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It almost goes without saying that 
escalating miscommunications and 
misunderstandings – between individuals, 
groups, cultures or nations – lie at the 
heart of many of the current social conflicts 
that affect individuals and societies all 
around the globe. This gives a strong 
sense of urgency to the question of how 
understanding and misunderstanding is 
generated.

To understand the social generation of 
understanding and misunderstandings, 
we need to analyse the conditions for 
interpersonal, intra-group and intergroup 
understanding. Examples include the 
coordination of joint action, the exchange 
of information and the sharing of 
experiences, meanings and values. These 
issues are widely investigated across 
academic traditions and disciplines, at 
vastly differing levels of analysis: from 
neural processes (within an individual 
brain) all the way to cultural processes 
(across societies). What is needed for a 
comprehensive explanatory account of 
these phenomena is the integration of 
the different levels of analyses in a non-
reductionist framework.

The EUROCORES Programme 
Understanding and Misunderstanding: 
Cognition, Communication and Culture 
(EuroUnderstanding) is based on the 
conviction that the start of such an 
integration is not only possible but also 
timely. It is also foreseen that in this 
proposed methodological pluralism, the 
humanities disciplines, with their focus 
on meaning, need to play a crucial role. 
This is why the EUROCORES Programme 
EuroUnderstanding invites in particular 
researchers from the humanities to 
collaborate with each other, as well as with 
colleagues from the life sciences and social 
sciences, to work towards an integration of 
the above explanatory hierarchy and in this 
way advance the science and scholarship 
of understanding and misunderstanding. 

EuroUnderstanding brings together 
15 research projects from 13 different 
countries across Europe and the USA. 

Running time: 2011-2014

Research budget: ca 3 M€

EUROCORES Programme
European Collaborative Research
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Communication in Context:  
shared understanding in a complex 
world (CCCOM)
(ETF, FCT, NWO, RCN, VR)

The CCCOM project investigates the nature 
and preconditions of communicative success 
in the complex communicative situation that is 
the human predicament. The overall objective 
is to develop a new theory of communicative 
success, one that explains how communication 
is possible despite the obstacles posed by the 
cultural and contextual differences that form 
the backdrop of human interaction.  
	 The main hypothesis is that successful 
communication requires sufficient overlap – 
but not necessarily identity – in the message 
communicated. This hypothesis is developed 
by all of the disciplines involved in the project: 
semantics, pragmatics, game theory, value 
theory, cognitive science, socio-linguistics, 
experimental philosophy and psychology.  
	 Three central themes provide focal points 
for the project and tie together its theoretical 
and experimental aspects: communicative 
success (both with respect to the level of 
semantic content and with respect to the full 
pragmatic information), context (how does 
communication succeed in cases where the 
communicating subjects do not share exactly 
the same context?) and coordination (how do 
linguistic practices remain stable despite non-
cooperative behaviour as in the case of lying 
and deception?).

Further information:  
http://www.cccom.ut.ee/

Project Leader: 
Professor Åsa Wikforss
Stockholm University, Sweden

Principal Investigators:
Professor Daniel Cohnitz
University of Tartu, Estonia

Professor Jussi Haukioja
Norwegian University of Science and Technology, 
Trondheim, Norway

Dr Teresa Marques
University of Lisboa, Portugal 

Dr Robert Van Rooij
University of Amsterdam, The Netherlands

Associated Partners:
Professor Peter Bosch
University of Osnabrück, Germany

Professor James Hampton
City University, London, United Kingdom

Professor Gerhard Jaeger
University of Tübingen, Germany

Collaborative Research Projects (CRPs)
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Digging for the Roots  
of Understanding (DRUST)
(CNR, FKK, FWO, MNiSW, NWO)

DRUST brings together seven European 
research groups that cover the full breadth 
of cognitive science (including anthropology, 
neuroscience, psychiatry, artificial intelligence, 
linguistics, philosophy and psychology) in an 
examination of how different types of common 
ground support interpersonal and intercultural 
understanding. Communication plays a key 
role for such an understanding but only to the 
extent that dialogue partners have sufficient 
common ground. Misunderstandings occur 
because most dimensions on which common 
ground can exist are not universally shared and 
not a priori present.  
	 New research in the humanities and cognitive 
sciences shows that partners in dialogue and 
partners in action often differ in their perception 
of the situation, prior background, inference 
capacity and linguistic conventions. Although 
common ground is available when members 
of the same culture interact in well-defined 
contexts, considerable gaps in common 
ground occur when individuals with different 
cultural backgrounds interact in heterogeneous 
contexts. Profound misunderstandings easily 
go unnoticed. A better comprehension of the 
neural, psychological and cultural processes 
that establish common ground is thus crucial 
for identifying the roots of interpersonal and 
intercultural understanding.

