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Abstract
The purpose of this article is to explore the importance of education in developing 

intercultural competence among future employees and managers, as viewed by stu-
dents. Since today’s students are tomorrow’s professionals – many of whom will work 
in multicultural teams – their perspectives on the educational challenges involved in 
building intercultural competence are particularly valuable.

The research problem focuses on answering the question: How do students perceive 
the role of education (their studies) in developing the intercultural competence needed 
for future work in culturally diverse environments? The research methods employed 
in the study are a literature review and the elaboration of the findings from 24 indi-
vidual in-depth interviews with students from Poland, Spain, France, and Lithuania.

Higher education plays a critical role in shaping students’ intercultural compe-
tence, serving as a foundation for preparing them to succeed in culturally diverse 
workplaces. Such competence is essential for effective functioning and collaboration 
in teams composed of individuals from varied cultural backgrounds.

It is the responsibility of higher education to equip students with the ability to 
operate flexibly, adaptively, and interculturally in today’s work environment. Lecturers 
teaching subjects related to, among others, managing people in culturally diverse 
settings should focus particularly on enhancing students’ intercultural competence by 
shaping their attitudes, behaviours, communication, and interpersonal skills essential 
for thriving in multicultural contexts.

Keywords: managers, employees, students, intercultural competence, education

Introduction

In the context of globalisation and the international economic activity of mod-
ern enterprises, the issue of intercultural competence has become particularly 
significant. Its importance stems primarily from its influence on the smooth 
functioning of multinational enterprises, the effectiveness of multicultural teams, 
and interpersonal relationships among employees operating in culturally diverse 
environments. Awareness of cultural diversity in today’s professional landscape, 
the ability to adapt quickly, navigate new experiences arising from crossing cultural 
boundaries, demonstrate sensitivity to other cultures, and engage in effective inter-
cultural communication are is essential for successful cooperation across cultures.
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The aim of this article is to highlight the importance of (higher) education 
in developing students’ intercultural competence as future employees and 
managers. The authors affirm that education plays a vital role, as intercultural 
competence directly influences the ability of employees and managers to un-
derstand and embrace cultural diversity and to build positive relationships 
with individuals from different cultural backgrounds. For years, intercultural 
competence – primarily understood as the ability to collaborate with rep-
resentatives of other cultures – has been recognised as a key component of 
university education (e.g., Catarci & Fiorucci, 2015; Chen, 2022; Deardorff, 
2006; Gallagher & Polanin, 2015; Gibson et al., 2023; Hang & Zhang, 2023; 
Mara, 2021; Senyshyn, 2019; Volet & Jones, 2012).

In line with the article’s objective, the following research problem was for-
mulated: How do students perceive the importance of education (the period of 
study) in developing their intercultural competence necessary for future work in 
culturally diverse environments? To address this question, the authors present 
the views of Polish, Spanish, French, and Lithuanian students who participated 
in individual in-depth interviews.

Intercultural competence - definitions, 
key dimensions, and the role of education 

in developing students’ cross-cultural 
competence

According to Waloszek (2021), education both responds to the needs of 
reality and helps shape it. It is an integral part of social, cultural, and civ-
ilisational processes. Contemporary literature outlines various criteria for 
classifying competences. Waloszek (2021) identifies several competences 
as essential for individuals in today’s world: the ability to communicate, the 
ability to cooperate, creativity, and IT skills.

Intercultural education today is essentially education for all – it is educa-
tion for cultural diversity. It is a teaching and learning process that engages 
all participants in building self-confidence, enhancing empathic under-
standing of individuals from different cultural backgrounds, and promoting 
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equal opportunities to allow each individual to realise their full potential 
(Bunăiașu, 2015). The primary objective of education focused on intercultural 
issues is to develop the intercultural skills of pupils and students (Catarci & 
Fiorucci, 2015). According to Iwaniuk (2014), multicultural competence has 
emerged in response to the development of a global information society. This 
competence is grounded in:

• knowledge related to foreign languages, cultures, migration, and in-
tegration processes;

• skills that support communication, conflict resolution, and the man-
agement of culture shock;

• attitudes such as openness, tolerance, empathy, flexibility, and cultural 
awareness.

