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Preface 

With this paper, I would like to draw attention to the importance of intercultural learning and 

to projects like “Building Walls – Breaking Walls”, which is an intercultural youth exchange 

program that brings together young people from Ireland, Northern Ireland, Israel, Palestine 

and Switzerland to build a dry wall together and to get to know each other’s cultures.  

I came across the program while attending the “Step into Action day” in Bern, a project 

aimed at enabling and motivating young people to assist in actively shaping their society 

(Step-into-action.org). I was immediately interested in “Building Walls – Breaking Walls”. 

On one hand there was the idea of getting together with young people from different cultures 

for a week with the aim to build a wall together. On the other hand, the program is intended 

for young people from countries with a history of internal or external conflicts: Palestine with 

Israel, Northern Ireland. I remember asking the person at the stand: “How can people from 

these conflict areas overcome their differences and actually get along with each other?” I 

wanted to meet these people to find out more about them and their experience. On a more 

personal level, meeting new people means stepping out of my comfort zone and actually 

putting myself out there to go and talk to them. For me, this is always easier when meeting 

people in a specific context or for a purpose, and building a wall together seemed to be a 

very good practical project to learn collaboration and communication.  

By participating in a program like “Building Walls – Breaking Walls”, I hoped for one part to 

increase my intercultural awareness, to learn about other countries and cultures. In addition, 

I also hoped to learn more about myself and to foster new relationships. With this in mind, I 

planned to participate in a program in Switzerland on the Grenchenberg, which is very close 

to where I live, and would have lasted one week. Unfortunately, this plan did not work out. 

As a cause of the Covid-19 pandemic, no participants from abroad were able to travel to 

Switzerland. In the end I was lucky to participate in a short program on the Grenchenberg 

that lasted only three days, together with four other participants from the French speaking 

part of Switzerland. I also got acquainted with the founder of the program, Oliver Schneitter, 

as well as Mona Kasser and Selina Stoller who work for the administration of the project. 

These people told me a lot about the program and helped me find former participants to 

interview. In this way I was able to gather as much information as possible to answer the 

question of my Matura paper: how a short-term youth exchange project can enhance inter-

cultural competence. 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Importance of intercultural competence 

As a result of globalization and consequently immigration, the cultural and demographic 

profile of many countries has become increasingly diverse. Switzerland, for example, a 

country with four different native languages and thereby four cultural regions, has become 

even more multicultural through immigration. In 2019, there were approximately 2’174’000 

inhabitants without Swiss citizenship living in Switzerland (Bundesamt für Statistik, 2020).  

A higher cultural diversity naturally leads to an increase in political, social, as well as work-

place interactions between people who do not share the same cultural background. For a 

multicultural society to function successfully, it is therefore necessary that individuals from 

different cultural backgrounds can interact in a positive manner. Hence, intercultural com-

petence has become an area of immediate importance (Arasaratnam 2016, p.1). It is also 

important for schools to understand how intercultural competence can be taught, due to 

observations that incidental interactions between culturally diverse people do not neces-

sarily lead to more appropriate and effective interaction (Mayblin et al. 2016, p.1) and inter-

cultural competence does not just happen by itself. Furthermore, interaction between differ-

ent cultures can be made very difficult or even impossible through segregation, erection of 

barriers and a negative attitude towards the other.  

To answer the question how young people can increase their intercultural competence, this 

paper focusses on an intercultural youth exchange program that intentionally brings individ-

uals from different cultural groups together to carry out purposeful activities in an environ-

ment, where it is safe to learn about each other’s differences. This program is called “Build-

ing WaIls – Breaking Walls” and is organized by the Swiss association “Naturkultur” in col-

laboration with national and international partner organizations. In the remaining part of this 

paper, the project “Building Walls – Breaking Walls” will be abbreviated as BWBW. 

1.2 Goal of the paper 

The goal of the present paper is to examine the ways in which BWBW helps to improve the 

intercultural competence of the participants. The information needed for this will be obtained 

through guided interviews and will thus result in a qualitative assessment of the impact of 

the program on intercultural competence. 

1.3 Research question and structure of this paper 

This paper deals with the following research question: 

In which way does the youth exchange program BWBW increase the intercultural compe-

tence of the participants?  
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To answer this question, I will provide some background on the program and on the coun-

tries of the participants in chapter 2, including a short overview of the conflicts in the home 

countries of the participants. In chapter 3, I will look at previous research and concepts of 

cultural competence. In chapter 4, the method and process of the data acquisition is ex-

plained, followed by the findings and the discussion thereof in chapter 5–6. In chapter 7, a 

summary and further thoughts will conclude the paper. 
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2 Background 

2.1 Association Naturkultur and the program  

Building Walls – Breaking Walls 

The association Naturkultur was founded in Solothurn, Switzerland in 2010, with the aim of 

providing an intercultural youth exchange in nature. The founder, Oliver Schneitter, explains 

that he wanted to create a program in nature that leaves a lasting impression with the par-

ticipants. Schneitter lived in Jerusalem from 2011 through 2012 and got acquainted with the 

diverse cultures living in Israel and with the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Thus, he was in-

spired to include people from regions in conflict, namely Israel and Palestine as well as 

Ireland and Northern Ireland. In collaboration with youth organizations from those countries 

and his friend Jörg Lötscher, who is a landscape gardener with experience in the construc-

tion of dry walls, the project BWBW was created. It took place for the first time in 2013 on 

the Grenchenberg. The goal of the program was to offer a safe environment for the partici-

pants to learn about each other’s cultures as well as building team competence while build-

ing a wall together. Since 2013, the project BWBW has been continually developed to be 

as effective as possible, expanded to more locations, including Cork in Ireland, or Lotan in 

Israel. Schneitter wanted to make the project about dry walls because they are a cultural 

heritage in all the participants’ nations and the high symbolic meaning of walls in general. 