Further information:  
http://web.mac.com/gknoblich/page1/page1.
html

Project Leader: 
Professor Guenther Knoblich
Radboud University Nijmegen, The Netherlands

Principal Investigators:
Professor Claudio Castellano
Universita di Roma, ISC-CNR, Rome, Italy

Dr Joanna Raczaszek-Leonardi
University of Warsaw, Poland

Dr Andreas Roepstorff
University of Aarhus, Denmark

Professor Luc Steels
Free University of Brussels, Belgium

Professor Dan Zahavi
University of Copenhagen, Denmark

Associated Partners: 
Professor Andy Clark
University of Edinburgh, United Kingdom

Professor Kai Vogeley
University of Cologne, Germany
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Understanding the Normative 
Dimensions of Human Conduct: 
conceptual and developmental 
issues (NormCon)
(FKK, FWF, VR)

The central goal of the NormCon project is to 
investigate the role of understanding norms and 
rules in domains that precede the development 
of higher-order mental abilities in children. 
This goal will be pursued in an interdisciplinary 
approach combining conceptual methods 
in philosophy with experimental work in 
developmental psychology. The project also 
investigates how issues of normativity vary 
between cultures, for example, children’s 
experience of authority or their use and 
knowledge of social display rules. 
	 One of NormCon’s conceptual aims is to 
clarify how cognitive and non-cognitive ways 
of understanding are related to the concept 
of rule-following. The main question is how 
norms are recognised by participants in social 
interaction, as opposed to merely recognising 
a regularity to which one might adapt. This 
contrast is particularly important in studying 
how young children become aware of both 
conventional and non-conventional norms. 
Although the project takes it for granted that 
norms exist, the main concern is to explore 
how subjects pick them up and how norms 
can emerge from their interpretation of socially 
relevant behaviour.

Further information:  
http://uni-salzburg.at/NormCon

Project Leader: 
Professor Josef Perner
University of Salzburg, Austria

Principal Investigators:
Professor Johannes Brandl
University of Salzburg, Austria

Professor Ingar Brinck
Lund University, Sweden

Professor Dan Zahavi
University of Copenhagen, Denmark

Associated Partners: 
Professor Hannes Rakoczy
University of Göttingen, Germany

Professor Philippe Rochat
Emory University, USA

Dr Johannes Rössler
University of Warwick, United Kingdom
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The following national funding 
organisations support  
the EuroUnderstanding 
EUROCORES Programme:

•	Fonds zur Förderung der 
wissenschaftlichen Forschung  
in Österreich (FWF)
Austrian Science Fund, Austria

•	Fonds voor Wetenschappelijk Onderzoek - 
Vlaanderen (FWO)
Research Foundation Flanders, Belgium

•	Det Frie Forskningsråd –  
Kultur og Kommunikation (FKK)
The Danish Council for Independent Research – 
Humanities, Denmark

•	Eesti Teadusfond (ETF)
Estonian Science Foundation, Estonia

•	Consiglio Nazionale delle Ricerche (CNR)
National Research Council, Italy

•	Nederlandse Organisatie voor 
Wetenschappelijk Onderzoek (NWO)
Netherlands Organisation for Scientific Research, 
The Netherlands

•	Norges Forskningsråd (RCN)
Research Council of Norway, Norway

•	Ministerstwo Nauki i Szkolnictwa 
Wyższego (MNiSW)
Ministry of Science and Higher Education, Poland

•	Fundação para a Ciência e a Tecnologia 
(FCT)
Foundation for Science and Technology, Portugal

•	Vetenskapsrådet (VR)
Swedish Research Council, Sweden
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The European Science Foundation (ESF) provides  
a platform for its Member Organisations to advance 
science and explore new directions for research at 
the European level.
Established in 1974 as an independent non-
governmental organisation, the ESF currently serves 
78 Member Organisations across 30 countries.

European Science Foundation
www.esf.org
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Contact details

Dr Eva Hoogland
Senior Science Officer
Ms Päivi McIntosh
Administrator

Humanities and Social Sciences Unit 
European Science Foundation
1 quai Lezay-Marnésia
BP 90015
67080 Strasbourg cedex
France
Tel: +33 (0)3 88 76 21 64
Fax: +33 (0)3 88 76 71 81

Email: eurounderstanding@esf.org
www.esf.org/eurounderstanding

The European Collaborative Research (EUROCORES) 
Scheme enables researchers in different European 
countries to develop collaboration and scientific 
synergy in areas where international scale and scope 
are required for top class science in a global context. 
The scheme provides a flexible framework for national 
basic research funding and performing organisations 
to join forces in supporting forefront European 
research in and across all scientific areas. The 
national organisations support all aspects including 
scientific coordination, networking and research 
funding.
www.esf.org/eurocores
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