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Abstract. In the modern era of global interconnectedness, social media platforms have a
profound impact on how university students engage with cultural diversity and develop their
intercultural communicative abilities. This research examines how students’ understanding,
perspectives, and skills — crucial for effective intercultural communication — are shaped by their
daily interactions on social media platforms. Drawing on Byram's (1997) framework for
intercultural communicative competence, the study explores how students perceive and interpret
intercultural encounters on digital platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Reddit, and language
exchange apps.

Twenty-four students, enrolled in international and multilingual programs in one local
university in South Kazakhstan, participated in a semi-structured interview and maintained a
reflective digital journal for six weeks, employing a high-quality research methodology. Through
thematic analysis, four key themes emerged: (1) the impact of cultural perspectives outside the
classroom, (2) the negotiation of identity and empathy in intercultural conversations, (3) the
cultivation of critical cultural awareness through online discourse, and (4) obstacles such as
stereotyping and miscommunication. The research suggests that social media fosters spontaneous
and meaningful cross-cultural interactions, which contribute to the development of intercultural
competence, particularly in terms of openness, curiosity, and critical thinking. Even seemingly,
harmless actions, according to students commenting on posts, participating in online discussions, or
joining virtual communities, offer a wealth of opportunities to learn about cultural norms, beliefs,
and communication experiences.

Research shows the benefits of incorporating digital multiculturalism into the education
experience of learning a formal language. Promoting and developing global citizenship through
international education, the study suggests that language teachers and educational institutions need
to encourage students to think critically about social media and digital platforms.
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OJIeyMETTIK ’KeJlijiepAiH YHUBEPCUTET CTyAeHTTepPiHiH
MJJIEHM eTAPAJIbIK KOMMYHMKATHBTIK KY3bIPETTUIINIH 1aMbITYAa¥Fbl POJIi

Annarna. JKahanaplk e3apa OaiJIaHBICTBIH ~ Ka3ipri JQyipiHAEC OJNEeyMETTIK Meaua
riatopManiapbl YHUBEPCUTET CTYACHTTEPIHIH MOACHU OPTYPJILTIKICH TaHBICYBIHA JKOHE OJIAPJIbIH
MOJICHUETapaNIbIK KapbhIM-KaThIHAC KaOlJIETTEPIH JaMbITyFa KaTThl ocep ereni. by 3eprrey Trimai
MOJICHUETAPAIIBIK KAPBIM-KaThIHAC YIIIH MaHBI3bI CTYACHTTEPAIH TYCIHITI, IEPCIIEKTUBATAPHl MEH
JaFAbuIapbl  ONApJblH  KYHIENIKTI  QJIeyMETTIK Meaua e3apa OpeKeTTeCyiHeH  Kaial
KaJIbINTacaThIHbIH  3epTTeiai. baiipam (1997) sxacaraH MoleHHETapaliblKk KOMMYHHKATHBTI
KY3BIPETTUTIK TYXKBIPbIMIAMachlHa CyHeHe OTBIPbIN, 3epTTey cryaeHntrepaid Instagram, TikTok,
Reddit »oHe T alMacy KOCBIMIIATIApbl CHSKTHI IUMPIBIK MIaThopManapiarbl MOJACHUETAPAIIBIK
e3apa opeKeTTecyl Kalail KaObUTIANTHIHBIH KOHE TYCIHAIPETIHIH 3epTTEH .