As the name suggests, the project aims to break down external walls between participants 

of diverse cultural background as well as the internal walls in the participants’ minds, while 

participants join forces to build a dry wall together. In addition, the association “Naturkultur” 

has also created other youth and volunteering programs including “Cultures in the Snow” 

or “Gemeinsam auf dem Berg”, which are quite different from BWBW, despite certain simi-

larities. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 2: Ireland/Northern Ireland, Switzerland, Israel/Palestine.  
(Fotolia/James Leudolph) 
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2.1.1 Structure of a BWBW project week 

A BWBW project usually takes 7 to 10 days, depending on the location, and comprises 15 

to 20 participants from five different nations: Switzerland, Ireland, Northern Ireland, Israel 

and Palestine. The young adults are accompanied by professional youth workers, dry wall 

experts and other staff. During the week, the participants refurbish a dry wall (clay wall in 

Lotan) together and take part in various teambuilding and intercultural workshops (for a 

detailed description see the appendix). In addition to this, the participants also prepare 

meals together and have free time to talk with each other or do other social activities.  

BWBW is only a short program, but with the combination of practical outdoor work work-

shops, and living together for a week in the mountains, it provides a good environment for 

intercultural learning. 

With the help of interviews of former participants, based on my own experience and inter-

views with organizers and staff I will try to examine the effect of the activities and the BWBW 

experience as a whole in terms of intercultural learning. In particular I will look at way the 

participants feel that the BWBW experience can help to build relationships, encourage 

openness and trust, improve awareness of one’s own and the others’ culture, reduce ste-

reotypical thinking and motivate for further intercultural experience. 

2.2  Dry stone walls 

The art of dry stone walling, knowledge 

and techniques was inscribed in 2018 

in the Representative List of the Intan-

gible Cultural Heritage of Humanity.  

The art of dry-stone walling concerns 

the knowhow related to making stone 

constructions by stacking stones upon 

each other, without using any other 

materials except sometimes dry soil. 

The stability of the structures is en-

sured through the careful selection and 

placement of the stones, which needs 

a lot of skill and experience. Dry stone walls have been used by people from prehistory to 

today for protection of living space or cattle, or to mark territory and keep out the enemies. 

Today dry-stone walls still play an important role to prevent landslides, floods and ava-

lanches. Thus, they help to reduce the erosion and the desertification of the land and en-

hance biodiversity. Because of these benefits, old and derelict dry stone walls are being 

renovated in many places including Switzerland to preserve this cultural heritage (Unesco). 

 

Figure 3: Dry Stone Walls on Inisheer, Ireland. (https://com-
mons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Inisheer-Dry_Stone_Walls.jpg) 
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2.3 Northern Ireland Conflict and the Peace Walls 

The Northern Ireland Conflict can be said to 

go way back to 1609, when English and 

Scottish settlers confiscated land from the 

Catholic Irish to prevent a rebellion. In 1922, 

the island was divided. Six, mostly 

Protestant, counties in the north stayed a 

part of the UK. The rest of the island, mostly 

Catholic, became an independent republic in 

1949. In the late 1960s, riots broke out be-

tween Protestants and Catholics in Belfast 

and Londonderry. The violent decades that followed became known as “the Troubles”. 

Protestants in Northern Ireland (48%of the population) see themselves as British and want 

to remain part of the UK (unionists). Most Catholics in Northern Ireland (45% of the popula-

tion) consider themselves Irish, and many want a united Ireland (nationalists). In the 1990s, 

the British government started working on a peaceful solution to end the Troubles: an agree-

ment was signed on Good Friday 1998. In over 30 years of violence over 3,000 people had 

been killed. In July 2007 the British government ended its military presence in Northern 

Ireland (English-online.at). 

Figure 5: The United Kingdom. Graphic created by 
CRS using data from Esri (2017). 
 

Figure 4: Peacewall with murals in Belfast. (https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/2/2f/Murals-
wall_Belfast_Irland%4020160528_03.jpg) 
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Today it seems that Northern Ireland is still in some respects a divided society. A sign of 

this are the Peace Walls that separate Protestant and Catholic neighbourhoods in Belfast, 

for example. Northern Ireland’s administration was planning to remove the peace walls, but 

when a survey of public attitudes about the walls was held in 2015, it was found that 30% 

of the people wanted the walls to remain in place. The survey also found that more than 4 

in 10 people have never interacted with anyone from the community living on the other side 

of the nearest Peace Wall, so that people living next to each other are divided in separate 

communities who do not interact (Congressional Research Service 2020).  

