


Why Do Vou Need this New Edition? 
Technological innovations in communication, transportation, and various information tools 
have he~d to create the greatest mixing Ii OJlrures thai the world has ever seen. In 
Older for you 10 function we~ in your private and pubic ft..tes today, you will need to be 
competent in interOJltura\ communic.ation. OUr goal \n this book \s to gNe you the kncml
edge, motivation, and s\:.~\s to accomplish that objective. Coosiderable progreSS hils been 
made by seIle":.s and ~adit\onelS of inten:ulUJal communication over the past several 
years, and this edition aca.nately reflects their progress. Updates throughout the book 
prCNide you .,..;th the most oontemporalY scholarsh'l? and applications available to he~ 
prepare you to be a successful inte[ClJltura\ cOmmunicator in a variety of conte<ts. 

Here are 6 good reasons why you should buy this new editicn of 

IntercuJtwal Competence: 

o s ubstantial revisio ns of the mate rial on cultural patterns update the immewor\(S 
used 10 understand the range of cultural differences and sim~arities. 

• Updated culture connections boxes prOll1de emotional connections and illustrate 
the lived experiences of interOJltural communicators. Nearly half of the Culture 
Connections boxes are ne.v to this edition, and were chosen carefully to provide 
the opportunity for you to "feel" relevant aspects of interaJltural competence. 

o Throughout, an expanded focus on the new information technologies and their 
effects on inteN:ultural communication wi" prepare you to overoome today's 
ma\lenges to interOJlrura\ competence. 

o dlapter 9 has been substantia\ly re'vised 10 reflect aJrrent ideas about contrastive 
rhetoric and the pragmatics of language use. Cultural differences in both 
organizational preferences and in the preferred styles of persuasion have 
been reotganized and updated. 

• dlapter 11 has been revised and updated to reflect current ideas related to the 
health care, education, and business contexts. 

" The discussions of NraceW and Mbiology" have been updated 
to reflecl (,.l . .IITent 5Cientific and social scif>nlific knowledge on 
these topics. 
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Nothing in all the world is more dangerous than sincere ignomnce and consdemious 
stupidity. 

-Martin Luther King, Jr. 

As we complete this first decade of the twenty-first century, the mlrld is vastly different from what it was a generation 
ago, or a decade ago, or even a few years ago. Technological itulOvations--in communication, transportation, and vari
ous information tools--have helped to create the greatest mixing of cultures the mlrld has ever seen. More than ever 
before, competence in intercultural communication is required for you to function weU in your private and public lives; 
there is a wry strong imperative for you to learn to communicate with people whose cultural heritage makes them very 
different from you. Our goal in this book is to give you the knowledge, motivation, and skills to accomplish that objective. 

~. New to This Edition 

Considerable progress has been made by scholars and pruclitioners of interculrural oommWlication and related disciplines, 
and this edition reflects those dmnges. Many of the substantial changes may not be obvious to the casual reader, nor should 
they be. For instance, there is an extensive update of the research citations that wldergird the presentation of information 
and ideas. These changes help the book remain contemporary. They appear at the back in the Notes Section, where they are 

available to the interested reader without intruding on the flow of the text . Simaar changes occur in the end-of.dwpter ma
terials, where the~For Discussion~ questions and the "For Further Reading~ suggestions have been updated substantiaUy. 

Among the major changes are the following: 

• Substantial revision of the material on cultural patterns {Chapters 4 and S}, which includes major updates and 
additions to these ideas. Geert Hofstede has added two dimensions to his landmark research on cultural di
mensions,and a new taxonomy from the GLOBE researchers offers an innovative and sophisticated framework 
with which to understand the range of cultural differences and similarities. 

• Throughout, many examples have been updated or added, and many new ideas are e;:plicated in detail. Similarly, 
we have heightened our emphasis on the use of current technologies that affect interculrural communicatiOlL 

• Chapter 9 has been substantially revised to reflect current ideas about contrastive rhetoric and the pragmatics 
of language use . CUltural differences in both organizational preferences and in the preferred styles of persua
sion have been reorganized and updated. 

• Chapter II has been revised and updated to reflect current ideas related to the health care,education, and busi
ness contexts. 

• The sections in Chapter 2 that discuss "race" and "biology" have been updated to reflect current scientific and 
social scientific knowledge on these topics. 

• About half ofthe ~CUlture Connections" boxes are new, asare about half of the photographs. We have selected 
aU<.ll'la~.,u th~,~ d~lll~llb .~ry ~a",fully, tu uU<.l~rsw", lllur" Ll"uly th" <.Ullu-plUal i".;u~, l>dllll ui",USO<:<!. 

• The book's graphic elements have been improved significantly to support reader interest and involvement; new 
to this edition is the use of color to "catch the eye~ and direct attention to the various ideas that we include. 

Additional changes to this addition are too numerous to enumerate completely, but among them we have: 

• Updated statistics in Chapter I and added the Interpersonal Imperative to connect these ideas more closely to 
the overall theme of the text. 

• 



• Rearranged sen'ral topic:s--induding the material about intercultural contacts--for increased coherence and 
Mflow" of ideas. 

• Refined our discussion of cultural pallerns, the significance of social practices, and the defining allributes of 
intercultural competence. 

• Updated the lists of intercultural films and online resources, which can be used to provide access to a wide va 
riety of cultures and cultural patterns. 

~"C' Unchanged in This Edition 

Some things have not changed, nor should they. Our 5tuden~ and colleagues have helped to guide the creation of 
this sixth edition of Intercultural Competence. They have affirmed for us the critical features in this book that pro
vide the reader with a satisfying experience and are useful for learning and teaching about intercultural communi
cation. These features include: 

• 

• An easy-ta-read con'·ersational style. Students have repeatedly praised the clear and readable qualities of the text. 
We haw tried, in this and previous editions, to assure that students have an "easy read" as they access the book's ideas. 

• A healthy blend of the practical and thetheoretical ,ofthe concrete and the abstract. We believe strongly that 

a textbook on intercultural communication needs to include both a thorough grounding in the conceptual 
ideas and an applied orientation that makes those ideas tangible. 

• Culture Connections boxes that provide emotional connections. The Culture Connections boxes exemplify 
and integrate important concepts while providing access to the affective dimension of intercultural compe
tence. These boxes also illustrate the lived experiences of intercultural communicators. About half of the QJJ

ture Connections boxes are new to this edition, and we chose each selection carefully to provide the 
opportunity for students to "feel" some aspect of interrultural competence. 

• A strong grounding in theory and research. Intercultural communication theories and their lllpporting research 
provide powerful ways of viewing and understanding imercultural communication phenomena We also link the pre
sentation of theories to nwnerous illustrative examples. These conceptual underpinnings to intercultural communi
cation have been updated, and we have incorporated ideas from literally hundreds of new sources across a wide 
spectrum of inquiry. These sources fonn a solid bibliography for those interested in pursuing specific topics in greater 
depth. As we have done in the past, howewr, we have chosen to maintain the text's readability by placing the citations 
at the end of the book, where they appear in detailed endnotes that are unobtrusive but available to interested readers. 

• A focus on the significance and importance of cultural patterns. QJJtural patterns provide the underlying set 
of assumptions for cultural and interrultural communication. The focus on cultural patterns as the lens 
through which all interactions are interpreted is thoroughly explored in Chapters 4 and 5, and the themes of 
these two chapters permeate the concepts developed in all subsequent chapters. 

• Allention tothe impact of technology on intercultural communication. From Chapter I, where we describe 
the technological imperative for intercultural communication that challenges us to be interculturaUy compe
tent, to Chapter 12, where we analyze the perils and possibilities for living in an intercultural world, and 
throughout each of the intervening chapters, this edition is focused on the new information technologies and 
their effects on intercultuml communication. 

• A consideration oftopics not normally emphasized in intercultural communication textbooks. Although it 
is standard fare for most books to consider wrbal and nonverbal code systems, we provide a careful elaboration 
of the nature of differing logical systems, or preferred reasoning patterns, as well as a disrussion of the conse
quences for intercultural communication when the expectations for the language-in· use are not widely shared. 
Similu ly, drawing beavily on the av~ilable information about interper.sonal .:ommunicdion, "'" explore the dy
namic processes of establishing and developing relationships between culturally different individuals, including 
an elaboration of issues related to uface" in interpersonal relationships. 

• Pedagogical features that enhance student retention and invoh·ement. Concluding each chapter are For Discus
sion questions; they can be used to guide in-class conversations, or they may serve as the basis for short, focused 
assignments . Similarly, tbe For Further Reading suggestions e:m be rudilyunderstood by tbe beginning sludem 
and provide additional entry into that chapter's ideas . 
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~.:C' Acknowledgment of Cultural Ancestry 

At VllrioU'l points in our writing, we were amazed at how subtly but Ihoroughlyour own cultural aperiences had perme
ated the text. Lest anyone believe that our presentation of relevant theories., examples, and practical suggestions is without 
the distortion of culture, Wl.' \\oUukllike to describe our own rultural heritage. That heritage shapes our understanding of 
intercultural oommWlication, and it affects what \Ill' know, how I'll' feel, and what we do when we commwlicate with others. 

Our cuJtur~ 1 ancestry is European, and our own rultunil expt'riences are predominantly those that we refer to in 
this book as European American. Both of our famil),backgrounds and the communities in which we were raised have 

influenced and reinforced our cultural perspectives. The European American cultural experience is the one we know 
best, simply beclu5C it is who we arc. Many of our ideas and examples about interrultural communication, therefore, 

draw on our own cultural experiences. 
We have tried, however, to increase the number and range of other cultural voices through the ideas and exam

ples that we provide. These voices and the lessons and illustrations they offer represem our colleagues, our friends, and, 

most important, our students. 

~.a=- Importance of Voices from Other Cultures 

Although we have attempted to include a wide rangt' of domestic and international rultural groups, inevitably we have 

shortch~nged some simply because we do not have sufficient knowledge, either through direct experience or through sec
ondary accoWlts, of all rultures. Our errors and omissbns are not meam to exclude or discount. Rather, they represent the 

limits of our own intercultural communication aperiences. We hope that you, as a reader with 3 rultural voice of your 
own, will participate with Wi in a dialogue that allows us to improve this text over a period of time. Readers of previoU'i 
editions were generous with thei r suggestions for improvement, and weare very grateful to them for these comments. We 

ask that you continue this dialogue by providing Wi with your feedback and responses. Send U'i examples that Uiustrate the 
principles discussed in the text. Be willing to provide a cultural perspective that differs from our own and from those of 

our colleagues, friends, and students. Our commitment now and in future editions of this book is to describe a variety of 
cultural voi"" with accuracy and ..,,,,itivity. We aM< for yow· help in acoompli~hing that obj""tive. 

~C=- Issues in the Use of Cultural Examples 

Some of the examples in the following pages may include references to a rulture to which you belong or with which you have 
had substantial aperiences,and our examples may nO! match your personal knowledge. As you will discover in the open

ing chapters of this book, both your own experiences and the examples we recoWlt could be accurate. One of the tensions 
we felt in writing this book was in making stlltenlents tlwt are broad enough to provide reasonablyaccurate generalizations 
but specific and tentative enough to avoid false claims of universal applicability to all individuals in a given rulture. 

We have struggled as well with issues of fairness, sensitivity, representativeness, and inclusiveness. Indeed, we 

have had innumerable discussions with our colleagues across the coumry--colleagues who, like ourselves, are 

committed to making the United States and its coll?ges and universities into truly multicultural institutions--and 
we have sought their advice about appropriate way! to reflect the value of cultural diversity in our writing. We have 
responded to thei r suggestions, and we appreciate the added measure of quality that these cultural voices supply. 

~ Text Organization 

Our goal in this book is to provide ideas and information that can help you achieve competence in intercultural commu
nication. Part Onc, CommWlication and Intcrcultural Com~tence, orients you to the centcal idca~ that Wlderlie this book. 

Chapter I begins with a discussion of five imperatives for attaining intercultural competence. We also define and discuss the 
nature of communication gt'nerally and interpersonal communication specifically. In Olapter 2, we introduce the notion 

of rulture and explain why rultures differ. Our focus then turns to intercultural conullunication, and wl' distinguish that 
form of commnniCltion from others. As our concern in this book is with interpersonal conununication among people from 

different rultures, an understanding of these keyooncepts is critical. Chapter 3 begins with a focus on the United States as 

,; 



an intercultural community, as we address the deliC3te but important issue of how to characterize its cultural mix and the 
members of its rulturalgroups. We then lay the growtdwork for our continuing discussion of intercultural competence by 
explaining what competence is, what its components ~re, and how people can achieve it when they communicate with oth· 
ers. The chapter also focuses on two commwtication tools that could help people to improve their intercultural competence. 

Part Th"O, CUltural Differences in Communication, is devoted to an analysis of the fundamental ways that cultures 
vary. Cl!apter 4 provides a general overview of the ways in which cultures differ, and it emphasizes the importance of 
cultural patterns in differentiating among commwlication styles. Thischapter also examines the structural features that 
are sinlilar across all cultures. Chapter 5 offers three taxonomies that can be used to understand systematic differences 
in the ways in which people from various cultures think and communicate. Chapter 6 underscores the importance of 
mltu,.,,1 inenTityand the con.e'luen""" of hi a ."", within intercl1ltur~1 CO",01I111i""tion. 

In Part Three, CodinglnteKUlturnl COnmlunic3tion, ..... e tum our attention to verbal and nonwrbal messages, which are 
central to the oommunication process. Chapter 7 examines the ooding of wrballanguages and the influences oflinguistic and rul· 
tura! differences on attempts to wmmWlkate interculturally. Otapter 8 discusses the effects of rulturnl differences on nonverbal 
codes, as the ao:umte coding and decoding of nonwrbal symbols is vital in inteKUltural oommunkation. Chapter 9 illVestigates 
the effects or oonsequences of cultum.! differences in coding systems on face·to·face inteKUltural interactions. Of partirular 
interest ~re those experiences involving participants who were taught to use different languages and organizational schemes. 

Part Four, Communication in Intercultural Relationships, emphasizes the associations that form among people as a 
result of their shared communication experiences. Chapter 10 looks at the all-important issues related to the development 
and maintenance of interpersonal relationships among people from different rultures. Chapter 11 highlights the processes 
by which oonununication ewnts are grouped into episodes and interpreted within such oontexts as health care, education, 
and business. Finally, Chapter 12 emphasizes intercultural oontacts and highlights the ethical choices individuals must 
fucewhen engaged in interpersonal communication across cultures. The chapter concludes with some remarks about the 
problems, possibilities, and opportunities for life in our oontemporary intercultural world. 

~.c==: A Note to Instructors 
Accompanying the text isan Instructor's Manual and a Test Bank, which are available to instructors who adopt the text 
for their courses. They provide pedagogical suggestions and instructional activities to enhance students' learning of 
oourst' m~terials. Also available is our companion reader, AmoIl8US: ESUlYS on Identity, Belonging, and Intercultural 
G!mpetence (Second Edition). We have revised AmongUS extensively, so that it now functions more closely as a com

panion to this text. Please colllact your Pearson representative for these materials. 
leaching a oourst' in intercultural oommwtication is one of the most exciting assignments available. It is difficult to 

oonvey in writing the level of involvement, oommitment, and interest displayed by typical students in such courses. These 
students are the reason that teaching interrultural communication is, quite simply, so exhilarnting and rewarding. 

~ Acknowledgments 
Many people h~ve assisted us, and we would like to thank them for their help. literally thousands of students and fac· 
ulty have now reviewed this text and graciously shared their ideas for improvements. A substantial portion of those 
ideas and insightful criticisms has been incorporated into the current edition, and we continue to be grateful for the 
helpful comments and suggestions that have spurred vital improvements. The following reviewers contributed detailed 
oomments for this edition: Daren C. Brabham, UniversityofUtah; LauraA. MacLemale, Monroe CommunityCollege; 
Robert N. SI. Clair, University of Louisville; and Dr. Karl V. Winton, Marshall Uni'·ersity. We are indebted to the 
students and faculty at our respective institutions, to our colleagues in the oommunication discipline, and to many 
people throughout higher education who have willingly shared their ideas and cultural voices with us. 

We continue to be very grateful that the study of intercultural communication has become an increasingly 
vital and essential component of many universities' curricula. While we harbor no illusions that our influence was 
anything but minor, it is nevertheless gratifying to have been a ~strong voice in the chorus~ for these positive 
changes. Finally, we would like to acknowledge each other's encouragement and support throughout the writing of 
thi, book. Ii hu truly been. ~ollaboratjve effort. 
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In this second decade of the twenty-first century, culture, cultural differences, and 
intercultural communication are among the central ingredients of your life. As inhabi
tanlS of this post-millennium world, you no longer have a choice about whether to live 
and communicate with people from many cultures. Your only choice is whether you 
will learn to do it well. 

The world has changed dramatically from what it was even a generation ago. Across 
the globe and throughout the United Slates, there is now a heightened emphasis on 
culture. Similarly, there is a corresponding interplay of forces that both encourage and 
discourage accommodation and understanding among people who differ from one 
another. This emphasis on culture is accompanied by numerous opportunities for 

1 
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2 PART 0 H E Communication and InlefOJlturai Competence 

experiences with people who come from vastly different cultural backgrounds. 
Interc ultural encounters are now ubiquitous; they occur within neighborhoods. across 
national borders, in face-Ie-face interactions, through mediated channels, in business, in 
personal relationships. in tourist travel, and in politics. In virtually every facet of life-in 
work, play, entertainment, school, family, community, and even in the media that you 
encounter daily-your experiences necessarily involve inlercuilural communicatio n. 

What does this great cultural mixing mean as you strive for success, satisfa ction, well
being, and feelings of involvement and attachment to families, communities, organiza
tions, and nations? It means that the forces that bring people from other cultures into 
your li fe are dynamic. potent, and ever present. It also means that competent intercultural 
communication has become essential. 

Our purpose in writing this book is to provide you with the conceptual tools for 
understanding how Olltural differences can affect your interpersonal communication. We 
also offer some practical suggestions concerning the adjustments necessary to achieve com
petencewhen dealing with these cultural differences. We begin by examining the forces that 
create the need for increased attention to interOiltural communication competence . 

• The5e us. Ammcan louriStli plot a days sighu.eeing in Amsterdam. Tourism is a major in
lemalionallndumy.bringing pe-opIe from marrf clAture Into cOl1lacl wilh one another. 



(H APT E R 1 Introduction to ImefaJl!urai Competence 

Imperatives for Intercultural Competence 
The need to understand the role of culture in interpersonal communication is growing. 
Because of demographic, technological, economic, peace, and interpersonal co ncerns, 
intercultural competence is now more vital than ever. 

The Demographic Imperative for Intercultural Competence 

The United States.---and the world as a whole--is currently in the midst of what is perhaps 
the largest and most extensive wave of cultural mixing in reoorded history. Recent census fig
ures provide a glimpse into the shape of the changing demographics of the U.S. population. 

The U.S. population is now more than 300 million, of which 66.8 percent are European 
American, 14.8 percent are Latino, 12.8 percent are African American, 4.6 percent are Asian 
American, and 1.0 percent are Native American .] Although all U.S. cultural groups are 
expected to increase in size over the next forty years, the average 0.8 percent annual rate of 
U.S. population growth, while modest, is not likely to be uniform. If current trends con
tinue, by 2050, the U.S. population of about 429 million is apected to be about 49 percent 
European American, 27 percent Latino, 14 percent African American, 9 percent Asian 
American, and I percent Native American.2 As William A. Henry says of these changes, "the 
browning of America will alter everything in society, from politics and education to in
dustry, values, and culture.") 

Census figures indicate that cultural diversity is a nationwide phenomenon. Half of 
the states in the United States hav~ at least 50,000 Native American residents, half have at 
least 100,000 Asian American res idents, and 40 percent of the states exceed these numbers 

.~ UniU'd Statl!5 isa nation compri~ of many cultural groups. 'Thew immigrants 
are becoming new citizflls oftM United StatH. 



4 PART 0 N E Communication and Intercultural Competence 

for both cultural groups. Latinos make up nearly a third of the populations of California 
and Texas, and they constitute at least 20 percent of the people in Arizona, Rorida, 
Nevada, and New Mexico. Eighteen states have African American populations that exceed 
a million;4 African Americans constitute more than 57 percent of the District of 
Columbia's population, and they comprise at least a fifth of the populations in nine states 
including Alabama, Delaware, Maryland, and Louisiana. There already are "minority
majorities~ - populations of African Americans., Native Americans, Pacific Islanders, 
Latinos, and Asian Americans that, when combined, outnumber the European American 
population- in California, Hawaii, New Mexico, and Texas, as well as in such cities as 
Atlanta, Baltimore, Birmingham, Chicago, Cleveland, Dallas, Detroit, Fresno, Gary, 
Houston, Laredo, Los Angeles, Memphis, Miami, New York, Oakland, San Antonio, San 
Francism, San Jo.<;e, and Wa~hington. 

Much of the U.S. population shift can be attributed to immigration. 5 In 2006, 
about 37.5 million people-or about 12.5 percent of the U.S. population- were immi
grants. This is the highest percentage of immigrants since 1930, but it is about 50 percent 
lower than the peak immigration years of 1890 through 19106 and about the same as it 
was in 1850, the first year the Census Bureau asked people for their place of birth.7 
What distinguishes the current wave of immigrants from those of the early 19OOs, 
however, is the country of origin. In 1900, the proportion of European immigrants to 
the United States was 86 percent; by 1970, Europeans still comprised 62 percent of the 
immigrant population. By 2004, however, only 13.6 percent of immigrants to the 
United States were European.8 Conversely, in 1970 only 19 percent of the foreign-born 
U.S. population was from Latin America, and 9 percent was from Asia. In 2004, more 
than half of the immigrants to the United States came from Latin America, and a quar
ter came from Asia.9 

If the world was a village of 1 ,000 people, 

There wou ld be: 

565 Asians 
143 Africans 
121 Europeans 
86 Latin Americans (Central 

Americansand South 
Americans) 

S1 North Americ.ilns 
29 Middle Easterners 

5 Australians/Oceanians 

There wou ld be: 

333 Christians 
210 Muslims 
133 Hindus 
58 Buddhists 

4 Sikhs 
2 Jews 
1 R;!h;!'i 

118 People practicing other religions 
141 Atheists or nonreligious 

-&irruu of the Crows, 2008; WWoII.adherents.com;and WWoII.about.com 
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Recent data dearly show that the United States is now a multicultural society. About 18 
percent of the people in the United States speak a language other than English at home. 10 Of 
children in urban public schools, one-third speak a first language other than English. There 
are more Muslims, Hindus, and Buddhists in the United States than there are Lutherans or 
Episcopalians. However, the "typical" foreign-born resident in the United States is actually 
quite different from what many people suppose. She or he has lived in the United States for 
about 20 ~ars. Of those over age 25, more than two-thirds have a high school diploma, and 
more than a quarter are college graduates. This laller figure is identical to the college gradua
tion rate of the nat ive-born U.S. population.1I Foreign-born adults in the United States are 
likely to be employed, married, and living with their spouse and with one or two children.12 

AsAntonia Pantoja and Wilhelmina Perry note about the U.S. demographics, 

The complete picture is one of change where large numbers of non-European immi
grants from Africa, Asia, South and Central America, and the Cari~an will constitute 
majorities in many major citie~ These immigrnnu will contribute to existing social 
movements. Many of these new immigrants are skilled workers and professionals, and 
these qualities will be highly valued in a changing United Statu economy. They come 
fro m countries with a history of democrntic civil struggles and political revolutions. They 
arrive with a strong sense of cultural and ethnic identity within their intact family and 
social networks and strong ties to their home countries. At the ~me time they have a 
strong determination to achieve their goals, and they do not intend to abandon or relin
quish their culture as the price for their success. n 

The consequences of this "browning of America~ can be seen in every major cultural 
and social institution. Many U.S. schools can now be characterized as "Qassrooms of 
Babel." 14 I.n New York City public schools, for example, more than 160 different languages 
are spoken. 15 In the city of Los Angeles, more than 100 d ifferent languages are spoken.16 

• u.s. Ameic.ans a~ as varifll as 1M landsca~. Hm!. a group of collNgun. who rrpre. 
sent seveflill different cultures, havt iI frii!ndIy conversation. 
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Institutions of higher education are certainly not exempt from the forces that have trans
formed the United States into a multicultural society.17 The enrollment of "minority-group" 
college students is increasing annually. Additionally, there are about 2.5 million international 
students in higher education. Of these, about 583,000 international students---22 percent 
of the totaJ-are enrolled in U.S. universities. The U.S. enrollment is an increase of nearly 
10 percent from the previous year and just 3,000 fewer than the record enrollment set before 
the 2001 terrorist attacks and subsequent visa restrictions. IS Similarly, the number of U.S. stu
dents studying abrood was nearly a quarter of a million in 2006, an increase of 8.5 percent 
from the previous year and ISO percent more than a decade ago. 19 

The United States is not alone in the worldwide transformation into multicultural 
societies. Throughout Europe, Asia, Africa, South America, and the Middle East, there is an 
increasing pattern of cross-border movements that is both changing the distribution of 
people around the globe and intensifying the political and social tensions that accompany 
such population shifts. This demographic imperative requires a heigh tened emphasis on 
intercultural competence. 

The Technological Imperative for Intercultural Competence 

Marshall McLuhan wined the term global yiUage to describe the wnsequences of the mass 
media's ability to bring events from the far reaches of the globe into people's homes, 
thus shrinking the world.20 Today, the "global village" is an image that is used to describe the 
worldwide web of interconnections that modem technologies have created. Communications 
media such as the Internet, communication satellites. and cell phones now make it possible to 
establish virtually instantaneous links to people who are thousands of miles away. In the past 
fifteen years, international telephone traffic has more than tripled. At the same time, the 
munber of cell phone users has grown from virtually zero 10 more than a billion people-about 
a sixth the world's population-and Internet users also exceed a billion people.21 

Modern transportation systems contribute to the creation of the global village. A visit to 
major cities such as New York, Los Angeles, Mexico City, London, Nairobi, Istanbul, Hong 
Kong, or Tokyo, with their multicultural populations, demonstrates that the movement of 
people from one country and culture to another has become co mmonplace. ~There [ was," 
said Richard W. Fisher, president of the Federal Reserve Bank of Dallas, " in the middle of a 
South American jungle, thumbing out an e-mail [on my BlackBerry] so work could get done 
thousands of miles away ... Technology, capital, labor, and ideas., now able to mo\'e at 
unprecedented r across national boundaries, have integrated the world to an unprece
dented degree." 

Modem information technologies allow people in the United States and throughout 
the world to participate in the events and lives of people in other places. Many world 
events are experienced almost instantaneously and are no longer separated from us in 
time and space. Scenes of a flood in New Orleans or Iowa, of an earthquake in China, or 
of a typhoon in Myanmar are viewed worldwide on local television stations; immigrants 
and expatriates maintain their cultural ties by participating in Internet chat groups; the 
Travel Channel and similar fare provide insights into distant cultures; and a grandmother 
in India uses a webcam to interact with her granddaughter in New York. As blogger and 
enlrepreneur Vinnie Mirdlimdani cundudes, 
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Flushing [New York] Is a sea. A baptismal sea that churns out New Americans. It admits a constant 
Influx of new people, not so much from other parts of America as from the rest of the world, people 
who come from other continents across seas and deserts and rivers and over mountains. You see 
them everywhere in Flushing. On the subway. On the street. At stores. The new people. You can 
always tell them right away from the way they dress or wear their hair; or from the language they 
speak or the subtle scents they carry; Of from other such myriads of small things. Some carry their 
villages in their walk, and others wear the terrain they come from on their faces. As unmistakable as 
their hard-to-erase accents. 

It never ceases to amaze me that they all find their way and manage to build a new life here. It 
seems a miracle tnat they all somehow survive. Some of them come here with nothing. Nothing 
but memories and a dream and a will. Some smuggled In as stowaways on a ship. So awfully unpre
pared. But even they manage. Most of them, anyway. They find places to live. They find work. They 
put food on the table for their families. They buy their first TV set. Their first dining-room table. 
Their first car. Their first apartment or house. And their children start school, and are on their way to 
becoming Americans. It's nothing special. Really. As they say, people do It every day. And so many 
people have done It before them. And so many will do It, long, long after them. And after all, we did 
that. There's no mystery at aU. Remember? Once we were that new people on the street, shopping 
for our first whatever, and once we were the kids on the street In our fresh -off-the-boat clothes. But 
I don't remember how we did it. It was our parents' responsibility to put food on the table, to buy 
that first TV set and the first house. 

- M/al'U1 

When Il r:lVe! around Ihe world, [ see gr:andmas wilh hudsels sproking on Skype 10 their 
loved ones at the other end of world. 1 see people crowding in Internet cafes. 1 see 
teenagers furiously texting each other. , hear unusual phrases like '" left hU a missed 
call.~ I see people using their mobile phones to buy from vending machines. 1 

7 

These increased contacts, which are facilitated by recent technological developments, 
underscore the significant interdependencies that now link people 10 those from other cuJ
tures. Intercultural links are reinforced by the ease with which people can now travel to other 
places. Nearly 64 million U.S. residents travel abroad annually.24 Likewise, ci tizens of other 
countries are also visiting the United States in record-setting numbers. 

Technology allows and facilitates human interactions across the globe and in real time. 
Such instantaneous communication has the potential to increase the amount of communi
cation that occurs among people from different rultures, and this expansion will necessarily 
add to the need for greater intercultural competence. "The world is flat," as Thomas 
Friedman so aptly suggests, because the convergence of technologies is creating an unprece
dented d~ of global competitiveness based on equal opportunities and access to the mar
ketplace.25 Similarly, consider YouTube, which has encouraged the widespread dissemination 
of visual and auditory ideas by anyone with access to an inexpensive digital video camera. 
Unlikt: tht: mort: rt:lo'irklil't: ilm..1mUft: t:JI.pt:nsivt: tdt:visiull Miltium;., whkh ft:(juire au;e;.o; 10 
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• ThlsVletnamese man, who is cheddng his f--mall, demormrates the technological 
Im~atlve fOf in tef(uhuroIl communication. 

sophisticated equipment and distribution nernurks, such Internet-based social networking 
sites as MySpace. Facebook. and YouTube, as well as such "simulated worlds" as Second life, 
are used by an ~1:raordinarily large number of people to connect with others whom they 
have never met-ancl will never meet-in face- la-face interactions. 

The technological imperative has increased the urgency for intercultural competence. 
Because of the widespread avai!tlbility of technologies and long-distance transportat ion 
systems, intercultural competence is now as important as it has ever been. 

The Economic Imperative for Intercultural Competence 
The economic SllCCess of the United States in the global arena increasingly depends on indi
vidual and collective abilities to communicate competently with people from other cultures. 
Clearly, u.s. economic relationships require global interdependence and intercultural com
petence. For instance, U.S. international trade has more than doubled every decade since 
1960, and it now exceeds 52.9 trillion annually, or more than fifty times what it was just forty 
years ago.26 U.S. trade as a percentage of gross world product has risen from 15 percent in 
1986 to nearly 27 percent in 2006.21 Consequently, the economic health of the United States 
is now ine."I:tricably linked to world business partners. 

Corporations can also move people from one country to another, so within the work
force of most nations., there are representatives from cultures throughout the world. 
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• The economic imptf<ltlvt for lnten::ultural communkation Is exemplified by tl'ltst 
western and Middle Eastl'fJl bu$lntSSmtn, and their intf.'t'pretef, who art! developln\l 

their Interpenonal relationships. 

• 

However, even if one's work is within the national boundaries of the United States, intercul
rural competence is imperative. The citizenry of the United States includes many individuals 
who are strongly identified with a particular culture. Thus, it is I'M) longer safe to assume that 
clients, customers, business partners, and coworkers will have similar cultural views about 
what is important and appropriate. 

The U.S. workplace re8ects the increasing cultural diversity that comprises the nation 
as a whole. For example, the number of businesses opened by Asian Americans grew 
24 percent between 1997 and 2002, increasing at twice the national average. These busi
nesses generate more than $326 billion in revenues annually.28 The number of African 
American businesses also continue to grow; more than a million small businesses are now 
owned by African Americans.29 Similarly, Latinos and Lalinas are opening businesses at a 
faster pace now than ever before. By 2012, there wi11likely be 3.2 million Latino-owned 
businesses thai generate more than $465 billion in annual gross receipts.30 In sum, the 
economic imperative for intercultural competence is powerful, pervasive, and likely to 
increase in the coming years. 

The Peace Imperative for Intercultural Competence 

The vision of interdependence among cultural groups throughout the world and in the 
United States has led Robert Shuler to declare that "culture is the single most important 
global communication issue" that humans face. ~l The need to understand and appreciate 
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• The peace imperative for inter(ultural communkation is exemplified by the goak and 
experiences of the athletes and fans of the Olympic~ 

those who differ from ourselves has never been more important. As the President's 
Commission on Foreign Languages and International Studies has said, 

Nothing less is at stake than the nation's se(;urity. At a time when the resurgent forces of 
nationalism and of ethnic and linguistic consciousness so directly affect global realities, 
the United States requires far more reliable capabilities to commlUlicate with its allies, 
analyze the behaviors of potential adversaries, and earn the trust and sympathies of the 
uncommitted. Yet, there is a widening gap between these needs and the American compe
tence to understand and deal successfully in a world in fIux. 32 

Witness the recent problems in Darfur, Chechnya, Zimbabwe, Central Asia, 
Indonesia, the Middle East, Afghanistan, Venezuela, and in Iraq; in each instance, 
cultures have clashed over the right to control resources and ideologies. But such ani
mosities do not just occur outside the borders of the United States. Consider the pro
liferation of such groups as the neo-Nazis, white nationalists, racist skinheads, and 
those with links to the Ku Klux Klan. The Southern Poverty Law Center has estimated 
that , in 2007, there were nearly nine hundred "hate groups:' an increase of more than 
40 percent in just seven years.,J Likewise, the frequency of hate crimes is increasing 
dramatically. In 2002, there were almost four thousand hate crimes committed against 
individuals because of their race, culture, religion, or social group membership.34 In 
2006, that number had doubled to almost eight thousand, and it was up about 8 per
cent from just the year before.3s Often, such crimes are directed against Latinos,36 
African Americans,37 Jews,38 Muslims,39 Asian Americans,40 and members of various 
other cultural and social groups. As Catharine R. Stimpson has said of these "culture 
clashes," 
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the refusal to live peaceably in pluralistic societies [has been] one of the bloodiest 
problems.--nationaUy and internationally- of the 20th century. No wizard, no fairy 
godmother is going to make this problem disappear. And I retain a pluralist's stubborn, 
utopian hope that people can talk about, throngh, across, and aronnd their differences 
and that these exchanges will help us live together justly.~l 

The Interpersonal Imperative for Intercultural Competence 
The demographic, technological, economic, and peace imperatives aU combine to create a 
world in which human interactions are dominated by culture, cultural differences, and the 
ability of humans to understand and interact within multiple cultural frameworks. In short, 
the quality of your daily life-from work to play to family to community interactions-will 
increasingly depend upon your ability to communicate competently with people from 
other cultures. Your neighbors may speak different first languages, have different values, and 
celebrate different customs. Your family members may include individuals from cultural 
backgrounds other than yours. Your colleagues at work may belong to various cultures, and 
you may be expected to participate in intercultural and cross-national teams with them; a 
team leader in Chicago might have a supervisor in Switzerland and team members located 
in New York, San Francisco, Buenos Aires, Melbourne, Johannesburg, and Shanghai. 

There are some obvious consequences to maintaining competent interpersonal rela
tionships in an intercultural world. Such relationships will inevitably introduce doubt 
about others' expectations and will reduce the certainty that specific behaviors, routines, 
and rituals mean the same things to everyone. Cultural mixing implies that people will 
not always feel completely comfortable as they attempt to communicate in another lan
guage or as they try to talk with individuals who are not proficient in theirs. Their sense 
of "rights" and "wrongs" will be threatened when challenged by the actions of those with 
an alternative cultural framework. Many people will need to live in two or more cultures 
concurrently, shifting from one to another as they go from home to school, from work to 
play, and from the neighborhood to the shopping mall. The tensions inherent in creating 
successful intercultural communities are obvious as well. Examples abound that under
score how difficult it is for groups of culturally different individuals to live, work, play, 
and communicate harmoniously. The consequences of failing to create a harmonious in
tercultural society are also obvious-human suffering, hatred passed on from one gener
ation to another, disruptions in people's lives, and unnecessary conflicts that sap people's 
creative talents and energies and that siphon off scarce resources from other important 
societal needs. 

"I knew we differed culturally, but different isn't wrong; different is merely different. Basically we're all 
human." 
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• The challenge ofcommunic,ating in an intercultural world occurs in our families, 
homes, work settings, schools, and neighborhoods. 

The challenge of the twenty-first century-and our challenge to you in this book-is 
to understand and to appreciate cultural differences and to translate that understanding 
into competent interpersonal communication. 

--a=::. Communication 

To understand intercultural communication events, you must first study the more gen
eral processes involved in all human communication transactions. All communication 
events, including intercultural ones, are made up of a set of basic characteristics. Once 
these characteristics are known, they can be applied to intercultural interactions in order 
to analyze the unique ways in which intercultural communication differs from other 
fonns of communication. 

Defining Communication 

Tht: 1t:f1Il lUIIIIIIUnkClliulI has bcxn ust:J inlIlany ways fur varit:J, anJ Uflt:Il im;unsislt:nl, 
purposes.42 For example, Frank Dance identified 15 different conceptual components 
for the term,43 and Dance and Carl Larson listed 126 different definitions for com
mllllicatioll.44 Like all terms or ideas, we chose our specific definition because of its 
usefulness in explaining the thoughts and ideas we wish to convey. Consequently, our de
finition is not the "right" one, nor is it somehow "more correct" than the others. Indeed, 
as you might expect, our definition is actually very similar to many others with which you 
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may be familiar. However, the definition we have selected is most useful for our purpose 
of helping you to achieve interpersonal competence when communicating in the inter
cultural setting. 

Communication is a symbolic, interpretive, tmnsadional, contextual prOC£ss in which people 
create shared meanings. 

To understand what this definition means, we will explore its implications for the study 
of intercultural communication. 

Characteristics of Communication 
Six characteristics of our definition of communication require further elaboration. Our 
definition asserts that communication is symbolic, interpretive, transactional, contextual, 
and a process, and it involves shared meanings. Let's examine each of these characteristics 
more closely. 

Communication Is Symbolic Symbols are central to the communication process because 
they represent the shared meanings that are communicated. A symbol is a "WOrd, action, or 
object that stands for or represents a unit of meaning. Meaning, in turn, is a perception, 
thought, or feeling that a person experiences and might want to communicate to others. These 
meaning-full experiences could include sensations resulting from a room's temperature, 
thoughts about a teacher in a particular course, or feelings of happiness or anger because of 
what someone said However, the private meanings within a person cannot be shared directly 
with others. They can become shared and understood only when they are interpreted as a 
message. A message, then, refers to the "package" of symools used to create shared meanings. 
Forexample, the words in this bookare symbols that, taken together, form the message that we, 
the authors, want to communicate to you. 

People's behaviors are frequently interpreted symbolically, as an external representa
tion of feelings, emotions, and internal states. To many people in the United States, for 
example, raising an arm with the hand extended and moving the hand and arm up and 
down symbolizes saying good-bye. Flags can symbolize a country, and most of the 
world's religions have symbols that are associated with their beliefs. 

There is an important characteristic of symbols that might not be obvious to you but 
that nevertheless affects your ability to be a competent participant in interrultural communi
cation: Symbols vary in their degree of arbitrariness. That is, the relationships between 
symbols and their referents can vary in the extent to which they are fixed or arbitrary. 

Some symbol systems, such as verbal languages and a special class of nonverbal symbols 
UI.l1<::J t:mblt:m:., are UJlIlplddy unrdakJ lu lheir re[erellLs t:M;<::pl by (;UIIlIIlUIl agre<::IIl<::lll 
among a group of people to refer to things in a particular way. (Emblems are discussed more 
fully in Chapter 8.) There is nothing peacelike, for instance, in the peace symbol, which is a 
nonverbal emblem that can be displayed by extending the index and middle fingers upward 
from a clenched fist. The same symbol was used by Winston Churchill to indicate victory, 
and to many people in South American countries it is regarded as an obscene gesture. 
Similarly, there is nothing booklike in the object you are holding as you read these words. We 
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call the object a book not because there is anything inherent in the object that suggests 
~book" but simply because, by common agreement among users of English, we have agreed 
to do so. 11lose who speak other languages have other symbols, which are equally arbitrary, 
to refer to the same referents. 

It is quite possible for a communityoflanguage users to agree to refer to some objects by 
using symbols that differ from the common ones. For example, the people in a class (perhaps 
even your class) could decide to change the symbols and refer to the teacher as a door, the 
students as rows, the blackboard as a pancake, the classroom as a bar, and the desks as 
pineapples. A description of the classroom with these new and arbitrarily assigned symbols 
might read as follows: ~When the cows entered the bar, they sat down at their pineapples, and 
the door began to write on the pancake." Although the sentence sounds strange (and perhaps 
quite humorous), if everyone consistently referred to the objects in the same way, the mean
ing that would be created in using these symbols would soon become widely shared. 

For many symbol systems, such as most nonverbal and visual ones, the relationship 
between the symbols and their referents is much less arbitrary than that of verbaJ lan
guages. Such symbols as a growling stomach when hungry, a child's tears when sad, or a 
portrait that details a person's facial features are all so intrinsically associated with their 
referents that the range of expected meanings is very restricted. However, these types of 
symbols are useful precisely because much less knowledge of a specific language and cul
ture is required to understand them. Thus, international traffic symbols, which consist of 
easily understood pictures, are frequently used in place of words to instruct drivers who 
might otherwise be a major hazard. Yet even with these traffic symbols, which are designed 
specifically to be understood easily, it cannot be assumed that everyone will automatically 
interpret the symbols in an identical fashion. 

CommunIcation Is Interpretive Messages do not have to be consciously or purposefu.1ly 
created with the specific intention of communicating a certain set of meanings for others to 
be able to make sense of the symbols forming the message. Rather, communication is 
always an int t rprelive process. Whenever people communicate, they must interpret the 
symbolic behaviors of others and assign significance to some of those behaviors in order to 
create a meaningful account of the others' actions. This idea suggests that each person in a 
communication transaction may not necessarily interpret the messages in exactly the same 
way. Indeed, during episodes involving intercultural communication, the likelihood is high 
that people will interpret the meaning of messages differently. 

Many people incorrectly use the word cOllmum;cmioll to represent an acceptable level 
of similarity or agreement in their conversations. They might use the phrase ~ I really 
could communicate with her» when they have had a very pleasant conversat ion in which 
the other person expressed a similar point of view, or they might say ~ I just can't commu
nicate with him anymore" when disagreements e.llit. These errors confuse two very dif
ferent outcomes of the communication process. 

The first outcome of communication is understanding what the others are trying to 
communicate. Understanding means that the participants have imposed similar or shared 
interpretations about what the messages actually mean. Indeed, without some degree of un
derstanding between the participants, it would be inaccurate to claim that communication 
has even occurred. Thus, failed attempts at communication, such as when an accident victim 
calls for help and no one is nearby to hear, are not actually communication. 
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I love tra'/eling. Being a outsider In so many places makes me very aware of my own beliefs, values, 
and assumptions about the world. Traveling in places so different from my own experience vividly en

gages my mind and body, and everything seems fascinating. One very interesting thing I have no

ticed as a Latina visiting other countries is that I have a tendency to identify myself as a Texan, a 
Tejana, ratherthan an American. When I talked about this to a girlfriend, I realized why. I say I am 
Tejana because, in Texas, there are many women like me - minorities who are sandwiched between 

the Mexican and American cultures. To me, Texas represents that netherworld of "not American/not 
Mexican' citizenry. It's a place where there are a lot of people like me, living in the borderlands 
between two cultures, not fully one or the other. 

- LaurJ/! L LopezChar/ts 

The second outcome is reaching agreement on the particular issues that have been 
discussed. Agreement means that each participant not only understands the other's inter
pretations but also holds a view that is similar. However, although understanding is a 
necessary ingredient to say that communication has occurred, agreement is not a require
ment of communication. It is possible, and often quite likely, that people will understand 
one another's position or ideas yet not agree with them. For instance, two people who 
differ in their basic beliefs about religion or politics can still communicate about their 
personal preferences in a meaningful and fulfilling way without necessarily expecting the 
other person to agree. 

It should be obvious that complete accuracy in interpreting the meanings that are 
shared by people is rare, if not impossible. Such a level of acruracy would require symbols to 
be understood by the participants in exaaly the same way. Further, even if complete under
standing was possible in a given instance, it would be impossible to verify that the meanings 
that '""'ere created for the symbols were identical in the minds of all participants. 

Our stipulation that communication requires understanding does not imply that 
because completely accurate interpretations are impossible, communication is also 
impossible. Rather, we need to recognize that there are different levels or degrees of 
understanding. Communication requires a degree of understanding sufficient to ac
complish the purposes of the participants, which can vary from one experience to an
other. For example, it mayor may not be communication if a man, who is dressed in 
unfamiliar clothes and who is obviously from another culture, walks up to you and, 
after bowing, utters some sounds that seem like they could be language but whose 
meaning is unknown to you. !fhis purpose is merely to provide you with a ritualistic 
greeting and, recognizing this, you return his bow, then, relative to the purposes of the 
participants, we would say that the two of you have created shared meanings for your 
behaviors, and, consequently, communication has occurred. However, if he is asking 
you for directions and you merely return his bow without even recognizing his in
tended goal, then shared meanings do not exist, and communication has not occurred 
relative to the task at hand. 
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Communication Is Transactional To suggest that communication is transactional 
implie:s that all participants in the: communication proce:ss work togethe:r to cre:ate: and 
sustain the meanings that develop. A transactional view holds that communicators are 
simultaneously sending and receiving messages at every instant that they are involved in 
conversations. 

The earliest views of the communication process were actiO/w/.An actional view held 
that communication was a linear, one-way flow of ideas and information and that the 
focus of this view was primarily on information transmission, or what the sender should 
do to structure a message that would achieve a desired result. As Figure 1.1 indicates, the 
earliest actional models did not even include the receivers of the messages. Later actional 
models added a receiver at the end of the message arrow, but those who held this view 
were still not very ooncerned with the receiver's characteristics.45 

Actional views of the oommunication process are not very useful in the study of inter
cultural oommunication for two very important reasons. First, the underlying assumption of 
the actional view is that the sender's goal is to persuade the receiver. The sender is not really 
interested in understanding others, being sensitive to cultural differences, or developing bet
ter interpersonal relationships; rather, the focus is on telling and selling. Seoond, actional 
views of communication assume that the receivers of messages are somehow inferior to the 
senders, with little ability to beoome involved in or to influence the communication process. 
In this view, those who create the messages should merely manipulate the receivers. 

The limitations of the actional view led to the development of the intemctioual view of 
the communication process. Whereas the former emphasizes transmission of the message, 
the latter emphasizes interpretation. The interactional view explicitly includes the receiver 
in the oommunication process, and it recognizes that the receivers provide the senders with 
ongoing responses, called feedback, about how the messages are received.46 As Figure 1.2 
indicates, the fOUlS of this view is still primarily sender-oriented. The model merely recog
nizes that senders must continually adapt their messages to the changing perceptions of the 
receivers to be most effective in influencing them. The implied goal of the interactional view 
of oommunication is to influence and oontrol the receiver. 

Like actional views, interactional views of the oommunication process are not very useful 
in the study of intercultural oommunication The goal of the sender is still one of influencing 
others rather than being culnlraIly sensitive and thereby improving intercultural relationships. 
The receivers, in the interactional view, need to be understood only insofar as that 
lUlderstanding is necessary to manipulate them more effectively. A final criticism of the inter
actional view is that it is not really a model of true interaction. Rather, it suggests a sequence of 
action-reaction behaviors in which messages are exchanged between a sender and a receiver, 
who perhaps alternate in these roles. Absent from the interactional view is any sense that the 
participants oo-produce and oo-interpret the messages that are oommunicated. 

The limitations of the actional and interactional views have led to the develop
ment of the transactional view, which emphasizes the construction or shared creation 

~ ____ ~_"_d_'_' ___ :J, ______ -,M"6==""90' ________ -4>' 

flGUU 1.1 An actional view of communication. 
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Feedback 

( Sender 

FIGURi 1.2 An interactional view of communication. 

of messages and meanings. The transactional view differs from the earlier views in two 
ways. First, it recognizes that the goal of communication is not merely to influence 
and persuade others but also to improve one's knowledge, to seek understanding, to 
develop agreements, and to negotiate shared meanings. Second, it recognizes that, at 
any given instant, no one is just sending or just receiving messages; therefore, there are 
no such entities as pure senders or pure receivers. Nor does it make sense to describe a 
single message as being the exclusive one at any selected moment. Rather, all partici
pants are simultaneously interpreting multiple messages at all moments. These mes
sages include not only the meaning of the words that are said but also the meaning 
conveyed by the tone of voice, the types of gestures, the frequency of body move
ments, the motion of the eyes, the distances between people, the formality of the lan
guage, the seating arrangements, the clothing worn, the length of pauses, the words 
unsaid, and much more. Thus, as Figure 1.3 indicates, in the transactional view, it is 
impossible to describe one person as exclusively the sender and the other as exclu
sively the receiver. 

Communicatio n Is Contextual All communication takes place within a setting or 
situation called a context . By context, we mean the place where people meet, the social 
purpose for being together, and the nature of the relationship. Thus, the context 
includes the physical, social, and interpersonal settings within which messages are 
exchanged. 

TI,e Physical Cotrtext The physical context includes the actual location of the interactants: 
indoors or outdoors, crowded or quiet, public or private, close together or far apart, warm or 
cold, bright or dark. The physical context influences the communication process in many 
obvious ways. Dean Barnlund captures its importance: "The streets of Calcutta, the avenues 
of Brazilia, the Left Bank of Paris, the gardens of Kyoto, the slums of Chicago, and the canyons 
of lower Manhattan provide dramatically different backgrounds for human interaction.,,47 
An afternoon conversation at a crowded sidewalk cafe and an evening of candlelight dining in 
a private salon will differ in the kinds of topics that are covered and in the interpretations that 
are made about the meanings of certain phrases or glances. As Donald Klopf so poignandy 

FIGU U 1.3 A transactional view of communication. 
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illustrates, knowledge ofthe physical context often provides important information about the 
meanings that are intended and the kinds of communication that a re possible: 

I wanted to see her one more time before leaving Hong Kong. So I called her at work and 
she' agreed 10 JUIKh. Near her offi<:e was a traditional dim sum restaurant. Sounded good 
to me; dim jum litemlly means "to touch the heart - and she had done that to me. What a 
mistake! Noisy?! The place was bedlam. The' waitresses shouted out their wares-some 
sixty to seVl'nty dim SlIm chokes. We shared a table with a couple of tourists who griped 
about the food, and everything else. Crowded, every steno around must have decided on 
a )"111 cha meal today. Words of endeannent didn't seem appropriate there. "Let's go next 
door to the Lau Ling &ar," I suggested, "for our black tea.~ Quiet and ",fined, it was the 
proper site to touch the heart , and I think I did. 4B 

TIll! Social Co,Hext The social context refers to the widely shared expectations 
people have about the kinds of interactions that normally should occur given different 
kinds of social events. Of course we realize that communication at funerals differs 
from that at a party; the social context of a classroom makes us expect certain forms of 
communication that differ from those at a soccer game. However, there is often a great 
deal of difficulty in understanding the soc ial contexts for communication events that 
involve other cultures, as the common expectations about wbat behaviors are 
preferred or prohibited may he very different. For instance, before a fun eral in I reland, 
an all-night celebration called a wake is sometimes held. Such festive behaviors, whicb 
are appropriate to the social co ntext of an Irish funeral , would he co mpletely 
inappropriate where the social context dictates that a lternative behaviors are more 
fitting. 

My grandmother speaks GuJaratl and grew up In Bombay and Jamnagar, a small city In tile north
western state of GuJarat. though in those years (and even into my father's youth) India was not yet 
an Independent country and Jamnagar was a princely kingdom ruled by the wealthy family of one 
of my grandfather's childhood playmates. My grandmother speaks some Marathi and Hindi as well 
as GuJaratl, but no English, and since all my life I have spoken only English, for nearly thirty-five years 
she and I have never talked to one another without the aid of intermediaries.. This is an awkward way 
to converse with a grandparent. especially one I've seen as frequently as my grandmother, but fOf 
a long time I wasn't aware of it. On the contrary, what seemed presumptively normal and natural 
when I was young was the notion that events around me. however slight or large, took place in a few 
different Indian languages, and that like instruments they often had to be restrung in different al
phabets and sounds. It seemed an ordinary matter of fact that conversations were com pika ted not 
just by who was present but by how they listened and what language they heard, and I got used to 
the idea that I was often privy to only part of a conversation, half an understanding. As a result, it 
came to seem inevitable that conversations either had to be accepted with all their ungainly, 
opaque areas, or else gradually deciphered 

-NlooMdira 
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Tire Imerpersotlal Comext The interpersonal context refers to the eAl'ectations people 
have about the behaviors of others as a result of differences in the relationships between 
them. Communication between teachers and students, even outside the classroom 
context, differs from communication between close friends. Communication among 
friends differs from communication among acquaintances, coworkers, or family members. 
As people get to know each other and develop shared experiences, the nature of their 
interpersonal relationships is altered. This change in the interpersonal context is 
accompanied by alterations in the kinds of messages created and in the interpretations 
made about the meanings of the messages exchanged. As we suggested about physical and 
social contexts, people behave differently from one interpersonal context to another. The 
meanings assigned to particular behaviors can differ dramatically as different definitions 
of the context are imposed. As John Condon has said about differences in male-female 
relationships in the United States and Mexico, 

There are meanings to be read into settings and situations which must be learned if one is 
to avoid misunderstandings and even unpleasant experiences. A boss who invites his sec
retary out for a drink after work may or may not have ulterior motives in either country. 
However, the assumption that this was a romantic overture would be far more common 
in Mexico City than in New York or Los Angeles.49 

Communication 15 a Process People, relationships, activities, objects, and experiences can 
be described either in static terms or as part of a dynamic process. Viewing communication 
in static terms suggests that it is fixed and unchanging, whereas viewing it as a process 
implies that things are changing, moving, developing, and evolving. A process is a sequence 
of many distinct but interrelated steps. To understand communication as a process, it is 
necessary to know how it can change over time. 

like the adage "You can't stand in the same stream twice," communication events are 
unique, as seemingly identical experiences can take on vastly different meanings at differ
ent stages of the process. This stream of events, which involves both past experiences and 
future expectations, is always moving and changing. Thus, the very same message may be 
interpreted very differently when said at different stages of the communication process. 

Communication Involves Shared Meanings The interpretive and transactional nature 
of communication suggests that correct meanings are not just "out there" to be discovered. 
Rather, meanings are created and shared by groups of people as they participate in the 
ordinary and everyday activities that form the context for common interpretations. The 
focus, therefore, must be on the ways that people attempt to "make sense" of their common 
experiences in the world. 

Interpersonal Communication 
Definitions, as we have said, are chosen because they are useful for conveying the 
thoughts, ideas, and distinctions that one wishes to explain. 

[,uerpersonal comnnmicarion is a form of communicarion Ihar involves a small number of 
illdividlwls who are illteractillg exclusively with aile another and who therefore have the 
ability both to adapt their messages specifically for those others alld to obtain immediate 
illterpret<ltions from them. 

Each of the four characteristics of this definition will now be discussed. 
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A Small Number of People To a certain degree, all communication could be called 
interpersonal, as it occurs between (inter) two or more people. However, we think it 
useful and practical to differentiate those relationships that involve a relatively small 
number of people--such as couples, families, friends, work groups, and even classroom 
groups--from those involving much larger numbers of people-such as public rallies or 
massive television audiences. Unlike other forms of communication, interpersonal 
communication involves person-to-person interactions. In addition, the perception that 
a social bond has developed between the interactants, however tenuous and temporary it 
may seem, is also much more likely. 

