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INTRODUCTION
The intercultural competence (IC) was defined as 
one’s capability „to interact appropriately and effec-
tively with others in possession of different cogni-
tive, affective, and behavioral orientations towards 
the world in intercultural situations“ (Bertelsmann 
Stiftung & Fondazione Cariplo, 2006, p.5). It inte-
grates motivation, knowledge, and skills across cul-
tural contexts (Arasaratnam, 2006). In this regard, 
the IC should be perceived by all participants in the 
learning environment to acquire respect for cultur-
al diversity, to practice active listening, and to use 
specific communication styles. Acquiring intercul-
tural skills, such as empathy, nonverbal commu-
nication, and conflict resolution, was considered 
a crucial element in setting worldwide education-
al goals. Nowadays, educators are facing the need 
to foster inclusive learning environments where 
students should be prepared to understand and 

respect cultural complexity. Marinov (2020, p. 8) 
stated that the physical education and sport system 
is closely related to the social system and ensures 
the achievement of socially significant goals set for 
the development not only of individuals but also 
of society. “However, the effectiveness of the edu-
cational process depends on sports pedagogues’ 
qualifications and competence”. (Haralampieva & 
Marinov, 2017, p. 100). 
The role of teachers and coaches has become mul-
tifaceted, with new responsibilities in multicultural 
environments that require appropriate intercultur-
al attitudes and skills, including emotional support 
and promoting inclusivity. Therefore, sports profes-
sionals should master key components of intercul-
tural competence as fully as possible in order to cre-
ate an inclusive learning environment for students 
and athletes (Okon, 2011). Respecting cultural and 
linguistic diversity, combating social exclusion and 
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discrimination, promoting social justice and pro-
tection, equality, are some of the main aims of the 
Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union 
(European Union, 2008).  In accordance with the 
Committee of Ministers’ Recommendation to 
member States on multilevel policies and gover-
nance for intercultural integration, “public policies 
should encourage intercultural education and the 
development of skills” to enhance active citizen-
ship and participation (Council of Europe, 2022). 
In this regard, Regulation No. 13 of the Ministry of 
Education and Culture of Bulgaria establishes stan-
dards for developing and implementing intercul-
tural competence in secondary education curricula 
(Ministry of Education and Culture, 2016). Article 
3 states that acquiring IC means actively seeking 
knowledge about different cultures, forming posi-
tive attitudes towards cultural diversity, and build-
ing skills for effective intercultural interaction. 
It is essential to emphasize that numerous IC ped-
agogical models have been applied worldwide, 
guiding teaching and enhancing the effectiveness 
of learning across diverse educational settings. Me-
jía-Mercado and Romero-González (2022) pos-
tulated that elaborating effective learning models 
should be an appropriate framework for achieving 
educational goals in building intercultural compe-
tence. They stated the pedagogical models “under-
pin a relevant relationship between teacher, students 
and knowledge” and “delimit the didactic resources 
to be implemented within inclusive learning envi-
ronments depending on the needs of each student” 
(Mejía-Mercado & Romero-González, 2022). 
The insufficiency of existing IC models for PE and 
sport settings has resulted in a lack of a compre-
hensive framework tailored to the uniqueness 
of sports-based learning. Therefore, a critical re-
search problem was outlined: How can an effective 
IC model be designed for physical education and 
sports settings? This research aimed to address this 
problem through a comparative analysis of some 
of the most prominent models, highlighting their 
strengths and weaknesses. The study findings serve 
as a foundation for designing a new IC model to 
improve teaching methodology and create an in-
clusive learning environment at the National Sports 
Academy “Vassil Levski”.

Aim And Objectives
The main goal of this study was to analyze existing 
IC models for developing intercultural competence 
in the Bulgarian context to elaborate and imple-
ment an innovative teaching practice. Our aim was 

to identify key components, strengths, and weak-
nesses of these models in order to design an effec-
tive teaching methodology for PE students.