2.4  Israel Palestine Conflict 

The land which later became Israel was for centuries 

part of the Ottoman Empire. After World War One and 

the collapse of the empire, the territory known as Pal-

estine was marked out as a national home for the Jew-

ish people. In the 1930 and following the Holocaust, 

Palestinian Arab nationalism as well as the Palestine's 

Jewish population grew and Arab-Jewish violence in 

Palestine escalated. The United Nations proposed in 

1947 to divide Palestine into two states – one Jewish, 

one Arab. The plan was accepted by Palestine's Jew-

ish leadership but rejected by Arab leaders. Between 

700,000 and 900,000 Palestinians were then expelled 

or fled from their homes in the areas when the State of 

Israel was declared on 14 May 1948. The following day 

Israel was invaded by five Arab armies. Israel's War of 

Independence lasted until 1949. The surrounding Arab 

states refused to recognize Israel. After the Six Day 

War in 1967, Israel occupied the Sinai Peninsula, the 

Gaza Strip, the West Bank, East Jerusalem and most of the Syrian Golan Heights. In 1979, 

Egypt became the first Arab country to recognize the Jewish state and Israel withdrew from 

the Sinai Peninsula.  

As a result of two Palestinian uprisings (intifadas) against the occupation (1987–1993 and 

2000–2005), the Israeli army imposed more and more restrictions on Palestinians. In 1994, 

the Nobel Peace Prize was awarded jointly to Yasser Arafat, Shimon Peres and Yitzhak 

Rabin "for their efforts to create peace in the Middle East". But the agreement did not result 

in a peace. As a response to Palestinian suicide bombings and rocket attacks, the Israelis 

began the construction of the 25 feet high Separation Wall alongside the Israeli/West Bank 

border. In January 2020, the Trump administration announced its “Peace to Prosperity” 

Figure 6: Israel and Palestine. 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-
east-54116567 
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plan, which has been rejected by Palestinians because its support for future Israeli settle-

ments in the West Bank and control over an “undivided” Jerusalem. (BBC News 15.9.2020) 

2.4.1 Stereotypes between Israeli-Jews and Israeli-Palestinians  

Several studies show that there are negative stereotypic beliefs with Israeli-Jews toward 

Israeli-Palestinians who were described as violent, cruel, untrustworthy, primitive, or dirty 

(Berger 2015, p.678.) Also, on the part of the Isreali-Palestinians there was found stereo-

typical thinking toward Isreali-Jews, describing them as “mindless of self-respect and family 

honor, exploitative, untrustworthy, and racist” (Berger 2015, p. 678).  

Berger claims that the growing resentment of the two groups is "fueled by a lack of familiarity 

of the other”. To facilitate contact, school exchange programs have been installed. In a 

study about students in Jaffa Berger finds strong evidence that exchange programs be-

tween school students can reduce tensions between the two groups as well as create a 

cultural partnership between Jewish, Christian, and Muslim school students” (Berger 2015, 

p. 679). 

  

Figure 7: BWBW Swiss participants at a West Bank barrier in Bethlehem, 2018. (www.facebook.com/vereinnat-
urkultur/photos) 
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3 Research on intercultural competence 

Since the 1960s, intercultural competence has been studied by multiple scholars leading to 

a large variety of different theories, concepts, models, and definitions of the term. A popular 

definition describes intercultural competence as “the appropriate and effective management 

of interaction between people who, to some degree or another, represent different or diver-

gent affective, cognitive, and behavioural orientations to the world” (Spitzberg and Chagnon 

2009, p.7). 

From the research, there appear common perceptions and “sufficient consensus” among 

the researchers to see “some collective understanding of what intercultural competence is” 

(Arasaratnam 2016, p.1). Arasaratnam overviews a large number of studies and identifies sev-

eral variables as contributors to intercultural competence: mindfulness (Gudykunst), self 

and other awareness (Deardorff) listening skills (Ting-Toomey & Kurogi), positive attitude 

toward other cultures, and empathy (Arasaratnam & Doerfel). In addition, flexibility, toler-

ance for ambiguity, capacity for complexity, and language proficiency are also relevant 

(Arasaratnam 2016).  

An important factor that hinders intercultural competence are prejudice and stereotypes. 

There are a number of studies that find that close contact and also knowledge and aware-

ness of the other’s culture can reduce prejudice and stereotypes about the other group. A 

recent study (White et al. 2020) examined how relationships that were built between Pales-

tinians and Jewish-Israelis in a Youth Camp helped to change their attitudes towards each 

other. The authors propose that close relations to members of the other group, are “an 

especially powerful form of intergroup contact that reduces individual prejudice and can 

decrease anxiety and stress in intergroup contexts” (White et.al 2020, p.1). White et al. 

claim that normally, we tend to spontaneously interact more with people who are similar 

than with people who are dissimilar from us. Thus, we need to make an effort or be encour-

aged to engage in close contact with people who are different from us, such as for example 

in class exchange programs. To form close relationships assisted, repeated, and meaning-

ful engagement is needed, and a supportive environment where people can trust each other 

and talk openly (White et.al 2020, p.3).  