Ka3zakcTaHHBIH OHTYCTITiHIE OpHANIACKAH OKY OpHBIHAA XaJIBIKAPAIbIK KOHE KONTUII
Oarnapiamanap OOMBIHIIA OKUTBIH JKUBIPMAa TOPT CTYINCHT KapTbhUlalh KypbUIBIMIBI CcyxOaTka
KATBICHII, AJITHI anTa OOMBI KOFaphI camaibl 3epTTey SAICTEMECIH KOJaHa OTBIPHII, pe(IeKCUBTI
HUQPIBIK JKypHAT KYpPri3fi. TakpIpbINTHIK Taljay TOPT HEri3ri TaKbIPHINTHl aHbIKTaAb: (1)
CBHIHBINITAaH ThIC MOJCHHM MEPCICKTUBANAPABIH ocepi, (2) MoJCHUETapalbIK OHIrIMeIepaeri
COMKECTUIIK TIeH OSMIAaTHAHBbI Tajkbuiay, (3) OHJalH JOUCKYpC apKbUIbl CHIHH MOJCHH
Xa0apAapIbIKThl JAMBITY JKOHE (4) cTepeoTHNnTep MEH TYCIHOCYIIUTIK CUSIKTBI Keaepriiep. 3epTrey
KOPCETKEH/IeH, OJIeYMETTIK Meaua MOACHUETApANIbIK KY3BIPETTUIKTIH JaMyblHa BIKIAI €TETiH
CTHXUSUIBI )KOHE MaFbIHAJIBI MOJICHUETAPAIIBIK ©3apa dPEKETTECyre BIKIAJ €Tell, 9Cipece alllbIKTHIK,
KbI3BIFYIIBUIBIK JKOHE ChIHM OWiay Typ¥bicbiHAH.. CTYyAEHTTEepAiH MiKipiHIIe, TINTI MOCTTapFa
TYCiHiIKTEME Oepy, OHJIaiH MiKipTallacTapFa KaThICy HEMECE BHPTYaJJIbl KaybIMIACTHIKTAPFa Kipy
CHSIKTBI 3USHCBI3 OOJIBITT KOPIHETIH 9pPEKETTEP JIe MOJICHH HOpMaap/ibl, HAHBIMAAP/bI )KOHE KapbIM-
KaThIHAC QMIICTEPiH YHpeHyre KenTereH MyMKIHAIKTep alabl.

3epTTey HUPPABIK KOIMOIECHUETTI TOMKIPUOECHI pecMHU TuUT YHpEeHyre eHriyAiH OuniM Oepy
apTHIKIIBUIBIKTAPBIH  KopceTeni. XalbplKapaiblK OimiM  Oepyai inrepinety xkoHe >kahaHIbIK
a3aMaTThIK YCTaHBIMbl KaJBIITACTBIPY YILUIH, 3€PTTE€Yre COMKEeC, MIET TUIAEPIHIH OKBITYIIbUIAPHI
MeH OuriM Oepy Mekemenepi CTYIACHTTEPIl OJEYMETTIK JKENJIepMEH JKoHE IUQPIIBIK
maThopMaiapMer OSJICEH Il ©3apa OPEKETTECYTe bIHTATAHIBIPYHI KEPEK.

Kiar ce3mep: MoneHHMeTapanblK KOMMYHHMKATHUBTIK KY3BIPETTLTIK, QJIEYMETTIK JKemisep,
YHUBEPCUTET CTYACHTTEP1, HUPPIBIK MOCHUETAPANIBIK OKBITY, pe(IeKCUSITBIK TIXKIpHOe
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Poub conuaJbHBIX ceTel B pa3BUTHH MEXKKY/JIbTYPHOH KOMMYHHUKATHBHOH KOMIIETEHIIMH
Y CTYACHTOB YHUBEPCUTETOB

AnHoTamusi. B coBpeMeHHyI0 »moxy r00adbHON B3aMMOCBSI3aHHOCTH  TUTAT(OPMBI
COLUAJIbHBIX CeTEel OKa3bIBAIOT FHyGOKOG BJIMAHUC HaAa TO, KaK CTYIACHTbBI YHUBCPCUTCTOB
3HAKOMSTCS C  KYJIbTYpPHBIM  pa3HOOOpa3ueM H  DPa3BUBAIOT CBOUM  MEXKYJIbTYPHBIE
KOMMYHUKATHBHBIC CHOC06HOCTI/I. B »tom HUCCIICAOBAHUU HCCICAYCTCHA, KaK ITOHWMAaHUC,
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MEPCIIEeKTUBBl U HABBIKM CTYJEHTOB, KOTOpbIE MMEIOT periaroiiee 3HadeHue s 3(GGeKTUBHON
MEXKYJIBTYPHOU KOMMYHUKAIIUH, (DOPMUPYIOTCS B pE3yIbTaTe UX €KETHEBHOTO B3aUMOJICHCTBUS B
COLIMAJIbHBIX CETSX.

