses a different set of 

theoretical concerns. Its primary focus is on defining and assessing 

intercultural competence in the context of higher education 

internationalization. Drawing on a Delphi study, the model incorporates 

prerequisite attitudes of respect, openness, curiosity, and discovery; 

knowledge and comprehension; skills; and desired internal and external 

outcomes. Effective and appropriate communication and behavior are 

treated as external manifestations of a broader developmental process 

rather than as discrete skills. The model’s principal contribution lies in 

distinguishing underlying resources from outcomes. Knowledge and skills 

contribute to internal changes in frames of reference, including adaptability, 

flexibility, empathy, and an ethnorelative orientation, which may 

subsequently be reflected in behavior. Byram (2021) and Deardorff (2006) 

therefore address related but distinct theoretical questions. Byram provides 

an account of what intercultural language education may seek to develop, 

whereas Deardorff explains how attitudes, knowledge, skills, internal 

orientations, and external outcomes may relate to one another. The models 

are consequently more appropriately regarded as complementary than 

combined. Recent reviews of higher education research further support the 

need to preserve such distinctions, given the continuing diversity of 

constructs, interventions, and assessment approaches used to investigate 

intercultural competence (André-Das Dores et al., 2025; Jin & Sercu, 2025). 
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Bennett’s Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity (DMIS) 

addresses a different level of analysis (Bennett, 1993). It is more accurately 

characterized as a model of intercultural sensitivity than as a model of ICC 

because it concerns qualitative changes in how individuals organize and 

experience cultural difference, traditionally described as movement from 

ethnocentric towards ethnorelative orientations. Unlike Byram’s 

componential model, DMIS focuses primarily on developmental orientation. 

Its relevance to ICC scholarship therefore depends on maintaining this 

conceptual distinction. The Council of Europe’s Reference Framework of 

Competences for Democratic Culture (RFCDC) is similar to ICC (Council of 

Europe, 2018) since it identifies 20 competences relating to values, 

attitudes, skills, and knowledge and critical understanding. In terms of its 

purpose, it extends beyond intercultural communication to participation in 

culturally diverse democratic societies. Nevertheless, it intersects with ICC 

as its emphasis is on openness and awareness of other cultures, respect, 

empathy, tolerance of ambiguity, linguistic and communicative awareness, 

cooperation, and critical understanding. Yet, it also includes  the distinctive 

issue of the explicit association of competence with democracy, human 

dignity, human rights, civic responsibility, and participation. All in all, there 

is theoretical value in interconnecting these frameworks because they 

inquire and answer different questions. In brief, their focus on the 

integration of intercultural and communicative competence (Byram, 2021), 

on developmental processes and the relationship between internal and 

external outcomes (Deardorff, 2006), on developmental models such as 
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DMIS on changing orientations towards cultural difference, and the RFCDC 

on related competences reveal a broader ethical and democratic 

framework. Within these overlapping approaches, it is found that their 

conceptual objects are non-equivalent. Recent scholarship reflects this 

plurality. Systematic reviews identify recurring dimensions such as 

knowledge, attitudes, skills, reflexivity, and critical awareness while also 

reporting substantial variation in definitions, interventions, and assessment 

practices (André-Das Dores et al., 2025; Jin & Sercu, 2025). This plurality 

does not indicate conceptual weakness; however, it reflects how 

intercultural competence is accentuated across different educational, 

linguistic, institutional, and communicative contexts. 

In addition to the aforementioned issues, there is a further concern: the 

risk of conceptual eclecticism. When categories are taken into account from 

different theories, ICC may become little more than a list of desirable 

qualities. A coherent account needs to distinguish among components, 

developmental processes, communicative manifestations, and outcomes. 

Openness, for instance, is a disposition; interpreting an unfamiliar practice 

is a skill; adaptability may represent an internal orientation or behavioral 

capacity, depending on the model; and effective communication is an 

outcome. Such distinctions are important if ICC is to remain analytically 

meaningful. Byram’s model is adopted as the primary framework because it 

links language, communication, interpretation, and critical cultural 

awareness. Deardorff’s model helps clarify processual relationships among 
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dispositions, knowledge, skills, and communicative outcomes. While the 

RFCDC adds an ethical and civic dimension without being treated as an ICC 

model per se, all of these frameworks nevertheless depend on an underlying 

concept of culture. If culture is treated as a fixed set of traits shared 

uniformly by national groups, even a sophisticated competence model may 

reproduce essentialism. If culture becomes so fluid that it loses analytical 

significance, however, intercultural communication itself becomes difficult 

to conceptualize.  

1.4. Intercultural Competence and Culture 

Culture is a complex notion in intercultural communicative competence 

(ICC). Indeed, the intercultural dimension of the term has limited meaning 

without some notion of culture. At the same time, culture remains one of 

the most contested concepts in the field. The core of culture for 

communication is based on how its influence can be conceptualized with 

interlocutors who are representatives of homogeneous, internally coherent 

groups. The challenge is therefore to retain culture within contemporary 

understandings of ICC without using it as a predetermined explanatory 

category. Recent studies similarly conceptualize culture as dynamic, 

heterogeneous, socially constructed, and context-dependent rather than as 

a stable property of national groups (Gurney & Demuro, 2025; Kunnas et al., 

2025). By contrast, traditional frameworks for analyzing cross-cultural 

phenomena often assumed a relatively close relationship between nation, 

language, culture, and behavior. Groups who belong to different nations 
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could consequently be compared in terms of recurring values, norms, 

preferences, and communicative tendencies. Such approaches may provide 

useful descriptions at the collective level, but problems arise when these 

tendencies are applied directly to individuals. National identity is not the 

only cultural resource available to a person, and knowledge of nationality 

does not in itself predict how that person will communicate in a specific 

situation. It is therefore important to distinguish between generalization and 

essentialization. Generalization is inevitable in social science because 

identifying recurrent patterns requires moving beyond individual cases. 

Generalizations become essentialized, however, when patterns are treated 

as stable, internally uniform, naturally bounded, and capable of predicting 

individual behavior. The problem lies in when a tentative pattern becomes a 

fixed expectation rather than in generalization itself. In the same vein, 

recent research in language education reveals that nation-level cultural 

representations can still reproduce stereotypical and essentialist 

assumptions when they are presented as explanatory accounts of individual 

behavior (Gülle et al., 2025; Qin, 2025). Additionally, Holliday’s critique of 

large-culture theory (2011) is directly relevant to this issue. It challenges the 

assumption that a distinct culture is capable of explaining individual 

behavior on the basis of nationality or ethnicity. Therefore, culture cannot 

be simply grasped as a script transmitted to members of the community 

(Haslanger, 2019). When analysis shifts from what participants are doing in 

a particular situation to predicting their actions on the basis of presumed 

nationality, deterministic explanation occurs rather than description. 
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Risager’s (2007) transnational approach similarly questions nation-centred 

relationships between language and culture. Rather than assuming a direct 

relationship between a language and the culture of a particular nation, what 

is accentuated is how people, linguistic resources, discourses, and cultural 

practices move across countries and regions. This is particularly expected as 

relevant to language education, wherein various languages operate across 

diverse social and cultural domains so as to grasp hybrid understandings of 

language and culture (Gurney & Demuro, 2025). This represents one 

component within broader networks of movement, discourse, history, and 

identification. For ICC, this perspective denotes the vital application of 

cultural norms for learners who are not necessarily prepared for 

intercultural communication simply by being taught a limited set of national 

norms and expectations. They are expected to recognize multiple meanings 

among interlocutors. This also raises the question of how interlocutors may 

identify with, distance themselves from, or occupy ambiguous positions in 

relation to their available cultural resources. Dervin (2016) similarly criticizes 

making dual conceptions essential for interculturality, particularly for those 

who establish a fixed boundary between self and other. If identity is 

multiple, relational, and context-dependent, communicative competence 

cannot consist of knowing in advance what members of a particular culture 

are assumed to be like. Cultural knowledge must instead remain contingent, 

with the relevance of identity categories depending on how they become 

salient within interaction. Recent research on interactional competences 

supports this position since culture is sometimes irrelevant to intercultural 
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communication. Thus, its relevance needs to be denoted in the interaction 

itself rather than assumed in advance (Stadler, 2025). Hence, it is fair to state 

that communicative behavior is shaped by intersecting affiliations and 

contextual conditions, including profession, generation, institutional role, 

linguistic repertoire, interpersonal relationships, communicative purpose, 

and prior interaction. 

Rejecting deterministic cultural explanation does not require rejecting 

cultural patterning. Doing so would exclude historically sedimented 

practices, institutional traditions, shared discourses, and collective 

experience from analysis. A more productive approach is to treat cultural 

categories as interpretive resources whose relevance needs to be 

demonstrated rather than assumed. Affiliation with a nation, region, 

religion, profession, generation, or other social category may be highly 

relevant in one encounter and considerably less relevant in another. Culture 

can therefore be understood as a repertoire of historically and socially 

produced meanings, practices, identifications, discourses, and interpretive 

resources that individuals draw on, reproduce, contest, combine, and 

transform in communication. Recent critical approaches similarly describe 

culture as heterogeneous, dynamic, multiple, intersectional, and socially 

constructed (Kunnas et al., 2025), while critical interculturality continues to 

problematize fixed categories and the ideological conditions through which 

intercultural difference is constructed (Dervin, 2025). Cultural knowledge 

remains important, but functions primarily as an interpretive resource 
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rather than as a predictor. Competence therefore involves recognizing when 

culturally informed knowledge assists interpretation, when it requires 

revision, and when it obscures more relevant explanations. These arguments 

have direct pedagogical implications. Liddicoat and Scarino (2013) treat 

culture not simply as content to be added to language teaching, but as 

integral to interpretation and meaning-making. Intercultural learning 

therefore involves encountering alternative interpretations and 

reconsidering the assumptions underlying familiar and unfamiliar behaviors. 

Critical interculturality adds attention to representation and power: which 

practices are treated as representative, whose interpretations are regarded 

as authoritative, and which communicative practices function as normative 

reference points are shaped by social and institutional relations. Recent 

research demonstrates that non-essentialist, dialogic, and reflective 

intercultural materials can challenge learners’ and teachers’ prior 

assumptions and broaden understandings of cultural diversity (Qin, 2025). 

Intercultural pedagogy should therefore expose learners to diversity within 

cultures, competing representations, contradictory viewpoints, and the 

limitations of broad generalizations. Cultural knowledge is necessary but 

insufficient; its value depends on understanding how it is produced, when it 

is applicable, and where its explanatory limits lie. Culture is thus neither a 

fixed property transmitted unchanged between individuals nor a 

meaningless abstraction dissolved into individuality. It is one layer of 

meaning and identification that operates differently across communicative 

situations. If culture is understood as heterogeneous, contested, and 



Intercultural Communication in Motion 

33 

context-dependent, intercultural competence cannot be conceived as 

mastery of fixed rules for appropriate behavior across cultures.  

1.5. Competence and Developmental Models in Intercultural 

Communication 

Componential models provide an essential terminology for describing 

the knowledge, attitudes, skills, and critical awareness that constitute ICC. 

However, they are less successful in explaining how these resources 

develop, why individuals draw on them differently across contexts, or why 

similar intercultural encounters produce different outcomes. Therefore, a 

developmental approach becomes necessary to support the idea of treating 

competence less as an object and more as a capacity that is developed, 

enacted, and transformed through experience. When this competence is 

primarily discussed regarding test performance, it may be conceptualized as 

something individuals either possess or lack. In this manner, it is intercultural 

performance that is contextualized to a high extent. So, individuals are 

expected to be open and adaptable in some settings and more rigid in 

others, while the mobilization of linguistic knowledge and intercultural 

awareness depends on factors such as relationships, institutional status, 

communicative purpose, emotion, and prior experience. Recent higher 

education research similarly emphasizes that intercultural development 

varies across learners and contexts rather than occurring uniformly (André-

Das Dores et al., 2025; Hofhuis et al., 2024). For instance, Deardorff’s (2006) 

process model represents a move away from a purely static approach 
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because attitudes, knowledge, and skills are related to their potential effects 

on internal and external outcomes. Its significance lies not only in the 

attributes themselves, but in how they contribute to shifts in perspective 

and communicative performance. Adaptability, flexibility, and empathy 

therefore become relevant to ICC insofar as they are enacted in interaction. 

Developmental models similarly suggest that intercultural learning may 

involve qualitative changes in how individuals perceive and interpret 

difference rather than simply quantitative increases in cultural knowledge. 

Bennett’s Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity is perhaps the 

best-known example. Its relevance to ICC lies less in the proposed sequence 

itself than in the argument that intercultural development cannot be 

understood simply as the accumulation of increasingly sophisticated 

knowledge about cultural difference. Development should not, however, be 

assumed to be uniformly progressive or linear. Increased exposure does not 

automatically produce greater competence. Hofhuis et al. (2024), for 

instance, conducted a three-wave longitudinal study of first-year students in 

an international university program and identified different patterns of 

development rather than uniform improvement. Even within the same 

educational environment, developmental trajectories therefore differed 

across participants. This distinction highlights the gap between 

opportunities for ICC development and development itself. International 

and culturally diverse environments may create opportunities for 

intercultural engagement, but they do not determine what is learned. 

Development may also occur without international travel through sustained 
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engagement with local diversity, curriculum-based activities, or virtual 

communication. Research on internationalization at home reinforces this 

point. Dong et al. (2024) found that a semester-long Cultural Partner 

Program created opportunities for intercultural interaction, although its 

outcomes were not uniform, while Wang and Shen (2024) argued that 

international mobility was not a prerequisite for intercultural competence 

development.  

Intercultural experience may challenge these existing assumptions, but 

it may also reinforce stereotypes when new events are interpreted through 

established beliefs. Experience becomes developmental only when it is 

revisited in ways that allow later situations to be interpreted or approached 

differently. The central point is therefore that experience must be 

transformed into learning rather than treated as inherently developmental. 

A dynamic view of ICC also challenges the assumption that development 

progresses towards a single, culture-neutral endpoint. Adaptive and 

appropriate behavior depends on communicative context, purpose, 

relationships, institutional setting, and available resources. Greater 

directness may be useful in one context, whereas greater tolerance of 

silence or indirectness may be more appropriate in another. Development 

therefore lies in adapting interpretations and responses to changing 

circumstances rather than acquiring a universally applicable set of 

behaviors. 
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A developmental account must also distinguish between relatively 

enduring dispositions and specific instances of behavior. Openness or 

tolerance of ambiguity may become more pronounced over time, while an 

individual may still respond inappropriately in a particular high-stakes 

encounter. Likewise, successful participation in one interaction does not 

establish intercultural competence more generally. This distinction has 

important methodological consequences. Cross-sectional self-report 

measures may provide information about dispositions, but developmental 

processes often require longitudinal, qualitative, or mixed-method 

approaches capable of capturing change across time and context. Recent 

reviews of higher education research shed light on substantial diversity in 

intercultural competence interventions and assessment methods and 

identify a continuing lack of consensus regarding appropriate evaluation 

tools (André-Das Dores et al., 2025; Hackett et al., 2023; Ramstrand et al., 

2026). Thus, the temporal nature of intercultural competence can be 

understood in terms of continuity and change. The reason for this is that 

individuals bring their prior experiences, social backgrounds, interpretive 

patterns, language-learning histories, and existing dispositions to each 

encounter. These may prove insufficient when individuals find themselves in 

new circumstances. They may also have unexamined assumptions, or new 

communicative demands that may require different responses. 

Development can thus be understood as the process of adapting and 

extending available resources in response to changing conditions. This 

perspective also has implications for pedagogy. If ICC is treated primarily as 
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knowledge, education becomes largely a matter of information 

transmission; if it is treated primarily as a personality trait, the scope for 

pedagogical intervention becomes limited. A developmental perspective 

instead suggests that learners need opportunities to encounter meaningful 

difference, question their interpretations, receive feedback, and expand the 

range of responses available to them. Recent reviews similarly call for 

intercultural competence to be more deliberately integrated into higher 

education rather than assumed to emerge automatically from international 

or multicultural exposure (André-Das Dores et al., 2025). This perspective 

does not, however, explain how understanding is managed within individual 

exchanges. Development occurs across encounters and over time, whereas 

interaction unfolds turn by turn. The focus therefore shifts from 

development across encounters to the processes that occur within them. 

1.6. Interaction in Intercultural Communication 

 Intercultural communication does not presuppose shared meanings, 

expectations, or interpretative schemata at the outset of an exchange. 

Interlocutors can display uncertainty, check interpretations, request 

clarification, reformulate previous contributions, and establish sufficient 

understanding for interaction to continue. Intercultural communication 

should therefore not be defined as communication without difficulty. 

Rather, an important aspect of intercultural communicative competence 

concerns how participants respond when mutual understanding is 

uncertain. Meaning is jointly accomplished rather than simply transmitted 
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through stable encoded and decoded messages. The meaning of a particular 

turn depends on its relationship to preceding contributions, subsequent 

responses, contextual implications, assumed knowledge, and locally 

developing expectations. Participants display how they have understood 

one another, and these understandings may be confirmed, adjusted, 

contested, or repaired. Recent work on interactional competence similarly 

emphasizes the situated and collaboratively constructed nature of 

communication in intercultural contexts (Dai, 2024). 

Misunderstanding is therefore neither specific to intercultural 

encounters nor a reliable indicator of cultural difference. Divergent 

interpretations may arise from lexical ambiguity, unfamiliar topics, 

pragmatic expectations, social roles, prior interaction, conflicting interests, 

or uncertainty. The intercultural dimension lies in how participants orient to 

possible differences in understanding rather than in assuming that the 

source of difficulty is necessarily cultural. Pietikäinen’s (2018) analysis of 

English-as-a-lingua-franca conversations between intercultural couples, for 

instance, showed that participants used diverse resources to achieve 

clarification and that familiarity between interlocutors also shaped 

interaction. A particularly useful framework for examining such processes is 

repair. In conversation analysis, repair refers to practices through which 

participants address problems in speaking, hearing, or understanding. These 

may include repetition, replacement, expansion, clarification requests, 

candidate understandings, and reformulation. Repair is relevant to ICC 
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because it makes differences in understanding available for interactional 

attention. Recent interactional approaches similarly foreground 

participants’ capacity to recognize and manage communicative problems 

collaboratively rather than treating competence as an exclusively individual 

attribute (Dai, 2024). 

Clarification requests demonstrate this process particularly clearly. 

When a participant asks, for instance, ‘Do you mean…?’, an interpretation 

becomes explicit and the interlocutor is invited to confirm, reject, or revise 

it. Communication consequently becomes metacommunicative: participants 

attend not only to the topic but also to how they understand one another’s 

contributions. This is especially important when uncertainty concerns 

pragmatic or interpersonal meaning rather than vocabulary. Participants 

may negotiate what an utterance implies, how strongly something has been 

expressed, whether humor was intended, how much agreement is being 

displayed, or how a statement positions participants in relation to one 

another. ICC therefore needs to account not only for propositional meaning 

but also for face, rapport, status, entitlement, solidarity, and other 

interactional dimensions (Spencer-Oatey & Franklin, 2009). Interactional 

competence does not entail avoiding negotiation. Clarification and 

reformulation may reduce superficial fluency while supporting mutual 

understanding. Conversely, apparently smooth communication should not 

automatically be interpreted as successful intercultural interaction because 

divergent understandings may remain unexpressed. Not all repair is simply 
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corrective. Robles (2017), for instance, conceptualizes misunderstanding as 

an interactional resource that may be used to challenge interpretations, 

manage disagreement, shift responsibility, or reformulate prior 

contributions. The status of an episode as a ‘misunderstanding’ may itself be 

negotiated. Institutional interaction makes the relationship between 

understanding and power particularly visible. Elder and Filipović’s (2025) 

study of police interviews, for instance, presents misunderstanding as 

negotiated among participants rather than as an objectively identifiable 

error attributable to one individual. Participants in institutional settings may 

not have equal rights to determine what requires clarification or whose 

interpretation becomes authoritative. Concepts such as flexibility, 

accommodation, and adaptation therefore need to be understood in 

relation to the conditions that enable or constrain negotiation. This concern 

is consistent with recent interactional research, which emphasizes that 

professional intercultural communication is shaped jointly by culture, 

institutional context, and interactional practice (Dai, 2024). 

Intercultural interaction is also frequently multilingual and multimodal. 

Participants may draw on several named languages, paraphrase across 

them, gesture, write, point to objects, show images, or combine linguistic 

and non-linguistic resources to achieve understanding. Brooks’s (2022) 

research in a superdiverse hospital demonstrates how participants use 

multilingual and multimodal resources while institutional conditions shape 

access to those resources. Mediation provides an additional framework for 
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understanding this interactional perspective. In the CEFR Companion 

Volume (Council of Europe, 2020), mediation is positioned alongside online 

interaction and plurilingual and pluricultural competence. It concerns 

facilitating access to meanings, viewpoints, and participation rather than 

exchanging linguistic forms alone. Mediation should not, however, be 

treated as neutral transfer between fixed linguistic or cultural systems. 

Explaining a culturally specific reference, reformulating an institutionally 

complex statement, summarizing another person’s viewpoint, or facilitating 

interaction all involve interpretive choices. Recent work on plurilingual 

competence and mediation likewise emphasizes flexible use of linguistic 

resources and the importance of mediation in communication across 

languages and contexts (Melo-Pfeifer & Ollivier, 2025; Nemouchi & Byram, 

2025). 

Interactional approaches also reframe uncertainty. Incomplete prior 

knowledge does not necessarily prevent communication when participants 

can acknowledge uncertainty, seek further information, attend to 

responses, and revise interpretations. In some circumstances, 

acknowledging uncertainty may be more interculturally appropriate than 

offering a confident but inaccurate cultural explanation. This does not mean 

that every ambiguity requires explicit clarification. Participants often 

proceed on the basis of sufficient rather than complete understanding and 

may tolerate minor differences in form or interpretation when these do not 

disrupt interaction. ICC therefore does not require constant identification or 
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discussion of cultural difference. Part of interactional competence involves 

recognizing when clarification is needed, when ambiguity can remain 

unresolved, and when an interactional explanation may be more 

appropriate than a cultural one. At this level, abstract dimensions of ICC 

become publicly observable: openness may appear in the willingness to 

consider an alternative interpretation, knowledge may support a tentative 

inference, flexibility may be displayed through reformulation, and critical 

awareness may prevent premature cultural attribution. Current research 

similarly treats the quality of intercultural interaction as central to 

competence development rather than assuming that exposure or cultural 

knowledge alone is sufficient. For this reason, ICC cannot be evaluated solely 

through declarative cultural knowledge or self-reported competence. 

Knowing that clarification is useful is different from determining when and 

how to request it. Likewise, describing oneself as flexible is different from 

adapting a contribution in response to an interlocutor’s difficulty. 

Interactional evidence therefore provides an important complement to 

componential and developmental accounts of competence. Recent 

scholarship on interactional competence likewise argues for analysing 

competence through situated communicative practice and the resources 

participants mobilize in intercultural interaction (Dai, 2024). 

1.7. Components of Intercultural Communicative Competence 

 Intercultural experience is not inherently intercultural in its effects. Its 

value lies in the extent to which participants are able to reflect on it, 
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establish connections between prior beliefs and experience, and reconsider 

their positions in relation to alternative viewpoints. Reflection is thus a key 

component of ICC, since it enables participants to move from experience 

towards revised understanding. This involves considering how an event may 

have been interpreted by different participants rather than assuming that 

one’s own reading of the situation represents an objective account. Self-

awareness is similarly related to this process. While the ability to understand 

culturally different others is widely regarded as an essential component of 

intercultural competence, ICC also entails awareness of the assumptions 

that underpin one’s own interpretations of events. Judgements concerning 

whether it is appropriate to communicate directly or indirectly, express or 

withhold disagreement, convey respect through formality or informality, 

orient towards hierarchy or egalitarianism, expect high or low levels of 

participation, express emotion or maintain restraint, engage in humor or 

refrain from doing so, and interact at greater or lesser interpersonal 

distances may remain largely invisible because these assumptions appear 

self-evident and are therefore often left unexamined. Reflection enables 

such assumptions to become visible and open to scrutiny. Recent research 

on intercultural learning in virtual exchange similarly highlights reflexive 

engagement as a means through which learners reconsider prior 

assumptions, negotiate identity, and develop greater self-awareness in 

relation to intercultural encounters (Mattila et al., 2026). 
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The notion of decentring proposed by Byram forms part of this process. 