People Interacting Exclu sively with One Anoth er Unlike public speaking or mass 
media communication events, in which messages are sent to large, undifferentiated, 
and heterogeneous audiences, interpersonal communication typically involves clearly 
identified participants who are able to select those with whom they interact. In 
addition, when people interact directly with one another, they may use many sensory 
channels to convey information. Such details as looks, grunts, touches, postures, nods, 
smells, voice changes, and other specific behaviors are all available for observation and 
interpretation. Interestingly, given the ease with which people worldwide can use 
telephones and the Internet- for e-mail, list serves, chatrooms, and instant 
messaging-interpersonal communication can now occur across global distances, and 
interpersonal relationships now can be built and sustained with these non-face-to-face 
channels . 

... Ashley Edelhart Hall knows where I'm coming from. She is the biracial daughter of a white 
man and a black woman who openly acknowledges her blended heritage. In fact, she made a 
point of asking that I include her maiden name-Edelhart-in honor of her father. Yet she con
siders herself black and says she cannot remember a time when she identified otherwise, despite 
her outward appearance. 

She spoke with me over the phone from her home in Southern California. "I look like whoever 
I'm standing next to;said Ashley. "If I'm standing in a group of Italian girls, people will think I'm a 
white Italian. If I'm standing next to Latina girls, they'll think I'm Latina. If I'm standing next to Middle 
Eastern girls, they'll think I'm Middle Eastern. No one ever thinks I'm black, though. I have to be with 
New Orlellns Creole girls for them to think thllt I'm black; she explained, providing further evidence 
that the Chameleon Effect isn't just something I made up. 

"People would always say stupid stuff to me when they'd find out that I was black; she said. "I've 
had people say, 'Oh, but you're so beautiful. Why would you say that you're black? Just don't say 
anything: And I'm thinking, do you even know how ignorant you sound saying something like that? 
You are talking to a black person." 

--fillott Lewts 
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We may nave all come 00 different shiPs. but ~re In the same boat now. 

- Arrllbu/f1(1/oMolltl Lul11er /OJIg. JI. 

Adapted to Specific Others Because interpersonal communication involves a small 
number of people who can speak exclusively to one another, it is possible for the 
participants to assess what is being understood and how the messages are being 
interpreted. Because many of the messages are designed to evoke a particular effect in 
other people, th e messages can be adapted to fit the specific people for whom they are 
intended. 

Immediate Interpretations In interpersonal communication, in contrast to books or 
newspapers, the interpretation of messages can occur essentially simultaneously with 
their creatio n. The swift and instantaneous adaptations that people can make as a 
consequence of these immediate interpretations can permit a subtle and ongoing 
adjustment to the setting and the other participants. 

The Challenge of Communicating in an intercultural Wortd 

There are no simple prescriptions or pat answers th at can guarantee competent inter
personal communication among people from different cultures, nor has anyone dis
covered how to eliminate the dest ructive consequences of prejudice and racism. The 
importan ce o f maintaining one's cultural identily-and therefore the need to pre
serve, protect , and d efend o ne's cultu.rally shared values--often creates a rising tide of 
emotion that promotes fear and distrust while encouraging cultural autonomy and in
dependence. This emotional tide, whose beneficial elements increase people's sense of 
pride and help to ancho r a people in time and place, can also be a furious and unbri
dled force of destruction. 

Nevertheless, the joys and benefits of embracing an intercultural world are many. As 
the world is transformed into a place where cultural boundaries cease 10 be impenetrable 
barriers, differences amo ng people become reasons to celebrate and share rather than to 
fear and hann. As Richard Rodriguez puts it, 

We are at one of the great moments of civilization. Nothing as audacious as what we are 
trying to achieve has been attempted in human history, where you haye the Iranian living 
next door to the Pakistani, living next door to the Cambodian, living next door to the 
Irishman, living next door to the Mexican. There is just no country that has ever lried this 
al the level at which we're trying it.so 

In sum, the opportunities to understand, experience, and benefit from unfamiliar 
ways are unprecedented. You are-we are all--twenty-first century pioneers on an 
incredible voyage, a new kind of pilgrim on a new frontier. 
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For the truth is, I think that we are always plural. Not either this or that, but this andthat. And we 
always embody In our multiple shifting consclousnesses a convergence of traditions, cultures, histo
ries coming together in this time and this place and moving like rivers through us. And 1 know now 
that the point is to look back with Insight and without Judgment, and I know now that it is of the 
nature of being In this place, this place of convergence of histo ries. cultures, ways of thought, that 
there wiD always be new ways to understand what we are living through, and that I will never come 
to a point of rest o r of finality in my understanding. 

Summary 

The chapter began with descriptions of five imper3tives 
for achieving intercultural conullunication rompe
tenee: the economic. technological, demographic, peace, 
and interperson:d imper3tives. Intercultural compe
tenee is now more importmt than it has ever been. 

Next, the chapter provided a general analysis of 
the human communication process and discussed 
the topics o f communication and interpersonal com
munication. These topics are of central importance 
to an undentanding of intercultural communication, 
as they form the foundation for all of our subsequent 
ideas about the nature o f in tercuhurnltrnnsact ions. 

We defned communication as a symbol ic, inter

pretive, transactional, conteJrtuai process in which 
people create shared meanillg'l. Each of the characteris
tics of conununication included in the definition was 
considered in turn. The role of symbols, which are the 
words, actions, or objects that stand for o r represent 
units of meaning, was discussed. 1be consequences of 
the interpretation of symbols by both senders and re
ceivers of messages on the outcomes of communication 
were explored. We also described the lr.UJ.sactional 

- l£lbAhmod 

nature of rommlUlication as involving the mutual 
influence of all individuals on communicative out
comes, so that every person simultaneously creates and 
interprets meanings and messages. The physical, social, 
and interpersonal contexts thJt bound each message 
were explained. Finally, \'it' described communication as 
a pror;ess, an always-changing fbw of interpretations. 

We then narrowed our focus to the study of 
interpersonal commwlication, which we defined as a 

form of communication that involves a small number 
of !K'Ople who can interact exclusiVl!ly wi th one another 
and who therefore have the ability both to adapt their 
messages specifically for those others and 10 obtain im
mediate interpretations from them. Again, each of the 
important characteristics of interpersonal communica
tion contained in this definition was considered. 

Living in an intercukural world provides 
numerous challenges and opportunities, as your suc
cess and wel l-being increasingl-f depend on your ability 
to behaVt' competently in inten::u1tural encounters. In 
Chapter 2, we consider two concepts that are central to 
this book: culture and intercultural communication. 

https://PaperHelper.io


CHAPT ER 1 Introductionto lntefOJlu .. al(ompeterKe 23 

For Discussion 

I. What are some of the implications for a United 
States ill which, within your lifetime, European 
Amerians will no longer comprise a majority of 
the population~ 

2. Ident ify some of the ways in which )QUT life is 
innuenced by the presence of individuals from 
cultures that differ from your own. 

3. Which of the imperatives for intercultural com
petenct'--demographic, technological, economic., 

For Further Reading 

lsa Engleberg and Diana R. Wynn, TIle Challenge of 
Communicating: Guiding Principles and Practicn 
(Boston: Allyn & Bacon, 20(8). ExceUent back
ground for students who have not previously 
studied the human communication process. 

Thomas L. Friedman, Tile World Is Flat; A Brief 
History of the Twenty-First untllry. further up
dated and expanded ed. (New York: Picador, 
2007). Globalization-the integration of capital, 
technobgy, and information across national 
borde~is creating both a global market and a 
global "lillage. This book underscores the ten
sions between the forces toward glohaliz.1tion 
and the fon:es of culture, geography, tradition, 
and community. 

SheDey D. Lane, Interpersonal Communication: 
Compdma.' and Contexts (Boston: Pearson/Allyn 
& Baron, 2(08). Provides insights into the special 
characteristics that influence interpersonal com
mWlication. This approach to interpersonal com
munication focuses on competence and fits weD 
with the general approach of this book. 

peace, or interpersonal-is the most powerful 
motivator for you to improve your intercultural 
competence? 

4. Communication has been defined as "a sym
bolic, interpretive, transactional, contextual 
process in which people create shared me:ln
ings.~ What do each of the elements in this 
definition me:ln~ In yow view, which islare the 
most important! 

Vincent N. Parrillo, Stmn~rs to Thest' SllOrn : Race 
lind Ethnic RFlmiorrs in tne United States, 9th 00. 
(Boston: AUyn & !kiron, 2(09). Redefines the 
United States from a nation with only a 
European American history to one that, from its 
very beginning, has been a racially ~nd CI.IlturaUy 
diverse country. 

Sarah Trenholm, Thillking through Conummicarion: All 
Introduction tv the Study of Human Communicaooll, 
Sth cd. (Boskm: Allyn & Bacon, 2008). Another 
excellent introduction 10 the study ofhwnan wm~ 
municatioll that will be particularly useful to the 
beginning student of communication. 

u .S. Census Bureau, www.census.gov.This \Veb site is a 
veritable treasure trove of statistical information 
about the multicultural character of the popula
tion oft:he United States of America. 

For additional infonnation about inten:ultural films 
and about Web sites for resean:hing specific cultures, 
please turn to the Resource~ section at the back of 
this book. 
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This book is about interpersonal communication among people fro m different cultures. Our 
goal is to explain how you can achieve interpersonal competence in interactions that involve 
intercultural communication. This chapter provides a general understanding of culture and 
intercultural communication. It also includes a discussion about why one culture differs 
from another. Chapter 3 will amtinue the discussion bye.xploring the nature of intercultural 
communication competence. 
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Culture 
Definitions of culture are numerous. In 1952, Alfred L Kroeber and Qyde Kluckhohn 
published a book with more than 200 pages devoted to different definitions of 
the term. l Since then, many other scholars have offered addi tional definitions and 
approaches. 

Our concern in this book is with the link between culture and rommunication. 
Consequently, our definition of (ulture is one thaI allows us to investigate how cul ture 
rontributes 10 human symbolic processes. 

Defining Culture for the Study of Communication 

Our goal in presenting a particular defin ition of cultun is to explain the important link 
between culture and communication. However, we emphasize that the way we define cui· 
ture is not the "right" or "best" way. Rather, it is a definition that is useful for o ur purpose 
of helping you to understand the crucial link between cuhure and communication as you 
set out to improve your intercultural competence. 

C"llIlrt is II ItMned set of sllard interpretations abollf beliefs, VI'l/ueJ, Ilorms, and s«iaJ 
practices, which affect tht behaviors of a relatively large group of peoplt. 

Culture Is Learned Humans are not born with the genetic imprint of a particular 
culture. Instead, people learn about their culture through interactions with parents, other 
family members, friends, and ewn st rangers who are part of the culture. Later in this 
chapter we explain why some cultures are so different from others. For now, we want to 
describe the general process by which people learn their culture. 

Culture is learned from the people you interact with as you are socialized. Watching 
how adults react and talk to new babies is an excellent way to see the actual symbolic 
transmission of culture among ptople. Two babies born at exactly the sa me time in two 
parts of the globe may be taught to respond to physical and social stimuli in very different 
ways. For example. some babies are taught to smile at strangers, whereas others are taught 
to smile only in very specific circumstances. In the United States, most children are asked 
from a very early age to make decisions about what they want to do and what they prefer; 
in many other cultures, a parent would never ask a child what she or he wants to do but 
would simply tell the child what to do. 

Culture is also taught by the explanations people receive for the natural and human 
events around them. Parents tell children that a certain person is a good boy because __ > 

People from different cultures v.'Oll.!d complete the blank in contrasting ways. The people 
with whom the children interact will praise and encourage particular kinds of behaviors 
(such as crying or not crying, being quiet or being talkative). Certainly there are varia· 
tions in what a child is taught from family to family in any given culture. However, our 
interest is not in these variations but in the similarities across most or all families that form 
the basis of a culture. Because our specific interest is in the relationship between culture 
and interpersonal rommunication, we focus on how cultures provide their members 
with a set o f interpretations that they then use as filters to make sense of messages and 
experiences. 
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Cultu re'sCore 

I recall now, so very clearly, 
as evening clings like tapestry, 
a distant time when I was small 
and loved to creep along the wall 
toward the circle cast by light 
where elders talked, among themselYes, Into t~ night. 

They filled the room with stirring tales, as l-
in my pajamas with the little feet-would lie 
behind the outsized chair, hair pressed to rug, 
listening invisibly, 'til wakened by the hug 
of arms that cradled me 'round knee and head 
and placed me back In sagging bed. 

They told their stories, 
one by one, of hardships suffered, and of glorles
times endured, evils feared, 
stunning triumphs engineered 
by luck, effort, patience, cunning, 
and those who saved themselves by running. 

I remember, too, the sagas told 
about the turning points in growing old 
amidst the tempests once withstood, 
and tender details offlrst kisses, which were good 
for waves of jokes and laughter 
that I scarcely understood 'til after 
I had aged, and learned of love affairs, 
and private things that people do In pairs.. 

So now, like sages who have been and done, 
who've told their tales of favors lost and won, 
I primp my heirs with stories from my youth 
of the vainglorious pursuits of truth, 
Justice, and the 'Mer lcan w<ry, 
'til a still small voke can guide, I pray, 
the journey forth where only they may go, 
toward a promised land, which I will never know. 

Thus repeats the simple lore 
of passion, pleasure, pain, and pride 
that marks us all, deep down inside, 
as humans with a common core. 

- Myron W. Imtlg 



( HA PTER 2 Culture and Intetcultura! Communication 27 

Culture Is a Set of Shared Interpretations Shared interpretations establish the very 
important link between rommLmication and culture. Cultures exist in the minds of 
people, not just in external o r tangible objects or behaviors. Integral to our discussion of 
communicat ion is an emphasis on symbols as the means by which all communication 
takes place. The meanings of symbols exist in the minds of the individual communicators; 
when those symbol ic ideas are shared with others, they form the basis for culture. Not all 
of an individual 's symbolic ideas are necessarily shared with other people, and some 
symbols will be shared only with a few. A culture can form only if symbolic ideas are 
shared with a relatively large group of people. 

Culture Involves Be liefs, Values, Norms, and Social Practices The shared symbol 
systems that form the basis of culture represent ideas about beliefs, values, norms., and 
social practices. Because of their importance in understanding the ways in which cultures 
vary and their role in improving intercultural communication competence, the first 
section of Chapter 4 is devoted to their detailed explanation. For now, it is enough to 
know that beliefs refer to the basic understanding of a group o f people about what the 
world is like or what is true or false. Values refer to what a group of people defines as 
good and bad or what it regards as important. Norms refer to rules fo r appropriate 
behavior, wh ich provide the expectations people have of one another and of themselves. 
Sodal practices are the predictable behavior patlems that members of a culture typically 
follow. Taken together, the shared beliefs, values, norms, and social practices provide 3 

"way of Li fe" for the members of a culture . 

• Th~ beliefs, values, norms, and social practic~ of one'scuhure are learned. This 
Malaysian family's dinner to (~lebral~ the end of Ramadan pr~ an imponanl 
sening in which CUllllral palt!rnsal'f' acquired. 
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Sometimes the worst things are not what people say to your face orwhat they SJY at all, it Is the things 
that are assumed. I am In line at the grocery store, studying at a cafe, on a plane flying somewhere. 

"Her English Is excellent. she must have grown up here," I hear a lady whisper. "But why on 
earth does she wear that thing on her head?" 

"Oh that's not her fault,"someone replies, "her father probably forces her to wear that." 

I am sti li searching for a profound thirty-second sound byte to use when I hear comments 
like that. The trouble Is that things like that never take thirty seconds to say. So I say nothing, 
but silence does not belong there. I want to grasp their hands and usher them home with me. 
Come, meet my father. Don't look at the wrinkles, don't look at the scars, don't mind the hearing 
aid, or the thick accent. Don't look at the world's effect on him; look at his effect on the world. 
Come to my childhood and hear the lullabies, the warm hand on your shoulder on worst of 
days, the sH ly Jokes on the mundane afternoons. Come meet the woman he has loved and 
respected his whole life, witness the confidence he has nurtured in his three daughters. Stay 
the night; hear his footsteps come In at midnight after a long day's work. That thumping Is his 
head bowing In prayer although he is exhausted. Granted, the wealth Is gone and the legacy 
unknown, but look at what the bombs did not destroy. Now tell me, am I really oppressed? 
The question alone makes me laugh. Now tell me, Is he really the oppressor? The question 
alone makes me cry. 

Culture Affects Behavior If culture were located solely in the minds of people, we 
could only speculate about what a culture is, since it is impossible for one person to see 
into the mind of another. However, these shared interpretations about beliefs, values, and 
norms affect the behaviors of large groups of people. In other words, the social practices 
that characterize a culture give people guidelines about what things mean, what is 
important, and what should or should not be done. Thus, culture establishes predictability 
in human interactions. Cultural differences are evident in the varying ways in which 
people conduct their everyday activities, as people ~perform" their culture in their 
behavioral routines. 

Within a given geographical area, people who interact with one another will, over time, 
form social bonds that help to stabilize their interactions and patterns of behavior. These 
social practices become the basis for making predictions and forming expectations about 
others. However, no one is entirely "typical" of the culture to which she or he belongs; each 
person differs, in unique ways, from the general cultural tendency to think and to behave in 
a particular way. Nor is "culture" the complete explanation for why people behave as they 
do: differences in age, gender, social status., and many other factors also affect the likdihood 
that people will enact specific behaviors. Thus, ~ClIlture» is an important, but not the only, 
explanatiun fur pt:oph:'s cumJuU. 
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• By INChing ~nd expQInlng to meir children, parellls help them deYtIop II common set of meanlogl ind elIpect3t1ons. 

Culture Involves Large Grou ps of People We differentiate between smaller groups 
of individuals, who may engage in interpersonal communication, and larger groups of 
people more traditionally associated with cultures. For example, if you work every day 
with the same group of people and you regularl y see and talk to them, you will 
undoubtedly begin to develop shared perceptions and experiences that will affect the 
way you communicate. Although some people might want to use the term CII/tllre 
to refer to the bonds that develop among the people in a small group, we prefer to 
distinguish between the broad-based, culturally shared beliefs. values, norms, and 
social practices that people bring to their interactions and the unique expectations and 
experiences that arise as a result of particular interpersonal re lationships that develop. 
Consequently, we will restrict the use of the term culture to much larger, societal levels 
of organization. 

Cillture is also often used to refer to other types of large groups of people. Mary 
Jane Collier and Milt Thomas, for example, assert that the term "ca n refer to ethnicity, 
gender, profession, or any other symbol system that is bounded and salient to indi
viduals."2 Our definition does not exclude groups such as women, the deaf, gays and 
lesbians, and others identified by Collier and Thomas. However, our emphasis is 
primarily on culture in its more traditional forms, which Collier and Thomas refer to 
as ethnicity. 

Culture and Related Terms 

Terms such as nation, met.', and eth nic grollp are often used synonymously with the term 
cullllre. SlIbculture and CO-CII/lllff are other terms that are sometimes used in talking 
about groups of people. There a.re important distinctions, however, between these terms 
and the groups of people to which tshey might refer. 
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Nation In everyday language, people commonly treat culture and nation as equivalent 
terms. They are not. Nation is a political term referring to a government and a set of 
formal and legal mechanisms that regulate the political behavior of its people. These 
regulations often encompass such aspects of a people as how leaders are chosen, by what 
rules the leaders must govern, the laws of banking and currency, the means to establish 
military groups, and the rules by which a legal system is conducted. Foreign policies, for 
instance, are determined by a nation and not by a culture. The culture, or cultures, that 
exist within the boundaries of a nation-state certainly influence the regulations that a 
nation develops, but the term culture is not synonymous with nation. Although one 
cultural group predominates in some nations, most nations contain multiple cultures 
within their boundaries. 

The United States is an excellent example of a nation that has several major cultural 
groups living within its geographical boundaries; European Americans, African 
Americans, Native Americans, Latinos, and various Asian American cultures are all repre
sented in the United States. All the members of these different cultural groups are citizens 
of the nation of the United States. 

Even the nation of Japan, often regarded as so homogeneous that the word Japanese 
is commonly used to refer both to the nation and to the culture, is actually multicultural. 
Though the Yamato Japanese culture overwhelmingly predominates within the nation of 
Japan, there are other cultures living there. These groups include the Ainu, an indigenous 
group with their own culture, religion, and language; other cultures that have lived in 
Japan for many generations and originate mainly from Okinawa, Korea, and China; and 
more recent immigrants also living there. ~ 

Race Race commonly refers to certain physical similarities, such as skin color or eye 
shape, that are shared by a group of people and are used to mark or separate them from 
others. Contrary to popular notions, however, race is not primarily a biological term; it is 
a political and societal one that was invented to justify economic and social distinctions. 
In the United States, for example, various non-Anglo-Saxon and non-Nordic cultural 
groups that would now be regarded as predominantly "white" - European Jews and 

Why do you talk like that? Where are you from? Is that string in your hair? Newness is easy to detect, 
especially with Immigrants. Everything about you Is a dead giveaway. And people constantly 
watch and stare through the scrutinizing lens of curiosity. That was a foreign thing for me, being 
questioned, being eyed. From top to bottom, the eyes would travel. From top to bottom, taking 
a silent inventory of the perceived differences: the way I wore my hair wrapped with thread as 
thick as an undiluted accent, or in small braids intricately woven like a basket atop my head; 
my clothing, a swirl of bright, festive colors dyed on fabric much too thin for the shivery East 
Coast climate. 

----Jvferl Nana-Ama Danquah 
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people from such places as Ireland, Italy, Poland, and other eastern and southern 
European locales--were initially derided as being racial "mongrels" and therefore 
nonwhite.4 Conversely, Latinos who were classified as "white" through the 1960 census 
are now regarded by the United States as "not-quite whites, as in Hispanic whites:,5 
Similarly, the U.S. Census Bureau has changed the racial classification of various Asian 
American groups from white to Asian. Thus, one's "race" is best understood as a social 
and legal construction.6 

Although racial categories are inexact as a classification system, it is generally 
agreed that race is a more all-encompassing term than either culture or nation. 
Whereas many western European countries principally include people from the 
Caucasian race, not all Caucasian people are part of the same culture or nation. 
Consider the cultural differences among the primarily Caucasian countries of Great 
Britain, Norway, Germany, and Italy to understand the distinction between culture 
and race. 

Sometimes race and culture do seem to work hand in hand to create visible and 
important distinctions among groups within a larger society; and sometimes race plays a 
part in establishing separate cultural groups. An excellent example of the interplay of cul
ture and race is in the history of African American people in the United States. Although 
race may have been used initially to set African Americans apart from Caucasian U.S. 
Americans, African American culture provides a strong and unique source of identity to 
members of the black race in the United States. Scholars now acknowledge that African 
American culture, with its roots in traditional African cultures., is separate and unique 
and has developed its own set of cultural patterns. Although a person from Nigeria and 
an African American are both from the same race, they are from distinct cultures. 
Similarly, not all black U.S. Americans are part of the African American culture, since 
many have a primary cultural identification with cultures in the Caribbean, South 
America, or Africa. 

Race can, however, form the basis for prejudicial communication that can be a 
major obstacle to intercultural communication. Categorization of people by race in 

It could be, perhaps, because I am neither engineer nor musician. Because I'm neither 
gringa nor Latina. Because I'm not anyone thing. The reality Is I am a mongrel. I live on 
bridges; I've earned my place on them, stand comfortably when I'm on one, content with 
betwixt and between. 

I've spent a lifetime contemplating my mother and father, studying their differences. I count 
both their cultures as my own. But I'm happy to be who I am, strung between identities, shuttling 
from one to another, switching from brain to brain. I am the product of people who launched from 
one land to another, who slipped into other skins, lived by other rules-yet never put their cultures 
behind them. 

- MarleArano 
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the United States, for example, has been the basis of systematic discrimination and 
oppression of people of color. We will explore the impact of racism more fully in 
Chapter 6. 

Ethnidty Ethnic group is another term often used interchangeably with culture. 
Ethnicity is actually a term that is used to refer to a wide variety of groups who might 
share a language, historical origins, religion, nation-state, or cultural system. The 
nature of the relationship of a group's ethnidty to its culture will vary greatly 
depending on a number of other important characteristics. For example, many people 
in the United States still maintain an allegiance to the ethnic group of their ancestors 
who emigrated from other nations and cultures. It is quite common for people to say 
they are German or Greek or Armenian when the ethnicity indicated by the label refers 
to ancestry and perhaps some customs and practices that originated with the named 
ethnic group. Realistically, many of these individuals now are typical members of the 
European American culture. In other cases, the identification of ethnicity may coincide 
more completely with culture. In the former Yugoslavia, for example, there are at least 
three major ethnic groups--Slovenians, Croatians, and Serbians--each with its own 
language and distinct culture, who were forced into one nation-state following World 
War II. It is also possible for members of an ethnic group to be part of many different 
cultures and/or nations. For instance, Jewish people share a common ethnic identifi
cation, even though they belong to widely varying cultures and are citizens of many 
different nations. 

Subcu lt ure and Co-cu ltu re Subculture is also a term sometimes used to refer to 
racial and ethnic minority groups that share both a common nation-state with other 
cultures and some aspects of the larger culture. Often, for example, African Americans, 
Arab Americans, Asian Americans, Native Americans, Latinos, and other groups are 
referred to as subcultures within the United States. The term, however, has 
connotations that we find problematic, because it suggests subordination to the larger 
European American culture. Similarly, the term co-culture has become more 
commonly used in an effort to avoid the implication of a hierarchical relationship 
between the European American culture and these other important cultural groups 

What I understand by manners is a culture's hum and buzz of implication. I mean the whole evanes

cent context in which its explicit statements are made. It is that part of a culture which is made up of 

half-uttered or unuttered or unutterable expressions of value. They are hinted at by small actions, 
sometimes by ... tone, gesture, emphasis, or rhythm, sometimes by the words that are used with a 
special frequency or a special meaning. 

-1JooeI rrMling 
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that form the mosaic of the United States. This term, too, is problematic and should be 
avoided. Co-CII/ture suggests, for instance, that there is a single overarching cuil ure in 
the United States, thus giving undue prominence to the European American cultural 
gro up and implicitly su~estin@, as Thierry Devos and Mahzarin Banaji note, that 
"American equals White." We view the United States as a nation within which there 
are many cultures, and we re~ard African Americans, Arab Americans, Chinese 
Americans, Na tive America ns, Latinos, and similar groups of people as cultures in their 
own right.s When used to refer to cuJtural groups within a nation, therefore, the term 
cO-CII /tllre strikes us as redundant. When used to refer to one's identity as a member of 
various groups based on occupation, hobbies, interests, and the like, co-culture seems 
less precise than such alternative terms as lifestyle or social group. Chapter 6 elaborates 
on this distinction between one's cultural and social identities. 

Why Cultures Differ 

Cultu res look, think, and communicate as they do for very practical reasons: to have a 
common frame of reference that provides a widely shared understanding of the world 
and of their ident ities within it; to organize and coordinote their ac tio ns, activit ies, and 
social relationships; and to accommodate and adapt to the pressures and forces that 
infl uence the culture as a whole. 

Members o f a culture seldom notice these motives beca use they usually exert a 
steody and continuous effect of everyone. Few people pay attention 10 the subtleties of 
commo nplace events and circumstances. Instead, they remain oblivious to the powerful 
forces that create and maintain cul tural di ffe rences. This tendency has led Gustav 
Jchheiser to declare that "'nothing evades our attention as persistently as that which is 
taken for granted."9 

In this section, we ask yo u to explore with us the taken-for-granted forces that create 
and maintain cultural difference>. Our goal is to explain why one culture differs from 
another. As you read, co nsider your own culture and compare it to one that is very dif
ferent or foreign to you. Why are they different? Why aren't aU cultures alike? Why do 
cultures develop cerlain characteristics? Why do cultures communicate as they do? Why 
are they changing? 

Forces That Maintain Cultural Differences 

Cultural differences are created and sustained by a co mplex set of the forces that are 
deeply embedded within the culture's members. We have selected six forces that help to 
generate cultural differences, including a culture's history, ecology, technology, biology, 
institutional networks, and interpersonal communication patterns. Of course, this list is 
by no means exhaustive. Consider these forces as representing factors with the potential 
to influence the ways in which cultures develop and maintain their differences yet 
change over time. 

History The unique experiences that have become part of a culture's collective wisdom 
constitute its history. Wars, inheritance rules, religious practices, economic consequences, 
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prior events, \egisJath't' acts,and the allocation of po'Ht'r to specific individuals are all historical 
developments that oontribute to cultural differences. 

As one of literaUy thousands of possible examples of the eff«ts of historical forces o n 
the development and mainlenanU' of a culture, let us briefly consider a set of events that 
occurred in Europe during the late fourteenth century. The experience of bubonic 
plague, commonly known as the Black Death, was widely shared throughout most of 
Europe as well as in portions of Africa and Asia. It affected subsequent beliefs and behav
iors for many generations. 

In 1347, a trading ship traveling to Europe from the Black Sea carried an inadve r
tent cargo-a horrible disease known as the Black Death. It was spread rapidly by 
infected fleas carried by rats, and within two yea rs it had traveled from th e southern 
tip of Italy across the entire European continent, killing between one-third and 
one-half of the EUropean population. There were recurring outbreaks about every 
decade until the early eighteenth ce ntury. Unlike famine, the Black Death attacked 
every level and social class. When the initial wave of the epidemic was over, the 
survivors began a reckless spen ding spree, fueled in large measure by the newly 
acquired wealth left by the dead and by a sense of anarchy. The diminished availability 
of workers mean! that labor, now a scarce commodity, was in demand. Workers 

throughout Europe organized to bargain for 
economic and political parit y, and revolts 
against religious and political institutions were 
commo nplace over the next several ce nturies. 
Often, however, workers' demands for retribu
tion were either unrealistic or unrelated to 
the actual causes of the unrest, and the targets of 
the revolts were frequently foreigners or o ther 
helpless victims who were used as scapegoats for 
political purposes. 

. Tht- Greal wall of China symbolize tht' importaoct' 
and cI!I11raiity of historical t'Veflts on rnodt'm Chinese 

Although the Black Death was not the only 
historical force behind European cultural 
change, and indeed is insufficient by itself as an 
explanation for the changes in modern Europe, 
it was certainly a crucial experience that was 
recounted across the generations and influenced 
the development of Europea n cul tures. For 
instance, although the Black Death ca n now be 
controlled with modem-day antibiotics, a recent 
outbreak of bubonic plague in India caused mass 
panic and widespread evacuations to other cities, 
thus inadvertently spreading the disease to unin
fected areas before it was contained. One impor
tant consequence of the Black Death was the 
unchallenged expectation that all population 
increases were desirable. as new births would 
replace those who had died and would thereby 
lead to increased standards of living. This belief cultl..-t'S. 
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He looked at her now, the smile lighting her narrow eyes. eyes sometimes hazel, sometimes a light 
brown, sometimes vetging on a mossy green. He'd never been dose enough for long enough to fIQure 
out whkh was the one true color. Her hair was thick and black and as shiny as a raven's wing. and had 
once hung to her belt in a neat French braid. Now it was cropped short. brushed straight back from a 
broad brow, failing Into a natural part over her right temple. the ends apt to curl Into Inky commas 
around her ears.. Her cheekbones were high and nat and Just beginning to take on that bronze tint he 
had noticed during previous summers, all gifts of her Aleut heritage, although the high bridge of her 
nose was all Anglo and the Jut of her chin as Athabascan as It got 

- 0000 Sfobfnow 

predominated fo r more than 400years, leading people to ignore the evidence that over
crowding in some cities was the cause of disease and famine. In 1798, Thomas Malthus 
challenged this belief, arguing that human populations might be limited by their avail
able food supply. 

Recent examples of the influence of historical events are abundant. In the United 
States, for instance, consider the economic depression o f 1929 and the fear of hyperinfla
tion in 1979; the lessons learned in the "Cold War" with the Soviet Union and in "hot" 
wars with Germany, Japan, Korea, Vietnam, Somalia, Afghanistan, and Iraqi bread lines 
and gas lines; the proliferation of AIDS, cancer, and drugs; and the deaths of John F. 
Kennedy, Martin Luther King, Jr., John Lennon, Ronald Reagan, the astronauts aboa rd 
the CIUllleuger, and the firefighters at the World Trade Center on September II, 2001. All 
of these events have had profound effects on the ways in which U.S. Americans view 
themselves and their country. You have undoubtedly heard parents or other elders de
scribe historical events as significantly influencing them and the lives of everyone in their 
generation . Descriptions of these events are transmitted across generations and form the 
shared knowledge that guides a culture's collective actions. As David McCullough says of 
such events and experiences, "You have to know what people have been through to 
understand what people want and what they don't want. That's the nub of it. And what 
people have been through is what we call history.,,10 

Ecology The external environment in which the culture lives is the culture's ecology. It 
includes such physical forces as the overall climate, the changing weather patterns. the 
prevailing land and water formations, and the availability or unavailability of certain 
foods and other raw materials. 

There is a considerable amount of evidence to demonstrate that ecological 
conditions affect a culture's formation and functionin g in many important and often 
subtle ways. Often, the effe<:ts of the culture's ecology remain hidden to the members 
of a culture because the climate and environment are a pervasive and constant force. 
For example, the development and survival of cultures livi ng in cold-wea ther 
dimalt:s dt:lIlanu an adaptatiun lhal uften takt:s lht: fOfm of an im:rt:aSt:u Ilt:oo fUf 
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technology, industry, urbanization, tolerance for ambiguity, and social mobility.1I 
High levels of involvement and closer physical distances in com municat ion charac· 
terize cultures that develop in warm climates. High-contact cultures tend to be 
located in such warm-weather climates as the Middle East, the Mediterranean region , 
Indonesia, and Latin America, whereas low·contact cultures are found in cooler 
climates such as Scandinavia, northern Europe, England, portions of North America, 
and Japan. 12 

In the United States, differences in climate are related to variations in self
perceptions and interaction patterns. Compared with residents in the warmer areas of 
the South, for instance, those living in the colder areas of the northern United States 
tend to be less verbally dramatic, less socially isolated, less authoritarian in their 
communication style. more tolerant of ambiguity, more likely to avoid touching oth· 
ers in social situat ions, and lower in feelings of self·importance or self·worth .1l 

Surviving a harsh cold-weather climate apparently requires that people act in a more 
const rained and organized fashion, maintain flexibility to deal with an ambiguous a nd 
unpredictable environment, cooperate with others to stave off the wind and the 

• Global warming and its corT"!"5opOllding climate 
changes.. irKiuding melting afthe Petito ~o 
glacier fM!'1d in southern Argentin.a, require; cuJturH 

throughout tne world to aciap! in ~r to suMve. 

weather, and recognize how puny humans are 
when compared to such powerful forces as ice 
storms and snow drifts. 

Another important aspect of the ecological 
environment is the predominant geographical and 
geological features. For instance, an abundant 
water supply shapes the economy of a region and 
certainly influences the day. to-day lifestyles of 
people. If water is a scarce commodity, a culture 
must give a major portion of its efforts to locating 
and providing an item that is essential to human 
life. Energy expended to maintain a water supply is 
not available for other forms of accomplishment. 
likewise. the shape and contour of the land, along 
with the strategic location of a culture in relation 
to other people and places. can alter the mobility. 
outlook, and frequency of contact with others. 
Natural resources such as ooal, tin, wood, ivory. 
silver, gold, spices, precious stones, agricultural 
products, and domesticated animals all contribute 
to the ecological forces that help to create differ· 
ences among cultures. 

Technology The inventions that a culture has 
created or borrowed are the culture's technology, 
which includes such items as tools, microchips., 
hydraulic techniques, navigational aids, paper 
clips, barbed wire, stirrups., and weapons. Changes 
in the available technology can radically alter the 
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balance of forces that maintain a culture. For instance, the invention of barbed wire 
allowed the U.S. American West to be fenced in, causing range wars and, ultimately, the 
end of free-roaming herds of cattle. 14 Similarly, stirrups permitted the Mongols to 
sweep across Asia, because they allowed riders to control their horses while fighting 
with their hands. 

You have undoubtedly experienced the relationship of technology to culture. Most 
likely, you have always lived in a home with a microwave oven, though this technology 
was less common a generation ago. Two generations before microwave ovens became 
common, most homes also did not have refrigerators and freezers, relying instead on 
daily trips to the butcher and the baker and on regular visits from the milkman and the 
iceman to keep foods from spoiling. Think about how a family's food preparation has 
changed in the United States. Grocery stores now stock very different food products 
because of the prevalence of refrigerators and microwave ovens; entirely new industries 
have developed as well (as shown by the many freezer-to-microwave dishes). 

Other examples of technological changes with even greater consequences are 
microprocessors and nanotechnologies, which have encouraged artificial intelligence, 
stronger and lighter materials, wireless communications, Internet search engines, iPods 
and other mp3 players, and "smart" machines that are capable of adapting to changing 
circumstances. The corresponding revolution in the storage, processing, production, 
and transmission of printed words (such as this textbook), spoken words and other 
sounds, and visual images is leading to a world in which there is access to an abundance 
of information. 

One special form of technology that has had a major influence on cultures around the 
world is the media. Media are any technologies that a1:end the ability to communicate 

• Harnessing the energy of animals has been a major Iabor-savinQ technology throughout 
the world. This Amish man I.IWS horses to harvest his corn crop. 
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beyond the limits to face-to-face encounters. The media allow humans to extend their 
sensory capabilities, to communicate across time and long distances, and to duplicate 
messages with ease. Traditional media. such as books., newspapers. magazines. telegraph. 
telephone, photography, radio, phonograph. and television, have had a major influence in 
shaping cultures. New media technologies such as satellites, DVDs, high-definition TVs, 
iPod players, "smart" mobile phones with JG wireless capabilit ies, computers, st reaming 
videos, and the Internet with its chat rooms, instant messaging, blogs, and email, further 
extend the capabilities of the traditional media to influence cultures. 

The Internet alone has radicaUy transformed the way in which people are able to inter
act with one another. Email. in the form of ttxt-based messages, was the first widely used 
Internet tool; it allowed family members, friends, and coworkers who were widely dispersed 
to maintain contact easily. Now one's photos. videos, and other visual images can also move 
almost instantaneously across cyberspace, allowing people to share their key experiences 
with others. Similarly, Internet-based phone services allow people to talk just as if they were 
on a landline telephone and for little or no extra cost beyond that of the Internet connec
tion. MySpace, Facebook, and other rapidly developing social networking sites create other 
Internet-based mech,lllisms for people-regardless of geographic location-to stay in 
touch. Thus the Internet helps people to sustain their culture's beliefs, values, norms, and 
social practices. For example, cyber-worshippers who are unable to take part in a puja 
(Hindu prayer ceremony) in India's holy city of Varanasi can now participate via cyber
space. IS A counterpoint to these beneficial consequences of the Internet is its availabili ty for 
introducing new ideas and images into cultures, which may speed up and change the nature 
of the culture itself. 

Media can be responsible for minimiz.ing the effects of geographic distance by in
creasing the speed, volume, and opportunit ies with which ideas can be introduced from 

. Technology", nowan t'veryday pan of people's 
lives. Hell!' a new father balances workaoofamily 
~ponsibihties. 

one culture to another in a matter of seconds. The 
latest designs from a Paris fashion show can be cap
tured digitally and instantly transmitted to Hong 
Kong manufacturers within minutes of their display 
in France, and accurate copies o f the clothing can 
be ready for sale in the United States within a very 
short time. 

Especially relevant is the way in which media 
technologies influence people's perceptions about 
other cultures. How do Seinfeld reruns, beamed by 
satellite to Rio de Janeiro, influence the way 
Brazilians try to communicate with someo ne from 
the United States?16 In what ways do U.S. action
adventure films, in which many of the characters 
commit acts of violence to resolve interpersonal 
disagreements, affect the expectations of people 
from Egypt when they visit the United States? To 
what extent do media programs accurately reflect a 
culture and its members? With the ready availability 
of television programs, music, and movies from 
multiple cultures, what are the consequences to 
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specific cultures that these different ways of behaving and living have? Ai; George A. 
Barnett (lnd Meihua Lee have suggested: 

Throughollt the world, many cultures depend heavily on imporled television programs, 
primarily from the United States, Western Europe, or Japan. M06t are entertainmmt and 
spons programs. Si nce the early 1980's, along with Ihe emergence of a genuinely global 
commercial media market, the newly dt'Veloping global media system has been domi
n:tted by three or four dozen La rge, transnational corporations, with fewer than ]0 mostly 
U.S.-based conglomerates towering over the global market. 17 

So what are people learning from these pervasive media messages? Ln a comprehensive 
study of U.S. prime-time television shows, James w. Chesebro concludes that the 
messages are clear and consistent: the values portrayed include individuality and 
authority. IB 

Marine major J. O. ~Mac- MxGiIlis on Major Dad, Jack. Taylor of The Family Man, 
Murphy Brown, Nash Bridges, Commander Harmon ~H3fm~ Rabb, Jr. on Jag, and 
Ifitective John Munch and Lieutmant AI Giardello on Homicide: Life on the Str«rs, all are 
individuals. but they also wield authority. authority directed toward a liberal end. For the 
last twenty-five years on Americ:Jn teJ.evision, such leader-centered figures have accounted 
for 35 percent of all primetime tt levision series. .. 

The vast majority of [U.S.] primetime television entertainment-some 70 percent 
of all se ries-has promoted the same two values-individuality and allthor ity--<iuring 
the last twenty-five years. The repetit ion of these same values from season to season 
and from series to se ries-part icularly when placed in the elegantly produced settings 
and as enacted by actors and actresses who have already captured the public's imagina
tion-is likely to leave its influence, if not ovenly change the attitudes, bdiefs, and 
actions of viewers. 19 

Thus, media-generated stereotypes, and tedJ.nology in general, have important oonsequences 
for the processes and outcomes ofintercultural oommunication. 

Biology The inherited characteristics that cultural members share are the result of 
biology, as people with a common ancestry have similar genetic compositions. These 
hereditary differences often arise as an adaptation to environmental forces, and they are 
evident in the biological attribute.> often referred to as race. Depending on how findy you 
wish to make distinctions, there are anywhere from three to hundreds of human races. 
Biologists are quick to point out, however, that there is far more genetic diversity within 
each race than there is among raCes. as humans have had both the mean s and the motives 
to mate with others across the entire spectrum of human genetic differences. This makes 
race an arbitrary but sometimes useful term.20 

Although it is unden.iable tbat genetic variations among humans exist, it is equally 
clear that biology cannot explain all or even most of the differences among cultures. For 
example, the evidence from studies that have been conducted in the United States on 
differences in intelligence suggests that most of the variation in intelligence quotieDt (IQ) 
scores is unrelated to cultural differences. Studies of interracial adoption, for instance, 
reveal that educational and economic advantages, along with the prebirth intrauterine 
environment, are the critical factors in determining children's IQ scores.21 The 
data therefore suggest that, although hereditary differences certainly exist, most of the 
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distinctions among human groups result from cultural learning or environmental causes 
rather than from genetic or biological forces. As Michael Winkelman suggests, "biology 
provides the basis for acquiring capacities, while culture provides those specific skills as 
related to specific tasks and behaviors."22 

Readily observable biological differences among groups of people have been amply 
documented, particularly for external features such as body shape, skin color, and other 
physical attributes. Thcsc visible differences among culturcs are often uscd to define 
racial boundaries, although they can be affected by climate and other external constraints 
and are therefore not reliable measures of racial makeup. Better indicants of genetic 
group distinctions, according to scientists who study their origins and changes, are the in
herited single-gene characteristics such as differences in blood types, earwax, and the 
prevalence of wisdom teeth. Type B blood, for instance, is common among Asian and 
African races, whereas Rh-negative blood is relatively common among Europeans but 
rare among other races; Africans and Europeans have soft, sticky ear wax, whereas 
Japanese and many Native American groups have dry, crumbly earwax; and many Asians 
lack the third molars, or wisdom teeth, whereas about 15 percent of Europeans and 
almost all West Africans have them.23 Of course, racial distinctions such as these are not 
what is intended by those who differentiate among individuals based on their physical or 
"racial" characteristics. 

A complicating factor in making racial distinctions is that virtually all human popu
lations have the same genetic origins. One theory about human biological differences 
holds that all humans descended from common ancestors who lived in northeast Africa, 
just south of what is now the Red Sea, more than 100,000 years ago. 24 By 50,000 years ago, 
they were living in various tribes and spoke a common language. Migrations of small 
groups of these ancestral humans began and continued incrementally in a slow expan
sion by successive generations, through the Middle East, India, Asia, Europe, and across 
Ice Age land-bridges to Australia, the Americas, and the rest of the world.25 

In 1950 the United Nations declared that race was not a biological term, and scholars 
have generally agreed that there is no scientific basis for roce. 26 However, research on the 
study of human genomes (the hereditary information in one's DNA) has reintroduced 
the notion that race may be biologically based. These studies have been propelled by 
pharmaceutical companies that want to target race-based health differences and by crime 
scene investigators who want to narrow their search for suspects.27 Luigi Cavalli-Sforza 

Then a foreign concept to the Middle East, the nation-state is still an idea with which the entire 

region struggles. Many Kurds have never really accepted the West's Imposed borders, which in 
some places severed tribes and even families in half. "A thousand sighs, a thousand tears, a thou
sand revolts, a thousand hopes; goes an old Kurdish poem about the Kurds' determination to be 
masters of their own lands.. 

---Chr15flane Bird 
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agrees that clustering individuals based on biological similarities may be helpful for many 
types of medical investigations. but he argues that basing those groupings on current no
tions of race are no t very u.sefuJ.28 Dismissing the "one-per-co ntinent" view of common 
conceptions of race, Cavalli-Sforza offers the follow ing illustration: 

The remarkable diffe rern:es in genetic pathologies found among Ashkenazim and 
Sephardim (Jews of northern-European and Mediterranean origin) populations indicate 
that genetic clusters of individuals of medical interest may have 10 be small to be really 
useful; even a rdatively small group like Jews has to hf split intosubdusters for medical 
genetics research. If the size of these groups should hf an ex<lmple of the size of useful 
genetic dusters from a medical poinl of view. then one would need on lhe order of a 
thousand genetic dusters for the whole species. N 

Such a shift in viewpoint would eliminate, from a biological perspective, the need for 
racial groupings and would instead encourage alignment by human genome variability.30 

The lack of a substantial biological basis for racial distinctions does not mean that 
race is unimportant. Rather, race should be understood as a social, political, and personal 
term that is used to refer to those who are believed by themselves or by others to consti
tute a group of people who share common physical attributes.31 

Racial differences are often used politically to define those features that are used 
to include some individuals in a particular group while excluding others. Thus race 
can form the basis for prejudicial communication that can be a major obstacle 
to competen t intercultural communi cati on. Categorization of people by race in the 
United States, for example. has been the source of systematic discrimination and 
oppression of many people of color. Consequently, race-based distinctions have left a 
substantial legacy of harmful social and politi cal consequences. As Audrey Smedley 
and Brian D. Smedley aptly sUfgest about this legacy, "' race as biology is fi ction, racism 
as a socilll problem is rea!."3 We will explo re the impact o f racism more fully in 
Chapter 6. 

In stitutional Net works Institutional networks are the formal orga nizations in 
societies that struct ure activities for large numbers of people. These include 
governmen t. education, religion, work. professional associations. and even social 
organizations. With the new media that have recently become available, institutional 
networks can be created and sustained more readily th rough the power provided by 
information technologies. 

The impo rtance of government as an organizing force is acknowledged by the 
emphasis placed in secondary schools on the different types o f government systems 
around the globe. Because their form of government influences how people think about 
the world, this institutional network plays an important role in shaping cwture. 

The importance of institutional networks is also illustrated by the variability in the 
ways that people have devdoped to display spirituality, practice religion, and confront 
their common mortality. Indeed, religious practices are probably as old as humankind. 
Even 50,000 years ago, Neanderthal tribes in western Asia buried their dead with food, 
weapons, and fire charcoal, which were to be used in the next life. 

Religion is an important institutional network that binds people to one another 
anu help:; to maintain (;Wtural oolHls. Howl::vt:T. l ilt: manner ill whkh various 
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• Buddhists PIiIY together at • temple. The practke of ll'Iigion provides important imititu
tlooal netwofks In most cullum.. 

religions organize and connect people differs widely. In countries that practice 
Christianity or Judaism, people who are deeply involved in the practice of a religion 
usually belo ng to a church or synagogue. The congregation is the primary means of 
affiliation, and religious services are attended at the same place each time. As people 
become more involved in religious practices, they meet others and join organizations 
in the congregatio n, such as men's and women's dubs, Bible study, youth organiza
tions, and Sunday school. Through the institutional netwo rk of the church o r 
synagogue, religious beliefs connect people to one another and reinforce the ideas that 
initially led them to join . 

Religious organizations in non-Christian cultures are defined very differently, and 
the ways they organize and connect people to one another are also very different. In 
India, for example, Hindu temples are seemingly everywhere. Some are very small and 
simple, whereas others are grand and elaborate. The idea of a stable congregation 
holding regularly scheduled services, as is done in the religious practices of 
Christianity and Judaism, is unknown. People may develop a level of comfort and 
affiliation with a particular temple, but they don't "join the congregation" and attend 
prayer meetings. They simply worship in whatever temple and at whatever time they 
deem appropria te. 

Inte rpersonal Commu nication Patterns The face-Io-face verbal and nonverbal 
coding systems that cultures develop to convey meanjngs and intentions are called 
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Being a good host, being a good guest, proving OI'"1e's generosity, a nd putting kinship above all
these are the central preoccupations of an Afghan. And I think I know where the values come from. 
Before technology, In our hard, dry la nd, we lived on the edge. We didn't have the lUXUry of consider
ing each individual as a sovereign state and every social relationship as voluntary. We couldn't think 
In terms o f leveling the playing field and giving everyone a n equal chance In the competition of all 
against all--a fundamental premise of democracy In a modern Western state. Uvlng like that could 
have killed us. 

Instead, we developed a culture that said, No one Is ever on their own. Everyone belongs to 
a big group. The prosperity and survival of the group comes first. And no, everyone is not equal. 
Some are patrlachs, and some are poor relations; that's life. But generosity Is the value that makes 
It all work. 

-Tom/mAn~oy 

interpersonal (ommullkatioll patterns . These patterns include links among parents, 
siblings, peers, teachers, relatives, neighbors, employers, authority figures, and other 
social contacts. 

Differences in interpersonal communication patterns both cause and result from 
rult ural differences. Verbal communication systems, or languages, give each culture a com
mon set of categories and distinctions with which to organize perceptions. These common 
categories are used to sort objects and ideas and to gi\""e meaning to shared experiences. 
Nonverbal communication systems provide information about the meanings associated 
with the use of space, time, touch, and gestures. They help to define the bowxlaries between 
members and nonmembers of a culture. 

Interpersonal communication patterns are also important in maintaining the 
structure of a culture because they are the means through which a culture transmits its 
beliefs and practices from one generation to another. Th e primary agents for conveying 
these basic tenets are usually parents, but the entire network of interpersonal relation
ships provides unrelenting messages about the preferred ways of thinking, feeling, 
perceiving, and acting in relation to problems with which the culture must cope. For 
instance, when a major storm causes death and the destruction of valuable property, 
the e!l.-planations given can shape the future of the culture. An explanation that says 
"God is punishing the people because they have disobeyed" shapes a different perception 
of the relationship among humans, nature, and spirituality than an explanation that 
says " Disasters such as this one happen because of tornadoes and storms that are 
unrelated to human actions." 

Cultures organize and assign a level of importance to their interpersonal communi
cation patterns in various ways, and the leve] of importance assigned in turn influences 
other aspects of the culture. Ideas concerning such basic interpersonal relationships as 
family and friend often differ because of unique cultural expectations about the obliga
liolls am.] privilt:go Ihal should lx: grdlllt:d 10 a parlicular lIt:twork of pt:uplt:. III lilt: 
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United States, for instanc~, college students consider it appropriate to live hundreds of 
miles from home if doing so will allow them to pursue the best education. Many 
Mexican colleg~ students, how~ver, ha\'e refused similar educational opportunities be
cause, in Mexico, one's family relationships are often more important than individual 
achievement. In th~ Republic of Korea, family members are so closely tied to one an
other in a hierarchy based on age and gender that the oldest male relative often has the 
final say on such important matters as where to attend school, what profession ttl pur
sue, and whom to marry. 

Because an understanding of cultural differences in interpersonal communication 
patterns is so crucial to becoming intercuituraDy competent, it is a central feature of this 
book. Sub5l!quent chapters will focus specifically on the importance of interpersonal 
communication patte rns and will consider more general issues about the nature of inter
personal commun ication among cultuus. 

The Interrelatedness of Cultural Forces 

Ahhtlugh we have discussed the forces that influence the creation and develop
ment of cultural pallerns as if each opera ted independently of all the others, we 
do wish to emphasize that they are all interrelated. Each force affects and is af
fected by all of the others. Each works in co njunction with the others by pushing 
and pu.lling on the members ofa culture to create a series of constraints that alte r 
the cultural patterns. 

As an example of the interrelationship among these powerful forces, co nsider the 
cffects of population, religion, resource availability, and li fe expectancy on the formation 
of certain cultural values and practices in Ireland and India during the late nineteenth 
century.}} In Ireland, the population was large relative to the available food , and severe 
food shorta~ wer~ co mmon. Therefore, there was a pressing need to reduce the size of 
the population. B«au~ the Irish were predominantly Catholic, artificial methods of 
birth control were unacc~ptabl e. Given the negath"e cultural value associated with birth 
control and the problems of overpopulation and lack of food, a cultural practice evolved 
that wome n did not mDrry before the age of about thirty. The population was reduced, 
of course, by the delay in marriages. India , at about that same time, also had harsh eco
nomic conditions, but the average life expectancy was about twenty-eight years, and 
nearly half of the children died before age fiye. Given that reality, a cultural value evolved 
that the preferred age ftlr an IndiDn woman to marry was around twelve o r thirtetn. 
That way, all childbearing years were available for procreation, thus increasing the 
chances for the survival of the culture. 

Cultural adaptations and acrommodations, however extreme, are nrely made con
sciously. Rather, cultures anempt to adjust to their unique configuration of forces by 
altering the shared and often unquestioned cultural assumptions that guide their thoughts 
and actions. Thus, changes in a culture's institutions or traditions cause its members to 
alter their behaviors in some important wa)'5. These alterations, in turn, fOSl er additional 
adjustments to the institutions or traditions in a conti nual process of adaptation and 
acrommtldation. 

Jared Diamond has suggested that it is the interrelat.ionship of these cultural forces 
that explains the European conquest of the Americas. l4 Why, Diamond asks, were 
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western Europeans able to conquer the indigenous cultures that were living in the 
Americas, ratber than the other way around? Why didn' t the native cultures of North 
and South America conquer Europe? Why, in other words, did the European cultures 
become disproport.ionately powerful? In a thorough and well-reasoned argument, 
Diamond concludes very convincingly that th e answers to his questions are unrelated 
to any biological differences that might have existed; cultural differences in intellect, 
initiative, ingenuity, and cognitive adaptability have been minor, and the variability of 
these mental attributes within each culture has been so much greater than their varia
tions across cultures. Rather, the explanation for who-conquered-whom begins with 
two important environmental or ecological advantages that western Europeans had 
over the native peoples of the Americas, which lead to institutional, technological, and 
biological advantages. 