METHODOLOGY
A comparative theoretical analysis has been con-
ducted based on several criteria, including dura-
tion, area, intercultural approach, structure, ped-
agogical methods, assessment, and results. These 
criteria were chosen as widely recognized for a sys-
tematic review and testing of educational models in 
different contexts. Additionally, a SWOT analysis 
was conducted based on a critical synthesis and in-
terpretation of the strengths, weaknesses, opportu-
nities, and threats of the reviewed IC models. 

RESULTS
Detailed and in-depth research on scientific re-
ports was conducted, revealing four main theoret-
ical models designed to build intercultural compe-
tence in higher education. Pedagogical models for 
implementing IC in teaching practice were devel-
oped based on the components of theoretical ones. 
The Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivi-
ty (DMIS), based on constructivist learning theory, 
frames IC as a perceptual progression from an eth-
nocentric to an ethnorelative worldview (Bennett, 
2017). In contrast, Byram’s Model took a broader, 
skill-based approach, defining Intercultural Com-
municative Competence as a combination of lin-
guistic, sociolinguistic, and discourse skills, along 
with intercultural attitudes, knowledge, and abili-
ties (Waliński, 2012). The Deardorff ’s Intercultural 
Competence Model offered a more philosophical 
view, portraying IC as a never-ending, continuous 
process of self-improvement and transformation. 
(Zhecheva, 2017). Finally, the Integrated Model of 
Intercultural Communication Competence (IMICC) 
was accepted for its uniqueness due to its empiri-
cal foundation, breaking down IC into three core 
dimensions—cognitive, affective, and behavior-
al—and examining the relationships between them 
to understand their influence on the formation of 
intercultural competence. In essence, these models 
offered distinct perspectives on how to conceptu-
alize IC: as a developmental stage, a set of skills, 
an ongoing process, or a collection of measurable 
dimensions. (Zhecheva, 2017).
Considering the main theoretical models and uti-
lizing academic databases such as Google Scholar, 
PubMed, Web of Science, and ResearchGate, we 
conducted a semi-systematic comparative analysis 
to identify intercultural competence (IC) models 
implemented in pedagogical practice within higher 
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education, particularly in sports and physical edu-
cation (PE). We found that only a few pedagogical 
models had been developed and empirically test-
ed. Given the paucity of available literature in this 
specific field, an exhaustive and fully representative 
sample was not possible. Therefore, five models from 
diverse academic disciplines were purposefully se-
lected and analyzed comparatively based on a set of 
predefined criteria: duration of training, educational 
area, intercultural approach, model structure, peda-
gogical methods, assessment, and results.
The authors’ main criteria for analyzing the five IC 
models were based on a semi-systematic review 
approach, in accordance with Snyder’s guidelines 
(Snyder, 2019). Snyder (Snyder, 2019) explained 
that a semi-systematic review was appropriate 
when the analysis aimed “to review research ar-
eas that are conceptually rather than empirical-
ly developed, or where research is emerging and 
fragmented” (p. 335). This allowed researchers “to 
map and assess conceptual frameworks and the-
oretical models that may inform future empirical 
work” (pp. 335–336). Accordingly, the analytical 
criteria—duration, area, intercultural approach, 
structure, pedagogical methods, assessment, and 
results—were selected because they represented 
the essential components of a didactic model as 
identified in educational design theory (Joyce et 
al, 2015; Gagné et al., 2005; Deardorff, 2006; Gold-
stein, 2022). These parameters enabled a systemat-
ic comparison of how different educational models 
conceptualize, organize, and evaluate the process 
of developing intercultural competence.
The first of the analyzed models was designed by 
Taskin and Comlekci (Taskin & Comlekci, 2023), 
who developed a model for enhancing intercultural 
communication competence among students in the 
English Translation and Interpreting program at a 
state university in Turkey. The Intercultural Com-
munication course was conducted over one semester 
and combined theoretical and practical components 
covering three main topics: intercultural interac-
tions, awareness, and skills development. The theo-
retical part focused on knowledge of culture, cultur-
al values, verbal and nonverbal communication, and 
strategies for overcoming prejudice and communi-
cation barriers—the practical component aimed to 
build effective verbal and nonverbal communication 
skills in intercultural professional settings. The final 
project was an essay on each student’s emotion-
al, cognitive, and linguistic experiences (Taskin & 
Comlekci, 2023). Student progress was evaluat-
ed through essay grades and performance during 
training. While the model successfully enhanced 
students’ communication skills and self-confidence, 