The concept of intercultural competence encompasses a combination of 
skills, attitudes, behaviours, and knowledge that, when applied consciously 
and in alignment with intercultural settings, create the foundation for effec-
tively navigating various situations within intercultural interactions. As Mara 
(2021) notes, intercultural competence enables the successful resolution of 
challenges that arise in intercultural contexts.

Byram (1997, p. 34) defines intercultural competence as comprising knowl-
edge of others, knowledge of oneself, skills for interpreting and building rela-
tionships, skills for discovery and interaction, and appreciation of the values, 
beliefs, and behaviours of other cultures. Similarly, Wolff and Borzikowsky 
(2018) describe intercultural competence as the skill set required for appro-
priate and effective collaboration with individuals from other cultures.

The concept of intercultural competence highlights the interconnected 
affective, cognitive, and behavioural dimensions of intercultural interaction.  
The affective dimension involves an individual’s willingness to learn about and 
value cultural differences. The cognitive dimension concerns an individual’s 
understanding of cultural practices that shape perception and behaviour.  
The behavioural dimension refers to the abilities necessary to act appropri-
ately and effectively during intercultural encounters (Zhang & Zhou, 2019). 
Intercultural competence facilitates, among other things, effective commu-
nication with people from different cultural backgrounds.
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It is important to emphasise that intercultural competence requires not only 
the continuous development of knowledge and skills, but also the cultivation 
of appropriate attitudes (Deardorff, 2009). This underscores the vital role of 
education, particularly at the university level. Intercultural competence is 
increasingly recognised as critical for professional practice in the 21st century 
(e.g., Beneroso & Alosaimi, 2020; Davis & Knight, 2018; Demetry & Vaz, 
2017; Hajro et al., 2017; Malau-Aduli et al., 2019). Therefore, contemporary 
education plays an essential role in preparing open-minded, empathetic, and 
culturally aware future employees and managers.

The role of intercultural competence in 
contemporary management

With the advancement of digital technology and the intensification of 
globalisation, academic curricula, particularly in higher education, increas-
ingly acknowledge (and should acknowledge) the global and, consequently, 
intercultural dimension. As a result, one of the growing objectives of higher 
education is to emphasise the intercultural perspective and to foster the de-
velopment of students’ intercultural competence.

As previously discussed in this article, intercultural competence is defined 
in a variety of ways. Broadly, it refers to a set of skills essential for building 
effective relationships between individuals who differ linguistically and cultur-
ally. Johnson, Lenartowicz, and Apud (2006) define intercultural competence 
as an individual’s ability to effectively apply knowledge, skills, and personal 
attributes in working with people from different cultural backgrounds. It also 
encompasses the practical ability to use knowledge about cultural diversity 
(Muszyńska et al., 2013) and to understand and function effectively within 
cultures different from one’s own (Abbe et al., 2007).

For today’s employees and managers, intercultural competence signifies the 
ability to collaborate and communicate effectively across cultural boundaries.  
It includes the knowledge and practical skills required to make communication-re-
lated decisions in interactions with colleagues from different cultural backgrounds 
(Steers et al., 2011). Intercultural competence involves acting appropriately and 
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effectively with individuals from culturally diverse environments (Hammer et al., 
2003), making it an integral part of daily operations in multinational companies.

Modern employees and managers must possess intercultural competence 
to successfully perform their roles, tackle challenges, and meet organisational 
goals. Operating in multicultural environments requires the ability to solve 
problems efficiently, manage stress, allocate time wisely, make complex decisions, 
and demonstrate creativity (Gesteland, 2012; Adamczyk, 2017; Mockaitis et al., 
2018; Gibson et al., 2019; Szkudlarek et al., 2020). Equally important are soft 
skills – personality traits and interpersonal abilities essential for building, main-
taining, and developing relationships in multicultural teams (Sogancilar & Ors, 
2018; Knap-Stefaniuk & Burkiewicz, 2020; Knap-Stefaniuk & Sorribes, 2022).

According to various researchers, key elements of intercultural competence 
in contemporary management include the ability to perceive and navigate 
contradictions inherent in today’s business environment. Communicative 
competence is essential for achieving mutual understanding, while cultural 
sensitivity facilitates relationship-building with individuals from diverse cul-
tures and enables quick adaptation to different cultural contexts. For man-
agers in particular, a flexible management style is crucial, stemming from an 
understanding of how culture influences managerial processes. In modern 
management, the ability to build and lead intercultural teams, whose success 
often arises from their diversity, is also of great importance (e.g., Leung & 
Wang, 2015; Dixon-Fyle et al., 2020; Steers, 2011; Zellmer-Bruhn et al., 2020).