The first ecological advantage of the Europeans was the availability of a large number 
of wild species that had the potential to be domesticated. The variety of these domesti
cated plants and large animals provided food, transportation, mechanical power, carrying 
ability, and military advantages. By happenstance, an enormous range of possibilities for 
domestication was available to the Europeans but not to the cultures Living in the 
Americas. Both massive varieties of plants (grains, fruits, vegetables) and the ready avail
ability of many types of large animals (sheep, goats, cows, pigs, and horses) provided the 
Europeans with many opportunities (or domestication that their counterparts in the 
Americas simply did not have. 

The second ecological adva nt age of the Europeans was the shape and topography 
of Europe. Unlike the Americas, Europe has an east-west axis. Axis orientation affects 
the likelihood that domesticated crops will be able to spread, since locales that arc cast 
and west of each other, and therefore at about the same latitude, share the same day 
length and its seasonable variations. Seeds that are genetically programmed to germi
nate and grow in specific climatic conditions will likely be able to produce food to the 
east or the west of their initial locations, but typically they will not grow if planted fa r 
to the north or south. 

These ecological advantages led to the production and storage of large quantities of 
food, which in turn encouraged the growth of larger communities. This is so because an 
acre of land can feed more herders and farmers-often, up to a hundred times more
than it can hunter-gatherers. Domesticated plants and animals provided not just food but 
also the raw materials for making many other useful items: clothing, blankets. tools, 
weapons, machinery, and much more. 

As populations grew, so too did two additional forces: an increased complexity 
in the i.nstitutional networks, and biological changes in the form of resistance to 
infectious diseases. First, large population densities must pay much more attention to 
issues of social control. Rulers, bureaucracies, complex political units, hierarchical 
organizational structures, and the concentration of wealth are all required to accomplish 
large public projects and to sustain armies for defense and conquest. Domestication 
of plants and animals also meant that some people who were not needed for food 
production could become the specialists who managed the bureaucracies or who 
developed and manufactured useful products. 

Second, there is a powerful biological relationship among population density, the 
availability of domesticated animals, and the spread of infectious diseases. Most of the 
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-

major epidemics.-smallpox, tuberculosis, malaria, plague, measles, influenza, cholera, 
typhus, diphtheria, mwnps, pertussis, yellow fever, syphilis, gonorrhea, AIDS, and many 
more--originally jumped to humans from diseases that were ca rried by animals. 
Epidemics end when those who are available to be infected either die or become 
immune. Because many generations of Europeans had been exposed to the infectious 
diseases that initially came from their domesticated animals, they were able to survive 
the epidemics that they subsequently spread to the Americas (inadvertently or other
wise) with devastating consequences. (The number of native peoples in the Americas, 
estimated at about 20 million when Columbus arrived, was down to about 1 million two 
centuries later.) In sum, Diamond asserts, 

Plant and animal domestication meant much more food and hence much denser 
human populations. The resulting food surpluses, and (in some areas) the animal-based 
means of transporting those surpluses, were a prerequisite for the development of 
settled, politically centralized, socially stratified, economically complex, technologically 
innovative societies. Hence the availability of domestic plants and animals ultimately 
explains why empires, literacy, and steel weapons developed earliest in Eurasia and 
later, or not at all, on other continents. The military uses of horses and camels, and the 
killing-power of animal derived germs, complete the list of major links between food 
production and conquest.15 

Intercultural Communication 

A simple way to define the term iutereuilllmi eommu niearioll is to usc the definition of 
cOlllnlzmicatiOlt that was provided in the previous chapter and insert the phrase "from dif
ferent cultures." This addition would yield the following definition: 

/rztercuitzlml colmlllmication is a symbolic, in terpretive, trmlstldion<ll, wlltextzml process in 
which prople from differmt cltlru res creme shaml memrillgs. 

This definition, although accurate, is difficult to apply. In the following examples, we 
describe several situations and ask you to analyze them with this definition in mind. Our 
intention in the discussion that follows is to give you a more sophisticated understanding 
of the tefm iutereuil1l ral co"mumica l ioll by exploring more fully the meaning of the 
phraseupeople from different cul tures." 

Examples of Intercultural Interactions 
Read the description of each interaction and think carefully about the questions that follow. 
Decide whether you think the communication between the people involved is or is not inter
cultural. Our anSW"ers to these questions are provided in the subsequent discussion. 

Example 1 

Dele is from Nigeria, and Anibal is from Argentina. Both you.ng men com
pleted se(;ondary education in their own countries and then came to the 
United States to study. They studied at the same university, lived in the same 
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dormitory their first year on campus, and chose agriculture as their major. 
Eventually, they became roommates, participated in many of the same activi
ties for international students, and had many classes together. After completing 
their bachelor's degrees, they enrolled in the same graduate program. After 
four more years in the United States, each returned to his home country and 
took a position in the country's Agricultural Ministry. In emails, phone calls, 
and the nccasional visit with each other, hoth comment on the difficulties that 
they are experiencing in working with farmers and the larger agribusiness 
interests within their own country. 

Questions for Example 1 

• When they first begin their studies in the United States, is the communication 
between Dele and Anibal intercultural communication? 

• When they complete their studies in the United States, is the communication 
between Dele and Anibal intercultural communication? 

• After they return to their home countries, is the communication between 
each man and the agricultural business managers with whom they work in
tercultural communication? 

hamplel 

Janet grew up in a small town of about 3,500 people in western Massachusetts. 
She is surrounded by her immediate family, many other relatives, and lots of 
friends. Her parents grew up in this same town, but Janet is determined to have 
experiences away from her family and away from the small portion of New 
England that has formed the boundaries of her existence. Despite parental 
concerns, Janet goes to one of Colorado's major public universities, and she 
begins her life in the West. Janet is at first excited and thrilled to be living in 
Colorado, but within a very short period of time, she begins to feel very 
isolated. She is assigned to live in a coeducational dormitory, and she finds it 
disconcerting to be meeting male students as she walks down the hallway in 
her bathrobe. Although her fellow students seem friendly, her overtures for 
coffee or movies or even studying together are usually met with a smile and a 
statement that " It would be great, but .... " The superficial friendliness of most 
of the people she meets starts to annoy her, and Janet becomes bad-tempered 
and irritable. 

Questions for Example 2 

• Is the culture of Massachusetts sufficiently different from that of Colorado 
to characterize Janet's communication with her fellow students as inter
cultural? 

• Would Janet have had the same kinds of feelings and reactions if she had moved 
into a coeducational dormitory at a public university in Massachusetts? 
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Examplr 3 

Even though Hamid's parents immigrated to the United States from Iran 
(Persia) before he was born, they speak Persian at home and expect Hamid to 
behave according to Persian family values and norms. Because Hamid is the 
eldest child, his parents have additional expectations for him. Hamid loves his 
parents very mw;;h, but he finds their expectations difficult to fulfill. He thinks 
he speaks respectfully to his mother and father when he tells them that he is 
going out with friends rather than staying for a celebration to which his 
extended family has been invited, but his parents tell him that he is being dis
respectful. The family reaches a major crisis when Hamid announces that he is 
going to go to a college that has a good studio arts program, rather than pursue 
the business degree that his parents want him to earn in preparation for taking 
over the family business. 

Ouestion for Example 3 

• Is Hamid's communication with his parents intercultural, either because 
Hamid is very U.S. American and his parents are Persian or because parents 
and children have different cultures? 

Exampl!4 

Jane Martin works for a U.S. company that has a major branch in South 
Korea. Although Jane is fairly young, her boss has asked her to travel to Seoul 
to teach her Korean counterparts a new internal auditing system. Despite 
Jane's lack of linguistic skill in Korean (she speaks no Korean) and little expe
rience in another country (she has spent a week in London and a week in 
Paris on holiday), she is confident that she will be successful in teaching 
the Korean employees the new system. She has won high praise for her train
ing skills in the United States, and the company promises to provide her 
with a good interpreter. "After all," Jane thinks, "we're all part of the same 
company-we do the same kinds of work with the same kinds of corporate 
regulations and expectations. Besides, Koreans are probably familiar with U.S. 
Americans." 

Questions for Example4 

• Is Jane's communication with South Koreans intercultural, or does working 
for the same corporation mean that Jane and her South Korean counterparts 
share a common culture? 

• Is Jane's age and gender a factor in communication with her Korean 
counterparts? 

• Would you anSV-ler the previous questions any differently if Jane's company 
were sending her to the branch office in England rather than to the one in 
South Korea? 
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Example 5 

Jody has been fascinated with South Asian cultures since she was a child, when her 
family lived next door to one from India and her best friend was a girl named Priya. 
As Jody got o lder, she began to read about India. More importantly, she became 
«hooked" on movies from or about India. Because she lived in a large urban area, 
«SoUywood" films were regularly available. and she often went to a theater to see 
them. Jody has also rented many DVDs that are directed by and populated with 
people from India, and she has watched them carefully as well. Though many of 
these films are in Hindi or another Indian language that Jody doesn't speak, she is 
confident that she understands them. Jody is now a third-year student at her state 
university, and recently she was offered an opportunity to study in India fo r a 
semester. She is very excited about this chance to live with on Indian family and take 
classes at an Indian university. She is very familiar with Indian food, dress.,and films, 
and she really regards herself as very knowledgeable about and comfortable with 
Indian culture. lody believes that she will have no trouble adjUS(ing to life in India. 

Questions for Exampl@S 

• How accurate is Jody's assessment that she understands Indian culture from 
her reading and extensive exposure to Indian film s? 

• Can intercultural communication take place even when people do not share a 
common language? 

• Will Jody's communication with her Indian host family be less intercultural 
because of her fam~iaritywith Indian films? 

Example 6 

John has worked for the same oompany, based in Minneapolis, Minnesota, for 
the six yea rs since his graduatio n fro m college. A recent promotio n mea ns that 
John has to move to his company's branch office in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. John 
faces difficult ies almost immediately afte r beginning work in M~waukee. His 
boss has a much diffe rent management style than the o ne with which John is 
familiar. His new job responsib~ities require some knowledge and sophistication 
in a reas in wh ich John is not an expert. After several months on the job, John is 
feeling fairl y beleaguered and is beginning to lose oonfidence in his ab~ities. 

Question for Exampl@ 6 

• Is John's communication with his boss intercultural communication? 

Example 7 

When he was eight years old, Jorge's fam~y immigrated to Texas from Mexico. At 
first, Jorge did not know English, but, as he progressed through school, he graduaUy 
became a fluent English speaker. The language spoken at home, however, was always 
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Spanish. Jorge felt proud to have a family that celebrated its Me1cican cultural her· 
itage; his parents had made great sacrifices to move to the United States, but their 
hopes for a better life for their children motivated them to immigrate. Jorge was an 
excellent student in college, ultimately receh1.'d an MBA, and landed a challenging 
job in a well-known company. One day Jorge learned that his company was going to 
expand its operations to Chile and, because Jorge was one of the few Spanish 
speaking managers in the company. he was going to be sent to Chile to manage the 
business there. His bosses presumed that because Jorge knows Spanish, he will be 
the ideal person for this important work. Jorge. on the other hand, is nervous and 
tries to explain that, while knowing the Spanish language is important, the culture 
in Chile is a very different from that of Mexico. Even the spoken and written forms 
of Spanish are quite different in the two cultures. 

Questions for Example 7 

• Is Jorge correct that Mexican and Chilean cultures are sufficienlly different to 
make his communication with Chileans intercultural? 

• How important is it to know how to speak a language in intercultural 
communication? 

Each of these examples represents a likely communication event in today's world. It is 
very probable that two people from different oountries will spend an extended period of time 
in a third country, as Dele and Anlbal have. It is also very likely thai these two people will, 
over time, form relat ionships that create a shared set of experiences. Moving from one part of 
a country to another is a commonplace occurrence. whether the goal is to attend a university, 
as Janet did, o r toadvance professionally, as John did. Immigration of people from one coun
try to another also occurs frequently, producing communication problems typical of those 
experienced by U.S.-born-and-raised Hamid with his Persian-born-and-identified parents. 
The significance of the global marketplace means that work often takes people to countries 
around the world. as companies like Jane's and Jorge's become increasingly multinational. 
With the advent of modern communication technologies, many more people will be able to 
select television programs, films, music. radio shows, and computerized messages that are 
arranged in verbal and nonverbal codes different from their own. Jody's experience with 
the Indian films will be repeatable almost everywhere. But are these e.\1lmples. all o f which 
involve communication, also examples of intercultural communication? Do any of them 
d early " Of involve interculturol communicat ion? In the nexl sections, we attempt to provide 
answers to these questions. 

Similarities and Differences between Communicators 
By applying the definition of interculturol communication given at the beginning of the 
chapter, it would be relativdy simple to categorize each example. You would go through the 
examples and make a bipolar dlOice-either yes or no-based on whether the people in the 
examples were from different cul tures. Thus, you would probably decide that the communi
cation between Anlbal and Dele was intercultural when they arrived in the United States. It 
would be much more difficult to judge their communication after they completed their 
studies. Perhaps you would decide that their communication with people from their own 
country following their return home was not intercultural, or perhaps you would say that it 
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was. Similarly. you might be convinced that Colorado is indeed a different culture from 
Massachusetts, or you might argue vehemently that it is nol. Most likely you would decide 
that Jane's oommunication with her Korean counterparts was intercultural.ewn though they 
undoubtedly did share some oommon expectations about work pernrmance because the 
same company employed them. Had her company decided to send Jane to England instead 
of to Korea, her communication with her English coworkers would ha\le been similarly inter
ruhural. Yet you might feel a bit uncomfortable, as we are, with the idea of putting 
U.S.-Korean communication into the same category as U.S.- English communication. 
Similarly, Jorge has language skills and some cultural knowledge, which makes him a better 
moice for the Otilean assignment than his European American colleagues who speak only 
English and know little about the cultures in Latin America, but his communication in Otile 
will certainly be more challenged than it would be if his assignment had been to Mexico City. 

The difficulties encountered in a simple yes-or-no decision lead us to suggest an 
alternative way of thinking about intercultural communication. What is missing is an 
answer to three quest ions thai emerge from the preceding examples.: 

I . What differences among groups of people constjtute cultunl differences? 
2. How extensive are those differences? 
3. How does extended communication change the effects of cultural differences? 

This last question suggests the possibility that initially one's interactions could be 
very intercultural, but subsequent communication events could make the rehllionship fa r 
less intercultural. 

To demonstrate the importance of these questions, we would like you to take the 
examples presented earlier and arrange them in order from most intercultural to least 
intercuitural.)ti Use a continuum like the one shown in Figure 2.1. 

,",ost l.ut 
int.t'tulwr,1 ;nt,Kulwril 

fIGURE 1.1 A continuum of intllrculturillness. 

Thus, you will be identifying the degree of intercuhuralness in each inte.raction and, 
in effect, you will be creating an "interculturalocss" scale. It should even be possible to 
make distinctions among th~ communication situations that are placed in the middle, 
with some closer and some farther from the most intercultural end. When you place the 
examples on a continuum, they might look something like Figure 2.2. 

We susl>CCt that the continuum you have created is very similar to ours. 'Nhere we 
might disagree is on how we ordered the examples placed near the middle. 

The next important issue for understanding the definition of intercultural communi
cation concerns the characteristics present in the enoounters. What is it about the people, 
the communication, the situation, o r some oombination of those factors that increases the 
likelihood that the communication will be intercultural? 

What varies and changes across the examples is the degree of similarity or the amount of 
difference between the interact ants. For instance, Anibal (from Argentina) and Dele (from 
Nigeria) are very different ...men they first come to study in the United States. Each speaks 
English but as a second language to Spanish aOO Yoruba, respectively; their facil ity with 
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Most 
intercultura l 

AniJland 
Dele when 
first In the 

United states 
Jane In 

Korea 
Jane In 

Englllnd 

Anib~l and 
Dele eight 
years later 

FIGURE 2.2 A continuum of interculturalness, with examples. 

Hamid 

l eut 
inten:llltllral 

Joh, 

English is initially weak, and they are uncomfortable with it. In addition, their values, social 
customs, gestures, perceptions of attractiveness, and expectations about personal space and 
how friendships are established differ.lnitially,Anibai and Dele are culturnlly very different, or 
heterogeneous, and their communication should certainly be placed near the "most intercul
tural" end of the continuum. However, after eight years in the United States, having studied 
the same academic subjects, shared many of the same friends, and participated in many 
common experiences, their communication with each other does not have the same degree of 
interculturalness as it did initially. Certainly, each still retains part o f his own cultural heritage 
and point of view, but the two men have also created an important set of common tmder

srnndings between themselves that is not grounded in their respective cultural frameworks. 
Janet, in contrast, was placed near the " least intercultural" end of the continuum be

cause of the degree of similarity, or homogene ity, she shares with Coloradans. They speak 
the same language, and their values, gestures, social perceptions, and expectations about re
lationships are all similar. Certainly, Coloradans use slang and jargon with which Janet is 
not familiar, but they speak, read, and study in English. And certainly, Colorad::ans, particu
larly urban Coloradans, seem to place importance on different things than Janet does. She 
also thinks it unusual and a bit uncomfortable to be sharing a living space with men she 
does not even know. Nevertheless, the magnitlKle of these differences is relatively smalL 

11lere are learned differences among groups of people that are associated with their 
culture, such as cultural patterns, verbal and nonverbal axles, relationship rules and roles, 
and social percept ions. When such important differences are rei::atively large, they le::ad to 
dissimilar interpretations about the meanings of the messages that are created, and they 
therefore indicate lhat people are from different cultures. Thus, 

People tlrt from different CIIltum whenel'er tM degree of differenct betwnn them it tuf/i
ciemly large and important that it creates dis$imilar interpretations and expectations about 
what art regardtd as competeat communication behaviors. 

Definition of Intercultural Communication 

Previous definitions have described the central terms communication and culture. By 
combining the meanings of these terms with the ideas suggested in our discussion about 
the degrees of difference that can occur among people from dissimilar cultures, we offer 
the following defini t ion of intercultural communication: 

Intercultural communiwtion occurs when large and important cultuml differences create 
dissimilar interpretations and expectations about how ro communicate competently. 
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My parents didn't want their daughter to be Korean, but they don't want her fully American, either. Chil
dren of Immigrants are .vlng parado>Oes.. We are the first generation and the last Weare In this country 
for its oJ)lX)rtunities, yet filial duty binds us.. When my parents boarded the plane, they knew they were 
embarking on a rough trip. I don't think they Imagined the rocks In the path of their daughter. 

-Clllolne~g 

The degree to which individuals differ is the degree to wh ich there is intercultural
ness in a given instance of communicat ion. Sit uat ions in which the individuals are very 
different fro m one another are most intercultural, whereas those in which the individuals 
are very sim ilar to one another are least intercultural. 

Intercultural Communication and Related Terms 

The reJationship between culture and communication is important to many disciplines. 
Consequently, many terms have been used to describe the various ways in which the study of 
culture and communication intersect: cross-cultural communication, international communi
mtiOII, iltlracultllral col/mtunicatiol~ interethllic collllmmimNoII, and interracial commullim
rion. The differences among these terms can be a mfusing, so we would like to relate them to 
the focus of study in this book.l7 

Intracultura l Communicat ion The term intercultural, used to describe one end point 
of the continuum, denotes the presence of at least two individuals who are culturally 
different from each other on such important attributes as their value orientations. 
preferred conlmunicatioo codes, role expectations. and perceived rules of social 
relationsh ips. We would now like to relabel the "least intercultural" end o f the continuum, 
which is used to refer to communication between culturally similar individuals, as 
intracultural. John's communication wi th his new boss in Milwaukee is intracultural. 
Janet's communication with her fellow students in Colorado is more intracultural than 
intercultural. Both imercultuml and intmcultuml are comparative terms. That is, each 
refers to differences in the magnitude and importance of expectations that people have 
about what constitutes competent communication behaviors. 

Inte re thnic and Inte rracia l Communication Just as race and ethllic group are terms 
commonly used to refer to cultures. imerer"n;c and interracial commullimrioll are two labels 
commonly used as substitutes for intercultuml communicatioll. Usually, these terms are used 
to explain differences in communication between members of racial and ethnic groups woo 
are all members of the same nation-state. For example. communication between African 
Americans and European Americans is often referred to as interracial communicat ion. 1be 
large numbers of people of Latino origin who work and live with people of European ancestry 
produce communication characterized as interethnic. Sometimes the terms are also used to 
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• Intercultural communication occurs wlten large and important cultural differences cre
atl' di»imilar Interpretations and expectations about how to communicate competently. 

refer to communication between people from various ethnic or racial groups who are not 
part of the same nation but live in specific geographic areas. Although it may be useful in 
some circumstances to use the terms interethnic and illtermcia~ we believe these types of 
communication are most usefully categorized as subsets of intercultural communication. 

Both ethnicity and race oontribute to the perceived effects of cultural differences on 
communication, which moves that communication toward the «most intercultural" end of 
the continllllm. We will therefore rely on the hmader term of intercultural cmnmunicat1nn 
when discussing, explaining, and offering suggestions for increasing your degree of oompe
tence in interactions that involve people from other races and ethnic groups. In Chapter 6, 
however, when considering particular cultural biases, we will give special attention to the 
painful and negative consequences of racism. 

Cross-Cultural Communication The term cross-cultural is typically used to refer to 
the study of a particular idea or concept within many cultures. The goal of sllch 
investigations is to conduct a series of intracultural analyses in order to compare one 
culture with another on the attributes of interest. For example, someone interested in 
studying the marriage rituals in many cultures would be considered a cross-cultural 
researcher. Scholars who study self-disclosure patterns, child-rearing practices, or 
educational methods as they exist in many different cultures are doing cross-cultural 
comparisons. Whereas intercultural communication involves interactions among 
people from different cultures, cross-cultural commu nication involves a comparison of 
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You're genera~ but you're also s.peclfk::. A citizen and a person, and the person you are Is like nobody 
else on the planet Nobody has the exact memory that you have. What is now known Is not all that 
you are capable of knowing. YOl! are your own stories and therefore free to Imagine and experience 
what It means to be human without wealth. What it feels like to be human without domination over 
others, without reckless arrogance, without fear of others unlike you, without rotating, rehearsing 
and reinventing the hatreds you learned In the sandbox. And ahhough you don't have complete 
control CNet the narrative (no author does, I can tell you), you could nevertheless c~ate It. 

- TonIMotrnon 

interactions among people from the same culture to those from another culture. 
Although cross-cultural comparisons are very useful for understanding cultural 
differences, our principle interest is in usjng these cross-cultural comparisons to 
u.nderstand intercultural rommunication competence. 

International Communication International communication refers to interactions 
among people from different nations. Scholars who compare and analyze nations' media 
usage also use this term. Certainly, communication among people from djfferent 
countries is likely to be intercultural communication, but that is not always true, as 
illustrated by the example of Anibal and Ikle after eight years together in the United 
States. As we suggested with the terms interracial and interethnic communicmiotJ, we 
prefer to focus on i/lterc"ltural communicatioll. 

Summary 

Our goal in this ch.1pter has been to provide an 
underst:lnding of some of the key concepts undfrly
ing thf study of intercultural oompetfnce. We began 
with a discussion of the roncept of culture. From the 
many available approaches to defining culture, we se
lected one that emphasizes the dose rel.:lIionship be
twfen culture and communication. We defined 
culture as a learned set of shared interpretations 
about beliefs, values, norms, and social practices, 
which affect the behaviors of a relatively large group 
of people. We emphasized that people are not born 
with a culture but learn it through their interactions 
with others. Our definition locatoo culrore in the 
minds of people, and in the shared ideas that can be 
understood by their effects on behavior. We distin
guished between culrorf and other groups to which 
pwple belong by suggesting that culture occurs only 

when beliefs, values, norms, and social practices af
fect largf groups of poopk Wf nfxt made some im
portant distindions among terms such as culture, Ilt!
tion, f(lCC, ffhnic group, and Slli7C111wre. 

We also explored some of the reasons that cul
lUres differ. The shared experiences remembered by 
cultural members, or a culture's history, were consid
ered first. In the United States, for instance, the lesson 
of the country's historical experiences affects U.s. 
Americans' views of their government's relationships 
with other colUltries. Thf ways in which a cuhure's 
WliqUf ecology profolUldty alters the coUective actions 
of its people were then illustrated. Next, we discussed 
the biological or genetic forces affecting cultures. 
Genetic variations among people are only a smaU 
source of cultural differences. We also explained the 
role of the formal organizatioru; of a culture, the insti· 
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tUlional llt'tworks such as government, religion, work 
organizations, and other socia! organizations. These 
institutional networks organize groups of individuals 

and provide the regulations by which the culture func
tions as a collective. The undisputed effects of technol
ogron a culture were explored next. Technological dif
fe~nce5 promote vast change5 in the Way5 cultures 
choose to function. Finally, interpersonal conununica
lion patterns, the means by which cultural patterns are 
transmitted from one generation to another, were con

sidered. These intt'rpersonai communication patterns 
include the links a culture emphasizes among parents, 
siblings, peers, teachers, relatives, neighbors, authority 

figures, and other social contacts. The reciprocal rela
tionship among these forces suggests the inevitability 

For Discussion 

1. \\'hat differences are there between the view that 
"people are born into a culture" versus the opin
ion that "one becomes a member of a culture 
through a proc"", ofleaminl(? 

2. In the United States, how are the terms nation, 
race, culrure, and co-culwre used inaccuratel),? 

3. How do you think the ever-present cell phone, as a 
mooiwn to communicate with others, is changing 

For Further Reading 
William B. Gudykunst, Theorizing aboUT Interculwml 

Communimrion (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2(05). 
A lucid and insightful guide to theories and 
theorizing about intercultural communication 
phenomena. 

Myron W. Lustig and Jolene Koester (eill. ), AlrlongUS: 
Bsays on identity, Belonging, and Interculh'ml 
Competence, 2nd ed. (Boston: Allyn & Bacon, 
20(6). This collection includes many csooys, 
written in the first person, that document the 
emotions and experiences of people living in a 
multicultural world. 

Joseph Shaules, Deep CulfUre: The Hidden Challenges 
of Global Living (Buffalo: Multilingual Matters, 
2(07). A comprehensive discussion about how 
people can undt'rstand, adjust to, and IiV<' in 
other cultures. 

and constancy of accommodations and changes that 
characterize all cultures. 

The chapter concludes with a discussion of a 
topic that is central to this book: intercultural com
munication. We began with several examples, which 
were followed by an exploration of issues related to 
similarities and differences among communicators 
that produce intercultural oommlUlication. Finally, 
after providing our definition of intercultural com
munication, we differentiated between that term and 
related terms, including intracultural, interethnic, 

interracial, cross-culrural, and international communi
cation. In Olapter 3, we consider an additional concept 
that is the focal point of this book- intercultural 
communication competence. 

interpersonal relationships within the cultures of 
the United States? 

4. What is implied by the statement that Krace as 
biology i~ fiction, raci,m a, a ,o.:ial problem 
is real"? Do you agree or disagree with this 
statement? 

5. \\'hat links are there between interculturul com
mlUlication and interpersonal conlfillUlication! 

Ronald Takaki (ed. ), Debating Dil-ersiry: Clashing 
Pmpt'Ctimon Raa'llnd Eth'lidty in Amema, 3m ed. 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2002). FMays 
in this volwne look at the differences and similari
ties in the experiences of various racial and ethnic 
groups that make up the Kpattem~ of race and 
ethnicity in the United States. 

Nicholas Wade, Before the Dawn: Recovering the Lost 
History of Our At"cstQrl' (New York: P"nguin, 
2006). A Rgood I"e".Jd" that describes the history, 
biology, and language development of the ea rli
est humans. 

For additional information about intercultural films 
and about Web sites for researching specific cultures, 
please turn to the Resources section at the back of 
this book. 
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\\!hen does communication become intercultural communication? \\!hat distinguishes 
intercultural communication from communication that is not intercultural? \\!hat does it 
mean to be a competent intercultural communicator? In Chapters 1 and 2, we defined the 
terms comrmmicarum, culture, nnd intercultural corrmnmicarum. In this chapter, we first 
discuss the multicultural nature of the United States, where intercultural competence is 

" 



53 PART ONE CommunicalionandlnterculluralCompelence 

essential. Then we focus our attention on the components and characteristics of intercul
tural communication competence. Our purpose is to establish boundaries and common 
understandings about this central idea. 

~?:' The United States as an Intercultural Community 

A set of complicated issues underlies our discussion in Chapter I about the imperatives for in
tercultural communication. Stated most simply, these issues focus on what it means to be an 
American and on decisions about how to refer to the various cultural groups that reside within 
the borders of the United States. In the following sections, we first examine the implications of 
four metaphors that have been used to describe U.S. cultural diversity. Next, we analyze the 
question of what to call someone from the United States. Finally, we describe the difficult 
choices we faced in selecting labels to refer to the domestic cultures within the United States. 

When I was a kid, I didn't know my father had an accent. I knew that he had come to America from 
Baghdad before I was born, that he was an Arab, that he had grown up speaking Arabic before he 
learned English. But to me, he was as American as my American mother. The fact that my father was 
from another country was an interesting novelty to me, but it was part of some distant past that had 
nothing to do with our lives. 

I learned that my father had an accent when I was in my early teens. A friend of mine mentioned 
It, and I told him he was crazy. I told my mother about this and she said, "Of course your father has an 
accent, don't you hear it r It was after this that I listened closely to my father speak, and for the first 
time heard his accent. 

What I knew of my father was that he was a gooo dad. He played catch with me in the backyard 
after he got home from work. He took us fishing. He loved sports. He also loved literature, and occasion
ally he read the Koran in Arabic. He sang Arab songs in the shower. He loved to cook. He loved his family. 

My father, Ismail Mohamad al-Samarrai, came to this country in 19S3 at the age of 24 to study 
physical education. He had been a teacher in his country. He came with a suitcase, a suit,"a tooth
brush, and $60." He also came with a scholarship. He met my mother in Springfield, Mass., where he 
went to college. She was charmed by his accent. He was "such a gentleman,"she said. 

In photos of his early years here, he is slim and a bit handsome. He had dark, alert eyes. black 
hair, a happy appearance. His nickname was ·Smiles.· He adopted the name ·AI." 

·1 came to America with an open mind; he said. "Almost as soon as I arrived, I felt like I was born 
here. I liked the people, the food, the movies, the freedom. I could dance with a girt; 

He did miss his culture. He said he particularly missed sitting in coffeehouses reading and dis
cussing Arab literature. He had wanted to be a writer, and had written some articles and short stories 
for newspapers and magazines in Iraq. A few of these pieces were read on the BBC. But he and other 
writers could not write freely there. 

"You could not say honestly what you wanted to say,· he said. "1 thought I would write once I got 
to America. But I didn't." 

(continued) 
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He was a typical young "radlcal" ln Iraq. He protested against the government, a monarchy
dictatorship that predated Saddam Hussein. He once saw a polke officer shoot a protester. The angry 
crowd reacted by mauling the cop. Dad spent brief periods In jail and was once whipped by police. 

'When I left Iraq, I knew in the back of my mind I would not go back; he said. Before long, he 
moved to Miami because he couldn't tolera te the cold New England winter. My mother, who to him 
at the time was just someone he'd dated, "followed" him down, he said. 

, didn't follow him," Mother said "I thought Miami was the most beautiful place In the world: 
They married, had me, and my father lost his scholarship and dropped out of college so he 

could work. They had two more children. My father never went back to college or to Iraq. He spent 
his Ufe working at jObs he didn't care for. 

But his children earned college degrees. 
They raised us as Christians, In my mother's religiOn. Dad played an active role In this, attending 

church with us. He even served as an usher. 
"Why didn't you raise us as Musllms?"1 asked him much later. 
, wanted you to fit In with yourown people; he said. "You are Americans: 
I was 6 when my fa ther became an American citizen. I remember h im pulling Into our driveway 

with a big smile Ofl his face, waving a little American flag. "I'm an American now; he said. 
I looked at him closely. "You stili look the same." I said, apparently d ismayed that some visual 

transformation had not occurred. 
I can only guess at the adjustments my father must have made during his life here as he became 

fluent In English and accepted a new culture and a new life. 
· What are your I once asked him. "An Arab, an American, or an Arab-American?" 
, would not put a hyphen in a description of me; he said. "1 am an American with an Arab her

Itage. 1 am proudofand fond of my culture. Sut If I must have a hyphen;-hechuckled- "then lam 
an Amerkan-Amerkan." 

Metaphors of U.S. Cultural Diversity 
Many cultural groups live within the borders of the United States. When people talk 
about the blend of u.s. cultural groups, their ideas are often condensed into a few key 
words or phrases. These summary images, caUed metapho rs, imply both descriptions of 
what is and, less obviously, prescriptions of what should be. Although we will have much 
more to say in subsequent chapters about the effects of language and labeling on the 
intercultural communication process, we would like to focus now on four metaphors that 
have been used to describe the cultural mix within the United States: a melting pot, a set 
of tributaries, a tapestry, and a garden salad. 

The Melting Pot Metaphor Perhaps the oldest metaphor for describing multiple cultures 
in the United States is the melting pot.' America, acoording to this image, is like a huge 
crucible, a container that can withstand extremely high temperatures and can therefOre be 
used to melt, mix, and ultimately fuse together metals or other substances. This image was the 
dominant way to represent the ideal blending of cultural groups at a time when the hardened 
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steel that was forged in the great blast furnaces of Pittsburgh helped to make the United States 
into an industrial power. According to this view, immigrants from many cultures came to the 
United States to work, live, mix, and blend together into one great assimilated culture that is 
stronger and better than the llllique individual cultures of which it is composed. 

Dynamic as the melting pot metaphor has been in the United States, it has never 
been an accurate description. The tendency for diverse cultures to melt together and 
assimilate their unique heritages into a single cultural entity has never really existed. 
Rather, the many cultural groups within the United States have continuously adapted to 
one another as they accommodated and perhaps adopted some of the practices and pref
erences of other groups while maintaining their own unique and distinctive heritages. 

The Tributaries Metaphor A currently popular metaphor for describing the mix of 
cultures in the United States is that of tributaries or tributary streams. America, according to 
this image, is like a huge cultural watershed, providing numerous paths in which the many 
tributaJY cultures can flow. The tributaries maintain their unique identities as they surge 
toward their common destination. This view is useful and compelling. Unlike the melting 
pot metaphor, which implies that all cultures in the United States ought to be blended to 
overcome their individual weaknesses, the tributary image seems to suggest that it is 
acceptable and desirable for cultural groups to maintain their unique identities. Hov.'ever, 

• Intercultural communkatiOil occurs when there are significantdifferenct'S among the 
communicators. What do you suppose are the consequences of th6e differences for 
the people> mown here? 



(HArTER 1 Intercultural Communication Competence 61 

when the metaphor of tributaries is examined closely, there are objections to some of its 
implications. 

Tributary st reams are small, secondary creeks that ultimately flow into a common 
stream, where they combine to fornt a major river. Our diffic ulty with this notion rests in 
the hidden assumption that the cultural groups will ultimately and inevitably blend to
gether into a single, common current. Indeed, there are fa r fewer examples of cultures 
that have totally assimihlled into mainst ream U.S. culture than there are instances of 
cultures thllt have remained unique. Further, the idea of tributaries blending together to 
form one main stream suggests that the tributaries are somehow subordinate to or less 
important than the mighty ri\-er into which they How. 

The Tapestry Metaphor A tapestry is a decorative cloth made up of many strands of 
thread. The threads are woven together into an artistic design that may be pleasing to 
some but not to others. Each thread is akin to a person, and groups of similar threads 
are analogous to a culture. Of course, the types of threads differ in many ways; their 
thickness, smoothness, color, texture, and strength may vary. The threads can range 
from gossamer strands to inch-thi ck yarn, from soft silk to coarse burlap, from pastel 
hues to fluorescent radiance, and from fragile spider webs to steel cables. The weaving 
process itself ca n vary from one locat ion to another within the overall tapestry. Here, a 
wide swatch of a single type of thread may be used; there, many threads might be 
interwoven with many others, so no single thread is distinguished; and elsewhere, the 
threads may have been grouped together into small but distinguishable clumps. 

Although the metaphor of a tlpestry has much to commend it, the image is nol flmvless. 
After all, a tapestry is rather static and unchangeable. One does not typically unSl ring a bolt 
of cloth, for instance, only to reassemble the threads elsewhere in a different configuration. 
Cultum! groups in the United States are more fluid than the tapestry metaphor might imply; 
migrations, immigrations, and mortality patterns all alter the culturnllandscape. Despite its 
limitations, however, we fin d this metaphor preferable to the prevM;)US~. 

The Garden Salad Metaphor Like a garden salad made up of many distinct ingre
dients that are being tossed continuously, some see the United States as made up of 
a complex array of distinct cultures that are blended into a unique, and one hopes 
tasteful, mixtu re. Substitute one ingredient for another, or even change how much of 
each ingredient is present, and the ent ire flavo r of the salad may be changed. Mix the 
salad differently and the look and fee l will also differ. A salad contains a blend of 
ingredients, and it provides a unique combination of tints, textures, and tastes that tempt 
the palate. 

like the other metaphors, the garden salad is not without its flaws. In contrast to the 
tapestry image, which implies that the United Slates is too fixed and unchanging, a garden 
salad suggests an absence of firmness and stability. A typical garden salad has no fixed 
arrangement; it is always in a stat,: of flux. Cultural groups in the United States, however, 
are not always moving, mixing, and mingling with the speed and alacrity that the 
metaphor would suggest. Nevertheless, we recommend th.is metaphor, and that of the ta
pestry, as the two images that are likely to be most useful in characterizing the diversity of 
cultural groups in the United States. In addit ion, we encourage you to invent your own 
metaphors. 
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What Do You Call Someone from the United States of America? 
Many people who live in the United States of America prefer to call themselves American. 
However, people from Brazil, Argentina, Guatemala, Mexico, and many other Central and 
South American countries also consider themselves American, as they are all part of the 
continents known collectively as the Americas. Indeed, people from these countries 
consider the choice of American for those from the United States to be imperialistic and 
insulting. They resent the implication that they are less central or less important. 

An alternative choice for a name, which is frequently selected by those who are trying 
to be more sensitive to cultural differences, is North Ameriam. Nordl Americatl is the 
English translation of the Spanish label that is commonly used by people from many 
Central and South American countries to refer to people from the United States, and the 
name is widely regarded as far less insulting and imperialistic. However, this label still has 
the potential for creating friction and causing misunderstanding. North Amerirotl refers to 
an entire continent, and people from Mexico and Canada are, strictly speaking, also North 
Americans. Indeed, conversations with Canadians and Mexicans have confirmed for us 
that North Ameriron is not the ideal term. 

One possibility that is often overlooked is to refer to people from the United States as 
United Statians or United Staters. These labels have the obvious advantage of being unam
biguous, as they specifically identify people from a single country. Realistically, however, 
these are not labels that citizens of the United States would regard as comfortable and 
appropriate, and we agree that they are artificial and unlikely to be widely used. 

"Why are you so interested in Brighton Beach? " 
I have a friend there. His name is Misha and he's Russian," I said with admiration. "Just Russianr my 

mother asked from inside the cabinet under the kitchen sink. "What do you mean,just Russian?" She 
stood up and turned to me. "Nothing:she said, looking at me with the expression she sometimes gets 

when she's just thought of something amazingly fascinating. "It's just that you, for example, are one
quarter Russian, one-quarter Hungarian, one-quarter Polish, and one-quarter German." I didn't say 

anything. She opened a drawer, then closed it. "Actually:she said, "you could say you're three-quarters 
Polish and one-quarter Hungarian, since Bubbe's parents were from Poland before they moved to 

Nuremberg, and Grandma Sasha's town was originally in Belarus, orWhite Russia, before it became part 
of Poland." She opened another cabinet stuffed with plastic bags and started rooting around in it. 
I turned to go. · Now that I'm thinking about it: 3he said, "13uppo5e you could also say you're three

quarters Polish and one-quarter Czech, because the town Zeyde came from was in Hungary before 
1918, and in Czechoslavakia after, although the Hungarians continued to consider themselves Hungar

ian, and briefly even became Hungarian again during the Second WorldWar. Of course, you could al

ways just say you're half Polish, one-quarter Hungarian, and one-quarter English, since Grandpa Simon 
left Poland and moved to London when he was nine.· 

-Nicole Kraull 
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Our preference is the label U.S. Americans. This referent retains the word American 
but narrows its scope to refer only to those from the United States. The term retains the 
advantages of a name that is specific enough to be accurate, yet it does not resort to a 
form of address that people would be unlikely to use and would regard as odd. 

Cultural Groups in the United States 

It is also important to select terms that adequately and sensitively identify the variety of 
cultural groups that make up the U.S. citizenry. As the population of the United States 
becomes increasingly more varied culturally, it is extremely urgent that we find ways to 
refer to these cultures with terms that accurately express their differences but avoid nega
tive connotations and evaluations. 

Some of the terms used in the past have negative associations, and we, as authors, 
have struggled to find more appropriate alternatives. For example, earlier writings 
about intercultural communication often referred to the culture associated with white 
U.S. Americans as either the "dominant" culture or the "majority" culture. The term 
dominant usually suggested the economic and political power of white U.S. America, 
referring to the control of important sources of institutional and economic power. 
The term often conveyed a negative meaning to members of other cultural groups, as 
it suggested that white u.s. Am~ricans were somehow better or superior. It also im
plied that people from nondominant cultures were somehow subordinate or inferior 
to the dominant group. As more and more cultural groups have gained political and 
economic power in the United States, dominallt no longer accurately reflects the cur
rent reality. 

An alternative label for white U.S. Americans was majority cuitllre. This term was 
intended to reflect a numerical statement that the majority of U.S. Americans are 
from a particular cultural group. Majority was often coupled with the term minority, 
which also had negative connotations for many members of other cultural groups: it 
suggested to some people that they were not regarded as important or significant as 
members of the majority. In addition, as previously suggested, nonwhite cultural 
groups now make up a sufficient proportion of the total population, so white U.S. 
Americans no longer constitute an absolute majority in many places. Thus, we pre
fer to avoid such emotionally charged words as majority, minority, dominatlt, 
nondominant, and subordinate when we discuss the cultural groups residing in the 
United States. 

We have also elected not to use the term white or Caucasian in all subsequent discus
sions about a specific cultural group of U.S. Americans. White and Caucasian refer to a 
particular race. As suggested in Chapter 2, a racial category does not necessarily identify 
and distinguish a particular culture. Although many members of this group prefer to use 
the term whitc, 2 we think it is less useful in this book on intercultllral communication to 
refer to a cultural group in the United States by a term that denotes race. Consequently, 
because their common cultural heritage is predominantly European, we have chosen to 
describe white U.S. cultural members as European Americans. 

Many black Americans prefer to be identified by a term that distinguishes them by 
their common cultural characteristics rather than by their racial attributes. African 
American recognizes the effects oftraditional African cultural patterns on U.S. Americans 
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of African heritage, and it acknowledges that African American cultural patterns are 
distinct from those of European Americans. Because it denotes a cultural rather than a 
racial distinction, we will use the term African American in this book. 

Another set of terms is usually applied to those residents of the United States 
whose surname is Spanish. Hispanic, Chicano, Mexican American, and Latino are often 
used interchangeably, but the distinctions between the terms can be quite important.3 

Hispanic derives from the dominant influences of Spain and the Spanish language, but 
many shy away from this term because it tends to homogenize all groups of people 
who have Spanish surnames and who use the Spanish language. Chicano (or Chicana) 
refers to the "multiple-heritage experience of Mexicans in the United States" and 
speaks to a political and social consciousness of the Mexican American.4 Specific 
terms sllch as Mf'xican Americau or C:uhau Americall are preferred hy those who wish 
to acknowledge their cultural roots in a particular national heritage while simultane
ously emphasizing their pride in being U.S. Americans.5 Finally, Latino (or Latina ) is a 
cultural and linguistic term that includes "all groups in the Americas that share the 
Spanish language, culture, and traditions."6 As Earl Shorris notes, " Language defines 
the group, provides it with history and home; language should also determine its 
name_Latino."7 Because Latino and Latina suggest cultural distinctions, we will use 
them in this book. 

Terms routinely used to describe members of other cultural groups include Native 
Ameriron, Amb Ameriron, Asian Ameriron, and Padfic Islander. Each of these labels, as well as 
those previollsly described, obscures the rich variety of cultures that the single term repre
sents. For instance, many tribal nations can be included under the term Native American, and 
members of those groups prefer a specific reference to their culture (e.g., Chippewa, Sioux, 
Navajo, Choctaw, Cherokee, and Inuit). Similarly, Asian American is a global term that can 
refer to Japanese Americans, Chinese Americans, Mala}'liian Americans, Korean Americans, 
and people from many other cultures that geographically originated in the part of the world 
loosely referred to as Asia. Even European Ameriron obscures differences among those whose 
heritage may be English, French, Italian, or German. Our use of these overly broad terms is 
not meant to deny the importance of cultural distinctions but to allow for an economy of 
words. We will use the broader, more inclusive, and less precise terms when making a gener
alization that describes a commonality among these cultures. When using examples that are 
limited to a particular culture, we will use the more specific nomenclature. 

Increasingly, one meets children who really don't know how to say what they are. They simply are 
too many things. I met a young girl in San Diego at a convention of mixed-race children, among 
whom the common habit is to define one parent over the other-black over white, for example. 
But this girl said that her mother was Mexican and her father was African. The girl said "Blaxican." 
By reinventing language, she is reinventing America. 

--l?lchard Rodriguez 
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Notice that there are some inherent difficulties in our choices of cultural terms to 
refer to U.S. Americans. If precision were our only criterion, we would want to make 
many further distinctions. But we are also aware of the need for «anomy and the force 
of common usage. Although it is not our intent to advocate terms that ignore or harm 
particular cultural groups, we do prefer a vocabulary that is easily understood, com
mon ly used, and positively regarded. Please remember, however. th at the term preferred 
by specific individuals is an important reflection of the way they perceive themselves. 
Michael Hecht and Sidney Ribeau, for example, found differences in the expressed iden
tities of individ uals who defined themselves as "black" versus "black American."s 
Similarly, a "Chicana" defines herself differently from someone who labels herself a 
"Mexican American." 

Competence and Intercultural Communication 
Competent interpersonal communication is a worthy and often elusive goal. Interpersonal 
competence in inten::u1tural interactions is an even more difficult objective to ach~, because 
cultural differences create dissimilar meanings and expectations that require even greater levels 
of communication skill. W'! base our understanding of intercultural competence on the work 
of scholars who have studied communicative competence from a primarily intracultural per
specti\'t' and on the conclusions of other scholars who ha\'t'studied intercultural com~tence. 

The study of intercultural competence has been motivated primarily by practical 
concerns. Businesses, government agencies, and educational institutions want to select 
people for intercultural assignments who will be successful. Lack of intercultural compe
tence means failed business ventures, government pro}ects that have not achieved their 
objectives, and unsuccessful learn ing experiences for students. 

Intercultural Communication Competence 

Although there is still some disagreement among communication scholars about how 
best to conceptualize and measure comm unication competence, there is increasing agree
ment about certain of its fundamental characteristics.9 in our discussion, we draw heavily 
on the work of Brian Spitzberg and his colleagues. The following definition of communi
cation competence illustrates the key components of their approach: 

Competent communicalion is interaction Ihal is perceived as effective in fulfilling certain 
rewarding objectives in a way that is also appropriate to the context in which the inter.tc
tion occurs.lO 

This definition provides guidance for understanding communicative and inter
cultural competence in several ways. A key word is perceived because it means 
that competence is best determined by the people who are interacting with each other. 
In other words, communicative competence is a social judgment about how well a 
person interacts with others. That competence involves a social perception suggests 
that it will always be specific to the context and interpersonal relationship within 
whkh it u (;(;urs. Tllt:n:fun:, wht:n:as j uugments uf l:umpt:lellU: iUe ill!1ut:IIl:t:u b y ~II 
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. In this Oktob~rfest (ejfl,ration, German Americans 
cel~brate their cultural traditions. 

assessment of an individual's personal charac
teristics, they cannot be wholly determined by 
them, because competence involves an inter
action between people. 

Competent interpersonal communication 
results in behaviors that are regarded as appropri
ate. That is, the actions of the communicators fit 
the expectations and demands of the situation. 
Appropriate communication means that people 
use the symbols they are expected to use in a given 
context. 

Competent interpersonal communication also 
results in behaviors that are effective in achieving 
desired personal outcomes. Satisfaction in a rela
tionship or the accomplishment of a specific task
related goal is an example of an outcome people 
might want to achieve through their communi
cation with others. 

Thus, communication competence is a social 
judgment that people make about others. The 
judgment depends on the context, the relationship 
between the interactants, the goals or objectives 
that the interactants want to achieve, and the 
specific verbal and nonverbal messages that are 
used to accomplish those goals. 

The Components of Intercultural Competence 
Our central concern in this book is improving your intercultural competence, and the ideas 
presented here are the key to doing so. In the remaining chapters, we will return to the con
cepts that follow to suggest ways to improve your ability. 

A word of caution is necessary before we begin, however. We cannot write a pre
scription guaranteed to ensure competence in intercultural communication. The 
complexity of human communication in general, and intercultural communication in 
particular, denies the possibility of a quick fix. There is not necessarily only one way to 
be competent in your intercultural interactions. Even within the context of a specific 
person and specific setting, there may be several paths to competent interaction. The 
goal here is to understand the many ways that a person can behave in an interculturally 
competent manner. 

The remaining portion of this chapter provides a description of the characteristics of 
people, what they bring to the intercultural communication situation, and the nature of the 
communication itself, all of which increase the possibility of competence in intercultural 
communication. Subsequent chapters build on this discussion by offering guidelines for 
achieving competence. The summary of previous research suggests that competent 
intercultural communication is contextual; it produces behaviors that are both appropriate 
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and effective; and it requires sufficient knowledge, suitable motivations. and skilled actions. 
let's examine each of these components. 

Context Intercultural competence is contextual. An impression or judgment that a 
person is interculturaUy competent is made with respect to both a specific relational 
context and a particular situational context. Competence is not independent of the 
relationships and situations within which communication occurs. 

Thus. competence is not an individual attribute; rather, it is a characteristic of the 
association between individuals. tI lt is possible, therefore, for someo ne to be perceived as 
highly competent in one set of intercultural interactions and only moderately competent 
in another. For example, a Ca nad ia n woman living with a fami ly in India might establish 
competent relationships with the female family members but be unable to relate weU to 
the male members. 

Judgments of intercultural competence also depend on cultural expectations 
abo ut Ih e permitted behaviors Ihal character ize the settings or situations wi thin 
which people communicate. The settings help to define and limit the range of behav
iors that are regarded as acceptable. Consequently, the same set of behavio rs may 
be perceived as very competent in one cultural setting and much less competent in 
anothe r. As an obv io us example that co mpetence is situationaUy determined , con
sider what might happen when two people who co me fro m very different cultural 
backgrounds are involved in a close business relationship. Whereas one person might 
want to use highly personalized nicknames and touching behaviors in public, 
the other person might regard such visible displays as unwarranted and the refore 
incompetent. 

Many previo us attempts to describe intercultural competence have erroneously 
focused o n the traits or individual characteristics that make a perso n competent. 
Thus, in the past, individuals hIve been selected for particular intercultural assign
men ts based solely on such personality att ributes as autho ritarianism, empathy, self
esteem, and world-mindedness. Because intercultural competence is contextual, these 
trait approaches have been unsuccessful in identifying competent intercultu ral 
communicators. Although specific personality traits might allow a person to be 
more or less competent on particular occasions, there is no prescriptive set of charac
teristics that inevitably guarantees competence in aU intercultural relationships and 
situations. 

Appropriateness and Effectiveness Both interpersonal competence and intercultural 
competence require behaviors that are appropriate and effect ive. By appropriate we 
mean those behaviors that are regarded as proper and suitable given the expectations 
generated by a give n culture, the constraints of the specific situation, and the nature of 
the relationship between the interactants. By effective we mean those behaviors that lead 
to the achievement of desired outcomes. The following example illustrates this important 
distinction between appropriateness and effectiveness. 

Brian Holtz is a U.S. businessperson assigned by his company (0 manage its office in 
Thailand. Mr. Thani, a valued :w.istan( manager in the Bangkok office, has recently been 
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arriving late for work. Holtz has to decide whallo do about this problem. After carefully 
thinking about his options, he decides there are four possible strategies: 

I . Go privdteiy to Mr. Thani, ask him why he has been arriving late, and lell him 
that he needs to come 10 work on time. 

2. Ignore the problem. 
3. Publicly reprimand Mr. Thani the next time he is late. 
4. In a private discussion, suggest that he is seeking Mr. Thani's assistance 

in dealing with employees in the company who regularly arrive late for 
work, and solicit his suggestions about what should be done. 

Holtz's first strategy would be effective, as it would probably accomplish his objective 
of getting Mr. Thani to arrive at work more promptly. However, given the expectations of 
the Thai culture, which are that one person never directly criticizes another, such behavior 
would be very inappropriate. Conversely, Holtz's second strategy would be appropriate but 
not effective, as there would probably be no change in Mr. Thani's behavior. The third 
option would be neither appropriate nor effective because public humiliation might force 
Mr. Thani, a valuable employee, to resign. The fourth option, which is the best choice, is 
both appropriate and effective. By using an indirect means to communicate his concerns, 
Mr. Thani will be able to "save face" while Holtz accomplishes his strategic goals. 

Knowledge, Motivations, and Actions Intercultural competence requires sufficient 
knowledge. suitable motivations, and skilled actions. Each of these components alone is 
insufficient to achieve intercultural competence. 

Knowledge Knowledge refers to the cognitive information you need to have about the 
people, the context, and the norms of appropriateness that operate in a specific culture. 
Without such knowledge, it is unlikely that you will interpret correctly the meanings of 

Thefirst week I lived in Dhaka. Bangladesh I was not sure I could ever find life there normal. I moved to 
Bangladesh to teach in a private English-language university and, although comfortable in my office and 
apartment. I felt disoriented when I walked in the crowded streets. Before I left home I did not think of any 

of the difficulties of living in Dhaka because all of my friends and family did that for me. Noone wanted me 
to go because they were all worried that I would die of something -diarrhea, floods, arsenic poisoning. In 
order to convince them that I would be all right I focused entirely on the fXlsitives-my job, leaming 

Bengali, the people I would meet, and places I VoQuld visit. In my attempt to make Bangladesh seem 
desirable to those who did not want me to go, I had lost sight of the potential difficultiesoflife there. 

At first, everything intimidated me: I was afraid of riding in a rickshaw. I was stared at whenever 
I left my house. I didn't know if I could tolerate eating curry once or twice a day, let alone eating it 
with my hands. I was assaulted by beggars. I had an allergic reaction to the dust. 

- Kate BakJU5 
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• At an offic::iaI Cff~mony in New Zealand, then pr~idfnt Bill Clinton r«rivtos a hong/ from 
a Maori trbl eld~r, which Is alf.dillonal greeting In which the pilrtidpilnts press their 
noses together. lntM:~lIfal competence requires an understanding of the appropriate 
iIIIld effectiYl! communication beh.tviors that an! expected in a !liwn setting. 

other people's messages, nor will you be able to select behaviors that are appropriate and 
that allow you to achieve your objectives. Consequently, you will not be able to determine 
what the appropriate and effective behaviors are in a particular context. 

The kinds of knowledge that are important include culture-general and culture-specific 
information. Cultu~-genera l infonllalion provides insight.s into the intercultural commu
nication process abstractly and can therefore be a very powerful tool in making sense of 
cultural practices, regardless of the cultures involved. For example, the knowledge that cul
tures differ widely in their preferred patterns (or rules) of interaction should help to sensitize 
YOli to the need to be aware of these important differences. This book is an excellent example 
of a source for culture-general knowledge. Knowledge about interpersonal communication 
and the many ways in which culture influences the communication process is very useful in 
understanding actual intercultural inte ractions. 

