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Conclusions
A great variety of cultures interact in the INTERREG projects. In view of the inevitability of
cultural differences, people should be encouraged to learn how to recognize and deal with
these differences. Not least because these differences can work out as opportunities for
innovation and can broaden the scope of individuals and organizations involved in the
implementation of initiatives. 

The conception of culture used in this study is very much based on the one used by
Gullestrup (2006) in his cultural theory. In this conception, culture consists of shared mea-
nings as conceptualized in the values and philosophy of life among a group of people, in the
way in which these shared meanings are manifested in people’s social interactions, and in
the results of those interactions. We used the distinction between the horizontal dimension
(cultural segments) and the vertical dimension (cultural layers), taking into account both the
width and the depth of culture, and both its manifestations and its fundamental core. 

Studying the influence of culture on international planning projects such as INTERREG III
projects is complex because of the many characteristics of the human mind and behaviour it
involves. Understanding culture isn’t easy because it manifests itself in many different ways.
For example, at the start of this project the assumption was made that the geographical dis-
tance between partners would correlate with the cultural distance between them in the
INTERREG projects. In practice this is sometimes true, but by no means always. In quite a
number of cases, it turned to be more difficult for neighbouring partners to work together,
for all kinds of reasons, varying from the kind of joint activity to the political history between
them. The practice is more complicated than was assumed beforehand. 

Some cultural influences are directly observable in the interaction between actors represen-
ting different cultures. Other influences are implicit or hidden and may influence a complex
set of interactions. An interpretive account of these cultural influences has been given here.
For the purposes of addressing cultural effects or influences, the directly observable effects
are important, but the mechanisms behind them also need interpretation because of the
complex nature of the relationships. 

Conclusions will be drawn about the questions posed in chapter one, which served as the
point of departure for this project: 
* Where does culture manifest itself?
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* How does culture work?
* How does one recognize culture? 
* How should cultural differences be dealt with?
* How can we benefit from cultural variety?

Finally, at the end of this chapter we will conclude with some remarks about culture in relati-
on to the EU and INTERREG as a whole. 

Manifestation of culture
Culture manifests itself in all social interactions and therefore also in the products of inter-
actions in a project. As shown in the case study analysis, culture influences the way a project
and a partnership is understood in its symbolic and practical meanings. This understanding
is based on perceptions of partners and their resources, and on interpretations of situations
based on bits and pieces of information in a complicated context of international cooperati-
on. These perceptions and interpretations are a product of culture and lead to the communi-
cation and actions that seem logical to the person concerned. It is then that culture mani-
fests itself: What has been said or done is not recognized as appropriate for the situation by
someone from another culture. 

In cooperation practices, we can identify many different manifestations of culture. A com-
mon manifestation is in discussions between partners who do not seem to understand one
another. They are sometimes not aware that their framing of the dispute is influenced by cul-
ture. The discussions can become really fundamental and still lack this mutual understan-
ding. But there is no clear distinction between right or wrong. Some partners show a mar-
ked preference for working with a selection of the members of the partnership: this may be a
cultural influence. It might even be the case that others are stereotyped, possibly reflecting a
lack of information interest and trust. A lack of trust may for example result from the percep-
tion of the political history on both sides of a border. The border between two interacting
regions may be negatively or positively framed because of this perception. These percepti-
ons can be widespread in the regional setting. A lack of trust may also result from concealed
expectations that are rooted in the regional culture, but that do not seem compatible with
the expectations of others or of the projects as a whole. 

Cultural influences can also be identified in the organization of the work. The activities con-
sidered as appropriate for solving a problem or organizing a project contribution are subject
to cultural influences. This can be observed in the orientation: Is it towards strategy or
towards direct implementation; towards producing paperwork representing individual under-
standing or towards interactions; towards establishing networks or towards forming closed
teams of specialists. 

The way in which partners are committed to a project is also influenced by culture. If a pro-
ject is highly relevant to the partner’s regional or institutional context, and he is in a position
to integrate their interests with the aims and actions in the project, he will be very enthusias-
tic. To make this commitment effective, he requires a clearly defined mandate which is in
line with both the requirements of the project and the mandates of other partners. Due to
cultural differences, these mandates are very different and this is reflected in the degree of
synchronization between the partners. Partners with an adequate mandate will ask for quick
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decisions and are inclined to proceed fast. Partners with a very limited mandate are often
perceived as obstacles for a quick progress. Their behaviour may even be wrongly interpre-
ted as unwillingness to cooperate. 

