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1. Introduction

The idea that foreign language teaching (FLT) should prepare language learners for 
communication in real life situations is not new: over the past four decades research 
has focused on how to help language learners function as competent communicators 
in interactions with partners of various language and cultural backgrounds. For 
successful communication in the globalized world, it is no longer sufficient to master a 
linguistic code in order to exchange ideas and negotiate meaning. Language users need 
to be able to apply their knowledge, attitudes, skills and critical awareness (Byram, 
1997) that help them in situations where the other parties are likely to have beliefs, 
ideologies, values and practices markedly different from their own. This need has been 
recognized by policy makers: the Common European Framework of Reference for 
Languages (Council of Europe, 2001, pp. 103-105) includes intercultural awareness 
and intercultural skills under general competences language learners should attain. 
Intercultural awareness and intercultural skills are widely referred to in FLT contexts 
as intercultural communicative competence (ICC) (Byram, 1997), a term emphasizing 
a link between the construct and established trends in FLT. 

Individual differences that characterize language learners play an important 
role in how learners behave and interact in intercultural encounters. Thus, the 
complexity of the learner and of the language learning process also need to be taken 
into consideration. The world is perplexing and ever changing, as well as individuals: 
the differences characterizing learners and making them distinct from one another add 
to the intricacy of the issue. The past experiences, fears, expectations, motives, beliefs 
and attitudes learners bring to intercultural interactions play a role as important and 
conducive to their success as are their competences. 

2. An overview of the literature on ICC and individual differences

2.1. Intercultural Communicative Competence

The most often quoted model of intercultural communicative competence was proposed 
by Byram (1997). In his conceptualization, ICC is made up of discourse competence, 
sociolinguistic competence, strategic competence and intercultural competence. The 
first three competences were introduced in applied linguistics (Canale, 1983; Canale 
& Swain, 1980; van Ek, 1986). The fourth constituent, intercultural competence, 
comprises (1) attitudes, (2) knowledge, (3) skills, and (4) critical cultural awareness 
(Byram, 1997). 
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The increased interest in intercultural interactions has resulted in numerous 
empirical studies on how individuals behave, communicate and eventually, cope in 
these interactions. Some studies were conducted to address the difficulties participants 
faced when sojourning (Fantini, 2006; Matsumoto, et al., 2001; Matsumoto, LeRoux, 
Bernhard, & Gray, 2004), living (Jenkins, 2008; Matsumoto, et al., 2003) or studying 
(Dombi, 2011; Tran, 2009) abroad. 

Other studies were concerned with how educational settings may contribute to the 
development of ICC (Jenkins, 2008; Kramsch, 2010; Menyhei, 2016; Xiao & Petraki, 2007). 
All studies analyzed data on ICC; however, there are important differences in the ways 
they conceptualize and assess ICC. As there are many terminological and conceptual 
inconsistencies, the focus is on instruments that are relevant to the present study: they 
use similar constructs, or employ analogous methods or survey similar participants. 

Arasaratnam (2009) used an instrument to measure participants’ ICC based 
on Spitzberg and Cupach’s (1984) construct of communication behavior that is both 
effective and appropriate. ICC was measured along three dimensions: cognitive, 
behavioral and affective. The following items constitute her measure: (1) attitudes 
towards other cultures (ATOC), (2) ethnocentrism, (3) motivation, (4) interaction 
involvement, (5) intercultural communication competence (ICC). Participants of the 
study (N=302) were students of a large Australian university, representing diverse 
cultures. Data were subjected to regression analysis, factor analysis and correlation 
analysis. The findings revealed positive relationships between ICC and ATOC, ICC and 
motivation, and ICC and interaction involvement; a negative correlation was found 
between ICC and ethnocentrism. The results from the regression indicated that ATOC, 
motivation, and interaction involvement were all predictors of ICC. 