Intercultural competence also depends on culture-sp« itic information, which is used 
to understand a particular culture. Such knowledge should include information about the 
forces that maintain the culture's uniqueness (see Chapter 2) and facts about the cultural 
patterns that predominate (see Chapters 4 and 5). The type of intercultural encounter 
will also suggest other kinds of culture-specific information that might be useful. Exchange 
students might want to seek Ollt information about the educational system in the host 
country. Businesspeople may need essential information about the cultural dynamics of 
doing business in a specific country or with people from their own country who are mem
bers of different cultural groups. Tourists would benefit from guidebooks that provide infor
lIl<lliun <lboul uhlainin!l.iooging, lrdllspurl<lliuII, food, shupping, <llId .:nl.:rtainrIlt:nl. 
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An additional-and crucial-form of culture-specific knowledge involves information 
about the specific customs that govern interpersonal communication in the culture. For 
example, before traveling to Southeast Asia, it would be very useful to know that many 
Southeast Asian cultures regard a display of the soles of the feet as very offensive. This small 
bit of information can be filed away for later recall when travelers visi t temples and attempt 
to remove their shoes. The imperative to learn about other cultures is equally strong for 
those cultures with which you interact on a daily basis. Culture-specific knowledge about 
the rules and customs of the multiple cultures that make up the cultural landscape of the 
United States is essential information if you are to be interculturally competent. 

Often overlooked is knowledge of one's own cultural system. Yet the ability to attain in
tercultural competence may be very dosely linked to this kind of knowledge. Knowledge 
about your own culture will help you to understand another culture. Fathi Yousef has even 
suggested that the bfst way to train businesspeople who must deal with cultural differences 
might be to teach them about the characteristics of their own culture rather than those of 
others. 12 The idea behind this admonition is that , if people are able to understand how and 
why they interpret events and experiences, it is more likely that they would be able to select 
alternative interpretations and behaviors that are more appropriate and effective when in
teracting in another culture. 

MotiVtltiotls Motivations include the overaU set of emotional associations that people 
have as they anticipate and actually communicate interculturally. As with knowledge, 
different aspects of the emotional terrain cont ribute to the achievement of intercultural 
competence. Human emotional reactions include both feelings and intentions. 

Feelings refer to the emotional or 3ffective stiles th3t you experience when communi
cating with someone from a different culture. Feelings are not thoughts, though people often 
confuse the two; rather, feelings are your emotional and ph)'5iological reactions to thoughts 
and experiences. Feelings of happiness, sadness, eagerness, anger, tension, surprise, confu
sion, relaxation, and joy are among the many emotions that can accompany the intercultural 
communication o-perience. Feelings involve your general sensitivity to other cultures and 
your attitudes toward the specific culture and individuals with whom you must interact. 
How would you characterize your general motivation toward other cultures? Axe you excited 
by the thought of talking with someone from a culture that is different from yours? Or are 
you anxious at the prospect? Do you think your culture is superior to other cultures? Are you 
even wming to entertain the ide3 that another culture's ways of doing various life activities 
might be as good as, or even better than, your culture's ways? Some people simply do not 
wanl to be confronted with things that differ from what they are used 10. The different sights, 
sounds, and smells of another culture are often enough to send them running back to the 
safety of a hotel room. Eagerness and a willingness to experience some uncertainty is a neces
sary part of your motivation to achieve intercultural competence. 

Intentions are what guide your choices in a particular intercultural interaction. Your 
intentions are the goals, plans, objectives, and desires that focus and direct your behavior. 
Intentions are often affected by the stereotypes you have of people from other cultures 
because stereotypes reduce the number of choices and interpretations you are willing to 
consider. For instance, if you begin an intercwtural interaction having already formed a 
negative judgment of the other person's culture, it wiU be very difficult for you to develop 
au;unllt: illlt:rpreialiulls uf tht: bt:haviun; Ihal you ubst:rve. inlt:nliuflS IU'oV""drJ Iht: spt:cifi(; 
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interaction partner also mllst be positive. If your intentions are positive, accurate, and 
reciprocated by the people with whom you are interacting, your intercultural competence 
will likely be enhanced. 

Actiolls Finally, actions refer to the actual performance of those behaviors that are 
regarded as appropriate and effective. Thus, YOLI can have the necessary information, 
be motivated by the appropriate feclings and intentions, and still lack the behavioral 
skills necessary to achieve competence. For example, students from other cultures 
who enroll in basic public speaking classes often have an excellent understanding of 
the theory of speech construction. In addition, they have a positive attitude toward 
learning U.S. speaking skills; they want to do well and are willing to work hard in 
preparation. Unfortunately, their speaking skills sometimes make it difficult for them 
to execute the delivery of a speech with the level of skill and precision that they 
would like. 13 

The other students call her "white girl ." 

Justine Steele is a senior at Independence High School in San Jose, a sprawling campus of 
4,054 students where 8 percent are Caucasian. 

"Look around;she says. There are Indians and Vietnamese, Mexicans and Filipinos. 
Here, a girl with blonde hair and blue eyes stands out. 
"During multicultural rallies, when there are Indian dancers and Chinese dancers, it's a little 

strange to not have something, or someone, representing me;says Justine, 17 .... 
It's a delicate situation, and Justine knows it. She's a minority on campus who's otherwise in the 

majority nationwide .. 

But her campus mirrors a demographic shift that is taking place in many parts of the United 
States. Census figures show that whites as the minority will soon be the reality in many regions of 
the country. So in discussions outside and inside the classroom, when the words "diversity" and 
"multiculturalism" are tossed around, there are those like Justine who wonder-either loudly or 

quietly-where they fit In. 
"That's the million dollar question. It's come up among people who think about a truly multicul

tural society and what that looks like;says Anthony Lising Antonio, associate professor of education 
at Stanford University .... 

"The fact is, we still don't understand what 'whiteness' is," says Antonio. 
"It's been such a norm that we haven't defined it, and I think white students might feel like 

they're in a cultural vacuum, whereas other folks- the Asians and the Latinos, for example- have 

something tangible to call their culture." ... 
Some white students assimilate, which in high school-speak translates to "acting black" or 

"acting Asian" or"acting Latino." 
Some, like Justine, consciously or uncomciously 5elf-segregate. 

- ...bseAnronioVargol 



12 PART ONE CommunicalionandlnterculluralCompelence 

~c== Basic Tools for Improving Intercultural Competence 

In the preceding section, we suggested that intercultural competence means using your 
knowledge, motivation, and skills to deal appropriately and effectively with cultural 
differences. We now offer two tools to assist you in becoming more interculturally 
competent. These tools can help you improve your interpersonal interactions and will 
facilitate the development of intercultural relationships. 

The BASICs of Intercultural Competence 

The Behavioral Assessment Scale for Intercultural Competence (BASIC), developed by 
Jolene Koester and Margaret Olebe,14 is based on work done originally by Brent Ruben 
and his colleagues. IS A very simple idea provides the key to understanding how to use 
these BASIC skills: what you actually do, rather than your internalized attitudes or your 
projections of what you might do, is what others use to determine whether you are inter
culturally competent. The BASIC skills are a tool for examining people's communication 
behaviors-yourself included-and in so doing provides a guide to the very basics of 
intercultural competence. 

Eight categories of communication behavior are described in the BASIC instrument, 
each of which contributes to the achievement of intercultural competence. As each of the 
categories is described, mentally assess your own ability to communicate. Do you display 
the behaviors necessary to achieve intercultural competence? From what you now know 
about intercultural communication, what kinds of changes might make your behavior 
more appropriate and effective? 

Before we describe each of the BASIC skills, we would like to emphasize that the BASIC 
descriptions of behaviors are culture-general. That is, most cultures use the types ofbehav
iors that are described to make judgments of competence about themselves and others. But 
within each culture there may be, and in all likelihood will be, different ways of exhibiting 
these behaviors. For example, actions that show respect for others, and the ability to main
tain conversations and manage communicative interactions, are necessary in all cultures for 
someone to be judged as competent. However, the way each culture teaches its members to 
exhibit these actions is culture-specific. Even among the various cultural groups that live in 
the United States, the rules for taking turns in a conversation vary widely. The eight types of 
communication behaviors are each discussed and are summarized in Figure 3.1. 

Display of Respect Although the need to display respect for others is a culture-general 
concept, within every culture there are specific ways to show respect and specific 
e~ .. pectations about those to whom respect should be shown. What constitutes respect in 
one culture, then, will not necessarily be so regarded in another culture. 

Respect is shown through both verbal and nonverbal symbols. Language that can be 
interpreted as expressing concern, interest, and an understanding of others will often 
convey respect, as will formality in language, including the use of titles, the absence of 
jargon, and an increased attention to politeness rituals. Nonverbal displays of respect 
include showing attentiveness through the position of the body, facial expressions, and 
the use of eye contact in prescribed ways. A tone of voice that conveys interest in the other 
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The ability to show respect and positive regard for 
another person 

The terms people use to explain themselves and the 
world around them 

The capacity to behave as though you understand the 
world a~ others do 

Skill in regulating conversations 

Behaviors that involve the initiation of ideas related to 
group problem-solving activities 

Behaviors associated with interpersonal harmony and 
mediation 

The ability to react to new and ambiguous situations 
with little visible discomfort 

The ability to respond to others in desc riptive, 
nonevaluative,and nonjudgmental ways 
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person is another vehicle hy which respect is shown. The action of displayine respect 
increases the likelihood of a judgment of competence. 

Orientation to Knowledge Orientation to knowledge refers to the terms people use 
to explain themselves and the world around them. A competent orientation to knowledge 
occurs when people's actions demonstrate that all experiences and interpretations are 
individual and personal rather than universally shared by others. 

Many actions exhibit people's orientation to knowledge, including the specific words 
that are used. Among European Americans, for instance, declarative statements that 
express personal attitudes or opinions as if they were facts and an absence of qualifiers or 
modifiers would show an ineffective orientation to knowledge: 

• "New Yorkers must be crazy to live in that city:' 
• "Parisians are rude and unfriendly." 
• "The custom of arranged marriages is barbaric." 
• "Every person wants to succeed-it's human nature." 

In contrast, a competent intercultural communicator acknowledges a personal orien
tation to knowledge, as illustrated in the following examples: 

• "I find New York a very difficult place to visit and would not want to live there:' 
• "Many uf lhe peuple I inleraUeu wilh when visilinll. Paris were nul frienuly or 

courteous to me." 
• "I would not want my parents to arrange my marriage for me." 
• "I want to succeed at what 1 do, and 1 think most people do:' 
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At least some of the time, all people have an orientation to knowledge that is not con
ducive to intercultural competence. In learning a culture, people develop beliefs about the 
"rightness" of a particular way of seeing events, behaviors, and people. It is actually very 
natural to think, and then to behave, as if your personal knowledge and experiences are 
universal. Intercultural competence, however, requires an ability to move beyond the per
spective of your cultural framework. 

Empathy Empathy is the ability of individuals to communicate an awareness of 
another person's thoughts, feelings, and experiences, and such individuals are regarded as 
more competent in intercultural interactions. Alternatively, those who lack empathy, and 
who therefore indicate little or no awareness of even the most obvious feelings and 
thouehts of others, will not he perceived as competent. Empathetic hehaviors include 
verbal statements that identify the experiences of others and nonverbal codes that are 
complementary to the moods and thoughts of others. 

It is necessary to make an important distinction here. Empathy does not mean 
"putting yourself in the shoes of another." It is both physically and psychologically 
impossible to do so. However, it is possible for people to be sufficiently interested 
and aware of others that they appear to be putting themselves in others' shoes. 
The skill we are describing here is the capacity to behave as if otle understands the 
world as others do. Of course, empathy is not just responding to the tears and 
smiles of others, which may, in fact, mean something very different than your 
cultural interpretations would suggest. Although empathy does involve responding to 
the emotional context of another person's experiences, tears and smiles are often 
poor indicators of emotional states. 

Interaction Management Some individuals are skilled at starting and ending interactions 
among participants and at taking turns and maintaining a discussion. These interaction 

I imagined what I might be doing in a few weeks'time back in San Francisco, among family and 
friends. It was a scene that held no surprises. Everything there was familiar, and although not 
predictable it was all within parameters I was comfortable with. I didn't have any complaints about 
my life in the States, really, but it lacked something I couldn't identify. Maybe it was that It was too 
comfortable. Haiti was anything but. My thoughts drifted to what it would be like to stay in Haiti 
longer, to actually identify myself as living there rather than just visiting for a finite period. I had just 
spent three tough months adjusting to a country I had barely known, learning a new language, 
adapting to the cultural differences and trying not to be swallowed in the political upheaval. 
Somehow I'd jumped the hurdles and was still standing. That was a good feeling, one I was proud 
of. It made me realize that I had skills and talent and even ambition and curiosity I hadn't explored, 
and I wanted more. 

---XQrh~ Kkme/ch 
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management skills are important because, through them, all participants in an interaction 
are able to speak and contribute appropriately. In contrast, dominating a conversation or 
being nonresponsive to the interaction is detrimental to competence. Continuing to engage 
people in colWersation long after they have begun to display signs of disinterest and boredom 
or ending conversations abruptly may also pose problems. Interaction management skills 
require knowing how to indicate turn taking both verbally and nOlWerbally. 

Task Role Behavior Because intercultural communication often takes place where 
individuals are focused on work-related purposes, appropriate task-related role behaviors are 
very important. Task role behaviors are those that contribute to the group's problem-solving 
activities--for example, initiating new ideas, requesting further information or facts, seeking 
clarification of group tasks, evaluating the suggestions of others, and keeping a group on task. 
The difficulty in this important category is the display of culturally appropriate behaviors. The 
key is to recognize the strong link to a culnlre's underlying patterns and to be willing to 
acknowledge that tasks are accomplished by cultures in multiple ways. Task behaviors are so 
intimately entwined with cultural expectations about activity and work that it is often difficult 
to respond appropriately to task e},:pectations that differ from one's own. What one culture 
defines as a social activity, another may define as a task. For example, socializing at a restaurant 
or a bar may be seen as a necessary prelude to conducting a business negotiation. Sometimes 
that socializing is expected to occur over many hours or days, which surprises and dismays 
many European Americans, who believe that "doing bLISiness" is separate from socializing. 

Relatio nal Ro le Be havior Relatio nal ro le beha\' iors concern efforts to build or 
maintain personal relationships with group members. These behaviors may include 

(TIllS item omitted from WebBook edition) 

• Learning about other cultur~ is a neceuary prerequisite to achieving inte rcultura l 
competence, 
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verbal and nonverbal messages that demonstrate support for others and that help to 
solidify feelings of participation. Examples of competent relational role behaviors include 
harmonizing and mediating conflicts between group members, encouraging 
participation from others, general displays of interest, and a willingness to compromise 
one's position for the sake of others. 

Tolerance for Ambiguity Tolerance for ambiguity concerns a person's responses to 
new, uncertain, and unpredictable intercultural encounters. Some people react to new 
situations with greater comfort than do others. Some are eJ..1:remely nervous, highly 
frustrated, or even hostile toward the new situations and those who may be present in 
them. Those who do not tolerate ambiguity well may respond to new and unpredictable 
situations with hostility, anger, shouting, sarcasm, withdrawal, or abruptness. 

Others view new situations as a challenge; they seem to do well whenever the unex
pected or unpredictable occurs, and they quickly adapt to the demands of changing envi
ronments. Competent intercultural communicators are able to cope with the nervousness 
and frustrations that accompany new or unclear situations, and they are able to adapt 
quickly to changing demands. 

Interaction Posture Interaction posture refers to the ability to respond to others in a 
way that is descriptive, nonevaluative, and nonjudgmental. Although the specific verbal 
and nonverbal messages that express judgments and evaluations can vary from culture to 
culture, the importance of selecting messages that do not convey evaluative judgments is 
paramount. Statements based on dear judgments of rights and wrongs indicate a closed 
or predetermined framework of attitudes, beliefs, and values, and they are used by the 
evaluative, and less competent, intercultural communicator. Nonevaluative and 
nonjudgmental actions are characterized by verbal and nonverbal messages based on 
descriptions rather than on interpretations or evaluations. 

Description, Interpretation, and Evaluation 

We have approached the study of intercultural competence by looking at the elements 
of culture that affect interpersonal communication. There is, however, a tool that 
allows people to control the meanings they attribute to the verbal and nonverbal 

-The legal system can force open doors and, sometimes, even k.nock. down walls. But It cannot build 
bridges. That job belongs to you and me .... We can run from each other, but we cannot escape each 
other. We will only attain freedom if we learn to appreciate what is different and muster the courage to 
discover what is fundamentally the same .... Take a chance, won't you? Knockdown the fences that 
divide. Tear apart the walls that imprison. Reach out; freedom lies just on the other side." 

- Thurgood Maf5hal! fa mer U.s. 5uprIDl(> Coorr jdstlce, M/y4. 1991. ar Independence HaN i1 Phlladeip/lla, whi!reMaf5ha11 receivfx1 

fhe PhRadetmla /fury Medd 
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symbols used by o th ers. The tool is based on the differences in how people th ink 
about, and then verbally speak about, the people with whom they interact and the 
events in which they participate. 

The interaction tool is called description, intuprdation, and eva luation 
(D-I-E). It starts with the assumption that, when most people process the information 
around them, they use a kind of mental shorthand. B«:ause people are ta ught what 
symbols mean, they are not very aware of the information they use to form their inter
pretations. In other words, when people see, hear, and in other ways receive informa
tion fro m the world around them, they gene rally form interpretations and evaluations 
of it without being aware of the specific sensory information they have perceived. For 
examp le, students and teachers alike often comment about the sterile, institutiona l 
character of many of the classrooms at universities. Rarely do these conversations 
detail the specific perceptual information on which that interpretation is based. Rarely 
does someone say, for instance, MThis roo m is about twenty by fo rty feet in size, the 
walls are painted a cream color, there is no artwork on the walls, it is lit by eight 
fluore scent bulbs, and the floors are cream-colored t iles with mult iple pieces of dirt." 
Yet when students and professors say that their classroom is "sterile, institutional 
looking, and unattractive," most people who have spent a great deal of time in such 
rooms have a fairly acc urate image o f the classroo m. Similarly, if a fr iend is walking 
toward you, you might say, " Hi! What's wrong? You look really tired and upseC That 
kind of comment is considered normal, hut if you sa id instead , " Hi ! Your shoulders 
are drooping, you' re not standing up straight , and you are walking much slower than 
usual," it would be considered strange. In both e:\:amples, the s tatements considered 
to be normal are really in terpretations and evaluation s of sensory in fo rmation the 
individual has processed. 

The skill we are introducing trains)Uu to distinguish among statements of description, 
interpretation, and evaluation. These statements can be made about all characteristics, 
events, persons, or objects. A statement of description details the specific perceptual cues 
and information a person has received, without judgments or interpretations-in other 
words, without being distorted by opinion. A statement of interpretation provides a ronjec
ture or hypothesis about what the perceptual information might mean. A statement of eval
uation indicates an emotional or affective judgment about the information. 

Often, the interpretations people make of perceptual information are very closely linked 
10 their personal evaluat ion of that information. Any descript ion can have many different in
terpretations, but because most people think in a mental shorthand, they are generally aware 
of only the interpretation that immediately comes to mind , which they use to explain the 
event. For example, teachers occasionally have students who arrive late to dass. A statement 
of description about a particular student engaging in this behavior might be as follows: 

• Kathryn arrived ten minutes after the start of the class. 
• Kathryn also arrived late each of the previous times the class has met. 

Statements of interpretation, which are designed to explain Kathryn's behavior, might in
dude some of the following: 

• Kathryn doesn' t care very mucb about this particular class. 
• Killhryn il> always lille fur e ver Ylhing. 
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Alternative communication began early, on our BeiJing-bound flight A stout Chinese man In a navy
blue suit was the last to board. He plopped down In the aisle seat next to my travel mate, Aaron, and 
threw his seat belt across his Lap. 

Neither Aaron nor I had yet learned how to SJ'f as much as"hella" ln Chinese. We caught the 
blue-suited man's attention and greeted him with a silent nod and smile. 

He turned away with a look of slight disgust, which we Interpreted as a message to cease efforts 
at socialization. We were discouraged by the hostility of this first encounter. but we were determined 
to Improve our pathetic capacity. 

We opened our China travel book and started in on the "Useful Phrases" section. As we practiced 
counting from 1 to 10 quietly, we were startled to hear the third resident of our row chime In to 
correct our pronunciation of the number 2, ("aarrr,"not "m j . 

We overeagerly corrected ourselves, thanked him generously, and went on counting, making It 
clear that constructive criticism was welcome. For the remainder of the flight, Mr. Wang leaned over 
our book and pointed out our mistakes. We shared a few Laughs. 

It did not matter that much of what Mr. Wang taught us was forgonen or misunderstood. What 
mattered was that his Image of us as happily Ignorant was dispelled, as was our Image of him as 
hostile. We communicated. 

• Kathryn has a job on the other s ide of campus and is scheduled to work until ten 
minutes before this class. The person who should relieve her has been late, thus 
not allowing Kathryn to leave to be on time fo r class. 

• Kathryn is new on campus this semester and is misinformed about the starting 
time for the class. 

For each interpretation, the evaluation can vary. If the interpretation is "Kathryn doesn't 
care very much about this class," different professors will have differing evaluations: 

• I am really offended by that attitude. 
• I like a student who chooses to be enthusiastic only about classes she really likes. 

The interpretation a person selects to explain something like Kathryn's behavior 
influences the evaluation that is made of that behavior. In people's everyday interactions., 
distinctions are rarely made among description, interpretation, and evaluation. 
Consequently, people deal with their interpretations and evaluations as if these were 
actually what they saw, heard, and experienced. 

The purpose of making descriptive statements when you are communicating inter
culturally is that they allow you to identify the sensory information that forms the basis 
of your interpretations and evaluations. Descriptive statements also allow you to 
consider alternative hypotheses or interpretations. Interpretations, although highly 
personal, are very much affected by underlying cultural patterns. Sometimes when you 
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engage in intercullUral co mmunication with specific persons or groups of people fo r an 
extended period of time. you will be able to test the various interpretations of behavior 
that you are considering. By testing the alternative interp retations, it is also possible 
to forestall the evaluations that can negatively affect your interactions. Consider the 
following situation, and notice how differences among description, interpretation, and 
evaluation affect John's intercultural competence: 

John Richardson has been sent by his U.S.-based insurance company to discuss, and 
possibly to sell, his comp~ny's products with an Argentinean company that has 
expressed g~at interest in them. His secretary has set up fou r appointments with key 
company officials. John arrives promptly at his first appointment, identifies himself to 
the receptionist , and is asked to be seated. Some thirty minutes later he is ushered inlO 
the office of the company official, who has one of his employees in the officl' with whom 
he is discussing another issue. John is brought into the office of his second appointment 
within a shorter period of time, but the conversation is constantly disrupted by 
telepoone calls and drop-in visits from others. At the end of the day, .Iohn is very 
disoouraged, he caUs the home office and says, MThis is a waste of time, these guys aren't 
interested in our products at all! I was left cooling my heels in their w.aiting rooms. They 
couldn't even give me their attention when I got in to see them. There were constant 
interruptions. I rea lly tried 10 control myself, bUI I've had it. I'm getling on a plane and 
coming back tomorrow.-

John would be better off if he approached this culturally puzzling behavior by sepa
rating his descriptions, inte rpretations. and evaluations. By doing so, he might choose 
very different act ions for himself. Descriptive statements might include the following: 

• My appointments slaried anywhere from fifteen to thi rty minutes later than the 
t ime I scheduled them. 

• The people with whom I had appointments also talked to other company employees 
when I was in their offices. 

• The people with whom I had appointments accepted teleph one caDs when I was 
in their offices. 

Interpretations o f this sensory information might include the following: 

• Company officials were not in terested in talking with me or in buying my com
pany's products. 

• Company officials had rescheduled my appointments for a different time, but they 
neglected to tell my secretary about the change. 

• In Argentina, attitudes toward time are very different from those in the United 
States; although appointments are scheduled for particular times, no one expects 
that people will be available at precisely that time. 

• In Argentina, it is an accepted norm of interaction between people who have 
appointments with each other to allow others to come into the room, either in 
person or by telephone. to ask their questions or to make their comments. 

These interpretations suggest very different evaluations of John's experiences. His 
frustration with the lack of punctuality and the lack of exclusive focus on him and his 
ideas may still be a problem even if he selects the correct cultural interpretation, which is 
that in Ar&entina, time is structured and valued very differently than it is in the United 
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(TItis item omitted from WebBook edition) 

• Contrast the difference between your own culture and the cu lture of those in this 
picture. Use the skills of Description,lnlerprl!lation, and Evaluation to understand this 
Algerian family eating their meal of bread and lentils. How diffkult would It be for you 
to communicate competently in thl5 scning? 

States. But by considering other interpretations, John's evaluations and his actions will be 
more functional, as he might say the following: 

• I don't like waiting around and not meeting according to the schedule I had set, 
but maybe I can still make this important sale. 

• Some of the people here are sure interesting and I am enjoying meeting so many 
more people than just the four with whom I had scheduled appointments. 

The tool of description, interpretation, and evaluation increases your choices for 
understanding, responding positively to, and behaving appropriately with people from 
different cultures. The simplicity of the tool makes it available in any set of circumstances 
and may allow the intercultural communicator to suspend judgment long enough to 
understand the symbols used by the culture involved. 

Summary 

The United States is an intercultuml community, and 
four metaphors--mehing pots, tributaries, tapestries, 
and garden ,alad>----wcre introdu.oed to de5<Ocibe it, 

diwrsity. We suggested that the term U.S. American 

should be used to characterize someone from the 

United States but noted that a variety of terms are 
used to refer to the nation's cultural groups. The goal 
j, to find wap to refer to cultural group' that rell""t 
their differences accurately while avoiding negative 

connotations and evaluations. 
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This chapter next focused on intercultural com
munication competence. We began by explaining 
intracultural communication competence, which was 
followed by an examination of intercultural compe

tt'nce. Three components of intercultural compe

tence were discussed, including the interpersonal 
and sitwtional contuts within which the communi

cation occurs; the degree of appropriateness and 

effectiveness in the intel"3ction; and the importance 
of knowledge, motivations, and ac tions. 

Two tools were provided to improve intercultural 

competence. The first is the cuiture-gent'ral Bt>havioral 
Assessment Solie for Intercultural Competenu 

(BASIC), which includes the ab ility to display respect,a 
rewgnition that knowlooge is personal rathl'l" than 

For Discussion 

I. What do you think about using the terms United 
Stmians, Unired Srarer$, North America1l,l. or U.s. 
Amerim1l,l to refer to people in the United 
States? What alternative phrases might accu
rately and sensitively be used to refer to people 
from the Uni ted 5l.1tes! 

2. What do we ~, and what do we gain, by using 
generallerms such as Asi/lll .... merican and Natrw 
American wht'n referring to cultural groups in the 
United States? 

3. What does it mean to say that communication 
competence is a social judgment that people 

For Further Reading 

Khaled Hosseini, The Kite R,lnnu (New York: 
Riverhead Books, 2003); Khaled Hossein~ A 
TlrollSfllld Splendid Slim (New York: Riverhead 
Books, 2(07) . A pair of novels that explore the 
Afghan and Afghan-American cultures. The 
novels offer insights into the experience ofiiving 
in a culture other than one's birth culture. 

Ikiik6 Uz.:i r, Martina Huber-Kriegler, Denise 
Lussier, Gabriela 5. Matai, and Christiane Ped: 
(eds.), Developing and A=ing Inlrn:ulhjm! 
Communicative Comperence;A Guide for I.anglwge 
Teachers and TWCMf Educators (Graz, Austria: 
Council of Europe, 20(7). A European perspective 

universal, an empathic sense about the experiences of 

others that results in behaviors appropriate to those 
experiences, the ability to manage interactions with 

others, skills in enacting appropriate task and relational 
role behaviors, the capacity to tokrate uncertainty 

without anxiety, and a nont'V:llu~tive posture tOWllro 

the beliefs and actions of others. Within each culture 
there will be culturally spocific ways of behaving that 

are used to demonstrute these competencies. The 
second tool is the ability to distinguish among the tech

niques of description, interpretation, and evaluation, 
This tool encourages communicators to describe the 

sensory infonnation they rereive and then to construct 

alternative evaluations about their perceptions by 
making correspondingly different interpretations. 

make about others? Would people from differ
ent cultures likely judge the same kinds of com
munication behaviors as competent! Why or 
whynoH 

4. Why is it impossible to "put yourself in someone 
else's shoes"~ 

5. What three BASIC skills would you argue are 
most important for developing intercultural 
communication cornpelence~ 

6. How would you describe your own interaction 
posture? 

that provides both the conceptual underpinnings 
and pr:a<:tical experiences for understanding inter_ 
cultural compttence. Also includes a CD-ROM 
with instructionally related activities. 

Stephen W. Littlt'john and Karen A. Foss, Throries of 
Human Communication, 9th ed. (Bt>lmont, CA: 
Thomson/Wadsworth, 2008). A comprehensive 
state-of-the-art summary for understanding 
various theories that pertain to intercultural 
communication. 

Myron W. Lustig and Jolene Koester (eds.),AmongU5: 
EsMlys on Idenrity, &Ionging, ami In temdtuml 
Competence, 2nd 00. (Boston: Allyn & Bacon, 
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2006). This coUoclion of ess:ays is wrillen in 
the first person and documents the emotions 
and experiencn of people living in a multicul. 
HIrai world. 

Sherwyn P. Morreale, Brian H. Spilzberg, and J. Kevin 
B~rge, Hummr Corrmrunicalio/!: Morivalion, 
Knowltdge, alld Skills, 2nd ed. (Belmont, CA; 
Wadsworth, 2007). A basic communication 
textbook th~t also provides an intel10ctual foun
dation for understanding interpersonal commu· 
nication competence. 

Samuel Roll and Marc Irwin, The Illvisib/e Border: 
Latino CII/fUre in America (Boston: Intercultural 
Press, 2008) . An example of a culture.specific 
investigation of one of the cultures comprising 

the United SI.lles. For tOOse intern ted in under
standing and bridging the cultural differenres 
between Latinos and other U.S. Americans. 

Brian H. Spitzberg and Gabrielle Chagnon, 
"Conceptualizing Intercultural Communication 
Competence,~ TIre Snge Haruibook of /rrrnnl/fUral 
CompelL'Ila, ed. Darla K. Deardorff (Thousand 
Oaks, CA: Sage, in pro=). An up-to-date swnmary 
of approachn to understanding intercultural 
oomnllmicaoon competence. 

For additional information about intercultural films 
and about Web sites for researching spe<:ific cultures, 
please turn to the Resources section at the back of 
this book. 
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If YOLI have had even limited contact with people from other cultures, you know 
that they differ in both obvious and subtle ways. An obvious cultural difference is in 
the food people eat, such as the ubiquitous hamburger, the U.S. offering to the 
world's palate. We identify pasta with italy, stuffed grape leaves with Greece 
and Turkey, sushi with Japan, curry with India and Southeast Asia, and kimchec 
with Korea. 

Another obvious difference between cultures is the clothing people wear. Walk 
down the streets near United Nations Plaza in New York City or in diplomatic areas of 
Washington, D.C., and you will see men wearing colorful African dashikis, women in 
graceful and flowing Indian saris, and men from Middle Eastern cultures with long 
robes and headdresses. Most television cable services now provide an array of shows 
that are set in various cultures. Watching those shows for even a short period of time 
can help to create an immediate awareness of some obvious differences between and 
among cultures. 

8J 
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Other cultural differences are more subtle and become apparent only after more 
extensive exposure. This chapter and the next are about those subtle, less visible differ
ences that are taken for granted within a culture. In defining culture, we called the 
effects of these subtle differences slum:d illteTpretations. Shared interpretations lead 
to actions that are regarded as appropriate and effective behaviors within a culture. 
They are therefore very important. and they result from the culture's collective assump
tions about what the world is, shared judgments about what it should be, wideJy held 
expectations about how people should behave. and predictable behavior patterns that 
are commonly shared. We are going to call these unseen but shared expectations 
cultural patterllS. 

It is extremely important that you understand differences in cultural patterns if 
you wish to develop competence in intercultural communication. Cultural patterns are 
the basis for interpreting the symbols used in communication. If the cultural patterns 
between people are sufficiently different, the symbols used in communicating will be 
interpreted differently and may be misunderstood-unless people are aware thai no 
common set of behaviors is universally interpreted in the same way nor regarded with the 
same degree of favorability . 

• People hom all culru~ teach ~r chi ld~n Ihl! norms for proper dres and ~or. 
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Defining Cultural Patterns 
Shared beliefs, values, norms, and social practices that are stable over time and that lead to 
roughly similar behaviors across sim ilar situations are known as cultural patterns. These 
cultural patterns affect perceptions of competence. Despite their importance in the devel
opment and maintenance of cultu res, they cannot be seen, heard, or experienced directly. 
However, the consequences of cultural patterns----shared interpretations that are evident in 
what people say and do--are readily observable. Cultural patterns are primarily inside 
people, in their minds. They provide a way of thinking about the world, of orienting 
oneself to it. Therefore, cultural patterns are shared mental programs that govern specific 
behavior choices. 

Cultural patterns provide the basic set of standards that guide thought and action. 
Some aspects of this mental programming are, of course, unique to each individual. Even 
within a culture, no two people are programmed identically, and these distinctive person
ality differences separate the members of a culture. In comparisons across cultures, some 
mental programs are essentially universal. A mother's concern for her newborn infant, 
for example, reflects a biological program that exists across all known cultures and is part 
of our common human experience. 

In addition to those portions of our mental programs that are unique or universally 
held, there are those that are widely shared only by members of a particular group or 
culture. These collective program. can be understood only in the context of a particular 
culture, and they include such ar~as as the preferred degree of social equality, the impor
tance of group harmony, the degree to which emotional displays are permitted, the value 
ascribed to assertiveness, and the like. 

Cultural patterns are not so much consciously taught as unconsciously experienced 
as a by-product of day-to-day activities. Most core assumptions are programmed at a 
very early age and are reinforced continuously. Saudi Arabians, for example, are taught to 
admire courage, patience, honor, and group harmony. European Americans are trained to 
admire achievement, practicality, material comfort, freedom, and individuality. 

Because of their importance in shaping judgm~nts about intercultural competence, 
we will discuss cultural patterns in great detail through several approaches. We empha
size both what is similar about all cultural patterns and what is different among them. 
We begin by describing the basic components of all cultural patterns: beliefs, values, 
norms, and social practices. We then turn to chartlcteristics of cultural patterns. 
Chapter 5 presents three systematic approaches, or taxonomies, to describe the ways in 
which cultures differ. 

Components of Cultural Patterns 
In Chapter 2, we offered a definition of culture as a learned set of shared interpreta
tions about beliefs, values, norms, and social practices. At that point, however, we 
left these four key terms undefined. We now explain in some detail the nature of beliefs, 
values, norms, and social practices, which together constitute the components of 
cultural patterns. 
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We scatter the petals of thezempasuchll on our doorsteps. to help the dead find thelr way home, 
and put their photographs out so they can see they have come to the right house, and candles to 
see the way because if we do not, they will have to light their fingers and burn,~ Paola explained. 
"Also copal, Incense, and flowers with a strong scent: 

~And food with a strong aroma; Andr~ prompted her. 
*Oh yes, and after the dead have eaten, that aroma ...... 11 be gone because the dead will have 

taken awi'lj its spirit,· 
"To last them a whole year: 
~And for the angelitos, the little children who died, we put out little things-little pieces of 

chocolate, ChlcielS, peanuts, and of course aztlcar-sugar birds and lambs. If we make sopo, or stew, 
it is mild for the children, not spicy~ 

*Families say they can hear the dishes clinking when the children are there; Andre broke In. 
~And among the campesinos, the peasants, people put out brooms and tortilla presses for their 

daughters and spades and hoes for their sons so In the world they have gone to, they can continue 
the lives they had here: . . 

*On this day you visit homes where you knew the ones who died, and you bring offerings, and 
stay to eat with the family.· 

~You must do that. There are stories told about what happens to people who don't. Tell him." 
· Yes, one man who did not believe all this, he went out drinking, all night long. When he walked 

home In the morning, he saw a crowd of dead people returning to their world, and his parents were 
there too. They were empty-handed Others were taking back armfuls of offerings and his parents 
had only clay In their hands and it was burning. When he returned home, he fell III and dled.~ 

"But the dead do not always like to go back. The angel/ros, who come at midday on the thirty-first 
of October, have to leave on the first of November, at noon. Then the eklers arrive and must return on 
the second. At three o'clock fireworks will be lit as a signal for them to leave. Also, a priest will walk 
through our town, ringing a bell and chanting. When the dead hear that, they leave for the pante6n, 
and we go too to wash and clean and decorate the tombs. make them ready to receive them: 

- A<lllaDesa/ 

Beliefs 
A belief is an idea that people assume to be true about the world Beliefs, therefore, are a 
set of learned interpretations that form the basis for cultural members to decide what is 
and what is not logical and correct. 

Beliefs can range from ideas that are central to a person's sense of self to those that 
are more peripheral. Central beliefs include the culture's fundamental teachings about 
what reality is and expectations about how the world works. Less central, but also impor
tant, are beliefs based on or derived from the teachings of those regarded as authorities. 
Parents, teachers, and other important elders transmit the culture's assumptions about 
the nature of the physical and interpersonal world. Peripheral beUefs refer to maUers of 
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personal taste. They conlribUie to each person's unique configuration of ideas and expec
tations within the larger cultural matrix. I 

Discussing culturally shared beliefs is difficult because people are usually not conscious of 
them. Culturally shared beliefs are so fundamental to assumptions about what lheworki is like 
and how the world operates that they are typically unnoticed. We hope you will come to realize 
through this discussion of cultural beliefs that much of what you consider to be reality may, in 
fact. not be reality to people from other cultures. What you consider to be the important 
"givens" about the world, such as the nature of people and their relationships with one another, 
are based on your culturally shared beliefs, which have been transmitted to and learned byyou 
and are not a description of some invariant, unchanging characteristic of the world. 

A well-known o:ample of a widely shared belief dates back to the time when Europeans 
believed that the earth was flat. That is, people Mknew" that the earth was flat Most people 
now "know" (believe) that the earth is basically round and would scoff at any suggestion that 
it is flat. Yet we still talk about Asia as ~the East" and about Europe and the United States as 
"the West," even though California is due east of the major population centers in China. 

Another example of a belief ior many European Americans is that in ~ reality" there 
is a separation between the physical and spiritual worlds. If a teacher one day started 
kicking the doorsill at the front of the room, the students might begin to worry about 
the teacher's mental health. The students would probably not be conce rned about the 
doorsill itself, nor would they be alarmed about the spirits who might reside there. Of 
course, you and they "know" that there are no spi rits in doorsills_ But people from 
Thailand and elsewhere "know" that spirits do indeed reside in inanimate objects such 
as doorsills, which is why doorsills should always be stepped over rather than on. In 
addition to their concern about the teacher, therefore, people from other cult ures might 
conceivably worry about upsetting the spirits who dwell in the doorsill. 

.Thn~ ~an villagi!r.; haVf galMred 10 honor and pray for th~ who naVl!' d~_ 
Prayer is an activity that: refleas ~5pfiu d ~'s (UIIUf@. 
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Members of the European American culture see humans as separate from nature. 
Based on this set of beliefs about the world, European Americans have set out to control 
nature. From the viewpoint of the typical European American, a person who believes, as 
the typical Indian woman does, that she "catches colds and fevers from evil spirits that 
lurk in trees,,2 would be seen as strange. European Americans "know" that people do 
not become ill from spirits that live in trees. Yet, in the Indian culture, people "know" that 
human illness is caused by such spirits. 

Values 
Cultures differ not only in their beliefs but also in what they value. Va lues involve 
what a culture regards as good or bad, right or wrong, fair or unfair, just or unjust, 
beautiful or ugly, dean or dirty, valuable or worthless, appropriate or inappropriate, 
and kind or crue1.3 Because values are the desired characteristics or goals of a culture, a 
culture's values do not necessarily describe its actual behaviors and characteristics. 
However, values are often offered as the e.~planation for the way in which people 
communicate. Thus, as Shalom Schwartz suggests, values serve as guiding principles 
in people's lives.4 

From culture to culture, values differ in their valence and intensity. Va lence refers to 
whether the value is seen as positive or negative. Intensity indicates the strength or 
importance of the value, or the degree to which the culture identifies the value as signif
icant. For example, in some U.S. American cultures, the value of respect for elders is 
n egatively valem:ed and held with a modest degree of intensity. Many U.S. Americans 
value youth rather than old age. In Korea, Japan, and Mexico, however, respect for elders 
is a positively valenced value, and it is very intensely held. It would be possible after 
studying any particular culture to determine its most important values and each value's 
valence and intensity. 

In the compounds, people spent all their time with the group. As far as I can tell, none of my Afghan 
relatives was ever alone or ever wanted to be. And that's so different from my life today, here in the 
West. Because I write for a living, I spend most of my waking hours alone in my basement office. Oh, I 
jog, do e rrands, see people I know- but mostly, it's just a man and his thoughts in a blur of urban 
landscape. If I'm too much with other people, I need to balance it with some downtime. Most of the 
people I know are like thi:;. We need ~olitude, because when we're alone, we're free from obligations, 
we don't need to put on a show, and we can hear our own thoughts. 

My Afghan relatives achieved this same state by being with one another. Being at home with 
the group gave them the satisfactions we associate with solitude-ease, comfort, and the freedom 
to let down one's guard. The reason for this is hard to convey, but I'm going to try. Namely, our group 
self was just as real as our Individual selves, perhaps more so. 

- TamImAmm)' 
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Norms 

Norms are the socially shared expectations of appropriate behaviors. When a person's 
behaviors violate the culture's norms, social sanctions are usually imposed. Like values, 
norms can vary within a culture in terms of their importance and intensity. Unlike 
values, however, norms may change over a period of time, whereas beliefs and values tend 
to be much more enduring. 

Norms exist for a wide variety of behaviors. For example, the greeting behaviors of 
people within a culture are governed by norms. Similarly, good manners in a variety of 
situations are based on norms. Norms also exist to guide people's interactions and to 
indicate how to engage in conversation, what to talk about, and how to disengage from 
conversations. Because people are expected to behave according to their culture's norms, 
they therefore come to see their own norms as constituting the "right" way of communi
cating. Norms, then, are linked to the beliefs and values of a culture. Because they are 
evident through behaviors, norms can be readily inferred. 

Social Practices 

Social practices are the predictable behavior patterns that members of a culture typically 
follow. Thus, social practices are the outward manifestations of beliefs, values, and 
norms. In the United States, lunch is usually over by 1:30 p.m., gifts brought by dinner 
guests are usually opened in the presence of the guests, television watching dramatically 
increases during the annual Super Bowl, and children sleep alone or with other children. 
In Italy, lunch hasn't even begun by 1 :30 p.m., and soccer is more popular than American 
football. In Malaysia, gifts are never opened in front of the giver; doing so is considered 
had manners. In many Middle Eastern, Latin American, and Asian families, children 
routinely share beds with adult relatives.s 

One type of social practice is informal and includes everyday tasks such as eating, 
sleeping, dressing, working, playing, and talking to others. Such behaviors are so 
predictable and commonplace within a culture that the subtle details about how they are 
accomplished may pass nearly unnoticed. For instance, cultures have social practices 
about eating with "good manners." Slurping one's food in Saudi Arabia and in many 
Asian cultures is the usual practice, and it is regarded favorably as an expression of satis
faction and appreciation for the quality of the cooking. But good manners in one culture 
may be bad manners in another; European Americans typically consider such sounds to 
be inappropriate.6 

Another type of social practice is more formal and prescriptive. These include 
the rituals, ceremonies, and structured rountines that are typically performed 
publicly and collectively: saluting the flag, praying in church, honoring the dead at 
funerals, getting married, and many other social practices. Of course, all members of 
a culture do not necessarily follow that culture's "typical" social practices; each per
son differs, in unique and significant ways, from the general cultural tendency 
to think and behave in particular ways. As William B. Gudykunst and Carmin M. Lee 
suggest, " Individuals in a culture generally are socialized in ways consistent with 
the cultural-level tendencies, but some individuals in every culture learn different 
tendencies.,,7 
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Characteristics of Cultural Patterns 

In this section, we describe a set of similarities underlying all cultural patterns. In so doing, 
we dmw heavily on the work of Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck and their theory of value orien
tations. Next, we elaborate on those ideas to provide a general overview of cultural panerns. 

The Functions of Cultural Patterns 

Aorence Kluckhohn and Fred Strodtbeck wanted to make sense of the work of cultural 
anthropologists who, for many years, had described systematic variations both between 
and within cultures. That is, cultures clearly differed from one another, but within every 
culture there were individuals who varied from the cultural patterns most often associ
ated with it.s To explain both these cultural-level and individual-level differences, 
Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck offered four conclusions about the functions of cultural 
patterns that apply to all cultures: 

1. People in all cultures face common human problems for which they must find 
solutions. 

2. The range of alternative solutions to a culture's problems is limited. 
3. Within a given culture, there will be preferred solutions, which most people 

within the culture will select, but there will also be people who will choose other 
solutions. 

4. Over time, the preferred solutions shape the culture's basic assumptions about 
beliefs, values, norms, and social practices-the cultural patterns. 

The first conclusion, that all cultures fa ce similar problems, is not just about everyday 
concerns such as "Do I have enough money to gel through the month?" or "Will my 
parent overcome a serious illness?" Rather, as Edgar Schein suggests, the problems involve 
difficulties with external adaptation (how to survive) and internal integration (how to 
live together).9 Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck describe five problems or orientations that 
each culture must address: 

I. What is the human orientation to activity? 
2. What is the relationship ofhwnans to each other? 
3. What is the nature of human beings? 
4. What is the relationship of humans to the natural world? 
5. What is the orientation of humans to time? 

Each culture, in its own unique way, must provide answers to these questions in o rder 
to develop a coherent and consistent interpretation of the world. We will return to these 
questions, in modified form, in our discussion of cultural patterns. 

Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck's second conclusion is that a culture's possible responses 
to these universal human problems are limited, as cultures must select their solutions 
from a range of available alternatives. Thus, a culture's orientation to the importance and 
value of activity can range from passive acceptance of the world (a "being" orientation), a 
preference for a gradual transformation of the human condition (a "being-in-becoming" 
orientation), or more direct intervention (a "doingn orientation). A culture's solut.ion to 
how it should o rganize itself to deal with interpersonal relationships can vary along a 
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Jean Raymond's family had Haitian-style family reunions, complete with their own religious and 
cultural idiosyncrasies. My Jewish family get-togethers had their own traditions, with Sabbath 
candle lighting, challah, gefllte fish, and chopped liver, dances like the hora for the proper occa-
slon .... Vodou sequined banners and paintings decorated our walls; drums and bamboo Instru
ments adorned our living room as well as the menorah and we placed a proverbial tribute to the twa 
Legba by the front door to welcome people alongside our Jewish mezuzah. I offered drops of rum to 
the spirits when I took a drink as routinely as I said Sabbath prayer on Friday nights. lit the Hanukkah 
candles, and fasted for the Jewish Day of Atonement on Yom Kippur. 

I am no closer to understanding my relationship to the spiritual world now than I was when I 
first went to Haiti, but I have accepted the Idea that I have one, even If I can't define It. Based on my 
experience with Vodou and my loyalty to my ancestors, I know firsthand that such energy exists. It's 
Just that I've been slow to embrace It. Or explore It fully. Stili, I haven't closed the door completely. I 
think that some day I may return to Souvenance, not as a Journalist, or as the na"(ve blan that I was 
when I first went, but as a soul seeker who finally understands that the lwas can teach me things I 
can't learn anywhere else. 

- Kathie Kkme/ch 

continuum from hierarchical social organization ("linearity~) to group identification 
("collaterality" o r collectivism) to individual autonomy ("individualism"), The available 
alternatives to the problem "What is the nature of human beings?" can range from 
"Humans are evil" to " Humans are a mixture of good and evil" to " Humans are good:' A 
culture's response to the preferred relationship of humans to the natural world can range 
from a belief that "Peo ple are subjugated by nature" to "People live in harmony with 
nature" to "People master nature:' Finally, the culture's preferred time orientation can 
emphasize events and experiences from the past, the present, or the future. Table 4.1 
summarizes the Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck value orientation theory, 

TABLE 4.1 Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck's Value Orientations 

Orientation Postulated Range of Variations 

Activity 

Reli!ltionships 

Human ni!lture 

People-ni!lture 

Time 

Being 

Linearity 

Evil 

Subjugation to nature 

Past 

Being-in-becoming 

Collaterality 

Mixture of good and evil 

Harmony with nature 

Present 

Doing 

Individualism 

G~d 

Mastery over nature 

Future 

504Jrc,,: Adopted fmm floreocl' It Kluckhohn and Fred Strodlbed, \!arlaroos fi VOW> OrIf'fi lafion5 (Evanstoo, Il: 
Row, Pl'tl'Ison, 1960). 
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Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck's third conclusion is their answer to an apparent contra
diction that scholars found when studying cultures. They argued that, within any culture, 
a preferred set of solutions will be chosen by most people. However, not all people from a 
culture will make exactly the same set of choices, and, in fuct . some people from each 
culture will select other alternatives. For example, most people who are part of European 
American culture have a ~doing" orientation, a veneration for the future, a belief in 
control over nature, a preference for individualism, and a belief that people are basically 
good and changeable. But clearly not everyone identified with the European American 
culture shares all of these beliefs. 

The fourth conclusion by Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck explains how cultural 
patterns develop and are sustained. A problem that is regularly solved in a similar 
way creates an underlying premise or expe<:tation about the preferred or appro
priate way to accomplish a specific goal. Such preferences, chosen unconsciously, 
implicitly define the shared meanings of the culture. Over time, certain behaviors 
to solve particular problems become preferred, others permitted, and still others 
prohibited. 

Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck's ideas have been very influential among intercultural 
communication scholars. and they form the foundation for our understanding of 
cultural patterns. In the following sect ion, we extend their work to explain, in a 
general way, the variations in beliefs, values, norms, and social practices that are 
typically associated with cultural patterns. Chapter 5 exte nds this overview to 
focus on specific conceptual taxonomies that can be used to understand cultural 
differences. 

An Overview of Cultural Patterns 

Members of a culture generally have a preferred set of responses to the world. 
Imagine that, for each experience, there is a range of possible responses from which 
a culture selects its preferred response. In this section we draw on the ideas of 
Edward Stewart, Milton Bennett, John Condon, and Pathi Yousef, which extend the 
thoughts of Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck, in order to describe these alternative 
responses. to In so doing, we will compare and contrast the cultural patterns of differ
ent cultu ral groups and suggest their implications for the process of interpersonal 
comm unicat io n. Comparing the patterns of different cultures ca n sometimes be 
tricky because a feature of one culture, when compared with another culture, 
may appear very different than it would when compared with a third culture. 
Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck's cultural orientations are especially useful because 
they describe a broad range of cultural patterns against which a particular culture 
can be understood. 

The five ma;or elements in Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck's description of cultural 
patterns address the manner in which a culture orients itself to activities, social rela
tions, the self, the world, a.nd the passage of time. Note that there are strong linkages 
among the various elements. As you read the descriptions in the sections that follow, try 
to recognize the preferred patterns of your culture. Also, focus on your own beliefs, 
values, norms, and social practices, as they may differ in certain respects from your 
(;u]lun:':s pn:uumimml pallt:rn. 
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Activity Orientation An activity orientation defines how the people of a culture view 
human actions and the expression of self thro ugh activities. This o rientation provides 
answers to questions such as the following: 

• Is it important to be engaged in activities in order to be a "good" member of 
one's culture? 

• Can and should people change the circumstances of their lives? 
• Is work very different from play? 
• \¥hich is more important, work or play? 
• Is life a series of problems to be solved o r simply a collection of events to be 

experienced? 

To define their activity orientation, cultures usually choose a point on the being
becoming-doing continuum. ~ Being" is an activity orientation that values inact io n 
and an acceptance of the status quo. African American and Greek cultures are usually 
regarded as "being" cultures. Another characterization of this o rientation is a belief that 
aU events are determined by fate and are therefore inevitable. Hindus from India o ften 
espouse this view. 

A "becoming" orientation sees humans as evolving and changing; people with this 
orientation, including Native Americans and most South Americans, are predisposed to 
think of ways to cha nge themselves as a means of changing the world. 

"Doing" is the dominant cha racteristic o f European Americans, who rarely question 
the assumption that it is important to get things done. Thus, European Americans often 
ask, "\¥hat do you do?" When they first meet someone, a commo n greeting is "Hi! How 
are you doing?" and Monday morning conversations between coworkers often center on 
what each person "did" over the weekend. Similarly, young children are asked what they 
want to be when they grow up (though what is actuaUy meant is "What do you want to do 
when you grow up?"), and cultural heroes are those who do things. The "doing" culture is 
often the striving culture, in which people seek to change and control what is happening 
to them . The common adage "Where there's a will there's a way" captures the essence of 
this cultural pattern. \¥hen faced with adversity, for example, European America ns 
encourage one another to fi ght on, to work hard, and not to give up. 

Howa person measures success is also related to the activity orientation. In cultures 
with a "doing" orientation, activity is evaluated by scrut inizing a tangible product or by 
evaluating some observable actio n directed at others. In other words, activity should have 
a purpose or a goal. In the "being" and "hemming" cultures, activity is not necessarily 
connected to external products or actions; the contemplative monk or the great thinker is 
most valued. Thus the process of striving toward the goal is sometimes far more impor
tant than accomplishing it. 

In "doing" cultures, work is seen as a separate activity from play and an end in 
itself. In the "being" and "becoming" cultures, work is a means to an end, and there 
is no dear-cut separation between work and play. For tbese individuals, social 
life spills over into their work life. When members of a "being" culture work in the 
environment of a "doing" culture, their behavior is often misinterpreted. A Latina 
employee described her conversation with a European American coworker who 
expressed anger that she spent so much "work" time on the telephone with family and 
friends. For the Latina, it was important to keep in contact with her friends and 
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• CultUIl!S with a · belng· orientation valu4! contemplativ4! behaviors. In Thailand and 
Cambodia, all m4!n are enwuraged to serve as Buddhist monks, ~t least for a short 
period of time. "These Cimbodian monks are talking to a loca l woman. 

family; for the European American, only work was done at work, and one's social 
and personal relationships were totally separated from the working environment. In a 
"doing" culture, employees who spend too much time chatting with their fellow 
employees may be reprimanded by a supervisor. In the "being" and "becoming" cul
tures, those in charge fully expect their employees to mix working and socializing. 
Along with the activity orientation of "doing" comes a problem-solution orientation. 
The preferred way of dealing with a difficulty is to see it as a challenge to be met or a 
problem to be solved. The world is viewed as something that ought to be changed in 
order to solve problems rather than as something that ought to be accepted as it is, 
with whatever characteristics it has. 

In every culture, these preferences for particular orientations to activities shape the 
interpersonal communication patterns that will occur. In "doing" cultures, interpersonal 
communication is characterized by concerns about what people do and how they solve 
problems. There are expectations that people should be involved in activities, that work 
comes before play, and that people should sacrifice in other parts of their lives in order to 
meet their work responsibilities. In "being" cultures, interpersonal communication is 
characterized by being together rather than by accomplishing specific tasks, and there is 
generally greater balance between work and play. Figure 4.1 summarizes the alternative 
cultural orientations to activities. 
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1. How do people define activity? 

doing ---------- becomng ----------- being 

striving fatalistic 

compulsive easygoing 

2. Howdo people evaluate activity? 

techniques ------------------------- gool, 

procedures ideals 

3. Howdo people regard and handle work? 

an end in iuelf ------------------ a means tootherends 

separate from play integrated with play 

a challenge a burden 

problem solving ------------------coping with situations 

F"URf 4.1 Activity orientattons. 