By participating in the BWBW program and by interviewing participants, I aim to find out 

whether this program can provide such an environment that benefits intergroup contact and 

intercultural competence, which will be looked at under the following aspects: Knowledge 

and understanding of other cultures’ values and structures, open-mindedness and respect 

towards other cultures, reduced stereotypical perceptions, cultural self-awareness, ability 

to understand other points of view, motivation to interact with people from other cultures. 
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4 Method 

The data for the present study were obtained through guided interviews with 10 participants 

who took part in BWBW project weeks in 2019 in three different locations (see table 5, p.24). 

The interviews were conducted in September and October 2020. 

The initial idea was to conduct 5 interviews with participants of the 2020 project on the 

Grenchenberg. However, this was made impossible due to the Corona pandemic as no 

participants from other countries were able to participate. 

4.1 Preparation for data acquisition 

The sampling of the participants was conducted in the following way: Contact information 

of former participants was obtained from the organization of BWBW Switzerland. These 

potential interviewees were then contacted and asked if they were willing to participate. Out 

of 16 contacted people, 10 were willing to take part in the interviews. 

4.1.1 Interviewees 

It was attempted to find interviewees which would form a group that is as representative as 

possible. Among the 10 interviewees, there were two participants from Ireland, Northern 

Ireland and Israel respectively, one from Palestine and three from Switzerland (see table 1, 

p.22). The age distribution of the interviewees was also rather representative, with ages 

ranging from 19 to 27. However, there were no participants from BWBW projects in Ireland 

found, and the gender distribution among the interviewees was six women to four men. It 

was harder to find male participants than female ones, due to the fact that only one quarter 

of BWBW participants in 2019 were male (Naturkultur Jahresbericht 2019). 

4.1.2 Interview questions 

Based on the goals of BWBW and on research on intercultural competence, six components 

were chosen to be assessed as outcomes of the program: 

• Knowledge and understanding of other cultures’ values and structures 

• Open-mindedness towards other cultures 

• Reduced stereotypical perceptions  

• Cultural self-awareness 

• Ability to understand other points of view 

• Motivation to interact with people from other cultures  

Based on these components, interview questions for guided interviews were created. At the 

beginning of the interview, there are some personal questions, to be able to get a better 

insight into the profile of the interviewees. Next, there are questions about how the inter-

viewees got interested in the project. The main body of the interview consists of questions 
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assessing if and in which ways the specific components of intercultural competence were 

enhanced by the program and thus intercultural competence increased. 

4.2 Data acquisition 

The interviews were mostly conducted in English. Interviews with Swiss participants were 

in Swiss German and were later translated into English.  

Interviews were either held in person, or via an online phone call or chat service (see table 

6, p.24). Interviews were recorded with a microphone or in-app recording software, with an 

additional cell phone recording that served as a backup.  

4.3 Data processing and evaluation 

After being held, all interviews were converted into mp3 format and later manually tran-

scribed by method of intelligent verbatim transcription to facilitate the evaluation process 

(the full transcriptions can be found in the appendix of this paper). Intelligent verbatim tran-

scription describes the transcription of spoken language, where everything said is tran-

scribed as literally as possible. Furthermore, tables with the following statistical information 

were made in Excel: Age, nationality and gender of the subjects as well as the net interview 

duration of the interviews (see chapter 8.1). 

Important aspects in the interviews were highlighted and categorized and made into tables. 

Interesting quotes were selected.  
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5 Findings 

5.1 Statistical and personal information 

The ages of the interviewees ranged from 19 to 27, with the mean age being approximately 

23 (see table 3, p.23). The subjects participated in three different BWBW projects, all in 

2019: 3 took part in Lotan, Israel, 3 on the Grenchenberg, Switzerland, and 2 in the BWBW 

project in Grischun, Switzerland (see table 5, p.24). 

Interviews with subjects from all five nations represented in BWBW could be conducted, as 

can be seen in table 1 on page 22. There were three people from Switzerland, one person 

from Palestine, and 2 people each from Israel, Ireland and Northern Ireland among the 

subjects.  

Most subjects didn’t mention their religion or said religion was not an important part of their 

identity. Hence, it can be assumed that religion is not an important issue for the young 

people attending an inter-cultural workshop. 

As for the occupation of the subjects, half of them are attending university, two people are 

on a gap year, one person is volunteering, and two people are employed. (see table 4, p.23) 

Among the subjects there were four men and six women. For comparison: The gender ratio 

in for the entirety of the BWBW projects in 2019 was 75% female to 25% male participants. 

(Naturkultur Jahresbericht 2019).  

Two interviews were able to be held in person, while the remainder had to be conducted by 

means which allow communication over longer distances. Out of the 8 online interviews, six 

were held through WhatsApp calls, and 1 through Zoom and Skype respectively (see table 

6, p.24 in appendix). The net duration of the interviews, meaning the duration without regard 

to greeting, saying goodbye and the conversations revolving around it, ranged from 11 to 

23 minutes (see table 7, p.25). 