Omnupasice Ha  pa3pabortanHyro baiipamom  (1997) KOHHeNnuuMio  MEXKYJIBTYPHOU
KOMMYHHMKaTUBHOW KOMIIETEHLIUHU, B UCCIEAOBAHNU UCCIIENYETCS, KaK ydallluecss BOCIPUHUMAIOT U
MHTEPIPETUPYIOT MEKKYJIbTYPHbIE B3aWMOACHCTBHS Ha UUGPOBBIX IIaTPopMmax, TaKUX Kak
Instagram, TikTok, Reddit u mpunoxxenus 11st A36IKOBOrO OOMEHA.

JIBaauate 4eTblpe CTyJAeHTa, OOydYalolmUMXCsl Ha MEXKIYHAPOIHBIX U MHOTOS3BIYHBIX
IIporpaMMax B OJIHOM M3 MECTHBIX yHuBepcuteroB lOxHoro Kaszaxcrana, mpuHsUIM ydacTue B
MOJIyCTPYKTYPUPOBAaHHOM MHTEPBBIO U BEJH pedieKCUBHBINA IU(PPOBOI THEBHUK B TEUCHHE IIECTU
HeZelb, NPUMEHSAS BBICOKOKAUYECTBEHHYIO MCCIEAOBaTENbCKyI0 MeTojojoruto. B xone
TEMaTUYECKOro aHanu3a ObUIM BBIIETICHBI YEThIpe KIFOueBble TeMbl: (1) BIUSHUE KYIbTYpHBIX
MEPCIICKTHB 3a TpEeJeIaMH KJIACCHOW KOMHATHI, (2) oOCyXIeHUE HICHTUYHOCTH M JMIIATUU B
MEXKYIbTYpHBIX Oecenax, (3) pa3BUTHE KPUTUYECKOM KYIBTYpHOM  OCBEIOMIIEHHOCTHU
MIOCPEACTBOM OHJIAWH-AUCKypca U (4) HpensTCTBUS, TaKHE€ KaK CTEPEOTUIIbI U HEJOINOHUMAaHHE.
HccnenoBanne MOKa3bIBAaeT, YTO COIMAIbHBIE CETU CIIOCOOCTBYIOT CIIOHTAHHOMY M 3HAUYUMOMY
MEXKYJIbTYPHOMY  B3aUMOJEMCTBHIO, KOTOPOE CHOCOOCTBYET Ppa3BUTHIO MEXKKYJIbTYPHON
KOMIIETEHTHOCTH, OCOOCHHO C TOYKM 3PEHUS OTKPBITOCTH, JIOOOMBITCTBA U KPUTHUYECKOTO
MbllieHus. [lo MHEHHIO CTyZIEeHTOB, Jake Takue, Ka3ajoch Obl, 0e300uJHBIE NEHUCTBUSA, Kak
KOMMEHTHUPOBaHUE TIOCTOB, Y4YacTH€ B OHJIAWH-IAMCKYCCHUAX WJIM BCTYIUICHHE B BHUPTYyalbHbIC
coo011ecTBa, OTKPHIBAIOT MHOKECTBO BO3MOXKHOCTEH /ISl U3yYSHHS KYIBTYPHBIX HOPM, BEPOBAHHIA
U METOJIOB OOIICHHUS.