Decentring refers to the ability to recognize that one’s perspective is 

situated rather than universal, without requiring the abandonment of 

personal views or the adoption of a culturally ‘neutral’ stance. Rather, 

decentring involves developing sufficient awareness of one’s own position 

to recognize that alternative perspectives may also be valid. Critical cultural 

awareness extends this process further by enabling critical appraisal of both 

self and other. Decentring is closely related to perspective-taking, although 

the two should not be conflated. Decentring involves awareness that one’s 

own position is situated, whereas perspective-taking entails attempting to 

consider how an event may be understood from another person’s 

perspective. Within intercultural communication, however, perspective-

taking must remain tentative. Membership of a cultural group does not 

provide direct access to an individual’s perspective. If attempts to 

understand another person rely solely on cultural generalizations, the 

perspective-taking process becomes problematic. Perspective-taking should 

therefore not be confused with cultural projection. Assuming that an 

individual behaves in a particular way because of their presumed cultural 

background does not constitute adequate perspective-taking. A more 

appropriate approach is to generate alternative interpretations through 

reflection, informed where possible by context-specific knowledge and by 

the perspective expressed by the interlocutor. Empathy has similarly 

received increasing attention in discussions of intercultural learning (Fang et 

al., 2024; Tsang et al., 2025). Rather than conceptualizing empathy as 
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sharing another person’s experience, an interculturally sensitive approach 

emphasizes the limits of knowing another person’s experience and 

encourages engagement with alternative perspectives in an open-ended 

manner. Tsang’s (2025) account of developing empathy in intercultural 

learning relates perspective-taking to active listening and reflection. 

Empathy can therefore be regarded as interculturally valuable when 

sensitivity towards another person is accompanied by awareness of the 

limitations of one’s own perspective. 

Reflection can also occur at different points in time. Reflection-on-

action refers to reflection on an encounter after it has occurred, whereas 

reflection-in-action involves reflection while the encounter is still unfolding. 

This distinction is important because intercultural reflection is not confined 

to the period following an interaction. Participants may recognize during 

interaction that they are uncertain about another person’s perspective and 

may need to seek clarification. Reflection also intersects with questions of 

identity. Intercultural encounters may lead individuals to reconsider not only 

their views of others but also their own linguistic, cultural, and social 

identities. Fang’s (2024) study of intercultural learning and identity 

development demonstrates how engagement with intercultural encounters 

can lead to reconsideration of one’s identity as a second-language user. 

Reflection may therefore involve changes in self-understanding as well as in 

understandings of cultural difference. Such development may be particularly 

likely when experience challenges prior expectations; for instance, when a 
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national category fails to account for an interlocutor’s behavior, when a 

communicative action carries different meanings for different participants, 

or when aspects of an individual’s identity become salient in ways that had 

previously gone unnoticed. Recent evidence from higher-education virtual 

exchange likewise suggests that reflective writing and dialogical 

engagement can provide opportunities for learners to reconsider identity 

positions and interpretations across intercultural encounters (Mattila et al., 

2026). 

Importantly, reflective learning need not involve the immediate 

resolution of such contradictions, but rather the capacity to sustain 

sufficient complexity for previously taken-for-granted interpretations to 

become subject to re-examination. For this reason, reflective tasks should 

avoid encouraging sweeping generalizations about culture; questions such 

as “What did you learn about another culture?” may prompt learners to use 

a single encounter as the basis for broader claims. More productive 

reflection may be guided by questions such as: ‘What assumptions were 

made?’, ‘Why were these assumptions made?’, ‘What alternative 

interpretations were possible?’, ‘How did the interlocutor(s) respond?’, and 

‘Which aspects of identity became salient?’ To shed light on the issue, 

journals, critical incidents, reflective writing, dialogic debriefing, portfolios, 

and guided discussion are frequently used to support activities, but their 

value depends on how they are implemented. Simply asking learners to 

reflect on their feelings or experiences does not ensure critical reflection, 
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and tasks that invite comparisons between nations may inadvertently 

reinforce the essentialist assumptions they are intended to challenge. 

Furthermore, reflections may be limited indicators of competence, since 

learners may reproduce institutionally expected narratives of self-

improvement or employ intercultural terminology without having 

substantially revised their underlying beliefs. The statement “I am now more 

open-minded”, for instance, has limited evidential value unless 

accompanied by concrete examples of changed beliefs or behavior. In their 

study of COIL, Hackett et al. (2023) demonstrate the value of triangulating 

reflections with other sources of evidence rather than assuming that self-

reports accurately represent development. More broadly, recent reviews of 

intercultural competence interventions in higher education confirm 

considerable diversity in both pedagogical approaches and methods of 

evaluation, reinforcing the value of using multiple forms of evidence when 

examining intercultural development (Ramstrand et al., 2026). Critical 

reflection also has implications for educators and researchers. If learners are 

expected to reflect on the cultural categories they employ, educational and 

research practices should be subject to comparable scrutiny. Holliday and 

MacDonald (2020), for instance, caution against treating national identity as 

a pre-established explanatory factor unless its relevance has first been 

demonstrated in relation to the participants. Reflexivity, therefore, is not 

limited to learners; it also extends to how intercultural phenomena are 

conceptualized, taught, investigated, and assessed. 
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The role of power also remains relevant, although it need not displace 

the primary focus of reflection. Perspective-taking never occurs in a social 

vacuum; some perspectives are already treated as normative, whereas 

others require justification. In addition to attending to how different 

identities are constructed and valued, critical intercultural awareness entails 

recognizing whose behavior is treated as normal and whose behavior is 

expected to change. This does not mean that every reflective exercise must 

become a critique of structural inequality, but rather that the construction 

of difference should not be abstracted from the social relations within which 

it occurs. Reflection, perspective-taking, and intercultural awareness thus 

operate in conjunction: reflection draws attention to the assumptions 

underlying an interpretation; perspective-taking offers alternative readings; 

self-awareness enables recognition of the position from which 

interpretation occurs; and critical awareness enables evaluation of the social 

and cultural consequences of those interpretations. These processes do not 

ensure complete understanding; rather, they foster a more rigorous 

orientation towards ambiguity and increase the likelihood that judgements 

will be revised when new information becomes available. Given the central 

role of education, it is therefore important to consider how different 

learning contexts promote these processes. The conditions supporting 

reflection, perspective-taking, and critical awareness may differ across 

traditional classrooms, study-abroad contexts, virtual exchanges, 

synchronous virtual communication, and asynchronous digital 

communication.  
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1.8. Internationalization across Educational and Digital Contexts 

Intercultural communication was once primarily associated with foreign 

language study and international mobility; however, contemporary 

intercultural communication takes place across a much broader range of 

educational contexts. Language classrooms, internationalized degree 

programs, study abroad programs, internationalization at home, virtual 

exchange, and digitally mediated collaboration provide diverse contexts in 

which linguistic and cultural difference may be encountered. These contexts 

should not be treated as equivalent, since they organize participation, 

interaction, and opportunities for intercultural engagement in different 

ways. A face-to-face language classroom, for instance, brings language 

learning and intercultural communication into direct relation and provides 

opportunities for linguistic interpretation, comparison, and mediation. At 

the same time, interculturality may remain a largely curricular concern: 

learners may acquire knowledge about other cultures without necessarily 

interacting across cultural differences. The pedagogical challenge is 

therefore to move beyond simply increasing cultural content and to design 

activities in which learners interpret competing perspectives, question 

taken-for-granted assumptions, and engage with difference as a 

communicative issue. Recent reviews of higher-education interventions 

similarly indicate that the development of intercultural competence 

depends not merely on exposure to diversity but on the pedagogical 
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conditions under which intercultural learning is facilitated and evaluated 

(Ramstrand et al., 2026). 

Higher education provides opportunities for intercultural encounters 

both within formal learning settings and beyond them, including shared 

classes, project work, student societies, residential life, and informal 

networks. Diversity within a university does not, however, ensure that 

intercultural communication will occur, since students may remain within 

familiar linguistic, cultural, and social groups. As aforementioned, Hofhuis et 

al.’s (2024) longitudinal study showed that students enrolled at an 

international university did not demonstrate uniform improvement in 

intercultural skills over time; rather, multiple developmental trajectories 

were identified. An international classroom is therefore more appropriately 

understood as an affordance for intercultural learning than as an 

environment in which development necessarily occurs. The same principle 

applies to study abroad. Although students may be expected to develop 

intercultural competence through immersion, interaction with members of 

the host community, and exposure to unfamiliar practices, presence in the 

destination country does not itself guarantee intercultural communication. 

Participants may limit contact with the host community, rely on familiar 

networks, and interpret unfamiliar events through established beliefs and 

attitudes. The potential for intercultural development therefore depends on 

opportunities to prepare for, engage with, and reflect on such experiences. 
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The growing recognition of internationalization at home reflects both 

the need to actively facilitate intercultural communication and the fact that 

many students are unable to study abroad because of financial constraints, 

visa regulations, disabilities, family obligations, or geopolitical 

circumstances. This form of internationalization seeks to provide 

intercultural experiences without international travel by promoting local 

diversity, incorporating international and intercultural perspectives into 

curricula, establishing international collaborations, creating cultural 

exchanges, and encouraging multilingualism. Digital technologies extend 

these possibilities further through virtual exchange and Collaborative Online 

International Learning (COIL), in which students from different geographical 

locations engage in structured online interaction as part of their studies. 

Virtual exchange therefore alters the geography of intercultural learning: 

learners can engage with cultural difference through sustained digitally 

mediated interaction without international mobility. Recent research 

continues to demonstrate the potential of virtual exchange to support 

intercultural learning, while also showing that development depends on the 

quality and organisation of the interaction rather than the digital encounter 

itself (Mattila et al., 2026; Nguyen et al., 2024). 

Although virtual exchange can enhance ICC, findings remain variable. 

Hackett et al. (2023), for instance, found that quantitative improvements in 

a COIL program were unevenly distributed, while qualitative evidence 

indicated broader development in intercultural competence. Gutiérrez-
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Santiuste and Ritacco-Real (2023) similarly demonstrate variation in 

behavioral, emotional, and cognitive indicators according to both the 

content under discussion and the dimension of competence being assessed. 

Such findings reinforce the need to consider interactional and pedagogical 

conditions rather than assuming that online interaction inherently enhances 

ICC. Digital communication should likewise not be treated as a simple 

equivalent of face-to-face communication. Videoconferencing, 

asynchronous forums, instant messaging, and multimodal collaboration 

tools differ in the extent to which they provide real-time interaction, 

persistence, multimodal information, and time for response. These features 

may shape turn-taking, interpretation of pauses, construction of messages, 

opportunities for revisiting prior interaction, and processes of meaning 

negotiation. Participation is also uneven: access to reliable connectivity, 

appropriate hardware, digital literacy, a suitable environment for 

participation, confidence in the language of interaction, and the ability to 

participate across time zones can affect who speaks, which roles participants 

assume, and whether some remain peripheral. It is therefore necessary to 

distinguish access to digital environments from equitable participation 

within them. 

The communicative norms of digital environments are also shaped by 

factors that do not fit neatly within conventional categories of national 

culture. Participants may simultaneously orient to institutional expectations, 

linguistic practices, platform conventions, disciplinary practices, local group 
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norms, and broader cultural resources. Consequently, delayed responses, 

camera use, interruption, silence, or non-standard textual features may 

have locally specific meanings rather than reflecting shared national-cultural 

assumptions. The CEFR Companion Volume (Council of Europe, 2020) 

recognizes the increasing significance of digitally mediated communication 

through descriptors for online interaction, mediation, and plurilingual and 

pluricultural competence. Digital environments may also facilitate reflection 

because asynchronous discussions, message histories, videoconference 

recordings, and other multimodal artefacts create interactional records that 

can subsequently be revisited. Such records may allow participants to 

examine how understandings were constructed, how misunderstandings 

emerged, and how communicative choices affected others. The persistence 

of digital communication, however, also raises ethical questions concerning 

recording, observation, consent, privacy, and the use of interactional data, 

particularly when online intercultural communication forms part of 

pedagogical, assessment, or research activities. 

The emergence of generative AI adds a further dimension to digitally 

mediated intercultural communication. Translation systems, automated 

writing tools, conversational agents, and AI-supported learning 

environments may influence multilingual participation as well as the 

formulation and interpretation of messages. Recent research indicates 

growing interest in the potential of GenAI to support aspects of intercultural 

learning and ICC development, while also emphasizing the need for critical 
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awareness of how AI represents cultural meanings and communicative 

norms (Qu & Chen, 2026). AI-generated explanations, translations, and 

reformulations should therefore not be treated as culturally neutral. Their 

use introduces an additional interpretive layer into intercultural 

communication and requires attention to how cultural representations are 

selected, generalized, and presented. 

The educational environments discussed above consequently differ in 

their affordances and cannot be arranged straightforwardly into a hierarchy 

of more or less intercultural settings. Physical mobility may produce deeply 

embodied experiences while still allowing participants to avoid meaningful 

intercultural contact; virtual exchange may enable sustained interaction 

across geographical locations while reproducing inequalities in linguistic 

proficiency or technological access; and a culturally diverse local classroom 

may provide substantial opportunities for engagement without necessarily 

producing intercultural reflection. The central issue is therefore how 

particular environments facilitate interaction, reflection, and engagement 

with divergent perspectives. ICC cannot be understood solely in terms of 

culturally appropriate behavior enacted independently of context. 

Conclusion 

Intercultural communicative competence has been conceptualized in a 

way that retains key aspects of earlier competence models while moving 

beyond the notion of a fixed body of competences. Byram’s model has 
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provided the principal conceptual vocabulary for attitudes, knowledge, skills 

of interpreting and discovering, and critical cultural awareness, while a 

processual and developmental perspective demonstrates that these 

resources do not exist independently of the experiences and contexts in 

which they are activated. The conceptualization of ICC also requires a move 

away from essentialist understandings of culture. Cultural knowledge can 

contribute to the interpretation of a situation, but cultural categories cannot 

be used to predict individual behavior or determine the meaning of a 

communicative event. Instead, culture can be understood as one among 

several socially and historically produced interpretive resources that may or 

may not become relevant in a given situation. A key consequence of this 

position is that competence as a concept needs to be distinguished from 

interculturality as situated practice. Models of competence describe 

resources considered relevant to intercultural communication, whereas 

situated interaction reveals whether, how, and under what circumstances 

these resources become salient. An individual may possess extensive 

cultural knowledge that is never mobilized or is applied inappropriately, 

while another may have limited prior knowledge but compensate through 

questioning, negotiation, mediation, or revision of an initial interpretation. 

The distinction between interculturality as situated practice and 

competence as a theoretical construct also reduces the risk of circularity in 

research. If an interaction is classified as intercultural solely because 

participants belong to different national groups and subsequent 
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communicative differences are then explained through those same national 

categories, national culture functions simultaneously as the explanatory 

principle and the conclusion. A situated approach instead examines when 

and how cultural and other forms of difference become relevant to 

participants, how such differences are negotiated, and which contextual 

conditions shape communication. Intercultural communicative competence 

can thus be conceptualized not as a state of cultural expertise but as an 

ongoing capacity to respond to culturally and socially meaningful difference 

through communicative engagement, provisional interpretation, 

collaborative meaning making, reflexive awareness, and critical evaluation. 

This conceptualization preserves the multidimensionality of ICC while 

emphasizing that competence is enacted in specific interactional, 

institutional, and technological contexts. The analytical focus consequently 

extends beyond what interculturally competent individuals know, believe, 

or possess to how interculturality is produced, negotiated, contested, and 

transformed in communication. This shift directs attention to how 

participants draw on linguistic and semiotic resources, position themselves 

and others, manage difference locally, and engage with the institutional and 

technological conditions through which particular interpretations become 

possible. 

Taken together, these perspectives suggest that ICC is best understood 

not as mastery of a fixed set of cultural facts or universally appropriate 

behaviors, but as a context-sensitive capacity to engage with difference 
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through communication, interpretation, mediation, reflection, and critical 

evaluation. For language educators, this implies designing learning 

environments in which learners encounter multiple perspectives, negotiate 

meaning, examine their own assumptions, and make evidence-based 

revisions to their interpretations. For researchers, it requires 

methodological approaches capable of capturing development across time 

as well as competence as it is enacted in interaction. Such an orientation 

preserves the value of established ICC models while adapting them to 

multilingual, digitally mediated, and increasingly complex educational 

contexts. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

CHAPTER 2 

INTERCULTURAL COMMUNICATION IN HIGHER EDUCATION 

THROUGH CULTURAL CONTACT AND STRUCTURED 

INTERACTION  
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Introduction 

Higher education is a setting in which multicultural diversity is regarded 

as a resource for intercultural communicative development. In this setting, 

the chapter not only distinguishes multicultural occurrence from 

intercultural participation and considers communication apprehension and 

other barriers to engagement, but also develops structured intercultural 

interaction as a pedagogical response. A process-oriented account is then 

proposed in which dialogic interaction, reflective engagement, and 

collaborative meaning-making connect sustained interaction with the 

development of intercultural communicative competence (ICC), 

intercultural awareness, and communication confidence. Additionally, 

intercultural communicative development is also linked to curriculum 

design, facilitation, assessment, and digitally mediated internationalization. 

2.1. Multicultural Higher Education as an Intercultural Context 

The internationalization of higher education has changed the social and 

communicative composition of contemporary universities. Through student 

mobility, multilingual degree programs, transnational collaborations, 

English-medium instruction, and internationalization-at-home initiatives, 

students with different languages, educational backgrounds, life 

experiences, and cultural affiliations are brought together in shared 

university settings. Consequently, intercultural contact has become a 

feature of everyday university life and is no longer restricted to specific 
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study-abroad or international contexts (D’Orazzi & Marangell, 2025; Sercu, 

2023). This context is multicultural insofar as multiculturality is understood 

primarily as a condition of institutional demographics. A multicultural 

university is one in which multiple language groups, cultural communities, 

nationalities, regions, educational systems, and social groups are 

represented (Zorina et al., 2016). Such a demographic configuration is 

important from a pedagogical perspective because it potentially provides 

access to a wider range of perspectives and encounters (Leung et al., 1997). 

However, it reveals little about how students interact, which social divisions 

become relevant, or whether culturally diverse co-presence leads to 

intercultural communication. This distinction is particularly important 

because internationalization is often measured in terms of institutional 

diversity: the number of international students, the volume of student 

mobility, the number of transnational collaborations, the number of 

international programs offered in other languages, or the proportion of 

students participating in an internationalized curriculum. Although these 

indicators provide information about the extent to which a university has 

become internationalized, they reveal relatively little about the types of 

communicative relationships being established. Institutional 

internationalization and students’ intercultural engagement are therefore 

related but distinct, and recent research similarly emphasises that diversity 

alone does not necessarily generate meaningful intercultural interaction or 

competence development (de Hei et al., 2025; D’Orazzi & Marangell, 2025). 
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However, meaningful communication and intercultural engagement depend 

on more than diversity alone. 

Universities nevertheless have characteristics that distinguish them as 

contexts in which intercultural learning may occur. In comparison with 

shorter-term or less frequent forms of contact, universities can bring 

students together over extended periods. Courses, group work, laboratories, 

residence halls, clubs, societies, and other informal spaces provide 

opportunities for relationships to develop over time. Through regular 

contact, students may move beyond initial perceptions and encounter more 

nuanced forms of communication, self-presentation, and behaviour. This 

continuity is important because expectations are often informed by cultural 

knowledge. These expectations may be particularly influential when 

individuals first enter unfamiliar situations. Initially, individuals may tend to 

interpret others’ actions on the basis of general information because they 

have limited knowledge of the other culture or person in it. After repeated 

involvement in interaction, students are likely to begin to judge their initial 

perceptions and, if necessary, confirm, modify, or reject their initial 

interpretations. This process creates an educational opportunity for 

sustained rather than isolated multicultural interaction. Nevertheless, the 

educational value of these encounters depends substantially on active 

engagement and appropriate facilitation (de Hei et al., 2025). 

Internationalization at home makes this educational prospect particularly 

important. In other words, internationalization-at-home approaches focus 
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on incorporating international and intercultural dimensions into the 

opportunities available to students within their home institutions (Sercu, 

2023). This approach conceptualizes the domestic university campus as a 

site of intercultural education when institutional diversity is integrated into 

curricula and extracurricular life. It does not limit intercultural education to 

those studying abroad. A relevant example is the Cultural Partner Program 

studied by Dong et al. (2024), which illustrates this approach by pairing 

domestic graduate students with international peers for intercultural 

exchange activities over an entire semester. The value of such programs lies 

not only in increasing contact between domestic and international students 

but also in highlighting the distinction between diversity as a condition and 

interculturality as an orientation. Students may be surrounded by diversity 

without engaging in meaningful interaction with international peers; 

conversely, organized and appropriately facilitated opportunities for 

engagement can enable more sustained relationships and intercultural 

learning (de Hei et al., 2025; Dong et al., 2024). Recent studies of 

internationalization at home have also shown that such contexts can be both 

enabling and constraining. Wu et al. (2025), for instance, studied domestic 

and international students participating in an intercultural program in China 

and found that mutual sharing and support, collaborative discussion, and 

critical reflection facilitated intercultural engagement, whereas limitations 

in foreign-language competence, social and cultural knowledge, 

intercultural awareness, and communication skills constrained it. The 

educational context therefore contained enabling and limiting conditions 
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simultaneously. The multicultural campus should thus not be conceptualized 

as an intercultural space in itself, nor simply as a backdrop of cultural 

difference. Rather, it is more appropriately understood as a space of 

potential intercultural encounters: diversity provides the conditions for such 

encounters, whereas interculturality is defined by how those encounters are 

experienced, negotiated, and made meaningful by students. 

The intercultural character of the higher education context should 

therefore not be overstated. There is no basis for assuming that every 

interaction involving students from different cultural groups is necessarily 

intercultural in a meaningful sense. University students may interact on the 

basis of shared disciplinary identities, common interests, personal 

relationships, status, language proficiency, personality, or institutional roles 

rather than cultural affiliation; indeed, contemporary research increasingly 

recognizes that students’ identities and interactions cannot be reduced to a 

simple domestic/international or national-cultural distinction (de Hei et al., 

2025; D’Orazzi & Marangell, 2025). Higher education is particularly 

significant because, although not all interactions are intercultural in a 

meaningful sense, its multicultural and multilingual composition frequently 

brings students into contact with people who may offer alternative cultural 

resources for interpreting situations. Intercultural higher education 

therefore provides a context for intercultural learning rather than 

guaranteeing it. Higher education offers a diverse range of possibilities, 

while the extent to which students engage with these possibilities in 
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sustained and meaningful ways depends partly on how universities structure 

and facilitate them (de Hei et al., 2025; Dong et al., 2024). One consequence 

of this analysis is therefore a challenge to a central assumption in 

intercultural higher education: that mere contact with and exposure to 

cultural diversity are sufficient for learning. Rather, recent research indicates 

that meaningful engagement, reflection, interaction, and pedagogical 

facilitation are necessary if multicultural diversity is to become a resource 

for intercultural learning (de Hei et al., 2025; Wu et al., 2025). 