Matsumoto and his associates completed a series of studies on Japanese 
sojourners to the US (Matsumoto et al., 2001, 2003, 2004) to uncover differences in the 
potential for intercultural adjustment using their own instrument, the Intercultural 
Adjustment Potential Scale (ICAPS). The ICAPS is based on the assumption that 
intercultural conflict is inevitable and adjustment depends on the ability to manage 
conflicts well (Matsumoto, et al., 2004). The instrument was used to predict how 
participants would respond to their new environment and how well they could adopt 
to new circumstances. Their findings were in accordance with theoretical assumptions 
about some psychological components necessary for successful intercultural 
adjustment, especially concerning emotion regulation, openness, flexibility and 
creativity (Matsumoto, et al., 2001, p. 505).  

Ying (2002) also studied Asians temporarily residing in North America. Her 
participants were Taiwanese university students studying in the U.S. She hypothesized 
that students are more likely to form intercultural relationships if they have (1) a 
more extroverted personality, (2) a more robust knowledge about the host culture, 
(3) favorable attitudes towards befriending Americans, and (4) better communication 
skills in English. Ying measured personality, knowledge, attitudes, communication 
skills, social environment and social network composition. Results showed that 
students had some understanding of America, expressed equally positive attitudes 
towards forming relationship with American and Taiwanese peers, had moderate 
English competence, and their social networks mainly consisted of Chinese peers. 
More extroverted students reported more intercultural contacts and students 
understanding American culture more reported better relationships with Americans 
and more confidence in interacting. 

In sum, personality and other learner characteristics were found to contribute 
to participants’ predisposition to succeed in intercultural encounters. 
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2.2. Individual differences: Affective and communication variables

Applied linguists have long been engaged in mapping the internal factors, which are 
responsible for differences in individuals’ language learning (Clément & Gardner, 
2001, p. 21; Cohen & Dörnyei, 2002; Dörnyei, 2005; Ellis, 1994). Individual differences 
(ID) were defined by Dörnyei as “dimensions of enduring personal characteristics that 
are assumed to apply to everybody and on which people differ by degree” (2005, p. 4). 
In this section the most widely included affective and communication variables are 
discussed which are assumed to contribute to successful intercultural encounters. 

Motivation, the force that drives people to pursue different ambitions, has long 
been in the center of attention (Dörnyei, 1990, 1994; Gardner & Smythe, 1975; Gardner, 
1985). Research shows that motivation is the second best predictor of L2 proficiency 
after aptitude (Dörnyei, 1998, 2001; Gardner, & MacIntyre, 1993). In literature, 
language learners’ motivation is either described along the intrinsic-extrinsic or the 
instrumental-integrative continuum (Dörnyei, 2005, pp. 73-80; Ellis, 1994, pp. 74-76). 

Studies on Hungarian EFL learners’ motivation to learn English found that 
students’ main motives were intrinsic and instrumental. These results may be rooted 
in the specific contexts of these studies. The privileged position of English in Hungary 
(Nikolov 2002, 2003, 2007; Nikolov & Józsa, 2003) contributes to students’ underlying 
beliefs that it is in their own interest to learn this global language. This accounts for 
instrumental motivation: in a foreign language (FL) learning context students’ main 
concern is not integrating, but making use of the language. 

Attitudes have also been found to be strongly related to language learning 
success (see Dörnyei, Csizér, & Németh, 2006; Ellis, 1994; Gardner, 1985). Attitudes 
include learners’ beliefs and feelings towards the target language speakers, culture, 
and the social value of language learning.  Increased opportunities for intercultural 
interactions are often perceived to have beneficial effects on learners’ attitudes as they 
may result in an “enhanced understanding of the target language culture and a more 
sympathetic attitude to native speakers” (Coleman, 1997, p. 7). Previous research has 
shown that time spent in an English speaking country (Nagy, 2008) or in a foreign 
country (Dombi, 2011; Fantini, 2006) significantly enhances students’ attitudes and 
openness towards other cultures, thus fostering ICC.

Ample studies have addressed the effect of intercultural contact on learners’ 
attitudes towards the target culture, motivation and their language proficiency 
(Csizér & Dörnyei, 2005; Csizér & Kormos, 2008; Szaszkó, 2010). Attitudes towards 
speakers of a language most often determine attitudes towards the target language 
(Dörnyei, Csizér, & Németh, 2006), and thus it also has an impact on motivation to 
learn the language. Studies have also emphasized that extensive intercultural contact 
raised participants’ awareness towards intercultural issues and contributed to the 
development of favorable attitudes towards other cultures (Csizér & Kormos, 2009; 
Szaszkó, 2010).