Other areas of cultural influence are the political culture of a partner and the traditions and
routines for implementing project results in regional or local contexts. For example, the
question of who talks to journalists is one which proved to be really culturally sensitive. The
involvement of politicians varies, too, and these differences affect the way a partner acts in
the partnership. Generally, partners from a society with strong hierarchical traditions and
those from a society with more liberal traditions have difficulty synchronizing their ideas and
actions in order to implement project results. 

Cultural differences can manifest themselves in stereotyping of other partners. Stereotypes
about national working culture were quite common and sometimes stubbornly deep-rooted.
Perceptions of the partners and oneself led to or were based on stereotyping attitudes.
People have all sorts of ideas about other countries. It is often hard to say whether existing
stereotyping caused a bias in perceptions, or the stereotyping was grounded in specific con-
crete experiences. 

Cultural influences and differences manifest themselves primarily in working cultures, mea-
ning the daily cooperation practices (including trust and interaction practices among part-
ners), decision-making structures and implementation processes. As the experiences docu-
mented in the case studies indicate, the different local working cultures among partners are
related to different administrative-organizational and policy-making cultures and models, as
well as to different societal and even supra-national values and attitudes. 

Cultural differences also work in a constructive and positive manner in the projects, because
all the project partners have a curiosity about the way partners from other regions use tech-
niques, organize their work, and relate to society in addressing the issues at stake. Working
internationally is often highly valued because politicians and regions want to be involved in
the Europeanization process. This is manifested in a positive mood and lots of enthusiasm
in all projects. In most cases, partners do get deeply involved and develop a sense of beco-
ming a sort of family. All partners confirm INTERREG to be a source of new knowledge and
a source of inspiration. 

In short, culture manifests itself in any interaction between actors in a project. Culture mani-
fests itself in various ways and may lead to commitment or de-commitment, to social capital
and trust or to mistrust, to openness or closure, to conflicts, negotiations, failures, innovati-
ons or processes of social learning. The effect of culture can be disastrous when it takes the
form of stubborn stereotyping, cognitive closure or a chain of culturally biased decisions; the
effect can be very positive when it takes the form of social capital, innovation, re-framing
and the development of a shared understanding of the project’s situation. 

Mechanisms of culture
Pondering these manifestations of culture makes one curious about how culture really
works. To answer this question we need to clarify the mechanisms at work. These mecha-
nisms are themselves influenced by the recognition of culture. For example, of people beco-
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me aware of the influence of culture halfway through a process, this influences a mechanism
which started before they were aware of it. In practice, the level of recognition and under-
standing is related to stereotyping, which is a common way of dealing with a lack of infor-
mation and understanding. Unfortunately, an actor who stereotypes other partners seems
not to be inclined to learn more about their cultural context. 

Generally speaking, in some cases culture can function as an engine that moves the project
ahead, an energizer for cooperation, and a sort of linking mechanism for overcoming speci-
fic difficulties. In other cases, culture was seen to form both a barrier, causing friction and
affecting trust between partners, and a solution to problems. In projects we analysed, cultu-
re is often used as an explanation of the way things work and sometimes, even as an excuse.
By looking at mechanisms, we aim to delve deeper into the relationship between the origina-
tion and the effect of culture. It should be taken into account that the mechanisms certainly
do not work independently of each other. 

Multiple cultural mechanisms are at work within INTERREG teams. Two basic mechanisms
can be distinguished: dynamics resulting from the differences in the way the minds of actors
are influenced by their cultures (presented below as the first level of understanding) and
dynamics resulting from cultural changes in the project’s environment and influencing the
position and actions of the partners (presented below as a second level of understanding). 