5.2 Findings regarding participation in general 

How they became aware of the project 

The subjects were informed about BWBW in various ways. One part was told by friends, 

who in turn sometimes had connections to the organisation of the program or heard about 

it through other means. Another part learned about the project in their workplace, either 

from their employer or through fellow employees. The remaining participants got acquainted 

with the project through school or the boy scouts. The situation in Northern Ireland is rather 

interesting. Here, the participants were all selected from staff of the social enterprise “Ash-

ton Community Trust” in Belfast. 
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Reasons for participating 

The most frequent reason for participating was the interest in meeting new people from 

different cultures. Other incentives include stepping outside of one's comfort zone and get-

ting to visit a new country. Good feedback from participants of previous years served as a 

further reason to participate.  

Four participants decided to participate rather spontaneously, due to being informed about 

the project only shortly before it started.  

 

Favourite part of the project 

One part of those interviewed stated that their favourite part of the project were organized 

workshops, namely the culture nights and teambuilding workshops. Other participants de-

clared that their most memorable moment was when they realised how close all the partic-

ipants had become. This happened during activities like hiking together, sitting at a camp-

fire, or camping in the desert. The third subgroup of the subjects could not single out one 

favourite part but stated that simply meeting the other participants and becoming close 

friends with some of them was what they valued the most about the project. 

5.3 Findings regarding Intercultural Competence 

Important aspects of intercultural competence 

Only five people were asked the questions concerning this point, in order to save time. 

Nevertheless, extensive results could be obtained. Out of the five interviewees who were 

asked whether they could describe the term intercultural competence, two were able to 

provide a concise explanation. These two participants already had a good understanding of 

intercultural competence. The remaining three subjects were provided with a brief explana-

tion.  

When asked what aspects of intercultural competence are important for them, a large array 

of different facets was mentioned, the most common being not having stereotypes, being 

open towards other cultures, knowledge of other cultures and understanding. Other aspects 

mentioned were respect, empathy, the ability to see things from different angles and a pos-

itive mindset. These aspects coming from people among whom the majority have never 

heard of the concept of intercultural competence have shown to correlate strongly to the 

aspects listed in various theories of the term.  

 

Sources of knowledge and understanding of the structures, values and rules  

of other cultures 

A substantial number of interviewees remarked that they gained the most knowledge and 

understanding of the other cultures present in the program through conversations in their 
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free time, rather than through the workshops, because they were free to talk about whatever 

they wanted. It was also stated that just living with people from other cultures and experi-

encing how they behave can be very helpful. In contrast to these remarks, other subjects 

said that the part of the project that made them gain the most knowledge and understanding 

of the other cultures were the organised workshops, because they were prompted on topics 

to talk about. 

“It's more on a personal, conversational level, that you would find out 

more about the other cultures than the workshops itself.” (Sam Milner) 

 

Stereotypes and open-mindedness 

It has been found that the majority of the people interviewed considered themselves already 

very open-minded before attending BWBW and generally avoided having prejudices and 

stereotypes about people based on their cultural background. However, there were still 

some stereotypes and prejudices present in the participants initially. Among these were 

rather harmless and not implicitly negative ones, such as the stereotype that the Irish drink 

a lot, or that the Swiss are very punctual. Yet, there were also some prejudices that were 

more severe, especially against Israel, for instance that Israel is an occupying force and a 

dangerous place to go. Among the more harmless stereotypes, some were confirmed and 

some refuted, while virtually all severe prejudices and stereotypes were debunked as a 

result of the program. 

 

Cultural self-awareness 

It has been remarked quite often that the understanding one’s own culture has not neces-

sarily been enhanced, but that it was nonetheless interesting to see how it was viewed by 

participants of other cultural backgrounds. Through this, some participants became aware 

of potential areas of improvement in their own societies. Furthermore, it was said that learn-

ing about other cultures helped them to put their own one into perspective. For example, 

Palestinian Nour Rachman said that she realised that Palestinian society can have miso-

gynistic tendencies, through seeing that in BWBW, both women and men performed actions 

such as cooking and household chores, as opposed to Palestine, where such tasks are 

often left to the women. 

In addition to this, some interviewees got a better understanding of their own culture through 

the fact that they had to explain it to the other participants, and therefore thought about it 

and articulated it in their mind.  
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Ability to see other points of view with regard to conflicts 

Explicitly tailored workshops in BWBW are intended to provide room for learning and dis-

cussing about the various conflicts in the countries represented. Most participants appreci-

ated the fact that they had a safe environment to talk about the conflicts. However, others 

argued that conversation about conflicts came more naturally in their free time. Either way, 

the following consequences were observed: The participants got a greater understanding 

of the different viewpoints in the conflicts and were able to put the situation in their country 

into a broader perspective. Moreover, participants stated that the program allowed them to 

separate the conflicts from the individuals. 

“I like the concept of the program, because they didn't always make us 

talk about the conflict. It came more naturally when we did it in our free 

time.” (Neta Kerner) 

Motivation to learn about new cultures 

The participants’ motivation to learn about new cultures was mostly already high to begin 

with. However, it has been stated by almost all of the participants that this motivation has 

further increased as a result of the program. Some participants have remained in contact 

with participants from other cultures and would like to visit them. It was mentioned that 

actually being in the country helps to get an even better understanding of the other culture, 

rather than just have them talk about it. You can put a story to the participants and experi-

ence how they live first hand. Some participants also had plans to attend further BWBW 

projects. Limitations due to Covid19 mediated the motivation slightly and bothered some 

participants. 