2.2. The Cultural Contact and its Exposure in Higher Education 

There has been considerable argument for the pedagogical benefits of 

multicultural higher education. This argument generally rests on a relatively 

intuitive premise. According to this premise, if intercultural contact is 

beneficial, then students’ exposure to difference should result in greater 

intercultural understanding. This claim appears to follow from a 

straightforward line of reasoning. If limited experience of difference 

constrains intercultural learning, then exposure to difference may be 

expected to enhance intercultural understanding. Although contact is clearly 

relevant, the relationship between exposure and intercultural learning is not 

as direct as this reasoning might suggest. Recent higher education research 

similarly indicates that intercultural competence does not arise 

automatically from international or multicultural exposure, but depends on 

the conditions under which such contact takes place (Ramstrand et al., 2026; 

Wang & Shen, 2024). The central problem with an exposure-based approach 
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is that it conflates the presence of difference with the experience of 

difference. Students may learn together, live together, participate in the 

same extracurricular activities, and work in the same teams, yet none of 

these experiences may involve the kind of interaction that challenges 

existing interpretations. Physical cultural diversity may therefore exist 

without a corresponding degree of communicative diversity. Contact 

describes the presence of difference but reveals relatively little about how 

students respond to it. 

The key issue is therefore the distinction between co-presence and 

communicative interdependence. When students share the same 

environment, they may not need to depend on one another to complete 

their academic work. Consider, for instance, a project group in which 

individuals are allocated different parts of an assignment to complete 

independently before combining them into a single final product. Although 

students in such a group are in contact with one another, they are not 

necessarily interdependent and may therefore have little need to reconcile 

differing viewpoints. This differs from a situation in which students rely on 

one another to make progress on a collective task. To achieve a joint goal – 

for instance, making a collective decision, completing a collaborative 

analysis, solving a complex problem, comparing multiple positions, or 

producing a shared product – students may need to reconcile conflicting 

interpretations and develop a degree of consensus. It is this form of 

interaction, rather than group diversity alone, that creates the potential for 
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intercultural learning. Recent evidence supports this distinction between the 

amount of contact and its qualitative characteristics. Liang and Pho (2025), 

for instance, scrutinized both the quantity and quality of international 

students’ social contacts and revealed the importance of contact patterns 

for intercultural sensitivity, while Karagözoğlu et al. (2026) found that 

meaningful and sustained project-based interaction contributed to changes 

in intercultural perceptions and reduced social distance. In the same vein, 

evidence from university-based interventions also indicates why mere 

contact may be insufficient. For instance, Dong et al. (2024) examined a 

semester-long program designed to facilitate intercultural learning in which 

pairs of domestic and international graduate students participated in 

structured intercultural activities. They found no significant impacts on 

several of the measures assessed, indicating that additional time, effort, and 

resources may be required to create effective conditions for intercultural 

interaction despite the program’s explicit intention to promote intercultural 

learning. According to this finding, the assumption that contact necessarily 

results in intercultural learning is challenged. Even when students are 

encouraged to engage with one another, outcomes are not uniform  since 

participants enter such programs with different levels of prior intercultural 

experience, expectations, motivation, communication skills, confidence, and 

social capital. Wu et al.’s (2025) qualitative study of internationalization-at-

home programs reaches a similar conclusion: intercultural development was 

facilitated through mutual sharing and support, collaborative discussion, 

and critical reflection, while limitations in linguistic and intercultural 
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competences constrained participation. Recent reviews of higher education 

interventions likewise demonstrate substantial variation in the design and 

outcomes of intercultural learning activities, further indicating that exposure 

alone provides an insufficient explanation of development (Ramstrand et al., 

2026). Consequently, the distinction between contact and the quality of 

contact is crucial. Brief, superficial, or narrowly functional contact may 

increase exposure to cultural difference without substantially changing how 

participants interpret that difference. By contrast, even a smaller number of 

interactions may be more significant when participants are required to 

articulate their own perspectives, engage with alternative viewpoints, and 

negotiate ambiguity. 

Contact may also leave pre-existing assumptions unchanged because it 

is interpreted through prior experience and established beliefs. Interactions 

that are inconsistent with a cultural stereotype may prompt reconsideration, 

but they may also be treated as exceptions; conversely, interactions that 

appear to confirm a stereotype may reinforce simplified cultural 

explanations. Cultural contact therefore becomes educationally relevant 

through interpretation rather than through exposure alone. Similarly, 

multicultural group work is not necessarily intercultural. Multicultural 

groups may expose students to multiple viewpoints, but participants may 

minimize difference by distributing tasks, relying disproportionately on 

individuals perceived as more proficient or knowledgeable, or avoiding 

particular topics. If cultural diversity is not meaningfully connected to 
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students’ academic activities, it may be recognized without becoming a 

central feature of interaction. Cultural contact should therefore be regarded 

as a possible precondition for intercultural learning in some contexts, but 

not as a sufficient explanation of intercultural development. This position is 

consistent with recent research showing that internationalization-at-home 

experiences can contribute to intercultural competence when interaction, 

institutional support, curriculum, and opportunities for engagement are 

deliberately organized rather than assumed to follow from diversity itself 

(Wang & Shen, 2024). The analytical focus should therefore shift from the 

diversity students encounter to the nature and quality of the contact 

situation. This distinction has implications for evaluating the success of 

university internationalization. Within this internationalization, student 

mobility or international student enrolment may broaden opportunities for 

intercultural contact, but they do not in themselves provide evidence of 

successful intercultural outcomes. The central issue is how to support 

sustained and meaningful engagement in university contexts. As underlined 

in research on structured cultural exchange, this point reinforces the 

importance of meaningful and sustained interaction for intercultural 

development (Karagözoğlu et al., 2026). This certainly does not imply that 

multicultural environments and cross-cultural contact are undesirable or 

that they do not contribute to intercultural learning. On the contrary, it 

highlights the limitations of explanatory models focused exclusively on 

contact. Cultural diversity may constitute the social context for intercultural 

learning, but it is not synonymous with the learning process itself. A further 
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limitation of contact-based explanations is that opportunities may exist even 

when students lack the confidence or willingness to engage with them. 

Communication difficulties, concerns about performance, unfamiliarity with 

communicative expectations, or difficulties entering established social 

networks may all constrain participation. Such barriers help explain why 

intercultural opportunities are not always taken up and can lead to further 

difficulties.  

2.3. Communication Apprehension and Barriers to Intercultural 

Engagement  

While the availability of intercultural opportunities does not guarantee 

student participation, a communicative threshold exists between the 

presence of contact and active engagement with it; students must perceive 

an interaction as sufficiently feasible to attempt, enter, and sustain 

participation. Linguistic insecurity, communication apprehension, shyness, 

fear of negative evaluation, unfamiliarity, and reliance on existing networks 

may all influence students’ decisions about whether to cross this threshold. 

Communication apprehension in intercultural contexts is particularly 

relevant here. Intercultural communication apprehension refers to anxiety 

or fear associated with communicating with people from culturally different 

backgrounds. The concept highlights the possibility that intercultural contact 

may be available without being desired. For instance, a student may possess 

intercultural knowledge, express positive attitudes towards cultural 

diversity, and endorse internationalization in general. Yet, the student may 
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still be unwilling to participate in particular communicative situations. This 

illustrates the distinction between competence and willingness to 

communicate. Wang and Cionea (2024) found that both self-perceived 

intercultural communication competence and intercultural communication 

apprehension predicted intercultural willingness to communicate, with 

communication apprehension mediating the relationship between 

perceived competence and willingness to communicate. The distinction 

between communicative ability and students’ perceptions of their own 

communicative ability is therefore significant. Students who perceive 

themselves as unable to communicate effectively may avoid interaction 

even when they are capable of doing so successfully. Conversely, 

communicative confidence may encourage participation even when actual 

performance is limited. The ability to communicate therefore does not 

automatically entail willingness to communicate in intercultural settings. 

Thus, foreign-language anxiety may further intensify this issue in 

multilingual university contexts. A student communicating in an additional 

language may be concerned about grammatical errors, lexical retrieval, 

pronunciation, response speed, comprehension, or negative evaluation of 

linguistic performance. Such concerns may reduce willingness to participate 

spontaneously and may be particularly salient when interacting with 

unfamiliar peers. Jiang and Wu (2026) underlined intercultural willingness to 

communicate among Chinese international students whose foreign-

language anxiety was negatively associated with willingness to 

communicate. They also emphasized that multilingualism, social initiative, 
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open-mindedness, and cultural empathy were positively associated with it. 

Similar evidence from university language-learning contexts shows that 

foreign-language anxiety can substantially influence willingness to 

communicate in both face-to-face and online environments (Solhi, 2024). 

Although willingness to communicate cannot be reduced to anxiety, these 

findings support the broader claim that engagement in intercultural 

interaction is shaped partly by affective responses to communication. 

Nonetheless, communication anxiety should not be attributed solely to 

individual differences. Interactional contexts vary in the extent to which they 

generate apprehension about participation. Participating in a spontaneous 

discussion before a large group of unfamiliar people, initiating interaction 

without a shared activity, entering an established friendship network, or 

communicating in a context where linguistic proficiency is particularly salient 

may generate different levels of apprehension from repeated interaction in 

a small group organized around a familiar task. The conditions of interaction 

are therefore important alongside individual characteristics. Students may 

not necessarily be unwilling to engage in intercultural interaction; rather, 

they may lack a sufficiently accessible interactional frame indicating how 

communication should begin, what forms of participation are expected, or 

whether continued interaction is appropriate. Recent research on 

international students similarly indicates that willingness to engage is 

shaped by multiple factors, including language proficiency, cultural 

knowledge, discrimination, and the wider interactional environment, and 

that willingness itself is associated with social connectedness (Zheng et al., 
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2024). The difficulty may therefore lie in the conditions surrounding 

participation rather than in an absence of willingness alone. 

As aforementioned, another relevant dimension concerns existing social 

networks. In this manner, students may gravitate towards their peers 

because interaction with those who have similar linguistic and cultural 

backgrounds may require less effort. Such relationships provide a sense of 

mutual belonging, practical and emotional support, and academic 

assistance. Therefore, at first glance these are not problematic in 

themselves. Difficulties arise when familiar networks constitute the most 

readily accessible form of social interaction while intercultural relationships 

remain comparatively difficult to establish. Reliance on familiar networks 

also reinforces communication hesitation and, in turn, reduces intercultural 

interaction. Hence, students may gain limited experience of such encounters 

and have insufficient information about what to expect, thereby maintaining 

apprehension by avoiding interaction with unfamiliar others. This hesitation 

may then restrict further opportunities to develop experience and 

communicative confidence. Zheng et al. (2024) similarly identify the wider 

social environment and opportunities for social connection as important 

factors in international students’ willingness to interact with host-national 

peers. Empirical evidence from intercultural programs supports this 

interaction between individual and contextual constraints. Wu et al. (2025), 

for instance, identified barriers related to foreign-language proficiency, 

social and cultural knowledge, intercultural sensitivity, and communication 
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skills, even when programs provided opportunities for intercultural 

engagement. These barriers may also affect how communicative difficulty is 

interpreted. When an interaction feels awkward, the difficulty may be 

attributed to a cultural barrier even when it arises from hesitation associated 

with low linguistic confidence, unfamiliarity with communicative norms, or 

uncertainty regarding participation. A pause in conversation, for instance, 

may be interpreted as evidence of a different cultural communication style 

when it instead reflects uncertainty about turn-taking or concern about 

evaluation. Without further interaction, there may be limited opportunity to 

obtain evidence supporting alternative interpretations. Communication 

apprehension does not therefore need to be fully resolved before students 

engage in intercultural interaction; confidence may itself develop through 

participation. What is required is an interactional context in which 

communication remains possible despite some degree of communicative 

difficulty. Over time, unfamiliarity may diminish, shared goals can provide 

reasons for communication, clearer expectations can reduce uncertainty, 

and continued interaction can make initial apprehension more manageable. 

Communication apprehension and the other barriers discussed above 

therefore help explain the gap between exposure to multiculturalism and 

meaningful intercultural engagement. The issue is not simply that students 

require more interaction, but that existing opportunities must be sufficiently 

accessible to support sustained participation. 

 



Intercultural Communication in Motion 

74 

2.4. Pedagogical Aspect of Structured Intercultural Interaction  

Universities as institutions create culturally diverse environments. This 

kind of environment does not necessarily ensure that students interact 

across cultural or linguistic boundaries if such interaction is not embedded 

in their everyday academic experience. The challenge, therefore, is to create 

intercultural interaction that enables students to participate rather than 

merely promoting contact with one another. Structured intercultural 

interaction stands for communication among individuals with diverse 

linguistic, cultural, educational, or experiential backgrounds that is designed 

to be sustained, reciprocal, and purposeful. The key feature of this form of 

communication is not the diversity of the participants itself, but the way in 

which interaction is organized so that participants respond to one another 

rather than simply share the same environment. Recent higher education 

research similarly indicates that deliberately organized, sustained 

interaction can facilitate intercultural engagement and development by 

creating opportunities for meaningful communication across difference 

(Çiftçi & Çinpolat, 2025; Karagözoğlu et al., 2026). Nonetheless, the term 

structure requires some qualification. Structured intercultural interaction 

does not entail that it is scripted. Scripted communication not only encodes 

the conditions of participation but also identifies the content and direction 

of the interaction. Structured intercultural interaction establishes a 

framework for communication while leaving the content of that 

communication open. In this interaction, participants may find themselves 
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agreeing, disagreeing, identifying unexpected similarities, or revising 

something they had initially interpreted differently. Such behaviour may be 

interpreted in cultural, social, or individual terms. This distinction is 

particularly important for activities in intercultural education. Activities 

require students to explain aspects of ‘their culture’ that may generate 

communication, but may also reinforce the problematic assumption that 

participants function as cultural ‘representatives’ of predefined categories. 

A more productive form of structured intercultural interaction gains 

importance because it gives participants a learning environment in a shared 

context in which differences can emerge without necessarily constituting 

the primary basis of interaction. However, intercultural interaction alone is 

not sufficient to support this form of learning. Such interaction must also be 

purposeful and reciprocal, meaning that participants have a reason to 

engage substantively with one another’s contributions and opportunities to 

speak, inquire, clarify, and listen. This purpose may take various forms, 

including shared questions, problems, interpretive tasks, collective decision-

making, or the production of a shared outcome. Participants therefore need 

to attend to one another’s contributions in order to accomplish a common 

task. The relevance of another participant’s contribution derives from its 

relationship to an activity in which all parties have a shared stake. 

Reciprocity is equally important. If one participant is positioned as 

representing a culture while the other assumes the role of observer or 

learner, the exchange risks becoming an asymmetrical transfer of cultural 

information. Reciprocity instead requires participants to recognize that they 



Intercultural Communication in Motion 

76 

may be questioned, need to ask questions, provide explanations, and remain 

open to having their own views challenged. Difference is thereby 

understood as relational rather than as a property located solely in the 

other. Studies of collaborative and virtual intercultural learning similarly 

suggest that purposeful tasks and reciprocal interaction can support 

intercultural engagement when participants are required to work with, 

rather than simply observe, alternative perspectives (Karagözoğlu et al., 

2026; Nguyen et al., 2024). 

Interaction also needs to be sustained over time. The effects of a single 

intercultural exchange are likely to be limited, particularly because initial 

impressions may remain untested. Repeated interaction allows participants 

to develop more differentiated knowledge of one another as individuals and 

to observe how the same person may vary across situations and over time. 

An individual initially perceived primarily as a representative of a wider 

group may gradually be understood through more individualized knowledge 

of agreement and disagreement, similarity and difference, evolving 

positions, and shared experience. This continuity is especially significant for 

students who may be reluctant to initiate intercultural communication or 

who lack confidence in doing so. Repeated interaction increases familiarity 

without eliminating the uncertainty inherent in encounters with difference 

and can enable participants to learn that misunderstanding, confusion, and 

disagreement can be managed without bringing interaction to an end. 

Recent evidence from sustained project-based cultural exchange similarly 
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indicates that meaningful interaction over time can contribute to changing 

intercultural perceptions, greater empathy, and reduced social distance, 

while still involving linguistic and interpersonal challenges (Karagözoğlu et 

al., 2026). One advantage of structured intercultural interaction is therefore 

that it reduces the extent to which participation depends entirely on 

individual student initiative. When intercultural communication is 

integrated into an academic activity, it is more likely to be perceived as a 

legitimate and expected part of the learning process rather than as an 

optional extracurricular activity, a principle also reflected in recent 

internationalization-at-home initiatives involving structured conversational 

partnerships (Çiftçi & Çinpolat, 2025). 

It is important to emphasize that structure is not intended to eliminate 

unpredictability from communication. The value of intercultural interaction 

lies partly in the impossibility of predicting precisely how another person will 

interpret a question, an experience, or a problem. The pedagogical aim is 

therefore not to remove uncertainty but to establish conditions in which it 

can be negotiated constructively. Structured intercultural interaction can 

thus be understood as a pedagogical approach designed to facilitate 

participation by providing continuity, reciprocity, purpose, and a degree of 

interdependence that enables students to engage beyond mere contact. 

Recent reviews of higher education interventions likewise indicate that 

intercultural development is associated with the design and facilitation of 

learning activities rather than exposure alone (Ramstrand et al., 2026). 
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However, structure itself cannot account for intercultural development. 

Rather, it creates conditions under which development may occur, while the 

developmental process is realized through the communicative practices in 

which students engage. The focus therefore shifts from the structural 

features of interaction to the ways in which students make use of these 

interactional opportunities. The next section examines structured 

intercultural interaction through a process-oriented account of intercultural 

development. 

2.5. A Process-Oriented Model of Intercultural Communicative 

Competence  

A process-oriented perspective assumes that intercultural 

communicative competence does not necessarily develop through contact 

alone and that students cannot simply be expected to become competent 

through contact with individuals from different cultural backgrounds. 

Instead, such contact creates opportunities for the development of 

intercultural communicative competence, which develops as students 

participate in and respond to communicative experiences and adjust their 

interpretations and forms of participation across a series of encounters. 

Recent virtual-exchange research similarly approaches intercultural 

development as a multidimensional process that emerges through 

participation and changing interpretations rather than as an automatic 

consequence of contact (Chen, 2026; Mattila et al., 2026). Within this 

process-oriented perspective, structured intercultural interaction 
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constitutes the context for three processes that play a particularly important 

role in facilitating ICC development: dialogic interaction, reflective 

engagement, and collaborative meaning-making. These processes provide 

the link between structured intercultural interaction and intercultural 

communicative competence development as displayed below: 

Structured Intercultural Interaction 

↓ 

Dialogic Interaction 

Reflective Engagement 

Collaborative Meaning-Making 

↓ 

ICC Development 

This model given above should not be understood as a linear sequence 

in which one process is completed before the next begins. Although the 

model distinguishes among different processes, these rarely occur in an 

orderly or sequential manner. Interaction may prompt reflection; reflection 

may shape subsequent interaction; collaborative meaning-making may 

generate disagreement and further interaction; and later encounters may 

lead participants to reconsider earlier interpretations even when agreement 

initially appeared to have been reached. These processes therefore operate 

recursively. Recent research similarly demonstrates that intercultural 
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learning can involve changing interpretations across successive encounters, 

while reflective activity can connect experiences, identity positions, and 

subsequent participation (Chen, 2026; Mattila et al., 2026). The first process, 

dialogic interaction, refers to the interactive quality of communication. 

Communication becomes dialogic when participants move beyond the 

articulation of their own positions: responses are linked to preceding 

contributions, explanations are modified in response to others’ reactions, 

disagreement prompts further questioning, and subsequent contributions 

are shaped by what has already been said. This interactional quality is 

important for intercultural communicative development because it exposes 

students to perspectives that cannot be encountered merely as factual 

information about culture. Perspectives expressed by other participants can 

instead be questioned, clarified, challenged, elaborated, and related to prior 

experience. Through dialogue, difference moves from being an object of 

knowledge to becoming part of an interactional process. Recent studies of 

virtual exchange similarly emphasize intercultural dialogue and collaborative 

interaction as important features of learning designs in which students 

engage with rather than merely receive alternative perspectives (Abuzant et 

al., 2024). The second process, reflective engagement, refers to how 

participants make sense of their communicative experiences. Interactions 

do not generate meaning automatically; participants interpret them through 

pre-existing expectations, and these interpretations may confirm or 

challenge prior understandings. Reflective engagement becomes 

particularly important when the meaning of an interaction remains open to 
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reconsideration. It involves recognizing when expectations are not met, 

when an initial interpretation changes, when responses to others have 

shifted, or when an earlier interaction is reconsidered in light of new 

information. This process enables individual communicative events to 

become connected over time rather than remaining isolated experiences. 

The relationship between dialogue and reflection is therefore reciprocal: 

interaction provides material for reflection, while reflection influences how 

subsequent encounters are interpreted. A student who recognizes that an 

initial cultural interpretation was inaccurate may become more cautious 

about drawing conclusions in later encounters; another may become more 

willing to seek clarification after recognizing that previous hesitation 

resulted from an unstated assumption rather than an actual absence of 

common ground. Recent evidence from Chinese–Finnish virtual exchange 

particularly highlights reflexive writing and internal dialogue as processes 

through which participants reconsider interpretations, identity positions, 

and intercultural experiences (Mattila et al., 2026).  Collaborative meaning-

making adds a further dimension to this process. The term refers here to the 

processes through which interlocutors construct, modify, clarify, or 

negotiate meanings through interaction. Meaning is collaborative when it 

cannot be attributed entirely to one interlocutor’s prior knowledge but 

instead emerges through interaction between participants. Collaborative 

meaning-making does not necessarily imply consensus. In some cases, it may 

result in mutual understanding; in others, it may involve reaching a 

functional compromise, identifying the source of a misunderstanding, 
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recognizing incompatible assumptions, or accepting the legitimacy of 

multiple interpretations. This is particularly relevant to intercultural 

communication because participants may draw on different interpretive 

resources within the same exchange and may differ in what they consider to 

require explanation, what they regard as appropriate, how they interpret a 

message, or what they treat as salient. Collaborative meaning-making 

enables such differences to become objects of negotiation rather than 

obstacles to communication. Research on intercultural virtual exchange 

similarly demonstrates that meaning negotiation may become a central site 

at which intercultural understanding is constructed, questioned, and 

sometimes left unresolved (Canals, 2024). In summary, dialogic interaction, 

reflective engagement, and collaborative meaning-making represent three 

interrelated dimensions of the same developmental process. Dialogic 

interaction involves reciprocal communication; reflective engagement 

entails the reinterpretation of communicative experience; and collaborative 

meaning-making involves the joint construction of understanding rather 

than assuming that meanings are pre-given. None of these processes is 

sufficient in isolation to produce intercultural competence development, 

but together they provide mechanisms through which such development 

may occur. Their interrelatedness also illustrates why ICC development is 

more appropriately conceptualized as cumulative rather than episodic. A 

single encounter may increase awareness of cultural difference, but 

sustained development is more likely to require repeated cycles of 

communication, interpretation, re-evaluation, and renewed participation. 
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All these experiences allow individuals to assess their understandings in 

whatever circumstances they encounter, determine whether further 

qualification is required, or recognize when an earlier interpretation is no 

longer appropriate. Recent mixed-methods research on virtual exchange 

similarly combines developmental outcomes with attention to underlying 

learning processes, reinforcing the value of examining change across 

cognitive, affective, behavioral, and interactional dimensions rather than 

relying on isolated outcomes (Chen, 2026).  

The process-oriented approach therefore shifts the focus of 

intercultural education away from the transmission of cultural information 

towards the facilitation of developmental engagement. The central issue is 

not simply whether students encounter diversity, but whether they are 

provided with opportunities to participate in meaningful dialogue, 

reinterpret communicative experiences, and collaboratively construct 

understandings with others over time. This approach also broadens the 

scope of ICC developmental outcomes. Thus, ICC development may involve 

greater willingness to engage with alternative viewpoints. It may also 

support an enhanced ability to generate multiple interpretations, and may 

facilitate an increased capacity to manage ambiguity. These outcomes are 

related but are not necessarily developed simultaneously. This process-

oriented perspective thus links pedagogy and development without 

conflating them. Thus, structured interaction provides the context for 

development; dialogue, reflection, and collaborative meaning-making 
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constitute the processes through which developmental engagement occurs; 

and ICC development refers to the changes that may emerge through 

repeated participation. The subsequent pedagogical challenge concerns 

how such conditions can be structured in higher education without reducing 

intercultural communication. 