The first level of understanding the mechanisms addresses the distinctions between the ori-
gination of ideologies, ideas and logics produced in discursive practices, the origination of
routines and traditions in system cultures (planning cultures) and the origination of behavi-
our in societal cultures. These mechanisms relate to the vertical dimension of cultural dyna-
mics in Gullestrup’s conception of culture. The discursive practices concern the discussion
platforms and working communities dealing with the metaculture of Europeanization.
Sometimes more specialized discursive practices are involved, e.g. concerning local demo-
cracy, sustainable energy or saving natural heritage. Discursive practices can also be found
in local cultures as a set of ‘habitats of meaning’, which are made up of the ideas of actors
and institutions and which interact with the metaculture and with the other cultures.

The discursive background generates an actor’s selectivity and discrimination between good
and bad, or between effective and inappropriate. This selectivity can take the form of a cultu-
ral bias in cooperation. If there is a strong ideology, the cultural cognitive frames that go
with it may be fixed and actors may not be inclined to take other dispositions into account. 

The system an actor is used to working in determines the way he would usually act and
organize things, without reference to circumstances. This is reflected by the way the partner
interprets assignments given or negotiates work. The clearest distinction is between hierar-
chic/bureaucratic systems and systems based on personal initiative and substantial manda-
tes. An important mechanism in relation to dealing with a system culture is risk avoidance,
which results in ambivalence between choosing the familiar and reducing uncertainty, and
choosing the unfamiliar and accepting uncertainty. This ambivalence is culturally biased and
manifests itself for example in the choice of partners to be involved in generating the basic
idea of a project application. 
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Societal values and beliefs actually influence the behaviour of actors and their ideas about
the desired outcomes of a project and the appropriate implementation. Ideas about the res-
ponsibilities of government with respect to market mechanisms or active citizenship vary
between partners and affect their interaction. But even on a very practical level, the framing
of conflicts and the value placed on consensus are influenced by wider societal cultures. It
has been shown in the analysis that actors who understand the societal culture of their part-
ners play a very positive role in the partnership of a project. In cases where this understan-
ding is rather limited, identity and characterization frames play an important role in the
mechanisms of culture. This can be noticed in the mutual perceptions of new and old mem-
ber states. The new states tend to consider themselves inexperienced and eager to learn
from the old member states; the old member states consider themselves as ‘teachers’. In
this case, then, identification and characterization are in line. 

A second level of understanding is that of the partners representing their institution or their
region and trying to fulfil the requirements of their cultural context. This means that actors
function in a hybrid situation and in two arenas of negotiation: the project in which they are
active and the institution they represent. This means, for example, that if power structures in
the institutional context of an actor become effective, they will influence his behaviour within
the project arena. And if other partners are unaware of the change in the actor’s context, his
change of behaviour might confuse them. It also means that culturally defined changes in
the institutional circumstances of a project partner can have an impact on the cooperation
and its products. This category is closer to the horizontal dimension of culture. 

In practice, important contextual changes occur as a result of elections or as a result of a
significant event influencing popular opinion on the subject of a project, e.g. a major flood
or a political debate about further steps in constituting the EU. The way that elections and
the resulting political changes influence the setting of a project varies dramatically in the dif-
ferent EU countries. In the Mediterranean countries, a shift in political colour has an effect
on the institutions active in INTERREG. Normally, the president or director of the institutes
are replaced, and often even all the personnel. This is an important cultural mechanism
which is highly relevant to any international cooperation, because many actors do not know
this mechanism and therefore cannot anticipate it. 

Complexity arises above all in the interconnections between the mechanisms causing effects
ranging from misunderstandings, inequalities, and conflicts to learning processes and posi-
tive flow. Every imaginable combination can occur in practice. A partner’s administrative
problems may cause a decrease in trust and esteem and thus affect the mutual understan-
ding of interests and loyalty, and with it the progress of mutual understanding. This may
ultimately lead to a situation of deep misunderstanding which adversely affects the project’s
potential. 

Recognition of culture
Based on the data, one can draw the conclusion that the influence of culture in INTERREG
is poorly recognized and/ or anticipated. When culture is recognized, it is usually in retro-
spect, and not at the time when it causes problems or generates positive energy. As a result
of poor recognition and anticipation, a lot of accidental cultural dynamics get to work, and
may cause serious problems within the projects. On the one hand, this causes a suboptimal
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use of public funds, because a better recognition would accelerate understanding and the
achievement of project goals. On the other hand, from a European perspective there is not-
hing wrong with the interaction between its many cultures that takes place in the thousands
of projects: It can be considered as part of the inevitable process Europe is going through. 