Intercultural competence supports the creation and strengthening of in-
tercultural relationships aimed at effective collaboration between individuals 
from two or more cultures. This involves the optimal use of their knowledge, 
skills, abilities, and attitudes to foster communication, understanding, and 
the effective transfer of information and experience (Fiorucci, 2000). Effective 
contemporary management in multicultural settings requires a deep consider-
ation of cultural differences, tolerance, sensitivity, and the daily recognition of 
diversity by both employees and managers (Zellmer-Bruhn et al., 2020; Dixon-
Fyle et al., 2020). Therefore, teaching and nurturing intercultural competence 
among today’s students is essential to preventing prejudice and stereotypes 
in multicultural work environments.
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Methodology

Sampling strategy

The interviews described in this article were conducted by the authors in 
two phases: during April–May 2024 and February–May 2025. A total of 24 
individual in-depth interviews were completed: 12 with Polish and Spanish 
students (6 each), and 12 with French and Lithuanian students (6 each). 
This study represents a pilot investigation, serving as the preliminary stage 
of a broader research project on intercultural competence and the role of 
education in its development among university students.

The planning, organisation, and execution of the interviews were made pos-
sible through the authors’ professional and social networks, which facilitated 
access to the initial participants. These participants subsequently referred other 
eligible respondents who met predefined selection criteria. The authors developed 
a participant selection strategy based on shared characteristics: all interviewees 
were students enrolled at various European universities, all had experience in 
intercultural interactions, and all came from different European countries. The 
group was intentionally diverse in terms of age, gender, and nationality.

The sampling process employed non-random techniques, specifically 
purposive sampling, which involves selecting participants based on the 
researcher’s judgment and expertise (Szreder, 2004, p. 45). Such methods 
are appropriate when the aim is to acquire an initial understanding of a re-
search topic (Miszczak & Walasek, 2013, p. 102), as was the case in this 
pilot study. Purposive sampling allows the researcher to deliberately choose 
respondents who are expected to provide relevant insights based on their 
experiences (Miszczak & Walasek, 2013, p. 103).

Individual in-depth interviews

The authors conducted a qualitative study using a semi-structured interview 
format, specifically employing the individual in-depth interview technique. As 
Bendkowski (2016, pp. 30–31) notes, the aim of qualitative research is, first and 
foremost, to understand the phenomenon in question, not to measure its scale. 
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According to Miński (2017, p. 37), the in-depth interview is a qualitative re-
search technique involving intensive individual interviews with a small number 
of participants, aimed at exploring their personal views, feelings, and perspectives 
on specific solutions, programmes, or situations.

Given the pilot nature of the study, the relatively small research sample 
(24 students) is both appropriate and justifiable. Pasikowski (2015, p. 197) 
points out that sample size in qualitative research, although often considered 
of secondary importance, is subject to both practical and theoretical consid-
erations. He further notes (2015, p. 198) that qualitative research projects 
commonly involve sample sizes ranging from 20 to 30 participants. Guest et 
al. (2009, p. 74) have shown that reliable data can be obtained even from very 
small samples – even as few as four participants – if the study design is sound.

Therefore, the authors considered the sample size of 24 students sufficient 
for the exploratory goals of this preliminary phase. Most researchers agree 
that the individual in-depth interview requires the use of a structured interview 
script, which helps organise the interview and ensures that all key topics are 
covered (Miński, 2017, p. 40).

Research tool – the in-depth interview script

All students who participated in the interviews responded to a uniform set 
of questions developed in advance by the authors as part of a semi-structured 
interview script. This script served as a structured framework for the inter-
viewer while offering respondents considerable flexibility in their responses. It 
did not include predefined answers or rating scales; instead, respondents ex-
pressed their views in their own words. The interviewer adjusted the sequence 
and pacing of questions according to each participant’s level of engagement 
and communication style. Follow-up questions were also posed when neces-
sary to explore responses in greater depth (Miński, 2017, p. 39). This flexible 
approach is a key feature of in-depth interviews and allows for a more nuanced 
understanding of respondents’ perspectives (Nicińska, 2000, p. 41).
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Interview implementation

The interviews were conducted in a mixed format, combining face-to-face 
and online meetings. Among the Polish students, four interviews were car-
ried out in person and two online via the Zoom platform. For the Spanish 
students, three interviews were conducted in person and three online. Of the 
French students, five were interviewed face-to-face and one online. Similarly, 
interviews with Lithuanian students included four face-to-face sessions and 
two conducted online via Zoom.