Apart from affective variables, certain communication variables may also 
contribute to individuals’ success in intercultural interactions. The most often studied 
communication variable is willingness to communicate (WTC). Research on WTC 
derives from communication research in the native language. The construct proposed 
by McCroskey (1992) defines WTC as the probability that an individual would initiate a 
conversation if there were an opportunity. McCroskey and Richmond (1990) suggested 
that WTC in individuals’ mother tongue is likely to be a personality trait, whereas in 
case of language learners, a more complex understanding of WTC is needed, since it is 
to a great extent situationally conditioned and involves a wide range of feelings. 
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Two other communication variables are closely associated with WTC: 
communication apprehension (CA) and perceived communicative competence (PCC) 
(MacIntyre, 1994). In McCroskey’s definition, CA is the “level of fear or anxiety” 
that individuals associate with interpersonal communication (1992, p. 1). Thus, 
conceptually, CA is similar to foreign language anxiety. 

The way individuals assess their own L2 communication abilities is also 
of importance. Findings of previous studies on communication in L2 suggest that 
students’ PCC significantly impacted their communication behavior. Studies have 
consistently shown a relationship between CA, PCC and WTC both in the mother tongue 
(McCroskey & Richmond, 1990) and in a L2 (MacIntyre, Baker, Clément, & Donovan, 
2003; Nagy, 2008, 2009; Yashima, Zenuk-Nishide & Shimizu, 2004).

In the Hungarian context, Nagy (2009) conducted a study on English majors’ 
WTC in EFL. Her statistical analysis revealed that only learners’ self-perceived 
proficiency influenced their WTC, whereas language anxiety was not directly related to 
the construct. However, learners’ communicational anxiety was significantly related to 
their perceived competence. WTC had no direct relationship with actual L2 behavior; 
thus, high level of WTC did not result in actual use of EFL in real life situations. 

3. A study on EFL learners’ ICC 

3.1. Aim

This study aimed to build and test a model of EFL language learners’ intercultural 
communicative competence in relation to other learner variables in order to find 
out how certain individual difference variables influence the way language learners 
behave in intercultural situations. 
The study addressed the following research questions: 
RQ1: How does ICC relate to participants’ affective ID variables?
RQ2: How does ICC relate to other communication variables?
RQ3: How does the frequency of IC contact contribute to ICC?
RQ4: How can ICC be modeled in relation to other learner variables?

3.2. Participants

Participants were first-year B.A. students of English Studies at a large Hungarian 
university. Altogether 117 students filled in the questionnaire. Fifteen participants 
were excluded for various reasons (i.e. incomplete questionnaire, native speaker of 
English). Consequently, the final number of participants was 102 (female n=71, male 
n=31). Background data on participants are presented in Table 1. 

Table 1. Background data on participants. 
N Mean Min Max SD

Age 102 20.3 19 23 1.4
Number of years studying English 102 10.5 5 12 3.7
Number of years of intensive English language 
learning 102 5.9 5 7 3.2
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As Table 1 presents, participants’ average age was 20.3 years, they had been 
learning English for an average of 10.5 years, out of which 5.9 years were devoted to 
intensive language learning (more than 5 hours/week). 

3.3. Instrument and procedures

In order to better understand how individual differences interact with students’ ICC, a 
questionnaire was designed and piloted (Dombi, 2013). The questionnaire comprised 
five sections, aiming to elicit data on different individual difference and communication 
variables. 

Section I was made up of nine items on willingness to communicate (WTC) to 
which participants needed to answer by giving percentage values, 0 meaning they 
are absolutely unwilling to act as described by the statement, 100 meaning they are 
absolutely willing to.

Section II included 18 self-assessment items: nine on perceived intercultural 
communicative competence (PICC) and nine on perceived communicative competence 
(PCC). Participants needed to give their answers in percentages, indicating how 
competent they believe they were in the situations described by the statements, 0 
meaning absolutely incompetent, 100 meaning absolutely competent. 

Section III comprised 18 items on communication apprehension (CA). 
Participants were requested to indicate how much they agreed with the statements on 
a five-point Likert scale ranging from 5 (strongly agree) to 1 (strongly disagree).