its narrow focus on translation training limits its 
applicability to other fields. Moreover, the short 
course duration and reliance on a single essay as an 
assessment tool raise questions about its long-term 
educational impact. Razdobarova et al. (2018) also 
designed a model to build intercultural communica-
tive competence for students in the Agro-Industrial 
Management and Agribusiness, Veterinary Medi-
cine, Food, and Biotechnology faculties at Saratov 
State Agrarian University (Russia) in the context of 
international mobility. The model was incorporat-
ed in the classes of foreign language and included 
three modules: culture and traditions, speech eti-
quette, and “foreign language (English) at a level of 
interpersonal communication”. (Razdobarova et al., 
2018). The curriculum consisted of units fostering 
knowledge of foreign language, cultural diversity, 
and historical and social aspects of foreign language 
learning. She gave her students tasks for acquiring 
good interpersonal communication skills (verbal 
and non-verbal) and for resolving interpersonal 
conflicts.  Moreover, the scientists found that mo-
tivation to learn foreign languages was focused on 
fluency in communication with culturally different 
people, which would help expand social relations. 
To evaluate students’ knowledge, attitudes, and 
skills, the researchers developed an assessment tool-
kit. They tested the language proficiency, the general 
socio-cultural knowledge, the communication skills 
(verbal and non-verbal), and the communication 
strategies. The trainers used innovative education-
al methods such as audio and video libraries, lan-
guage social networks, chat rooms, web quests, etc. 
(Razdobarova et al., 2018). However, a limitation 
was in its focus on communication for international 
mobility, which could not provide a comprehensive 
framework for developing all aspects of intercultural 
competence. While the model was effective for lin-
guistic skills, it could overlook other crucial compo-
nents like intercultural sensitivity. 
Tarchi and Surian (2022) designed a pedagogical 
model for incoming U.S. students in Italy, with a 
strong emphasis on intercultural sensitivity and 
educational mobility. The model was notable for 
applying rigorous experimental methodology, us-
ing three different groups—video-log intervention, 
reflection-induced video-log, and active control—
to determine the most effective teaching approach. 
(Tarchi & Surian, 2022). This sophisticated re-
search design had significant strengths. However, 
its short duration could raise questions about the 
long-term impact of the training. The study’s con-
clusions were based on subjective, self-reported 
data from students. Additionally, the model’s spe-
cific focus on a study abroad context could limit its 
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applicability to other educational settings, such as 
physical education. 
Paatela-Nieminen (2012) developed a pedagogical 
model for Art and Design students, distinguished 
by its innovative and highly specialized intertextual 
art method. The model’s strengths lie in the abili-
ty to foster intercultural understanding, creativity, 
and critical thinking. One of the most innovative 
tasks she gave to the students was the research of 
an object’s cultural and historical aspects in order 
to motivate students to create innovative designs. 
This approach successfully encouraged a deep ap-
preciation for diverse cultures and helped students 
acquire new problem-solving and professional 
skills. This model provided specialized methodol-
ogy, which could obstruct its application in other 
areas of higher education.  
On the other hand, Neminska (2019) employed a 
different approach to building intercultural compe-
tence for Pedagogy students at Trakiya University 

in Bulgaria. She designed the model as a combina-
tion of two interactive constructs: cognitive sensi-
tiveness and intercultural competence. The model 
was based on situational pedagogical training, us-
ing an interactive model called the “Game of Col-
ors” across five modules. Students were engaged 
with videos, pictures, and music to resolve cases 
and participate in role-play or simulation games. 
The researcher’s aim was to acquire new profes-
sional knowledge and skills for working in an in-
tercultural setting, leading students to take on the 
roles of intercultural commentators, communica-
tors, and mediators. As a result, future pedagogical 
professionals reportedly gained and improved their 
“knowledge, skills and attitudes towards the differ-
ences in multicultural, intercultural and transna-
tional context” (Neminska, 2019). 
Table 1 provides a review of pedagogical models, 
but future, deeper theoretical reflection is neces-
sary to assess their value and deficiencies.