Each interview lasted approximately 40 to 50 minutes. At the beginning of 
each session, participants were informed about the purpose of the interview, 
the selected research method, and the technique being used. Formal matters 
such as data confidentiality, the anonymity of responses, and the intended use 
of the collected information were also discussed to ensure informed consent 
and ethical compliance.

During face-to-face interviews, the authors followed a pre-developed script 
and took detailed notes throughout the conversation. The online interviews, 
conducted via the Zoom platform, were not recorded; instead, the authors 
also took written notes during these sessions. Interviews with the Polish 
students were conducted in Polish; those with the Spanish students were 
conducted in both the Spanish and English, depending on the respondent’s 
preference. Interviews with the French and Lithuanian students were con-
ducted in English.

To process the data, the authors employed a standard transcription method, 
capturing participants’ responses verbatim. The transcripts were later edited 
to remove filler words, repetitions, and common spoken-language syntactic 
errors, ensuring clarity while preserving the substance of each response.
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Respondent characteristics

The following table presents an overview of the characteristics of the stu-
dents who participated in the interviews.

Table 1. Characteristics of the respondents (the Polish and Spanish students)

Source: the authors’ own study based on the interviews with the Polish and Spanish 
students (2024).

Table 2. Characteristics of the respondents (the French and Lithuanian students)

Source: the authors’ own study based on the interviews with the French and Lithu-
anian students (2025).

Intercultural competence in students’ opinion -  
the study results

The primary aim of the interviews was to gather the information nec-
essary to answer the research question regarding the role of education in 
developing intercultural competence, as perceived by the Polish and Spanish 
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students. During the interviews, students were asked to respond to the fol-
lowing questions:

1. How do you understand (or explain) the concept of intercultural 
competence?

2. In your opinion, what is the role of education in developing your in-
tercultural competence?

3. What actions should be taken in higher education to effectively support 
the development of students’ intercultural competence?

Tables 3 and 4 present the students’ responses regarding their understanding 
of the concept of intercultural competence.

Table 3. Students’ answers to question 1

Source: the authors’ own study based on the interviews with the Polish and Spanish 
students (2024).
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All Polish and Spanish students demonstrate an understanding of the term 
intercultural competence and were able to articulate its meaning. Given the 
qualitative nature of the collected data, the authors present the respondents’ 
verbatim statements in Table 3. This approach is maintained in the subse-
quent tables, where students’ responses are also shown in their original form 
(verbatim transcription).

Table 4. Students’ answers to question 1

Source: the authors’ own study based on the interviews with the French and Lithu-
anian students (2025).

Across all national groups, students consistently associated intercultural 
competence with the following key elements: knowledge of other cultures, 
including their values, customs, and behavioural norms; the ability to 
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communicate and collaborate effectively with individuals from diverse cultural 
backgrounds; openness, respect, and acceptance of cultural differences, ac-
companied by a positive attitude toward diversity; cultural sensitivity, defined 
as the capacity to recognise and respond appropriately to cultural differences; 
flexibility and adaptability in intercultural contexts. The students’ responses 
reflect a shared understanding of intercultural competence as a combination of 
knowledge, practical skills, and appropriate attitudes toward cultural diversity.

Table 5 presents the students’ views on the importance of education in the 
development of their intercultural competence.

Table 5. Students’ answers to question 2

Source: the authors’ own studwy based on the interviews with the Polish and Spanish 
students (2024).
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According to the Polish and Spanish respondents, higher education is re-
garded as very important, fundamental, and basic for building intercultural 
competence and preparing students to work effectively in culturally diverse 
environments. Their responses reveal a strong awareness of the crucial role 
that education plays in fostering intercultural skills, which are essential for 
managing tasks and responsibilities in today’s multicultural workplaces.