B nccnenoBanum noquepKkruBaroTCs 00pa3oBaTeIbHbIE IPEUMYILECTBA BKIIOUEHUS ITUPPOBOTO
MYJIbTUKYJIBTYPHOTO OMBITAa B (hOpMaTbHOE M3yUeHUE sA3bIKA. J[J151 MPOABUKEHHS MEXTYHAPOIHOTO
oOpa3zoBanusi U (HOPMHUPOBAHMS TIOOATBHONW TPAKIAHCKOW IMO3HIIMH, COTJIACHO HCCIEOBAHUIO,
MpernojaBaTeld HHOCTPAHHBIX S3BIKOB M 00pa3oBaTENbHBIE YUPEXKJIEHUS JODKHBI TMOOILIPSThH
CTYJEHTOB K aKTUBHOMY B3aMMOJIEUCTBHUIO C COLIMATIbHBIMU CETSIMU U IU(PPOBBIMU IIIATHOpPMaMH.

KuroueBble ciioBa: MEXKYJIbTYpHass KOMMYHUKATUBHAs KOMIIETEHIUS, COLMAJIbHBIE CETH,
CTYJEHTBl YHUBEPCUTETOB, IU(PPOBOE MEKKYIBTYpHOE 00yueHue, pedaeKkcruBHas IPaKTUKA.

Introduction

The development of intercultural communicative competence (ICC) has become a key
objective in language and higher education in an increasingly digital, networked, and globalized
environment [1]. Effective and positive communication with different people in a cultural
environment is a requirement of ICC, which includes affective, cognitive, and behavioral aspects
that are distinct from linguistic competence [2]. The main focus is on providing students with the
perspectives, information, and abilities necessary to interact across cultural barriers, which have
grown into World Mobility and Multiculturalism classes [3].

ICC has historically developed through intercultural learning, study abroad opportunities, and
classroom instruction. However, recent research has shown that the transformative potential of
digital technologies, especially social media, is a new platform for informal learning and
intercultural interaction [4; 5; 6]. Language exchange apps like HelloTalk and Tandem, as well as
social media sites like Instagram, Reddit, and TikTok, have evolved into virtual spaces where
students can connect spontaneously, multimodally, and frequently without moderation with people
from other cultural backgrounds.

According to academics like Blattner & Fiori [7] and Godwin-Jones [8], social media
promotes intercultural communication by providing real, interactive settings that push students to
consider cultural presumptions, negotiate meaning, and grow in empathy. These platforms facilitate
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what Kramsch [9] calls “third space” communication, in which dialogic encounters co-create
identities and cultural norms.

There is still a dearth of empirical studies on how college students themselves view and feel
the growth of ICC through casual interaction with social media, despite the field's increasing
popularity. This study examines students' thoughts on their digital intercultural experiences using a
qualitative methodology based on Byram's [1] paradigm. It seeks to comprehend how social media
aids in the development of important intercultural competencies for the twenty-first century, such as
an optimistic outlook on other cultures, a critical understanding of cultural differences, and efficient
communication techniques. In order to investigate how students acquire these competencies, the
study relies on their first-hand narratives.

1. Intercultural Communicative Competence: Foundations and Evolving Definitions

The concept of intercultural communicative competence (ICC) has been a cornerstone of
language and intercultural education for more than two decades. The widely known model
developed by Bayram [1] views ICC as a multifaceted construct that includes openness and
curiosity, knowledge of social groups, interpretation and relationship-building skills, the ability to
explore and interact, and critical cultural awareness. Building on this foundation, Deardorff [10]
presented a pyramidal model of ICC, which emphasizes that internal outcomes such as empathy and
adaptability are prerequisites for effective external intercultural behavior.

Given that global interaction is no longer limited to traditional mobility programs, scholars
are increasingly focusing on digital and informal contexts, such as social media, as new
environments for the development of ICC [6; 8]. These conditions provide a unique platform for the
spontaneous development of ICC, as people are required to navigate cultural differences in real time
without formal training.

2. Social Media as an Intercultural Learning Space

The integration of social media into intercultural education aligns with contemporary learning
theories such as connectivism and participatory culture, as learners collaboratively create meaning
in digital networks [11]. Thorn [4] views social media as a “third place” for intercultural interaction,
offering authentic experiences of interacting with different perspectives outside the home and
classroom. This is particularly important for learners who do not have access to traditional
international mobility programs.