 

Further benefits 

When asked about further benefits of BWBW concerning intercultural competence, many 

subjects mentioned that the participation in the program has further increased their open-

mindedness and acceptance towards other cultures, despite this quality already being 

strongly present. Other benefits were said to be a growth in confidence, empathy and the 

ability to express oneself in English. 

Most interviewees did not have any further remarks. However, one point mentioned was the 

fact that there were some rather shy people among the participants – and that almost eve-

ryone eventually opened up in the course of the program. Furthermore, it was stressed how 

recommendable BWBW is and great appreciation for the participation in the program being 

subsidized was shown.   
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6 Discussion 

In this chapter, the most relevant results are discussed with regard to their effect on the 

intercultural competence of the participants. Also, an answer to the research question en-

compassing all observations will be given and compared with other studies in similar fields. 

 

Knowledge and understanding of other cultures 

As results have shown, the participants’ knowledge and understanding of the other cultures 

represented in the program have been substantially increased through BWBW. This was 

achieved mostly through a combination of organised workshops as well as conversation in 

the leisure time of the participants.  

Solid knowledge and understanding of other cultures can promote appropriate interaction 

with people from those cultural backgrounds. Through good knowledge and understanding, 

one becomes less vulnerable to making false assumptions based on the conversation part-

ner’s culture and can thus avoid behaving in an inappropriate way, for example through acts 

such as asking an orthodox Muslim if they are looking forward to Christmas. 

This point is stated extremely well by interviewee Christina Watson, who uttered the follow-

ing remark:  

“You can be as accepting, kind and respectful as you want, if you aren’t  

informed about the other people’s cultures you can still be a little bit  

disrespectful because you haven’t opened your mind to understanding 

them and how they live.” 

Stereotypes and Prejudices 

BWBW has shown to have a significant effect on the participants awareness of stereotypes 

and prejudices towards other cultures. Especially more severe prejudices have been refuted 

as a result of the program, while more harmless stereotypes have sometimes also been 

validated. Stereotypes do not necessarily have to be negative, and it is therefore also not 

imperative that all stereotypes are completely eliminated. However, it is important to 

acknowledge that stereotypes do not comprise any universal validity, or, as Nigerian author 

Chimamanda Adichie says: “(...) the problem with stereotypes is not that they are untrue, 

but that they are incomplete.” (Adichied 2009) 

Hence, it is vital to be attentive towards stereotypes. In BWBW, an organised workshop 

where the participants of the different countries are able to discuss each other’s stereotypes 

and prejudices, has shown to accomplish precisely that. This confirms the findings of the 

study on the effect of an Arab-Jewish class exchange program which found strong evidence 
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for the programs efficacy in reducing stereotypes and prejudicial attitudes. It was found that 

"after the intervention, participants became readier to have social contact with members of 

the other ethnic group; reduced their level of emotional prejudice toward the other, and 

intensified their positive thoughts about the other” (Berger 2015). 

 

Cultural self-awareness 

Cultural self-awareness, meaning the understanding of one's culture and the ability to iden-

tify in which ways one’s culture affects one's personality, has not been increased quite as 

much as other aspects. Nevertheless, some participants saw an increase in cultural self-

awareness through having to explain their own culture to the other participants. With other 

participants, an increase in cultural self-awareness was accomplished by hearing how their 

culture is viewed by other participants. Cultural self-awareness provides the ability to iden-

tify cultural behaviour and adapt it to other cultures for maximum efficiency and appropri-

ateness.  

“It has really helped me, because I had to think a lot about my culture, 

which I usually don't do that much.” (Selina Stoller) 

Ability to see other perspectives with regard to conflicts 

For intercultural competence, and life in general, the ability to see things from different per-

spectives is a very valuable skill to have, especially with regard to conflicts. In the program, 

the participants learn about the Northern Ireland conflict and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict 

through hearing first-hand how the conflicts are experienced by people who live there. Fur-

thermore, participants that come from opposing sides of a conflict, for instance Israelis and 

Palestinians, are able to discuss about it in a safe environment. These components enabled 

many participants to sympathise with the different parties in the conflicts, and to separate 

the conflict from the people involved in it, while also gaining important insights needed to 

be able to see matters from different angles in general, such as the importance of listening 

to all the different actors involved.  

It has been observed that participants attending BWBW are often already exceptionally 

open-minded to begin with. While this feature undoubtedly facilitates sensible conversation 

among the participants, it may also be interesting for the administration of the project to 

encourage more closeminded individuals to participate, to get even more beneficial results 

with regard to the conflicts. Here, most people who attend BWBW do not have a strongly 

fixed opinion but are willing to understand the different perspectives of the parties involved. 