2.6. Designing a Structured Intercultural Interaction Program 

The challenge of designing structured intercultural interaction is not 

simply to bring culturally diverse students together. The educational task is 

to develop a sequence of communicative situations in which participants can 

engage over time. The focus should therefore be not on the quantity of 

intercultural activities undertaken, but on the relationship between 

continuity, communicative challenge, relationship building, reflection, and 

collaboration. A sustained intercultural learning program should begin with 

the recognition that participants will not all have equal levels of confidence 

or experience in intercultural interaction. High expectations of extensive 

cultural disclosure or complex debate may therefore be inappropriate for 

some participants and may even discourage participation. Early interaction 

is better structured in ways that enable participants to develop familiarity 

and confidence across a range of communicative activities. Recent 

internationalization-at-home research similarly emphasizes the importance 

of deliberately organized interaction and dialogic engagement rather than 

assuming that intercultural capacity will emerge from diverse institutional 

environments alone (Dong et al., 2024; Einfalt, 2024). 
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The purpose of initial interaction is not necessarily to involve 

participants in ice-breaking exercises. Rather, these early activities should 

provide a foundation for subsequent interaction. Participants need to 

become sufficiently familiar with one another to reduce the discomfort 

associated with communicating with unfamiliar peers. Discussion, 

disagreement, questioning, and self-disclosure become more manageable 

when some degree of relational familiarity has been established. As 

familiarity develops, the level of communicative demand can increase, with 

participants moving from introductory exchanges towards more demanding 

forms of interaction such as explaining, comparing, interpreting, and 

responding to different perspectives. The key point is that progression does 

not involve moving from ‘simple cultures’ to ‘complex cultures’, but from 

relatively low-demand interaction towards more demanding and 

interdependent communication. Research on sustained virtual exchange 

similarly demonstrates how repeated interaction can expand the range of 

participatory actions available to learners over time (Ekin, 2025). This 

progression should not encourage participants to conceptualize culture as a 

predetermined set of themes or topics. For instance, a program organized 

around a ‘food week’, a ‘values week’, or a ‘national customs week’ may 

encourage participants to represent their cultures and reduce interaction to 

an exchange of information. Instead, activities should be organized around 

experiences, questions, dilemmas, interpretations, or problems with 

potential cultural relevance so that interaction can facilitate the exchange 

and negotiation of cultural meanings rather than the reproduction of 
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predetermined information. The increasing complexity of interaction should 

therefore also involve a movement away from parallel exchange towards 

interdependent communication. In parallel exchange, participants may 

express their views individually without necessarily responding to one 

another. More intensive forms of interaction require participants to refer 

back to previous contributions, ask follow-up questions, reformulate their 

own positions, and work collaboratively towards a shared outcome. The shift 

towards interdependent communication is important because it marks the 

transition from the presentation of cultural information to dialogic 

engagement. Recent work on internationalization at home likewise 

identifies dialogue as a pedagogical means of stimulating intercultural 

capacity rather than treating intercultural learning as the acquisition of 

cultural information alone (Einfalt, 2024). At this stage, joint tasks become 

particularly important. When participants share a common task, they need 

to attend to one another’s contributions in order to work together 

effectively. The requirement to make joint decisions, solve problems 

collaboratively, compare and analyze material, participate in a simulated 

scenario, or produce a shared outcome makes differences in perspective and 

interpretation relevant to the task itself. Successful task completion should 

not, however, be assumed to require consensus. Participants can develop 

intercultural understanding through examining the reasons for 

disagreement as well as through reaching agreement. The educational aim 

is to sustain interaction for long enough to allow differences in perspective 

to be examined and understood rather than presuming that they must be 
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resolved. Structured virtual-exchange designs that integrate preparation, 

intercultural exchange, and reflection similarly illustrate the pedagogical 

value of linking interaction to purposeful tasks while allowing learners to 

explore cultural meanings rather than simply reproduce factual knowledge 

(Pérez-Núñez, 2024).  

Reflection should be integrated throughout the sequence of activities 

rather than confined to a final retrospective exercise. Its role is to enable 

learners to consider how different experiences relate to one another over 

time. Students may be encouraged to examine how their expectations have 

changed, which aspects of interaction have proved difficult, whether earlier 

interpretations remain plausible, and how developing relationships 

influence subsequent interaction. Reflection is likely to be most productive 

when linked to specific events rather than to general claims about what has 

been learned about culture. Reflecting on how understanding of a particular 

conversation has changed, why a breakdown in understanding occurred, or 

how an interlocutor’s later actions have reshaped earlier assumptions is 

likely to generate more insight than simply considering ‘what has been 

learned about another culture’. A longer program should also allow 

opportunities for revisiting earlier issues so that participants can trace 

changes in interpretation across successive encounters. The temporal 

dimension of interaction is therefore pedagogically significant: time does not 

in itself produce development, but it enables cumulative interaction, 

reinterpretation, and repeated experimentation with communicative 
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strategies. Recent virtual-exchange studies similarly combine repeated 

interaction with reflective activity, reinforcing the importance of linking 

communicative experience to subsequent interpretation and participation 

(Ekin, 2025; Robinson & Manegre, 2025).  

Communicative confidence may also develop within such a structure. 

Repeated participation in situations where communication continues 

despite hesitation, linguistic limitations, contradiction, and uncertainty can 

demonstrate that such difficulties are manageable. Confidence can 

therefore be grounded in the recognition that communicative difficulties can 

be negotiated rather than in the assumption that they do not exist. The 

instructor’s role consequently requires careful calibration. Excessive 

intervention risks transforming intercultural communication into an activity 

in which the teacher controls each aspect of participation, whereas 

insufficient support may leave students without adequate assistance in 

managing participation and interactional difficulties. For example, the 

teacher takes responsibility for supporting students in understanding the 

purpose of a task, create effective conditions for inclusive participation, 

offer prompts for higher-level conceptual discussion. Additionally, the 

teacher provides clarification when meaning is uncertain and provides 

opportunities to reflect on and revisit particular issues. Equal speaking time 

is not necessarily the most appropriate indicator of meaningful 

participation. Yet, consistent marginalization of particular participants 

constitutes a pedagogical concern. Therefore, structured interaction should 
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remain flexible: participants need sufficient structure to sustain 

engagement. In the same vein, there should be sufficient openness for 

questions, contradictions, similarities, and reinterpretations to emerge in 

unanticipated ways. From this perspective, an intercultural course can 

involve overlapping phases of participation, especially in a multi-week 

program. In this program, participants are expected to have accessible 

opportunities to communicate and develop familiarity with one another. As 

interaction progresses, they may develop greater mutual engagement and 

communicative interdependence This could be achieved by collaborative 

activities as they support joint interpretation, while reflective processes 

enable participants to connect and reconsider accumulated experience. The 

structure therefore progresses from enabling access to participation, from 

participation to dialogue, and from dialogue towards increasingly reflective 

and collaborative engagement. These phases are neither fixed nor strictly 

sequential, but they provide continuity that enables intercultural 

experiences to become cumulative rather than remain isolated events. 

Ultimately, the purpose of structured intercultural interaction is to build 

cumulative experience: students are encouraged not merely to encounter 

difference, but to sustain communication in its presence, reflect on 

interpretations, develop familiarity, negotiate meaning, and carry insights 

from one encounter into subsequent interaction. In this way, structured 

interaction transforms multicultural contact into an educational context in 

which intercultural communicative competence can develop. 
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2.7. Impacts of Intercultural Awareness and Communication 

Confidence 

The developmental impacts of guided intercultural contact are hardly 

observable within a single domain as they emerge across distinct areas of 

participation. They include intercultural communicative competence, 

intercultural awareness, and communication confidence. These three 

dimensions are conceptually distinct, yet all form part of the developmental 

process. Considering them together enables a richer account than would be 

possible through a single overarching measure of intercultural competence. 

Recent higher education research similarly indicates that different 

dimensions of intercultural development may change at different rates 

rather than progressing uniformly (Li & Kulich, 2025; Yang et al., 2025). 

Intercultural communicative competence refers to participants’ developing 

ability to engage with culturally and socially relevant differences in ways that 

are adaptive, interpretable, and communicatively viable. In a university 

context, ICC development cannot be understood merely as an increase in 

intercultural knowledge. Rather, it is more appropriately reflected in how 

participants engage with unfamiliar viewpoints, manage uncertainty, revise 

their interpretations, and sustain communication in challenging situations. 

One dimension of development involves moving away from immediate 

cultural explanations and interpreting behavior within a more 

contextualized framework. In the early stages of intercultural engagement, 

unfamiliar behavior may readily be interpreted through cultural 



Intercultural Communication in Motion 

91 

explanations, particularly because readily available cultural stereotypes can 

provide seemingly straightforward accounts. With further experience and 

increased knowledge of the interlocutor as an individual, however, it 

becomes increasingly difficult to attribute every aspect of behavior to 

culture. Students may consequently develop a greater ability to distinguish 

among culture-specific, situational, and individual factors. This does not 

mean that culture loses its significance in intercultural encounters; rather, 

its role changes. Culture becomes an interpretive starting point rather than 

a definitive explanation. Prior knowledge may still be drawn upon, but 

interpretations need to remain open to revision. Recent research with 

university students similarly demonstrates that intercultural competence 

may develop even among learners with limited prior intercultural 

experience, while also underscoring variation across individual dimensions 

of competence (Yang et al., 2025). Closely related to this process is 

intercultural awareness, which can be described as increasing awareness of 

the implicit cultural and personal assumptions that shape perceptions of self 

and others. Through intercultural contact, participants may begin to 

recognize beliefs and communicative habits that had previously remained 

taken for granted because they had not been subjected to scrutiny. Practices 

such as asking questions, participating in discussion, expressing 

disagreement, using indirectness, showing respect, interrupting, or sharing 

information in group work may become newly salient when encountered 

alongside alternative practices. Intercultural awareness therefore develops 

in two directions: greater awareness of cultural difference and greater 
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recognition that one’s own expectations are situated within particular social 

and cultural contexts. Both dimensions are important because an exclusive 

focus on the cultural other risks reproducing the asymmetry that 

intercultural awareness is intended to challenge. Recent classroom research 

based on reflective journals likewise reports development across multiple 

dimensions of intercultural competence, while showing that particular 

components may progress asynchronously (Li & Kulich, 2025). Increased 

intercultural awareness also does not necessarily produce greater certainty. 

What may previously have been confidently attributed to cultural difference 

may subsequently require consideration from several perspectives. Such 

interpretive complexity should not be understood as confusion, but as 

greater recognition of the limitations of broad cultural generalizations. 

Communication confidence constitutes another, although analytically 

distinct, dimension of development. A student may possess substantial 

intercultural knowledge while still lacking sufficient confidence to 

participate in intercultural communication. Communication confidence 

refers here to the perceived capacity to participate under conditions of 

linguistic or interpretive difficulty, including the ability to sustain interaction 

and re-establish mutual understanding following miscommunication. Within 

structured interaction, confidence may develop as participants accumulate 

evidence that communication can remain viable even when it is imperfect. 

Through repeated encounters, they may learn that clarification can be 

requested, explanations reformulated, disagreement managed, and limited 
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linguistic resources used while communication remains effective. This 

understanding differs from a view of confidence as merely a consequence of 

improved language proficiency. Although linguistic ability contributes, 

intercultural communication confidence also involves how participants 

approach the perceived risks associated with communicating across 

linguistic and cultural difference. Recent studies continue to demonstrate a 

close relationship among foreign-language anxiety, perceived 

communicative resources, and willingness to communicate. Jiang and Wu 

(2026) found that foreign-language anxiety negatively predicted 

intercultural willingness to communicate among Chinese international 

students, whereas social initiative, open-mindedness, and cultural empathy 

were positively associated with it. Similarly, Bakri and Tannenbaum (2025) 

found a negative relationship between language anxiety and willingness to 

communicate among university students operating in an additional-

language environment. 

The relational dimension of interaction is particularly relevant to 

confidence. Interaction with an unfamiliar person involves negotiating both 

linguistic uncertainty and uncertainty concerning the interlocutor. As 

interaction continues, participants accumulate shared experiences, 

expectations, and communicative routines that have proved effective. 

Confidence may therefore increase because the communicative situation 

does not need to be negotiated entirely anew in each encounter. 

Development in ICC, intercultural awareness, and communication 
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confidence is nevertheless unlikely to occur simultaneously. Some 

participants may become more willing to engage while developing relatively 

limited intercultural awareness; others may develop critical intercultural 

awareness while remaining linguistically tentative; still others may interact 

confidently while demonstrating limited awareness of alternative 

perspectives. Recent evidence supports this non-uniform view of 

development. Li and Kulich (2025), for instance, report asynchronous 

progression across specific components of intercultural competence, while 

research on intercultural contact among university students similarly 

suggests that different forms and qualities of contact are associated with 

varying levels of intercultural sensitivity (Pastena, 2025). These dimensions 

should therefore not be treated as equivalent or expected to progress along 

the same trajectory towards a single ideal endpoint. Development in one 

may nevertheless facilitate change in another: increased communication 

confidence may encourage further interaction; greater interaction may 

create additional opportunities for intercultural awareness; and increased 

awareness may in turn shape subsequent participation. 

Structured interaction enables such changes because development 

occurs over time through repeated encounters. Initial engagement may 

generate intercultural awareness; subsequent interactions may provide 

further opportunities for participation, reinterpretation, and increased 

confidence. This temporal dimension also means that development cannot 

be inferred from whether students enjoy a particular intercultural activity. 
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Enjoyment does not in itself indicate intercultural development, nor does it 

indicate its absence. Difficult experiences involving misunderstanding or 

disagreement may, in some cases, prove particularly valuable if participants 

remain engaged and subsequently reflect on what occurred. Because 

development is processual, observed changes need to be interpreted in 

relation to the processes through which they emerge. Measures of ICC, 

intercultural awareness, or communication confidence can indicate what 

changes, but not necessarily how those changes occur. 

2.8. Processes of Intercultural Development in Practice 

The developmental significance of dialogue, reflection, and 

collaborative meaning-making becomes clearest when these processes are 

related to what participants actually do during sustained intercultural 

contact. For structured contact to become developmentally significant, the 

crucial issue is not simply the presence of diversity within a group, but the 

extent to which participants are continually required to respond to others’ 

perspectives, interpretations, and communicative difficulties. Recent 

research on virtual exchange similarly suggests that intercultural 

development depends on how participants engage with, reflect on, and 

respond to interaction rather than on participation alone (Mattila et al., 

2026; Sandu, 2025). First, dialogue becomes apparent when interaction 

moves beyond the parallel exchange of statements. In this circumstance, 

participants begin responding actively to different aspects of one another’s 

contributions. One contribution influences what is followed. Moreover, a 
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question emerges in response to an answer; an explanation is elaborated 

because another participant has interpreted it in a particular way. Then, 

disagreement becomes an opportunity for further inquiry rather than an 

endpoint to communication. Dialogue is significant for interlocutors because 

students engage with perspectives not as decontextualized facts but as 

positions articulated by individuals who can explain, elaborate, contest, or 

revise them. Sustained dialogue also provides opportunities to move beyond 

simple, one-dimensional cultural comparisons. Early interaction focuses on 

relatively straightforward differences, whereas repeated encounters can 

enable more nuanced interpretations. This is because participants recognize 

intracultural variation and contextual complexity. Interaction consequently 

develops its own history as participants formulate questions on the basis of 

previous responses, refer back to earlier exchanges, and revisit prior 

interpretations. Recent higher-education virtual-exchange research 

highlights reciprocal dialogue and sustained interaction as important 

conditions for intercultural engagement and learning (Higgins, 2024; Mattila 

et al., 2026). Second, reflection becomes significant when participants 

reconsider the meaning of their experiences much more than their initial 

interpretations. During reflection, participants may experience surprise, 

disagreement, disapproval, or recognition of similarities with one’s own 

experience. The developmental significance lies not in the affective response 

itself, but in whether such responses become prompts for further 

interpretation. Reflection may involve recognizing that an initial assumption 

was overly simplistic, that another person’s actions may have been 
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misinterpreted, or that one’s own expectations contributed to 

communicative difficulty. Revisiting experience in this way creates analytical 

distance from initial explanations and becomes particularly meaningful 

when grounded in concrete interactional evidence. Repeated encounters 

enable participants to trace how earlier interpretations are modified in light 

of subsequent interaction; behavior initially interpreted as culturally 

determined, for instance, may be reconsidered as more knowledge of the 

interlocutor becomes available. This process is closely related to self-

awareness because participants may gradually recognize that their own 

communicative practices are also culturally and socially situated. Recent 

research on Chinese–Finnish virtual exchange similarly demonstrates that 

reflexive writing and internal dialogue can support intercultural self-

awareness, empathy, and the reinterpretation of significant encounters 

(Mattila et al., 2026). Reflection contributes to ICC precisely because it 

increases the revisability of interpretation rather than requiring definitive 

explanations. Finally, collaborative meaning-making occurs when 

participants move beyond exchanging perspectives and begin constructing 

understanding through interaction. This may involve clarifying the meaning 

of a term, comparing interpretations of an experience, negotiating how to 

approach a joint task, or developing a formulation that incorporates multiple 

perspectives. Consensus is not a necessary outcome. In many intercultural 

encounters, a productive result may instead consist of a clearer 

understanding of the basis of disagreement or sufficient shared 

understanding to sustain communication and complete a collaborative task. 
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This is particularly relevant in higher education, where participants may 

need to draw on diverse disciplinary, linguistic, educational, and cultural 

resources. Clarification, reformulation, comparison, questioning, and 

exemplification can make implicit assumptions available for examination, 

allowing communicative difficulty to become an opportunity for learning 

rather than simply an obstacle. Recent research on virtual exchange similarly 

emphasizes the role of collaborative online interaction in developing 

intercultural communication and cross-cultural collaboration, while also 

demonstrating that such processes unfold within the practical constraints of 

sustained mediated communication (Higgins, 2024). The collaborative 

dimension therefore ensures that intercultural learning is not treated as an 

isolated individual process: knowledge generated through interaction 

emerges through participants’ joint engagement and cannot be attributed 

exclusively to any one individual. 

In conclusion, dialogic interaction, reflective engagement, and 

collaborative meaning-making are most useful when their interdependence 

is recognized. They do not usually occur as discrete phenomena. Dialogue 

may reveal an interpretive divergence that prompts reflection; reflection 

may generate a new question that leads to further dialogue and potentially 

to collaboratively developed understanding; and collaborative activity may 

itself reveal an unrecognized disagreement that becomes the subject of 

subsequent reflection. The three processes therefore operate recursively 

rather than as a linear progression. This reciprocal relationship also helps 
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explain the importance of sustained interaction. Although a single encounter 

may contain moments of dialogue, reflection, and collaborative meaning-

making, repeated interaction allows the outcomes of these processes to 

influence subsequent encounters. Recent virtual-exchange research 

confirms that engagement is not uniformly positive or linear and that 

reflection, resistance, and changing orientations may coexist across an 

exchange, further supporting a process-oriented rather than outcome-only 

account of intercultural learning (Sandu, 2025). The integration of these 

processes also provides insight into the relationship between qualitative and 

quantitative evidence in intercultural development. Quantitative data can 

identify broader patterns of change in ICC, awareness, or confidence, 

whereas qualitative evidence can illuminate the interactional and 

interpretive processes through which such development may occur. Mixed-

methods research on virtual exchange illustrates the value of relating 

measurable changes in intercultural competence to participants’ 

experiences of communication and collaboration rather than relying on 

either form of evidence alone (Higgins, 2024). A process-oriented analysis 

also means that productive intercultural encounters should not be equated 

with smooth or conflict-free interaction. Development may emerge through 

disagreement, confusion, uncertainty, or resistance as well as through 

successful interaction. The critical issue is whether participants remain 

engaged with these experiences and are able to reinterpret them rather 

than withdrawing from them. Dialogue supports the continuation of 

interaction, reflection enables interpretations to be reconsidered, and 
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collaborative meaning-making provides the means through which sufficient 

shared understanding can be developed. Together, these processes help 

explain how culturally diverse interaction may become developmental: 

cultural differences are not merely encountered, but interpreted, discussed, 

negotiated, and incorporated into subsequent interaction. The implications 

of this perspective extend beyond individual skills to the design and 

objectives of internationalized higher education. 

Conclusion 

Higher education should distinguish between multiculturalism and 

interculturality. Although a culturally diverse campus provides social and 

educational resources, the extent to which students benefit from these 

resources depends on whether they are given realistic and meaningful 

opportunities to engage with them. The internationalization of higher 

education therefore requires attention beyond numerical indicators and 

institutional statistics to the forms of interaction and communication 

enabled by campus diversity. While institutions can increase the diversity of 

their student populations through international enrolment and mobility, 

attracting students from overseas or increasing student mobility does not in 

itself guarantee intercultural integration. An internationally diverse student 

population does not automatically constitute an interculturally integrated 

learning environment. Recent research on internationalization at home 

similarly emphasizes that meaningful intercultural learning depends on 

sustained interaction and the deliberate integration of intercultural 
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opportunities into curricular and institutional practice rather than diversity 

alone (Hua & Soh, 2026; Soulé, 2025). A developmental perspective 

therefore raises a different set of questions. Does the curriculum provide 

regular opportunities for students to interact with peers outside their 

established social networks? Are intercultural encounters purposeful and 

linked to learning objectives? Are students required to respond to unfamiliar 

perspectives or merely exposed to diversity? Is communicative breakdown 

treated as a potential site of learning? Are students given opportunities to 

reflect on interaction over time? These questions shift intercultural 

education away from short-term, event-based activities towards sustained, 

curriculum-based engagement. International weeks, multicultural events, 

one-off workshops, and similar activities may contribute to an atmosphere 

of multiculturalism, but they cannot substitute for regular, sustained, and 

purposeful intercultural communication. Where possible, higher education 

institutions should therefore integrate intercultural interaction into 

everyday curricular activity rather than confining it to occasional stand-alone 

events. Recent work on internationalization of the curriculum at home 

similarly stresses the need to embed international and intercultural 

dimensions systematically within programs and disciplines rather than 

relying on peripheral or optional activities (Eftekhari et al., 2025). 

Students who find intercultural communication challenging may benefit 

particularly from environments in which interaction forms part of the 

learning process. Courses, projects, internships, research activities, group 
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assignments, and interdisciplinary tasks can provide meaningful and 

purposeful opportunities for intercultural engagement. Such opportunities 

should also be accessible to all students. Otherwise, those who do not 

voluntarily participate in intercultural activities may derive limited benefit 

from increased campus diversity, while students who already feel confident 

in intercultural settings, have prior international experience, speak multiple 

languages, or possess established international networks may be more likely 

to engage. Pedagogically, the challenge is therefore to widen access to 

intercultural experience without reducing participation to a compulsory or 

coercive activity. Structured approaches can address this by providing clearly 

defined interactional goals, repeated engagement with the same peers, 

small-group interaction, gradually increasing communicative complexity, 

and some autonomy in how participants define their roles. Recent 

internationalization-at-home initiatives involving international students as 

conversational partners demonstrate the value of embedding such 

structured interaction within formal learning rather than leaving 

intercultural engagement to individual initiative (Çiftçi & Çinpolat, 2025). 

Through such design, educators can facilitate intercultural learning without 

requiring students to perform predetermined cultural identities. The 

educator’s role therefore shifts from transmitting cultural knowledge 

towards facilitating intercultural communication. Rather than lecturing on 

presumed cultural differences among populations, educators should create 

conditions in which students can communicate with one another and 

explore, analyze, and negotiate difference through interaction. Effective 
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facilitation also requires attention to power and participation. Educators 

need to recognise potential imbalances associated with language 

competence, confidence, familiarity with the institutional context, or access 

to communicative resources. They should also remain alert to the possibility 

that apparent intercultural misunderstandings may arise from task design or 

interactional conditions rather than from limitations in students’ 

intercultural competence. Educators should likewise avoid positioning 

students as representatives or ambassadors of particular cultures. Asking an 

international student to explain the beliefs or values of an entire cultural 

group may inadvertently reproduce assumptions of cultural homogeneity. 

Activities should instead allow students to draw on personal experience 

without requiring them to speak on behalf of a broader cultural category. 