 Section IV consisted of 56 items on various affective aspects and ICC. This 
section combined various scales: on motivation (MOT) on perceived L2 competence 
(PL2), and on intercultural contact (ICO). This section also comprised 23 items on ICC: 
seven on knowledge, seven on skills and nine on attitudes. Participants indicated how 
much they agreed with the statements on a 5-point Likert scale (5: strongly agree, 1: 
strongly disagree). 

Section V elicited data on participants’ language learning background. 

Table 2 provides a list acronyms used to refer to the variables. 

Table 2. Acronyms used in the study 
Acronym Variable
WTC willingness to communicate
PICC perceived intercultural communicative competence
PCC perceived communicative competence
CA communication apprehension
ICC intercultural communicative competence
MOT Motivation
PL2 perceived L2 competence
ICO intercultural contact

The questionnaires were administered in April, 2011 at the university under 
consideration. Taking part in this study was voluntary, and all first-year students 
enrolled to a compulsory English language development course gave their informed 
consent. The filling in the questionnaires lasted 30 minutes and was supervised by the 
author. For the statistical analysis SPSS 14.0 and AMOS 4.0 (Arbuckle, 1999) were used. 
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3.4. Results

First, principal component analysis was performed. The scales constituted principal 
components; as confirmed by the reliability checks. Alpha values of the scales are 
presented together with the results in Table 3.

Table 3. Performance scores on the scales
N valid N missing Min Max Mean SD

ICC
(Alpha=70)
5-point
Likert-scale

102 0 2.52 4.35 3.48 .39

PICC
(Alpha=.70)
0-100 %

102 0 34.11 100 76.48 13.42

WTC
(Alpha=.85)
0-100

102 0 40.56 100 78.39 16.09

CA 
(Alpha=.93)
5-point
Likert-scale

102 0 1.56 4.61 2.76 .79

MOT
(Alpha=.71)
5-point
Likert-scale

102 0 3.36 5.00 4.44 .41

PCC
(Alpha=.90)
0-100 %

102 0 41.11 100 80.33 15.39

ICO
(Alpha=.74)
5-point
Likert-scale

102 0 1.67 5.00 3.80 .62

PL2
(Alpha=.78)
5-point
Likert-scale

102 0 2.00 4.71 3.37 .66

Two scales elicited information on participants’ intercultural communicative 
competence: the ICC scale and the PICC scale. However, in drawing the model one 
variable on ICC was needed. To have one single variable instead of these two, a linear 
transformation was used. 

Final values for ICC are presented in Table 4.

Table 4. Students’ scores on the combined ICC (ICC_C, measure 0-100)
N N missing Min Max Mean SD

ICC_C 102 0 41.0 90.20 69.34 9.71
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3.4.1.  RQ1: How does ICC relate to participants’ affective ID variables?

To find out more about the relationship between ICC scores and affective individual 
differences, the Pearson product-moment correlation coefficient was computed for 
participants’ combined ICC scores, their WTC, CA and MOT. The analysis revealed a 
significant (p < .01) correlation between ICC and the affective variables WTC (r = .529), 
CA1 (r = -.627) and MOT (r = .298). Thus, in line with previous expectations, sound 
relationships were detected between WTC, CA and ICC, and low, yet still significant 
relationships between MOT and ICC. 

To get a clearer picture on the relationships among these variables, stepwise 
regression analysis was performed. This type of statistical analysis seeks to explain the 
variance in the level of one variable on the basis of the level of other variable(s). Hence, 
the analysis was meant to find out how much variance in individuals’ ICC scores can 
be explained by the variables WTC, CA and MOT. Thus, ICC was entered as a dependent 
variable, and WTC, CA and MOT were entered as independent variables (predictors). 
The variables were entered step-wise, in the following order: CA, WTC, and MOT. 

Results suggest that the predictors entered this way explained a significant 
amount of variance in students’ ICC scores (F1,100 = 64.68; p < .01). As for the 
dependent variables, CA explained 39 percent of variance in participants’ ICC scores 
(R2adj = .387 for CA), WTC explained an additional six percent (R2adj = .450 for CA 
and WTC), whereas the inclusion of MOT into the model resulted in an additional two 
percent of explained variance (R2adj = .467 for the three dependent variables).