Table 6. Students’ answers to question 2

Source: the authors’ own study based on the interviews with the French and Lithu-
anian students (2025).
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The table above presents the views of the French and Lithuanian stu-
dents on the role of education in developing their intercultural competence.  
Like their Polish and Spanish counterparts, the French and Lithuanian stu-
dents unanimously emphasise the importance of education in developing 
intercultural competence. Their responses focus on several key aspects: the 
need for preparation to work in multicultural environments, the acquisi-
tion of cultural knowledge and awareness, and the development of attitudes 
such as openness, tolerance, and acceptance. Respondents claim that higher 
education should cultivate the skills and attitudes essential for effective par-
ticipation in culturally diverse teams. The students also stress that education 
should support both theoretical learning and practical experience related to 
different cultures. They believe that education must help them develop not 
only intercultural knowledge and skills but also a positive attitude toward 
cultural diversity.

Tables 7 and 8 provide insights into the students’ views on what actions 
should be taken within higher education to effectively develop their inter-
cultural competence. These tables list the various activities proposed by the 
students (excluding repeated answers).

The responses presented in Table 7 demonstrate that the Polish and Spanish 
students recognise the need for a range of initiatives aimed at enhancing in-
tercultural competence through education. They emphasise, for example, the 
importance of adapting study programmes to meet the current demands for 
intercultural skills in the workplace, such as introducing compulsory courses 
on different cultures and cultural differences. Additionally, they advocate 
for more classes addressing cultural diversity (both within and outside the 
standard curriculum) and suggest involving students in the planning and 
implementation of international projects. Overall, the responses from both 
the Polish and Spanish students reflect a clear awareness of the need for edu-
cational reforms and diverse initiatives that could significantly enhance their 
intercultural competence through education.
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Table 7. Students’ answers to question 3

Source: the authors’ own study based on the interviews with the Polish and Spanish 
students (2024).
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Table 8: Students’ answers to question 3 

Source: the authors’ own study based on the interviews with the French and Lithu-
anian students (2025).

The responses presented in Table 8 reveal that the French and Lithuanian 
students recognise the need for a variety of initiatives aimed at effectively de-
veloping their intercultural competence. Students clearly expect universities to 
actively support the practical acquisition of intercultural skills through concrete 
activities such as direct contact with other cultures, participation in exchange 
programmes, and engagement in relevant courses and projects. Education 
should not only transmit knowledge but, above all, cultivate the skills and 
attitudes essential for functioning effectively in today’s multicultural world.

The collected interview data were transcribed, coded, and categorised for 
the purposes of qualitative analysis. Coding was conducted in the following 
manner: during the review of the transcripts, relevant text segments were 
identified and grouped under shared labels, or codes. All excerpts related to the 
same issue were coded uniformly. This process was conducted electronically 
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using Microsoft Word. A categorisation framework was developed through an 
emergent-inductive approach, whereby categories were derived directly from 
the research material rather than imposed through a predefined theoretical 
structure. This open coding method was grounded in the available data, rather 
than based on a predefined theoretical coding scheme. Text segments assigned 
the same codes were compiled into separate documents, each representing 
a distinct thematic category. These category files were then refined to identify 
relationships and overlaps between categories. Additional sub-codes were also 
created within each file to further structure the material. During the analysis, 
comparisons were made both within individual categories – highlighting key 
elements of each interview – and across different participant groups to reveal 
similarities and differences in perspectives.

In response to Question 1: How do students understand the concept of in-
tercultural competence?, across all four countries, students consistently iden-
tified the foundation of intercultural competence as the knowledge of values, 
customs, and social norms of other cultures. Many responses also highlighted 
communication and collaboration skills as central components. Universally, 
students emphasised openness, respect, and tolerance toward cultural differ-
ences. Some variation was observed among national groups. The Polish and 
Spanish students placed a stronger emphasis on attitudes and behaviours 
(such as openness, tact, and adaptability), whereas the French and Lithuanian 
students more frequently stressed the importance of practical experience 
and engagement (such as the ability to function quickly in unfamiliar cultural 
settings or to build relationships with culturally diverse individuals).

In response to Question 2: What is the role of education in developing 
intercultural competence?, a common viewpoint emerged across all coun-
tries: education is perceived as essential for developing intercultural compe-
tence. Students widely expect universities to prepare them for multicultural 
work environments by promoting openness and tolerance, and by linking 
theoretical knowledge with practical experiences, including exchange pro-
grammes and project-based learning. The Polish and Spanish students more 
frequently mentioned the importance of education in fostering cultural 
awareness, sensitivity, and interpersonal relationship-building within diverse 
teams. In contrast, the French and Lithuanian students placed greater emphasis 
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on professional readiness, highlighting the value of acquiring the knowledge 
and skills necessary to feel confident and competent in intercultural settings.