Social Relations Orientation The social relations orientation describes how the 
people in a culture organize themselves and relate to one another. This orientation 
provides answers 10 questions such as the following; 

• To what extent are some people in the culture considered better or superior to others? 
• Can social superiority be obtained through birth, age, good deeds, or material 

achievement and success? 
• Are formal , ritualized interaction sequences expected? 
• In what ways does the culture's language require people to make social distinctions? 
• What responsibilities and obligations do people have to their extended families, 

their neighbors, their employers or employees, and others? 

A social relations orientation can range from one that emphasizes differences and 
social hierarchy 10 one thai strives for equality and the absence of hierarchy. Many 
European Americans, for example, emphasize equality and evenness in their interper
sonal relationships, even though certain groups have been treated in discriminatory and 
unequal ways. Equality as a value and belief is frequently expressed and is called on to 
justify people's actions. The phrase "We are aU human, aren't we?n captures the essence of 
this cultural tenet. From within this cultural framework, distinctions based on age, 
gender, role, or occupation are discouraged. Conversely, other cultures, such as the 
Korean, emphasize status differences between individuals. Mexican American culture, 
drawing on its cultural roots in traditional Mexican values, also celebrates status differ
ences and formalizes different ways of communicating with people depending on who 
they are and what their social characteristics happen to be. 

One noticeable difference in social relations orientations is in the degree of importance a 
culture places on formality. In cultures that emphasize formality, people address others by 
appropriate titles, and highly prescriptive rules govern the interaction. Conversely, in cultures 
tll<lt sLre:;.s t:lJ.uality, pt:upl.: udit:vt: tll<lt human rdatiuuships d.:vdup oot wht:u thust: 
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invoh>ed can be informal with one another. Students from other cultures who study in the 
United States are usually taken aback by the seeming informality that exists between teachers 
and students. Many professors allow, even ask, students to call them by their first names, and 
students disagree with and challenge their teachers in front of the class. The quickness with 
which interpersonal relationships in the United States move to a first-name basis is mystify
ing to those from cultures where the personal form of address is used only for selected, spe
cial individuals. Many U.S. Americans who share aspects o(both European American cul ture 
and another culture also express difficulty with this aspect of cultural behavior. 

In cultures such as those of Japan, Korea, and China, individuals identify with only a 
few distinct groups, and the ties that bind people to these groups are so strong that group 
membership may endure for a lifetime. Examples of these relationships include nuclear 
and extended families, friends, neighbors, work groups, and social organizations.ln con
tnst, European Americans typically belong to many groups throughout their lifetimes, 
and although the groups may be very impomnt for a period of time, they are easily 
discarded when they are no longer needed. That is, voluntary and informal groups are 
meant to be imponant fo r brief periods of t ime, often serving a transitory purpose. In 
addition, it is accepted and even expected that European Americans often change jobs 
and companies. "Best friends" may only be best friends for brief periods. 

Another im!X>rtant way in which social relations orientations can vary is how people de
fine their social roles or their place in a w hure. In some cultures, the family and the position 
into which a person is born determine a person's place. At the other extreme are cultures in 
which all people, regardless of family position, can achieve success and high status. Among 
African Americans and European Americans, for instance, there is a widespread belief that 
social and economic class should not predetennine 3 person's opponunities and choices. For 
example. consider the tale of Abraham !inooln, a poor boy who went from a log cabin to the 
White House; or the books of Horatio Alger, the nineteenth century author who wrote numer
ous rogs- ta-riches stories of success and happiness that were achieved through hard work and 
perseveronce; or the Sylvester Stallone hero in the movie Rocky, who went from journeyman 
bo:ter to heavyweight champion of the world; or \.!I'Orki/lg Girl Tess McGill , the Melanie 
Griffith character who went from her entry-level job in the typing pool to a senior executive; 
or the saga of washed-up boxer Jim Braddock, played by Russell Crow in the movie Gi"Jere/1n 
Mall, who became a champion in the 1930s; o r the heartwarming and true slory of Chris 
Gardner, played by Will Smith in The Pursuit of HappYIle5S, who overcame poverty and hard
ships to become a successful stockbroker and raise his so n. In each of these examples, there is a 
common belief that people should not be restricted by the circwnstances of their birth. 

Cultural patterns can also prescribe appropriate behaviors for men and women. In 
some cultures, very specific behaviors are expected; other cultures allow more ambiguity 
in the expected roles of women and men. 

A culture's social relations orientation affects the style of interpersonal communi
cation that is most preferred. Cultures may emphasize indirectness, obliqueness, and 
ambiguity, which is the typical pattern for most Eastern European cultures and Mexican 
Americans, or they may emphasize directness and confrontation, which is the typical 
European American pattern. 

The European American preference for "putting your cards on the table" and "telling it 
like it is" presupposes a world in which it is desirable to be explicit. direct, and specific about 
pt:n;ullal ft:<luiUIlS and iJt:as, evell <tllhe t:Apt:IJM: uf J;U(;ial JisuJm[url Ull lht: pw-l u[lht: pt:£WIl 



CHAP TE R. CulturaJ Patterns and Communication: Foundations 97 

• Some c:ultlKes belltw that humans both can and 
should (oo!roI the powMul forces of nature , Hoowr 
Dam In Nevada represents one example of this 
worldvi~. 

with whom one is interacting. For European 
Americans, good interpersonal oommunication 
skills include stating directly one's personal needs 
and reactions to the behaviors of others. Thus, if 
European Americans hear that others have com
plained about them, they would probably ask, 
~Why didn't they tell me directly if they ha\e a 
problem with something that I have done~n 

Contrast this approach to that of Asian cul
tures such as those in Japan, Korea, Thailand, and 
China, where saving face and maintaining inter
personal harmony are so highly valued that it 
would be catastrophic to oonfront another person 
directly and verbally express anger. The same val
ues are usually preferred in India ll and in many 
Eastern European cultures, where saying "no" 
might be regarded as of'knsive. A U.S. American 
scholar working in Hungary tells of asking his 
Hungarian colleague if he oould borrow a particu
lar book. Instead of saying "no." the Hungarian 
repeatedly provided other reasons why he couldn't 
loan the book at that specific mottlent: he was us
ing it just now; his mother was sick; he needed the 
book to complete an essay before his mother died. 
The Hungarian's strong sense of oonnectedness to 
family and friends meant that it \',Quld not be po
lite to say"no" directly.1 2 

The tendency to be verbally explicit in face-to
face interactions is related to a preference fo r direct 
interaction rather than interaction through inter-
mediaries. Among European Americans there is a 

belief thaI, ideally, people should depend only on themselves to accomplish what needs to be 
done. Therefore, the notion of using intermediaries to acoomplish either personal or profes
sional business goals is not widely accepted. 

Although African Americans prefer indirectness and ambiguity in conversations with 
fellow cultural members, they do not choose to use intermediaries in these conversations. 
In many cultures, however, the use of intermediaries is the preferred method of conduct
ing business or passing on information. 13 Marriages are arranged, business deals are 
made, homes are purchased, and other major negotiations are all conducted through 
third parties. These third parties soften and interpret the messages of both sides, thereby 
shielding the parties from direct, and therefore risky and potentially embarrassing, trans
actions with each other. Similarly, among many cultures from southern Africa, such 
as Swaziland, there is a distinct preference for the use of intermediaries to deal with 
negotiations and conflict situations. Consider the experience of the director of an English 
program in Tunisia, a culture that depends on intermediaries. One of the Tunisian teach
en; had been ~unsi!;lenLlr lale lu hi-; murning d<lS!K:s . Rather Iha n Ullling the lea~her in 
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and directly explaining the problem, the director asked the teacher's friend about the 
teacher's health and happiness. The director indicated that the teacher's late arrival for 
class might have been a sign that something was wrong. The friend then simply indirectly 
conveyed the director's concern to the late teacher, who was late no more. 

A culture's social relations orientation also affects the sense of social reciprocity
that is, the underlying sense of obligation and responsibility between people. Some cui· 
tures prefer independence and a minimum number of obligations and responsibilities; 
alternatively, other cultures accept obligations and encourage dependence. The nature 
of the dependence is often related to the types of status and the degree of formality that 
exist between the individuals. Cultures that depend o n hierarchy and formali ty to guide 
their social interactions are also likely to have both a formal means for fulfilling social 
obligations and dearly defined norms for expressing them. Figure 4.2 summarizes the 
ahernative cultural orientations to social relations. 

Self-Orientation Self-orientation describes how people's idenlities are formed, whether 
the rulture views the self as changeable, what motivates individual actions, and the kinds of 
people who are valued and respected. A culture's self-orientation provides answers to 
questions such as the following: 

• Do people believe they have their own unique identities that separate them 
from others? 

• Does the self reside in the individual or in the groups to which the individual belongs? 
• What responsibilities does the individual have to others? 
• What motivates people to behave as they do? 
• Is it possible to respect a person who is judged "bad" in one part of life but is 

successful in another part of life? 

1. How do people relate to others1 

a$equ~ls ------------------------ hierlirchic~ 1 

informal formal 

member of mllny groups member of few groups 

wellk group identification strong group identification 

2. How are roles defined and lIIIocated1 

achieved-------------------------ascribed 

gender roles similar gender roles distinct 

3. How do people communicate with others? 

directly -------------------------indirectly 

no in termediaries intermediaries 

4. What is the basis of social redprocity? 

independence ------- interdependence -------- dependence 

autonomy obligation 

FIGU RE 4.2 Sodal relations orientations. 
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"Some men In safari suits came one day and grabbed the chest. Nobody was sure who they were or 
where they were planning to take the puppets. The abbot charged with their safekeeping was 
shown a government directive that the chest was to be moved fo r security reasons. When the abbot 
asked for details, they told him it was all confidential. There wasn't much he could do about it 

"And that's how the chest ended up In the archive department of the Ministry and why all hell 
broke loose. You see, the chest can't be opened by Just anyone whenever they feel like It. The spirits 
of the puppets are incredibly powerful and amazingly temperamental. They were already-" 

"How can puppets have splrlts7"CMlallnterrupted. 
"'#hat?" 
"Puppets aren't people, and they aren't dead. So how-?" 
"Ah, but the puppets are made of balsa, and before the wood to carve them Is cut from the tree, 

the puppet-maker has to get permission from the tree spirits. The balsa 15 a gentle wood and spirits 
are plentiful In It When they learn that the wood Is going to be made Into the Image ofa person, It 's 
awfully tempting for the more nostalgic spirits to jump ship and settle In the form of the puppet. It's 
as If they've returned to their lost host. 

For most European Americans, the emphasis on the indiv idual self is so strong and so 
pervasiYe that it is almost impossible for them to comprehend a different point of view. 
Thus, many European Americans believe th at the self is located solely within the 
individual, and the individual is definitely separate from others. From a very young age, 
children are encouraged to make their own decisions. Alternatively, cultures may define 
who people are o nly through their associations with others because an individual 's self
definition may not be separate from that of the larger group. Consequently, there is a 
heightened sense of interdependence, and what happens 10 the group (fum~y, work group, 
or social group) happens to the person. For example, Mary Jane Collier, Sidney Ribeau, 
and Michael Hecht found that Mexican Americans "place a great deal of emphasis on affil
iation and relational solidarity."14 The sense of being bonded or connected to o thers is very 
important to members of this cultural group. Vietnamese Americans have a sim~arly 
strong affiliat ion with the ir families. 

The significance to intercultural communication of a culture's preferences for defin
ing the self is evident in the statement of a Latina student describing her friendship with a 
second-generation Italian American woman, whose family has also maintained "tradi
tional values." 

I think we are able to communicate so well because our cultural backgrounds are very 
similar. I have always been family-oriented and so has she. This nol only allowed us to 
gel along, but it allowed us to bring our families into our friendship. [For instance[ 
a rule that the two of us had to live by up to this point has been that no matter how 
old we may get, as long as we are living al home we must ask our parents for permission 
to gooul. 
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Related to self-orientation is the culture's view of whether people are changeable. 
NaturaUy, if a culture believes that people can cha nge, it is likely to expect that human 
beings will strive to be "better," as the culture defines and describes what ~bener" means. 

The source of motivation for human behavior is also part of a culture's self-or ientation. 
Among African Americans and European Americans, individuals are motivated to achieve 
external success in the form of possessions, positions, and power. Self-orientation combines 
with the ~doing" orientation to create a set of beliefs and values that place individuals in 
total control of their own fate. Individuals must set their own goals and identify the means 
necessary to achieve them. Consequently, fa~ure is viewed as a lack of willpower and a 
disinclination to give the fullest individual effort. In this cultural framework, individuals 
regard it as necessary to rely on themselves rather than on others. 

Another distinguishing feature of the cultural definition of self is whether the members 
of the culture believe that people are inherently bad, good, or some combination of these 
two. The Chinese, for example, believe people are inherently good, and they must therefore 
be protected from exposure to corrupting infJuences. Conversely, other cultures are influ
enced by religious tenets that regard humans as intrinsically bad. A related issue is whether 
the culture emphasizes dUlies or righrs. One culture that expects their members to act 
because it is their duty to do so is the Japanese. In contrast, for European Americans, the 
concept of duties and obligations to others is not as powerful a motivator. 

An additional part of self-orientation is the set of characteristics of those individuals 
who are valued and cherished. Cultures vary in their allegiance to the old or to the young, 
for example. Many cultures venerate their elders and view them as a source of wisdom 
and valuable life experience. Individuals in these cultures base decisions on the prefer. 
ences and desires of their elders. Many Asian and Asian American cultures iUustrate this 
preference. The value on youth typifies the European American culture, in which innova
tion and new ideas, rather than the wisdom of the past, are regarded as important. 
European Americans venerate the upstart, the innovator, and the person who tries some· 
thing new. Figure 4.3 summarizes the alternative cultural orientations to the self. 

World Orientation Cultural patterns also tell people how to locate themselves in 
relation to the spiritual world, nature, and other living things. A work) orientation 
provides answers to questions such as the following: 

• Are human beings intrinsically good or evil? 
• Are humans different from other animals and plants? 
• Are people in control of, subjugated by,or living in harmony with the forces of nature? 
• Do spirits of the dead inhabit and affect the human world? 

In the African and African American worldview, human beings live in an interactive 
state with the natural and spiritual world Daniel and Smitherman describe a fundamental 
tenet of the traditional African worldview as that of "a dynamic, hierarchical unity 
between God, man, and nature, with God serving as the head of the hierarchy.,,\5 in this 
view of the relationship between the spiritual and material world, humans are an integral 
part of nature. Thus, in the African and African American worldview, «One becomes a 
'living witness' when he aligns himself with the forces of nature and instead of being a 
proselytized 'true believer' strives to live in harmony with the universe."16 Native American 
groups, as well, clearly have a view of humans as living in harmony with nature. 17 Latino 
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I. How should people form their identities? 

by themselves ----------------------with others 

2. How changeable is the self? 

changeable ----------------------'unchangeable 

self·realization stressed self·realization not stressed 

3. What is the source of motivation fOf the self? 

reliance on self --------------------reliance on others 

rights duties 

4. What kind of person is va lued and respected? 

young-------------------------ag.d 

vigorous wise 

innovative promineflt 

material attributes spiritual attributes 

fICiURE4.) Self·orientations. 

culture places a gmll value on spiritualiry but views humans as being subjugated to nature, 
with little power to control circumstances that influence their lives. IS Asian Indians also 
have a worldview that humans are subjugated to nalure.19 

Most European Americans view humans as separate and distinct from nature and 
other forms of life. Be<ause of the supremacy of the individual and the presumed unique. 
ness of each person, most European Americans regard nature as something to be manip
ulated and controlled in order to make human life bener. Excellent examples of this 
cultural belief can be found in news reports whenever a natural disaster occurs in the 
United States. For instance, when Hurricane Katrina hit New Orleans and elsewhere 
along the Gulf Coast in August 2005 and nearly two thousand individuals died in the 
subsequent flooding, people were outraged that the flood protection and levee systems 
rould be so unsafe. The assumption in these pronouncements was that the consequences 
of natural forces such as hurricanes could have been prevented simply by using better 
technology and by reinforcing the levees and other structures to withstand the forces of 
nature. Similarly, in August 2007, within a dayof the collapse of a bridge that spanned the 
Mississippi River in Minneapolis. syndicated television news stations were broadcasting a 
headline that asked, " Deadly Bridge Collapse: Who's to Blame?" 

The position that humans are separate and distinct from nature is also associated 
with a belief that disease, poverty, and adversity can be overcome to achieve health and 
wealth. In this cultural framework, the "natural" part of the human experience-illness, 
loss, even death-can be overcome, or at least postponed, by selecting the right courses of 
action and having the right kinds of attitudes. 

The spiritual and physical worlds can be viewed as distinct or as one. Among 
European Americans there is generally a dear understanding that the physical world, of 
which humans are a part, is separate from the spiritual world. If people believe in a spiri
tual world, it exists apart from the everyday places where people live, work, and play. 
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1. What i~ the nature of humans in relation to the world? 

separate from OCIture ----------------integral part of natl$e 

humans modify nature humans adapt to nature 

health natural di$ll!ase natl$al 

weal th expected poverty eXPKted 

2. What is the world like? 

spiritual-physical dichotomy -------------spiritual-physical unity 

empirically understood magically understood 

tK hnica lly control led spiritually controlled 

FIGURE 4.4 World o rionta tio n s. 

lndividuals who say they are psychic or who are mind readers are viewed with suspicion 
and curiosity. Those who have seen ghosts are questioned in an effort to find a more 
"logical- and "rational" explonotion. I.n other cul tuml frameworks. however, it is "Iogicol" 
and "rational" for spirits to live in both animate and inanimate objects.2(J Alternatives in 
cultural orientations to the world are summarized in Figure 4.4. 

Time Orientation The final aspect of cultural patterns concerns how people conceptualize 
time. Time orien tation provides answers to questions such as the following: 

• How should time be valued and understood? 
• Is time a scarce resource, or is it unlimited? 
• Is the desirable pace of life fas t or slow? 
• Is time linear or cyclical? 

Some cultures choose to describe the future as most important. others emphasize the 
present, and still others emphasize the past. In Japa nese and Chinese cultures., the 
anniversary of the death of a loved one is celebrated. iIIustral ing the value these cultures 
place on the past. In cont rast, Native Americans and Latinos are present-oriented. 
European Americans, of course, are future-oriented. 

Most European Americans view time as a scarce and valuable commodity akin to 
money or other economic investments. They strive to "save time," "make lime," "spend 
time:' and "gain time." Events during a day are dictated by a schedule of activities, precisely 
defined and differentiated Most cultures in Latin America bring an entirely different 
orientation to time, responding to individuals and circumstances rather than following a 
scheduled plan for the day. Similarly, Romanians also do not define punctuality as 
precisely as European Americans do. Thus, time is viewed within these cultural frames as 
endless and ongoing. 

A culture's time orientation also suggests the pace of life. The fast . hectic pace of 
European Americans, governed by clocks, appointments. and schedules, has become 
so commonly accepted that it is almost a cliche. The pace of life in cultures such as 
India, K..,llya, and Aq~..,n ti ll a and amung Afrkan Ame:rkans is I..,ss he:dk, lIIore: 
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1. Howdopeople definetime1 

future ------------present ------------ past 

precisely measurable undifferentiated 

linear cyclical 

2. Howdopeoplevaluetime? 

scarce resource ---------------------- unlimited 

fa st pace slow pace 

fl'UU 4.5 nme o rientatio ns. 

relaxed, and more comfortably paced. In African American culture, for example, 
orientations to time are driven less by a need to "get things done" and conform to 
external demands than by a sense of participation in events that create their own 
rhythm. As Jack Daniel and Geneva Smitherman suggest about time in African 
American culture, 

Being on time has to do with participating in the fulfillment of an activity that is vital to 
the sustenance of a basic rhythm, rather than with appearing on the scene at, say, "twelve 
o'clock sharp." The key is not to be Hon time" but "in time:'21 

Alternatives in cultural orientations to time are summarized in Figure 4.5. In Chapter 8, 
the discussion of nonverbal communication codes also considers the influence of a culture's 
orientation toward time on aspects of communication. 

A culture's underlying patterns consist of orientations to activity, social relations, the 
self, the world, and time. The interdependence among these aspects of culture is obvious 
from the preceding discussion. Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck provide a way to understand, 
rather than to judge, different cultural predispositions, and it demonstrates that there are 
different ways of defining the "real," "good," and "correct" ways to behave. 

Diane and Blong met, as it happens, on the Fourth of July 1997 at one in the morning, "Just after 
the fireworks." Diane can be as exact about times and dates as her husband is hypothetical and 
vague-apparently the Hmong do not pay much attention to dates and do not keep birth records, 
which makes tracing events in Blong's eventful life difficult. "But she remembers everything; Blong 
comments indulgently about Diane's precision, as though making room for a somewhat odd 
American obse5sion. 

- Jessie wrrollGrearWfl and Lourm 8. Smith 
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-~ Cultural Patterns and Intercultural Competence 
There is a strong relationship between the foundations of cultural patterns and intercul
tural competence. Remember that intercultural competence depends on knowledge, 
motivation, and actions, which occur in specific contexts with messages that are both 
appropriate and effective. 

The patterns of a culture create the filter through which all u=rbal and nonverbal symools 
are interpreted. Because all cultures have distinct beliefs, values, nonns, and social practices, 
symbols do not have universal interpretations, nor will the interpretations have the same 
degree of favorability. Judgments of oompetence are strongly influenced by the underlying 
patterns of a person's rultural background. In every intercultural interaction, a cultural pattern 
that is different from one's own may be used to interpret one's messages. Every interautural 
interaction, then, can be viewed as a puzzle or a mystery that needs to be solved. 

How individuals define the relational context is always related to the mental pro
gramming that cultures provide. One person's definition of the relationship (e.g., friend) 
may not match that of the person with whom he or she interacts (e.g., fellow student), 

causing radically different expectations and inter
pretations of behaviors. 

. In the Baptism ceremony, Christians Upll!'SS their 
relationship to the spiritual world. 

In solving the intercultural puzzle, it is criti
cal to remember another valuable insight from 
Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck's foundational work. 
Although a culture (the collectivity of people) will 
make preferred choices about beliefs, values, 
norms, and social practices, not all cultural mem
bers will necessarily share all of those preferred 
choices, nor will they share them with the same de
gree of intensity. The immediate consequence of 
this conclusion for the development of intercul
tural competence is that every person represents 
the cultural group with which he or she identifies, 
but to a greater or lesser degree. A cultural pattern 
may be the preferred choice of most cultural mem
bers, but what can accurately be described for the 
culture in general cannot necessarily be assumed 
to be true for a specific individual. In simple terms, 
this principle translates into an important guide
line for the development of intercultural compe
tence: even though you may have culture-specific 
information, you can never assume that every per
son from that culture matches the profile of the 
typical cultural member. 

Because cultural patterns describe what people 
perceive as their reality, what they view as desirable, 
huw lht:y shuulJ bdmvt:, allJ whal lht:y lypkally 
do, there are repercussions for the motivational 
component of intercultural competence. Recall that 
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communicators' feelings in intercultural interactions affect their ability to be open to alterna
tive interpretations. Yet if cultural patterns predispose people to a particular definition of 
what is real , good, and right, reactions to others as unreal, bad, or wrong may create psycho
logical distance between inte l1lctants. When confronting a set of beliefs, values, norms, and 
social practices that 3re inconsistent with their own, many people will evaluate them nega
tively. Strong emotional reactions are often predictable; after all , these variations from other 
cultures challenge the b3sic view people have of their world. Nevertheless. other cultures' 
ways of believing and their preferred values are not crazy or wrong, just different. 

Cultural patterns form the basis for what is considered to be communicatively 
appropriate and effect ive. Examples that i1lustmte how beliefs, val ues, no rms, and social 
practices set the boundaries of appropriateness and effectiveness include such instances 
as speaking your mind. in contrast to being quieti defending yourself against 3 criticism, 
in contl1lst to accepting it; confronting another person about a problem rather than indi
rectly letting her or him know of the concern; and emphasizing the differences in status 
in rela tionships, in contcast to emph3sizing common31ity. Simply knowing what is 
appropriate and what has worked to accomplish your personal objectives in your own 
culture may not, and in all likelihood will not, have similar results when you interact with 
culturally different others. Intercultur31 competence usually requires alternative choices 
fur actions. Consequently, we recommend that, before acting, you should contemplate, 
dr3w on your culture-specific knowledge, and make behavioral choices that are appropri
ate for interacting with members of the other culture. 

The patterns of a culture shape, but do not determine, the mental programming of 
its people. Because cultural patte rns define how people see and define reality, they are a 
powerful emotional force in competent intercultural interaction. 

For untold generations, the Kobuk Eskimos lived In balance with their world, and often they, not the 
animals they hunted, were the endangered species. If the land offered something, It was unques
tioningl)t. thankfully accepted as a gift from a limitless storehouse, something that allowed The 
People to live. As long as they showed proper reverence by such rituals as slitting the dead animal 's 
trachea-lllglluq-the animal spirit would escape and be reborn, to be hunted again. There was no 
burden of souls. 

Clarence still practices n/glluq- believes, too, In the perpetual abundance It Implies. Once after 
he'd retll"ned from a spring hunt I asked him if he'd seen many caribou on the flats. 'Nith a rare, 
expansiYe smile he replied, · lots. You could never finish 'em." Lllotttsss. He said the word as if it had 
ten letters, lips drawn back to bare tongue and teeth. 

It's been twenty-five years since snow machines hit the country. Common sense says that all 
game populations have to be declining. Still, the best guess by both biologists and Eskimos is that 
wolves in the northwest arctic are actually increasing along with the caribou hen!; you can find wolf 
trails and kill remains a few miles from most villages. The blue-white ocean of land seems vast 
enough, for now, to bear the pressure. 

- N/ckJans 
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Summary 

This chapter began the discussion about cultural 
patterns, which are invisible differences that char
acterize cultures. Beliefs, values, norms, and social 
practices are the ingredients of cultural patterns. 
Beliefs are ideas that people assume to be true 
about the world. Values are the desired charac
teristics of a culture. Norms are socially shared 
expectations of appropriate behaviors. Social prac
tices, the final component of cultural patterns, 
<Ire Ih .. pr .. rlic:tahl .. h"havior patt .. rn.< thaI 1',,01'1 .. 

typically foHow. 

Cultural patterns are shared among a group of 
people, and they form the foundation for mainte
nance of cultures. They are stable over relatively long 
perioos of time, and they lead most members of a 
culture to behave in roughly similar ways when they 
encoWlter similar situations. 

For Discussion 

I. How might individuals from doing, being, and 
bewmir.g cultures engage in conflict in the work
place, in school, or in interpersonal relationships? 

2. One person comes from a culture that believes 
''\Ne're all hwnans, aren't we?" Another person 
comes from a culture that says "Status is every
thing.H'Nhat might occur as these two individu
als try to communicate with each other.' 

For Further Reading 
Ned Crouch, Mexicans and Americans: Cracking the 

Cultural Code (Yarmouth, ME: NichoL"ls Brealey 
Publishing, 2004). For those interested in under
standing and bridging the cultural differences 
between Mexicans and U.S. Americans. 

Martin J. Gannon and .Associates, Underltanding Global 
C!JfU~: MetapIToricalJoumeys through 23 Nations, 
Cill$ters of Nations, and Gmtinents, 3rd ed. 
(TholWnd Oaks, CA: Sage, 2(04). An excellent 
guide to understanding the ~rldviews and per
spectivesof many cultures throughout the \\UrJd. 

Edward C. Stewart and Milton J. Bennett, American 
Cultural Patterns, rev. ed. (Yarmouth, ME: 
Intercultural Press, 1991). Provides a detailed 

Florence Kluckhohn and Fred Strodtbeck suggest 
that each culture selects a preferred set of choices to 
address common human issues. While not all people in 
the culture make exllctlythe same choices, the preferred 

solutions define the shared m!'.l.ni.llgs of the culture. 
Cultural patterns focus on the way culmres orient 

themselves to activities, social relations, the self, the 
world, and time. The activity orientation defines how 
people express themselves through activities and locate 
Ih .. m ... Jve. o n the heing-hec.omine-Joing c:ontimmm. 

The social relations orientation describes the preferred 

forms of interpersonal relationships within a culture. 
The self-orientation indicates the culture's conception 
of how people understand who they are in relation to 
others. The world orientation locates a culture in the 
physical and spiritual worlds. The time orientation 
directs a culture to value the past, present, or future. 

3. Trutll or lie, just or Imjust, right or wrong, and 
good or bad are all common human judgments 
of the actions of others. How does your aware
ness of cultural patterns affect your understand
ing of each of these sets of te rms? 

4. Using the five dimensions of cultural patterns 
described in this chapter, describe how rou 
think each is displayed in your own culture. 

description of European American cultural 
patterns, as well as some potential contrasts to 
the patterns of other cultures. 

Craig Storti,America"s at Work: A Guide to rITe Cml-do 
People (Yarmouth, ME: Intercultural Press, 2(04). 
With a focus on understanding and explaining 
the cultural p~tterns of European Anlericans, 
which dominate the I<Qrkplace in the United 
SI".Jtes, this book provide~an excellent overview of 
European American cultural patterns. 

Foradditional information about intercultural fi1msand 
aoout Web sites for researching specific cultures, please 
tum to the Resourcessection at the back of this book. 
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In lilt: previuus (;h<lpler, we proviJeJ <Ill uverview uf the p<lllerns lhal unJerlie all 
cultures. WI' described the nature of cultural patterns and the importance of beliefs, 
values, norms, and social practices in helping cultures to cope with problems. WI' now 
focus on specific conceptual taxonomies that are useful for understanding cultural 
differences. 

We have chosen three different but related taxonomies to describe variations in cul
tural patterns. The first was developed by Edward Hall, who noted that cultures differ in 
the extent to which their primary message patterns are high context or low context. The 
second de;cribes the ideas of Geert Hofstede, who identifies seven dimensions along 
which cultures vary. The third, by a group of researchers collectively known as the GWBE 
team, incorporates many of the previously described ideas; the group identifies nine dimen
sions of culture and differentiates cultural pmaices (what people aCNlally do) from cultural 
values (ideally, what people should do). 

As you read the descriptions of cultural patterns by Hall, Hofstede, and the GWBE 
researchers, we caution you to remember three points. First, there is nothing sacred 
about these approaches and the internal categories they employ. Each approach takes the 
whole of cultural patterns (beliefs, values, norms, and social practices) and divides them 
in different ways. 

Second, the parts of each of the systems are interrelated. We begin the description of 
each system at an arbitrarily chosen point, presupposing other parts of the system that 
have not yet been described. Cultural patterns are understandable not in isolation but as a 
unique whole. 

Finally, individual members of a culture mayvary greatly from the pattern that is typical 
of that culture. Therefore, as you study the;e approache; to cultural patterns, we encourage 
you to make some judgments about how your own culture fits into the pattern. Then, as you 
place it within the pattern, also try to discern how you, as an individual, fit into the patterns 
described. Similarly, as you learn about other cultural patterns., please remember that a spe
cific person may or may not be a typical repre;entative of that culture. As you study your 
own cultural patterns and those of other culture;, you improve the knowledge component of 
intercultural competence. 

' It is a matter of cultural sensitivity, I think,' she said. 'As an American, you are very direct We 

Japanese are more polite; we discuss matters Indirectly. It is our custom to communicate through 
mind-reading.' 

Alex protested. ' But I'm not Japanese! Howcan I possibly be expected to read Japanese minds?" 

Or know her class rules, he thought. 
· You must be pillitml. Mosl Jilpilllese ilre nol used 10 roreigners- we don't reilli.£e lhill 

Westerners don't think as we do. And, we are shy" 
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Hall's Hlgh- and Low-Context Cultural Taxonomy 
Edward T. Hall, whose writings about the relationship between cuhure and communicatio n 
are well known, organizes cultures by the amount of information implied by the setting or 
context of the communication itself, regardless of the specific words that are spoken.l Hall 
argues that every human being is faced with so many perceptual stimuli--sights, sounds, 
smells, tastes, and bodily sensations-that it is impossible to pay attention to them all. 
Therefore, one of the functions of culture is to provide a screen between the person and all 
of those stimuli to indicate what perceptions to notice and how to interpret them. Hall's ap
proach is compatible with the other approaches discussed in this chapter. Where it differs is 
in the importance it places on the role of context. 

According to Hall, cultures differ on a continuum that ranges from high to low con
text. High-context cuJlures prefer 10 use high-context messages in which most of the 
meaning is either implied by the physical setting or presumed to be part of the individ
ual's internalized beliefs, values, norms, and social practices; very little is provided in the 
coded, e..'o:plicit , transmitted part of the message. Examples of high-context cultures 
include ,apanese, Mrican American, Mexican, and Latino. Low-(:ontext cult ures prefer to 
use low-context messages. in which the majority of the information is vested in the 
explicit code. Low-context cultures include German, Swedish, European American, and 
English. 

A simple example of high-context communication is interactions that take place in a 
long-term relationship between two people who are often able to interpret even the 
slightest gesture or the briefest comment. The message does not need to be stated explic
itly because it is carried in the shared understandings about the relationship. 

A simple e.."t3mple of low-context communication is now experienced by more and 
more people as they interact with computers. For computers to "understand" a message, 
every statement must be precise. Manycomputers wiD not accept or respond to instructions 
that do not have every space, period, lener, and number in precisely the right location. The 
message must be overt and very expl icit. 

Hall 's description of high- and low-context cultures is based on the idea that some 
cultures ha\'e a preponderance of messages that are high context, others have messages 
that are mostly low context, and yet others have a mh:ture of both. Hall also describes 
other characteristics of high- and low-context cultures, wh ich reveal the beliefs, values, 
norms, and social practices of the cultural system. These characteristics include the use of 
covert or overt messages, the importance of ingroups and outgroups, and the culture's 
orientation to time. 

Use of (overt and Overt Messages 

In a high-co ntext culture such as that of Japan, meanings are internalized and there is 
a large emphasis on nonverbal codes. Hall describes messages in high-context cul
tures as almost preprogrammed, in which very little of the interpretation of the mes
sage is left to chance because people already know that, in the context of the current 
situation, the communicative behaviors will have a specific and particular message. 
In low-context cultures, people look for the meaning of others' behaviors in the mes
sages that are plainly and explicitly coded. The details of the message are expressed 
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precisely and specifically in the words that people use as they try to communicate 
with others. 

Another way to think about the difference between high- and low-context cultures is 
to imagine something with which you are very familiar, such as repairing a car, cooking, 
sewing, or playing a particular sport. When you talk about that activity with someone else 
who is very familiar with it, you will probably be less explicit and instead use a more suc
cinct set of verbal and nonverbal messages. You will talk in a verbal shorthand that does 
not require you to be specific and precise about every aspect of the ideas that you are 
expressing, because the others will know what you mean without their specific presenta
tion. However, if you talk to someone who does not know very much about the activity, 
you will have to explain more, be more precise and specific, and provide more back
ground information. 

In a high-context culture, much more is taken for granted and assumed to be shared, 
and consequently the overwhelming preponderance of messages are coded in such a way 
that they do not need to be explicitly and verbally transmitted. Instead, the demands of 
the situation and the shared meanings among the interactants mean that the preferred 
interpretation of the messages is already known. 

Consider, as an example of high-context messages, an event that occurred in 
Indonesia. A young couple met, fell in love, and wanted to marry. She was from a wealthy 
and well-connected family, whereas he was from a family of more modest means, but the 

Like the rest of my family, I have no idea how old I am; I can only guess. A baby who is born in my 
country has little guarantee of being alive one year later, so the concept of tracking birthdays does 
not retain the same importance. When I was a child, we lived without artificial time constructions of 
schedules, clocks, and calendars. Instead, we lived by the seasons and the sun, planning ou r moves 
around our need for rain, planning our day around the span of daylight available. We told time by 
using the sun. If my shadow was on the west side, it was morning; when It moved directly under
neath me, it was noon. Vv'hen my shadow crossed to the other side, it was afternoon. As the day grew 
longer, so did my shadow-my cue to start heading home before dark. 

When we got up in the morning. we decided what we'd do that day, then did that task the best 
we could until we finished or the sky grew too dark for us to see. There was no such notion of get
ting up and having your day all planned out for you. In New York, people frequently whip out their 
datebooks and ask, "Are you free for lunch on the fourteenth-or what about the fifteenth?" I re
spond with "'Nhy don't you call me the day befo re you want to meet up?" No matter how many times 
I write down appointments, I can't get used to the Idea. When I first came to London, I was mystified 
by the connection between people staring at their wrist, then crying, "I've got to dash!" 1 felt like 
everyone was rushing everywhere, every action was timed. In Africa there was no hurry, no stress. 
African time Is very, very slow, very calm. If you say, "I'll see you tomorrow around noon: that means 
about four or five o'clock. 

- WlIls DlrleoM Carfllem Mill« 
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young couple did not regard this difference as a problem. So they shared their happy 
news with their respe1:tive families; shortly thereafter, the young man's parents were in
vited to the woman's home to socialize and to meet her parents. The social occasion was 
very cordial; the conversation was pleasant, and the two sets of parents were very gracious 
toward one another. At the appropriate time. the woman's parents served nasi goring 
(fried rice) and mlllburnn (star fruit ), two foods that are very common in Indonesia. 
Finally, after an appropriate interval, the young man's parents thanked their hosts and 
left. Throughout the entire episode, the topic of the wedding was never broached. 
However, everyone knew that the wedding would never occur. After all, nasi goring 
doesn't go with millburn,,; the high-context and fa ce-saving message that the woman's 
parents communicated, and that the man's parents clearly understood, was that they dis
approved of the marriage. 

The difference between high-context and low-context cultural styles is illustrated in 
the following dialogue between a European American (low-context culture) and a 
Malaysian (high-context culture); the Malaysian's message is revealed only by implica
tion. Both people in the dialogue teach at a community college in the United States, and 
the Malaysian's objective in this conversation is to have the EuropeanAmerican drive him 
off campus for lunch because the Malaysian does not have a car. 

• A Japam$~ t~a (efmlOny isan ~xample of a high
contect rnes.ag~. tft!arly ~ ll""IOW"ITlenl. gesturt', 
ilnd action has signfficanc~ to Ih~ who understand 
the "code" bring used. 

Malaysian: Can I ask you a question? 
Europctln American: Yes, of course. 

Malaysian: Do you know what time it 
is? 

EllfOpeunAmericun: Yes., it's two o'clock. 
Mnlaysiml: Might you have a little so up 

left in the pot? 
Ellropeall American: What! I don't understand. 

Malaysian: (becoming more explicit 
since the colleague is not 
gett ing the point): I will be 
on campus teaching until 
nine o'clock tonight, a very 
long day for any person, let 
alone a hungry one! 

Europetln American: (finally getting the point): 
Would you like me to drive 
you to a restaurnnt off cam
pus so you can have lunch? 

Malaysian: What a very good idea you 
have! 

Reactions in high-context cultures are likely 
to be reserved, whereas reactions in low-conte.l:t 
cultures are frequently very explicit and readily 
observable. It is easy to understand why this is so. 
In high-context cultures, an important purpose 
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in communicating is to promote and sustain harmony among the interact ants. 
Unconstrained reactions could threaten the face or social esteem of others. In low
context cultures, however, an important purpose in communicating is to convey exact 
meaning. Explicit messages help to achieve this goal. If messages need to be explicit, so 
will people's reactions. Even when the message is understood, a person cannot assume 
that the meanings are dear in the absence of verbal messages coded specifically to 
provide feedback. 

Importance of Ingroups and Outgroups 
In high-context cultures, it is very easy to determine who is a member of the group and 
who is not. Because so much of the meaning of messages is embedded in the rules and 
rituals of situations, it is easy to tell who is acting according to those norms. As there are 
fixed and specific expectations for behaviors, deviations are easy to detect. 

Another distinction concerns the emphasis placed on the individual in contrast to 
the group as a source of self-identity. In a high-context culture, the commitment between 
people is very strong and deep, and responsibility to others takes precedence over respon
sibility to oneself. Loyalties to families and the members of one's social and work groups 
are long-lasting and unchanging. This degree of loyalty differs from that found in a low
context culture, in which the bonds between people are very fragile and the extent of 
involvement and commitment to long-term relationships is lower. 

Orientation to Time 

The final distinguishable characteristic of high- and low-context cultures is their orienta
tion to time. In the former, time is viewed as more open, less structured, more responsive 
to the immediate needs of people, and less subject to external goals and constraints. In 
low-context cultures, time is highly organized, in part because of the additional energy 
required to understand the messages of others. Low-context cultures are almost forced to 
pay more attention to time in order to complete the work of living with others. 

As Table 5.1 indicates, Edward Hall's placement of cultures onto a continuum that is 
anchored by preferences for high-context messages and low-context messages offers a 

TABLE S.l Characteristics of Low- and High-Context Cultures 

High-Context Cultures 

Cnvert ;Inn implicit 

Messages internalized 

Much nonverbal coding 

Reactions reserved 

Distinct ingroups and outgroups 

Strong interpersonal bonds 

Commitment high 

TIme open and flexible 

low-Context Cultures 

Overt ann explicit 

Messages plainly coded 

Details verbalized 

Reactions on the surface 

Flexible ingroups and outgroups 

Fragile interpersonal bonds 

Commitment low 

TIme highly organized 
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way to understand other variations in cultural patterns. A high-context culture chooses to 
use covert and implicit messages that rely heavily on nonverbal code systems. In a high
context culture, the group is very important, as are traditions, and members of the 
ingroup are easily recognized. Time is less structured and more responsive to people's 
needs. Low-context cultures are characterized by the opposite attributes: messages are 
explicit and dependent on verbal codes, group memberships change rapidly, innovation 
is valued, and time is highly structured. 

~.ec=- Hofstede's Cultural Taxonomy 

Geert Hofstede's impressive studies of cultural differences in value orientations offer an_ 
other approach to understanding the range of cultural differences.2 Hofstede's approach 
is based on the assertion that people carry mental programs, or "software of the mind," 
that are developed during childhood and are reinforced by their culture. These mental 
programs contain the ideas of a culture and are expressed through its dominant values. 
To identify the principal values of different cultures, Hofstede initially surveyed more 
than 100,000 IBM employees in seventy-one countries, and he has subsequently broad
ened his analysis to include many others. 

Through theoretical reasoning and statistical analyses, Hofstede's early research iden
tified five dimensions along which dominant patterns of a culture can be ordered: power 
distance, uncertainty avoidance, individualism versus collectivism, masculinity versus 
femininity, and long-term versus short-term orientation to time. Recently two additional 
dimensions have been added: indulgence versus restraint and monumentalism versus 
self-effacement. Hofstede's work provides an excellent synthesis of the relationships be
tween cultural values and social behaviors? 

Ferhat Bey does not answer for a moment, his eyes fixed on the coals, then returns his attention to 
Kami!. He is painfully aware that Kamil has neglected to defer to him and assumes this is because 
Kamil is the son of a pasha and used to taking on airs. Still, in deference to his age, Kamil should 
speak less directly. One shows respect through formality, through indirection; there are necessary 
locutions within which questions and responses should be couched, muffled, like winter padding on 
a horse's hooves, 50 that the ring of fact on stone remains the prerogative of the elder, the teacher. 
What has he got to teach this upstart? thinks Ferhat Bey bitterly. He had failed and this brash young 
man will fail too. 

"Who made up the household at that timer Kamil asks. 
The old man sighs and answers slowly, showing his displeasure at being interrogated. The 

young upstart should read the file; he had noted at least this much before he stopped writing. 

-JeMyWhlr~ 
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Power Distance 
One of the basic concerns of all cultures is the issue of human inequality. Contrary to the 
claim in the u.s. Declaration of Independence that "all men are created equal:' all people 
in a culture do not have equal levels of status or social power. Depending on the culture, 
some people might be regarded as superior to others because of their wealth, age, gender, 
education, physical strength, birth order, personal achievements, family background, 
occupation, or a wide variety of other characteristics. 

Cultures also differ in the eJ.."tent to which they view such status inequalities as good 
or bad, right or wrong,just or unjust, and fair or unfair. That is, all cultures have particu
lar value orientations about the appropriateness or importance of status differences and 
social hierarchies. Thus power distan ce refers to the degree to which the culture believes 
that institutional and organizational power should be distributed unequally and the deci
sions of the power holders should be challenged or accepted. 

Cultures that prefer small power distances--such as Austria, Denmark, Israel, and 
New Zealand-believe in the importance of minimizing social or class inequalities, 
questioning or challenging authority figures, reducing hierarchical organizational 
structures, and using power only for legitimate purposes. Conversely, cultures that pre
fer large power distances--such as those in Arab countries, Guatemala, Malaysia, and 
the Philippines--believe that each person has a rightful and protected place in the so
cial order, that the actions of authorities should not be challenged or questioned, that 
hierarchy and inequality are appropriate and beneficial, and that those with social sta
tus have a right to use their power for whatever purposes and in whatever ways they 
deem desirable. 

The consequences of the degree of power distance that a culture prefers are evident 
in family customs, the relationships between students and teachers, organizational prac
tices, and in other areas of social life. Even the language systems in high power-distance 
cultures emphasize distinctions based on a social hierarchy. 

Children raised in high power-distance cultures are expected to obey their parents 
without challenging or questioning them, while children raised in low power-distance 
cultures put less value on obedience and are taught to seek reasons or justifications fo r 
their parents' actions. Even the language of high power-distance cultures is more sen
sitive to hierarchical distinctions; Chinese and Korean languages, for instance, have 
separate terms for older brother, oldest brother, younger sister, youngest sister, and 
so on. 

Students in high power-distance cultures are expected to comply with the wishes and 
requests of their teachers, and conformity is regarded very favorably. As a consequence, .. . .... . .. 
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. In the Philippines, large power distance is shown in this traditional gesture of greeting 
by a granddaughter to her grandmother. 

In the business world, managers in high power-distance cultures are likely to prefer 
an autocratic or centralized decision-making style, whereas subordinates in these cultures 
expect and want to be closely supervised. Alternatively, managers in low power-distance 
cultures prefer a consultative or participative decision-making style, and their subordi
nates expect a great deal of autonomy and independence as they do their work. 

European Americans tend to have a relatively low power distance, though it is by no 
means exceptionally low. However, when European Americans communicate with people 
from cultures that value a relatively large power distance, problems related to differences 
in expectations are likely. For example, European American exchange students in a South 
American or &ian culture MJmetill1e~ have difficulty adapting to a world in which people 
are expected to do as they are told without questioning the reasons for the requests. 
Conversely, exchange students visiting the United States from high power-distance cul
tures sometimes feel uneasy because they eJ.."]Ject their teachers to direct and supervise 
their work closely, but they may also have been taught that it would be rude and impolite 
to ask for the kinds of information that might allow them to be more successful. 

Uncertainty Avoidance 
Another concern of all cultures is how they will adapt to changes and cope with uncer
tainties. The future will always be unknown in some respects. This unpredictability and 
the resultant anxiety that inevitably occurs are basic in human experience. 

https://PaperHelper.io


116 PART TWO Cultural Differences in Communication 

Cultures differ in the extent to which they prefer and can tolerate ambiguity and, 
therefore, in the means they select for coping with change. Thus, all cultures differ in 
their perceived need to be changeable and adaptable. Hofstede refers to these varia
tions as the uncertainty avoidance dimension, the extent to which the culture feels 
threatened by ambiguous, uncertain situations and tries to avoid them by establishing 
more structure. 

At one extreme on this dimension are cultures such as those of Denmark, Jamaica. 
Ireland, and Singapore, which are all low in uncertainty avoidance and therefore have a 
high tolerance for uncertainty and ambiguity. They believe in minimizing the number of 
rules and rituals that govern social conduct and human behavior, in accepting and en
couraging dissent among cultural members, in tolerating people who behave in ways that 
are considered socially deviant, and in taking risks and trying new things. Conversely, the 
cultures of Greece, Guatemala, Portugal, and Uruguay are among those that prefer to 
avoid uncertainty as a cultural value. They desire or even demand consensus about soci
etal goals, and they do not like to tolerate dissent or allow deviation in the behaviors of 
cultural members. They try to ensure certainty and security through an extensive set of 
rules, regulations, and rituals. 

Cultures must cope with the need to create a world that is more certain and pre
dictable, and they do so by inventing rules and rituals to constrain human behaviors. 
Because members of high uncertainty-avoidance cultures tend to be worried about the 
future , they have high levels of anxiety and are highly resistant to change. They regard the 
uncertainties of life as a continuous threat that must be overcome. Consequently, these 
cultures develop many rules to control social behaviors, and they often adopt elaborate 
rituals and religious practices that have a precise form or sequence. 

Members of low uncertainty-avoidance cultures tend to live day to day, and they are 
more willing to accept change and take risks. Conflict and competition are natural, dis
sent is acceptable, deviance is not threatening, and individual achievement is regarded as 
beneficial. Consequently, these cultures need few rules to control social behaviors, and 
they are unlikely to adopt religious rituals that require precise patterns of enactment. 

Differences in level of uncertainty avoidance can result in unexpected problems in in
tercultural communication. For instance, European Americans tend to have a moderately 
low level of uncertainty avoidance. When these U.S. Americans communicate with some
one from a high uncertainty-avoidance culture, such as those in Japan or France, they 
are likely to be seen as too nonconforming and unconventional, and they may view 
their Japanese or French counterparts as rigid and overly controlled. Conversely, when 
these u.s. Americans communicate with someone from an extremely low uncertainty
avoidance culture, such as the Irish or Swedes, they are likely to be viev-led as too structured 
and uncompromising, whereas they may perceive their Irish or Swedish counterparts as 
too willing to accept dissent. 

Individualism versus Collectivism 
Another concern of all cultures, and a problem for which they must all find a solution, in
volves people's relationships to the larger social groups of which they are a part. People 
must live and interact together for the culture to survive. In doing so, they must develop a 
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All her life, in the Chinese way, April had tried to avoid conflict with her parents. She didn't want 
them to lose face by her marrying a Mexican American. But this correct Asian passivity was highly in· 
correct and even considered self·destructive in Western culture. Self·destructive didn't even exist in 

Asian thinking, for the self was not regarded as a separate entity. 

- Leslie Ga55 

way of relating that strikes a balance between showing concern for themselves and con
cern for others. 

Cultures differ in the extent to which individual autonomy is regarded favorably or 
unfavorably. Thus, cultures vary in their tendency to encourage people to be unique and 
independent or conforming and interdependent. Hofstede refers to these variations as 
the individualism--oollectivism dimension, the degree to which a culture relies on and 
has allegiance to the self or the group. 

Highly individualistic cultures, such as the dominant cultures in Austria, Belgium, 
the Netherlands, and the United States, believe that people are only supposed to take care 
of themselves and perhaps their immediate families. In individualist cultures, the auton
omy of the individual is paramount. Key words used to invoke this cultural pattern in
clude independence, privacy, self, and the all-important I. Decisions are based on what is 
good for the individual, not for the group, because the person is the primary source of 
motivation. Similarly, a judgment about what is right or wrong can be made only from 
the point of view of each individual. 

Cultures such as those in Guatemala, Indonesia, Pakistan, and West Africa value a 
collectivist orientation. They require an absolute loyalty to the group, though the relevant 
group might be as varied as the nuclear family, the extended family, a caste, or a jati 
(a subgrouping of a caste). In collectivist cultures, decisions that juxtapose the benefits to 
the individual and the benefits to the group are always based on what is best for the 
group, and the groups to which a person belongs are the most important social units. In 
turn, the group is expected to look out for and take care of its individual members. 
Consequently, collectivist cultures believe in obligations to the group, dependence of the 
individual on organizations and institutions, a "we" consciousness, and an emphasis on 
belonging. 

Huge cultural differences can be explained by differences on the individualism
collectivism dimension. We have already noted that collectivistic cultures tend to be group
oriented. A related characteristic is that they typically impose a very large psychological 
distance between those who are members of their group (the ingroup) and those who are 
not (the outgroup). Ingroup members are required to have unquestioning loyalty, whereas 
outgroup members are regarded as almost inconsequential. Conversely, members of indi
vidualistic cultures do not perceive a large chasm between ingroup and outgroup members; 
ingroup members are not as close, but outgroup members are not as distant. Scholars such 
as Harry Triandis believe that the individualism-collectivism dimension is by far the most 
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• Th" p,..,emlnent n.:>rus of the individual, and the indi 
vidual's right to speak freely, are cent ral chafaderis-
tks of the cultural patterns of European Ame ricans 
and others. 

important attribute that distinguishes one culture 
from another!; thus, it has been extensively re
searched. 

Individualist cultures train their members 
to speak out as a means of resolving difficulties. 
In classrooms, students from individualistic cul
tures are likely to ask questions of the teacher; 
students from collectivistic cultures are not. 
Similarly, people from individualistic cultures 
are more likely than those from collectivistic 
cultures to use confrontational strategies when 
dealing with interpersonal problems; those with 
a collectivistic orientation are likely to use 
avoidance, third-party intermediaries, or other 
face-saving techniques. Indeed, a common 
maxim among European Americans, who are 
highly individualistic, is that "the squeaky wheel 
gets the grease" (suggesting that one should 
make noise in order to be rewarded); the corre
sponding maxim among the Japanese, who are 
somewhat collectivistic, is "the nail that sticks 
up gets pounded" (so one should always try to 
blend in ). 

Masculinity versus Femininity 
A fourth concern of all cultures, and for which 
they must all find solutions, pertains to gender ex
pectations and the extent to which people prefer 
achievement and assertiveness or nurturance and 

social support. Hofstede refers to these variations as the masculinity- femininity dimen
sion. This dimension indicates the degree to which a culture values "masculine" behav
iors, such as assertiveness and the acquisition of wealth, or "feminine" behaviors, such as 
caring for others and the quality of life. 

At one extreme are masculine cultures such as those in Austria, Italy, Japan, and 
Mexico, which believe in achievement and ambition. In this view, people should be 
judged on their performance, and those who achieve have the right to display the mater
ial goods that they acquired. The people in masculine cultures also believe in ostentatious 
manliness, and very specific behaviors and products are associated with appropriate male 
behavior. 

At the other extreme are feminine cultures such as those of Chile, Portugal, 
Sweden, and Thailand, which believe less in external achievements and shows of man
liness and more in the importance of life choices that improve intrinsic aspects of the 
quality of life, such as service to others and sympathy for the unfortunate. People 
in these feminine cultures are also likely to prefer equality between the sexes, less 
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A powwow arena Is a place for celebration by Native Indian people. It Is an opportunity for Native 
Indian people from all parts of North America and Canada to share their music and their commu
nal beliefs In the nature of life. As one powwow host stated before an Initiation ceremony for a 
young girl, "This ci rcle (the powwow arena) Is the Creator's circle. It's a sacred place." For many 
Native Indian people, attending a powwow has the same characteristics as attending church. 
However, most Anglos usually cannot see the analogy. A "religiOUS" service has different qualities 
for Anglos, and the celebratory atmosphere of powwows, as well as the presence of contests and 
vendors and grandstands, makes It difficult for many Anglos to recognize the sacred nature of 
what is occurring in fro nt of them. Further, when Allglos behave inappropriately at powwows by 
being scantily clad or by walking Into the arena to take pictures, few Native people wil l overtly 
criticize their actions. This is especially true when visitors are perceived as "guests: Numerous 
times I was encouraged to move ahead of Navajos when waiting in line for activities. told as they 
moved aside, "You're ourguest."There mayohen be disapproving glances toward the Anglos, 
especially from the elderly Indians, but no direct confrontations. Except for children and some 
teenagers, most Native peoples at the powwows wear long pants or long skirts and do not expose 
their bodies unnecessaril y. 

prescriptive role behaviors associated with each gender, and an acceptance of nurtur
ing roles for both women and men. 

Members of highly masculine cultures believe that men should be assertive and 
women should be nurturing. Sex roles are clearly differentiated, and se>.'Ual inequality is 
regarded as beneficial. The reverse is true for members of highly feminine cultures: men 
are far less interested in achievement, sex roles are far more fluid, and equal.ity between 
the sexes is the norm. 