Empirical evidence increasingly supports this pedagogical approach. For example, Blattner
and Fiori [7] demonstrated that language learners using Facebook groups not only practiced
language patterns but also explored cultural nuances through interaction with peers. Later studies
have deepened the exploration of this area. Godwin-Jones [8] highlighted how mobile platforms
such as Tandem and HelloTalk facilitate unstructured real-time communication, which promotes
informal language acquisition and intercultural understanding. Furthermore, Astagno [12] found
that TikTok develops students' cultural flexibility and communication skills by exposing them to
diverse cultural content and encouraging interaction in the comments section.

Taken together, these findings support the idea put forward by Liaw and English [6] that
online intercultural exchanges can mimic some aspects of the “virtual study abroad” experience.

3. University Students and ICC in Digital Contexts

Social networks serve as both a means of communication and an environment for cultural
learning for university students. Recent qualitative studies confirm this: Tao et al. (2025) found that
Chinese students who participated in international digital communities such as Reddit and Discord
demonstrated increased intercultural sensitivity and self-reflection. Similarly, Ofoosu-Koranteng et
al. (2025) noted that Ghanaian students developed intercultural awareness and digital literacy by
engaging with educational content on global platforms.

Despite these promising developments, significant challenges remain. Yun [13] expresses
concern about algorithmic bias and echo chamber effects, which may limit exposure to diverse
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perspectives on digital platforms. This potential for unintended cultural isolation in homogeneous
networks can hinder effective intercultural interaction. This is consistent with Kramsha's (2009)
concept of symbolic competence, which emphasizes the need to critically interpret cultural signs
and avoid superficial understanding. Furthermore, Pagliavani [14] notes that while social media can
improve digital literacy, it does not automatically lead to deep intercultural development unless
learners are encouraged to engage in critical reflection.

This finding supports Deardorf's [10] argument that metacognition and reflection are crucial
for the development of intercultural communicative competence (ICC).

4. Reflective and Narrative Approaches in ICC Development

Two essential techniques for evaluating how ICC evolves throughout time are narrative
inquiry and reflection. Social media diaries, interviews, and reflective journals might assist uncover
the internalized change that conventional evaluations could miss. Students who generated cross-
cultural narratives for social media showed more emotional resonance with foreign cultures,
according to Hazarika's (2025) study on digital storytelling.

The integration of social media-based reflection tasks into language learning curricula by
Nasir et al. [15] produced a similar result, demonstrating that narrative construction (e.g., writing
about cultural miscommunications) fosters critical cultural awareness and tolerance of ambiguity,
two essential components of ICC.

5. The Need for Qualitative Inquiry

Qualitative research provides the distinct advantage of shedding insight on how and why
students acquire intercultural competency using social media, even though many studies emphasize
statistical results (such as increases in ICC scores). According to Helm [15], quantitative
evaluations by themselves are unable to fully convey the breadth of emotional development or
perspective-taking. Thus, it is becoming more widely acknowledged that story and ethnographic
methods are crucial to comprehending student agency, voice, and identity negotiation in cross-
cultural online environments.

Klimczuk et al. (2025), who support "co-created social research” that involves student
reflections, conversations, and peer mentorship in virtual intercultural spaces, also endorse this
viewpoint. Qualitative approaches are well-suited to investigate this changing environment since
social media makes it harder to distinguish between formal and informal learning.

6. Summary and Research Gap

The body of research shows that social media channels offer significant, albeit complicated,
chances for ICC growth. They make it possible for university students and language learners to
interact with people from different cultures in ways that might not be possible otherwise.
Comprehensive qualitative research that emphasizes the student voice in these experiences — more
especially, how students reflect on their intercultural development through routine digital
encounters — is still lacking in the field, nevertheless.

This study aims to close that gap by examining how university students perceive social
media’s role in their ICC development through qualitative methodologies (interviews and reflective
diaries). In order to give a comprehensive, learner-centered explanation of digital intercultural
learning in the twenty-first century, the study is based on Byram's [1] approach.