3.4.2. RQ2 and RQ3: How does ICC relate to other communication variables 
and to the frequency of intercultural contacts (ICO)?

In a second round, similarly to previous steps, correlation analysis and regression 
analysis were carried out to map the relationship between participants’ ICC scores and 
their communicative profile, i.e. their perceived communicative competence (PCC), 
their perceived L2 competence (PL2) and the frequency of their intercultural contacts 
(ICO). 

The analysis revealed significant (p < .01) relationships between each of the 
variables and ICC. PCC had the highest correlation (r = .709) with ICC, and PL2 also had 
a rather high value (r = .610). The ICO variable had somewhat more modest, yet still 
significant correlation (r=.432) with ICC. 

Regression analysis provided an insight into the relationship between these 
individual difference variables and ICC. Similarly to previous steps, ICC was entered as 
a dependent variable, whereas the other individual difference variables were entered 
stepwise as independent variables, first PCC, then PL2 and finally, ICO. However, the 
analysis excluded ICO and only tested the models with PCC and PL2, revealing that 
participants’ ICO cannot explain any variance in their ICC scores. 

Results reveal that PCC and PL2 explain a significant amount of variance in 
students’ ICC scores (F1,101 = 61.63; p < .01). The dependent variable PCC explained 
almost 50 percent of variance in students’ ICC scores (R2adj = .498 for PCC), and PL2 
explained an additional five percent ( R2adj = .546 for PCC and PL2).

3.4.3.  RQ4: How can ICC be modeled in relation to other learner variables?

Since correlation analysis shows only to what extent certain variables are related, 
but does not explain causation, a more complex statistical analysis was applied 
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to get a better picture on participants’ ICC in relation to the observed affective and 
communication variables. To achieve this, first a model of the cause-effect relationships 
of the observed variables was proposed, which could be tested as a second step. A 
type of structural equation modeling, path analysis, was used to test the hypothesized 
model. The proposed model was drawn up based on correlations presented above. 

Based on these, a model was constructed (see Figure 1). In this model the 
affective variables WTC and CA and other communication variables PCC and PL2 were 
pictured as related; the affective variable MOT and the individual difference variable 
ICO were also presented as related. As regression analysis indicated that PCC, CA and 
WTC explained the most variance in ICC scores, a direct path was suggested from 
these variables to ICC. Even though regression analysis excluded ICO, a path from this 
variable to ICC was also proposed since the literature suggests that experience with the 
target culture fosters ICC. Correlation analysis also revealed a significant but moderate 
relationship between these two values. 

As path models follow certain common drawing conventions (Schumacker 
& Lomax, 2004) these conventions are used in Figures 1 to 4. Observed variables are 
presented in rectangular boxes. Lines directed from one observed variable to another 
signal direct effects, whereas curved, double-headed lines denote covariance, meaning 
that the marked variables are correlated. Each dependent variable also has an error term, 
indicated by a circle around the error term (Byrne, 2010; Schumacker & Lomax, 2004).  

Figure	1. Proposed model of ICC

The proposed model’s fit to the dataset was tested using AMOS 4.0, a computer 
program designed for structural equation modeling (SEM) (Arbuckle, 1999). There 
are numerous criteria for assessing model fit, including (1) χ2; (2) χ2 divided by the 
number of degrees of freedom; (3) goodness-of-fit index (GFI); (4) adjusted goodness-
of-fit index (AGFI); (5) Bentler-Bonett normed fit index (NFI); (6) Tucker-Lewis 
coefficient (TLI); (7) root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA); (8) expected 
cross-validation index (ECVI); and (9) comparative fit index (CFI) (Loehlin, 2004; 
Raykov & Marcoluides, 2006; Schumacker & Lomax, 2004). These indices are meant 
to show how much the model deviates from the null hypothesis of no relationships 
between the constituents. 