Assessment of intercultural development likewise requires caution. 

Because intercultural competence is situational and developmental, it 

cannot be assessed solely through tests of factual cultural knowledge, while 

self-reported openness or confidence should not serve as the sole or primary 

indicator. Assessment is more informative when it draws on multiple forms 

of evidence, including changes in participation, interpretation of experience, 

collaborative activity, and responses to communicative uncertainty. Recent 

reviews confirm considerable diversity in both intercultural competence 

interventions and their evaluation and reinforce the need for 

multidimensional assessment rather than reliance on a single measure 

(Ramstrand et al., 2026). The same developmental perspective applies to 
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communication confidence. Confidence should not be treated simply as an 

individual attribute that must precede intercultural engagement; it may also 

develop through repeated educational experience. Opportunities to 

communicate despite uncertainty, request clarification, reformulate 

contributions, and manage linguistic variation can make participation 

increasingly manageable without implying that communicative difficulty 

disappears. 

Institutional support should therefore address both opportunity and 

participation. Diversity creates possibilities for intercultural engagement, 

while structured pedagogy supports access to and participation in those 

possibilities. An interculturally oriented university should consider how its 

curriculum, pedagogy, student networks, language policies, and informal 

learning environments shape students’ access to communication across 

difference. ICC development should likewise not be understood solely as an 

individual process. Although students develop individual capabilities, these 

capabilities are enacted within social and institutional environments that 

distribute communicative opportunities unevenly. Universities therefore 

have a role in facilitating the conditions under which intercultural 

participation can occur rather than expecting students to overcome 

linguistic, relational, and structural barriers individually. The value of 

structured intercultural interaction lies in its capacity to connect these 

levels: students develop through participation, while participation itself is 

shaped by pedagogical and institutional conditions. The process can 
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therefore be understood as a progression from multicultural presence to 

intercultural participation, from participation to structured interaction, and 

from structured interaction to developmental engagement. Cultural contact 

creates the potential for learning; communicative access creates 

opportunities for participation; structured interaction provides continuity 

and purpose; and dialogic, reflective, and collaborative processes contribute 

developmental depth to intercultural experience. These arguments also 

have implications for contemporary higher education because intercultural 

communication increasingly extends beyond physical face-to-face 

interaction on campus. International collaboration is now facilitated through 

virtual exchange, online and blended learning, collaborative digital 

platforms, and other forms of computer-mediated communication. Recent 

studies position virtual exchange as an important mode of 

internationalization at a distance, particularly where geographical mobility 

is constrained, while also emphasizing that its intercultural value depends 

on design, facilitation, and participant engagement (Çalıkoğlu et al., 2025; 

Sandu, 2025). Linguistic and cultural differences in digital environments also 

interact with interface design, asynchronous communication, camera use, 

multimodal communication, technological inequalities, and varying forms of 

relational distance. Although the concept of structured interaction remains 

relevant, what counts as structure changes when communication is 

technologically mediated. Taken together, these considerations suggest that 

the educational value of an internationalized university lies not simply in 

who is present on campus, but in the communicative opportunities that 
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students can realistically enter, sustain, and revisit. Structured intercultural 

interaction provides one means of transforming demographic diversity into 

purposeful educational engagement by combining continuity, reciprocity, 

interdependence, dialogue, reflection, and collaborative meaning-making. 

The resulting developmental process is neither automatic nor uniform, but 

it can support students in becoming more context-sensitive interpreters, 

more confident participants, and more reflective communicators across 

linguistic, cultural, and social difference. 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 3  

INTERCULTURAL COMMUNICATION IN TECHNOLOGY, 

RECURSION, AND DEVELOPMENT  
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Introduction 

Currently, digital technologies have a significant presence in language 

teaching, and in the way intercultural contact is arranged and mediated 

across distance. Virtual exchange is a technology-mediated context for 

sustained intercultural communication and development. Building on the 

conceptual and pedagogical foundations, this chapter focuses on the ways. 

digital technologies shape interaction, interpretation, reflection, 

miscommunication, and the development of intercultural communicative 

competence. To develop a sociocultural and process-oriented account of 

intercultural learning, particular attention is given to recursion: the 

proposition that earlier encounters can become resources for later 

interpretation and participation. On this basis, a recursive model of 

intercultural communicative competence development is proposed, 

followed by implications for the design, facilitation, research, and 

assessment of technology-mediated intercultural learning.  

3.1. Virtual Exchange in Intercultural Communication 

Virtual exchange is a particular type of sustained, technology-mediated 

intercultural contact between students in different geographical and 

institutional contexts. Definitions related to virtual exchange vary in breadth 

and emphasis, but they generally converge on structured online 

collaboration among geographically dispersed learners as part of an 

educational program (O’Dowd, 2021). When it emerged in the field in the 
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1990s, Cummins and Sayers (1995) introduced the concept as global learning 

networks. Little and Brammerts (1996) described it as tandem learning 

involving a partnership between people with different mother tongues 

working together to learn each other’s language and learn about each 

other’s culture. Warschauer (1999) referred to network-learning and virtual 

connections for intercultural exchanges. Moreover, in the 2000s, Belz and 

Müller-Hartmann (2003) utilized the term ‘telecollaboration’ to describe it 

internationally distanced language classes using internet communication 

tools “to support social interaction, dialogue. In language teaching, virtual 

exchange grew out of the tradition of telecollaboration and computer-

mediated intercultural communication (Belz & Müller-Hardmann, 2003; 

Guth & Helm, 2010). Intercultural communication is central to virtual 

exchange. However, it is important to note that this is not simply about 

transmitting cultural knowledge to learners. It is not just about what is 

discussed, but how students discuss it. Through communicating with 

interlocutors, students engage in activities such as describing experiences, 

discussing and comparing viewpoints, asking questions, responding to 

unfamiliar concepts, negotiating meaning, dealing with disagreement, and 

trying to understand what another person meant by their utterance (Byram, 

2021; O’Dowd, 2021). Culture is not simply something about which 

interaction occurs; it is also expressed through the communicative acts 

involved in making meaning and building relationships. Such acts include 

ways of opening and maintaining an interaction, agreeing or disagreeing, 

interpreting silences, using humor, negotiating politeness, constructing 
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identity, and responding to perceived misunderstanding (O’Dowd, 2021). 

These practices do not necessarily carry the same meanings for all parties. 

For instance, an interlocutor’s silence could mean to one participant that the 

interlocutor does not know what to say, while it might mean to another that 

he is not interested. One participant’s attempt to speak directly may be 

interpreted as impolite, and an attempted joke may not be perceived as 

humorous. As a result, intercultural communication can be understood as 

requiring interpretation on the part of students, and they are not only trying 

to understand what is being said, but also how to make sense of certain 

communicative acts (Kramsch, 2014). Consequently, the meaning produced 

in the context of virtual exchange may be better described as co-

constructed, rather than simply transmitted. The students are responding to 

each other in a context that already has a history. Interpretations may be 

validated, contested, or reworked as the conversation develops (Kramsch, 

2014). This is especially clear when one participant requests clarification, 

revises an earlier statement, challenges a belief, contests an earlier 

interpretation, or offers an alternative interpretation. This suggests that the 

nature of intercultural communication is less about perfectly shared 

understanding than about the ability of students to deal with ambiguity and 

difference. This view also calls into question the idea that intercultural 

contact automatically leads to intercultural learning. While contact can 

provide opportunities for growth, contact alone is not enough to produce 

intercultural learning. What matters is how the students interpret the 

situation, how they cope with ambiguity and communicative problems, and 
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even how they draw on their experience in subsequent encounters (Byram, 

2021; Chase et al., 2002; Helm, 2015; O’Dowd, 2021). In this respect, virtual 

exchange is a useful context for studying intercultural meaning-making as an 

ongoing communicative process rather than simply the act of people 

interacting.  

Another defining feature of virtual exchange is that it is sustained rather 

than incidental. In virtual exchange, students engage in structured online 

collaboration over time, which allows interactional histories to develop and 

creates opportunities for earlier experiences to inform later communication 

(Gutiérrez & O’Dowd, 2025; O’Dowd, 2021) in their learning settings or 

future careers. This is because students are able to build on previous 

interactions. For instance, an initial point of misunderstanding may later lead 

to greater insight. An assumption made in one interaction may later be 

corrected. A strategy that did not work in one situation may later be adapted 

in a subsequent interaction. The point is not that the contact repeats, but 

that earlier interaction can be used in later interaction. Because of this 

element of time, virtual exchange supports a developmental approach to 

intercultural competence. Rather than studying each interaction separately, 

relationships between multiple interactions can be examined, including how 

students remember past interactions, how expectations formed in an earlier 

interaction affect later interactions, and how later interactions change 

interpretations from earlier interactions. Thus, intercultural development 

can be understood as an ongoing process that develops over time in 
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response to a series of connected interactions, rather than as a direct result 

of intercultural contact. Finally, the interactional process is situated within a 

digital context. Interaction in virtual exchange is never independent of the 

technology involved. The use of video, audio, text chat, emojis, shared 

documents, screen-sharing software, and other digital tools influences how 

the students communicate and how they perceive, store, and revisit the 

content of their communication (Dooly & Vinagre, 2021; Guth & Helm, 2010; 

Thorne, 2016). Virtual exchange is simultaneously intercultural and 

technological. Therefore, any study of its potential for development needs 

to consider not just who is interacting with whom, but also the technological 

conditions under which interaction occurs. 

3.2. Technology-Mediated Virtual Exchange in CALL 

Virtual exchange is of particular relevance to the field of Computer 

Assisted Language Learning (CALL), especially in approaches that frame 

digital technologies not only as tools for instruction but also as spaces for 

social interaction. Previous generations of CALL focused on how technology 

could be used to present linguistic content, organize practice activities or 

deliver feedback. The development of networked communication in CALL 

has, however, led to a wider approach in which learners are given the 

opportunity to interact with remote partners using target languages. 

Technology in these contexts operates not only as a learning resource but 

also as a mediating space through which social interaction, meaning-making 

and communication take place among interlocutors. In this respect, virtual 
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exchange fits within this interactional tradition of CALL. Learners use 

technology to work together on tasks, to negotiate meaning and to build 

relationships with partners from other locations or cultures. 

Telecollaboration and virtual exchange have therefore emerged as 

important areas of research in CALL because of their potential to combine 

language learning with social interaction, collaboration, digital literacy and 

intercultural competence (Helm, 2024; O’Dowd, 2013, 2025; Potolia & 

Derivry-Plard, 2022). More recently, virtual exchange has also broadened to 

include various forms of digital collaboration, from social media to 

immersive technologies (Jauregi-Ondarra et al., 2025).  

As aforementioned, the technology-mediated dimension of virtual 

exchange is crucial. Mediation here goes beyond the mere use of 

technology. Digital technologies shape the communicative possibilities of 

the context by determining what students can see, how and when they can 

respond, what semiotic resources they can use, and what parts of the 

interaction can be recorded or revisited. The communicative setting is thus 

partially structured by how students use technology to facilitate and sustain 

their interactions. In the same vein, the various technological affordances 

enable different kinds of interaction. For instance, videoconferencing 

enables speakers to engage in spoken interaction, interpret facial 

expressions and embodied actions, and draw on prosodic and other non-

verbal resources, while also presenting constraints such as internet 

connectivity, framing of the camera, turn-taking, screen-sharing and audio 
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quality. Text-based communication, on the other hand, diminishes some of 

the pressure to respond immediately and gives users the time to draft, edit 

and revise their texts, but also restricts access to some non-verbal resources 

and the opportunity to clarify misunderstandings. Thus, technologies do not 

simply serve as conduits through which face-to-face interaction can be 

enacted; rather, they shape the forms of interaction that are made possible 

in virtual exchange. In addition, the technological affordances also 

determine the semiotic resources that students can use to construct 

intercultural meaning (Björkvall & Engblom, 2010). Students can use 

combinations of speech and writing, exchange hyperlinks, share 

screenshots, send emojis, react to posts, co-author documents, and make 

use of many other digital resources. Interactions are therefore multimodal, 

involving more than language. For instance, a participant might use a 

screenshot to illustrate a culturally specific item, a text message to aid 

comprehension when the audio is poor, or an emoji to soften an interaction 

that might seem overly direct. Similar findings have been reported in studies 

of video-mediated telecollaboration, which show how students use 

multimodal and interactional resources to negotiate meaning in online 

collaborative tasks (Ekin & Balaman, 2024). This, in turn, implies that even 

minor technological decisions may take on social and intercultural meaning. 

Decisions about whether to use the camera, how quickly to respond, 

whether to interrupt, what emojis to use, or how formal one’s written 

contributions are may all be open to interpretation. Such practices are not 

simply technological. They may be interpreted according to students’ 
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existing notions about attention, politeness, involvement, responsiveness, 

formality, and social presence, and thus may become part of intercultural 

meaning-making. This matters because it challenges a technologically 

deterministic view of virtual exchange. Making videoconferencing software 

available to learners or ensuring that they are connected to the Internet 

does not automatically lead to intercultural contact, nor will it necessarily 

lead to the development of intercultural competence. While technology 

enables certain types of contact, its pedagogical utility depends upon the 

interaction of technological affordances, task design, learner agency, 

communicative practices, and students’ perceptions of each other (Canals, 

2024; Helm, 2024; Hsieh, 2022; O’Dowd, 2025).  

Regarding technological affordances, the same technological feature 

may play different roles at different points in interaction. For instance, the 

chat feature may be used to clarify an unknown word, to give a quieter 

student another opportunity to participate, to manage participation by 

students who may otherwise dominate the interaction, to compensate for 

poor audio, or to produce a written record that can be referred back to. 

Video recordings may first be produced to capture interaction and later be 

drawn upon for reflective purposes. Similarly, a technical failure may limit 

communication, but it may also encourage students to seek alternative ways 

to establish understanding. Thus, technological mediation is not static. This 

view also implies that users and technology interact with one another. 

Although technology influences interaction, users may also adapt 
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technologies to meet their communicative goals. With experience, students 

may come to understand which tools work best to resolve 

misunderstandings, when multimodal resources may minimize the risk of 

misinterpretation, and what aspects of the platform enable or inhibit 

participation. Longitudinal studies of virtual exchange students have found 

that repeated video-mediated interaction leads to students gradually 

expanding their interactional repertoires (Ekin, 2025; Tecedor Cabrero, 

2013). Students may thus develop both technological and communicative 

competence over time. Nonetheless, technology should not be seen as a 

backdrop to intercultural communication. Instead, technology is part of the 

system through which students make, negotiate, misunderstand, repair, and 

retain meaning. This fits with social and sociocultural perspectives in CALL, 

which emphasize mediation, interaction, and participation in social 

activities, rather than individual reactions to technology. This also has 

implications for the conceptualization of intercultural development. If 

technology-mediated interaction changes from one interactional event to 

the next, and if students continuously adjust their communicative and 

technological behaviors, then intercultural competence cannot be 

understood as a stable collection of abilities manifested in brief interactions. 

3.3. Intercultural Competence as a Process of Development   

When intercultural communication is considered as ongoing 

interaction, however, it becomes difficult to treat intercultural competence 

as a stable property or as a discrete set of attributes that an individual simply 
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possesses or lacks. In this light, intercultural competence may be better 

conceptualized as an emergent capacity that develops through learners’ 

engagement with experience, interaction, interpretation, and 

reinterpretation. This is especially true for virtual exchange, where learners 

are not ‘tabula rasa’ at the outset and then develop a discrete set of 

intercultural skills. Byram’s (1997) influential account of intercultural 

communicative competence foregrounds the interaction of knowledge, 

attitudes, skills of interpreting and relating, skills of discovery and 

interaction, and critical cultural awareness. Therefore, learners may already 

have experiences, assumptions, expectations, communicative norms, 

identities, and interpretive schemas that influence initial interpretations of 

the interlocutor and the interaction. While some initial interpretations may 

be reinforced over time, others may be challenged or modified. 

Consequently, intercultural development can be understood as emerging 

from the interplay between learners’ existing resources and the resources 

made available through subsequent interaction. While recent research into 

virtual exchange suggests that intercultural development is not automatic 

through interaction with culturally different interlocutors (Ekin, 2025; 

Mitchell & Suransky, 2024), participation may offer opportunities for 

development (Helm, 2014). The degree to which any given interaction has 

developmental potential depends on how learners engage with and 

interpret the experience. For instance, a student may encounter an 

unfamiliar interpretation but choose not to pursue it further, encounter a 

breakdown in communication without revisiting an initial assumption, or 
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participate in an interaction without modifying previous understandings. On 

the other hand, an interaction that seems difficult or unsuccessful may be 

highly developmental if it causes the student to reconsider an initial 

interpretation or modify subsequent communicative behavior. It is thus 

necessary, but not sufficient, to ask whether virtual exchange develops 

intercultural competence. Such questions direct attention primarily to what 

is different about the start and end of an exchange. By contrast, the question 

of how development occurs is a process-oriented question. Particularly 

relevant are the ways in which learners identify difference, make sense of 

ambiguous behavior, negotiate uncertainty, reconsider prior assumptions, 

and modify communicative practice. Intercultural development should not, 

however, be conceived as a linear movement from lower to higher levels of 

intercultural competence. A learner might demonstrate significant openness 

and sensitivity to interpretation in one interaction while returning to 

stereotyped or prematurely constructed interpretations in another. A 

learner might become more comfortable interacting with one partner while 

becoming more aware of the complexity of intercultural interpretation. This 

increased awareness of complexity might actually diminish communicative 

confidence in some instances. Development will likely include inconsistency, 

stagnation, incomplete understanding, and reinterpretation. This non-linear 

perspective is particularly crucial given that intercultural competence 

involves interpretation, not just performance. Instead of selecting a 

communicative strategy from a pre-established repertoire, learners must 

continuously interpret others’ communicative behavior in context. 
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Interpretations are always tentative: an interpretation that makes sense in 

an early interaction may need to be modified later as students learn more 

about one another’s context (Broome, 1991; Tugiman et al., 2025). 

Development can thus be revealed not only in communicative behavior, but 

also in an increasing ability to suspend judgement, consider other 

possibilities, or acknowledge the provisional nature of the first 

interpretation. Here, misunderstanding becomes significant. Under a view 

of intercultural competence as communicative effectiveness, 

misunderstanding might indicate that a participant has failed to 

communicate effectively. But in a developmental view, misunderstanding 

can also reveal previously unseen assumptions. Students might realize that 

different meanings have been ascribed to the same words, that different 

pragmatic norms have been applied, or that the same action has been 

interpreted differently. Similarly, research on intercultural virtual exchange 

emphasizes that understanding must be negotiated, that it might be 

incomplete or disputed, and that it cannot be taken for granted to emerge 

simply from intercultural contact (Canals, 2024). Misunderstanding, 

therefore, has developmental value not in its occurrence per se, but in the 

ways in which students deal with it. The issue may be ignored, attributed to 

some vague ‘cultural difference’, or interpreted as confirmation of a 

previous belief. Alternatively, students may try to understand the cause, ask 

questions, seek another interpretation, or revisit an earlier understanding. 

An interactional problem may, therefore, result in very different 



Intercultural Communication in Motion 

120 

developmental consequences depending on how it is interpreted and 

reinterpreted. 

Like misunderstanding, reflection also plays a critical developmental 

role a critical role because it links experience to interpretation. Reflection 

can take place within the interaction, when a participant realizes that a 

response does not fit, or after the interaction. Reflection may also occur 

after the interaction, when there is sufficient distance from the event to 

reconsider what happened. Either way, reflection involves moving beyond 

describing the event and considering why a particular interpretation was 

made, what beliefs underpin it, and what other interpretations were 

available. This view is also consistent with recent designs for virtual 

exchange that incorporate reflection as part of intercultural learning rather 

than as a separate activity disconnected from the experience (Pérez-Núñez, 

2024). Furthermore, this view distinguishes intercultural competence from 

cultural knowledge. Cultural knowledge can provide a useful set of 

interpretive tools, but it does not necessarily predict how a specific 

interlocutor will behave or communicate. Treating cultural knowledge as a 

predictor can restrict interpretation by leading to more stereotypical, overly 

broad attributions and less attention to the individual and the interactional 

situation. Intercultural competence, therefore, requires not only knowledge, 

but also the ability to assess how, when, and why that knowledge is applied. 

A developmental view therefore shifts the focus from what people know 

about cultural difference to how cultural difference is interpreted, 
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negotiated, and reconsidered. Signs of development may include higher 

tolerance for ambiguity, less hasty interpretation, more requests for 

clarification, fewer overly broad attributions, more willingness to entertain 

other interpretations, and a greater range of communicative options. Similar 

claims of development in intercultural competence, communication 

practices, and willingness to communicate have been reported in studies of 

virtual and digital language exchange, supporting a view of competence as a 

developmental process (Arias-Cifuentes & Solano-Cahuana, 2025; Ekin, 

2025).  

In summary, the above-mentioned perspective raises a further 

theoretical question of how the transformation of experience into 

development can be accounted for. If development emerges through 

participation, interpretation, and rethinking prior experiences, an 

explanatory model grounded in sociocultural theory is needed that links 

social interaction, mediational means, and development. 

3.4. Sociocultural Approaches to Technology-Mediated 

Communication  

Sociocultural approaches have been helpful in exploring intercultural 

development in virtual exchange because they consider learning as 

mediated, socially grounded, and dynamic. In this view, knowledge and skills 

are not viewed as things individuals possess and then express in 

communication. Rather, they are seen as evolving in the course of 
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participation in social activity. Thus, communication is not simply a setting 

in which existing competence can be observed but a setting in which new 

modes of thought, understanding, and behaviour can also develop through 

mediated interaction among interlocutors. In this respect, mediation is a key 

concept in sociocultural theory. Individuals do not interact with the world 

directly, but through mediational means developed in history and culture 

(e.g., language, symbols, tools, social roles, backgrounds, experiences, and 

customs). From the Vygotskian point of view, language is particularly 

important because it serves both as a medium of communication and as a 

means of structuring experience. There is no sharp divide between the social 

and the individual, since social activity can become internalized and 

influence individual action for social actors or agents as defined by the 

Common European Framework of References (CEFR) for Languages. The 

CEFR emphasizes mediation in the communication of meaning. In the CEFR 

Companion Volume, online messaging is also underlined for virtual exchange 

via digital technologies. Nevertheless, digital technologies in virtual 

exchange do not merely act as conduits for message delivery. They influence 

what kinds of communication occur, what kinds of communicative actions 

are possible, when responses can be produced, what features of interaction 

are observable, and whether communicative events can be revisited. As 

such, technology in virtual exchange is a mediational tool for the activity 

rather than a neutral context. Hence, mediation extends beyond any single 

activity and encompasses multiple forms. As a matter of fact, multiple types 

of mediation are at play in virtual exchange. Students bring to the interaction 
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certain linguistic and cultural knowledge, beliefs, identities, communicative 

norms, and past experience. In addition, communication occurs through 

technological tools with particular affordances and limitations. 

Understanding therefore arises from the interplay of linguistic, cultural, 

individual, social, and technological factors in the nature of communication. 

Regarding this issue, CALL researchers have recently stressed the value of 

interaction and participation in social and technological settings for 

collaborative language learning and virtual exchange (Gutiérrez & O’Dowd, 

2025; Lomicka & Benoit, 2025). 

Upon consideration of collaborative language learning, sociocultural 

approaches highlight the mutual nature of communication. Meaning is not 

seen as something already formed and transferred intact from one person 

to another. Students instead build working meanings through inquiry, 

explanation, rephrasing, clarification, expansion, and negotiation through 

collaboration. Thus, the meaning of an utterance or behavior may depend 

on how others react to it. Interaction is therefore a two-way process: 

students observe how communicative acts are understood by others and 

adapt subsequent behavior. This process is particularly relevant in 

intercultural communication since shared meaning systems cannot be taken 

for granted. An action that seems obvious to one participant may not mean 

the same thing to another. If discrepancies arise, students may need to make 

meanings clear, add details, clarify intentions, or rethink previous ideas. 

