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In today’s world most of us have to deal with intercultural communication. We travel, both physically and via the Internet, 
we work in countries other than our own or in companies where colleagues with different national/ethnic backgrounds are 
the rule rather than an exception, we study and teach in multicultural universities, our jobs require daily contacts with 
foreigners and immigrants – the list is endless. We often do notice cultural differences, especially if they are blatantly 
obvious (for instance, different dressing or religious habits) and deal with them as best we can, or so we think. So why 
spend extra effort on acquiring intercultural competence through an academic programme?  

Perhaps most of all because we all have a tendency to overrate our intercultural competence. We are inclined to think that, 
glaring differences apart, people are essentially similar (which in practice usually means they are thought to be similar to 
ourselves). There are countless arbitrary norms in our own culture that we do not recognise as such but treat as universal, 
as it were “natural” behaviour. Whenever somebody violates these norms, we attribute this to their faulty personality, and 
hence there is only one step to faulting their whole national/ethnic group with rudeness, insincerity, arrogance, importunity 
– the list of possible negative traits is endless. Stereotyping the nationality/ethnic group follows logically, and we are 
caught in a vicious circle without even noticing it. Examples? A Nordic person meets you and, instead of immediately 
asking “How are you?” just nods and smiles (at times ever so slightly). “No manners”, “cold and impolite”, is the automatic 
reaction of representatives of many other cultures. In an EU institution, the Greek department once filed a complaint 
against the arrogance of colleagues from another culture. The matter, which received high-level treatment, finally boiled 
down to a seemingly minuscule detail: in that other culture people never greet relative strangers in a lift nor wish them a 
good day as they leave the lift a few floors later. Following their own rules in the EU institution, they never even dreamt 
that others might take offence. Or think of the differences of length of intimate, personal, social and public distances in 
different cultures, or the presence or lack of what is called a “workplace bubble”. A Frenchman, eager to help an American 
female colleague with a computer problem, bent over her table and, without even noticing it, inadvertently touched the 
colleague: the latter actually perceived this as sexual harassment. What would have happened if he had used the habitual 
French “bises” – ritual greeting kisses? There are cultures where hugging friends and colleagues is almost a must, and 
others where nearly all touching, except between lovers, is felt as painful invasion of one’s private zone. And then there 
are differences in what is valued most in life (starting with how important a collective, be it a family or a nation, is as 
against the individual, whether we live to work or work to live, etc., etc.). The list goes on and on. In fact, the problem with 
such differences is that not only are we often not aware of them but also that they are extremely numerous and, in 
addition,  deeply ingrained in us, so deeply that even if we become aware of them, we need special strategies to overcome 
them or at least live with them. We need knowledge and theory to help us reflect on the dimensions along which cultural 
differences might manifest themselves, on how our identity is affected by them, on how and how much we need to change 
our identity to live in the new intertwined world and whether changing or even multiple identities should be viewed as loss 
or enrichment. Real competence-building starts with reflection and proceeds from there. 

This is where an academic programme such as EDICC becomes indispensable. It combines the latest achievements in 
the theory of intercultural communication with discussions between participants from various cultures and practical tasks, 
all with the aim of improving the participants’ competence in managing intercultural encounters, in avoiding and solving 
conflicts. And, perhaps more importantly, aside from contributing to our skills in ensuring efficient intercultural cooperation, 
it also aims to help our growth as human beings through broadening our awareness of different perspectives on the world 
and thereby increasing our capacity for empathy.   
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