Research methods and materials

1. Research Design

In order to investigate university students' lived experiences of gaining intercultural
communicative competence (ICC) through social media use, this study uses a qualitative
phenomenological approach. The goal is to offer profound, contextualized insights into how digital
interactions promote cross-cultural learning, not to generalize. Exploring perceptions, reflections,
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and meaning-making processes associated with cross-cultural interactions in digital contexts is best
done within a phenomenological framework.

2. Participants

Purposive sampling was used to choose participants, with an emphasis on university students
who:

* Actively participate in at least one international social media platform (such as Instagram,
Reddit, TikTok, Tandem, or HelloTalk);

« Have engaged in cross-cultural communication via these platforms;

* Are enrolled in undergraduate or graduate programs in multilingual, international, or
culturally diverse environments.

Participation was open to 24 students from a university located in South Kazakhstan. Rich
data collection is made possible by this figure, which also keeps things manageable for in-depth
thematic analysis.

3. Data Collection Methods

a. Semi-Structured Interviews

Depending on participant availability, individual semi-structured interviews lasted 30 to 45
minutes each and could be done in-person or by Zoom. The interviews were directly transcribed
from audio recordings. While ensuring uniformity across participants, the semi-structured
framework provided flexibility to delve deeper into developing concepts.

b. Reflective Journals (Optional)

It was optional for participants to keep a one-week digital reflective notebook in which they
recorded any tensions or cross-cultural experiences they encountered on social media. In order to
validate the themes that emerged from the interviews, these reflections were used as triangulating
data.

4. Data Analysis

Thematic analysis was used to examine the data in accordance with the six-phase model
proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006):

1. Getting acquainted with the data;

2. Producing preliminary codes;

3. Finding themes;

4. Examining themes;

5. Identifying and characterizing themes; and

6. Writing the report.

In addition, themes were mapped against Byram's (1997) ICC dimensions: critical cultural
awareness, knowledge of social groups and cultural norms, attitudes (such as openness and
curiosity), and abilities (such as understanding, relating, and engaging).

5. Trustworthiness

Member checking was done by sending transcriptions and topics back to participants for
comments in order to verify credibility. Reliability was increased through the triangulation of
reflective diaries and interviews. In order to promote transferability, detailed descriptions were
given. Confirmability was enhanced by keeping a research journal to record analytical choices.

6. Ethical Considerations

The appropriate institutional ethics board gave its approval. Informed consent papers were
signed by each participant. Participants had the option to withdraw at any moment, and data were
anonymized. The findings were reported using pseudonyms.
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Results and discussion

The purpose of this study was to investigate how college students view the growth of
Intercultural Communicative Competence (ICC) as it relates to their regular interactions on social
media. Based on Byram's [1] ICC model and examined using a qualitative phenomenological
method, the data provided complex and multifaceted insights into how digital interactions either
promote or impede cross-cultural development. In order to highlight theoretical congruence and
divergence, the debate is structured around the four main elements of Byram's model: attitudes,
knowledge, skills, and critical cultural awareness. It is also cross-referenced with pertinent
literature.

1. Attitudes: Openness, Curiosity, and Tolerance of Ambiguity

A key finding from participants’ stories was the significant role of social media in developing
positive attitudes toward cultural diversity, particularly openness and curiosity. Students often
described social media as a “window” into cultures they had not previously encountered. For
example, interacting with content creators from around the world on platforms such as Reddit,
Instagram, or TikTok sparked a genuine interest in the customs, values, and daily lives of people
from different cultures.

This finding is consistent with the work of Liao and English [6], who argue that social media
facilitates authentic, informal interactions that promote empathy and intercultural sensitivity.
Similarly, Godwin-Jones [7] argues that these platforms promote qualities such as tolerance for
uncertainty, especially when users encounter unfamiliar or conflicting cultural practices. Study
participants demonstrated this tolerance by expressing a willingness to “pause and reflect” rather
than immediately judge behavior that initially seemed strange or disturbing. Interestingly, students
also reported deeper introspective thinking as they analyzed the sources of their discomfort or
confusion during specific digital intercultural interactions.