Teachers in masculine cultures praise their best students because academic perfor
mance is rewarded highly. Similarly, male students in these masculine cultures strive to be 
competiti\'e. vis ible. successful, and vocationally oriented. In feminine cultures, teachers 
rarely praise individual achievements and academic performance because social accom
modation is more highly regarded. Male students try to cooperate with one another and 
develop a sense of solidarity, they try to behave modestly and properly. they select 
subjects because they are intrinsically interesting rather than vocationally rewarding, and 
friendliness is much more important than brilliance. 

Long-Term versus Short-Term Time Orientation 

A fifth concern of all cultures relates to its orientation to time. Hofstede has acknowl
edged that the four previously described dimensions have a Western bias, as they were 
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• The ~ Of head surf, Is worn by many Muslim 
women 115 a statement of their cultlKal values. 

develo ped by scholars from Europe or the United 
States who necessarily brought to their work an 
implicit set of assumptions and categories about 
the types of cultural values they would likely find . 
His time-orientation dimension is based on the 
work of Michael H. Bond , a Canadian who has 
lived in Asia for the past thirty years and who as
sembled a large team of researchers from Ho ng 
Kong and Taiwan to develop and administer a 
Chinese Value Survey to university students 
around the world.5 

The time-orientat ion dimension refers to a 
person's point of reference about life and work. 
Cultures that promote a long-term orientation to
ward life admire persistence, thriftiness, and 
humility. Linguistic and social distinctions between 
elder and younger siblings are common, and deferred 
gratification of needs is widely accepted. Conversely, 
cultures with a short -term orientation toward chang
ing events have an expectation of quick results 
following one's actions.6 The Chinese, for example, 
typically have a long-term time orientation--note 
the tendency to mark time in }"""3r-long increments, 
as in the Yearof the Dragon or the Yearofthe Dog
whereas Europeans typically ha\'e a short-term time 
orientation and aggregate time in month-long inter
vals (such as Aries, Gemini, Pisces, or Aquarius). 

Indulgence versus Restraint 
Recently Hofstede has induded two additional dimensions to those previously described. 
Based on recent research, including ideas from Middle Eastern, Nordic, and Eastern 
European perspectives? Hofstede has added the dimensions of indulgence versus restraint 
and monumelllalism versus self-effacement. 

The indulgence ycrsus res traint dimension juxtaposes hedonism with self-discipline. 
Cultures high on indulgence enco urage pleasure, enjoyment, spending, consumption, 
sexual gratification, and general merriment. Alternatively, cultures high on restraint 
enrourage the control of such hedonistic gratifications, and the pleasures and enjoyment 
associated with leisure activities are discouraged. 

Monumentalism versus Self-Effacement 
The monumentulism versus self-effu cement dimension juxtaposes stability with change. 
Cultures high on monwnentalism encourage people to be like the monuments or statues 
that one commonly finds in parks or near government buildings: proud, unchangeable, 
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upstanding. stable, and resolute. Alte rnatively, cultures high on self-effacement encourage 
humility, flexibility, adaptation to the situation, and feeling comfortable about life's para
doxes and inconsistencies. As Michael Minkov suggests, those from self-effacement cultures 

adapt relatively easily to foreign environments because their selves are fluid and flexi
ble. are not overly proud of their cultural identity, and do not insist on retaining their 
cultural heritage. {Conversely,] people from monumentalist cultures may consider 
cultural adaptation a sort of treason. because they are more proud of who they are. 
and subscribe to the view th:1t some self al1 ributes, such as values and beliefs, must 
remain immutable. {For example.l it may be possible [for someone] to be a good 
meal-eating vegetarian Hindu. but there is no such Ihing as a decent pork-eating 
Muslim. A virtuous woman cannot believe in wearing a headscarf in Cairo while 
walking bareheaded in Paris. You must maintain the same kind of moral integrity and 
stability across all Simalions.8 

Comparing Hofstede's Dime nsions 
Hofstede's foundational work has been widely cited and appropriately praised for its 
importance, darity, straightfoIWard ness, simplicity, and excellence. Each of Hofstede's 
dimensions provides insights into the influence of culture on the communication 
process. Table S.2, which dusters the various cultures by geographic region, summarizes 

Gro upings o n Hofst ede's Dime nsion s 

Power Uncertainty Individuallsm- Mascutlnity- TIme 
Distance Avoidance Collectivism femininity Orientation 

Low Low High Medium Low 

-.,. -66 19' 58 -53 

-94 -79 15' 10 ~. 

-113 -134 19. 84 -74 

-145 -134 112 9' 

New Zealand -173 -75 .49 42 -57 

South Africa -48 -75 9. 68 

U.S.A. -go ~7 200 63 -60 

latin Europe Medium High Medium to High LowtoHigh 

France 39 82 "' -38 

Israel -214 60 45 -16 

Italy -44 35 137 '0' 
Malta -16 12' 66 -16 

Portugal 16 158 -07 -101 

Spain -12 82 33 -43 
(Continued) 
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rULE S.2 (Con tinued) 

Powe, Uncertainty Individ ulliism- Miisculinity- TIme 
Cultur. Dbtllnu Avoldillnell Collectlvl5m Femininity Orientation 

Nordic Europe L~ Low High Low 

Denmark -191 · 184 12' · 181 

Finland -122 ·32 83 -128 

Norway · 131 ·70 108 · 223 

Sweden -131 -159 "' -2:!9 -46 

Germanic Europe Low Medil.lrn High l owto High 

Austria -223 14 49 153 

Belgium 25 lIS 133 21 

~many -113 ., " 84 ·53 

luxembourg ·90 14 70 0 

Netherl ands ·99 ·58 154 -191 ., 
Switze rland ·117 ·37 10' lOS 

Eu tern Europe MedlumtoHigh Medium to High Medium l ow to Hlgh Low to Medium 

Bulgaria 48 77 ·55 ·53 

Cze<:h Republic ·12 31 62 37 -117 

Estonia ·90 ·28 70 ·106 

Greece , 191 ·34 37 

Hlrlgary -6, 65 15' 201 14 

Poland 39 111 70 74 ·50 

Romania 140 98 ·55 -43 

Russia 154 120 · 17 · 75 

Slovakia '04 -66 37 317 ·29 

Yugoslavia 76 90 -6' ·154 

Latin America Medium Medium to High Low lowtoHigh 

Argentina ·48 82 12 31 

Brazil 43 39 ·22 -6 67 

Chile 16 82 ·84 · 117 

Colombia 34 56 ·126 74 

Costa Rica - 11 3 " -118 ·154 

Ecuador 85 · 147 68 

Guatemala 163 14S ·155 -6, 

Jamaica -6, -227 ·17 95 

Mexico 99 65 ·55 100 

Panama 163 " -134 ·32 

""'" 21 86 -113 -43 

EI Sa lvador 30 115 -107 ·53 
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Power Uncertainty fndividullfism- Mascu linity- Time 
Cultur. Ol,tance Avoidance CoHlKtivi.m Femininity Orientation 

Suriname 117 107 16 ~9 

Trinidad -58 -49 -113 " Uruguay 7 141 -30 ~4 

Venezuela 99 39 -130 121 

Sub-Sahllrlln AfriCII Medium Low Low Medium Low 

East Africa 21 ~2 -67 -48 -74 

West AfriCII 80 -53 -97 -" -106 

Middle East Medium to High Medium Medium Medium 

Arab countries 94 6 -" 15 

Morocco 48 6 12 15 

Turkey 30 77 -26 -27 

Southern Asia Medium to High low to Medium Low Medium low to High 

Bangladesh 94 -28 ~7 26 -" 
India 80 -113 20 31 " Indonesia 85 -79 -122 -" 
Iran -7 -32 -9 -38 

Malaysia 204 -129 -72 0 

Pakistan -21 14 -122 0 -163 

Philippines 158 -96 ~7 74 -96 

Thailand 21 -11 ~7 -85 3S 

Vietnam 48 -155 ~7 -53 119 

Confucian Asia Medium to High low to High low to Medium Medium to High High 

China 94 -155 -97 " 253 

Hong Kong 39 -159 -76 37 176 

Japan -25 107 12 238 119 

Singapore 66 -248 -97 -11 7 

South Koreil 2 77 -105 -59 102 

Taiwan -7 10 -109 -27 144 

A large positive saxe m&lOS that the culture Is hgh Of) that dimension. A Ia'>je negative SCO~ means that the culMe Is low on 
that dlmeoslcn. The average score Is zero. Ratings are standard!zed score~ wIIh the decimal point om!t:ed. 

Source. &lsed on data reported In Geer! Hofstede, Culrure'5 Comequences:Corrparfig Val.rf'l, fleha>AorJ, ImfiruflofIJ, and Organlzaflo(IJ 
(Jutm Nation!, 1nd I'd. (Thous3nd oaks, CA: Sage, 1001). 

information for Hofstede's first five dimensions. Every culture, of course, forms an 
intricate and interrelated pattern; no one cultural dimension is sufficient to describe 
or understand this complexity. For each dimension in the table, we have also provided 
general descriptive labels (high, medium, low) to summarize the "typical" score of 
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• Time mana!lement, productivity, and communka
tion all depend on the panerns of one's culture to 
define their importance. 

those cultures within each geographic region. 
Note, however, that even cultures that are located 
very near others are not entirely similar; this 
range of scores underscores the importance of 
being cautious when making generalizations 
about cultures, even when they are within the 
same regions of the world (e.g., Latin America or 
the Middle East). 

Cultures with similar oonfigurations on 
Hofstede's dimensions would likely have similar 
oommunication patterns, and cultures that are very 
different from one another would probably behave 
dissimilarly. Hofstede's dimensions describe cultural 
expectations for a range of social behaviors: power 
distance refers to relationships with people higher 
or lower in rank, uncertainty avoidance to people's 
search for truth and certainty, individualism
collectivism to expected behaviors toward the group, 
masculinity-feminillity to the expectations surround
ing achievement and gender differences, time orienta
tion to people's search for virtue and lasting ideals, 
hldulgence-restraillt to psychological impulse control, 
and monumelltalism-self-effacemellt to pridefulness 
and adaptability . 

--<e The GLOBE Cultural Taxonomy 

A recent and very impressive study of differences in cultural patterns was conducted by 
Robert J. House and his team of more than 170 investigators.9 This ongoing research effort 
is called Project GWBE, which is an acronym for Global Leadership and Organizational 
Behavior Effectiveness. To date, the team has collected information from nearly 20,000 
middle managers in 61 cultures. Individuals were asked to describe both the cultural 
practices-what is, or what people actually do-and the cultural vaiues--what should be, 
or what is regarded as ideal- in their cultures. 

The GWBE re;earch program builds on Hofstede's work and on that ofK1uckhohn and 
Strodtbeck (which is described in the previous chapter). Nine dimensions are used to describe 
the dominant patterns of a culture: power distance, uncertainty avoidance, in-group oollec
tivism, institutional oollectivism, gender egalitarianism, assertiveness, performance orienta
tion, future orientation, and humane orientation. The first six GWBE dimensions are based 
on the work of Hofstede. The dimensions of power distance and uncertainty avoidance are 
identical in the two taxonomies. Hofstede's individualism--collectivism dimension has been 
separated into two GWBE components: in-group oollectivism and institutional collectivism. 
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Similarly, Hofstede's masculinity-femininity dimension has been divided into two compo
nents: gender egalitarianism and assertiven~ The remaining three GWBE dimensions are 
based on the work of Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck. The GWBE's performance orientation di
mension relates to Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck's world-orientation dimension. The future 
orientation dimension is based on Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck's concept of time and the dis
tinction among past-, present-, and future-oriented cultures. The GWBE's humane orienta
tion dimension is anchored in Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck's view of human nature, e;pecially 
their distinction that cultures may regard humans on a continuum ranging from inherently 
"good~ to inherently "bad." Table 5.3 provides the nine cultural dimensions studied in the 

TABLE S.) GLOBE Dimensions and Cultural Characteristics 

Dimension 

Power 
Distance 

Uncertainty 
Avoidance 

In-Group 
Collectivism 

Institutional 
Collectivism 

Gender 
Egalitarianism 

Auertiveness 

Performance 
Orientation 

Future 
Orientation 

Humane 
Orientation 

Cultural Characteristics 

The degree to which people believe that 
power should be stratified, unequally shared, 
and concentrated at higher levels of an 
organization or government. 

The extent to which people strive to avoid 
uncertainty by relying on social norms, rules, 
rituals, and bureaucratic practices to alleviate 
the unpredictability of future events. 

The degree to which people express pride, 
loyalty, and cohesiveness in their families. 

The degree to which a culture's institutional 
practices encourage collective actions and 
the collective distribution of resources. 

The extent to which people minimize gender 
role differences and gender discrimination 
while promoting gender equality. 

The degree to which people a re assertive, 
confrontational, and aggressive in social 
relationships. 

The extent to which people encourage others 
to improve their task-oriented performance 
and excel. 

The degree to which people engage in 
future-oriented behaviors such as planning, 
investing in the future, and delaying 
gratification. 

The degree to which people encourage 
others to be fair, altruistic, friendly, 
generous, caring, and kind. 

Sample Items 

Followers are (should bel 
expected to obey their leaders 
without question. 

Most people lead (should lead) 

highly structured lives with few 
unexpected events. 

Employees feel (should feel) 
great loyalty toward this 
organization. 

Leaders encourage (should 
encourage) group loyalty even if 
individual goals suffer. 

Boys are encouraged (should be 
encouraged) more than girls to 
attain a higher education. 
(scored inversely) 

People are (should be) generally 
dominant in their relationships 
with each other. 

Students are encouraged (should 
be encouraged) to strive for con
tinuously improved performance. 

Most people live (should live) in 
the pre:lent rather than for the 
future. (scored inversely) 

Most people are (should be) 

generally very tolerant of 
mistakes. 

Adapted from: Robert J. House, Paul J. HaflgeS, Mansour Javkian, Peter W. DoIfmiln, and V1pin Guptil (eds.), Culrur(!, Leaderstllp, and 
Organ/mUons: The GlOBE SIU1y of 61 SocJerIes (Ttlousafld oa~, CA: Sage, 2004). 
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Balinese culture is one of the most methodical systems of social and religious organization on earth, 
a magnificent beehive of tasks and role and ceremonies. The Balinese are lodged, completely held, 
within an elaborate lattice of customs. A combination of several factors created this network but 
basically we can say that Bali is what happens when the lavish rituals of traditional Hinduism are 
superimposed over a vast rice-growing agricultural society that operates, by necessity, with 
elaborate communal cooperation. Rice terraces require an unbelievable amount of shared labor, 
maintenance and engineering in order to prosper, so each Balinese village has a bonjar-a united 
organization of citizens who administer, through consensus, the village's political and economic 
and religious and agricultural decisions. in Bali, the collective is absolutely more important than the 
Individual, or nobody eats. 

- Blzaberh Gllberr 

GWBE research, their cultural characteristics, and sample items. The information in this 
table provides a useful reference guide to help you understand the GWBE ideas more easily. 

Power Distance 
At; Hofstede suggested, one of the basic concerns of all cultures is the issue of human 
inequality. Cultures differ in the extent to which they view status inequalities as desirable 
or undesirable. Thus power distatlce refers to the degree to which cultures believe that so
cial and political power should be distributed disproportionately, shared unequally, and 
concentrated among a few top decision makers. 

High power-distance cultures, such as those in France, Argentina, and Nigeria, believe 
it is very appropriate to have differences among social classes. Upward mobility ought to 
be limited, because people already occupy their correct places in the social hierarchy. The 
decisions of the powerful authorities should be met with unchallenged acceptance. 

Conversely, low power-distance cultures like those in Australia, Denmark, and Albania 
believe it is important to minimize or even eliminate social class differences. Upward mobil
ity is high, because an equal opportunity for each person is an overriding goal. Questioning 
and challenging the decisions of authorities is regarded as each person's duty and responsi
bility, as only through such challenges will social and political power be used well. 

Uncertainty Avoidance 
All cultures need to have some degree of predictability in their social worlds. While 
complete certainty can never be achieved, humans could not survive in a world of 
total and chaotic uncertainty. Thus cultures vary in the degree of predictability they 
prefer. These variations constitute the Iwcertaimy avoidatlce dimension, which is the 
extent to which cultures feel threatened by the unpredictability of the future and 
therefore try to establish more structure in the form of rules, regulations, rituals, and 
mandatory practices. 
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Cultures such as those in Sweden, Switzerland, and China are relatively high on uncer
tainty avoidance. Therefore, they prefer to avoid uncertainty as a cultural value, desire or even 
demand consensus about societal goals, and do not tolerate dissent or allow deviation in the 
behaviors of cultural members. They try to ensure certainty and security through an extensive 
set of instructions about how one ought to behave. As a result, cultures that are high on uncer
tainty avoidance prefer to develop many ways to control people's social behaviors. These con
trols exist as fonnal regulations and as informal rules about acceptable conduct, and they also 
include elaborate rituals and religious practices that have a precise form or sequence. 

Cultures such as those in Russia, Bolivia, and South Korea are relatively low on uncer
tainty avoidance. They, therefore, have a higher tolerance for uncertainty and ambiguity 
and are much more comfortable with the unpredictability of life. Consequently, rules and 
regulations are kept to a minimum, dissent is tolerated, and deviance is more likely to be 
regarded as peculiar or eccentric rather than as threatening. 

In~Group Collectivism 
The in-group collectivism dimension is similar to what Hofstede calls individualism
collectivism. Individualistic cultures have low in-group collectivism, whereas collectivistic 
cultures rate high on this dimension. 

I n-group collectivism reflects the degree to which people express pride, loyalty, and 
solidarity with their family or similar group. In cultures with high in-group collectivism, 
individuals take pride in and define their sense of self-quite literally, their sense of who 
they are-in terms of their family or similar group. That is, people's identities within col
lectivistic cultures are closely tied to their ingroups, and strong group memberships are 
both required and desired. As the African saying suggests, in collectivist cultures, "I am 
because we are." Representative cultures that are high on in-group collectivism include 
those in Georgia, Morocco, and the Philippines. 

In individualistic cultures.-those that are low on in-group collectivism-the inde
pendence and autonomy of the individual is an overriding feature. People's identities 
within individualistic cultures are separate from, and perhaps very distant from, those of 
the group. Group membership is often regarded as voluntary, and allegiance with one's 
ingroup--even with one's family- is not expected to be overly strong. Included in this 
category are sllch cultures as those in New Zealand, Finland, and the Netherlands. 

Institutional Collectivism 
Another aspect of the dimension that Hofstede called individualism-<:ollectivism is con
cerned with the basis upon which decisions are made and the group's resources are allo
cated. The dimension of institution:.1 colll'ctivism represents the degree to which cultures 
support, value, and prefer to distribute rewards based on group versus individual interests. 

In cultures that are high on institutional collectivism, decisions that ju:ttapose the 
benefits to the group with the benefits to the individual nearly always base the decision 
on what is best for the group. Thus, in cultures like those in Qatar and Japan, group activ
ities are typically preferred to individual actions. 

In cultures that are low on institutional collectivism, decisions are based on what is 
good for the individual, with little regard for the group. Because the person is the primary 
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"For you. it's all about how you stand OUL Who is the smartest, the richest, the best. For us. it's all 
about blending in. like the patches that make up a quilt. One by one, we're not much to look at. But 
put us together, aocl you've got something wonderful." 

- JodI PfcocJf 

source of motivation, individual autonomy and actions tend to dominate. Thus, in Italy 
and Greece, decisions are based on individual merit rather than on collective invo!\'ement. 

Gender Egalitarianism 

If you carefully read the description of Hofstede's masculinity-femininity dimension, 
you will note that it combines two re lated attributes that, in the GlDBE project, have been 
separated into separate dimensions: a belief in equality between \romen and men and a pref
erence for forceful assertiveness. The first of these attributes is called gender egali tarianism 
and is the el.'tent to which a culture minimizes differences in gender expectations for men 
~'ersus women. 

Cultures such as those in Hungary and Poland, which are near the midpoint of the gen
der egalitarianism dimension, believe that gender equality is preferred, that men and women 

. Within japanHE' culnn, whkh Is high on institutional collectivism, thert! is ohm i 
Vf!!ry strong identifKilion with one's work group. Herf', agroup of Japanese businf'Ss
pt'Opff' coilKtively sharf' a group momf'n! . 
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• (;erode, ~1I~rlanjsm, whkh minimizes differences amooo men 100 ..... omen.ls 
evident In this conven.tlon between two Ixulnesspeople. 

should be treated in the same way, and that unequal treatment solely because of one's biolog
ical sex or gender constitutes discrimination and should not occur. Conversely, cultures like 
those in Austria and Egypt, which are low in gender egalitarianism, engage in unequal treat 
ment of men and women. In this view, there are inherent differences between men and 
women, and these differences require dissimilar expectations and treatments. Rather than 
regarding these fundamental differences negatively, cultures that are low on gender egalitari
anism view the divergence in gender roles and expectations as normal and natural. 

Assertiveness 
Another concern of all cultures, which also requires every culture to find a solUI ion, per
tains to the cultural preference for dominance and forcefulness or nurturance and social 
support. This as~rt iveness dimension describes the extent to which people value and 
prefer tough aggressiveness or tender nonaggressiveness. 

Cultures high on the assertiveness dimension value strength, success, and taking the ini
tiative. Competition is good, winning is desirable, and rewards should go to those who are 
victorious. People are encouraged to be competitive, visible, and successful. Representative 
rultures include those in Germany and Hong Kong. 

Conversely, cuhures low on the assertiveness dimension value modesty, tenderness. warm 
relationships, and cooperation. Competition is bad, a win--l.ose orientation is unacceptable, 
and rewards should be shared among all. Nurturance and social support are important, as are 
modesty, cooperation with others, and a sense of solidarity. Friendliness is much more impor
tant than brilliance. Typical of this orientation are the cultures in Kuwait and Thailand 
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Performance Orientation 

The degree to which a culture encourages and rewards people for their accomplishments 
is called the performance orientation dimension. Depending on the culture, some peo
ple might be regarded as superior to others because of who they are-the "correct" family 
background, age, gender, birth order, or school-whereas others may acquire status based 
on personal achievements such as the amount of educ;uion, success in business, physical 
strength, occupation, or a wide variety of other characteristics. 

In high performance-oriented cultures, such as those in Canada and Singapore, sta
tus is based on what a person has accomplished. Schooling and educalion are cri tical to 
one's success, people are expected to demonstrate some initiative in work-related tasks, 
and f).""peCtations are high. Conversely, in low performance-oriented cultures, like those in 
Colombia and Guatemala, status is based on who you are. Attending the "right" school is 
important, as are family connections, seniority, loyalty, and tradition. 

An important component of performance orientation is people's preferred relationship to 
the natural and spiritual world. As Kluckhohn and Stnxitbed:: suggested in the previous chapter, 
some cultures view nanlfe as something to he conquered and controlled, others see themselves 
asliving in harmony with nature, and still others view themselves as subjugated to nature. 

High performance-oriented cultures assert their dominance mer nature, and they try to 
shape the world to fit their needs. Gening the job done is far more important than maintain
ing effective relationships, for what really matters is the task-related results that show what 
someone has accomplished. People in high performance-oriented cultures value competi
tiveness. assertiveness, and achievement. In contrast, people in low performance-oriented 
cultures feel more controlled by nature and want to live in harmony with the natural and 
spiritual environment. Maintaining effective relationships is more important in such cul
tures than is getting the job done; what matters most are cooperation, integrity, and loyalty. 

Another important distinction related to performa nce orientation is Edward Hall's 
concept of low-cont~1 versus high.conten messages, which we discussed earlier. High 
performance-oriented cultures tend to be low-context; they prefer to use messages that 
are clear, explicit, and direct. They also have a monochronic approach to time; time is 
valuable and limited, events are sequential, and punctuality is preferred. Conversely, low 
performance-oriented cultures use high-context messages more often; their intent is to 
avoid direct confrontations and maintain harmony in their relationships. 

Future Orientation 
Locating one's world in time---and thereby giving structure, coherence, and significance to 
events.--<reates order and meaning in people's lives. The extent to which a culture pl.ans 
for forthcoming events is the future orientation dimension. Related slightly to Hofstede's 
long-term dimension and very directly to Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck's ideas on time ori
entation (see Chapter 4), the future orientation dimension describes the degree to which 
cultures advocate long-term planning and deferred gratification or the deeply felt satisfac
tion that comes from eJ..-periencing the simple pleasures of the present moment. 

Cultures differ, of course, in the extent to which they prefer to focus on the future 
rather than on the spontaneity of the present. Those high in future orientation, such as 
Iran and Hong Kong, believe that current pleasures are less important than future benefits, 
so they believe in planning, self-control, and activities that have a delayed impact. Cultures 
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·You don't understand: she said. · You think a woman feels bad If she's exchanged forcows or 
money. But if there's no exchange she feels worth nothing. I cost my husband ten cows-I had a good 
education from Irish nuns In Mbarara.1 speak Enolish and can run a business. My father spent money 
on me, why give me aw2ft for nothing? Our famlli~ keep accounts of what girls cost to feed and 
clothe and educate, that way they can show a daughter Is valuable to a young man's family. You 
want a healthy, educated bride-OK, you pay for Itl" 

- Dervlo MUqWf 

like those in Portugal and Venezuela are low in future orientation and thus prefer to enjoy 
fully the experiences currently under way; they like to live "in the moment" and are less 
constrained by doubts about the paS! or concerns about the future. 

People from cultures that are high in future orientation want to save money and other 
resources. They believe in strategic planning. and they value economic success. People 
from cultures that are low in future orientation are more likely to spend now rather than 
save for later. They view material and spiritual achievements as opposing goals, and they 
prefer the latter. 

Humane Orientation 
The final GLOBE dimension, humane orientation, refers to the extent to which cultures 
encourage and reward their members for being benevolent and compassionate toward 
others or are concerned with self-interest and self-gratification. 

Cultures high in humane orientation value expressions of kindness, generosity, car
ing, and compassion, and people who express social support for others are admired. 
Members of humane-oriented cultures are expected to help others financially and emo
tionally, to share information that others may need, to spend time with others, and to 
offer empathy and love. Representative cultures include Zambia and Indonesia. 

Cultures low in humane orientation value co mfort, pleasure, satisfaction, and per
sonal enjoyment. People from low humane-orientation cult ures are e:\.'pected to confront 
personal problems by themselves, and they are concerned primarily with individual grat
ification. Typical of this orientat ion are the cultures of Spain and white South Africa. 

Comparing the GLOBE Dimensions 
As we suggested in Chapter 4, cultural patterns represent a universal social choice that 
must be made by each culture and that is learned from the family and throughout the so
cial institutions of a culture: in the degree to which children are encouraged to have their 
own desires and motivations, in the solidarity and unity expected in the family, in the role 
models that are presented. and throughout the range of messages that are conveyed. 

Table 5.4 provides information on each of the GLOBE practices for sixty-one coun
tries. Table 5.5 provides this information for each of the GLOBE value5. The regional 
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groupings of the countries in the table reflect the analytical work of the GLOBE research 
team, which supports the appropriateness of these clusters of nations. Thus the tables or
ganize the countries in the GLOBE studies by geographic areas and provide their scores on 
the GLOBE dimensions. With the exception of the gender egalitarianism dimension, large 
positive scores mean that the culture is high on that dimension, and large negative scores 
mean that the culture is low on that dimension. The gender egalitarian dimension requires 
)UU to do a different kind of interpretat ion of the information, because a score close to 
zero indicates a gender egalitarian culture, and a large negative score represents a culture 
that is very masculine in its orientation. 

The GLOBE research helps to clarify our understanding of cultural patterns in two ways. 
First, it separates cultural practices-the ways that people typically behave in everyday com
munication interactions--from cultural vll lues, or what people regard as important and 
believe is ideal. One might expect, of course, that practices and values are similar, but they are 
not always so. Sometimes, when a culture's practices are ~extreme" on a dimension, the pre
ferred ideal is that it be less so. In Spain, for example, power distance is very high, but the 
"ideal" or preferred power distance is low. In Nordic European cultures, institutional collec
tivism is uniformly low, but the ideal is that it should be much higher. In China, in-group 
collectivism is high, but the preference is for it to be much lower. Throughout Germanic 
Europe. assertiveness is typically high. but people's ideal is that it should be lower. In Egypt 
and Kuwait, humane orientation is high, but people would like it to be lower. Thus, in many 
cultures and in many ways. there is a tension between what is and what should be. 

Second. the GLOBE research helps to explain the complex nature of cultural patterns. By 
providing updated information on a wide range of cultures. by refining tile distinctions that 
differentiate among cultures, and by revising arK! expanding the cultural dimensions that are 
relevant. this effort substantially increases our urK!erstanding of cultures and of intercultural 
communication. To provide just one example of the usefulness of the expanded GLOBE 
dimensions, consider the Japanese practices for institutional collectivism and for in·group 
collectivism. Whereas the Japanese are extremely high in institutional collectivism, they are 
somewhat below the average for in-group collectivism. That is, decisions in Japan are most 
often made, and resources among the Japanese are typical ly distributed, in a very collectivist 
fashion. but the collective group for the Japanese-that is, the group with which people iden
tify most closely-is not necessarily the fumily but rather the organization, the nation, or 
some other social unit . New Zealanders, Swedes, and Danes, among others, have patterns on 
these dimensions that are similar to the Japanese; Greeks, Guatemalans, Colombians, and 
others have the opposite paltern. 

Cultural Taxonomies and Intercultural Competence 

The major lesson in this chapler is thai cultures vary systematically in their choices about 
solutions to basic human problems. The taxonomies offer lenses through which cultural vari
ations can be understood and appreciated, rather than negatively evaluated and disregarded. 
The categories in these tawnomies can help )Uu to describe the fundamental aspects of cul
tures. As frames of reference. they provide mechanisms to understand all intercultural com
munication events. In any intercultural encounter. people may be communicating from very 
different perceptions of what is "reality," what is "good," and what is "correct" behavior. The 
competent intercultural communicator mLISt recognize that cultural variations in addressing 
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basic human issues such as social relations, emphasis on self or group, and preferences for 
verbal or nonverbal code usage will always be a factor in imercultural communication. 

The IaXOnomies allow )Ou to use culture.specific knowledge to improve intercultural 
rompetence. First, begin by seeking out information aoout the cultural patterns of those indi· 
viduals with whom you engage in intercultural rommunication. To assist your understanding 
of the culture, select one of the taxonomies presented and seek information that allows you to 
create a profile of the culture's preferred choices. ubraries and the lmernet are natural starting 
place; for this kind of knowledge. So, too, are representatives of the culture. Engage them in 
ronversation as you tl}' to understand their culture. Most people wekome questions from a 
genuinely curious person. Be systematic in your search for information by using the categories 
thoroughly. Thinkabout the interrelatedness of the various aspects of the culture's patterns. 

Second, study the patterns of your own culture. Because you take your beliefs, values, 
norms, and social practices fur granted, stepping outside of your cultural patterns by re· 
searching them is vel}' useful. You might want 10 describe the preferences of your own 
culture by using one of the taxonomies. 

The third step requires only a willingness to reflect on your personal preferences. Do 
your belielS, values, norms, and social practice; match thoseofthe typical person in your cul· 
ture? How do your choices roincide with and differ from the general cultum! description? 

Finally, mentally consider your own preferences by ju:ttaposing them with the de· 
scription of the typical person from another culture. Note the similarities and difference; 
in belielS, values, norms, and social practices. Can you predict where misinterpretations 
may occur because of contrasting assumptions about what is important a nd good? For ex· 
ample, the European American who shares the culture's preference for directness would 
inevitably enoounter difficulties in communication with a typical member of the Japanese 
culture or a typical Latino cultural member. Similarly, knowing that you value informality, 
and usually act accordingly, can help you to monitor your expressions when communicat· 
ing with someone from a culture that prefers formality. Viewing time as I ineur often causes 
problems in communication with people from cultures with o ther orientations to time. 
lnterpretat ions of behavior as "late," " inattentive," or "disre5pectful," rather than just "dif· 
ferent ," ca n produce alternative ways of viewing the ticking of the clock. 

Summary 

Thischapterdisrussed three impon."Int taxonomies th:l.t 
can be used 10 de5(:ribe cultural variations. Edward Hall 
placed cultures on :l. continuum Iium high Q)fltext 10 
low m ntext. High.context cultures prefer messages in 
which most of the meaning is either implied by the 
physical setting or is presumed to be part of the individ· 
uaI's internalized belie&, values, norms, and social prac· 
tices; 1ow·Q)fllext cultures prefer messages in which the 
infommtion is contained within the explicit axle. 

Geer! Hofstede described seven dimensioru 
akmg which dominant patterns of a culture can be 
ordered: power distance, uncertainty a\Uidance, 
individuaiisll'l-COUectivism, masculinity-iemininity, 

time orientation, indulgeoce-restroinl, and monumen· 
talism-61..Jf·effacement. The power-distance dimension 
assesses the degree to which the culture believes that 
institutional power should be distributed equally or 
wrequally. The WICertainty avoidance dimension 
describes the extent to which cultures prefer and 
can tolerate ambiguity and change. The individual· 
ism-roUectivism dimension describes the degree to 
which a culture relies on and has allegiance to the self 
or the group. The masculinity remininity dimension 
indicates the d<'gree to which a culture values 
assertiveness and "manliness~ or caring ror others and 
the quality of life. The time-<>rientation dimension 
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refurs to a long-term versus short-term orientation 
toward life and ~rk. The indulgm<:e-restraint dimen
sion contrnslS pleasure-seeking with self-restrnint. The 
monumentalism--6elf-effacement dimension compares 
prideful stabil ity with humble adaptation. 

The GLOBE researchers identified nine dimen
sions of cuhure and distinguished between cultural 
prru:tim (what people actually do) and cultural valutJ 
(what people should do). The power di5tance and 
uncertainty avoidance dimensions are s imilar to 

those that Hofstede described. In-group coIle.::tivism 
and institutional collectivism refine Hofstede's indi
vidwlism-collectivism dimension; in-group col
lect ivism is concerned with family loyal ty, whereas 
societal collectivism refers to group-oriented actions. 

For Discussion 

J. What does Edward Hall mean when he refers to 
culture as a "screenft for its members! 

2. Descnbe how each of Hofstede's dimensions of 
cultural patterns is d ispJnyed within your culture. 

3. Does Hofstede's taxonomy coincide with your 
own inlercuhurol experiences? E:l:plain. 

4. Consider the following two phi losophical 
statements: "I think; therefore, I am" and "I am 
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ous one offer alternative lenses through which cultures 
can be understood and apprtCi..1ted. Taken together, 
these two chapters provide multiple frome5 of reference 
that can be w.ed to enhance your knowledge, motiva
tions, and skills in intercul tural communica tion. 

because we are." What 00 these two statements 
reveal about thl' underl~ing cultural values of 
those who use them~ 
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What might this suggest about intercultural 
communication? 
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In the previous two chapters, we emphasized the critical importance of cultural patterns 
in shaping the preferred ways to think, feel, and act in a variety of situations. An equally 
interesting and important question in the development of intercultural oommunication 
competence concerns how people come to identify themselves as belonging to a particu
lar cultural group. For example, how and when does a child begin to think of herself as a 
Latina, Japanese American, or Japanese? When do adults who are born into one culture 
and living in another begin to think of their cultural identity as embracing parts ofhoth 
their original culture and the later culture? Similarly, how are some people defined as "not 
members" of our cultural grOllp? How and why do groups of people from one culture de
velop negative attitudes and actions toward other cultural groups? 

The present chapter discllsses some aspects of cultural identity that can have a very 
large effect on intercultural communication. We begin with a discussion of cultural 
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I'm a black + white + I don't know what else 
both/neither/other, "half" transracially adopted, 
descendant of people I've never met. A freckled, 
brown-skinned, curly/stralghUfrlzzy brown-haired 
(with some black. blond, and orange thrown inJ. 
German-Amerlcan raised, Spanish-speaking grlnga 
and multkolorful part-time expatriate. I'm mixed. 
What I am 15 ME. 

- Sara 8. 8usdlEdEr 

identity and the powerful ways in which one's self-concept as a member of a particular 
cultural group filters our interp retations of the world. Then we explo re the nature of 
cultural biases, rooted in cultural identity, as we examine the effects of ethnocentrism, 
stereotyping, prejudice, discrimination, and racism on intercultural interactions. 

Cultural Identity 
As part of the socialization process, children learn to view themselves as members of particu
lar groups. Children in all cultures, for example, are taught to identify with their families 
(even though, as Chapter 10 indicates, whom to indude as part of one's "family" differs across 
cult ures).As a child becomes a teenager and then an adult. the development of vocational and 
avocational interests creates new groups with which to identify. "Baseball player," "ballet 
dancer," or "scientist" may become important labels to describe the self. 

Another feature of socialization is that people are taught about groups to which they 
do not belong, and they often learn that certain groups should be avoided. This tendency 
to identify as a member of some groups, called ingroups, and to distinguish these in
groups from olltgroups is so prevalent in human thinking that it has been described as a 
universal human tendency. J Recent schola rship is investigating the role of new media in 
supporting or diminishing this human tendency to define others as either part of our 
own ingroup or as part of our outgroup.2 

The Nature of Identity 
Related 10 the distinction between ingroup and outgroup membership is the concept of 
one's identity or self-concept. An individual's self-concept is built on cultural, social, and 
personal identities.3 

Cultural identity refers to one's sense of belonging to a particular culture or ethnic 
group. It is formed in a process that results from membership in a particular culture, and it 
involves learning about and accepting the traditions, heritage, language, religion, ancestry, 
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aesthetics, thinking patterns, and social structures of a culture. That is, people internalize 
the beliefs. values, norms, and social practices of their culture and identify with that cul
ture as part of their self-concept. 

Social identity develops as a conseque nce of memberships in particular groups 
within one's culture.4 The characteristics and concerns common to most members of 
such social groups shape the way individuals view their characteristics. The types of 
groups with which people identify can vary widely and might include perceived simi
larities due to age, gender, work, religion, ideology, social class. place (neighborhood, 
region, and nation ), and common interests. For instance, those baseball players, ballet 
dancers, and scientists who strongly identify with their particular professions likely 
view themselves as "belonging" to "their" group of professionals, with whom they have 
similar traits and share similar concerns. 

Finally, persona] identity is based on people's unique characteristics, which may dif
fer from th ose of others in their cultural and social groups. You may l.ike cooking or 
chemistry, singing or sewing; you may play tennis or trombones, soccer or stereos; you 
may view yourself as studious or sociable, goofy or gracious; and most assuredly you have 
abilities, talents, quirks, and preferences that differ from those of others. 

For ease and darity, we have chosen to present aspects of a person's identity as 
sepa rate ca tego ries. There is a great deal of interdependence, however, among these 
three aspects of identity. Characteristics of people's social identities will inevitably be 

. In this intr-cuh ural family, the' chid wm draw upon 
the' culture; of Doth of parents in forming h« own 
cultura l idmtit)'. 

linked to the preferences shaped by their cultural 
identities. Similarly, how people enact their 
unique interests will also be heavily influenced by 
their cultural identities. Thus, for example, a 
teenage girl's identity will likely be strongly linked 
to her culture's preferences for gendered role be
haviors as well as to her social class and her per
sonal characteristics and traits.s 

The Formation of Cultural Identity 
Cultural identities often develop through a process 
involving three stages: unexamined cultural iden
tity, cultural identity search, and cultural identity 
achievement.6 During the unexamined cuJtural 
identity stage, one's cultural characteristics are 
taken for granted, and consequently there is little 
interest in exploring cultural issues. Young chil
dren, for instance, typically lack an awareness of 
cultural differences and the distinguishing charac
teristics that differentiate one culture from an-

other. Teenagers and adults may not want to categorize themselves as belonging to any 
particular culture. Some people may not have explored the meanings and consequences 
of their cultural membership but may simply have accepted preconceived ideas about it 
that were obtained from parents, the community, the mass media, and others. 
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Consequently, some individuals may unquestioningly accept the prevailing stereotypes 
held by others and may internalize common stereotypes of their own culture and of 
themselves. Scholars have suggested that the cultural identities of many European 
Americans, in particular, have remained largely unexamined, a consequence of the 
power, centrality, and privilege that the European American cultural group has had in 
the United States? As Judith Martin, Robert Krizek, Thomas Nakayama, and Lisa 
Bradford suggest, 

This lack of attention to white identity and self-labeling reflects the historical power held 
by Whites in the United States. That is, Whites as the privileged group take their identity 
as the norm or standard by which other groups art' measurt'd, and this identity is there
fore invisible, even to the extent that many Whites do not consciously think about the 
profound effect being white has on their """ryday livcs.8 

Cultural identity search involves a process of exploration and questioning about 
one's culture in order to learn more about it and to understand the implications of 
membership in that culture. By exploring the culture, individuals can learn about its 
strengths and may come to a point of acceptance both of their culture and of them
selves. For some individuals, a turning point or crucial event precipitates this stage, 
whereas for others it just begins with a growing awareness and reinterpretation of 
everyday experiences. Common to this stage is an increased social and political aware
ness along with an increased desire to learn more about one's culture. Such learning 
may be characterized by an increased degree of talking with family and friends about 
cultural issues, independent reading of relevant sources, enrolling in appropriate 
courses, or increased attendance at cultural events such as festivals and museums. 
There may also be an emotional component to this stage, of varying intensity, which 
involves tension, anger, and perhaps eVen outrage directed toward other groups. These 
emotions may intensify as people become aware of and wrestle with the effects of dis
crimination on their present and future lives and the potential difficulties in attaining 
educational, career, and personal objectives. 

If there is one universal experience commonly cited among those who have embraced a multiracial 
identity, it is the frequency with which we are asked the "What are you?" question. We are constantly 

called upon to either explain what others pert:eive as our ambiguous racial appearance, or to choose 
sides and declare an allegiance to one ethnic group over another. Meanwhile, those biracial people 
whose looks are more easily aligned with traditional, single-race categories do not face such interro
gation to nearty the same degree. "I can't racially classify you, and it's bothering me," the questioners 

seem to be saying, "so tell me what you are so I can figure out which box to put you in and deter
mine how to relate to you." 

--Elliolf I2wts 
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. Th~ use of th~ M~norah and r~l.al~ artifacts in th~ (~Iebralion of Chcnukah helps this 
Jewish Amerkan filmilyto st ~ngthen their cultural identity. 

Cultural identity achievement is characterized by a dear, confident acceptance of 
oneself and an internalization of one's cultural identity. Such acceptance can calmly and 
securely be used to guide one's future actions. People in this stage have developed ways of 
dealing with stereotypes and discrimination so that they do not internalize others' nega
tive perceptions and are dear about the personal meanings of their culture. This outcome 
oontributes to increased self-confidence and positive psychological adjustment. Table 6.1 
provides sample comments from individuals in each of the three stages of cultural iden
tity development. 

Characteristics of Cultural Identity 
Once formed, cultural identities provide an essential framework, organizing and inter
preting our experiences of others. This is because cultural identities are central, dynamic, 
and multifaceted components of one's self-concept. 

Cultural identities are central to a person's sense of self. Like gender and race, your 
culture is more "basic" because it is broadly influential and is linked to a great number of 
other aspects of your self-concept. These core aspects of your identity are likely to be im
portant in most of your interactions with others. Most components of your identity, how
ever, become important only when they are activated by specific circumstances. For many 
people, the experience ofliving in another culture or interacting with a person from a dif
ferent culture triggers an awareness of their own cultural identities that they did not have 
before. When a component of your identity becomes conscious and important to you, or 
"activated," your experiences get filtered through that portion of your identity. Aspects of 
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IAILE 6.1 Sbiges In the Development of Cultur~lldentlty 

Unexamined 
cultural identity 

Cultural identity 
~arch 

Cultural identity 
achievement 

"My parents tell me about where they lived. but what do 
I care? I've never li ved there." 

Source of Comments 

Mexican American male 

"VVhydo I have to learn who was the first black woman to do African American female 
this o r that? I'm just not too interested." 

1 don't hllve a culture. I'm just an American." 

1 think people should know what black people had to go 
thlough toget to where we ale now." 

EUlopeanAmerican male 

African American female 

!hele ale a lot of non-Japanese people around me, and it Japane~ American male 
gets pretty confusiflg to try and decide who I am." 

1 want to know whatwe do and how our cultule is different Mexican American female 
from othe"." 

"My culture is importllnt, lind I am proud of what I am. 
Japanese people have so much tooffel." 

1 t used to be confusing to me, but it's dear now. I'm happy 
being black." 

Japanese American male 

African American female 

soace Mapted from Jean S. f'tllnr.@Y •• " Three-Stage MOdel d Ethnic Idefltlty De' eiopi 11M It In MoIesceoce; Ert!OC .tJenrlly: 
foimatkKI and TRH/lmIDlvn among ff5pa1JaandOfhf'T Mrotr/e, ed. Martha E. Bl'lfIiIl and George P. KnIght (A.IOOny: Stolle UnIYeI'itly 

dNew\tlfk Pmss. 1993),61-79. 

one's cultural identity can be activated not only by direct experiences with others but also 
by the media reports, by artistic portrayals that have particular cultural themes, by musical 
performances (such as rap music) that are identified with specific cultural groups, and by a 
range of other personal and mass-mediated experiences. 9 Thus, if individuals from one's 
culture are frequently portrayed in popular rums and television programs, this can provide 
a sense of legitimacy for the culture and can hdp to establish that the culture's members 
are attraclive, desirable, and good. Conversely, the absence of such role models in the 
media can dampen one's identification with the culture and the individuals' perceptions 
that the culture is vital and vibrant. Because your cultural identity is likely to be central to 
your sense of self, most of your expe riences are interpreted or "framed~ by your cultural 
membership. 

Because cultwal identities are dynamic, your cultural identity-your sense of the cul
ture to which you belong and who you are in light of this cultural membership-exists 
within a changing social context. Consequently, your identity is not static, fi:red , and endur
ing; rather, it is dynamic and changes with your ongoing life experiences. In even the 
briefest encounter with people whose cultural backgrounds differ from your own, your 
sense of who you are at that instant may well be altered, at least in some small ways. Over 
time, as you adapt to various intercultural chaUenges, your cultural identity may be trans
formed into one that is substantially different from what it used to be.lO The inaccurate be
lief that cultural identities are permanent, that "Once a Swedish American, always a Swedish 
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It amazed me that I never ceased to amaze them. I had never been a minority before. I felt large, un
gainly, and pale. With my damp hair pulled back In a bun, I looked like Olive Oyl. And a little yoke In 
my head kept whispering,·1 can never fit In here.· ... 

Who am I without the tapestry of my family, friends, work, and possessions tightly woven 
around me? In the midst of so much hubbub, I felt entirely alone. Without my music. my food, my 
language, my obligations, I hardly knew who I was. 

I felt like a button that had fallen off. 

---Meg Mrh 

American:' ignores the possibility of profound changes that people may experience as a re
sult of their intercultural contacts. Ind«d, recent communication technologies have made 
it easier, and therefore more common, for those living within a "foreign" culture to main
tain connect ions to Iheir culture-of-origin-both those ~back home" and others who, like 
themselves, are experiencing the changes and disconnections of living in a new culture. II 

CullUral identities are also multifaceted. At any given moment, you have many "com
ponents" that make up your identity. For instance, a specific person may simultaneously 
view herself as a student, an employee, a friend, a woman, a Southerner, a daughter, a 
Methodist, a baby boomer, and mo re. Similarly, there are typically many facets or compo
nents to your cultural identity. 

Many people incorrectly assume that an individual could, or perhaps should, identify 
with only one cultural group. However, as Young Yun Kim suggests, 

If someone sees himself or herself, or is seen by others, as a Mexian-American, then this 
person's identity is [commonly] viewoo to exdude all other identit ies. This tendency to 
.see cultuml identity in an "all-or-none" and ~either-o r~ manner glosses over the fact that 
many people's identities are not locked into a single, unoompromising category, but in
corporate ()(her identities as well .12 

Given our increasingly multicultural world, in wh ich people from many cultu res co
exist and in which the United States has become a country where individuals from many 
cultures live and interact, the multifaceted characteristic of cultural identity becomes 
even more important.13 

Cultural Biases 

In Chapter 2, we defined culture as a learned set of shared interpretations about be
liefs, values, norms, and social practices that affect the behaviors of a relatively large 
group of people. We also pointed out that culture really exists in people's minds, but 
that the consequences of culture- the shared interpretations-can be seen in people's 
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communication behaviors. Shared interpretations, which we have called cultural pat
terns, provide guidelines about how people should behave, and they indicate what to 
expect in interactions with others. In other words, a culture's shared interpretations 
create predictability and subility in people's I.ives. Cullural similarity allows people to 
reduce uncertainty and to know what to expect when interacting with others. 

Interaction only within one's own culture produces a number of obvious benefits. 
Because the culture provides predictability, it reduces the threat of the unknown. When 
something or someone that is unknown or unpredictable enters a culture, the culture's 
beliefs, values, norms, and social practices tell people how to interpret and respond 
appropriately, thus reducing the perceived threat of the intrusion. Cultural patterns also 
allow for automatic responses to stimuli; in essence, cultural palterns save people time 
and energy. 

Intercultural communication, by definition, means that people are interacting with 
at least one culturally different person. Consequently, the sense of security, comfort, and 
predictability that cha racterizes communication with culturally similar people is lost. 
The greater the degree of interculturalness, the greater the loss of predictability and cer
tainty. Assurances about the accuracy of interpretations of verbal and nonverbal messages 
are lost. 

Terms that are often used when communicating with culturtl lly different people in
clude unknown, unpredictable, ambiguous, weird, mysterious. unexplained, exotic, unusual, 
unfamiliar, curious, IIOVel, odd, outlandis/t, and strange. As you read this list. consider how 
the choice of a particular word might also reflect a particular value. What characte ristics, 
values, and knowledge allow individuals to respond more competently to the threat of 
dealing with cultural differences? What situations heighten the perception of threat 
among members of different cultural groups? To answer questions such as these, we need 
to explore how people make sense of information about others as they categorize or das
sify others in their social world. 

Social Categorizing 

Three features in the way all humans process information about others are important 
to your understanding of intercultural competence. First, as cognitive psychologists 
have repeatedly demonstrated, people impose a pattern on their world by organizing 
the stimuli that bombard their senses into conceptual categories. Every waking mo
ment, people are presented with literally hundreds of different perceptual stimuli. 
Therefore, it becomes necessary to simplify the information by selecting, organizing, 
and reducing it to less complex forms. That is, to comprehend stimuli, people orga nize 
them into categories, groupings, and patterns. As a child, you might have completed a 
drawing by connecting numbered dots. Emerging from the lines was the figure of an 
animal or a familiar toy. Even though its complete form was not drawn, it was relatively 
easy to identify. This kind of recognition occurs simply because human beings have a 
tendency to organize perceptual cues to impose meaning, usually by using familiar, 
previous experiences. 

Second, most people tend to think that other people perceive, evaluate, and reason 
about the world in the same way that they do. In other words, humans assume that other 
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people with whom they interact are like themselves. Indeed, it is quite common for peo
ple to draw on their personal experiences to understand and evaluate the motivations of 
others. This common human tendency is sometimes called ethnocfnt rism. 

Third, humans simplify the processing and organizing of information from the envi
ronment by identifying certain characteristics as belonging to certain categories of per
sons and events. For example, a child's experiences with several dogs that growled and 
snapped are likely to result in a future reaction to other dogs as if they will also growl and 
snap. The characteristics of particular events, persons, or objects, once experienced, are 
often assumed to be typical of similar events, persons, or objects. Though these assump
tions are sometimes accurate, often they are not. Not all dogs necessarily growl and snap 
at young children. Nevertheless, information processing results in a simplification of the 
world, so that prior experiences are used as the basis for determining both the categories 
and the attributes of the events. This process is called stereotyping. 

Please note that we are describing these human tendencies nonevaluatively. Their ob
vious advantage is that they allow people to respond efficiently to a variety of perceptual 
stimuli. Nevertheless, this organization and simplification can create some genuine ob
stacles to intercultural competence because they may lead to prejudice, discrimination, 
and racism. 

Ethnocentrism 
Twenty-five hundred years ago, the Greek historian Herodotus, whom Cicero called 
"The Father of History," related a story about Darius, the first monarch of the great 
Persian empire. Darius became king of Persia (now Iran) in 521 B.C., and he ruled a 
vast empire that, for a time, included most of the "known" world, including southeast
ern Europe, northern Africa, India, southern Russia, and the Middle East. Darius, so 
the story goes, 

sent for the Greeks at his court 10 ask them their price for devouring the corpses of 
their ancestors. They replied that no price would be high enough. Thereupon the 
Persian king summoned the representatives of an Indian tribe which habitually prac
ticed the custom from which the Greeks shrank, and asked them through the inter
preter, in the presence of the Greeks, at what price they would burn the corpses of 

It was amazing that gaijin could not smell themselves, the batakusai-butter stink-they emanated 

from eating so much dairy. The odor overwhelmed Kenzo as he stepped through the security door 

of the American Embassy in Toranomon. The Marine guard, a massively built, pink-faced jarhead 
who was the offending source, handed him a visitor's pass, and Kenzo hurried off to the Consular 
Section, trying to suck In fresh air. Only there wasn't any fresh air in the nine-story building, just recy

cled air conditioning, which made his skin prickle and itch. 

-000'"' 
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their ancestors. The Indians cried aloud and besought the king not even to mention 
such a horror. From these circumstances the historian drew the following notable 
moral for human guidance: If all existing customs could somewhere be set before all 
men in order that they might select the most beautiful for themselves, every nation 
would choose out, after the most searching scrutiny, the customs they had already 
practiced. 14 

In the preceding passage, Herodotus described what is now called eThnocentrism, which is 
the notion thai the beliefs, values, norms, and practices of one's own culture are superior 
10 those of others. 

All cultures teach their members the "preferred '" ways to respond 10 the world, 
which are often labeled as "natural" or ~appropriate." Thus. people generally perceive 
their own experiences, which are shaped by their own cultural forces, as natural, human, 
and universal. 

Cultures also train their members to use the categories of their own cultural experi. 
ences when judging the experiences of people from other cultures. OUT culture tells 
us that the way we were taught to behave is "right" or ~correct," and those who do things 
differently are wrong. William G. Sumner, who first introduced the concept of ethnocen
trism, defined it as "the view of things in which one's own group is the center of every
thing, and all others are scaled and raled with reference to it." IS Sumner illustrates how 
ethnocentrism works in the following example: 

When Caribs were asked whence they came, they replied, MWe alone are people.
~Kiowa~ means real or principal people. A Laplander is a "man- or "human being." 
The highest praise a Greenlander has for a European visiting the island is that the 
European by studying virtue and good manners from the Greenlanders soon will be as 
good as a Greenlander. Nature peoples call themselves ·men~ as a rule. All others are 
something else, but not men. The Jews divide all mankind into themselves and 
Gentiles-they hl-ing the "chosen people." The Greeks and Romans called outsiders 
"barbarians." Arabs considered themselves as the noblest nation and all others as bar
barians. Russian books and newspapers talk about its civilizing mission, and so do the 
books and journals of France, Germany, and the United States. Each nation now 
regards itself as the leader of civilization, the best, the freest, and the wises t. All others 
<l rl.' inferior. 16 

Ethnocentrism is a learned belief in cultural superiority. Because cultures teach 
people what the world is "really like" and what is "good," people consequently believe 
that the values of their culture are natural and correct. Thus, people from other cul
tures who do things differently are wrong. When combined with the natural human 
tendency to prefer what is typically experienced, ethnocentrism produces emotional 
reactions to cultural differences that reduce people's willingness to understand dis
parate cul tural messages. 