Table 1. Comparison between IC Pedagogical Models
ICC in 

Translators 
Education

ICC for Saratov State 
Agrarian University 

students
IC in Study 

Abroad students
IC in Design 

Education
IC for Pedagogy 

Students

D
ur

at
io

n

1 semester
2017-2025 (priority 

project of the Russian 
Federation)

1 semester 1 semester N/A

A
re

a Translating and 
interpreting 
education

Agro-industrial, 
management, and 

agribusiness, veterinary 
medicine, food, and 

biotechnology education

Incoming students
Art, architecture, 

and design 
education

Pedagogy students

In
te

rc
ul

tu
ra

l 
ap

pr
oa

ch Intercultural 
communication 
(cognitive and 

emotional level)

Intercultural 
communication

Intercultural 
Sensitivity

Emphasis on 
the cultural and 

historical aspects
Cognitive intercultural 

sensitiveness 

St
ru

ct
ur

e

Theory and 
practice 

3 modules – culture 
and traditions, speech 

etiquette, and individual 
tasks

2 hours of 
classwork and more 

individual tasks

Individual 
research to 

accomplish the 
final task

5 modules with interactive 
simulations

Pe
da

go
gi

ca
l 

M
et

ho
ds

Traditional 
and interactive 

methods 
(interview, essay, 

discussion in 
focus groups)

Interactive methods
Interactive visual 

methods
Independent 

student’s work

Intertextual art 
method;

Practical tasks;
Independent 

student’s work

Case studies, role-play, 
and simulation games

A
ss

es
sm

en
t

50 % essay and 
50% presentation 

Linguistic test 
Geographic test

Proficiency in behavioral, 
socio-cultural, and 

communication models 

Language literacy, 
Acculturation 
orientation, 

and Conceptual 
knowledge of IC

Final project Self-reflection

R
es

ul
ts

Good com
munication and 
language skills, 

mindfulness, and 
self-confidence

Good communication 
and language skills, 
practical skills, and 

general socio-cultural 
knowledge

Proficiency in 
language and 
acculturation 
orientation

Creative thinking 
and problem sol

ving, patience 
and openness to 

new ideas

Knowledge, skills, and 
attitudes towards the 
differences in mul

ticultural, intercultural, 
and transnational contexts
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A key finding of our analysis was that the majori-
ty of models tended to prioritize only one or two 
specific components of intercultural competence 
(e.g., communicative competence or cultural sen-
sitivity) rather than developing all components in a 
comprehensive and systematic manner. Therefore, 
the research approach would provide a framework 
for professionals in physical education and sport, 
where IC components would take responsibility 
for training effective interaction in diverse settings. 
Moreover, the discussed models were narrowly spe-
cialized and could not be applied to other specific 
areas.  However, the development of sustainable in-
tercultural knowledge, skills, and attitudes would 
require a more systematic and comprehensive ap-
proach, as well as rigorous research. Notably, al-
most all models incorporated both theoretical and 
practical components, with an emphasis on prac-
tical learning. The interactive teaching methods 
employed were designed to enhance skills and at-
titudes necessary for effective intercultural engage-
ment. The assessment methods varied widely—
from comprehensive linguistic and socio-cultural 
testing to a single final project or self-reflection—

making it difficult to compare their effectiveness. 
This critical analysis of the discussed models pro-
vided valuable information, which would be signif-
icant and decisive for designing an innovative IC 
model. By identifying the limitations of research 
approaches, we established the core requirements 
for a more effective and comprehensive design. 
The principles of active, reflective, and participato-
ry learning methods used in the reviewed models 
could be adapted to the specific features of a sports-
based learning environment. 
In light of the above, we conducted a SWOT anal-
ysis, which represented a framework for research-
ing concepts in our interpretation of the reviewed 
pedagogical models for developing intercultural 
competence. Through our research, we identified 
their strengths and weaknesses, as well as the op-
portunities and threats associated with their im-
plementation in the educational practice (Table 
2). This SWOT analysis would help us rethink 
innovative approaches in order to overcome the 
weaknesses and threats when designing pedagog-
ical experiments for building IC. 