Through joint efforts, interaction can become a site of development rather 
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than just a place where existing knowledge is interpreted. On this view, 

communicative failures should not be attributed to one participant alone. 

Misunderstanding could arise from interpersonal relations, different 

interpretations, expectations, and mediational resources. Inadequate 

understanding therefore cannot always be attributed to a lack of language 

skills or cultural knowledge. It might result from conflicting views, unclear 

communicative situations, or technical limitations that have implications for 

repair. In this manner, students may attempt to resolve communicative 

difficulty by asking for clarification, repeating or rephrasing contributions, 

moving between oral and written modes, using visual resources, adding 

contextual information, or making explicit reference to alternative 

interpretations. Technology may feature directly in such processes. A spoken 

contribution that fails to be understood in videoconferencing, for instance, 

could be entered into the chat. An image or a link might disambiguate an 

unknown referent or an interactional record might allow previous turns to 

be revisited. Thus, meaning is co-constructed not just interpersonally, but 

technologically. Additionally, technology may also impose additional 

constraints. Delays in audio transmission can interfere with turn-taking; 

limited visual information can make it harder to interpret the intentions of 

interlocutors; and asynchronous communication can remove contextual 

support from an utterance, making it more difficult to interpret. Research 

also reveals that aspects of virtual environments may affect feelings of social 

presence, participation, and anxiety (Della Longa et al., 2022; Nissen et al., 

2025). Technology should thus be seen as part of the interactional conditions 
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of communication, affecting the way meaning is constructed by enabling, 

constraining, and altering the resources at students’ disposal. 

A further reason for adopting a sociocultural perspective is its ability to 

explain development over time. As individuals participate in socially 

mediated activity, access is gained to resources that may affect subsequent 

action. For instance, recurring difficulty in interpreting a conversation 

partner’s silence may increase awareness that silence can be interpreted in 

different ways. Likewise, a learner who discovers that text chat can aid 

clarification during videoconferencing might begin to rely more frequently 

on multimodal resources in future interactions. In this way, the experience 

gained from one interaction can serve as a resource for later participation. 

The temporal dimension is crucial because it emphasizes the social and 

historical nature of learning. An interaction is not always approached as if it 

were entirely novel. Previous experience shapes expectations, focus, 

interpretation, and communicative behavior. An assumption that was 

questioned in one interaction may be approached with more caution in a 

subsequent one; a strategy that proved successful in resolving 

misunderstanding may become more accessible for future use; and a 

problem left unaddressed may continue to affect how a subsequent 

interaction is interpreted. This aspect of sociocultural theory is especially 

applicable to virtual exchange, where the same students often meet 

repeatedly over an extended period of time and thus have many 

opportunities to draw upon earlier experiences. Recent studies likewise 
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emphasize the importance of repeated contact and sustained online 

interaction for intercultural learning rather than a single interaction 

(Gutiérrez & O’Dowd, 2025; Robinson & Manegre, 2025). The potential for 

development in virtual exchange does not lie simply in the number of 

interactions, but rather in the degree to which experiences from different 

interactions become linked. Therefore, a sociocultural perspective makes it 

possible to view technology-mediated virtual exchange as an activity shaped 

by social and historical factors. 

3.5. Recursion and Intercultural Development  

Recursion provides a way to describe the ways in which intercultural 

development might happen across different encounters. The recursive 

perspective is not about treating every communicative encounter as distinct 

from all other communicative encounters. Instead, it focuses on the ways in 

which some past encounters continue to be relevant in future encounters. 

What students notice, misperceive, infer, clarify, or renegotiate in one 

encounter may carry over to affect participation in another encounter. 

Intercultural development is thus possible as earlier experience is 

reactivated and reinterpreted in a series of encounters. Nonetheless, when 

the terms ‘reactivated’ and ‘reinterpreted’ are considered, recurrence 

should not be confused with repetition. It is certainly possible for students 

to have repeated interaction without making major changes to assumptions, 

strategies, or interpretations. In this sense, development is made possible 

when previous encounters inform participation in future encounters. A 
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previous miscommunication may increase awareness of uncertainty, a 

communicative strategy may be altered after a particular communicative 

attempt fails, and a previously held assumption may be reconsidered after a 

previous interaction. Recursion thus implies both continuity and change. 

Thus, in recent years, there have been some attempts to investigate links 

between encounters in virtual exchange studies by conducting longitudinal 

research in terms of recursion. Ekin (2025), for instance, suggests that 

students may gradually increase the variety of interactional resources used 

in video-mediated exchange and that later encounters are influenced by 

previous communicative experience. This is crucial because it moves the 

focus away from single moments of interaction and towards long-term 

trajectories of participation. Development can therefore be observed in how 

students’ interpretations, use of interactional resources, ability to repair 

communication breakdowns, or responses to interlocutors change over time 

in recursion. 

Regarding students’ interpretations, the recursive account is observed 

to be different from a strictly cumulative view of learning, where 

development happens through the gradual acquisition of knowledge or 

skills. Intercultural learning is not necessarily a linear process. Students may 

experience the same type of difficulty multiple times before understanding 

it in a new way. Interpretations formed during one encounter might be re-

evaluated in another, and what worked well in one context might fail in a 

subsequent encounter. Development is thus a process of recurrence, 
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reconsideration, and revision rather than mere accumulation. This non-

linear view is especially relevant in intercultural communication since 

meanings and expectations are often context-specific. Learners do not 

necessarily learn fixed rules that always work in every situation. Past 

experiences provide tentative frameworks for interpretation. Certain 

patterns may be recognized from previous encounters, while subsequent 

encounters may call them into question or prompt their adaptation. 

Development thus depends on being able to make use of previous 

experience without turning it into rigid expectations. This process may 

therefore vary across individuals. For instance, a participant initially 

interprets a conversation partner’s silence as a sign of disinterest or 

disapproval. During a subsequent encounter, the same behavior may be 

understood in terms of poor connection, language processing time, 

momentary pause, or different norms around conversational silence. The 

participant may then become less likely to assume that such silence must 

imply disinterest or disapproval in future interactions. The change here is 

not caused by the occurrence of silence itself or any particular individual 

encounter. Rather, the change results from how earlier experiences are 

related to later experiences and how those earlier experiences are 

reinterpreted. This example also suggests that recursion should not be 

viewed simply as reflection after the fact. Reflection is developmentally 

useful only if it affects the resources that students bring to future 

interactions. A participant may come to realize that an earlier interpretive 

mistake was made, but the recognition has no developmental significance if 
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it has no consequences for attention, expectations, or communicative 

behavior in subsequent interactions. Recursion thus connects meaning-

making about past interactions with participation in future ones. This idea is 

especially relevant in the context of virtual exchange because it often allows 

students to engage repeatedly with the same person or group and thus to 

develop an interactional history together. Earlier exchanges might be 

remembered or brought up in later ones. Digital tools can also aid this 

process if they enable students to preserve or return to records of previous 

encounters, such as chat transcripts, recordings, or shared files. Recursion 

should not, however, be confused with progress. Repeated interaction can 

reinforce existing beliefs just as easily as it can challenge them. For instance, 

if the same communicative problems are explained by increasingly simplified 

cultural stereotypes, repetition may lead to greater stereotyping rather than 

to intercultural openness. The developmental value of recursion depends 

not just on whether experience is repeated, but also on how the experience 

is understood, reflected upon, and reassessed. This accords with previous 

research that finds intercultural understanding in virtual exchange to be 

negotiated and potentially incomplete or contested (Canals, 2024), as well 

as with evidence that continued engagement in virtual exchange can 

support the development of interactional and intercultural competence 

while also generating experiences that are not uniformly positive (Ekin, 

2025; Robinson & Manegre, 2025). Recursive interaction, then, should not 

be regarded as a means of moving students to a higher level of intercultural 

competence. Instead, it refers to the process by which earlier experience 
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informs later action, either through revising previous interpretations, 

greater hesitation in certain situations, resistance, increased attunement to 

the interaction, or reaffirmation of earlier interpretations. This approach to 

recursion foregrounds the role of time in intercultural development. The 

developmental importance of a given interaction cannot always be gauged 

based on what happens within that interaction alone. A seemingly 

unremarkable exchange might be important when considered alongside a 

later interaction, while a conversation that seems like an intercultural 

breakthrough might have little long-term significance if it has no bearing on 

future communicative actions. Development is thus not found within 

discrete interactions, but in the connections between them. 

3.6. Exploring Intercultural Development in Virtual Exchange  

Virtual exchange affords an opportunity to explore intercultural 

development because it occurs within a context that includes sustained 

interaction. In virtual exchange, students interact through technology with 

peers from different language and cultural communities over a period of 

time and, usually, as part of various tasks. Thus, it offers the potential for 

communicative relationships to develop, and for interactions over time to 

build upon prior experiences and affect future expectations, interpretations, 

and responses. However, although structured, virtual exchange also 

contains an element of unpredictability. Even when students are given tasks 

with clear objectives or prompts, communication will still be socially 

mediated and subject to students’ choices, past experiences, identities, 
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interests, and communicative preferences. As a result, the same tasks might 

produce different levels of engagement, challenge, confusion, or reflection 

for different students or even for the same participant at different times. 

Because of these features, virtual exchange is a suitable context for 

exploring intercultural development in interaction. 

Recent studies of virtual exchange also explore changes over time in 

interaction in relation to intercultural development. Studies of participation, 

intercultural understanding, and communicative practice in virtual exchange 

follow students’ interaction across multiple weeks or months (e.g., Ekin, 

2025; Nguyen et al., 2024). These studies suggest a move away from viewing 

intercultural competence as something that is achieved and measured at 

one moment in time. Rather, it is viewed as a process in which the 

significance lies in the ongoing continuity, variation, and change that occur. 

To study this process, interactional evidence is necessary since transcripts of 

conversations, messages, and other interactional artefacts can provide 

records of how students ask questions, deal with unfamiliar ideas, handle 

disagreements, negotiate meaning, seek clarification, or alter 

communicative behavior. This allows for comparison between earlier and 

later interaction to assess the persistence, decline, or emergence of 

particular patterns. Nonetheless, interactional data alone cannot indicate 

how students understand their own communicative behavior. One person’s 

action can appear the same as another’s, but the students may experience 

it differently. For instance, a silence might indicate uncertainty, 
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disengagement, a technological issue, or additional thinking time; a request 

for clarification might signal confusion, curiosity, or a desire to avoid 

misunderstanding. Reflective data are therefore useful for understanding 

how students interpret their own actions and how those interpretations may 

change over time. This is also important for interactional evidence. Indeed, 

both interactional and reflective evidence are needed to understand 

recursive development. A misunderstanding might arise in interaction, 

might be reconsidered later through reflection, and possibly reappear in a 

later interaction. It is in the relationship between the two forms of evidence 

that intercultural development can be identified. Studies of development in 

virtual exchange have also drawn on similar data, using combinations of 

interactional transcripts and reflective accounts (Ekin, 2025; Mattila et al., 

2026; Pérez-Núñez, 2024) in digital communication. Digital communication 

is particularly conducive to this type of analysis since interactional traces are 

frequently preserved that would otherwise be fleeting. Communicative 

events can be reviewed through screen recordings, chat transcripts, shared 

documents, and other artefacts, which enable moments of hesitation, 

explanation, technical failure, repair, or negotiation of meaning to be 

considered alongside later reflection and communicative behavior. 

Regarding reflection, it is especially valuable because it allows students’ 

interpretive processes to be made available for analysis. Reflective writing 

and guided reflection tasks can highlight what students find surprising, 

unsettling, unclear, or meaningful. They can also indicate how difficulty is 

conceptualized in relation to the self, the other person, culture, technology, 
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language, or preconception. Crucially, reflection can also show whether an 

earlier interpretation is sustained, modified, or abandoned. Such data are 

valuable not just because they offer different types of evidence, but because 

they allow relationships between them to be examined. A process-oriented 

approach examines how one communicative event becomes relevant to 

another. This approach also elaborates whether a participant recalls a 

previous misunderstanding in a subsequent interaction, whether reflection 

changes the interpretation of the same behavior at a later stage, and 

whether the strategy deployed to deal with a particular difficulty affects 

future participation. These connections constitute more compelling 

evidence of development than individual instances taken in isolation. 

In addition to aforementioned, the process-oriented approach also 

avoids assuming that development is always positive. Students may become 

more receptive to different interpretations in some ways and less so in 

others. An assumption may be challenged in one respect but remain 

unchallenged in another. A difficult interaction may encourage a more 

differentiated interpretation for one participant but reinforce a 

generalization in another. Qualitative and mixed-method longitudinal 

designs are useful for exploring such complexity, contradiction, and partial 

development without reducing it to a single quantitative score (Ekin, 2025; 

Higgins, 2024). 
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3.7. Mechanisms of Intercultural Development  

Intercultural development is an ongoing, socially mediated, and 

recursive process. Upon consideration of intercultural development as 

another factor, a process-oriented account identifies four mechanisms that 

are particularly salient in virtual exchange. Within such a process, the four 

important mechanisms are given as dialogic engagement, technological 

mediation, miscommunication, and reflection. Although these appear as 

individual items, they should not be considered separate or sequential 

stages. They are interrelated in interaction, and their prominence may shift 

during the exchange. These mechanisms do not refer to sequential steps 

that individuals move through in a specific order, but rather to different 

aspects of intercultural interaction that are interrelated and interdependent 

and that take on different significance over time. Each mechanism focuses 

on a specific way in which intercultural interaction might be relevant to 

development. Dialogic engagement focuses on how students construct 

meaning together. It is concerned with how students make sense of each 

other and respond to alternative perspectives. Technological mediation 

focuses on how interaction is facilitated and enabled. Additionally, it 

concerns how communication is mediated by digital tools, which afford and 

constrain possibilities. Miscommunication focuses on how differences in 

interpretation can become apparent and encourage re-evaluation. 

Reflection focuses on how experience might be revisited and integrated into 

later interaction. It also involves students returning to previous interaction 
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and potentially altering subsequent communicative behavior. Their 

relevance for analysis lies not just in what each mechanism contributes 

individually, but in how they contribute to development together within the 

context of virtual exchange. The developmental potential of these 

mechanisms rests in their interaction. Dialogue may make clear that there is 

a difference in interpretation; technology may support or interfere with 

efforts to address this difference; miscommunication may reveal that 

assumptions differ; and reflection may affect how subsequent interactions 

are handled. Thus, the mechanisms are connected as communicative 

experience unfolds as detailed below: 

Dialogic Engagement: It refers to how students engage actively in the 

joint construction of meaning with each other, as opposed to simply 

exchanging information. Intercultural interaction becomes dialogic when 

students respond to one another’s views, pose questions, provide 

explanations, ask for clarification, offer comparisons between 

interpretations, and maintain a willingness to consider meanings that are 

not taken for granted. This distinction is necessary because the mere fact 

that two culturally different people are communicating does not mean that 

they are interacting in an intercultural manner. In a virtual exchange, 

students may share factual knowledge without being required to revisit their 

own assumptions or engage seriously with the viewpoints of the person with 

whom they are communicating. For interaction to be dialogic, students have 

to treat one another as potential interpreters of meaning. Intercultural 
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learning thus partly depends on the degree to which students engage with 

one another in this dialogic way. There is no requirement that students 

arrive at consensus, nor is it necessary for their interaction to lead to one 

definitive interpretation. What matters is that there is scope for alternative 

viewpoints to be considered and for students to respond to each other, as 

opposed to quickly categorizing the other person according to an existing 

understanding of their culture. Likewise, research on e-tandem virtual 

exchange suggests that intercultural understanding is constructed through 

interaction and might remain incomplete or contested, rather than simply 

resulting from contact (Canals, 2024). Therefore, dialogic engagement is 

intimately linked to interpretive openness. Students may start with 

preconceived notions about the other’s culture and communication style, 

but dialogue provides an opportunity to test these assumptions against the 

particular understanding of another participant. The assumption may be 

confirmed, modified, questioned, or disproven. The longer students 

interact, the more they may develop a better understanding of each other’s 

contexts and hence become less dependent on initial assumptions. Dialogic 

approaches to virtual exchange also emphasize the importance of mutual 

participation, exposure to alternative perspectives, and the creation of 

shared meaning, rather than one-way cultural transmission (Helm, 2024). 

From a developmental standpoint, dialogue is important because it allows 

students’ interpretations to become visible and therefore revisable.  
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Technological Mediation: It involves the way in which digital media 

structure intercultural interaction. Technology affects the ways students 

interact, when they interact, what contextual knowledge is available to 

them, and what resources they have for clarification, repair, and 

elaboration. Videoconferencing affords access to speech, facial expression, 

gesture, and prosody but may involve latency, connection problems, 

interruptions in turn-taking, and loss of visual information. Text-based 

interaction offers more time to formulate messages and leaves a permanent 

record but lacks some non-verbal information. In multimodal platforms, 

students draw on speech, writing, images, emoji, links, shared documents, 

and other semiotic tools. Each configuration offers certain opportunities and 

constraints. The importance of technology lies not merely in whether 

communication occurs. Technology itself can acquire interpersonal and 

intercultural meaning. A delayed response, muted microphone, decision to 

leave the camera off, or choice of a particular emoji can all be interpreted 

interpersonally and interculturally. Students may infer attentiveness or 

inattention, politeness or impoliteness, distance or intimacy, reserve or 

enthusiasm, formality or informality. Technology, then, is not separate from 

meaning-making; it contributes to it. It can facilitate clarification, offer 

alternative means of repair, and leave a record that students can revisit 

later. However, it can also create or amplify ambiguity. Technology is not a 

neutral conduit. As Helm (2024) puts it, technology is part of the conditions 

of the possibility of intercultural interaction. Within a process of 

development, students may also become more adept at drawing on 
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technological resources. When difficulty is encountered in one exchange, 

greater use may be made of chat, more time may be allowed for responses, 

multiple modalities may be employed, or expectations about turn-taking 

may be adjusted. Thus, technological learning and intercultural learning can 

occur together.  

Miscommunication: It shapes future interactions. A participant who 

once misunderstood silence, bluntness, jokes, or a delayed reply may be 

more careful if the interlocutor displays similar behavior again. Thus, 

miscommunication may form part of the experiential background that 

guides future interpretation. Miscommunication is a key mechanism 

because it reveals where meanings diverge. It may be caused by linguistic 

ambiguity, pragmatic divergence, different expectations about what 

communication should entail, assumptions about intentions, or features of 

the technology. Miscommunication is particularly important in intercultural 

interaction because students may assume that intercultural differences are 

responsible, even though other explanations are available. 

Miscommunication is not necessarily negative. It can be developmental if it 

exposes an assumption that was previously unrecognised. Students may 

learn that something considered innocuous has a different meaning for 

others, that something interpreted as rude was not intended to be so, or 

that technological factors were involved in an interaction previously 

attributed to individual personalities. However, not all miscommunication is 

developmental. Miscommunication can reinforce stereotypes when 
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difficulty is ascribed to ‘culture’. It may also be developmental when 

students explore other explanations, ask for clarification, discuss different 

interpretations, or acknowledge the limits of their own assumptions. Canals 

(2024) indicates that intercultural understanding in oral virtual exchange is 

produced through the negotiation of meaning and that prolonged 

interaction does not always reduce misunderstanding. This is important 

because intercultural competence does not mean eliminating all 

communicative difficulties. Instead, it means developing a greater ability to 

recognize ambiguity, tolerate uncertainty, and deal with differences in 

interpretation.  

Reflection: Recent studies of virtual exchange have focused especially 

on this aspect of reflection. Mattila et al. (2026) found that reflective writing 

helped students develop self-awareness and empathy and engage in identity 

negotiation. Pérez-Núñez (2024) embedded reflection within the framework 

of intercultural virtual exchange. Sandu (2025) showed that participation 

and resistance may overlap, highlighting the need for reflection to unpack 

complex patterns of development. Reflection links experience and potential 

change. It allows students to revisit what happened, reflect on how it was 

interpreted, notice the assumptions behind the interpretation, and consider 

other ways of understanding or acting. Reflection can occur during 

interaction, when students detect confusion and adapt their understanding 

immediately. It can also occur after interaction, when time allows an episode 

to be re-examined more carefully. In both instances, reflection is 
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developmentally important when it moves beyond recounting events to 

their reinterpretation. A participant might have described an interlocutor as 

aloof, cold, or rude. Through reflection, this assessment could be 

reconsidered in light of language processing, technology, individual 

communication style, or the participant’s own expectations. This does not 

involve replacing one fixed belief with another. Reflection may simply 

produce a greater awareness of interpretive uncertainty and a stronger 

inclination to withhold judgement. Thus, reflection is both retrospective and 

prospective. It is retrospective in revisiting past events and prospective in 

guiding future behavior. A participant who realizes that a previous 

evaluation was based on an inflexible expectation of how communication 

should occur may be more patient, ask for clarification sooner, or consider 

more possibilities in the next encounter.  

The aforementioned   four mechanisms are best understood as being 

interrelated. In brief, dialogic engagement makes it possible for alternative 

views and assumptions to surface, whereas technology determines how 

these views and assumptions can be articulated and interpreted. 

Miscommunication reveals where interpretations have diverged, while 

reflection opens up such divergence for reconsideration. If revised 

understanding changes subsequent engagement, the cycle becomes 

recursive. 
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3.8. A Recursive Model of Development for Intercultural Competence  

The recursive character of intercultural competence may be described 

in terms of the relation between interaction, interpretation, 

miscommunication, reflection, and revised interaction. These elements 

need not all be involved in each instance of intercultural interaction, nor do 

they have to take place in the order suggested. They may appear at different 

stages of a particular intercultural interaction, and it may be their 

relationship over time that enables intercultural competence to develop. 

Interaction is central to this model, since it provides the occasion for 

development. Students interact in the hope that sufficient shared 

knowledge can be established to enable interaction. Their contributions 

draw upon language resources, previous experience, beliefs and 

expectations, cultural and social identities, and the interpretive resources 

currently available. Students do not possess exactly the same experiences, 

and so it cannot be assumed that the same words or actions will have the 

same significance for all students.  

Interpretation is an essential part of interaction since students need to 

interpret the meaning of a particular utterance or action and determine how 

it relates to what has gone before and what comes next. A particular 

contribution may be seen as humorous, direct, polite, evasive, friendly, 

aggressive, relevant, offensive, or some combination of these. Even silence, 

pictures, and films need to be interpreted by the students. Communication 

therefore requires interpretation of the actions of other students in order to 
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establish their intended meaning and the meaning they have in that 

particular situation. However, interpretation does not ensure that 

communication will be successful. A participant may make sense of an 

interaction through an insufficient interpretation, without realizing that the 

interpretation is not adequate. This is where the possibilities for 

development are particularly evident: if there is a difference between 

intention and interpretation, or if the current interpretation does not fit with 

the communicative actions of other students, this may lead to a 

reconsideration of the interpretation of another person’s communicative 

actions. Miscommunication may thus lead to questioning or reconsidering 

interpretations of another person’s communicative actions. 

Reflection allows consideration of the basis for those interpretations. A 

particular communicative action may be reconsidered in terms of why it was 

interpreted in a certain way, what was expected in order for that 

interpretation to be made, and whether there are other ways of interpreting 

that action. Reflection does not always provide a definitive answer, but it 

may allow other possible interpretations to be recognized and greater 

differentiation to emerge. For instance, a particular non-verbal action may 

initially be interpreted as having a particular meaning, but reflection on the 

basis for that interpretation may reveal other possible meanings and the 

need for further information before its meaning can be determined. This 

revised understanding may then be used in future interaction. Immediate 

conclusions about a particular action may become less likely, clarification 
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may be sought more readily, or additional contextual information may be 

considered before meaning is assigned. This new understanding can 

therefore inform subsequent participation, and prior interaction provides a 

resource for later interaction. In simple terms, this relationship can be 

represented as follows: 

 

The importance of this representation is that it shows that development 

is never finished. Reflection becomes developmentally significant only if it 

leads to some revision in subsequent participation. Later interaction is not 

just another interaction; it is informed by the interpretation, knowledge, and 

assumptions that arise from earlier interaction. It is also possible to extend 

this model across a series of interactions as given below: 

Interaction₁ → Interpretation₁ → Miscommunication₁ → Reflection₁ → 

Revised Interaction₂ → New Interpretation₂ → Further Reflection₂ → 

Revised Interaction₃ 

While this may appear circular, it is more appropriate to characterise it 

as recursive or spiral-like, because students are not returning to exactly the 
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same point. Previous interactions continue to have an impact on later 

interactions, and the experience gained in past encounters becomes a 

potential resource for future participation. Interpretations may become 

more nuanced, communicative repertoires may grow, and assumptions may 

become increasingly tentative. Development, however, may still be 

incomplete, uneven, or inconsistent. Recursion is therefore not necessarily 

synonymous with growth. Past experience can reinforce existing 

assumptions. If recurring communication problems are repeatedly 

attributed to broad cultural stereotypes, such attributions may become 

increasingly solidified and carried over into subsequent encounters. Thus, 

recursion can reproduce as well as transform existing assumptions. This is in 

line with Sandu’s (2025) view that both engagement and resistance can take 

place in intercultural learning. Any recursive model must therefore 

accommodate uneven and uncertain growth. 