It is mostly not on account of these people that the conflicts are still present to a certain 
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degree, but because of narrow-minded individuals who are not willing to attempt to view 

matters from different angles. Projects like BWBW in itself cannot provide a solution to the 

internal and external conflicts of a region. This is not the responsibility of such projects, but 

of the government. Nevertheless, such programs can help individuals on different sides of 

a conflict to get a better understanding of the other party and to coexist more peacefully, 

which is certainly a significant step in the right direction. BWBW is sometimes not able to 

find participants which directly represent the opposing sides most affected by the conflicts. 

For example, there is not always a Catholic person as well as a Protestant person from 

Northern Ireland attending, which would probably lead to more purposeful results. 

 

Motivation to experience new cultures 

The motivation to experience new cultures has been increased among almost all partici-

pants, despite already being very high with most participants. This leads participants to be 

more motivated to interact with people from other cultures and leads to a more positive 

mindset when doing so, which in turn gives way for a more positive encounter. Hence, a 

high motivation to experience other cultures is a vital contributor to intercultural compe-

tence. How exactly the motivation was increased as a result of the project, is however un-

certain.  

 

Verdict 

To answer the research question, in which way the intercultural youth exchange project 

BWBW increases the intercultural competence of its participants, it has been found that 

BWBW enhances aspects of intercultural competence such as reducing stereotypes, en-

hancing knowledge and understanding about other cultures, furthering the ability to see 

things from different perspectives and increasing the motivation to encounter other cultures. 

These components of intercultural competence are in turn learned through a combination 

of organized workshops as well as free conversation and generally sharing time with each 

other. BWBW provides a safe environment for people from areas in conflict who can discuss 

topics with one another.  

All this being said, there are some limitations to the effectiveness of BWBW: While the ac-

tivity of building a wall did not show to have any significant impact on the intercultural com-

petence of the participants, it is still a very enjoyable and important aspect of the project. 

Since the project depends on funding, it is good to have a visible result of the project. It is 

negotiated by a contract that a wall is built and funded. While building a wall makes a lot of 

sense on a symbolic level, it is a very difficult task which needs a lot of expertise and pro-

fessional skills. 
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7 Conclusion 

The program BWBW has proved to have very positive effects on the participants. It’s com-

bination of intercultural workshops and practical work of building a wall enhances the inter-

cultural competence of its participants in various ways. Participants increase their 

knowledge and understanding for the other cultures present, debunk stereotypes against 

the other cultures, learn how to see things from different perspectives, and become more 

motivated to interact with people from other cultures.  

These positive results confirm findings from other studies, for example the study about a 

German-Turkish field excursion of Geography students which showed that all students 

gained insight on different perspectives and approaches, and they expanded their cultural 

horizons. In this way working in multicultural groups was shown to foster intercultural learn-

ing, provided that it involves close interactions in small groups (Brendel 2016). 

7.1 Assessment and limitations of the paper 

In the present paper, the interviews provided adequate information to answer the research 

question, in which ways BWBW increases the intercultural competence of the participants, 

in a concise and scientific manner. However, there are several limitations and areas of im-

provements. The obtained information was limited to the findings of ten guided interviews. 

Furthermore, no participants from BWBW projects in Ireland were able to be contacted. 

Another limitation is that interviews with participants from Israel and Palestine were con-

ducted in English as opposed to their native language. These drawbacks may have caused 

the findings to be less representative.  

The present paper also doesn’t differentiate between culture specific and culture general 

aspects of intercultural competence which would be an additional point of examination.  

A further limitation was represented by the corona pandemic, which made it impossible to 

get a first-hand insight into the intercultural aspect of the program. 

A difficulty of the process of creating this paper was the time-consuming transcription of the 

interviews, which was vastly underestimated.  

7.2 Outlook 

The creation of the present paper was an extremely instructive experience. Significant in-

sights were gained in the subject of intercultural competence, the conduction of guided in-

terviews as well as the writing-process of a scientific research paper.  

The structure of BWBW has proved to be very beneficial for young adults. Therefore, the 

expansion of BWBW or similar projects to further locations would be a welcome prospect 

for the future. The effectiveness of this project offers inspiration for similar, not necessarily 

intercultural projects, with participants from areas of conflict. For example, one could ima-
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gine a project with people with different political opinions. Research conducted about inter-

cultural youth projects like BWBW is rather scarce. It is therefore important that further, 

more professional, evaluations of projects like this one are made to show how effective they 

are. Furthermore, it is vital that programs like BWBW are continued to be funded, especially 

during hard times like the corona pandemic, to safeguard their existence in the future and 

potentially enable them to expand.  