Table 2. SWOT Analysis of IC Pedagogical Methods
STRENGTHS WEAKNESSES

•	 Complex of theory and practice, supporting 
both knowledge and skill acquisition

•	 Interactive tools (role-play, video-logs, simula-
tions, art-based learning, digital technologies, 
etc.) enhancing student’s engagement and re-
al-world applicability

•	 Improvement in student’s motivation, commu-
nication skills, and cultural awareness.

•	 Interdisciplinary approach of IC

•	 Short duration threatening the deep and lasting 
change in IC

•	 Focus only on one or two elements of IC (e.g., sen-
sitivity or communication skills) 

•	 Lack of standardized and longitudinal assessment 
tools for assessing the sustainability of outcomes

•	 Pedagogical methods demanding more financial 
resources (video-log reflection or intertextual art 
methods)

•	 Use of subjective assessment methods
OPPORTUNITIES THREATS

•	 Potential to design curricula for sustainable IC 
development.

•	 Potential for Institutional collaboration in the 
field of IC

•	 Universal models applicable to every human ac-
tivity

•	 Potential for policy support in IC training em-
phasizing diversity and inclusion 

•	 Potential for methodological innovation

•	 Impossibility for implementation of intercultural 
learning due to established social norms or prej-
udices.

•	 Hindering the implementation of the model due to 
limited time, funding, or administrative support.

•	 Difficulty in proving the educational effectiveness 
without rigorous measurement, 

•	 Threat of isolated and inconsistent development of 
intercultural competence due to lack of a coordi-
nated framework between faculties or institutions.

DISCUSSION 
The study showed a comparative analysis of pre-
viously discussed IC models. The study findings 
determined IC effectiveness depending on the use 

of active, reflective, and participatory methods 
and approaches that allowed learners to confront 
real-world cultural challenges. Most researched 
models effectively combined theoretical and prac-
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tical components, utilizing interactive teaching 
methods such as role-play and simulation to en-
hance student engagement and offer real-world 
applicability. However, a significant deficiency was 
found in IC models. The comparative analysis of 
the reviewed models revealed several important 
weaknesses: their short duration and narrow spe-
cialization. A sustainable development of intercul-
tural competence would, in our opinion, require 
long-term training, as Sinicrope, Norris, and Wata-
nabe (Sinicrope et al., 2007) highlighted, because 
the IC components need a considerable amount of 
time to develop (Sinicrope et al., 2007). Scholars 
such as Deardorff (Deardorff, 2006) and Bennett 
(Bennett, 2017) have emphasized that IC can be 
a continuous, lifelong process that cannot be fully 
developed in a short-term course. This supported 
the idea that short-duration models could not be 
sufficient for achieving lasting changes. 
The study’s findings provided a foundation for de-
signing an innovative, inclusive, and systematic IC 
model for physical education professionals, which 
should include a validated framework for assessing 
long-term impact on students.

CONCLUSION
The present study aimed to conduct a compara-
tive analysis of IC models, which were conceptu-
ally designed to develop intercultural competence 
in higher education. Most models had effective-
ly combined theory and practice. However, there 
had been some limitations in duration, focus, and 
applicability to sports-related environments. The 
analysis highlighted a comprehensive, long-term 
teaching approach that integrates cognitive, emo-
tional, and behavioral aspects of an intercultural 
competence model specifically designed for future 
sports professionals. The study provided a founda-
tion for innovative teaching strategies in physical 
education and sports, and future research should 
assess their effectiveness in fostering intercultur-
al knowledge, skills, and attitudes among PE and 
sports students.
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