Ethnocentrism tends to highlight and exaggerate cultural differences. As an inter
esting instance of ethnocentrism, consider beliefs about body odor. Most U.S. 
Americans spend large sums of money each year to rid them selves of natural body 
odor. They then replace their natural odors with artificial ones as they apply deodor
ants, bath powders, shaving lotions, perfumes, hair sprays, shampoos. mousse, gels, 
toothpaste, mouthwash, and breath mints. Many U.S. Americans probably believe that 
they do not have an odor--even after they have routinely applied most. if not all , of 
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the artificial ones in the preceding list. Yet the same individuals will react negatively to 
culturally different others who do not remove natural body odors and who refuse to 
apply artificial ones. 

Another example of ethnocentrism concerns tbe' way in which cul tures teach people 
to discharge mucus from the nose. Most U.S. Americans purchase boxes of tissues and 
strategically place them at various points in their homes, offices, and cars so that they 
will be available for use when blowing their noses. In countries where paper products 
have historically been scarce and very expensive, people blow their noses onto the 
ground or the street. Pay attention to your rea ction as you read this last statement. Most 
U.S. Americans, when learning about this behavior, react with a certain amount of dis
gust. But think about the U.S. practice of blowing one's nose into a tissue or handker
chief, which is the'n placed on the de'sk or into a pocke't or purse. Now ask yourself which 
is really more disgusting--<:arrying around tissues with dried mucus in them or blowing 
the mucus onto the street? Described in this way, both practices have a certain element 
of repugnance, but because one's culture teaches that there is one preferred way, that 
custom is familiar and comfortable and the practices of other cultures are seen as wrong 
or distasteful. 

Ethnocentrism can occur along all of the dimensions of cultural patterns discussed 
in the previous two chapters. People from individualistic cultures, for instance, find the 
idea that a person's self-concept is tied to a group to be unfathomable. To most U.S. 
Americans, the idea of an arranged marriage seems strange at best and a confining and 
reprehensible limitation on personal freedom at worst. 

One area of behavior that quickJy reveals ethnocen trism is personal hygiene. For 
example, U.S. Americans like to see themselves as the cleanest people on Earth. In the 

. Th~ u.s . Am~ri<:an prroc:cupalion wilh bodyodon can be seen on the SMWIM of many 
,,~ 
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United States, bathrooms contain sinks, showers or bathtubs, and toilets, thus allowing 
the efficient use of water pipes. Given this arrangement, people bathe themselves in dose 
pro."(imity to the toilet. where they urinate and defecate. Described in this way, the cul 
tural practices of the United States may seem unclean, peculiar, or even absurd. Why 
would people in a so-called modern society place two such contradictory fun ctions next 
to each other? People from many other cultures, who consider the U.S. arrangement to be 
unclean and unhealthy, sha.re that sentiment. Our point here is that what is familiar and 
comfortable inevitably seems the best. right, and natural way of doing things. Judgments 
about what is "right" or «natural" create emotional responses to cultural differences that 
may interfere with our ab~ity to understand the symbols used by other cultures. For 
example, European Americans think it is "human nature" to orient oneself to the future 
and to want to improve one's material status in life. Individuals whose cultures have been 
influenced by alternative forces. resuhing in contrary views, are often judged negatively 
and treated with derision. 

To be a competent intercultural communicator, you must realize that you typically 
use the categories of your own culture to judge and interpret the behaviors of those who 
are culturally different from you. You must also be aware of your own emotional reac
tions to the sights, sounds, smells, and variations in message systems that you encounter 
when communicating with people from other cultures. The competent intercultural 
communicator does not necessarily suppress negative feelings but acknowledges their 
existence and seeks to minimize their effect on her or his communication. If you are 
reacting strongly to some aspect of another culture, seek out an explanation in the ethno
centric preferences that your culture has taught you. 

Stereotyping 
Journalist Walter Lippmann introduced the term stereotyping in 1922 to refer to a selec
tion process that is used to organize and simplify perceptions of others. I? Stereotypes are 
a form of generalization about some group of people. When people stereotype others, 
they take a category of people and make assertions about the characteristics of all people 
who belong to that category. The consequence of stereotyping is that the vast degree of 
differences that exists among the members of anyone group may not be taken into ac
count in the interpretation of messages. 

To ~lustrate how stereotyping works, read the following list: coUege professors, 
surfers, Marxists, Democrats, bankers, New Yorkers, Californians. Probably, as you read 
each of these categories, it was relatively easy for you to associate particular characteristics 
and traits with each group. Now imagine that a person from one of these groups walked 
into the room and began a conversation with you. In all likelihood, you would associate 
the group's characteristics with that specific individual. 

Your responses to this simple example illustrate what typically occurs when peo
ple are stereotyped. First, someone identifies an outgroup category-"'they"-whose 
characteristics differ from those in one's own social ingroup. Next, the perceived dis
similarities between the groups are enlarged and accentuated, thereby creating differ
ences that are dearer and more distinct. By making sharper and more pronounced 
boundaries between the groups, it becomes more difficult for individuals to move 
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• The depiction of stereotypes In TVshows like Th, Sopranos and In the films of actors such as Jackie Chll!l 
underscores the links between media portrayals of various cultural groups lind everyd.y preJudices. 

from one gro up to another. Concurrently, an evaluative component is introduced, 
whereby the characteristics of the outgroup are negatively judged; that is, the out
group is rega rded as wrong, inferior, or stigmatized as a result of given characteristics. 
Finally, th e group's chara cteristics are aU ributed to all peopl e who belong to the group, 
so that a specific perso n is not treated as a unique individual but as a typi cal member 
of a category. 

Categories that are used to form stereotypes about groups of people can vary widely, 
and they might include the following: 

• Regions of the ",'Odd (Asians, Arabs, South Americans, Africans) 
• Countries (Kenya, Japan, China, France, Great Britain) 
• Regions within countrie; (Northern Indians, Southern Indians, U.S. Midwesterners, 

U.S. Southerners) 
• Citie; (New Yorkers, Parisians, Londoners) 
• Cultures (English, French, Latino, Russian, Serbian, Yoruba, Mestizo, Thai, Navajo) 
• Race (African, Caucasian) 
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What had I been thinking? I woke up each morning hoping to feel a bit more French, more inti
mately connected to my family heritage In some Incredibly dramatic and clear way, but I was always 
stili Just me, a California girl having great fun playing at being French. It was pure folly to have 
thought that my shiny new French passport would suddenly endow me with Insight Into the 
mysteriOUS nuances of the French and their way 0( Interpreting the world. I have never felt so 
glaringly American as I did that morning, sitting in that attic in the heart of Paris ... 

• Religion (Muslim, Hindu, Buddhist, Jewish, Christian) 
• Age (young, old, middle-aged. children, adults) 
• Occupations (teacher, farmer, doctor, housekeeper, mechanic, architect, musician) 
• Relational roles (mother. friend , father. sister, brother) 
• Physical characteristics (short, tall, fat , skinny) 
• Social class (wealthy, poor, middle class) 

This list is by no means exhaustive. What it should illustrate is the enormous 
range of possibilities for classificatio n and simplificatio n. Consider your own stereo
types of penple in these e roups. Many may have neen created hy direct el"perience 
with only one or two people from a particular group. Others are probably based on 
secondha nd information and opinions, output from the mass media , and general 
habits of thinking; they may even have been formed without any direct experience 
with individuals from the group. Yet many people are prepared to assume that their 
stereotypes are accurate representations of all members of specific groups. ]8 
In]erestin gly. stereotypes thaI are based on secondhand opinions-that is, stereotypes 
that are derived from the opinions of others or from the media-tend to be more ex
treme, less variable from one person to another, more uniformly applied to others, 
and more resistant to change than are stereotypes based o n direct personal experi
ences and interactions.]9 

Stereotypes can be inaccurate in three ways.20 First, as we have suggested, stereotypes 
often are assumed to apply to all or most of the members of a particular gro up or cate
gory, resulting in a tendency to ignore differences among the individual members of the 
group. This type of stereotyping error is called the olltgrollP homogeucity effect and results 
in a tendency to regard all members of a particular group as much more similar to one 
another than they actually are.2] Arab Americans, for instance, complain that other U.S. 
Americans often hold undifferentiated stereotypes about members of their culture. 
Albert Mokhiber laments that 

if there's problem in Lhya we're all Libyans. If ]he problem is in Lebanon we're all 
Lebanese. If it happens to be Iran, which is not an Arab country, we're all Iranians. 
Conversely, Iranians were picked on during the Gulf War as being Arabs. Induding one 
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fellow who ca lled in who was a Polynesian Jew. But he looked like what an Arab should 
look like, and he relt the wrnth of anti-Arnb discrimination. Nobody's rea lly free from 
th is. The old civil rights adage 53)'$ that as long as the rights of one are in danger, we're all 
in danger. I think we need to break out of our ethnk gheno mentality, all of us, from var
ious backgrounds, and realize that we're in this stew together.22 

A second rorm of stereotype inaccuracy occurs when the group average. as suggested 
by the stereotype. is simply wro ng o r inapp ropriately exaggerated. This type of inaccuracy 
occurs, fur instance, when Germans are stereo typically regarded as being very efficient, or 
perhaps very rigid, when they may actually be less efficient or less rigid than the exagger
ated perception of them would warrant. 

A third form of stereotype inaccuracy occurs when the degree of error and exaggera
tion differs for positive and negative attributes. For instance, imagine that you have 
stereotyped a culture as being very efficient (a positive attribute) but also very rigid and 
inflexible in its b usiness relationships (a negative attribute). If you tend to overestimate 
the prevalence and importance of the culture's positive characteristics, such as its degree 
of efficiency, while simultaneously ignoring or underestimating its rigidity and other 
negative characteristics, you 'would have a "positive valence inaccuracy." Conversely, 
a "negative valence inaccuracy" occurs if you exaggerate the negative attributes while 
ignoring or devaluing its positive ones. This latter condition, often called prejudice, will 
be discussed in greater detail later. 

The problems associated with using stereotyping as a means of understanding in
dividuals is best illustrated by identifying the groups to which you belong. Think about 
the characteristi cs that might be 5tereotypically assigned to those groups. Determine 
whether the characteristics apply to you or to others in your group. Some of them may 
be accurate descriptions; many, however, will be totally inaccurate, and you would 
resent being thought of in that way. Stereotypes distort o r hide the individual. 
Ultimately, people may become blind to the actual characteristics of the group because 
not all stereotypes are accurate. Most are based on relatively minimal experiences with 
particular individuals. 

Stereotype inaccuracy can lead to errors in interpretations and expectations about 
the behaviors of others. Interpretation errors occu r because stereotypes are used not only 
to categorize specific individuals and events but also to judge them. That is., one poten
tially harmful consequence of stereotypes is that they provide inaccurate labels for a 
group or people, which are then used to interpret subsequent ambiguous events and ex
periences involving members of those groups. As Ziva Kunda and Bonn ie Sherman
Wtlliams note, 

Consider, hr example, the unambiguous act of failing a test. Ethnk stereotypes may lead 
perceivers to attribute slKh failure to laziness if the actor isAsian but to low ability if the ac· 
tor is Black.. Thus stereotypes win affect judgments of the targets' ability even if subjects 
base these judgments only on the act, because the stereotypes will determine the meaning 
ofthe act.21 

Because stereotypes are sometimes applied indiscriminately to members of a particu
lar culture or social group, they can also lead to errors in one's expectations about the 
future behaviors of others. Stereotypes provide the bases for estimating, often inaccurately, 
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what members of the stereotyped group are likeJy to do. Most disturbingly, stereotypes will 
likely persist even when members of the stereotyped group repeatedly behave in ways that 
disconfirm them. Once a stereotype has taken hold, members of the stereotyped group 
who behave in nonstereotypical ways will be expected to oompensate in their future ac
tions in order to "make up for" their atypical behavior. Even when some individuals from a 
stereotyped group repeatedly deviate from expectations, they may be regarded as excep
tions or as atypical members of their group. Indeed, stereotypes may remain intact, or may 
even be strengthened, in the face of disconfirming experiences; those who hold the stereo
types often expect that the other members of the stereotyped social group will be even 
morc likeJy to behave as the stereotype predicts, in order to "balance out" or compensate 
for the "unusual" instances that they experienced. That is, stereotypes encourage people to 
expect future behaviors that compensate for perceived inconsistencies and thus allow peo
ple to anticipate future events in a way that makes it unnecessary to revise their deeply heJd 
beliefs and values.24 

The process underlying stereotyping is absolutely essential for human beings to 
function. Some categorization is necessary and normal. Indeed, there is survival value 
in the ability to make accurate generalizations about o thers, and stereotypes function 
as mental "energy-saving devices" to help make those generalizations efficiently.25 
However, stereotypes may also promote prejudice and discrimination directed toward 
members of cultures other than one's own. lntercultu.ral competence requires an abil
ity to move beyond stereotypes and to respond to the individual. Previous experiences 
should be used only as guidelines or suggested interpretations rather than as hard
and-fast categories. Judee Burgoon, Charles Berger, and Vincen t Waldron suggest that 
mindfulness-that is, paying conscious attention to the nature and basis of one's 
stereotypes--<an help to reduce stereotype inaccuracies and thereby decrease inter
cultural misunderstandings.26 

Prejudice 
Prejudice refers to negative attitudes toward other people that are based on faulty and in
flexible stereotypes. Prejudiced atti tudes include irrational feelings of dislike and even 
hatred for certain groups, biased percept ions and beliefs about the group members that 
are not based on direct experiences and firsthand knowledge, and a readiness to behave in 
negative and unjust ways toward members of the group. Gordon Allport, who first 
focused scholarly attention on prejudice, argued that prejudiced people ignore evidence 
that is inconsistent with their biased viewpoint, or they distort the evidence to fit their 
prejudices. 27 

The strong link between prejudice and stereotypes should be obvious. Prejudiced think
ing is dependent on stereotypes and is a fairly normal phenomenon.28 To be prejudiced 
toward a group of people sometimes makes it easier to respond to them. We are not condon
ing prejudice or the hostile and violent actions that may occur as a result of prejudice. '-'* are 
suggesting that prejudice is a universal psychological process; all people have a propensity for 
prejudice toward others who are unlike themselves. For individuals to move beyond prejudi
cial attitudes and fOr societies to avoid basing social structures on their prejudices aoout 
groups of people, it is critical to recognize the prevalence of prejudicial thinking. 



CHAP TER' Cultural Identity and Cu turaj Blases 1S7 

• ~ spray-painted tombslOO6 fA Russian ~ in St. PetKSburg ~kmratll' thl' plll'judice, 
dlsalml~tlon, and tKIsm (allII'd"antl-SMlitlsm"whII'n referrlng toJll'ws) II'lCpetlencil'd by 
manycurn.alg~ 

What functions does prejudice serve? We have already suggested that the thought 
process underlying prejudice indudes the need to organize and simplify the world. Richard 
Brislin describes four additional benefits, or what he calls function s, of prejudice. 29 First, he 
suggests that prejudice satisfi es a utilitarian or adjustment fun ction. Displaying certain 
kinds of prejudice means that people receive rewards and avoid punishments. For example, 
if you express prejudicial statements about certain people, other people may like you more. 
It is also easier to simply dislike and be prejudiced toward members of other groups because 
they can then be dismissed without going through the effort necessary to adjust to them. 
Another function that prejudice serves is an ego-defensive one; it protects self-esteem.30 If 
others say or do things that ue inconsistent with the images we hold of ourselves, our sense 
of self may be deeply threatened, and we may try to maintain our self-esteem by soorning 
the sources of the message. So, for example, people who are unsuccessful in business may 
feel threatened by g roups whose members are successful. Prejudice may funct ion to protect 
one's self-image by denigrating or devaluing those who might make us feel less worthy.}] 
Still another advantage of prejudicial attitudes is the value-expressive function. If people be
lieve that their group has certain qualities that are unique, valuable, good, or in some way 
special, their prejudicial attitudes toward others is a way of expressing those values. Finally, 
Brislin describes the knowledge function as prejudicial attitudes that people hold because of 
their need to have the world neatly organized and boxed into categories. This hUlction takes 
the normal human proclivity to organize the world to an ext.reme. The rigid application of 
categories and the prejudicial attitudes assigned to certain behaviors and beliefs provide se
curity and increase predictability. Obviously, these functions cannot be neatly applied to all 
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Dawoud remembers an Incident In fourth grade when one of the little girls got her lunch sto len, and 
he looked up to find the teacher singling him out. He saw her cold stare and her accusatOf)' finger 
waving In his face, and he felt baffled and confused. "I was innocent, I didn't even get the connec
tlon. 'Mer l stammered.'Areyou talking tomer "asked Dawoud In a sweat. Yes, she meant him and 
he was to go down to the guidance office Immediately. He was the culprit. There was no doubt in 
her mind. Oawoud rose up from his seat, walked the long march to the door amid the quiet stares of 
his classmates, and dutifully took himself to the guidance office, where the counselor interpreted his 
"acting out" as some kind of"mental problem"and gave him some "weird" tests "putting square pegs 
in round hoIes." ln Oawoud's memory this Is one story among many. "I'd get singled out. Much of the 
time I was in a conflicted state. There were strange things going on, but what do you say? I couldn't 
name what was happening, and I couldn't find the words or the courage to ask." 

The following year, in fifth grade, he remembers that the class was writing a group play about 
Colonial America, and the play was to be written In verse. Dawoud loved the assignment and he 
leapt right Into the middle of the work. 1 loved writing poetry. It was a breeze for me. So I started 
knocking this stuff out."The teacher was gratified by the way her class pulled off the assignment so 
quickly and with such apparent ease and mature collaboration. She inquired of everyone how they 
had been so incredibly productive, and the children all poInted to Dawoud, who smiled back shyly. 
"I remember: says Oawoud with hurt In his eyes, "how her expression changed In that moment. 
The raised eyebrow, the amazement, the surprise." She must have applauded his Inspired work 
and thanked him for his contribution. But the only thing that Dawoud can remember is her utter 
bafflement and his Inner confuslon."The teacher was unable to reconcile my brightness wit h her 
stereotype of me. How could this black boy produce this verse? She seemed tormented by this. It was 
always this way In e lementary school At the same moment I'd receive these great commendations, 
I'd be sent off to the guidance counselor." 

- SOro Lowrence-L/ghtfoo( 

instances of prejudice. Nor are people usually awore of the specific reasons fo r their preju
dices. For each person, prejudicial attitudes may serve several functions. 

Discrimination 
Whereas prl'judice refers to people's attitudes or mental representations, the term 
disuiminatioll refers to the behavioral manifestations of that prejudice. Thus discrimina
tion can be thought of as prejudice " in action." 

Discrimination can occur in many forms. From the extremes of segregation and 
apartheid to biases in the availability of housing, employment, education, economic re
sources, personal safety, and legal protections, discrimination represents unequal treatment 
of certain individuals solely because of their membership in a particular group. 

Teun van Dijk has conducted a series of studies of people's everyday conversations as 
they discussed different racial and cultural groups. Van Dijk condudes that, when individ
uals make prejudicial comments, tell jokes that belittle and dehumanize others, and share 
negative stereotypes about others, they are establishing and legitimizing the existence of 
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their prejudices and are laying th~ "communication groundwork" that will make it accept
able for people to perform discriminatory acts.32 

Often, biases and displays of discrimination are motivated not by direct hostility toward 
some other group but merely by a strong preference for, and loyalty to, one's own culture.l3 Thus, 
the formation of one's cultural identity, which we discussed earlier in this chapter, can some
times lead to hostility, hate, and discrimination directed against nonmembers of that rulture. 

Racism 
One obstacle to intercultural competence to which we want to give special attention is 
racism. Because racism often plays such a major role in the communication that occurs 
between people of different races or ethnic groups, it is particularly important to under
stand how and why it occurs. 

The word rndsm itself can evoke very powerful emotional reactions, especially for those 
who have felt the oppression and exploitation that stems from racist attitudes and behaviors. 

• Racism is a force with which both Individualsand social 
systems must grapple. This monument, In California's 
ManzanarViar Relocation Center, stands asa reminder 
mat about 120.000 Japanese American citizrns were 
rounded up and placed in one of ten internment 
camps In the United States during World War II. 

For members of the African American, Asian 
American, Native American, and Latino rultures, 
racism has created a social history shaped byprejudice 
and discrimination.34 For individual members of 
these groups, racism has resulted in the pain of 
oppression. To those who are members of cuhurnJ 
groups that have had the powerto oppress and exploit 
others, the term mcism often C'.'Okes equally powerful 
thoughts and emotional reactions that deny responsi
bility for and participation in racist acts and thinking. 
In this section, we want to introduce some ideas about 
racism that illuminate the reactions of both those who 
have received racist communication and those who 
are seen as exhibiting it. 

Robert Blauner has described racism as a ten
dency to categorize people who are culturally different 
in terms of their physical traits, such as skin color, hair 
color and te.\'tUre, fucial structure, and eye shape.3s 

Dalmas Taylor offers a related approach that focuses 
on the behavioral components of racism. Taylor 
defines racism as the cumulative effects of individuals, 
institutions, and rultures that result in the oppression 
of ethnic minorities.J6 Taylor's approach is useful in 
that it recognizes that racism can occur at three dis
tinct levels: individual, institutional, and cultural. 

At the individual level, racism is conceptually 
very similar to prejudice. Individual racism involves 
beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors of a given person 
toward people of a different racial groupY Specific 
European Americans, for example, who believe that 
African Americans are someh()w inferior, exemplify 
individual racism. Positive contact and interaction 
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between members of the two groups can sometimes change these attitudes. Yet, as the 
preceding discussion of prejudice suggests, people with prejudicial beliefs about others 
often distort new information to fit their original prejudices. 

At the institutional le\-el, racism is the extlusion of cerlain people from equal participa
tion in the society's institutions solely because of their race.38 Institutional racism is built 
into such social structures as the government, schools, the media, and industry practices. It 
leads to certain patterns of behaviors and responses to specific racial or culturnl groups that 
allow those groups to be systematically exploited and oppressed. For example, institutional 
racism has precluded both Jews and African Americans from attending certain public 
schools and univel5ities, and at times it has restricted their participation in particular profes
sions.39 Repeated instances of institutional racism, which commonly appear in the popular 
media, can be especially difficult to overcome. By focusing on some topics or characteristics 
and not on others, the media often "prime" people's attention and thereby influence the in
terpretations and evaluations one makes of others. Such biased portrayals can be particularly 
salient when the media provide people's primary or only knowledge of particular cultures 
and their members. Consider, for example, Elizabeth Bird's insightful analysis of the ways in 
which Native Americans are marginalized by the popular media's portrayal of their sexuality; 

The represenr:uions we see are structured in predictable, gendered ways. Women are faceless. 
rather sexless squaws in minor roles, or sexy exotic princesses or maidens who desire White 
men. Men are l'ither haniliome young warriors, who dt'sire White women, or safl' sexless 
w~ elden, who dispense ancient wisdom. Nowhere, in this iconography, do the 111.11e and 
{email' images mt'eL The world where American Indian Olen and .... -oml'n love, laugh, and 
coupit' TogeTher lurks fur away in the shadows. Tht'St' days, representations of American 
Indians are more accurate, in tenus of costuOle, cultum! detail, and the like than in the 
195Os, whl'n White actors darkened their skins to play American Indians. As fur as suggestil 
an authentic, subjective American Indian nperience, though, there h:asbt'en lit tle progress. 

As Bird concludes, current portrayals of Native Americans "may be more benign images 
than the squaw or the crazed savage. but they are equally unreal and, ultimately, equally 
dehumanizing."41 

At the cultural level. racism denies the existence of the culture of a particular 
group42_for example, the denial that African Americans represent a unique and distinct 
culture that is separate from both European American culture and all Mrican cultures. 
Cultural racism also involves the rejection by one group of the beliefs and values of an
other, such as the "negative evaluations by whites of black cultural values."4J 

Although racism is often used synonymously with prejudice and discrimilllltioll, the 
social attributes that distinguish it from these other terms are oppression and power. 
Oppression refers to "the sy5tematic. institutionalized mistreatment of one group of peo
ple byanother."44 Thus, racism is the tendency by groups in control of institutional and 
cultural power to use it to keep merobers of groups who do not have access to the same 
kinds of power at a disadvantage. Racism oppresses entire groups of people. making it very 
difficult. and sometimes virtually impossible, for their members to have access to political, 
economic, and social power.4S 

Forms of racism vary in intensity and degree of expression, with some forms far more 
dangerous and detrimental to society than others. The most extreme form of racism is 
old-fashiotted radsm. Here, members of one group openly display obviously bigoted views 
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about those from another group. Judgments of superiority and inferiority are common
place in this kind of racism, and there is a dehumanizing quality to it. African Americans 
and other cultural groups in the United States have often experienced this form of racism 
from other U.S. Americans. 

Symbolic racism, which is sometimes called mafern racism, is rurrently prevalent in the 
United States. In symbolic racism, members of a group with political and economic power 
believe that members of some other group threaten their traditional values. such as individu
alism and self-reliance. Fears that the outgroup will achieve economic or social success, with 
a simultaneous loss of economic or social status by the ingroup, typify this form of racism. In 
many parts of the United States, for instance, this type of racism has been directed toward 
Asians and Asian Americans who are acrused of being too "pushy" because they have 
achieved economic success. Similarly, symbolic racism includes the expression of feelings 
that members of cultures such as AfricanAmericans and Mexican Americans are moving too 
fast in seeking social change, are too demanding of equality and social justice, are not playing 
by the "rules" established in previous generations, and simply do not deserve all that they 
have recently gained. Paradoxically, symbolic racists typically do not feel personally threat
ened by the successes of other cultures, but they fear for their core values and the continued 
maintenance of their political and economic power.46 

Tokenism as a form of racism occurs when individuals do not perceive themselves as 
prejudiced because they make small concessions to, while holding basically negative attitudes 
toward, members of the other group. Tokenism is the practice of reverse discrimination, in 
which people go out of their way to favor a few members of another group in order to main
tain their own self-concepts as individuals who believe in equality for all. Such behaviors may 
increase a person's esteem, but they may also decrease the possibilities for more meaningful 
contributions to intercultural unity and progress. 

Aversive racism. like tokenism. occurs when individuals who highly value fairness and 
equality among all racial and cultural groups nevertheless have negative beliefs and feelings 
about members of a particular race, often as a result of childhood socialization experiences. 
Individuals with such conflicting feelings may restrain their overt racist behaviors, but they 
may also avoid close contact with members of the other group and may express their underly
ing negative attitudes subtly, in ways that appear rational and that can be justified on the basis 
of some factor other than race or culture. Thus, the negativity of aversive racists "is more likely 
to be manifested in discomfort, uneasiness, fear, or avoidance of minorities rather than overt 
hostility.~47 An individual at work, for instance, may be polite but distant to a coworker from 
another culture but may avoid that person at a party they both happen to attend. 

Genuine likes and disUkes may also operate as a form of racism. The cultural prac
tices of some groups of people can form the basis for a prejudicial attitude simply because 
the group displays behaviors that another group does not like. For example, individuals 
from cultures that are predominantly vegetarian may develop negative attitudes toward 
those who belong to cultures that eat meat. 

Finally, the least alarming form of racism, and certainly one that everyone has experi
enced, is based on the degree of unfamiliarity with members of other groups. Simply re
sponding to unfamiliar people may create negative attitudes because of a lack of experience 
with the characteristics of their group. The others may look, smell, talk, or act differently, all 
of which can be a source of discomfort and can form the basis for prejudicial attitudes or 
racist actions. 
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Identity, Biases, and Intercultural Competence 
In Chapters 4 and 5, we suggested that learning about the preferences that describe your 
own culture's patterns, in order to understand better your own beliefs. values, norms, and 
social practices, was an important step toward improving intercultural competence. The 
discussion of cultural identity in this chapter should serve to reinforce this guideline. 
A good place to begin is by describing your own cultural identity. Is this relatively easy for 
you to do? Have you always been aware of your cultural background, or have you experi
enced events that have caused you to search for an understanding of your cultural iden
tity? Do you place your cultural identity primarily in one cultural group or in several 
cultural groups? How does your cultural identity shape your social and personal identity? 
Does your cultural identi ty result in a strong sense of others as either in or o ut of your 
cultural group? If so, were you taught to evaluate negatively those who are not part of 
your cultural group? Conversely, do you sometimes feel excluded from and evaluated 
negatively by people from cultures that differ from your own? The answers to these ques
tions will help yo u to understand the possible co nsequences, both positive and negative, 
of your cultural identity as you communicate interculturally. 

To improve your intercultural competence by building positive motivations, or emo
tional reactions, to intercultural interactions, take an honest inventory of the various ways 
in which yo u categorize other people. Can you identify your obvious ethnocentric attitudes 
about appearance, food, and social practices? Make a list of the stereotypes, both positive 
and negative, that you hold about the various cultural groups with which you regularly 
interact. Now identil)r those stereotypes that others might hold about your culture. By 
engaging in this kind of self-reflective process., you are becoming more aware of the ways in 
which your social categorizations detract from an ability to understand commun ication 
from culturally different others. 

Ethnocentrism, stereotyping, prejudice, discrimination, and racism are so familiar 
and comfortable that overcoming them requires a commitment both to learning about 

I am, again, on the line. 
I've been drawn to it my entire life, beginning with frequent childhood jaunts across it to Tijuana 

and back- that leap from the monochrome suburban grids of Southern California to the Te<:hnlcolor 
swirl of urban Baja California and back. I am an American today because of that line-and my 
parents' will to erase it with their desire. I return to it again and again because J am from both sides. 
So for me. son of a mother who emigrated from EI Salvador and a Mexican American father who 
spent his own childhood leaping back and forth, the line is a sieve. And it is a brick wall. It defines 
me even as t defy it It is a book without a clear beginning or end, and despite the fact that we refer 
to it as a "line; It is not even linear; to compare It to an actual book I'd have to invoke Cortazar's 
"Hopscotch: This line does and does not exist It is a historical, politica~ economic and cultural fact 
It is a laughable, puny, meaningless thing. It is a matter of life and death. 
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other cultures and to understanding one's own. A willingness to explore various cultural 
experiences without prejudgment is necessary. An ability to behave appropriately and 
effectivdy with culturally different others, without invoking prejudiced and stereotyped 
assumptions, is required. Although no one can completely overcome the obstacles to in
tercultural competence that naturally exist, the requisite knowledge, motivation, and skill 
can certainly help to minimize the negative effects of prejudice and discrimination. 

The intercultural challenge for all of us now living in a world where interactions with 
people from different cultures are common features of daily life is to be willing to grapple 
with the consequences of prejudice, discrimination, and racism at the individual, social, 
and institutional levels. Because prejudice and racism are such emotionally charged con
cepts, it is sometimes very difficult to comment on their occurrence in our interactions 
with others. Individuals who believe that they have perceived discriminatory remarks and 
prejudicial actions often reoognize that there may be substantial social costs associated 
with speaking out, and consequently they may sometimes be unwilling to risk the nega
tive evaluations from their coworkers, fellow students, teachers, or service providers that 
would likely occur sho uld they directly confront such biases and demand interactions 
that do not display them.48 Conversely, those who do not regard themselves as having 
prejudiced or racist attitudes and who believe they never behave in discriminatory ways 
are horrified to learn that others might interpret their attitudes as prejudiced and their 
actions as discriminatory. Although discussions about prejudice, discrimination, and 
racism can lead to a better understanding of the interpersonal dynamics thaI arise as in
dividuals seek to establish mutually respectful relationships, they can just as easily lead to 
greater divisions and hostilities between people. The challenge for interculturally compe
tent commun icators is to contend with the pressing but potentially inflammatory issues 
of prejudice and discrimination in a manner that is both appropriate and effC{;tive. 

We are also challenged to function competently in a world thai, increasingly, is char
acterized by multiple cultures inhabiting adjacent and often-overlapping terrain. The 
ability to adapt to these intercultural settings--to maintain positive, healthy relationships 
with people from cultures other than your own-is the hallmark of the interculturally 
competent individual. 

Summary 

This chapter began with a discussion of cultural 

identity. The c;ultuf('s with which you identify affect 

you r views about where you belong and whom you 
consider to be ~us" and gthem.~ 

Next, we discu~ the biases that impede the de

velopment ofinteocultural competence. Ethnocentrism, 
stereotyping, prejudice, discrimination, and racism 
occur because of the human need to organize and 
streamline the processing of information. When people 
assume that these "thinking shortcuts" are aa:urate rep
resentations, intercultural competence is impaired. 

Cultural biases are based on normal human ten· 

dencies to view ourselves as membo.-rs of a particular 

group and to view others as not belonging to that group. 

Status, power, and eo::onomic differe~ heavily influ_ 

ence aU interculturnl contacts.. Culturnl biases are a re
minder that aU relationships takL- place within a political, 
eo::onomic, social, and cultural mnten. The intercultural 

challenge for aU of us, as we Ii .... e in a world where inter
actions with people from different cultures are oommon 
features of daily life, is to be willing to grapple with the 

conseqUl."nces of prejudice, discrimination, and racism 
at the individual,social, and institutiollOlllevels. 
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For Discussion 
1. If people are born into one culture but raised in 

another, to which culture(s) do they belong? 
2. What are the advantages and disadvantages ror 

u.s. Americans who grow up with multiple cul
tural heritages? 

3. What do people lose, and what do they gain, 
from having an ethnocentric perspective? 

For Further Reading 
Gordon W. Allport, The Nawre <j"Prrjudire(Cambridge, 

/I.-iA: Addison-Weslt')', 1954). A classic work that 
established our understanding of the haws, whys, 
and nature of prejudice in human interaction. 

Sapna Cheryan and Benoit Monin, '''Where Are You 
Really From?': Asian Americans and Identity 
Denial,H jor/mal of Personality and Social Psychology 
89 (2005): 717- 730. Examines issues of identity, 

stereotyping, and discrimination of a u.s. cultural 
group. 

Yoshihisa Kashima, Klaus Fiedler, and Pcter Freytag 
(eds.), SlITeotype Dynamics: Language-fused 
Approaches Iv the Fon/lation, Maintenance, and 

4. Is it possible for Europe-,]ll Americans to be the 

recipients of any form of racism in the United 
States? 

5. Why might less obvious or less alarming forms 
of racism be just as dangerous as old-fashioned 

or symbolic r~cism? 

Tmllsformation ofSterrotypes (New York Erlbaum, 
2(08). Details how our stereotypes of others 
develop, persist, and (somctimes) change. 

Todd D. Nelson, The Psychology of Prejl/dice, 2nd ed. 
(Boston: Allyn & Bacon, 2006). Provides a thor
ough lUlderstanding of the caur.es and conse
quences of stereotyping and prejudice and offers 
some approaches for reducing prejudice. 

For additional information about intercultural films 
and about Web sites for researching specific cultures, 
please turn to the Resources section at the back of 
this book. 
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In this chapter, we consider the effects of language systems on people's ability to commu
nicate interculturally. In so doing, we explore the accuracy of a statement by the world
famolls linguistic philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein, who asserted that "the limits of my 
language are the limits of my world:' 

"5 
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~. The Power of Language In Intercultural Communication 

Consider the following examples. each of which iUustrates the pivotal role of language in 
human interaction: 

A U.S. business executive is selected by her company for an important assignment in 
Bflgium, not only be<:ause she has bun very successful but also because she speaks 
French. She prepares her materials and pr~ntation and sets off for Bflgium with high 
expectations for landing a new contract for her firm. Once in Belgium, she learns that. 
although the individuals in thl' Belgian company certainly speak French, and there are 
even individuals who speak German or English, their first language and the preferred 
language for conducting their business is Flemish. Both the U.S. business executive and 
her company failed to consider th~t Belgium is a multicultural and multilingual country 
populated by WaUoons who speak French and Flemings who speak Flemish. 

Vijay is a student from India who has just arrived in the United States to attend graduate 
school at a major university. Vijay begJn to learn English in primary school, and sin",~ his 
field of study is engineering, even his classes in the program leading to his bachelor's degree 
were mnducted in English. Vijay considers himself to be proficient in the English langu."l8i" 
Nevertheless, during his first week on campus, thelanguage of those aroww:! him is bewilder
ing. People seem to talk so fast that Vijay has difficulty diffen>ntiating one word from an_ 
other. Even when he recognizes the words, he cannot quite understand what people mean by 
thl'm. His dormitory roommatl' seemed to say, ~ J'U catch you later~ when he left the room. 
The secretary in the departmental office tried to explain to him about his teaching assistant
ship and the students assigned to the classes he was helping to instruct. Her references to stu
dents who would attempt to "crash" the course were very puzzling to him. His new faculty 
advisor,sensingVijay's anxiety about all ofth~ new situations, told him to"hang Ioose~ and 
Ugo with the flow.M When Vijay inquired of another teaching assistant about the meaning of 
these words, the teaching assistant's only reaction was to shake his head. and say, MYour advi
sor's fTorn another time zone!" Needless to say, Vijay's bewildemlent continued, 

Language-whether it is English. French, Swahili, Flemish. Hindi, o r one of the 
world 's other numerous languages--is a taken-for-granted aspect of people's lives. 
Language is learned wit hout conscious awareness. Children are capable of using their lan
guage competently before the age of formal schooling. Even during their school years, 
they learn the rules and words of the language and do not attend to how the language 
influences the way they think and perceive the world. It is usually only when people speak 
their language to those who do not understand it or when they struggle to become com
petent in another language that they recognize language's central role in the abi lity to 
function , to accomplish tasks, and, most important, to interact with others. It is only 
when the use of language no longer connects people to others o r when individuals are 
denied the use of their language that they recognize its importance. 

There is a set of circwnstances involving communication with people from other 
cultural backgrounds in which awareness of language becomes paramount. Intercultural 
communication usually means interaction between people who speak different lan
guages. Even when the individuals seem to be speaking the same language-a person 
from Spain interacting with someone from Venezuela, a French Canadian conversing 
with a French-speaking citizen of Bdgium, or an Australian person visiting the United 
States--the differences in the specific dialects of the language and the different cultural 
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For the fht time I fully understood what an Isolating factor language can be. My own Identity and 
ability to integrate into Brazil were founded In language and my capacity to communicate. I found 
a surprising side of me, so timid that It hamstrung my ability to Interact. No one who knew me 
from home would ever guess I knew how to be shy, but here I had otten frozen in embarrassment, 
swallowing words I could speak perfectly well moments earlier, creating a lonely cocoon of my own 
silence. Sometimes the hassle of attempting to communicate was so intimidating that I chose to 
hibernate In my apartment. 

- Blla ftlnner 

practices that gowrn language use can mystify those involved, and they can realistically 
be portrayed as two people who speak different languages. 

In this chapter, we explore the nature of language and how verbal codes affect 
communication between people of different cultural backgrounds. Because this book is 
written in English and initially intended for publication and distr ibution in the Un ited 
States, many of the examples and comparisons refer to characteristics of the English 
language as it is used in the United States. We begin with a discussion of the characteris
tics and rule systems that create verbal codes and the process of interpretation from one 
verbal code to another. We then turn to a discussion of the all-important topic of the 
relationship among language, culture, thought, and intercultural communication. As we 
consider this issue, we explore the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis of linguistic relativity and 
assess the scholarly evidence that has been amassed both in support of the hypothesis 
and in opposition to it. We also consider the importance of language in the identity of 
ethnic and cultural groups. The chapter concludes with a consideration of verbal codes 
and intercultural com petence. 

Definit ion of Verbal Codes 
Discussions about the uniqueness of human beings usually center on people's capabilities 
to manipulate and understand symbols that allow interaction with others.ln a discussion 
of the importance of language, Charles F. Hockett noted that language allows people to 
understand messages about many different topics from literally thousands of people. 
Language allows a person to talk with others, to understand or disagree with them, to 
make plans, to remember the past, to imagine future eYents, and to describe and evaluate 
objects and experiences that exist in some other location. Hockett also pointed out that 
language is taught to individuals by others and, thus, is transmitted from generation to 
generation in much the same way as culture. In other words, language is learned.! 

Popular references to language often include not only spoken and written language 
but also "body language." However, we will discuss the latter topic in the next chapter on 
nonverbal codes. Here, we will concentra te on understanding the relationship of spoken 
and written language, or verbal codes, to intercultural communication competence. 
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The Features of Language 

Verbal means "consisting of words." Therefore, a verbal code is a set of rules about the use 
of words in the creation of messages. Words can obviously be either spoken or written. 
Verbal codes, then, include both oral (spoken) language and non-oral (written) language. 

Children first learn the oral form of a language. Parents do not expect two-year-olds 
to read the words on the pages of books. Instead, as parents speak aloud to a child, they 
identify or name objects in order to teach the child the relationship between the language 
and the objects or ideas the language represents. In contrast, learning a second language 
as an adolescent or adult often proceeds more formally, with a combination of oral and 
non-oral approaches. Students in a foreign language class are usually required to buy a 
textbook that contains written forms of the language, which then guide students in 
understanding both the oral and the written use of the words and phrases. 

The concept of a written language is familiar to all students enrolled in U.S. college and 
university classes, as they all require at least reasonable proficiency in the non-oral form of 
the English language. Fewer and fewer languages exist only in oral form. When anthro
pologists and linguists discover a culture that has a unique oral language, they usually 
attempt to develop a written form of it in order to preserve it. Indeed, many Hmong who 
immigrated to the United States from their hill tribes in Southeast Asia have had to learn not 
only the new language of English but also, in many instances, the basic fact that verbal codes 
can be expressed in written form. Imagine the enormous task it must be not only to learn a 
second language but also first to understand that language can be written. 

Our concern in this chapter is principally with the spoken verbal codes that are used in 
face-to-face intercultural communication. Nevertheless, because the written language also 

• Although English is spoken in many parts of the world, Its use varies gll'iltly. This sign 
of caution in a Shanghai shopping mall d iffers from the words you would find on an 
I!Scalator in the United Stat~. 
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It was my first year of school, my first days away from the private realm of our house and tongue. I 
thought English would be simply a version of our Korean. Uke another kind of coat you could wear. I 
didn't know what a difference in language meant then. Or how my tongue would tie in the Initial at
tempts, stiffen so, struggle like an animal booby-trapped and dying Inside my head. Native speakers 
may not fully know this, but English Is a scabrous mouthful. In Korean, there are no separate sounds 
for L and It the sound is singular and without a baroque Spanish trill or roll. There is no B and V for 
us, no P and F. I always thought someone must have Invented certain words to torture us. Frivolous. 
Barbarian . ... 

I will always make bad err~ of speech. I remind myself of my mother and father, fumbling In front 
of strangers. Lelia says there are certain mental pathways of speaking that can never be unlearned. 
Sometimes I'll say riddle for little, or bent for vent, though without any accent and so whoever's present 
JUst thinks I've momentarily lost my train of thought. But I always hear myself displacing the two lan
guages, (ooflatlng them-maybe conflagrating them-for there's so much rubbing and frlctiol\ a fire 
always threatens to blow up between the tongues. Friction, affliction. In kindergarten. kids would call 
me "Marble Mouth" because I spoke In a garbled voice, my bound tongue wrenching Itself to move In 
the right ways. 

influences the way the language is used orally, written verbal codes play a supporting role in 
our discussion, and some of our examples and illustrations draw on written express ions of 
verbal codes in intercultural communication. 

An essential ingredient of both verbal and nonverbal codes is symbols. As you recall 
from Chapter 1, symbols are words, actions, or objects that stand for or represent a unit 
of meaning. The relationship berween symbols and what they stand for is often highly 
arbitrary, particula rly for verbal symbols. 

Another critical ingredient of verbal codes is the system of rules that governs the 
composition and ordering of the symbols. Everyone has had to learn the rules of a 
language-how to spell, use correct grammar, and make appropriate vocabulary 
choices-and thereby gain enough mastery of the language to tell jokes, to poke fun , and 
to be sarcastic. Even more than differences in the symbols themselves, the variations in 
rules for o rde ring and using symbols produce the diffe renllanguages people use. 

Rule Systems in Verbal Codes 
Five different but interrelated sets of rules combine to create a verbal code, or language. 
These parts, or components, of language are called phonology, morphology, semantics, 
syntactics, and pragmatics. 

Phonology When you listen to someone who speaks a language other than your own , 
you will often hear different (some might even say "strange") solUlds. The basic sound 
units of a language are called phonemes, and the rules for wmbining phonemes 
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constitute the phonology of a language. hamples of phonemes in English include the 
sounds you make when speaking, such as (k), (t ), or (a). 

1l\e phonological rules of a language tell speakers which sounds to use and how to 
order them. For instance, the word cat has three phonemes: a hard (kJ sound, the short 
lal vowel, and the It I sound. These sa me Ihree sounds, or phonemes, can be rearranged 
to form other combinations: act, tack, or even flu!. Of wurse, as someone who speaks and 
writes English, your knowledge of the rules for creating appropriate combinations of 
phonemes undoubtedly suggests to you that tka is improper. Interestingly, you know that 
tkn is incorrect even though you probably cannot describe the rules that make it SO.2 

Languages have different numbers of phonemes. Engl ish, for example. depends o n 
about forty-five phonemes. The number of phonemes in other languages ranges from as 
few as fifteen to as many as e ighty-five. 3 

Mastery of another language requires practice in reproducing its sounds accurately. 
Sometimes it is difficult to hear the dist inctions in the sounds made by those proficient in the 
language. Native U.S. English speakers often have difficulty in hearing phonemic distinctions 
in tonal languages. such as Chinese, that use different pitches for many sounds, which then 
represent different meanings. Even when the differences can be heard, the mouths and 
tongues of those learning another language are sometimes unable to produce these sounds. 
In intercultural communication, imperfect rendering of the phonology of a language-in 
other words, not speaking the sounds as native speakers do---<an make it difficult to be 
understood accunlldy.Accentsof second-language speakers, which we discuss in more detail 
later in this chapter, can sometimes provoke negative reactions in native speakers. 

Morphology Phonemes combine to form morphemes, which are the smallest uni ts of 
meaning in a language. The 45 English phonemes can be used to generate more than 
50 million morphemes! For instance, the word comfort, whose meaning refers to a state of 
ease and contentment , contains one morpheme. But the word comforted contains 
two morphemes: comfort and -ed. The latter is a suffix that means that the comforting 
action or activity happened in the past. Indeed, although all words contain at least one 
morpheme, some words (such as unromfortable, which h3s three morphemes) can contain 
two or more. Note that morphemes refer only to meaning units. Though the word romfort 
contains smaller words such as or and fort, these o ther words are coincidental to the basic 
meaning of comfort. Morphemes, or meaning units in language, can also diffe r depending 
on the way they are pronounced. In Chinese, lOr instance, the word pronounced as "'rna" 
can have four different meanings-mother, toad, horse, or scold---depending on the tone 
with which it is uttered.4 Pronunciation errors can have very unintended meanings! 

Semantics As noted earlier, morphemes--either singly or in combination-are used to 
form words. The study of the meaning of words is called semantics. The most convenient 
and thorough source of information about the semantics of a language is the dictionary, 
which defines what a word means in a particular language. A more formal way of describing 
the study of semantics is to say that it is the study of the relationship between words and 
what they stand for or represent. You can see the semantics of a language in action when a 
baby is being taught to name the parts of the body. Someone skilled in the language points to 
and touches the baby's nose and simultaneously vocalizes the word nose. Essentially, the baby 
is being taught the vocabulary of a language. Competent communication in any language 
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requires knowledge of the words needed to express 
ideas. You have probably experienced the frustration 
of trying to describe an event but not being able to 
think of words that accurately convey the intended 
meaning. Part of what W(' are trying to accomplish 
with this book is to give you a vocabulary that can 
be used to understand and explain the nature of 
intercultural communication competence. 

Communicating inierc ulturaUy necessitates 
learning a new set of semantic rules. The baby 
who grows up where people speak Swahili does 
not learn to say 110se when the protruding portion 
of the face is touched; instead, she or he is taught 
to say pun. For an English speaker to talk with a 
Swahili speaker about his or her nose, at least one 
of them must learn the word for nose in the 
other's language. When learning a second lan
guage, much time is devoted to learning the ap
propriate associations between the words and the 
specific objects, events, or feelings th at the lan
guage system assigns to them. Even those whose 
intercultural communication occurs with people 
who speak the "same" language mllst learn at least 
some new vocabulary. The U.S. American visiting 
Great Britain will confront new meanings for 
words. For example, boor refers to the storage 
place in a car, or what the U.S.-English-speaking 
person would call the trunk, Chips to the British 
are Frenc/I fries to the U.S. American. A Band-Aid 
in the United States is called a plug in Great 
Britain . As Winston Churchal so wryly suggested, 

the two countries are indeed "divided by a common language." 
The discussion of semtllltics is incomplete without noting one other important dis

tinctio n: the difference between the denotative and connotative meanings of words. 
Denotati\'e meanings are the public, objeclive, and legal meanings of a word. Denotative 
meanings are those found in the dictionary or law books. In contrast, connotatin 
I11tanings are personal, emotionally charged, private, and specific to a particular person. 

As an illustration, consider a common dassroom event known as a test. When used 
by a college professor who is speaking to a group of undergraduate students, test is a rela
tively easy word to define denotatively. It is a formal examination that is used to assess a 
person's degree of knowledge or skill. But the connotative meanings of test probably vary 
greatly from student to student; some react to the idea with panic, and others are blase 
and casual. Whereas denotative meanings teU, in an abstract sense, what the words mean 
objeclivciy, our interest in intercultural communication suggests that an understanding 
of the connotative meanings-the feciings and thoughts evoked in others as a result of 
the words used in the comersation-is critical to achieving intercultural competence. 
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As an example of the importance of connotative meanings, consider the experience re
ported by a Nigerian student who was attending a university in the United States. When 
working with a fellow male student who was African American, the Nigerian called to him by 
saying, ~ Hey, boy, rome over here:' To the Nigerian student, the term boy connotes a friendly 
and fum~iar relationship, is a common form of address in Nigeria, and is often used to con
vey a perception of a strong interpersonal bond. To the African American student, hO\'lever, 
the term boy evokes images of racism, oppression, and an attempt to place him in an inferior 
social status. Fortunately, the two students were fri ends and were able to talk to each other to 
clarify how they each interpreted the Nigerian student's semantic choices; further misunder
standings were avoided. Often , however, such opportunities for clarification do not occur. 

Another example is seen in the casual conversation of a u.s. American student and 
an Arab student. The former had heard a radio news story about the intelligence of pigs 
and was recounting the story as "fuct" when the Arab student forcefull y declared, "Pigs are 
dirty animals, and they are very dwnb." The U.S. American student describes her reac
tion: "In my ignorance, I argued with him by telling him that it was true and had bet"n 
scientifically proven.n It was only later that she learned that as part of the religious beliefs 
of devout Muslims. pigs are believed to be unclean. Learning the connotative meanings of 
language is essentia l in achieving competence in another culture's verbal code. 

Syntactics The fourth component of language is syntactics, the relationship of words to 
one another. When children are first learning how to combine words into phrases, they are 
being introduced to the syntactics of their language. Each language stipulates the correct way 
10 arrange words. In English it is not acceptable to create a sentence such as the following: "On 
by the book desk door is the the." It is incorrect to place the preposition by immediately 
fullowing the preposition on. Instead, each preposition must have an object, which results in 
phrases such as ~on the desk" and "by the door." Similarly, an icles such as tile in a sentence are 
not to be presented one right after the other. Instead, the article is placed near the noun, which 
produces a sentence that includes "the book; " the door," and "the desk." The syntactics of 
English grammar suggest that the words in the preceding nonsense sentence might be 
rearranged to form the grammatically mrreet sentence "The book is on the desk by the door." 
The order of the words helps establish the meaning of the utlerance. 

Each language has a set of rules that govern the sequence of the words. To learn 
another language, you must learn those rules. The sentence ~ 'ohn has, to the store to buy 
some eggs, gone" is an incorrect example of English syntax but an accurate representation 
of German syntax. 

Pragmatics The final component of all verbal codes is pragmatics, the effect of 
language on human perceptions and behaviors. The study of pragmatics focuses on how 
language is actually used. A pragmatic analys is of language goes beyond phonology, 
morphology, semantics, and syntactics. Instead, it considers how users of a particular 
language are able to understand the meanings of specific unerances in partkular 
contexts. For example, some people regard the U.s. American greeting ritual that asks 
"How are yorl?" as insincere and perhaps even hypocritical. As an Israeli woman observed, 

No matter if your kids are on drugs. )Uur spouse is leaving you, and you just declared 
bankruplcy, you are expected zo smile, and say, "Everything is great!" Why do Americans 
ask if they don't really want to know?5 
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When I was learning to read and speak the Tamil language I slowly came to realize that It had no 
word for "hope."When I questioned my Hindu teacher about this, he asked me in turn what I meant 
by hope. Does hope mean anything? Things will be what they will be .... This converxltlon helped 
me to realize that in English also the word "hope"often stands for nothing more than a desire for 
what may o r may not be. 

Of co urse, to U.S. Americans the frequently asked question "How are YO II?" is simply in
tended as a pleasant and polite greeting ritual and is not expected to be an inquiry into 
one's well-being. 

By learning the pragmatics of language use, you understand how to participate in a 
conversation and you know how to sequence the sentences you speak as part of the con
versation. Thus, when you are eating a meal with a group of people and somebody says. 
" Is there any salt?" you know that you should give the person the salt shaker rather than 
simply answering "yes." 

To illustrate how the pragmatics of language use can affect intercultural communica
tion, imagine yourself as a dinner guest in a Pakistani household. You have just eaten a de
licious meal. You are relatively full but not so full that it would be impossible lOr you to eat 
more ifit was considered socially appropriate to do so. Consider the foll owing dialogue: 

Hostess: J see that your plate is empty. Would you like some more curry? 
YOII: No, thank you. It was delicious. but I'm quite full. 
Hostess: Please. you must have some more to eat. 
You: No, no thank you. I've really had enough. It was just great, but I can' t eat 

another bite. 
Hostess: Are you sure that you won't have any more? You really seemed to enjoy the 

brinjals. Let me put just a little bit more on yo ur plate. 

What is your next response? What is the socially appropriate answer? Is it co nsidered 
socially inappropriate for a dinner guest not to accept a second helping of food? Or is the 
hostess pressing you to have another helping because, in her culture, your reply is not in
terpreted as a true negative response? Even if you knew Urdu, the language spoken in 
Pakistan, you would have to understand the pragmatics of language use to respond 
appropriately-in this instance, to say "no" at least three times. 

The rules governing the pragmatics of a language are firmly embedded in the larger 
rules of the culture and are intimately associated with the cultural patterns discussed in 
Chapters 4 and 5. For example, cultures vary in the degree to which theyencournge people to 
ask direct questions and to make direct statements. Imagine a student from the United States 
who speaks some Japanese and who subsequently goes to Japan as an exchange student The 
u.s. American's culturally learned tendency is to deal with problems directly, and she may 
therefore confront her Japanese roommate about the latter's habits in order to "clear the air" 
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Barrett had one of those accents that used to make me feel very self-conscious about my own flat 
mid-America voice. Sneh sneh sneh, I say, snick snick snick; the sound scissors make shearing off 
thick hair. My father always managed to cover up his Englishness with a transatlantic patina, but 

without his actor's skill at mimicry mygrasp of this new language has not been entirely successfuL 
Even though I've learned to say knickers wilen I mean underpants, people still remark, 'Ott, you're 
American' every time I open my mouth. As If American Is a synonym for no culture, no history, the 
wrong vocabulary. I pronounce flower with an er In it, God with an awe. Although Inside me there's 
a different voice, reflned and full of Ironic Insight, It always comes out awe, er, urn, and Instead of 
'Absolutely!' 1 say 'You bell'(a NewWorld stress on the element of risk). In England, a less extreme 
landscape, people seem more sure of theirfootillg. They're always saylng'Absolutely!' .. 

and establish an "open" relationship. Given the Japanese cultural preference for indirectness 
and face-saving behaviors. the u.s. American student's skill in Japanese does not e:\.1end to 
the pragmatics of language use. As Wen Shu Lee suggests, these differences in the pragmatk 
rule systems of languages also make it very difficult to tell a joke--or even to understand a 
joke-in a second Ianguage.6 Humor requires a subtle knowledge of both the expected 
meanings of the words (semantics) and their intended effects (pragmatics). 