 

 

Figure 8: Poster BWBW 2020
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8 Appendix 

8.1 Information about the participants 

 

Table 1: Nationality of the participants 

  
  
Table 2: Gender distribution/country 
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Table 3: Age of the Interviewees 

 

 

 

Table 4: Occupation participants 
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Table 5: BWBW projects attended 

  
  
 

 

8.2 Interview method and duration 

 

Table 6: Method interviews 
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Method of conduction of interviews

WhatsApp call In-person Skype Zoom
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Table 7: Duration interviews 

 

 

Sam Milner: 1:32 - 17:22 → 950 seconds = 15 minutes 50 seconds 

Alex Sheehan: 1:09 - 13:05 → 716 seconds = 11 minutes 56 seconds 

Darryl Clarke: 2:48 - 24:47 → 1319 seconds = 21 minutes 59 seconds 

Christina Watson: 1:07 - 15:50 → 883 seconds = 14 minutes 43 seconds 

Porat Himmelfarb: 0:01 - 12:54 → 773 seconds = 12 minutes 53 seconds 

Neta Kerner: 2:21 - 25:35 → 1394 seconds = 23 minutes 14 seconds 

Nour Rachman: 2:20 - 26:00 → 1420 seconds = 23 minutes 40 seconds 

Mona Kasser: 0:00 - 18:37 → 1117 seconds = 18 minutes 37 seconds 

Larissa Schnider: 0:58 - 12:30 → 692 seconds = 11 minutes 32 seconds 

Selina Stoller: 2:27 - 18:05 → 939 seconds = 15 minutes 48 seconds 

Average time: 1020.3 seconds = 17 Min. 0.3s 

 

Remark: It has been deemed that the duration of the interviews does not necessarily corre-

late with the amount of information obtained. Some participants answered rather briefly and 

precisely, while others took the liberty to elaborate on their answers. Other factors include 

different speaking tempos, varying amounts of repetition and comprehension difficulties on 

both sides. 
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Stereotype exercise: Participants write down important aspects of their own country as 

well as the stereotypes they have about the other countries. The result is a mixture of an 

inside and outside view of a nation. Confronted with outside stereotypes the participants 

can see the discrepancy and discuss about it, and in this way also reflect on their own 

stereotypes. 

 

 

 

Figure 9: BWBW Grenchenberg 2019, country night. (www.facebook.com/vereinnaturkultur/photos) 

Figure 10: Weekly schedule, BWBW Ticino 2018. (Instagramm) 
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Figure 12: Key-competences of intercultural youth exchange (workshop Oliver Schneitter). 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

  

Figure 11: Stereotype exercise, BWBW Grischun 2019 (www.face-
book.com/vereinnaturkultur/photos) 
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8.6 Work Journal 

 

Date Task Remarks 

24.03.2020 Provisional disposition Still very open 

25.03.2020 Meeting with Cinzia De Maddalena: preliminary 

contract, ideas for research question, methods 

Held via Skype 

12.04.2020 Contact with Oliver Schneitter to inform him 

about the paper 

 

21.03.2020 Meeting with Cinzia De Maddalena: Planning, 

research question (not limited yet) 

Held via Skype 

-11.06.2020 Potential research questions and titles for the 

paper 

 

12.06.2020 Meeting with Cinzia De Maddalena: project con-

tract, limitation of the research question 

 

26.06.2020 Meeting with Cinzia De Maddalena: (interview 

questions), plan for Matura project writing pro-

cess, weekly schedule for Matura paper week 

 

29.06.2020 

-03.07.2020 

Matura Project Week: plan for structure of pa-

per, provisional Introduction 

29.06.: meeting with Cinzia De Maddalena and 

Tobias Stüdi: explaining project to TS, Interview 

methods/questions 

01.07.: meeting with Oliver Schneitter: infor-

mation about BWBW 

Idea: Guided inter-

views with 5 former 

and 5 current partici-

pants. 

Meeting with Oliver 

Schneitter held via 

WhatsApp call. 

-09.07.2020 Provisional interview questions 

 

Two separate sets: 

one for current and 

one for former partici-

pants 

-20.07.2020 Contact with five former interviewees through  

administration of BWBW 

(Neta, Nour, Sam, 

Christina, Mona) 

-08.08.2020 Theory (except BWBW, dry walls)  

19.08.2020 Information that BWBW will not be international 

due to Covid19  

Plan B: all 10 inter-

views with former 

participants 

20.08.2020 Meeting with Cinzia De Maddalena: Data evalu-

ation 

Date preponed (from 

21.08.2020) 

-26.08.2020 Contact with all Interviewees. Finding Dates  
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-02.09.2020 interview questions. Still had to be slightly 

amended  

06.09.2020 -

09.09.2020 

Participation in BWBW Grenchenberg: Structure 

of the program  

 

-12.09.2020 Final interview questions  

21.09.2020  

 -25.09.2020 

Matura project week: 3 interviews conducted 

online and manually transcribed 

Christina, Neta, Sam 

-10.10.2020 5 interviews conducted online and partially man-

ually transcribed 

Methods 

Alex, Darryl, Selina, 

Larissa, Nour 

13.10.2020 Project “Gemeinsam für den Berg” Weissen-

stein: Interview Mona Kasser, Interview Porat 

Himmelfarb 

 

-22.10.2020 Completion of manual transcription of all inter-

views 

 

21.10.2020 Meeting with Cinzia De Maddalena: Discussion 

and Conclusion, minor structural improvements 

Held via Skype 

Date preponed (from 

23.10.2020) 

-29.10.2020 Results, discussion  

-31.10.2020 Conclusion  

-07.11.2020 Rewriting and editing, completion of paper con-

cerning content 

 

-13.11.2020 Final editing and formatting 

Completion of the paper 

 

14.11.2020 Printing/binding of paper  

 