However, some general conclusions can be drawn on these perspectives. Many cases are
influenced by stubborn stereotyping that hampers the advancement of mutual understan-
ding. This stereotyping entirely contradicts the policy aims of INTERREG, but unfortunately
it is widespread. More knowledge is needed about the real reasons for stereotyping and spe-
cific action is needed to reduce its occurrence. Not enough is done to explore and apply
methods of dealing with cultural differences and dynamics. Within all projects, some kind of
learning takes place, but there are no structures at or beyond programme level for making
explicit and spreading the knowledge acquired. 

The CULTPLAN data substantiates the assumption that more knowledge about the funda-
mental aspects of culture, such as values and beliefs, has a positive influence on the coope-
ration and management of projects. 41 A better recognition of the deeper cultural differences
will contribute to the production of social capital in a project team and will lead to a better
recognition and understanding of the ways in which culture can be a resource instead of a
problem. Furthermore, one can state that it is not only knowledge about fundamental
aspects of culture but also people’s openness and willingness to recognize other cultural
cognitive frames which contribute to international cooperation. This kind of recognition of
cultural differences requires an open mind and an interest in other ways of doing things.
Once the influence of culture is recognized, it is important to anticipate the effects of such
differences. 

Dealing with culture
Based on theoretical considerations and practical observations, it can be concluded that the
dominant management discourse of techno-rationalistic decision-making culture originating
from INTERREG II causes problems in governance-oriented projects in INTERREG III. The
complexity of this category of INTERREG III projects is unavoidable because of their strate-
gic and governance orientation. This management style, described as a feature of working
culture,42 can be typified as administrative-bureaucratic; it leads to cognitive closure and to
de-committed partners because of a lack of cultural intelligence. It should be replaced by or
injected with elements of contingency planning. This planning style works on the assumpti-
on that culturally defined cognitive differences are a resource for innovative solutions. The
focus on innovation and job creation in a world economy in the next programming period
may require a new management style, which could be described as diversity management43.
This suggestion is based on the idea that an exchange of ideas and their underlying con-
cepts and practices successfully leads to innovations when cultural diversity is recognized
and valued. 

Planning that reaches beyond control mechanisms and aims at cross-cultural understanding
has several advantages with respect to the execution of projects. Recognizing the cultural
differences in a partnership in advance puts every partner in a position to perceive the situa-
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tion as a stock of resources for possible practices related to any topic. A dissonance
between cognitive frames then turns into the prerequisite basis for innovation. The presence
of many differences in the partnership may enhance the origination and invention of innova-
tions. This attitude towards revaluating the cultural differences, reframing them as a resour-
ce instead of a problem, seems increasingly important if regions want to take up the innova-
tion agenda that has been set in Lisbon. 

Cultural understanding can be improved by incorporating an understanding of the contexts
of partners into the execution of a project. The means to achieve this, such as visits, excursi-
ons and workshops, are quite obvious but are seldom perceived and appreciated at their
true value. It is in the informal settings in the margins of these events that partners reflect
on one another’s regional characteristics and institutional constraints. Most project mana-
gers see these informal occasions as a waste of time. This reflects their focus on efficiency
and lack of understanding of how to deal with cognitive differences. 

From an examination of the practice within projects it can be concluded that the mutual
understanding of partners usually takes years to become effective. The cognitive dissonance
comprises different understandings of the topic, aims and resources of the project, of ways
of cooperating and interacting, and of ways of generating and implementing new ideas.
Actors have high expectations about language-based solutions, but in practice it is shown
that the problems are fundamentally embedded in culturally defined frames of thinking. The
good news is that, ultimately, in every project partners interactively learn to deal with their
different cultural dispositions. 

The assumption formulated in the beginning of CULTPLAN, assuming that more knowledge
about the fundamental aspects of culture will positively influence the cooperation and
management of projects is substantiated by the empirics of CULTPLAN. A better recognition
of the deeper cultural differences will contribute to the production of social capital in a pro-
ject team and will lead to a better recognition and understanding of culture being a resource
instead of a problem.