Temporality is therefore crucial to the model. A single exchange may not 

seem particularly significant in terms of development. An encounter in 

which a misunderstanding has gone unacknowledged or unresolved may 

only become significant in hindsight when a similar situation arises at a later 

date and invites reinterpretation. On the other hand, an encounter that 

might initially appear to indicate growth in intercultural sensitivity may be 

of little importance in the long run if subsequent communication does not 

differ in any significant way. 
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Evidence of development, then, lies in the connections between 

encounters. Such connections may include revisiting an earlier encounter, 

showing more tolerance for ambiguity, moving away from cultural 

stereotyping, being more willing to ask questions, increasing the repertoire 

of communicative strategies, or being more open to considering other 

perspectives. Longitudinal studies have shown this to be the case. For 

instance, Ekin (2025) examines changes in video-mediated participation 

across a period of several months and finds that students are able to draw 

on a wider range of interactional practices in subsequent encounters. 

Studies like these highlight the importance of examining later 

communicative behaviour in light of an evolving interactional history instead 

of looking at each interaction in isolation. 

Technology, too, is integrated into this recursive model. It forms part of 

the conditions under which an initial interaction takes place, influences what 

students can observe and hear, can cause or exacerbate misunderstanding, 

provides means for repair, and produces an interactional record that can 

subsequently be revisited. Technology should thus not be viewed as an 

external factor in the model, but as part of the communicative context in 

which recursive development takes place. 

The recursive model, therefore, does not locate intercultural 

competence exclusively in the individual or in the interaction. Rather, 

intercultural competence is located in the relationship between students, 

their communicative history, their technological and symbolic resources, 
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and the continuous process of interpreting and reinterpreting. Intercultural 

competence can therefore be defined as a developing ability to manage 

uncertainty, negotiate meaning, question assumptions, and adjust 

communicative behaviour in response to changing interactional conditions. 

The model proposes that intercultural development happens through the 

relationships between encounters. Earlier interactions influence subsequent 

participation, and later interactions can alter the understanding of earlier 

ones. Development occurs through a continuous cycle of experience, 

interpretation, reflection, revision, and action. 

Conclusion 

The recursive model of intercultural development has several 

implications for designing, facilitating, and assessing technology-mediated 

intercultural learning. Since intercultural competence emerges from 

relationships between successive intercultural encounters, pedagogy and 

assessment must be designed to allow students to connect experiences 

across intercultural encounters, rather than treating each encounter as an 

isolated intercultural task. First, the importance of repeated interaction 

requires pedagogical designs that establish continuity within the virtual 

exchange. Repeated interaction allows students to build a communicative 

history, through which assumptions made in previous intercultural 

encounters can be revisited, recurring areas of difficulty can be identified, 

and changes in communicative behaviour can be observed. Virtual exchange 

must therefore be viewed as a process of development, rather than a set of 
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separate intercultural experiences. Through repeated virtual exchange, 

students are able to build on previous experience in later interaction 

(Gutiérrez & O’Dowd, 2025; Robinson & Manegre, 2025). However, 

repeated interaction by itself does not ensure development. Interactions will 

often reproduce previously held assumptions if students have little reason 

to examine how they understand one another. Pedagogical design is 

therefore crucial to support dialogic engagement. Interactions restricted to 

factual cultural information exchange are unlikely to reveal assumptions or 

to support ongoing intercultural engagement. Tasks that require students to 

explain, interpret, compare, negotiate, take the perspective of another, or 

engage in joint problem solving are more likely to bring assumptions to light 

and to lead to deeper engagement. This perspective is consistent with the 

emphasis on reciprocal participation and mutual learning in intercultural 

virtual exchange (Werner & O’Dowd, 2025). Students in intercultural virtual 

exchange should not be seen as delegates for national cultures, but as 

interlocutors whose perspectives are partial and situated and can therefore 

change over time. Second, since technology mediates intercultural 

interaction, pedagogical design must take into account the role that 

technology plays in shaping interaction. Technology is not neutral; rather, it 

affects timing, visibility, multimodality, participation, and access to context. 

It may therefore be useful for students to receive assistance in identifying 

and assessing the communicative implications of the technological 

resources used in virtual exchange. For instance, such guidance might help 

learners consider the impact of video cameras, response delays, text chat, 
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emoticons, images, and other forms of media on communication. Learners 

should have opportunities to explore various modalities and to reflect on 

what specific types of media facilitate or hinder understanding. In this sense, 

developing intercultural competence through technology-mediated 

interaction also involves developing a more sophisticated understanding of 

the communicative implications of technology. Third, communicative 

breakdown should not automatically be equated with intercultural failure. 

With appropriate support, instances of misunderstanding can lead to 

intercultural learning by making differences in interpretation explicit. The 

goal is not to prevent misunderstandings from occurring, but to support 

students in dealing with them productively. When communicative difficulty 

arises, students may be inclined to attribute it to cultural difference. 

Scaffolding must guide learners towards considering alternative 

explanations for the difficulty, such as differences in linguistic proficiency, 

personal style of communication, limitations imposed by the technology, the 

nature of the task, interpersonal dynamics, or situational factors. This does 

not mean that culture cannot be considered in interpreting the difficulty, but 

that it should not be the default explanation for unfamiliar communicative 

behaviour. Finally, reflection is a key component of the recursive model. If 

earlier experience is to affect future actions, learners must have 

opportunities to revisit previous intercultural encounters and to reconsider 

how those encounters were interpreted. Thus, reflection should not simply 

be left until the end of the virtual exchange as a culminating assignment. 

Rather, reflection should be encouraged throughout the process of 
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interaction. Reflections may be recorded through reflective journals, 

prompts, post-interaction debriefings, stimulated recall, or comparisons 

between initial and later phasesof the interaction. This helps learners 

become aware of patterns of interpretation and communicative responses. 

Reflection becomes more meaningful when it goes beyond simply describing 

what happened and considers the assumptions that inform an 

interpretation, the possibility of alternative interpretations of an interaction, 

and the ways in which future participation might be altered. 

The above-mentioned considerations also have significant implications 

for assessment. Intercultural competence is dynamic, situated, and 

influenced by many factors; a single summative assessment is thus unlikely 

to provide a full picture of intercultural development. A final assignment 

might reveal what learners are able to communicate at one point in time, 

but it does not indicate how interpretations and communicative practices 

may change in relation to interaction. Assessment therefore needs to focus 

on the trajectory of participation. Evidence might include how learners cope 

with communicative difficulty, whether they become more ready to ask for 

clarification, how they make sense of ambiguous situations, whether they 

rely less on their first impression of another participant, and how their 

communicative practices change over time. Recent reviews of intercultural 

competence interventions in higher education similarly highlight the 

diversity of assessment approaches and advocate for multiple assessments 

(Ramstrand et al., 2026). This model also raises issues for research methods. 
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While pre- and post-assessment can demonstrate that change has occurred, 

it is more difficult to show how the change has developed. Longitudinal and 

qualitative approaches focusing on the relationship between interactions 

are well suited to this. Interactional data and reflections can usefully be 

combined, allowing researchers to investigate how interpretations of 

previous interactions affect communicative actions in later interactions. This 

perspective shifts the focus from asking whether students have become 

‘more interculturally competent’ to examining how this development 

occurs. This perspective is relevant not just to virtual exchange. Virtual 

exchange is a particular context that provides a structured situation where 

students share common goals, interact with each other regularly, have 

access to pedagogical support, and are encouraged to reflect on intercultural 

experiences. Digital communication in everyday life is much less structured. 

Social media, messaging apps, online discussion forums, online games, and 

other multimodal contexts may bring people from diverse cultures together 

without necessarily offering shared educational aims or specific 

opportunities for intercultural reflection. Nevertheless, similar processes 

could occur in informal digital interaction. Students may come into contact 

with unfamiliar viewpoints, misunderstandings may arise, assumptions may 

be made about other students’ intentions, those assumptions may then be 

reconsidered, and communication may be modified in light of that 

reflection. The ways in which earlier interactions are interpreted may 

influence communication in later interactions, and vice versa. The main 

difference lies in the context in which these processes occur. In virtual 
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exchange, there is continuity of interaction, and opportunities for dialogue, 

reflection, and pedagogical support may be built into the design of the 

project. In everyday digital communication, the conditions may be more 

varied: interactions may be short-lived or sporadic, students may join and 

leave the same conversation, the nature of the platform may change, and 

there may be little opportunity for deliberate reflection. This implies that 

evidence of these processes could also be examined in informal digital 

interaction. If intercultural competence can develop recursively through 

technology-mediated communication, the processes highlighted by virtual 

exchange may also be found in less structured digital settings. However, the 

lack of structure in everyday digital communication also means that other 

factors need to be investigated. The focus on virtual exchange therefore 

provides an important context for intercultural learning but also serves as a 

productive context for investigating how intercultural competence changes 

over time through ongoing communication, technology, miscommunication, 

and reflection. This perspective may contribute to understanding 

intercultural competence and development outside formalized virtual 

exchange programs and to exploring how such development may occur in 

the less structured digital contexts in which much contemporary 

intercultural communication takes place. 

Taken together into account, the recursive perspective developed 

positions virtual exchange not merely as a digital setting in which 

intercultural contact occurs, but as a temporally connected communicative 
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environment in which students can revisit, revise, and reapply prior 

interpretations. Its developmental potential lies in the relationship among 

successive encounters, the mediational possibilities and constraints of 

technology, the management of miscommunication, and the capacity for 

reflection to reshape later participation. For pedagogy and research alike, 

the central implication is that ICC should be examined through trajectories 

of interaction rather than isolated moments of performance. This 

orientation provides a basis for understanding how technology-mediated 

intercultural learning can support more reflective, adaptive, and context-

sensitive communication over time. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 4 

INTERCULTURAL COMMUNICATION IN DIGITAL MESSAGING: 

MULTIMODALITY, PRAGMATICS, AND REFUSAL  
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Introduction 

Digital messaging is a site of intercultural pragmatic meaning-making, 

with particular attention to multimodality, sociopragmatic styling, and 

refusal. In foreign language learning, digital meaning cannot be reduced 

either to linguistic form or to fixed cultural conventions. Digital pragmatics 

and multimodal meaning-making reshape intercultural communication. 

Thus, this chapter considers abbreviations and emojis as context-sensitive 

sociopragmatic and relational resources. Refusal provides the focal 

communicative act through which these resources are integrated in a 

configurational analysis of Turkish and English digital interaction. Within this 

framework, directness, mitigation, stance, interpersonal alignment, and the 

broader implications of multimodal digital interaction are examined in 

relation to intercultural communication.  

4.1. Digital Messaging as an Intercultural Communicative Space 

In recent years, digital communication has become an increasingly 

significant site of intercultural communication. Intercultural encounters now 

occur not only face to face, through international mobility, in multilingual 

classroom contexts, or through organised virtual exchange, but also through 

digital messaging applications and social media platforms. Computer-

mediated discourse thus constitutes an important communicative space in 

which people with different linguistic repertoires, social experiences, 

communicative expectations, and cultural affiliations come into contact 
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through digitally mediated communication (Maíz-Arévalo, 2022). However, 

it would be inappropriate to treat digital communication merely as a transfer 

of face-to-face communication to an electronic medium. Digital 

environments mediate communication through specific technological and 

temporal characteristics (O'Kane & Cathro, 2025; Riva & Galimberti, 1998; 

Thompson, 2020). Interaction can be synchronous, quasi-synchronous, or 

asynchronous. Messages can remain accessible after the interaction. 

Participants can edit their contributions before posting them. Interaction 

can take place over many turns without the physical co-presence of speakers 

(Herring et al., 2013). These characteristics affect not only how digital 

messages are produced, but also how interlocutors create continuity, 

understand responses, and maintain relationships. Furthermore, the 

intercultural character of digital communication does not stem from the 

possibility that participants might belong to different linguistic communities 

or have different national origins. It is important to emphasize that 

interculturality cannot simply be assumed based on a person’s membership 

of a particular culture (Berry, 1999; Foldes, 2023; Kim, 2008). People 

communicating via digital media can simultaneously draw on their language 

repertoire, interpersonal relationships, the specific digital platform, age, 

peer-group practices, institutional roles, or previous interactional 

experience. Cultural identity may become relevant when interpreting 

another participant’s communicative behaviour, but it is only one among a 

range of possible interpretive resources. Therefore, digital communication 

offers a suitable setting in which to study interculturality as a practice 
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embedded in the local context rather than as a predetermined outcome of 

cultural difference. This distinction is important because communicative 

conventions in digital environments are not always shared. Participants may 

disagree about the significance of response time, message length, 

informality, silence, visual elements, and other features of digitally mediated 

communication. Thus, communicative breakdown can result not only from 

differences in language, but also from different understandings of 

appropriate communicative and relational practices. For example, García-

Gómez (2020) has highlighted that conflicts and misunderstandings in 

intercultural and interpersonal communication on WhatsApp can result 

from differing perceptions of what is appropriate and expected in the 

context of the interaction, rather than from differences in language alone. 

This means that digital communication practices need to be interpreted in 

the local context rather than assumed to be understood uniformly across 

contexts (Shakeeva et al., 2025). 

In addition to aforementioned points, digital communication should, 

then, be viewed as a communicative space in which intercultural 

communication is achieved through interaction in context. This is important 

not only because it connects individuals from different linguistic and cultural 

communities, but also because it creates the conditions in which 

communicative meaning is built up and interpreted using resources that 

draw on both language and the specific characteristics of the digital medium. 

The key question is therefore not whether intercultural communication 
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occurs in digital communication, but how communicative meaning is 

negotiated and interpreted in digital communication. To address this 

question, a pragmatic perspective is required. Digital messages do more 

than convey information: they may also convey how participants relate to 

each other, how they evaluate each other and their actions, how 

communicative intentions are expressed, and how interpersonal 

relationships are managed (Erle et al., 2022). To examine these aspects of 

meaning, attention must be given to the context in which messages are 

produced and the semiotic resources participants utilise to shape meaning. 

Therefore, the analysis of digital messaging moves from the broader 

communicative context to the pragmatic and multimodal dimensions of 

meaning construction within digital interaction.  

4.2. Digital Pragmatics and Multimodal Meaning-Making 

 Pragmatics addresses the ways in which meaning is constructed and 

interpreted in context. It is impossible to determine the communicative 

value of an utterance from its lexical and syntactic properties alone, since 

interpretation also requires consideration of previous discourse, contextual 

knowledge, the nature of the social relationship between participants, their 

communicative purposes and their beliefs about each other’s intentions. 

These principles continue to apply in digitally mediated communication 

although digital contexts expand the possibilities for communicating 

contextual and interpersonal meaning. Digital pragmatics thus refers not 

only to linguistic meaning in online communication, but also to the role 
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played by technology and semiotic resources in communication. In this 

context, one key characteristic of digital communication in the modern era 

is its multimodality. Meaning may be conveyed through multiple semiotic 

modes—including linguistic, graphic, visual, and other resources (Hasyim & 

Arafah, 2023; Kress, 2010), rather than exclusively through language. Users 

can choose to communicate using combinations of text, emojis, images, 

GIFs, punctuation, typographical variation, acronyms, repetition and other 

graphical or orthographic resources. These resources need not contribute 

discrete strands of meaning that can be understood individually and then 

combined. Instead, meaning is construed on the basis of the relations 

between the resources deployed in a given message or sequence of 

messages. The reason why it is particularly important to understand 

meaning as relational in digital communication comes from the fact that 

semiotic resources do not have fixed pragmatic values. While emojis may be 

conventionally associated with emotion, acronyms with informality or 

unusual punctuation with emphasis, these links do not constrain their 

interpretation. Zappavigna and Logi (2024), for instance, describe emojis as 

social media paralanguage whose potential meaning depends largely on 

their relationship with co-textual and social context. Similarly, Dresner and 

Herring (2010) find that emoticons can be used to clarify illocutionary force, 

rather than simply signalling emotion. The findings of these studies suggest 

a general principle: the pragmatic value of digital resources is construed in 

relation to the language in which they are embedded and to the 

interactional situation. 
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In addition to these studies carried out by Zappavigna and Logi (2024), 

and Dresner and Herring (2010), digital communication is also organised 

sequentially, which complicates the interpretation of individual messages. It 

is not the case that every act of communication corresponds to a single 

message, since users can send multiple messages to express a single idea, 

follow up an initial contribution with an explanation, send a graphical 

contribution as a separate message, or clarify a contribution after observing 

how the interlocutor has responded. The pragmatic meaning of a given 

message can often only be understood in relation to preceding and 

subsequent contributions. Thus, digital pragmatic analysis needs to consider 

the structure of the conversation rather than simply examining individual 

contributions as self-contained texts (Herring et al., 2013). This becomes 

especially pertinent when considering communicative acts with 

interpersonal consequences. Interpersonal communicative acts such as 

requests, disagreement, apology, complaint and refusal involve not only 

propositional content, but also relational positioning. In digitally mediated 

interaction, this relational work may be accomplished using both linguistic 

and non-linguistic resources. Although it remains necessary to consider the 

linguistic realisation of a given act, the pragmatics of the act will be shaped 

by additional graphical, orthographic, sequential and contextual factors. 

Studies of computer-mediated discourse have thus explored issues of 

politeness, impoliteness, relational work and speech acts as interactional 

achievements rather than as static meanings (Darics, 2010; Garcés-Conejos 

Blitvich et al., 2013; Graham, 2007). This approach is particularly relevant to 
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intercultural pragmatics because it does not view communicative choices as 

reflections of static cultural values. While people from different linguistic or 

cultural backgrounds might exhibit consistent patterns of difference in their 

communicative practices, these patterns are only meaningful in context. 

Meaning is constructed on the basis of the localised use of communicative 

resources and participants’ interpretations of those resources.  

Culture might play a role in participants’ interpretations and their 

construction process, but it cannot be seen as determining the value of a 

particular communicative choice. Determining this value therefore requires 

contextual analysis. For example, refusal is likely to be categorized 

linguistically on the basis of how non-compliance is communicated. On the 

other hand, refusal can also be interpreted interpersonally through the 

resources with which the linguistic strategy is combined. Therefore, digital 

refusal may therefore require both the identification of individual resources 

and an understanding of how those resources work together. These 

resources are likely to be particularly relevant to the data such as 

abbreviations as sociopragmatic resources and emojis as resources for 

relational meaning.  

4.3. Abbreviations as Sociopragmatic Resources 

While abbreviations are universal in digital messaging, they form a 

diverse set of linguistic phenomena rather than a uniform category. For 

instance, they include initialisms, shortened versions of full words, 
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phonological spellings, letter–number combinations, and various other 

kinds of reductions. Previous work on abbreviated digital language has 

tended to link them to communicative economy, especially given the early 

days of text messaging in which abbreviations became popular due to 

technological limitations. But given that abbreviations continue to flourish 

in today’s digital messaging, where many of these technological constraints 

have been relaxed, they clearly serve other purposes besides 

communicative efficiency (Braimoh, 2024). 

Studies of digital language have found that abbreviated forms and 

nonstandard language use are subject to sociolinguistic and sociocultural 

norms. Lotherington and Xu (2004), for example, found convergent as well 

as language-specific developments in both English and Chinese digital 

communication. These included shifts in orthographic conventions, 

discourse conventions, and sociocultural conventions. This study 

contributes to the analysis of intercultural digital communication by 

revealing that conventions of digitally mediated language use may be shared 

across languages. However, such usage also develops with reference to the 

specific characteristics of a language and the community of users. 

Abbreviations cannot therefore be considered a universal language of digital 

communication that maintains the same meanings and interpretations in all 

contexts (Amaro & Reis, 2023). On the other hand, abbreviations gain a 

sociopragmatic dimension when a phrase and its abbreviation convey the 

same basic information, but the two versions have different interpersonal 
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implications. Fang et al. (2025) provide some of the strongest evidence for 

this point. In their eight preregistered studies using over 5,000 participants 

and a variety of experimental, survey, and field data as well as naturally 

occurring interactional data, they found that abbreviated texts were seen as 

requiring less effort on the part of the sender, indicating a lack of sincerity 

and being less likely to receive replies. Crucially, they attribute these effects 

to perceptions of the effort exerted by the sender rather than to differences 

in the meaning of the message. Thus, abbreviation can act as a 

sociopragmatic marker, whereby a receiver can make inferences about a 

sender’s interpersonal orientation based on the degree of abbreviated 

language used. This complicates the widely held assumption that digital 

language using abbreviations signals informality, intimacy, or solidarity. 

While this may be true in some situations, it cannot be seen as an inherent 

property of the abbreviated forms themselves. A conventional initialism 

used by a group of speakers may be completely unremarkable between 

them. However, an abbreviated form that is unfamiliar or heavily 

abbreviated may be seen as indicating a lack of involvement, casualness, or 

low effort on the part of the speaker. Thus, the sociopragmatic implications 

of an abbreviation will depend on interlocutors’ assumptions about the 

relationship, the nature of the communication, and the register considered 

appropriate for the situation. 

In addition to the aforementioned aspects, abbreviations may also be 

used to construct stances and styles. Choosing an abbreviated form over a 
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full version of a word or phrase can signal informality, playfulness, 

casualness, or a general orientation towards economy. It is also possible for 

participants to move towards each other’s digital register by using shared 

abbreviations or other features of spelling. However, this should not be 

understood mechanistically as a sign of closeness between interlocutors. A 

feature of the digital register might be conventional for a given platform or 

among a specific group of users without having strong interpersonal 

connotations in any given instance. Abbreviation is thus analytically relevant 

for its potential to contribute to the social interpretation of the message 

rather than for its purported encoding of stable interpersonal meanings in 

all instances. This is particularly important in a comparative framework. 

There is no question that abbreviation repertoires are at least partially 

influenced by the linguistic repertoire of the language(s) used. Phonological 

shortening, initialisms, letter changes, and abbreviation through letter 

deletion do not work the same way in different languages; moreover, it is 

highly likely that globally circulated English-language abbreviations are used 

alongside locally produced ones. Lotherington and Xu’s (2004) cross-cultural 

study reveals the ways in which this may lead to both convergence and 

divergence in abbreviations used by students communicating digitally. It 

would be misleading to assume that differences between abbreviation 

patterns in Turkish and English automatically indicate fixed patterns of 

cultural variation. Regarding these differences, it would be fair to state that 

they should be considered first as properties of the particular data sets and 

of the communicative repertoires involved. A higher occurrence of 
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abbreviations in a particular group does not necessarily indicate greater 

informality, intimacy, or economy of expression at a cultural level. The 

presence of more abbreviations should be considered in light of the linguistic 

system employed, participants’ knowledge of particular abbreviations, the 

conventions of the platform, the relationship between participants, the 

communicative purpose, and the other semiotic resources used in the same 

message. Cultural and linguistic background may play a role in determining 

these factors (Niu, 2023) because abbreviation may contribute to 

informality, a sense of conversational ease, stylistic alignment, or decreased 

effort, depending on the situation. It is thus important to distinguish 

between the structure of a refusal and the sociopragmatic styling of a 

refusal.  