However, not all participants reported positive attitudes. Some participants reported feelings
of resistance or fatigue after repeated exposure to content that challenged their personal beliefs.
This finding highlights an important point: unmoderated exposure alone may not lead to personal
growth without targeted support and guided reflection, as emphasized by Kramsh [9].

2. Knowledge of Social Groups and Cultural Practices

Through both direct interaction and passive observation, participants reported learning a
variety of cultural information. Students reported contextual, nuanced, and emotionally impactful
learning, ranging from using Instagram stories to learn about religious holidays in Southeast Asia to
using YouTube commentary to comprehend gender conventions in the Middle East.

Jenkins' [11] notion of participatory culture, which holds that students can cooperatively
create knowledge in open, digital settings, is consistent with this. Students can ask questions, share
experiences, and challenge preconceptions in the social media environment, which blurs the
boundaries between content provider and consumer. Many of the students in this study claimed to
have been “accidental cultural learners” as a result of online debates, conversations, and comment
threads sparked by current events or cultural controversies throughout the world.

Exposure to languages has evolved as a particularly rich method of knowledge acquisition. A
number of individuals reported that they learned simple expressions or idioms in other languages
through casual conversations, music, or memes. Such linguistic knowledge, albeit not the subject of
this study, helps ICC by encouraging meta-awareness of the ways in which language creates
culture.

But questions have also been raised over the veracity and breadth of information gleaned via
social media. A few people questioned if the cultural material they came across was stereotype-
filtered or representative. This worry is in line with Helm's [5] warning that, despite their abundance
of content, digital spaces have the potential to spread superficial or exoticized depictions of culture.
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Some students took the initiative to compare various viewpoints or confirm facts through
outside research in order to lessen this. As we discuss below, this voluntary triangulation points to a
developing kind of critical cultural awareness.

3. Skills of Interpreting, Relating, and Interacting

Interacting with culture, interpreting it, and connecting with it are key elements of Bayram's
concept, and the participants in this study demonstrated these skills in several ways. In particular,
they showed that they could deal with intercultural misunderstandings and adapt their
communication styles in online discussions.

Students shared numerous experiences of resolving confusion on platforms such as Discord,
Reddit, and language exchange apps. These instances ranged from simple misunderstandings of
humor or slang to more complex issues related to differences in values, such as gender roles,
politics, or religion. Notably, these moments often became valuable learning opportunities as
participants took the time to clarify terms or reflect on the source of the misunderstanding.

As Blattner and Fiori [7] noted, the digital environment provides language learners with a
dynamic space to practice their skills in real time. Participants in this study often used emojis, GIFs,
or visual metaphors to overcome language barriers and express empathy. This type of multimodal
communication has become a common strategy for ensuring mutual understanding, reinforcing
Kramsha's [9] idea of symbolic competence in a digital context.

In addition, several participants reported using code-switching, simplifying language, or
providing additional explanations based on the characteristics of their interlocutors' experiences.
This highlights the communicative flexibility and adaptability that Deardorff [10] considers
necessary for effective intercultural communication, especially in the unstructured and
unpredictable environment of social media.

4. Critical Cultural Awareness and Identity Reflection

A key finding from the interviews was the extent to which digital engagement encouraged
students to think critically. Many participants described experiencing “cultural dissonance,” which
led them to rethink their own social attitudes. For example, exposure to activist content on
platforms such as TikTok and Twitter on topics such as gender, race, or postcolonial identity
stimulated both discussions with peers and intrapersonal exploration.

This outcome reinforces critical cultural awareness, which Bayram [1] defines as the most
developed characteristic of intercultural communicative competence (ICC). This concept implies
more than passive acceptance of cultural behavior; it requires evaluation according to clear criteria,
including one's own. Students demonstrated an ability to abandon ethnocentric judgments and
engage in dialogic analysis, leading to a deeper understanding of cultural narratives, power
dynamics, and privilege.