As for GFI, AGFI, NFI, TLI, CFI, values may be placed on a 0 –1 scale, 0 indicating 
no fit, whereas 1 indicates a perfect fit of the model. As for RMSEA, a value less than .05 
indicates a good model fit. χ2/df ratio should not exceed 2 for the model to be accepted 
(Schumacker & Lomax, 2004, pp. 82-83). The probability (p) value of the χ2must 
exceed 05, otherwise the model has to be rejected. All these fit measures are provided 
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together with the tested and re-tested models. However, taking into consideration the 
relatively small sample size (N=102), the RMSEA index is of crucial importance, as it is 
insensitive to sample size (Loehlin, 2004, p. 68). The proposed model was tested with 
AMOS 4.0 (Arbuckle, 1999), and the results with the standardized path coefficients 
and the goodness-of-fit measures are shown in Figure 2. 
 

 
Figure 2.  The proposed model tested. 

As Figure 2 shows, the χ2 for the proposed model was 82.08 with 12 degrees of 
freedom, thus, χ2/df ratio was 6.84, which was above the level of acceptance. However, 
not only was this value problematic with the initial model, but the probability did not 
exceed .001, so that the model significantly differed from the dataset and had to be 
rejected. 

In building the second model, we relied on AMOS’ suggestion that the path from 
WTC to ICC was not significant, and deleted it. Moreover, AMOS also recommended 
to make all the four dependent variables inter-correlated, so we changed the model 
to fit these suggestions. Furthermore, the path from ICO to ICC was also found to be 
insignificant. However, we decided to keep it for the time being, to check how this 
revised model worked. The revised model was re-submitted to analysis, and its results 
are shown in Figure 3. 

  
Figure	3. Revised model
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In the revised model all paths but the one from ICO to ICC were significant, and 
the correlation values between PCC, WTC, CA and PL2 were convincing (as presented 
in Figure 3). However, the goodness-of-fit measures were still unacceptable (χ2/df = 
3.75, p = < .001, and RMSEA = .165). Thus, further revision of the model was necessary.  

AMOS had previously suggested elimination of the path from ICO to ICC to gain 
better fit measures. As a result of this, it was concluded that in order to adequately 
model English majors’ ICC, the variables ICO and MOT had to be excluded from the 
model. The final model consisted of the inter-correlated PCC, PL2, CA and WTC, with 
significant paths from PCC to ICC, and from CA to ICC (see Figure 4). The model was 
re-entered for analysis and was found to fit the dataset with very good goodness-of-fit 
indices: χ2/df ratio was 1.22 with a probability of .293, and the RMSEA was .048. 
 

   
Figure	4. The final model. 

3.5. Discussion 

Findings concerning the relationship between affective variables revealed the strongest 
negative relationship between CA and ICC, indicating that anxiety is most likely to affect 
performance in intercultural situations. Willingness to communicate in English was 
also found to significantly correlate with ICC: the more ready students are to engage 
in communication, the more likely they are to be successful in such interactions. 
This relationship is rooted in the multi-faceted nature of the ICC construct: someone 
with high scores on the combined ICC scale has high scores on the ICC Attitudes and 
the Perceived ICC scales as well, both of which comprise items describing imagined 
interactions with members of other cultures. Thus, it is likely that the more eager 
students are to take part in such conversations, the more likely they develop positive 
attitudes towards others, which in turn, fosters their ICC.

The relationship between motivation and ICC was also significant; however, 
much weaker than the previous two affective variables. This finding shows similarities 
with findings of Szaszkó (2010) who found that in the case of Hungarian adult EFL 
learners, intercultural contact had more impact on their English communicative 
competence than their language learning motivation. 

Regression analysis confirmed the assumption that anxiety is of utmost 
importance in intercultural encounters: it was found that most variance in students’ ICC 
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scores could be explained by their CA scores, and the addition of WTC and motivation 
did not explain significantly more variance in ICC. Revisiting the findings of previous 
studies in similar settings, more empirical evidence supports this result: debilitating 
anxiety, i.e. the extreme feeling of insecurity is a factor participants frequently 
mention as the major obstacle to success in intercultural encounters (Dombi, 2013; 
Menyhei, 2016; Nagy, 2009). Students in these studies reported feeling nervousness, 
apprehension or even panic when it came to speaking in English with members of 
other cultures. The findings of the present study confirm that the apprehension 
experienced when talking in English prevents students from extensive intercultural 
contacts, negatively influencing both their WTC and their motivation, thus affecting 
their ICC. 