The main message behind all the suggestions provided in chapter 7, is to try to be aware of
cultural variety among all partners, as well as of your own cultural peculiarities. It is empha-
sized that people need to realize that other partners think, communicate, cooperate and
organize things differently. Decommitment and misunderstandings might not cost so much
energy or cause so much irritation if issues were recognized and discussed earlier. It should
be mentioned, however, that more knowledge may not always guarantee a solution for every
problem. 

Benefiting from cultural variety 
The analysis of the INTERREG practice shows that cultural differences are only to a lesser
extent ‘productive’ in INTERREG projects. This is partly due to the lacking awareness or
recognition of different cultural and cognitive frames and models. But it also can be traced
to the structure of many INTERREG projects which intended shared activities but were not
focussing on interactive or joint activities. In other terms, culture often has been used as
explanation or excuse for the ‘otherness’ (especially if things do not work out) but there
have been hardly any efforts to recognise culture or to expect different cultural contexts and
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(cultural) cognitive frames, and to understand or use cultural influences as a resource (cul-
ture seemed to be ignored in the projects). As a consequence cooperation and joint actions
as an objective itself are not achieved as it probably would have been if cultural influences
and differences were recognised. To avoid this in future INTERREG projects (no comprehen-
sive and immediate recognition of culture and no ideas how to deal with it) and to use the
different cognitive and cultural frames, identities and contexts in a more productive way, it is
important that all project participants are aware of their own cultural cognitive frames and
peculiarities, that they are willing to recognise other cognitive frames, and that they are open
to deal with or to get involved with cultural differences during the project. 

The main elements of the new philosophy can be summarized in five points:
(1) Managing INTERREG projects means understanding the situation, reflecting on cogniti-

ve frames, producing transaction and negotiation of meanings, and reframing as outco-
me of interactive processes

(2) Every person is a ‘manager’ of a learning process, therefore management is a joint acti-
vity performed in team

(3) The partner culture/otherness is a resource (difference is valued), thus participants
should be curious of the other 

(4) Interactions and joint process/activities should be considered as opportunities, which
create innovations, improve a common understanding and facilitate dialogue by con-
frontations and networking

(5) Process is as important as objectives and products, that is learning of working together
is a valuable by-product of each project.

Chapter six showed us that the analysis of INTERREG practice reveals that cultural differen-
ces are not very ‘productive’ in INTERREG projects. Chapter seven outlined the five main
elements of a new philosophy. The philosophy sees management as a joint, team-based
learning process in which culture is a resource and interactions are an opportunity for inno-
vation. These recommendations and conclusions are based on the assumption that there
can be no real progress with content in a situation full of cultural misunderstandings, and
that a cooperation process with productive cultural dynamics is only possible around a topic
of regional and political significance. But although we emphasize the value of culture and
focus on interaction and social learning, we do understand the complex situation of INTER-
REG project leaders and partners. Practice shows that sometimes decisions have to be taken
ruthlessly, without addressing the deeper cultural layers of culture, in order to make the next
step. 

Culture and INTERREG 
Having addressed both the role of culture and related management issues, we conclude
with some remarks about the INTERREG framework as a whole. This study shows that cultu-
re is an important factor influencing practice in INTERREG. And although there is increasing
attention to culture in the EU, and more particularly within INTERREG, further attention to
culture is encouraged. With this report, we have confidence that addressing culture at pro-
ject level might help change cultural differences from a problem into a resource. 

The responses in the sample to the question whether content or cooperation processes have
the highest priority in INTERREG projects show that both kinds of process play a significant
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role. It would be an improvement if INTERREG were to alter the focus from administrative/
organizational issues and policy styles, and pay more attention to the identification of inevi-
table future cultural differences. 

Our final conclusion concerns the relation between the policy aims and the culture of
INTERREG itself. Improving cross-cultural understanding between regions across Europe is
an important aim. The culture of INTERREG has produced a rather rigid framework of pro-
gramming guided by detailed monitoring systems focussing on accountancy matters. The
culture of INTERREG is causing inflexibility in the execution of projects, whereas the policy
aims demand the flexibility to deal with cultural differences in an intelligent way. This seems
to be an important dilemma, and one which CULTPLAN cannot solve. We can conclude that
the focus on innovation in the next programming period will put culture and cultural dyna-
mics in a new perspective. Europe will need its cultural variety as a source of inspiration for
innovations. 
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