In response to Question 3: What actions should universities take to support the 
development of intercultural competence?, students across all four countries rec-
ommended a range of concrete, practice-oriented actions. Common suggestions 
included organising workshops and courses in intercultural communication; ex-
panding participation in international exchange programmes (e.g., Erasmus+); 
involving students in international team-based projects; integrating intercultural 
content more extensively and mandatorily into academic curricula; hosting 
campus events such as cultural festivals and themed workshops. Differences in 
emphasis were also noted. The Polish and Spanish students more often proposed 
student-led initiatives, such as co-editing student journals, organising events, 
and participating in academic clubs. The French and Lithuanian students, by 
contrast, more frequently stressed the importance of formally embedding inter-
cultural topics into the curriculum, through courses such as intercultural nego-
tiation or intercultural management. The Lithuanian students also highlighted 
study visits and international camps as particularly valuable, while the French 
students suggested inviting guest speakers from different cultural backgrounds 
as a valuable source of knowledge and experience.

The shared views among students from all countries demonstrate a wide-
spread recognition of intercultural competence as a key skill in today’s glo-
balised professional landscape. Students express a clear expectation that 
universities should go beyond theoretical instruction and offer experiential, 
hands-on opportunities for intercultural learning through interaction with 
people from diverse backgrounds and participation in international pro-
jects. However, national differences reflect varying educational expectations 
and approaches. Students from Central and Eastern Europe (Poland and 
Lithuania) expressed a stronger desire for the formal integration of inter-
cultural topics into university curricula. In contrast, students from Western 
Europe (Spain and France) placed greater emphasis on community-based and 
social activities and interaction in practice.
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Discussion

The interviews conducted with the Polish, Spanish, French, and Lithuanian 
students provided clear insights into the research problem: How do students 
perceive the importance of education (period of study) in the development 
of their intercultural competence necessary for future work in culturally 
diverse environments?

The findings reveal that all participating students are familiar with the 
concept of intercultural competence and are able to explain it accurately. They 
recognise the critical role that education plays in fostering this competence and 
are able to articulate well-reasoned justifications for its importance. Moreover, 
throughout the interviews, students proposed a variety of practical ideas and 
initiatives that they believe would effectively enhance the development of in-
tercultural competence during their studies. The interview results underscore 
a strong and widespread awareness among students of the growing signifi-
cance of intercultural competence in today’s globalised world and increasingly 
multicultural professional environments.

The importance of education in developing intercultural competence has 
been extensively discussed in both Polish and international literature. Polish 
scholars (such as Lewowicki, 2000; Nikitorowicz, 2019; Sacharczuk and Szwarc, 
2020), as well as international researchers (including Arasaratnam-Smith, 
2017; Guillén-Yparrea and Ramírez-Montoya 2023; Gregersen-Hermans, 2015 
and 2017; Mara 2021) have discussed the role of education in this context.

Bem (2020), for example, conducted an empirical study between May 
and June 2019 involving 808 students from 15 academic institutions across 
Poland. The study aimed, among other objectives, to assess the level of students’ 
cultural and intercultural competence. The findings suggest that students’ low 
levels of cultural and intercultural competence may result from systemic gaps 
within the Polish education system, specifically, the absence of structured ap-
proaches to intercultural education at earlier stages of learning and insufficient 
emphasis on such competence at the university level.

The relevance of intercultural competence in today’s globalised professional 
landscape is well established. It enables individuals to behave appropriately and 
adapt effectively across diverse cultural contexts, facilitating successful interaction 
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among people from different cultural backgrounds. Research has shown that 
individuals with well-developed intercultural competence engage more flexibly 
and effectively in intercultural situations (Barmeyer & Mayrhofer, 2021) and can 
quickly adjust to new cultural dynamics. Furthermore, intercultural competence 
is recognised as a key determinant of work performance (Cizmas et al., 2022). 
Additional studies have confirmed that intercultural competence positively influ-
ences employee attitudes, behaviours, and overall work quality. It has a significant 
impact on managerial effectiveness, leadership, team functioning, expatriate suc-
cess, and international negotiation outcomes (Richter, et al., 2023; Yari et al., 2020).