4.4. Emoji as Resources for Stance and Relational Meaning 

Emoji have become a well-established resource in digitally mediated 

communication, and are part of the semiotic repertoire by which 

participants contextualise written interaction. While they are commonly 

thought to express emotion, their pragmatic uses go far beyond the 

expression of emotion. This point was made very early in the study of 

emoticons. According to Dresner and Herring (2010), graphical signs can be 

used alongside text to function as illocutionary force indicators, thereby 

shaping how the action performed by the utterance is understood. In the 

literature, there are also other studies of interpersonal communication that 

have found that graphic resources can serve a contextualising and relational 
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function. For instance, Skovholt et al. (2014) find that emoticons act as 

contextualisation cues which can signal positive orientation, humour/irony, 

and hedging. Their study of workplace email shows how such resources 

affect the way the interpersonal intent of written messages is understood. 

While emoticons and current-day emoji should not be conflated as semiotic 

resources, the general pragmatic finding remains valid: graphical resources 

can help shape how the accompanying verbal action is understood. More 

recent social-semiotic work offers a more developed account of how this 

occurs. Zappavigna and Logi (2024) argue that emoji constitute a form of 

social-media paralanguage, and propose a framework that examines the 

ways in which emoji enter into relations with written language, 

interpersonal meaning, and affiliation. This framework explicitly includes 

emoji–text relations, interpersonal meaning, and dialogic affiliation. It is 

thus well suited to exploring interaction in which graphical and linguistic 

resources are jointly involved. 

These studies also highlight stance as a key concept for understanding 

the role of emoji. Stance involves the ways in which participants position 

themselves with regard to the contents of a message, an interlocutor, and 

the interaction itself. While stance in digital messaging can be realised 

lexically and grammatically, emoji can serve to further shape how a 

contribution is understood. Emoji can be used to reinforce an already 

expressed evaluative stance, signal playfulness or reluctance, indicate 

affiliation, or indicate distance from the literal meaning of the linguistic 
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formulation. The question is not what an emoji means per se, but how the 

emoji positions the sender with regard to the verbal and interactional 

context. This is especially important because apparently similar emoji may 

participate in different pragmatic actions. A smiling or laughing emoji may 

be used with a positive statement, but may also be used with disagreement, 

criticism, teasing, or refusal. It is only in terms of whether the emoji supports 

or reframes the verbal meaning, or opens up an alternative reading, that its 

meaning is determined. Thus, emoji cannot be assigned a fixed interpersonal 

meaning independent of co-text. This is particularly relevant since 

Zappavigna and Logi’s (2024) framework explicitly takes emoji meaning to 

be relational and contextualised, rather than analogous to a fixed lexical 

item. It should be added that the interpersonal value of emoji might 

therefore be seen as a case of relational meaning. In digital interaction, 

participants use a message to convey information and to create or negotiate 

relationships. Emoji can affect the creation of solidarity, affiliation, 

interpersonal distance, reluctance, or evaluative positioning without 

altering the basic propositional meaning of the message. This is particularly 

relevant to cases of refusal, in which the participant needs to express non-

acceptance and position themselves in relation to the interlocutor and the 

initiation. An emoji might occur alongside the direct negative part of a 

refusal, a reason or excuse, an apology, thanks, or an alternative proposal. 

The pragmatic function of an emoji therefore cannot be examined without 

considering the refusal strategy in which it occurs. If a direct negative refusal 

is accompanied by an affiliative emoji, the refusal will remain a direct 
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negative but the relationship between the participants and the refusal act 

will be framed differently than in a message containing the same words but 

without the emoji. Alternatively, an emoji that seems positive can create an 

ironic or ambiguous effect if its orientation clashes with the verbal refusal. 

There is also a need for caution when comparing emoji use in different 

cultures. The existence of widely distributed Unicode characters does not 

mean that the pragmatic interpretation of those characters is the same 

across all languages, communities, technological platforms, or interpersonal 

relationships. Zappavigna and Logi (2024) refer to both the technical and 

social aspects of emoji: the technical aspect concerns their encoding and 

rendering, whereas the social aspect concerns their use in relation to 

linguistic context. This means that the same visual resource might be 

interpreted in various ways depending on the interactional context. 

Therefore, differences found between Turkish and English interaction 

should be interpreted as patterns that require contextualisation rather than 

as reflections of communicative styles specific to certain countries.  

4.5. Refusal Strategies in Digital and Intercultural Contexts 

Refusal is a communicative act which, in response to a previous act, 

signals the speaker's refusal to accept or comply with a request, invitation, 

offer, suggestion, or other initiating act. In contrast to certain 

communicative acts which can occur spontaneously, refusals cannot occur 

without a preceding act and thus develop in response to a previous 



Intercultural Communication in Motion 

168 

interlocutor's desire or expectation. This reactive nature is why refusals have 

received considerable attention in interlanguage and cross-cultural 

pragmatics in areas such as strategy selection, pragmatic transfer, social 

relationships, and context (Beebe et al., 1990; Chang, 2009; Félix-Brasdefer, 

2006). For instance, Beebe et al. (1990) broadly distinguish between direct 

strategies, indirect strategies, and adjuncts to refusals. Litvinova and Larina 

(2023) similarly underline who underline culture-specific features of 

interpersonal interaction in different cultural contexts of communicative 

ethno-styles. 

Within communicative acts, direct refusals convey non-acceptance 

quite explicitly, often using performative constructions or a negative 

statement. Indirect refusals involve conveying non-acceptance via strategies 

such as explanations, reasons, expressions of regret, alternative offers, 

delays, or statements of principle. Adjuncts accompany a refusal but do not 

necessarily constitute a refusal in themselves, and can include positive 

evaluations, expressions of empathy or gratitude, or related supportive 

material. This framework has proved very useful because it allows 

comparison of the linguistic make-up and ordering of refusal responses by 

different speakers. For example, Beebe et al.'s study revealed variation in 

the frequency, order, and content of refusal formulas and provided initial 

evidence of pragmatic transfer in L2 refusals. Directness referred to how 

explicitly non-acceptance is communicated, not to the relational outcome of 

the speech act. Félix-Brasdefer’s (2006) study examined Mexican Spanish 
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refusals, and how strategies were used in relation to formality and 

politeness rules. It was found that refusals needed to be considered in terms 

of the social circumstances under which they occur. Similarly, Chang's (2009) 

study revealed how refusal strategies varied among different language 

groups and learner proficiency levels and that pragmatic transfer could 

affect how strategies were used. This suggests that refusal strategy selection 

is influenced by contextual factors and sociopragmatic norms, rather than 

being an unchangeable marker of interpersonal stance. This is especially 

important in intercultural comparison. Studies comparing refusal strategies 

across various data sets can identify commonalities and differences, but they 

do not imply that speakers from a particular linguistic or national 

background have a particular preference for direct or indirect refusals. The 

form of a refusal can depend on a variety of factors, including the type of 

initiating act, the relationship between interlocutors, the level of perceived 

entitlement, social distance, previous interactions, the speaker's language 

skills, and the immediate situation. Thus, cross-cultural distributions are 

analytically useful as patterns to be interpreted, not as data to be 

immediately translated into conclusions about enduring cultural traits. Even 

findings from well-established refusal studies indicate the influence of social 

status, formality, language background, and pragmatic transfer. 

As an additional analytical complication in digital messaging, the scope 

of a single refusal may extend beyond a sentence or a message. One 

message might include an expression of appreciation; another, an 
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explanation; a subsequent one, the expression of non-acceptance; and a 

later one, an alternative or another interpersonal resource. The refusal is 

thus not always coterminous with an individual message unit. Instead, its 

pragmatic organisation may be better understood through an examination 

of the sequence in which non-acceptance becomes interpretable. More 

significantly, linguistic strategy does not exhaust the pragmatic organisation 

of a digital refusal. A response can be direct or indirect in terms of verbal 

strategy yet have its interpersonal interpretation influenced by the various 

additional resources with which the strategy is combined. This distinction is 

important because strategy classification and pragmatic interpretation 

address different questions. The former identifies the linguistic realisation 

of non-acceptance, while the latter concerns the positioning of that action 

within the interpersonal context. 

Where the aforementioned distinction is taken importantly into account 

is mitigation. An expression of regret, a reason, an alternative, an expression 

of appreciation, or another form of accompanying material may help 

manage the relational implications of a refusal. However, mitigation cannot 

be taken for granted based solely on the presence of a conventionally 

mitigating form. It is how a resource functions in the response as a whole 

that determines whether it mitigates, ameliorates, or otherwise affects the 

interpersonal force of the refusal. A formally indirect refusal is thus not 

necessarily mitigated in interpersonal terms, just as a direct refusal is not 

necessarily relationally confrontational. The same holds true for stance. 
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Non-acceptance may be expressed reluctantly, apologetically, decisively, 

humorously, sympathetically, ambiguously, and so on. Such orientations are 

not fully captured by a simple dichotomy of direct and indirect strategies. 

Thus, the analytical utility of established refusal taxonomies should be 

preserved without treating them as comprehensive representations of 

pragmatic meaning. In brief, direct and indirect refusal strategies constitute 

the linguistic material under investigation, and their interpersonal 

significance is explored in relation to the larger digital context in which they 

appear in different cultures. The key question, then, is not only what refusal 

strategies are found in Turkish and English interaction, but how those 

strategies are implemented alongside the other resources available in digital 

messaging.   

4.6. A Configurational Approach to Multimodal Pragmatics 

In practice, a refusal could include any combination of direct or indirect 

strategy, abbreviations, one or more emojis, and any other relevant 

interpersonal or sequential features. Thus, the pragmatic interpretation of 

the refusal depends not just on what resources are involved, but also on how 

they relate to each other. In this respect, a configurational approach does 

not imply that individual resources lack distinct functions. That is, refusal 

strategies, types of abbreviation, and functions of emoji remain 

independently identifiable and can be explored distributionally. However, 

configurational analysis proceeds at a later stage of interpretation by 

considering how these resources interact in a specific instance of 
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communication. This makes it possible to continue using previously defined 

pragmatic categories while not assuming that any single category will 

determine the meaning of a digital refusal. This reasoning is in line with the 

social-semiotic view of digitally mediated meaning-making. Zappavigna and 

Logi (2024) investigate relations between emoji and text, particularly how 

emoji ‘resonate with the interpersonal meaning that the text conveys’ and 

‘afford dialogic affiliation’, and further argue that these relations are not 

limited to emoji and text, but extend to combinations of various semiotic 

resources. This implies that communicative meaning is constructed 

relationally across different modalities. Thus, the key argument is not that 

emoji, or other digital resources, lack identifiable functions; rather, it is that 

those functions are realised in relation to the communicative context in 

which they appear. Here, pragmatic meaning is constructed through the 

configuration of linguistic formulation, refusal strategy, abbreviation, emoji, 

sequential context, and interpersonal positioning. None of these features 

should be seen as simply adding a fixed pragmatic meaning to the other 

features of a digital refusal. The relationship between the features may be 

mutually reinforcing, qualifying, opposing, or even conflicting. Any 

additional semiotic resource may either strengthen an interpretation that is 

already signalled by the language, qualify that interpretation, or enable an 

alternative reading. 

There are several ways to explore these relationships within a 

configuration. One way to explore these relationships is in terms of 
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congruence or incongruence. A configuration may be seen as broadly 

congruent if the resources involved seem to point towards compatible 

pragmatic readings. For example, an indirect refusal containing an 

expression of regret alongside a graphical resource that signals affiliation 

may lead to an overall interpretation aligned with relational mitigation. 

Conversely, incongruence occurs when resources appear to lead to less 

easily compatible pragmatic interpretations. A negative linguistic 

formulation coupled with a graphical resource that is contextually related to 

laughter or playfulness may create humour, irony, teasing, mitigation, or 

ambiguity, depending on the sequence and the interpersonal relationship. 

The purpose of configurational analysis is not to categorise such 

relationships as having a predetermined meaning; rather, it is to consider 

what interpretations are made available through the use of multiple 

semiotic resources. The question, then, is whether directness can be 

separated from interpersonal force. The answer to the question is that 

directness refers to the linguistic explicitness of non-acceptance. 

Interpersonal force relates to how the refusal is framed within the sequence 

of the conversation. Thus, a direct refusal may be located within a 

configuration comprising resources of affiliation or mitigation, and an 

indirect refusal may be located within a configuration comprising resources 

of interpersonal distance or decisiveness. It is only by distinguishing these 

dimensions that directness, politeness, mitigation, and relational alignment 

are not collapsed onto a single dimension. Frequency is also relevant. Yet, 

frequency must be separated from function. More emojis do not by 
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themselves entail more mitigation, more affect, or more closeness. More 

abbreviations do not by themselves entail more informality or relational 

closeness. The pragmatic meaning of such resources is determined by 

context and co-occurrence. In this respect, the meaning of emojis depends 

on their relationship with textual and other semiotic contexts, rather than 

considering them as a separate graphical vocabulary. This is particularly 

important when comparing the Turkish and English interactional datasets. A 

distributional analysis may reveal differences between the frequencies of 

direct and indirect refusals, abbreviation types, or particular emoji functions.  

However, a difference in frequency is insufficient to assert that the 

interpersonal organisation of the two datasets is fundamentally different. 

Similar verbal strategies may be relationally framed with different semiotic 

resources, or different verbal strategies may participate in similar forms of 

mitigation or alignment. The key question, then, is not whether the two 

groups use the same resources with the same frequency, but how the 

available resources are combined into refusal configurations in each dataset. 

This also aligns with the non-essentialist perspective on intercultural 

communication. If linguistic or semiotic differences are immediately 

interpreted as products of national culture, cultural membership becomes 

both the assumption underlying and the explanation within communicative 

practice. Turkish and English data can be compared to identify patterns of 

similarity and difference, but cultural interpretation follows rather than 

precedes analysis. These differences might be attributable to language-

specific features, the norms of the digital medium, interpersonal 
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expectations, task requirements, participants’ existing repertoires, or the 

range of resources available in the broader sociocultural context. These 

items are taken into consideration in two complementary stages. The 

distributional stage observes patterns of refusal strategies, abbreviation 

types, emoji occurrence, and relevant functional categories. The 

configurational stage inspects their co-occurrence and their particular 

combinations contributing to meanings of directness, mitigation, stance, 

irony, ambiguity, and relational alignment. The two stages address related 

but different questions: distribution identifies what occurs and how often; 

configuration examines how these resources work together.  

4.7. Multimodal Refusal in Turkish and English Interaction 

Refusal is accomplished by combining linguistic and semiotic resources, 

not through linguistic strategies alone. Direct and indirect refusal strategies 

are reframed with abbreviations and emojis. They occur in instances in 

which the interpersonal meaning of a refusal cannot be fully inferred from 

its linguistic formulation of the Turkish and English digital interactional 

datasets. In terms of linguistic strategies, there were direct and indirect 

forms of refusal in both datasets. This is in line with previous cross-cultural 

studies indicating that refusal strategies are diverse and that speakers may 

employ various semantic formulas (Beebe et al., 1990; Chang, 2009; Félix-

Brasdefer, 2006). It is more appropriate to examine the Turkish and English 

data in terms of the distribution of both strategies and the fact that they are 

employed with other resources as evidence of different patterns of 
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pragmatic organisation. In the comparison between Turkish and English 

interaction, there are patterned variations in behaviour rather than 

categorical cultural difference. Differences in the distribution of 

abbreviations, emoji use, mitigation, interpersonal alignment, and stance 

suggest that the two datasets do not organize available pragmatic resources 

in precisely the same way. However, there is sufficient overlap in the 

repertoire of available resources and their functions to prevent these 

differences from being reduced to a contrast between two distinct 

communication styles. The first concerns abbreviations. Abbreviations 

should be understood as part of the multimodal arrangement of digital 

refusal, rather than simply being a result of linguistic economy. Initialisms, 

shortened words, phonologically based abbreviations, and similar forms 

appeared in messages that also differed in terms of refusal strategies and 

orientations. Therefore, they should be considered in light of the overall 

message arrangement. Abbreviated forms may be used to convey certain 

stylistic choices and perceptions of effort, although such meanings do not 

remain consistent across contexts (Fang et al., 2025). The second concerns 

emoji, which vary in function, primarily involving mitigating, stance-related, 

and ironic or ambiguous uses. This means that emoji do not simply depict 

emotions, but rather play a role in conveying the sender's attitude toward 

the refusal and the interlocutor. This echoes Dresner and Herring's (2010) 

argument that graphical resources can be used to convey illocutionary 

meaning, as well as to Zappavigna and Logi's (2024) description of emoji as 

a social-media paralanguage that derives its meaning from its relation to 
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linguistic and social context. The next concerns mitigation that is especially 

significant since refusal inherently requires negotiating how non-acceptance 

is conveyed and how potential interpersonal consequences are managed. In 

some messages, emoji or linguistic elements work alongside the refusal to 

convey reluctance, friendliness, apology, or ongoing affiliation. Crucially, the 

mitigating quality is not a property of the emoji, the abbreviation, or the 

indirect strategy alone. Rather, it is a property of the interplay between the 

different resources in the response. Another dimension is interpersonal 

alignment, which provides a useful term to account for these aspects. 

Alignment does not imply alignment with the proposed action. Students may 

refuse an offer, request or proposal and still align positively with the 

interlocutor. This distinction between interpersonal alignment and 

alignment with the proposed action is relevant for refusal. The proposed 

action is rejected, but the relationship may be preserved by providing 

explanations, appreciating the offer, deploying humor, using an informal 

style or affiliative graphical resources. Finally, the last one, stance 

configurations reveal that responses that are formally identical in terms of 

refusal strategy could vary in their interpersonal orientation. A refusal could 

be reluctant, firm, humorous, apologetic, or otherwise affectively marked 

despite the fact that the communicative purpose of the response was the 

same. Emoji plays an important role in enabling stance orientations to be 

realised; however, their stance potential relies on the co-occurrence of 

specific verbal formulations.  
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4.8. Beyond Words as Intercultural Meaning-Making in Digital 

Interaction  

Digital messaging is a context in which pragmatic meaning is made 

available through linguistic, graphical, sequential, interpersonal, and 

contextual resources. It is an intercultural communicative space, not merely 

a technological medium for conducting interactions that could otherwise 

take place face to face. Abbreviations and emojis are communicative 

resources with sociopragmatic and relational properties. Abbreviations 

might reflect stylistic choices or indicate how much effort a speaker has 

invested in composing a message. Emojis can indicate stance, mitigate, 

convey irony, ambiguity, or affiliation, and the sequential organisation of 

digital messages allows the negotiation of a refusal to span multiple message 

contributions. Refusal is a communicative action in which the interaction 

between these resources and verbal strategies becomes particularly visible. 

Direct and indirect strategies are still useful when analysing pragmatic 

meaning, but they are not sufficient to account for the interpersonal 

organisation of refusals. The pragmatic force of a digital refusal is therefore 

achieved through the relations between these resources rather than relying 

on individual resources alone.  

The argument that meaning extends beyond words applies to digital 

messages more broadly. Refusals are one of many types of communicative 

actions performed via digital messaging, but their suitability for analysis lies 

in the opportunities they provide for investigating the interplay between 
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different communicative resources. It is no longer sufficient to argue that 

written language is inherently limited in conveying certain types of meaning. 

Written language plays an important part in digital messaging and cannot be 

overlooked in the analysis of meaning, but the interpretation of its 

contribution is always dependent on other communicative resources such 

as graphic signs, spelling choices, timing, sequencing, platform-specific 

conventions, and the interpersonal history between speakers. 

Multimodality, then, should not simply be understood as the existence of 

multiple communicative resources. The important question is not whether 

various resources exist in Turkish and English interaction, but how these 

resources are used in combination to reinforce, nuance, contradict, or 

transform each other’s meaning. Even though it is possible to make 

meaningful comparisons between these linguistic refusals based on 

recurrent patterns and configurations, such comparisons should not be 

extrapolated to make sweeping generalizations about different cultural 

groups’ communicative styles. Other variables such as linguistic affordances, 

digital communicative repertoire, platform-specific conventions, the specific 

social relationship between interlocutors, participants’ experience with 

digital messaging, and the purpose of a communicative interaction may all 

play a role. Moreover, comparing the Turkish and English refusals is most 

productive in terms of different patterns of multimodal organization. 

Different levels of directness or mitigation, the deployment of abbreviation, 

or the use of emojis can indicate that the two groups employ available 

resources differently. Nevertheless, the same interpersonal outcome can be 
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achieved in different ways. A more explicit refusal can also be accompanied 

by more affiliative resources, whereas a less explicit refusal might not 

require the same degree of graphical or verbal mitigation. Alternatively, the 

same distribution of strategies can conceal differences in how stance and 

interpersonal meanings are achieved. In conclusion, meaning is negotiated 

through the construction and interpretation of messages. The choice of 

language, abbreviations, icons, and sequencing is part of anticipating how 

communicative acts might be interpreted by interlocutors.  

Conclusion 

The pragmatic organization of refusal does not correspond with a 

unilinear notion of directness. Directness is relevant to the description of 

refusal, as it refers to the degree to which non-acceptance is made explicit 

in language. It is also important to note that linguistic explicitness does not 

necessarily imply a certain type of interpersonal force. A structurally direct 

refusal can contain resources that orient towards mitigation or affiliation; an 

indirect refusal can convey distance, decisiveness or restricted involvement 

in a relationship. Thus, directness and relational orientation need to be 

considered separate but connected aspects. It is, however, important to 

remember that variation between Turkish and English refusals is linked to 

how the specific linguistic strategies are situated within a larger multimodal 

configuration. The use of a direct or indirect strategy may indicate a 

recurring pattern within the data; yet, this does not mean that all 

interlocutors have the same underlying preference for a particular type of 
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interpersonal orientation. This can be understood by considering mitigation 

as part of the interpersonal force of a refusal. In the same vein, the 

interpersonal impact of the refusal is realized through different 

combinations of linguistic and graphical resources. The presence of 

expressions of regret, explanations, alternatives, affiliative graphical signs, 

and other contextual features, for instance, may serve to maintain relational 

continuity even if non-acceptance is made clear. Therefore, mitigation 

should not be equated with indirectness; instead, it can be viewed as an 

interactional consequence of the overall configuration of the refusal since it 

can still communicate a sense of distance or finality. This distinction means 

that the form of the language cannot simply be taken as an indication of 

interpersonal sensitivity towards the interlocutor. It also means that the 

analysis of how different refusal strategies co-occur with additional digital 

resources needs to be carefully considered rather than based on 

assumptions about the pragmatic force of a refusal from its strategy 

category alone. Consequently, refusal can take the form of reluctance, 

humour, apology, certainty, sympathy, hesitation or uncertainty. These 

attitudes are usually conveyed through words, but in the present data, other 

types of digital resources can also help make the stance clear. Emojis can 

serve to emphasise a stance that has already been clearly marked or to alter 

the meaning of the verbal message. They can also lead to an alternative 

interpretation of what the writer intends to communicate. In this way, 

emojis contribute to the interpersonal significance of the refusal, rather than 

functioning primarily as a source of expression. To summarise, in digital 
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communication, more options are available to accomplish such 

interpersonal work. These options do not define interpersonal alignment 

independently of each other. Instead, they contribute to alignment in 

combination with other resources and within the context of the overall 

interaction. 
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AFTERWORD 

“Intercultural Communication in Motion” views intercultural 
communication not as a set of cultural information but as a dynamic, 
context-based, and constantly changing process. The importance of 
interaction, reflection, interpretation, and critical consciousness in 
developing intercultural competence is stressed in this book. 

Through the combination of higher education, intercultural 
contact, virtual exchange, and digital communication, the book 
examines processes of meaning negotiation within linguistic, cultural, 
and technological contexts. Specific attention is paid to factors that 
enable meaningful engagement, the challenges associated with 
exposure, and the changes brought about by digital environments in 
communicative practices. 

By providing a contemporary approach to intercultural 
communication and moving beyond static and essentialist 
definitions, the book offers a timely contribution to the field. It will 
be relevant to both researchers and students. 
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