A strong relationship was found between perceived communication competence 
and ICC. However, the interpretation of this finding requires some caution: since 
correlation does not show which variable influences the other, this outcome can be 
interpreted in two different ways and they both make sense. We may assume that the 
students who thought they had better communication skills had higher ICC, as their 
better perceived communicative competence made them more self-confident, and 
thus more likely to take part in intercultural interactions, which, in turn, made them 
more experienced and competent in such situations. However, this can also work the 
other way around: higher ICC, i.e. more success in intercultural situations, can also 
boost students’ self-confidence, making them believe they are good at communication 
in the target language. 

Moreover, PCC and ICC were related, as ICC also has to do with communication: 
students who believe they are more competent communicators in English are likely to 
project the same competency in intercultural situations in which they communicate in 
English. This finding is supported by findings in Nagy’s (2009) study: PCC was found 
to be more likely to influence students’ communication behavior than their linguistic 
self-confidence (p. 92). 

A more advanced statistical procedure, regression analysis, proved that PCC 
explained almost 50 percent in the variance of students’ ICC scores, thus revealing 
PCC to be an important predictor of ICC. Students’ perceived L2 competence was also 
found to be strongly related to their ICC. With regard to this variable, the relationship 
seems more straightforward (still not evident, as correlation alone is insufficient to 
establish a cause-effect relationship): students who believed they had better English 
proficiency were likely to score higher on ICC. This may be due to the fact that high 
level of perceived L2 competence, similarly to good PCC, helps students to be more 
confident and self-assured in interactions. However, since more students are in the 
average PL2 category than in the average PCC category, it can be observed that there 
are students who believe they are good at English, but fewer of them believe they are 
good at communication in English.

As for the last individual difference variable, ICO, the results showed a relatively 
high frequency of intercultural contact, which was not surprising, as the university 
town is known for the high number of foreign students. 

Contrary to expectations, a significant, yet surprisingly weak relationship was 
found between students’ ICC and the frequency of their intercultural contact. Moreover, 
stepwise regression analysis excluded the ICO variable and concluded that it did not 
explain variance in students’ ICC scores. These results were rather unexpected, as one 
would assume that students’ exposure to foreign cultures through contact contributes 
to their ICC to a great extent. Nagy’s findings (2008) on English majors who previously 
worked as au-pairs in the UK revealed that as a result of their first-hand experiences 
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with members of other cultures, participants were ready to drop their previous 
stereotypes, and became more aware of the importance of cultural diversity. Similarly, 
Fantini (2006) found that exchange students’ extended contact with local residents in 
Ecuador was among the factors mostly contributing to their enhanced ICC. In this study, 
however, there was no empirical evidence to support the claim that the frequency of 
intercultural contact had a significant impact on ICC. Since Fantini’s (2006) and Nagy’s 
(2008) study surveyed participants who spent time in a foreign country, findings may 
imply that extensive contact with a foreign culture away from one’s home environment 
could result in these beneficial outcomes, whereas the impact of foreign contact on 
one’s ICC while residing at home may be more limited. 

The most important finding of the SEM analysis was that the initially suggested 
model (Figure 1) of English majors’ ICC did not provide acceptable goodness-of-fit 
indices, and had to be rejected. The underlying problem with the proposed model was 
that it hypothesized direct relationship between WTC and ICC, based on findings of 
the correlation and regression analyses. Based on these results it was reasonable to 
assume that the more willing students are to take part in English conversations, the 
more likely it is for them to develop their intercultural communicative competence. 
The analysis, however, rejected this hypothesis, as the goodness-of-fit values gradually 
improved after deleting the direct path from WTC to ICC. 

Willingness to communicate, however, remained a part of the model, although 
in a slightly modified position. The revised models contain WTC as a part of a 
chain of inter-correlated variables, including perceived L2 competence, perceived 
communication competence and anxiety. Based on findings of Nagy (2009) with a very 
similar population, the original model did not hypothesize a significant relationship 
between WTC and PL2; however, SEM revealed that a revised model with such 
correlation fits the dataset to a much greater extent. This result may be construed 
as students with better perceived L2 competence tend to be more satisfied with 
themselves and less insecure in communication; thus, they are more likely to engage 
in interactions in English. This leads to the interpretation that not only the perceived 
level of proficiency plays a role here, but perceived communication competence does 
so as well. The better communicators students believe they are, the more likely it is for 
them to take part in interactions in English; this is a finding in line with Nagy’s (2009) 
results.  

