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Intercultural learning in the EU key competence framework 

The European Union adopted in 2006 the first key competences framework for lifelong 

learning, and in 2018, the framework has been revised. The framework
1
 includes 8 key 

competences, and intercultural learning is a transversal element to all of them.  

Intercultural skills are mentioned as ‘transversal skills’ that are embedded throughout the key 

competence (page 14). In fact, the development of intercultural competence is essential to 

obtain the objective of key competences, namely providing individuals what they need for 

(among others) social inclusion, successful life in peaceful societies, and active citizenship. 

Intercultural competence is linked to the 8 key competences in two ways: 1) intercultural 

competence is needed to perform well in other key competences, and 2) other key 

competences are needed in order to develop intercultural competence. 

Here below is an overview of how intercultural competence is embedded in the EU key 

competences in both these perspectives. 

 

 

Literacy competence 

1. Literacy requires ‘a disposition to critical and constructive dialogue and interest in 

interaction with others’, an awareness of the impact of language on others and the 

understanding and using the language in a positive and socially responsible manner’, 

and ‘the skill to monitor and adapt the communication to the requirements of the 

situation’. 

2. Literacy is a basic skill needed to understand and interact in any communication, 

including intercultural communication. 

Multilingual competence  

1. ‘Language competences integrate intercultural competences, and they require the 

ability to use the language in an appropriate range of societal and cultural contexts, 

(…)the knowledge of societal conventions and the cultural aspects and variability of 

languages’. Multilingual competence includes attitudes such as ‘appreciation of cultural 

diversity, interest and curiosity about different languages and intercultural 

communication’. This competence also requires the attitude of being open and tolerant 

of ambiguity in order to communicate in the most appropriate way within a given 

context. 

                                                           
1
 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1527150680700&uri=CONSIL:ST_9009_2018_INIT 
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2. Competence in the language spoken by a cultural group is needed to fully understand 

their culture and interact. 

Mathematical competence and competence in science, technology and engineering (STEM) 

1. competence in STE requires the ‘attitude of curiosity’ and the ‘ability to understand 

the changes caused by human activity and the responsibility as an individual citizen, and 

the  ‘concern for ethical issues, safety and environmental sustainability’. Competence in 

STE should ‘enable individuals to better understand the advances, limitations and risks of 

scientific theories, applications and technology in societies at large, also in relation to 

values, moral questions, culture’. Intercultural competence is therefore essential in STE, 

as individual cannot fully understand the implications of scientific theories and 

technologies on society if they do not know the specific culture of the societal 

environment where these are applied. 

2. Knowing scientific and mathematical theories and functioning of technology, and how 

these are taught, used and perceived in a given cultural context, is essential to interact 

in an interculturally competent way in that context to propose the scientific and 

technological solutions which are effective in that environment. 

 

Digital competence 

1. Digital competence includes the ability to ‘use digital technologies to support active 

citizenship, social inclusion and collaboration with others’. The digital environment is yet 

another environment where people interact, therefore it requires the same skills for 

constructive and interculturally competent dialogue as any other context. 

2. Digital competence is needed in order for individuals to develop intercultural 

competence as digital media are a source of knowledge about different cultures and 

social media allow for a direct exchange between people from diverse backgrounds. 

 

Personal, social and learning to learn competence 

1. Personal social and learning to learn competence requires to ‘understand the codes of 

conduct and rules of communication generally accepted in different societies and 

environment’, ‘empathise’, ‘manage conflict’, ‘collaborate in teams and negotiate’, 

‘showing tolerance’, ‘expressing and understanding different viewpoints’. All these 

aspects are at the centre of intercultural competence. 

2. cope with uncertainty and complexity, reflect upon oneself, being able to learn, 

including having motivation and ability to change attitudes and behaviours, are 

elements of this competence which are essential to develop intercultural competence. 

Citizenship competence 

1. Citizenship competence requires ‘awareness of diversity and cultural identities in 

Europe and the world’, the ‘understanding of the multi-cultural and socio-economic 

dimensions of society’, ‘engaging effectively and constructively with others in common 

or public interest’. It also includes ‘support for social and cultural diversity’, the 
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‘promotion of peace and non-violence’, ’interest in intercultural communication’ and 

being prepared to ‘overcome prejudices and to compromise’.  These are all aspects of 

intercultural competence. 

2. The ‘understanding of European common values’, ‘knowledge of contemporary events 

and critical understanding of main developments in national, European and world 

history’, as well as ‘awareness of aims, values and policies of social and political 

movements, as well as sustainable systems, in particular climate and demographic 

change at global level’ are essential to fully understand the different cultures in Europe 

and in the world and the dynamics between them, and therefore develop intercultural 

competence. 

Entrepreneurship competence 

1. In an increasingly global market, ‘work collaboratively in order to plan and manage 

projects’, ‘communicate and negotiate with others’ and ‘cope with uncertainty and 

ambiguity’ are skills practiced in multicultural groups, therefore intercultural 

competence plays an important role in the entrepreneurship competence. 

2. Self awareness of own strength and weaknesses and self-efficacy are needed to develop 

intercultural competence. Self-efficacy is the positive belief in one’s own ability to 

undertake actions and confidence that one can understand issues, select appropriate 

methods, navigate obstacles successfully” (see Competences for democratic culture, 

Council of Europe). 

Cultural awareness and expression competence 

1. Cultural awareness and expression competence requires an ‘open attitude towards and 

respect for diversity and cultural expression’ and ‘curiosity about the world’ which are all 

aspects of intercultural competence. 

2. ‘Knowledge of cultures including their expressions, languages, heritage, traditions and 

cultural product and how these expressions can influence each other as well as the ideas 

of the individual’, and ‘understanding of one’s own developing identity and cultural 

heritage within a world of cultural diversity and how arts and other cultural forms can be 

a way to view and shape the world’  are essential to develop intercultural competence.  

 