Thus, the development of intercultural competence is of crucial impor-
tance. Educational activities play a central role in shaping openness toward 
other cultures, fostering appropriate attitudes, building adaptability and sensi-
tivity to cultural diversity, and preparing individuals for effective engagement 
in diverse cultural settings.

In conclusion, the interviews confirmed the central research assumption: in 
the opinion of all participating students, their university education is essential 
for developing the intercultural competence required for effective professional 
performance in culturally diverse environments.

Limitations and recommendations for future research
As with most qualitative research, a limitation of this study lies in the 

restricted generalisability of its results. However, in the authors’ opinion, the 
chosen methodology offer significant advantages, particularly the ability to 
establish direct rapport with respondents and clarify any emerging ambigu-
ities during the interview process. All interviews were planned in advance, 
and participants were recruited using a snowball sampling method. This 
non-probability technique is widely employed when studying social groups 
that may be difficult to access, such as students from different nationalities 
who meet specific inclusion criteria. The authors acknowledge that this sam-
pling approach carries inherent limitations, including potential subjectivity 
in the selection process. Furthermore, since the participating students were 
enrolled at various European universities – each with differing degrees of 
cultural diversity – this may have influenced both their responses and their 
previous intercultural experiences.
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In the authors’ view, further research is warranted to expand on the insights 
presented here. Specifically, future studies should involve a larger and more 
diverse student population, allowing for broader comparative analysis. The 
issues explored in this study are timely and significant, making it particularly 
valuable to conduct similar research among international student popula-
tions. Notably, similar interviews have already been conducted with Italian 
and Portuguese students.

Future studies should also include quantitative research across a broader 
sample of students from additional European countries. As previously noted, 
the current study should be regarded as preliminary. Moreover, the authors 
recommend examining and assessing the concrete strategies and initiatives 
employed by European universities to cultivate intercultural competence – an 
evaluation critical for both academic policy and instructional design.

Conclusions

Based on the findings, several practical recommendations can be proposed 
for both higher education institutions and the labour market to better sup-
port the development of intercultural competence in alignment with student 
expectations and the realities of a globalised workplace.

In the context of higher education, the following priorities are identified:
• Integration of mandatory intercultural courses into degree pro-

grammes. Courses such as Intercultural Management, Intercultural 
Communication, and Intercultural Negotiation should be compulsory, 
particularly in international, business, social science, and techni-
cal fields.

• Expansion of practical, experiential initiatives such as workshops, simu-
lations, international group projects, and guest lectures by professionals 
or cultural representatives. Programmes like Erasmus+, international 
study visits, and camps should be actively promoted and better inte-
grated into curricula.

• Support for student-led intercultural initiatives, including events, 
festivals, student journals, and academic clubs with an intercultural 
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focus. These initiatives foster peer-to-peer learning and community 
engagement.

• Promotion of intercultural awareness and attitudes, emphasising tol-
erance, empathy, and cultural sensitivity. Interactive and collaborative 
learning methods should be central to these efforts.

• Adaptation of teaching methods to include activating strategies such 
as project-based learning, case studies, and structured debates, which 
encourage cooperation in culturally diverse groups.

In the context of the labour market, key recommendations include:
• Stronger university–industry collaboration, through internships, pro-

ject-based partnerships, and mentoring initiatives that provide students 
with real-world intercultural experiences.

• Clear articulation of expectations, with companies making it explicit 
that intercultural competence is valued in recruitment, evaluation, and 
diversity policies.

• Implementation of internal intercultural training, including onboard-
ing and professional development workshops aimed at improving team 
cohesion and communication in diverse teams.

• Creation of inclusive work environments, where diversity and inclu-
sion policies are embedded in team structures and workplace culture, 
fostering respectful collaboration.

• Recognition of practical intercultural experience, by prioritising in-
ternational exposure, exchange programme participation, or project 
collaboration with international peers in hiring processes, rather than 
focusing solely on theoretical knowledge.

In conclusion, intercultural competence – the ability to work effectively 
across cultural boundaries – is a foundational requirement in today’s global 
workplace. It encompasses the awareness, knowledge, and skills needed to 
navigate culturally diverse environments. For students, as future employ-
ees and managers, these are not simply desirable attributes but essential 
qualifications. Their development is of paramount importance in today’s 
professional landscape.
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