Important characteristics of the initial model which were maintained 
throughout the revisions are the direct paths from perceived communicative 
competence and communication apprehension to ICC. The fact that these paths were 
found to be significant confirms the findings of regression analyses: these are the two 
most important predictors of ICC. 

The initial model, as well as the first two revised models suggested a further 
path that finally proved to be non-significant: the direct path between the frequency 
of intercultural contact and ICC. As other empirical studies (Dombi, 2011; Matsumoto, 
et al., 2001, 2003; Nagy, 2008) suggest that acquaintance with members of other 
cultures makes students more interculturally-minded and successful in intercultural 
situations, this variable was included in the model, even though the regression analysis 
did not show significant predictive value for it. Initially, it was proposed that students’ 
motivation to learn English and the frequency of their intercultural contact were 
related: motivated students were thought to seek intercultural contact for various 
reasons, such as practicing the language by meeting speakers of English. Frequent 
intercultural contact, on the other hand, was hypothesized to sustain and further 
increase students’ motivation to learn English. Surprisingly, this link was disproved. 
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Not only did SEM reveal that these variables were not directly related to ICC, but it was 
also suggested that they had nothing to do with the construct, and consequently had 
to be removed from the model. 

The final model shows that the two variables directly influencing ICC were 
(1) perceived communicative competence in a positive and (2) communication 
apprehension in a negative way. This means that students with a more confident 
self-image have higher ICC, most probably because this confidence assures them 
in intercultural situations and helps them overcome difficulties or breakdowns in 
communication. This finding reveals that learners’ self-image is of utmost importance: 
the PCC scale did not measure actual communication competence, but perceived 
communication competence. Therefore, there is no evidence that students who 
believe they are good communicators are actually good or not. However, it seems that 
the belief of being good at communicating in English allows these students to take 
advantage of intercultural situations and develop their ICC. 

Highly anxious students, on the other hand, fear engaging in intercultural 
situations, possibly due to their lack of self-confidence. Over-anxious students trying to 
avoid interactions deprive themselves of the benefits of learning from such encounters 
and have fewer chances to develop their ICC. As a result, special attention should be 
paid to help anxious students overcome their fear to communicate in English. 

4. Conclusion

One of the main aims of the study was to draw a theoretically sound and empirically 
based model that adequately presents English majors’ ICC. This was achieved through 
performing structural equation modeling on the dataset. The final model presents 
four inter-correlated individual difference variables, WTC, CA, PL2 and PCC with direct 
paths from PCC and CA to ICC, suggesting that students’ willingness to use English, 
their ideas about their own performance and their apprehension from communication 
situations are strongly related, and out of these variables perceived communication 
competence and communication apprehension directly affect ICC. 

This indisputably has a pedagogical implication: knowing the variables 
influencing ICC may help instructors to tailor their teaching so as to address the 
individual differences accounting for variation in ICC. 

It was shown that students’ ICC was mostly affected by their anxiety. This result 
echoed findings of previous studies conducted with similar English language majors 
(Nagy, 2009; Tóth, 2007, 2011). It would be crucial to reduce learners’ nervousness 
about speaking in English, since their anxiety has negative effects on their development: 
it debilitates their performance, and most often prevents them from interacting with 
others in English. Instructors should pay special attention to reducing learners’ anxiety 
in classrooms, which can be achieved by creating a relaxed and friendly atmosphere 
free of competition. Raising students’ awareness about negative effects of anxiety is 
also crucial, as it may induce more conscious actions. 

Findings also suggest that students’ self-image as communicators (their 
perceived communicative competence and their perceived L2 competence) are of 
utmost importance: if students believe they are good communicators in English, they 
are more likely to be self-confident and are more likely to take part in intercultural 
encounters. Thus, instructors should help students achieve a realistic self-image about 
their performance in English and support them if they lack self-confidence.
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