However, this introspective process was not without its difficulties. Some students admitted
that they felt defensive, depressed, or isolated when their beliefs were challenged. Others, especially
those from conservative backgrounds who were exposed to liberal or progressive online discourse,
experienced identity confusion. These complex emotional dynamics highlight the affective aspect of
CCI development, which is often underestimated in the context of digital studies.

Ultimately, students' active participation—seeking interpretations from peers, rereading
comments, and revisiting posts—demonstrates genuine engagement with cultural complexity rather
than passive consumption of information. Thus, social media served as both a lens and a mirror,
simultaneously offering a glimpse into other cultures and revealing aspects of students' own
identities that are often hidden in traditional learning environments.

5. Challenges and Ethical Ambiguities in Digital ICC Development
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Although the study results indicate that social media can be a powerful tool for intercultural
learning, they also highlight significant risks associated with using these platforms to develop
intercultural communicative competence (ICC). A recurring concern was the danger of
stereotyping, as some students questioned whether they were interacting with authentic cultural
voices or exaggerated caricatures created for online consumption.

Another concern was how algorithms can narrow a user's worldview. Platforms such as
YouTube and TikTok personalize feeds in ways that can reinforce existing biases. Without
deliberate efforts to expand their digital networks, students risk becoming stuck in echo chambers,
which can hinder their development of intercultural understanding. This finding is supported by
Yung's [13] research on social media “bubbles” limiting exposure to cultural diversity.

Participants also reported varying levels of emotional safety. Cross-cultural discussions,
especially on sensitive political topics, sometimes escalated into arguments, bullying, or trolling.
While such interactions can be beneficial, they also pose serious psychosocial risks that require
careful management.

These concerns point to the need for support from educational institutions and the provision
of programs to develop digital intercultural literacy. Without such guidance, the potential for
meaningful intercultural digital interaction on social media may not be fully realized and may even
become dangerous.

6. Implications for Education and Future Research

This study adds to a growing body of evidence that social media can be a valuable educational
platform for developing intercultural competence, rather than simply a distraction. To maximize this
potential, educators must purposefully integrate reflective, dialogic, and critical pedagogy into their
curriculum.

Language and communication courses can incorporate assignments such as digital
ethnography, critical media literacy, and intercultural journaling to encourage students to reflect on
their online experiences. Teachers can also guide intercultural interaction in apps such as Tandem,
using reflection questions based on Bayram's concept.

Future research would benefit from longitudinal studies to track the long-term development of
intercultural interaction on specific platforms. In addition, cross-cultural comparisons could reveal
how local norms and practices influence digital intercultural experiences in different parts of the
world.

Conclusion

This study examined how college students perceive and experience the development of
intercultural communicative competence (ICC) through the use of social media. Using Bayram's
(1997) ICC model as a framework and qualitative data obtained from student interviews, the study
found that social media provides an ideal environment for developing key intercultural skills.
Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, Reddit, and Tandem allow students to form positive
intercultural attitudes, acquire cultural knowledge, practice communication skills, and develop
critical cultural awareness.

The study emphasizes that these online spaces often serve as dynamic, learner-centered “third
places” for intercultural interaction. Thanks to these platforms, students can interact with different
people, challenge their biases, and find meaning in a multicultural context.

However, the results also point to significant problems. The study identified risks such as
stereotyping, algorithmic filtering, and emotional discomfort during conflicts. These problems
indicate that in order for students to fully utilize social media, educational institutions must provide
them with structured guidance and opportunities for reflection. The study concludes that social
media should be viewed not as a replacement for traditional learning, but as a supplement that
provides ongoing, spontaneous exposure to intercultural differences.

297



SACAYH YHUBEPCHTETIHIH XABAPIIIBICHI, Ne3 (137), 2025

ISSN-p 2306-7365
ISSN-e 2664-0686

In other words, social media is a powerful, albeit complex, tool for developing intercultural

interaction in higher education. This requires a thoughtful approach that emphasizes critical
thinking, digital intercultural literacy, and institutional support. The study calls on educators and
researchers to seek ways to integrate informal online environments into formal educational practices
to help students develop the global communication skills needed in today's world.
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