Interpretation and Intercultural Communication 

Translation can be defined as the use of verbal signs to understand the verbal signs of 
another language.' TransJation usually refers to the transfer of written \'erbal codes 
between languages. Interpretation refers to the oral process of moving from one code to 
another. When heads of state meet, an interpreter accompanies them. The translator, in 
contrast to the interpreter, usually has more time to consider how she or I'll.' wants to 
phrase a particular passage in a text. Interpreters must make virtually immediate deci
sio ns about which words o r phrases would best represent the meanings oft i'l l.' speaker. 

The Role of InterpretatIon In Today's World Issues surrounding the interpretation of 
verbal codes from one language to another are becoming more and more important for 
all of us. Such issues include whether the words or the ideas of the original should be 
conveyed, whether the translation should reflect the style of the original or that of the 
t.ranslator, and whether an interpreter should correct cultural mistakes. 

In today's global marketplace, health care workers, teachers, government workers, 
and businesspeople of all types find that they are increasingly required to use professional 
interpreters to communicate verbally with their clients and, thus, fulfill their professional 
obligations.8 Similarly, instructions for assembling consumer products that are sold in 
the United Stales but manufactured in another country often demonstrate the difficulty 
in moving from one language to another. Even though the "'lOrds on the printed instruc
tion sheet are in English, the instructions may not be correct or accurately interpreted. 
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Issues in interpretation, then, are very important. People involved in intercultural 
lransaclions must often depend on the services of multilingual individuals who can help 
10 bridge the intercultural communication gap. 

Types of Equivalence If the goal in interpreting from one language to another is to 
represent the source language as closely as possible, a simpler way of describing the goal 
is with the term equiva lence. Those concerned about developing a science oftranslalion 
have described a number of different types of equivalence. Dynamk eq uivalence has 
been offered as one goal of good translation and interpretation.9 Five kinds of 
equivalence must be considered in moving from one language to another: vocabulary, 
idiomatic, grammatical-syntactical, experiential, and conceptual equivaience.]O 

Vocflbulflry Equivalence To establish vocabulary equivalence, the interpreter seeks a word 
in the target language that has the same meaning in the source language. This is sometimes 
very difficult to do. Perhaps the words spoken in the source language have no direct 
equivalents in the target language. For instance, in Igbo, a language spoken in Nigeria, there 
is no word for window. The word in Igbo that is used to represent a window, ",pia. actually 
means "opening." Likewise, there is no word for efficiency in the Russian language, and the 
English phrase "A house is not a home" has no genuine vocabulary equivalent in some 
languages. Alternatively, there may be several words in the target language that have similar 
meanings to the word in the source language, so the interpreter must select the word that 
best fits the intended ideas. An interpreter will sometimes use a combination of words in 
the target language to approximate the original word, or the interpreter may offer several 
different words to help the listener understand the meaning of the original message. 

POLLING PLACE 
CASllLA ELECTORAL 
LUGAR KG 8OTOIIAN 

IFH~ PHONGPHIEU 

. This sign, which is In Chine~, Kofean, Spanish, Vietnamese, Japane-se, Tagalog,and 
English, reflKts tM many languages u!oe'd by U5. Ameri~ns. 
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Idiomlltic Equivalence An idiom is an expression that has a meaning contrary to the 
usual meaning of the words. Phrases such as "Eat your heart out:' " It's raining cats and 
dogs," and "Eat humble pie" are all examples of idioms. Idioms are so much a part of 
language that people are rarely aware of using them. Think of the literal meaning of the 
following idiom: "I was so upset I could have died." Or consider the plight of a 
Malaysian student who described his befuddlement when his fellow students in the 
United States initiated conversations by asking, "What's up?" His instinctive reaction was 
to look up, but after doing so several times he realized that the question was an opening 
to conversation rather than a literal reference to something happening above him. 
Another example is the request a supervisor in a university media center made to a 
student assistant from India, who tended to take conversations and instructions literally. 
The supervisor instructed the assistant to "put this videotape on the television." The 
supervisor was later surprised to learn that the videotape was literally placed on top of 
the television, instead of being played for the class. The challenge for interpreters is to 
understand the intended meanings of idiomatic expressions and to translate them into 
the other language. 

Grammatical-Syntactical Eqllivalence The discussion later in this chapter about 
some of the variations among grammars highlights the problems in establishing 
equivalence in grammatical or syntactical rule systems. Quite simply, some languages 
make grammatical distinctions that others do not. For instance, when translating 
from the Hopi language into English, the interpreter has to make adjustments for the 
lack of verb tenses in Hopi because tense is a necessary characteristic of every English 
utterance. 

Expcricntial Equivalence Differing life experiences are another hurdle the interpreter 
must overcome. The words presented must have some meaning within the experiential 
framework of the person to whom the message is directed. If people have never seen a 
television, for instance, a translation of the phrase "I am going to stay home tonight and 
watch television" would have virtually no meaning to them. Similarly, although docks are 
a common device for telling time and they govern the behaviors of most U.S. Americans, 
many people live in cultures in which there are no docks and no V'lOrdS for this concept. 
Some Hmong people, upon moving to the United States, initially had difficulty with the 
everyday experience of telling time with a dock. 

Arabic is a language fond of formal indirectness, and, during the first planning sessions of 
the Arab-language edition of "The Apprentice; the producers decided to replace "You're firedl"
Donilh..l Trump's Ciltchphril~ or blunt humlliilLion-with iI lin~ thilttrilnslilt~s into English ilS 
"May God be kind to you." 

-lonParl«!r 
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Concepmal Equivalence Conceptual equivalence takes us back to the discussions in 
Chapters 4 and 5 about cultural patterns being part of a person's definition of reality. 
Conversation with people with radically different cultural patterns requires making sense 
of the variety of concepts that each culture defines as real and good. 

Language, Thought, Culture, and Intercultural 
Communication 
Every language has its llilique features and ways of allowing those who speak it to identify 
specific objects and experiences. These linguistic features, which distinguish each language 
from all others, affect how the speakers of the language perceive and experience the world. 
To understand the effects of language on intercultural communication, questions such as 
the following must be explored: 

• How do initial experiences with language shape or influence the way in which a 
person thinks? 

• Do the categories of a language-its words, grammar, and usage-influence how 
people think and behave? 

More specifically, consider the following question: 

• Does a person growing up in Saudi Arabia, who learns to speak and write Arabic, 
"see~ and "experience~ the world differently than does a person who grows up 
speaking and writing Tagalog in the Philippines? 

Although many scholars have advanced ideas and theories about the relationships 
among language, thought, culture, and intercultural communication, the names most of
ten associated with these issues are Benjamin Lee VVhorf and Edward Sapir. Their theory 
is called linguistic relativity. 

The Sapir- Whorf Hypothesis of Linguistic Relativity 
Until the early part of the twentieth century, in western Europe and the United States, 
language was generally assumed to be a neutral medium that did not influence the way 
people experienced the world. II During that time, the answer to the preceding question 
would have been that, regardless of whether people grew up learning and speaking 
Arabic or Tagalog, they would experience the world similarly. The varying qualities of 
language would not have been expected to affect the people who spoke those languages. 
Language, from this point of view, was merely a vehicle by which ideas were presented, 
rather than a shaper of the very substance of those ideas. 

In 1921, anthropologist Edward Sapir began to articulate an alternative view of lan
guage, asserting that language influenced or even determined the ways in which people 
thought. 12 Sapir's student, Benjamin VVhorf, continued to develop Sapir's ideas through 
the 1940s. Together, their ideas became subsumed under several labels, including the the
ory of linguistic determinism, the theory of linguistic relativity, the Sapir-VVhorf 
hypothesis, and the Whorfian hypothesis. The following quotation from Sapir is typical 
of their statements: 
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(This ilnn 
omitlftl from 
WebBook edition) 

. Thesf school children in Pakistan are practicing their 
writing. The Sapir-Whorf hypothesis underscoll's the 
relationship between their langu~geand their experi
~ces In the world. 

Hwnan beings do not live in the objective world :alone, 
nor alone in the world of social activity as ordinarily 
lUlderstood, but are very much at the mercy of the par
tkular language which has become the mediwn of 
expression for their society. It is quite an illusion to 
imagine that one adjusts to reality essentially without 
the use of L1nguage and that language is merely an inci
dental means of solving specific problems of commu
nication or reflectvn. The fuct of the matter is that the 
"real world" is to a large extent unconS(;vusly built up 
on the language habits of the group. ... The worlds in 
which different societies [cultures] live are distinct 
worlds. not merely the same world with different 
labels attached .... We see and hear and otherwise 
experience very largely as we do because the lan
guage habits of our community predispose certain 
choices of interpretation. t3 

Our discussion of the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis 
is not intended to provide a precise rendering as 
articulated by Sapir and Whorf, which is virtually 
impossible to do. During the twenty years in which 
they formally presented their ideas to the scholarly 
community, their views shifted somewhat, and 
their writings include both "firmer;' or more deter-
ministic views of the relationship between language 
and thought, and "softer" views that describe lan
guage as merely influencing or shaping thought. 

In the "firm;' or deterministic, version of the 
hypothesis, language functions like a prison-once 

people learn a language, they are irrevocably affected by its particulars. Furthermore, it is 
never possible to translate effectively and successfully between languages, which makes 
competent intercultural communication an elusive goal. 

The "softer" position is a less causal view of the nature of the language-thought 
relationship. In this version, language shapes how people think and experience their 
world, but this influence is not unceasing. Instead, it is possible for people from differ
ent initial language systems to learn words and categories sufficiently similar to their 
own so that communication can be accurate. 

If substantial evidence had been found to support the firmer version of the 
Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, it would represent a dismal prognosis for competent intercul
tural communication. Because so few people grow up bilingually, it would be impossi
ble to transcend the boundaries of their linguistic experiences. Fortunately, the weight 
of the scholarly evidence, which we summarize in the following section, debunks the 
notion that people's first language traps them inescapably in a particular pattern of 
thinking. Instead, evidence suggests that language plays a powerful role in shaping how 
people think and experience the world. Although the shaping properties of language 
are significant, linguistic equivalence can be established between people from different 
language systems. t4 
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Sapir and Whorf's major contribution to the study of intercultural communication is 
that they called attention 10 the integral relationship among thought, culture, and lan
guage. Ln the following section, we discuss some of the differences in the vocabulary and 
grammar of languages and consider the men! to which these differences can be used as 
evidence to support the two positions of the Sapir-Wharf hypothesis. As you consider the 
following ideas, ecamine the properties of the languages you know. Are there specialized 
vocabulades or grammatical characteristics that shape how you think and experience the 
world as you use these languages? 

Variations In Vocabulary The best known example of vocabulary differences associated 
with the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis is the large number of words for snow in the Eskimo 
langua~. (The language is variously caUed lnuktitut in Canada, lnupit in Alaska, and 
Kalaallisut in GreenJand) Depending on whom you ask., there a.re from seven to fifty 
different words for snow in the Inuktitut language. IS For example, there are words that 
differentiate falling snow (gana) and fully fallen snow (aki/uknk). The English language has 
fewer words for snow and no terms for many of the distinctions made by Eskimos. The 
issue raised by the Sapir-Wharf hypothesis is whether the person who grows up speaking 
I.nuktitut actually perceives snow differently than does someone who grew up in So uthern 
California and may only know snow by secondhand descriptions. More important. could 
the Southern Californian who lives with the Inupit in Alaska learn to differentiate all of the 
variat ions of snow and to use the specific Eskimo words appropriately? The firmer version 
of the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis suggests that linguistic differences are accompanied by 
perceptual differences, so that the English speaker looks at snow differently than does the 
Eskimo speaker. 

Numerous other examples of languages have highly specialized vocabularies for partic
ular features of the environment. For instance, in the South Sea islands, there are numerous 
words for coconut, which not only refer 10 the object of a coconut but also indicate how the 
coconut is being used or to a specific part of the cownut. 16 Similarly, in classical Arabic, 
thousands of words are used 10 refer to a camel. 17 

Another variation in vocabulary concerns the terms a language uses to Klentify and 
divide mlars in the spectrum. For example, the Kamayura Indians of Bratil have a single 
word that refers to the colors that English speakers would call blue and gree n. The best 
translation of the word the Kamayuras use is"'parakeet colored."" The Dani of West New 
Guinea divide all colors into only two words, which are roughly equivalent in English to 
"dark'" and ~ light."191Oe important i<;.sue, however, is whether speakers of these languages 
are able to distinguish among the different colors when they see them or can aperience 
only the colors suggested by the words available for them to use. Do the Kamayura 
Indians actually see blue and green as the same color because they use the same word to 
identify both? Or does their language s imply identify colors differently than does English? 

Do you think that you muld learn to distinguish all of the variations of the object 
"snow" that are important to the Eskimos? Could you be taught 10 see all of the important 
characteristics of a camel or a coconut? Such questions a.re very important in accepting or 
rejecting the ideas presented in the firm and soft versions of the Sapir-Whorfhypothesis. 

Researchers looking at the vocabulary variations in the oolor spectrum have generally 
found that. although a language may restrict how a color can be labeled verbally. people 
can st ill see and differentiate among particular colors. In other words, the Kamayura 
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Hindi English Equivalent 

baap or pitagl 

m .. 
baba or dada 
amma ordadi 

"'''' nanl 
taaya 
taayl 
chacha 
chachl 
mama 
maml 
boo, 

foofa 
mausl 
mausa 
bahal 
bhabhl 
bhatija 
bhatlJI 
bahin 

gei' 
bhan]a 
bhangl 

be" 
bahu 

PO" 
poll 
bell 
daamaad 
naati 
naatln 
=~, 

~'" 
saala 
saali 
saadoo 
nanad 
nandoi 

Father 

Mother 
Father's father 
Father's mother 
Mother's father 
Mother's mother 
Father's elder brother or paternal cousin 
Wife offather's elder brother or paternal cousin 
Father's younger brothet or paternal cousin 
Wife of father's younger brother, or paternal cousin 
Mother's brother 
Wife of mother's brother 
Father's sister 
Husband offather's sister 
Mother's sister 
Husband of mother's sister 
Brother, male paternal cousin 
Brother's wife 
Brother's son 
Brother's daughter 
Sister, female paternal cousin 
Sister's husband 
Sister's son 
Sister's daughter 
500 

Son's wife, daughter-in-law 
Son's son 
Son's daughter 
Daughter or niece 
Daughter's husband 
Daughter's son 
Daughter's daughter 
Father-In-law 
Mother-in-law 
Wife's brother 
Wife's sister 
Husband of wife's sister 
Husband'ssister 
Husband of husband's sister 

(continued) 



jalth 
jethanl 
dewar 
samdhl 
samdhan 
deranl 
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Husband's elder brother, or paternal cousin 
Wife of husband 's elder brother, or paternal cousin 
Husband's younger brother, Of paternal cousin 
Son/daughter-In-Iaw's father 
Son/daughter-in-Iaw's mother 
Wife of husband's younger brother, or paternal cousin 

Indians can, in fuct, see both blue and green, even though they use the same linguistic 
referent for both colors. 2<I The evidence on color perception and vocabulary, then, does 
not support the deterministic version of the Sapir-Whorfhypothesis. 

What about alll.hose variations for snow, camels, and coconuts? Are they evidence 
to support the firm version of the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis? A sta rting point for ad
dressing this issue is to consider how English speakers use other words along with 
essentially the o ne word Engl ish has for ~part i c\es of water vapo r that, when frozen in 
the upper air, fall to earth as soft, white, crystalline flakes." English speakers are able to 
describe verbally man y variation s of snow by adding modifiers to the root word. 
People who live in areas with a lot of snow are quite familiar with dry s"ow, heavy 
mow, slush, and dirry snow. Skiers have a rich vocabulary to describe variations in 
snow on the slopes. It is possible, therefore, for a person who has facility in one lan
guage to approximate the categories of another language. The deterministic position 
of Sap ir- Whorf, then, is difficult to suppo rt. Even Sap ir and Whorfs own work can be 
used to argue against the deterministic interpretation of their position because, in 
presenting all of the Eskimo words for snow, Whorf provided their approximate 
English equivalents. 

A better explanation for linguistic differences is that variations in the complexity and 
richness of a language's vocabulary reflect what is important to the people who speak that 
language. To an Eskimo, differentiating among varieties of snow is much more critical to 
survival and adaptation than it is to the Southern Califo rnian, who may never see snow. 
Conversely, Southern Californians have numerous words to refer to four-wheeled motor
ized vehicles, which are very important objects in their environment. However, we are 
certain that differences in the words and concepts of a language do affect the ease with 
which a person can change from one language to another because there is a dynamic 
interrelationship among language. thought, and culture. 

Va riatio ns in linguistic Gramma rs A rich illust.ration of the reciprocal relationship 
among language. thought. and culture can be found in the grammatical rules of different 
languages. In tbe following discussion, you will once again see how the patterns of a 
culture's beliefs, values, norms, and social practices. as discussed in Chapters 4 and 5, 
permeate all aspects of the culture. Because language shapes how its users organize the 
world, the patterns of a culture will be reflected in its language and vice versa. 

https://PaperHelper.io


182 PART TH RH Coding Intelcultural Communkation 

GII/tural COllceptiolls of Tillie Whorf himself provided detailed descriptions of the 
Hopi language that illustrate how the grammar of a language is related to the perceptions 
of its users. Hopi do not linguistically refer to time as a fixed point or place but rather as a 
movement in the stream of life. The English hmguage, in contrast, refers to time as a 
specific point that exists on a linear plane divided into past, present, and future. Hopi 
time is more like an ongoing process; the here and now (the present) will never actually 
arrive, but it will always be approaching. The Hopi language also has no tenses, so the 
people do not place events into the neat categories of past, present, and future that native 
speakers of English have come to el:pect. As Stephen Littlejohn has suggested, the 
consequences of these linguistic differences is that 

Hopi and SAE [Standard Average European ] cultures will think about, perceive, and 
behave toward time differently. For example, the Hopi tend to engage in lengthy prepar
ing activities. Experiences (getting prepared) tend to accwnulate as time gets later. The 
emphasis is on the accumulated experience during the course of time, not on time as a 
point or location. In SAE cultures, with their spatial treatment of time, experiences are 
not accumulated in the s.ame sense. Elaborate and lengthy preparations are not often 
found. The custom in SAE cultures is to record events (space-time analogy) such that 
what happened in the past is objectified in space (recorded).lt 

Because a culture's linguistic grammar shapes its experiences, the speakers of Hopi and 
English wiD experience time differently, and each may find it difficult to understand the 
view of time held by the other. Judgments about what is "natural," "right," or "common 
sense" will obviously vary and will be reinforced by the linguistic habits of each group. 

Slwwilig Respect alltl Social Hiemrchy Languages allow, and to a certain extent force, 
speakers to display respect for others. For instance, it is much easier to show respect in 
Spanish than it is in English. Consider the following sentences: 

tSabe usted d6 nde esta la profesora? 
Know you where is the professor? [Do you know where the professor is?] 
lSabes d6nde esta la profesora? 
Know you where is the professor? [Do you know where the professor is?] 

These distinctly different Spanish sentences are identical when translated into English. 
The sentences in Span ish reflect the differences in the level of respect that must be shown 
between the person speaking and the person being addressed. The pronoun usted is used 
in the first example to mark the speaker's question as particularly formal o r polite. The s in 
Snbcs in the second example marks the relationship between the speaker and the person 
being addressed as familiar or informal. In the actual practice of Spanish, a younger person 
would not use the informal grammatical construction to address an older person, just as 
an older person would not use the formal listed with a person who was much younger. 

This example illustrates once again that the grammar of a language can at least 
encourage its users to construct their interactions with others in particular ways. When a 
language directs a speaker to make distinctions among the people with whom the speaker 
interacts., in this instance by showing linguistically a greater respect for some and not 
others, the language helps to remind its users of social distinctions and the behaviors 
that are appropriate to them. Thus, language professors who teach Spanish to English
speaking students often note that the English speaker is not behaving respectfully. 
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The degree to which a language demands specific words and grammatical structures 
to show the nature of the relationship between the communicators suggests how much a 
culture values differences between people. In the frameworks of the ideas presented in 
Chapters 4 and 5, Spanish-speaking cultures wo uld be more likely to value a hierarchical 
social organization and a large power d istance. Chinese, Japanese, and Korean languages 
also refl ect the relative social status between the addresser an d addressee. In Hindi, 
Korean, and other languages, there a re specific words for older brother, older sister, 
younger brother, and younger sister, which remind all siblings of their relative o rder in 
the family and the norms o r expectations appropriate to specific familial roles. Languages 
with grammatical aDd semantic features that make the speakers decide whether to show 
respect and social status to others are constant reminders of those characteristics of social 
interaction. In contrast, a language with few terms to show status and respect tends to 
minimize those status distinctions in the minds of the language's users. 

PronOUIJS (lfltl Culturlll ClIllrtlcteristies English is the only language that capital izes the 
pronoun I in writing. English does no t, however, capitalize the written form of the 
pronoun you. Is there a relationship between the individualism that characterizes most of 

After five weeks of intense study, I panicked. I suddenly realized that I had not learned the Woleaian 
equivalent for "tohave:" Howcould I have overlooked some thing so baslc7ln English, you learn "to 
have"shortly afte r"to be;""Have" is the 11th most commonly used word in English; the concept is 
essentiaL 

I had previously studied German and Spanish and knew that haben and tener held equally 
Important places In those languages, respectively. I must have been dOing a te rribly Inept job of 
learning Wolealan. What e lse had I missed? 

Wel~ whatever else I'd missed, I hadn't missed "to have;" It wasn't there to be missed. There are 
Wolealan equivalents for some of Its uses, but not fo r the te rm itself. You cannot, In Woleaian, say"1 
have food; or"1 have a car;" You cannot "have" a wife, a good time, or a seat on an airplane. You can
not even"have"the flu . (The equivalent Is "the flu saw me;") 

Whydo Woleaians lack a term so central to the other languages I knew? I have a theory. lan
guage reveals cuilure, and Wolealan tife Is generally based on shar1ng, rather than owning. "To have; 
which is basically an ownership term. is simply not that important there. 

In a society where food and many other things are automatically shared, -Is there breadfruit?" is 
a more reasonable question than "May I have some breadfruit?"The first is a standard question In 
WoIeaian, the second cannot be said. Woleaians do have ways to denote ownership, of course. But 

sharing plays a larger role in their lives. and ownership plays a smaller role in their language. 
Whatever the reason for the lack of "to have; there's no mystery behind the most common form 

of "hello' among Woleaians. Butog mwongo! (Come and eat!) expresses their hospitality, their love of 
food. and their love of sharing. It is not just a greeting, it is a genuine invitation- at any time of the 
day or night. 

-JeJryMIller 
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the English-speaking countries and this feature of the English language? In contrast, 
consider that there are more than twelve words for f in Vietnamese, more than ten in 
Chinese, and more than o ne hundred in Japanese.22 Does a language that demands a 
speaker to differentiate the self (the ~ I") from other features of the conte.l:t (for example, 
other people or the type of event) shape the way speakers of that language think about 
themselves? If "I" exist, but " ' " am able to identify myself linguistically only through 
reference to someone else, will "I" not have a different sense of m)'5elf than the EngJish
speaking people who see themselves as en tities existing apart from all others?23 

As an example of the extreme contrasts thai exist in the use and meanings of pronouns, 
consider the experiences of Michael Dorris, who lived in Tyonek, Alaska, an Athabaskan
speaking Native American community: 

Much of my time was spent in the study of the lcx:allanguage. linguistkally rel~ted 10 

Navajo and Apache but distinctly adapted to the subarctic environment. One of its most 
difficult features lOr an outsider to grasp was the practice of almost always speaking and 
thinking in a coll«tive pluml voice. The word for people, wdene," was used as a kind of 
"we"-the subject for virtually every predicate requiring a personal pronoun-and 
therefore any act became, atieast in cunception, a group experience . .!;I 

Imagine having been trained in the language that Dorris describes. Would speaking 
such a language result in people who think of themselves as part of a group ratherthan as 
individuals?25 Alternatively. if you are from a culture that values individualism, would 
you have difficulty communicating in a language that requires you a1wa)'5 to say we 
instead of P. If your cultural background is more group-oriented, would it be relatively 
easy for you to speak in a language that places you as part of a group? 

lingui stic Relativity and Intercultural Communication The semantic and syntactic 
features of language are powerful shapers of the way people e.'tperience the ph)'5ical and 
social world. Sapir and Whorf's assertions that language determines our reality have 
proved to be false. Language does not determine our ability to sense the ph)'5ical world, 
nor does the language first learned create modes of thinking from which there is no 
escape. However, language shapes and influences our thoughts and behaviors. The 
vocabulary of a language reflects what you need to know to cope with the environment 
and the patterns of your culture. The semantics and syntact ics of language gently nudge 
you to notice particular kinds of things in your world and to label them in particular 
ways. All of these components of language create habitual response patterns to the 
prople, events, and messages that su.rround you. Your language intermingJes with other 
aspects of your culture to reinforce the cultural patterns you are taught. 

The influence of a particular language is something you can escape; it is possible to 
translate to or interact in a second language. But as the categories for coding or sorting 
the world are provided primarily by your language, you are predisposed to perceive the 
world in a particular way, and the reality you create is different from the reality created by 
those who use other languages with other categories. 

When the categories of languages are vastly different, people will have trouble com
municating with one another. Differences in language affect what is relatively easy to say 
and what seems virtually impossible to say. As Wilma M. Roger has suggested, "Language 
and the cultural values, reactions, and expectations of speakers of that language are subtly 
melded."26 
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We offer one final caution. For purposes of discussion, we have artificially separated 
vocabulary and grammar, as if language is simply an adding together of these two 
dements. In use, language is a dynamic and interrelated system that has a powerful effect 
on people's thoughts and actions. The living, breathing qualities of language as spoken 
and used, with aU the attendant feelings, emotions, and experienc~ are difficult to oon
vey adequatdy in an introductory discussion such as this one. 

language and Intercultural Communication 
The earlier sections of this chapter may have given the impression that language is stable and 
used consistentiyby all who speak it. However, even in a oountry that has predominantly only 
one language, there are great variations in the way the language is spoken (accents), and there 
are wide deviations in how words are used and what they mean. Among u.s. Americans who 
speak English, it is quite common to hear many different accents. It is also quite common to 
hear words, phrases, and colloquial expressions that are common to only one region of the 
oountry. Think of the many mices associated with the speaking of English in the United 
States. Do you have an auditory image of the way someone sounds who grew up in New York 
City? How about someone who grew up in Georgia? Wisconsin? Oregon? The regional varia
tions in the ways English is spoken re flect differences in accents and dialects. 

Increasingly, U.S. Americans speak many first languages other than English. As noted in 
Chapter I, multiple language systems are represented in U.S. schools. Employers in businesses 
must now be conscious of the different languages of their workers. In addition, specialized 
linguistic structures devdop for other functions within the context of a larger language. 
Because language differences are po ..... erful factors that influence the relationships bet\veen 
ethnic and cultural groups who live next to and with each other in oommunities and coun
tries, we will examine the variations among languages of groups of people who essentially 
share a common political union.27 W! begin by considering the role of language in maintain
ing the identity of a cultural group arx:l in the relationship between cultural groups who share 
a common social system. We then talk about nonstandard versions of a langwge, induding 
accents, dialects, and argot. and we explore their effects on oommunicalion with others. 

l anguage, Ethnic Group Identity, and Dominance Each person commonly identifies 
with many different social groups. For example.)Uu probably think of yourself as part of a 
certain age grouping, as male or female, as married or unmarried, and as a college student 
or someone who is simply interested in learning about intercultural communication. You 
may also think of yourself as African American, German American, Vietnamese American, 
Latino, Navajo, or one of the many other cultural groups composing the populat ion of the 
United States. You may also identify with a culture from outside of the United States. 

Henri Tajfd argues that humans categorize themselves and others into different 
groups to simplify their understanding of people. \Vhen you think of someone as part of 
a particular social group, )Uu associate that person with the values of that group.28 In this 
section we are particularly concerned with the ways in which language is used to identify 
people in a group, either by the group members themselves or by outsiders from o ther 
groups. Some of the questions we are concerned with include the followin g: How impor
tant is language to the members of a culture? What is the role of language in the mainte
nance of a culture? Why do some languages survive over time while others do not? What 
role does language play in tbe relationship of one culture to another? 
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1be importance that cultures attribute to language has been well established.29 In 
fact, some would argue that the very heart of a culture is its language and that a culture 
dies if its language dies. 3O However, it is difficult to determine the exact degree of impor. 
tance that language has for someone who identifies with a particular group because there 
are so many factors that affect the strength of that identification. For example, people are 
more likely to have a strong sense of ethnic and linguistic identity if members of other 
important cultural groups acknowledge their language in some way. In several states 
within the United States, for example, there have been heated legal battles to allow elec
tion ballots to be printed in languages other than English. Those advocating this option 
are actually fighting to gain official status and support for their languages. 

A language will remain vi tal and strong if groups of people who live near one another 
use the language regularly. The shee r number of people who identify with a particular 
language and their distribution within a particular country or region have a definite ef
fect on the vigor of the language. For people who are rarely able to speak the language of 
their culture, the centrality of the language and the cultural or ethnic identity that goes 
with it are certainly diminished. Their inability to use the language results in lost oppor
tunities to express their identification with the culture that it symbolizes. 

The eA1:ent to which a culture maintains a powerful sense of identification with a 
particular language is called perceived et hnollnguistic vitality, which refers to "the indi
vidual's subjective perception of the status, demographic characteristics, and institu
tional support of the language community."l! Very high levels of perceived ethnolinguistic 

. Can you g~s what this busill@SslnVietnamisselling? 
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vitality mean that members of a culture will be unwilling to assimilate their linguistic; be
havior wi th other cultures that surround them.32 Howard Giles, one of the foremost re
searchers in how languages are used in multilingual sodeties, concludes that there are 
likely to be intense pressures on cultural members to adopt the language of the larger so
dal group and to discontinue the use of their own language when 

I. the members of a culture lack a strong political, social, and economic; status; 
2. there are few members of tile culture compared to the number of people in other 

groups in the community; and 
3. institutional support to maintain their unique cultural heritage is weak.33 

When multiple languages are spoken within one political boundary, there are inevitably 
political and social consequences. In the United States, for example, English has maintained 
itself as the primary language over a long period of time. Immigrants to the United State-; 
have historically been required to learn English in order to participate in the wider political 
and commercial aspects of tile society. Schools offered classes only in English, television and 
radio programs ..... ere almost ex:dusively in English, and the work of government and busi
ness also required English. The English-only requirement has not been imposed without 
social consequences, however. In Micronesia, for example, where there are nine major 
languages and many dialects, people are demonstrably apprehensive about communicating 
with others when they must use English instead of their primary language.'" 

In recent years in the United States, there has been a change in the English-only pattern. 
Now in many areas of the country there are large numbers of people for whom English is 
not the primary language. As a consequence, teaching staffs are multilingual; government 
offices provide services to non-English speakers; and cable television has an extensive array 
of enterta inment and news programming in Spanish, Chinese, Japane;e, Arabic, and soon. 

In some countries., formal political agreements acknowledge the role of multiple languages 
in the government and educational systems. Canada has two officiailinguages: English and 
French. Belgiwn uses three: French, German, and Flemish. In Singapore, English, Mandarin, 
Malay, and Tamil are all official languages, and India has more than a dozen. 

When India was established in 1948, one of the major problems concerned a national 
language. Although Hindi was the language spoken by the largest number of people, the 
overwhelm ing majority of the people did not speak it. India's solution to this problem 
was to identify sixteen natio nal languages, thus formalizing in the consti tution the right 
for government, schools, and commerce to operate in any of them. Even that solution has 
not queUed the fears of non -Hindi speakers that Hindi will predominate. In the mid-
1950s, there was political agitation to redraw the internal state boundaries based on the 
languages spoken in particulQr regions. Even now, major political upheavals periodically 
occur in India over language issues. 

Because language is such an integral part of most people's identities. a great deal of 
emutiun is alladltxJ tu pulit iut.l (;liuilXS abuut language preferen(;es. Huwevt:r, what is 
most central to intercultural competence is the way in which linguistic identification in
fluences the interaction that occurs between members of different cultural groups. In in
terpersonal communication, language is used to discern ingroup and outgroup members. 
That is, language provides an obvious and highly accurate cue about whether people 
share each other's cultural background. If others speak as you do, you are likely to assume 
that they are similar to you in other important ways. 
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' Today my teacher said we got to learn 'proper' English, so we can study things like math and sci
ence. Ho, manl Kids got plenty angry. Everybody yelling. 'How we going talk to parents wlddout Pid
gin? Pidgin same as English: " 

She played with her fork, slightly embarrassed. ·1 raised my hand and said Pidgin is not the same as 
English. It's not an Inferior kind of Engllsh.lt'sa different language than English. like French, or Spanish. 
like HawaIIan MotherTongue. My teacher said that was a good point. So now I have to write a paper on It.' 

The famliy sat quiet, not understanding. 
"So now ... she punishing you?" Ben asked. 
"No, Uncle. It's sort of an honor, and I get extra credit for the paper. She wants me to write about 

how It's Important that we speak ali three languages. HawaIIan, Pidgin, Eng lish, 50 we can keep up 
with the rest of the world. We going to be what she ca lis ... trilingual.' 

- /<Jam Davmporr 

Howard Giles has developed communicatio n a(commod alion th eory to explain 
why people in intercultural conversations may choose to converge or diverge their com
munication behaviors to that of others.l5 At times, interactants will converge their lan
guage use to that of their conversational partners by adapting their speech patterns to 
the hehavior~ of nther~. They dn ~n when they de.~ire tn identify with nthen, appear 
similar to them, gain their approval, and facilitate the development of smooth and har
monious relationships. At other times, interactants' language use will diverge from 
their co nversational partners and will thus accentuate their own cultural memberships. 
maintain their individuality, and underscore the differences between themselves and 
others. Giles suggests that the likelihood that people will adapt and accommodate to 
others depends on such factors as their knowledge of others' communication patterns, 
their motivations 10 co nverge or diverge, and their skills in altering their preferred 
repertoire of communication behaviors. 

People also make a positive or negative evaluation about the language that others use_ 
Generally speaking, there is a pecking order among languages that is usually buttressed 
and supported by the prevailing political order. Thus, 

In every society the differential power of particular social groups is renected in language 
variation and in attitudes toward those variations. Typically, the dominant group 
promotes its patterns of language use as dialect or :accents by minority group members 
reduce their opportunities for success in the society as a whole. Minority group members 
are often faced with difficult decisions regarding whether to gain social mobility 
by adopting the language patterns of the dominant group or to maintain their group 
identity by retaining their native speech style.>6 

In the United States, there has been a clear preference for English over the multiple 
other languages that people speak, and those who speak English are evaluated according 
to their various accents and dialects. African Americans, for instance, have often been 
judged negatively for their use of Black Standard English, which has grammatical forms 
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that differ from those used in Standard American English.37 In the next section, we 
discuss the conseq uences of these eva luations and the effects of alternative forms of 
language use on intercultural communication competence. 

AlternatlveVerslons of a l ang uage No language is spoken precisely the same way by 
all who use it. The sounds made when speaking English by someone from England, 
Australia, or Jamaica differ from the speech of English-speaking U.S. Americans. Even 
among those who share a similar language and reside in the same countlY, there are 
important variat ions in the way the language is spoken. These differences in language 
use include the way the words are pronounced, the meanings of particular words or 
phrases, and the patterns for arranging the words (grammar). Terms often associated 
with these alternative forms of a language include dia/ea, accetlt, argot (pronounced "are 
go"), and jargOlz. 

Dialects Dialects are versions of a language with distinctive vocabulary, grammar, and 
pronunciation that are spoken by particular groups of people or witbin particular regions. 
Dialects can play an important role in intercultural communication because they often 

trigger a judgment and evaluation of the speaker. 
Dialects are measured against a "standard" spoken 
\'ersion of the language. The term standnrd does not 
describe inherent or nat urally occurring 
characteristics but, rather, historical circumstances. 
For example, among many U.S. Americans, Standard 
American English is often the preferred dialect and 
conveys power and dominance. But as John R. 
Edwards has suggested, "As a dialect, there is nothing 
intrinsic, either linguistically or esthetically, which 
gives Standard English special status."M! 

Occasional ly, use of a nonstandard dialect 
may lead to more favorable evaluations of the 
speaker. Thus, a U.S. American may regard some
one speaking English with a British accent as more 
"cultured" or "refi ned." However, most nonstan
dard dialects of English are frequently accorded 
less status and are often considered inappropriate 
or unacceptable in education, business, and gov
ernment. For example, speakers of Spanish- or 
Appalachian-accented English, as well as those 
who speak Black Standard English, are sometimes 
unfairly assumed to be less reliable, less intelligent, 
and of lower status than those who speak Standard 
American English. 39 

One dialect frequently used in the United States 
• A big ,hal~nge in Ie..rning a new language Is to be has been variously called Black Standard English, 

understood dearly when speaking. Black English, African American Vernacular English, 
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and Ebonies. Linguists haVE' estimated that about 90 percent of the African American com
munity uses Ebonies at least some of the time. Geneva Smitherman explains some of the 
linguistic forces that underlie Ebonies by providing an example of some African American 
women at a beauty shop. one of whom exclaims, "The Brotha be looking good; that's what 
got the Sista nose open!" According to Smitherman: 

In this state ment, BrOlhn refers to an African American man, looking good refers to 
his style (not necessarily the same thing as physical beauty in Ebonies). Sisto is an 
African American woman, and her passionate love for the Brotha is conveyed by the 
phrase nose o~n (the kind of passionate love that makes you vulnerable to exploita
tion). Sis/a nme is standard Ebonies grammar for denoting possession, indicated by 
adjacency! context (rather than the /'5, 5'/). The use of be means that the quality of 
looking good is not limited to the present moment but reflects the Brotha's past, pre
sent, and future essence. As in the case of Efik and other West Africa n languages, as
pect is important in the verb system of US Ebonics, conveyed by the use of the 
English verb be to denote a recurring. habitual state of affairs. (Contrast He be look
ing good with He lookillg good. which refers to the present moment only--<ertainly 
not the kind of looking good that opens the nose!). Note further that many Black 
writers and tOllay's Hip Hop artists employ the spellings ~ Brotha· and ~Si sta· to con
'ley a pronuncialion pattern show ing West African language influence. i.e. , a vowel 
sound instead of an lei sound. The absence of the Ir/ at the end of words like "Sista" 
parallels Irl absence in many West African languages. many of which do nOI have the 
typical English I rl sound. Also in these communities. kinship terms may be used 
when one is referring to other African people. whether they are biologically related 
or not.~o 

Like all dialects, Ebonics is not slang, sloppy speech, incorrect grammar, or broken 
English. Rather, it reflects an inte rsection of West African languages and European 
American English, which initially developed during the European slave trade and the 
enslavement of African peoples throughout the Americas and elsewhere. 

Accems Distinguishable marks of pronuncia tion are called accents. Accents are closely 
related to dialects. Research studies repeatedly demonstrate that speakers' accents are used 
as a cue to form inlpressions of them.41 Those of you who speak English with an accent 
or in a nonstandard version may have experienced the negative reactions of others, and 
you know the harmful effeCls such judgments can have on intercultural communication. 
Studies repeatedly find that accented speech and dialects provoke stereotyped reactions 
in listeners, 50 that the speakers are usually perceived as having less status, prestige, and 
overall competence. Interest ingly, these negative perceptions and stereotyped responses 
sometimes occur even when the listeners themselves use a nonstandard dialecl.42 

If you are a speaker of Standard American English, you speak English with an 
"acceptable" accent. Can you recall conversations with others whose dialect and accent 
did not match yours? In those conversations, did you make negative assessments oftheir 
character, intelligence, or goodwill? Such a response is fairly common. Negative judg
ments that are made about others simply on the basis of how they speak are obviously a 
formidable barrier to competence in intercultural oommunication. For example, an 
Iranian American woman describes the frustration and anger experienced by her father, 
a physician, and her mother, a nurse, when they attempted to communicate with others 
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by telephone. Although both of her parents had immigrated to the United States many 
years before, they spoke English with a heavy accent. These educated people were consis
tently responded to as if they lacked intelligence simply because of their accent. Out of 
sheer frustration, they usually had their daughter, who spoke English with a u.s. accent, 
conduct whatever business needed to be accomplished on the telephone. 

Jargon and Argot Both jargon and argot are specialized forms of vocabulary. Jargoll 
refers to a set of words or terms that are shared by those with a common profession or 
experience. For example, students at a particular university share a jargon related to 

"I love your grandmother's accent," my high school friend told me after a visit to my house. I looked 

at her in confusion. "What accent?" 
She assured me my grandmother spoke with an accent, although she wasn't sure what kind. I 

knew Grandma's parents had come from Norway, but it had never occurred to me that she had an 

accent. She just spoke like Grandma. The next time she came to our house, I tried to listen to her 

words more objectively. Sure enough, all those round, musical vowels of hers weren't just her unique 
way of talking; she had a Norwegian accent. 

It made me wonder what else I hadn't realized about my relatives, just because I knew them too 

well to see them clearly. A few years later, my friend Sue gave me a clear reminder of how easy it can 
be to take things for granted. 

Sue's husband, Daniel, had come to the United States from Kenya. They had met and married in 
Minnesota. When their son, Jeff, was born, they decided that Sue would speak to him in English and 

Daniel in Kikuyu, so that he would be bilingual right from the start. The plan worked well, and Jeff 
spoke both English and Kikuyu with ease from an early age. 

When Jeff was seven years old, several members of Daniel's family came from Kenya for a visit. 
Sue and Daniel were thrilled. Wouldn't they be proud when Jeff conversed freely with his relatives in 

Kikuyul They explained to Jeff that Daddy's family would be coming to stay with them, and Jeff ea
gerly helped them plan activities for the visitors. He seemed excited to have them come. 

At the airport on the big day, Daniel greeted his family and introduced them to his wife. Then he 

proudly Introduced his son in Kikuyu and waited for the conversation to begin. But as soon as the 
relatives started speaking to Jeff, he stared at them in surprise and clammed up. He wouldn't say a 
word to anyone in any language. Daniel's family tried to be polite, and Daniel assured them Jeff 
really did know how to talk, but the conversation on the way back to the house was a little strained, 

with Jeff remaining absolutely silent. 
It wasn't until Daniel got everyone home and settled that he had a chance to talk with his son and 

find out what had upset him. Jeff had never met anyone else who spoke KikUYU, only his dad. All his life 

Jeff had assumed that this was a special secret language between him and his father that no one else 
knew. And then all these str.mgers had shown up, speaking their private languagellt had been a shock. 

- Sharoo f!Jnrlng/on 
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We were Wi!avlng between Spanish and English. all of us fluent In both. It was something I had to 
get more accustomed to now, living on the West Coast, where people wove their conversations 
between the two tongues as commonly as If they Wi!re one. 

general education requirements, regis tration techniques., add or drop procedures, activity 
fees, and so on. Members of a particular profession depend on a unique set of meanings 
for words that are understood only by other members of that profession. The shorthand 
code used by law-enforcement officers, lawyers, those in the medical profession, and even 
professors at colleges and universities are all instances of jargon. 

Argot refers to a specialized language that is used by a large group within a culture to 
define the boundaries of their group from others who a.re in a more powerful posit ion in 
society. As you might expect, argot is an important feature in the study of intercultural 
communication. Unlike jargon, argot is typically used to keep those who are not part of 
the group from understanding what members say to one another. The specialized lan
guage is used to keep those from the outside, usually seen as hostile, at bay. 

Cod e Switching Because of the many languages spoken in the United States, you will 
likely have many opportunities to hea r and perhaps to participate in a form of language 
use called code switching. Code switching refers to the selection of the language to be 
used in a particular interaction by individuals who can speak multiple languages. The 
decision to use one language over another is often related to the setting in which the 
interaction OCCUI'S--il social, pUblic, and formal setting versus a personal, private, and 
informal one. In his poignant exploration about speaking Spanish in an English-speaking 
world, Richard Rodriguez describes his attachment to the language associated with this 
latter setting. 

When I was a boy, things were different. The accent of 10Jgringos was never pleasing nor 
was it hard to hear. Crowds at Safeway or at bus stops would be noisy with .sound. And I 
would be forced to edge away from the chirping chatter above me 

BlIt then there was Spanish. Bpanol: my family's language. Bpaiiol: the language 
that seemed to me to be a private Language. I'd hear strangers on the radio and in the 
Mexican Catholic church across town speaking in Spanish, but I couldn't really believe 
that Spanish was a public language, like English. Spanish speakers. rather. seemed related 
to me, lOr I sensed that we shared--through our language-the experience of feeling 
apart from los gringos ... . Spanish seemed to me the language of home .. 

A family member would say .something to me and I would feel myself specially rec
ognized. My parents would say something to me and I would feel embraced by the 
sounds of their words. Those sounds said: I am speaking with ewe ill Spanish. I am 
addresJing )'IJu in words I never use with los gringos. I rewgnize you as somecme special, 
dose,like no one outside. You belong with liS. In the family. (] 
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A person's conversational partner is another important factor in code-switching de
cisions. Many African Americans, for instance, switch their linguistic codes based on the 
culture and gender of their conversational partners.44 

The topic of conversation is another important influence on the choice of a linguistic 
code. One st udy found that Moroccans, for instance, would typically use French when 
discussing scientific o r technological topics and Arabic when discussing cultural or reli
gious ones. Interestingly, people's att itudes toward a particular topic we re found to be 
consistent with the underlying beliefs, values. norms, and social practices of the culture 
whose language they choose 10 speak. 4S 

Verbal Codes and Intercultural Competence 
The link between knowledge of other verbal codes and intercultural competence is obvi
ous. To speak another language proficiently requires an enormous amount of effort, en
ergy, and lime. The opportunity to study another language in your college curriculum is a 
choice we highly recommend to prepare you for a multicultural and multilingual world. 
Those world citizens with facility in a second or third language will be needed in every 
facet of society. 

Many English speakers have a false sense of security because English is studied and 
spoken by 50 many people around the world. There is arrogance in this position that 
should be obvious because it places aU of the responsibility for learning another language 
on the non-English speake r. Furthermore, even if two people from different cultures are 
using the verbal code system of one of the interactants, significant influences on their 
communication arise from their initial languages. 

The multicultural nature of the United States and the interdependence of world cul
tures means that multiple cultures and multiple languages will be ~ standard feature of 
people's lives. Despite our strong recommendation that you learn and be tolerant of other 
languages, it is vi rtually impossible for anyone to be proficient in all of the verbal codes 
that might be encountered in intercultural communication. However, there are impor
tant ways to improve competence in adjusting to differences in verbal codes when com
municating interculturally. 

First, the study of at least one other language is extraordinarily useful in under
standing the role of differences in verbal codes in in tercultural communication. 
Genuine fluency in a second language demonstrates experientially all of the ways in 
which language embodies another culture. It also reveals the ways in which languages 
vary and how the nuances of language use influence the meanin gs of symbols. Even if 
you never become genuinely proficient in it, the study of another language teaches 
much about the culture of those who use it and the categories of experience the lan
guage can create. Furthermore, such study demonstrates, better than words written on 
a page or spoken in a lecture, the difficulty in gaining proficiency in another language 
and may lead to an appreciation of those who are struggling to communicate in second 
or third languages. 

Short of becoming proficient in another langua ge, lea rning about its gram
matical features ca n help you understand the messages o f the other person. Study the 
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We can't really know what a pleasure it is to run in our own language until we're forced to stumble in 
someone else's. It was a great relief when Khaderbhal spoke In English. 

connections between the features of a verbal code and the cultural patterns of those 
who use it. Even if you are going to communicate with people from another culture 
in your own first lan guage. there is much that you can learn about the other person's 
language and the corresponding cultural patterns that can help you to behave appro
priately and effectively. 

Knowledge of another language is one component of the link between competence 
and verbal codes. Motivation, in the form of your emotional reactions and your inten-

tions toward the culturally different ot hers wit h 
whom you are communicating, is another critical 
component. Trying to get along in another lan
guage can be an exhilaratin g and very positive 
experience, but it can also be fatiguing and frus
lrating. The attempt to speak and understand a 
new verbal wue requires I!nergy and persl!verancl!. 
Most second-language learners, when immersed 
in its cultural setting, report a substantial toll on 
their energy. 

Functioning in a cultu re that speaks a lan
guage different from your own can be equally tiring 
and exasperating. Making yourself understood. 
getting around, obtaining food, and making pur
chases all require a great deal of effort. Recognizing 
Ihe possibilit y of irritability and fatigue when 
functioning in an unfamiliar linguistic environ
ment is an important prerequisite to intercultural 
competence. Without such knowledge, the com
municator may well blame his or her personal 
feelings of discomfort on the cultures that are 
being experienced. 

The motivation dimension also concerns your 
reactions to those who are attempting to speak your 
language. In the United States, for example, those 
who speak English often lack sympathy for and 

• learning ot'-langUoagl5 is an ilTlpOftant feature of patience with those who do not. If English is your 
intercultural competeKe. first language, notice those learning it and provide 
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whatever help you can. Respond patiently. If you do not understand, ask questions and 
clarify. Try making your verbal point in alternative ways by using different sets of words 
with approximately equivalent meanings. Speak slowly, but do not yell. l.ack of skill in a 
new language is nol caused by a hearing impairment. Be aware of the jargon in your 
speech, and provide a definition of it. Above all, to the best of your ability, withhold judg
ments and negative evaluations; instead , show respect for the enormous difficulties asso
ciated with learning a new language. 

An additional emotional factor to monitor in promoting intercultural competence is 
your reaction to nonstandard versions of a language. The negative evaluations that nonstan
dard speech often triggers are a serious impediment to competence. 

Co mpetence in intercultural communication can be assisted by behaviors that indi
cate interest in the other person's verbal code. Even if you have never studied the language 
of those with whom you regula rly interact, do attempt to learn and use appropriate 
words and phrases. Get a phrase book and a dictionary to learn standard comments or 
queries. Learn how to greet people and to acknowledge thanks. At the same time, recog
nize your own limitations and depend on a skilled interpreter when needed. 

Intercultural competence requires knowledge, motivation, and actions that recognize 
the critical role of verbal codes in human interactio n. Although learning another 
language is a very important goal, it is inevitable that you will need to communicate with 
others with whom you do not share a common verbal code. 

Summary 

In this chapter, we have explored the vita l role of 
verbal code> in intercullUml communication. The 
features of bnguage and the five rule systems were 
discussed. Phonology, the rules for creating the 
.sounds of language, and morphology, the rules for 
creating the meaning units in a language, were 
described briefly. The study of the meaning of 
words (~nu.ntic:s), the rules for o rdering the words 
(syntactics), and the effects of language on human 
perceptions and behaviors (pT3gmatic:s) were also 
described. We then discussed the difficulties in estab
lishing equi....uence in the process of interpretation 
from one language to another. 

The important rebtionships among language, 
thought, cu!ture, and behavior were explored. The 
Sapir- Whorf hypothesis oflinguistic relativity, which 
concerns the effects of Language on people's thoughts 
and perceptions, was discussed. We noted that the 
firmer version of the hypothesis portrays Language as 
the determiner of thought, and the .softer version 

portT3YS language as a shapel of thought; variations 
in words and gT3mmaticai structures from one lan
guage to another provide important evidence in the 
debate on the Sapir-Whorfhypothesis; and that each 
bnguage, with iu own unique features, serves as a 
shaper rather than determiner of human thought, 
culture, and behavior. 

Finally, var iat ions in language u~ within a 
nation were considered Language plays a central 
role in establishing and maintaining the ident ity of 
a particular culture. Language varia tions al.so fos
ter a political hierarchy among cultures within a 
nation; nonstandard versions of a language, includ
ing accents, dialects, jargon, and argot, are often 
regarded less farorably than the standard version. 
The concept of code switching, and some factors 
that affect the selection of o ne bnguage over an
other, were also discussed The chapter concluded 
with a discussion of interculTUral competence and 
verbal communication. 
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For Discussion 

I. Based on the examples at the beginning of this 
chapter, what do you think Ludwig Wittgenstein 
meant when he said that "the limits of my 
language are the limits of my world~? 

2. Is accurate translation and interpretation from 
one language to another possible? Explain. 

3. What i~ the difference between a dialect and an 
accent? Between jargon and argot? Give an ex
ample of each of these terms. 

For Further Reading 

Mark Ahler. Spnb:n H""", Trawl .• A"umg Thr""t"n"d 
umguages (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 2003). 
An examination of the fascinating subject of 
languages that have only a few native speakers 
remaining and the efforts that are being made to 
preserve these languages. It also looks at what is 
lost wh~n a language dies, as well as the forces, 
from pop culture to global politics, that threaten 
to wipe out 90 percent of all languages by the 
end of the century. 

John J. Gumperz and Stephen C. Levinson (oos. ), 
Rethinkiug Linguistic Relativity (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1996). A good source 
for additional infomIation on the Sapir- Whorf 
hypothesis. A modern classic. 

Steven Pinker, The Stuff of ThOljght, Lauguage as a 
Wiudow iuto Human Nature (New York: 
Viking, 2007). A very readable explanation of 
how 01lT lise of wore!' in ev"ry,1:.y 1if" ,""veals 

our human nature. 
Geneva Smitherman, Word from the Mother: Language 

al/d African Americans (New York: Routledge, 

4. If you speak more than o:te language (or language 
dialect), when is each of them used? That is, in 
",nat places, relationship;, or settings do you use 
each of them? 

S. If you could construct an ideal society, would it 
be one in which everyone spoke the same 
language? Or does a society in which people 
speak different languages offer greater advan
tages? Explain. 

2fXl1'i) . Offer:< insighTs inTO th" langlmg" 11.'" that 
helps to shape the culture and experiences of 
African Americans. 

Eva Alc6n Soler and Maria Pilar Safont Jord.?! (eds.), 
II/terroitural Langwlge Use and Lallguage l.eam
illg (Dordrecht, Netherlands.: Springer, 2(07). 
Offers examples of the ~mantic, syntactic, and 
pragmatic issues that arise in teaching and using 
a foreign language. 

Maryanne Wolf, Proust alld the Squid: The Story 
aHd Science of the Reading BraiH (New York: 
HarperCollins, 2(07). An intriguing explorntion 
of the ways the hwnan brain adapts to be ablt' to 
learn to read, with varying adaptations linked to 
alphabets and languages. A scholarly and engag
ing "good read~ that will both inform and enter
tain with its prose. 

For additional information about intercuitu",l films 

and about Web sites for researching specific cultures, 
please turn to the Resource! section at the back of 
this book. 
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Learning to communialte as a native member of a culture involves knowing both the vernal 
and the nonverbal code systems that are used. The verbal code system, which was consid
ered in the last chapter, constitutes only a portion of the messages that people exchange 
when they communi aile. In this chapter, we explain the types of messages that are often 
regarded as more foundational or more elemental to human oommunication. Taken 
together, these messages constitute the nonverbal communication system. 

Definition of Nonverbal Codes 

The importance of nonverbal codes in communication has been weU established. 
Nonverbal communication is a multichanneled process that is usuaUy performed sponta
neously; it typically involves a subtle set of nonlinguistic behaviors that are often enacted 
subconsciously'! Nonverbal behaviors can become part of the communication process 
when someone intentionally tries to convey a message or when someone attributes 
meaning to the nonverbal behavior of another, whether or not the person intended to 
communicate a particular mea ning. 

An important caution related to the distinction between nonverbal and verbal com
munication must be made as you learn about nonverbal code systems. Though we 
describe the communication of nonverbal and verbal messages in separate chapters for 
explanatory convenience, it would be a mistake to assume that they are actually separate 
and independent oommunication systems.2 In fa ct, they are inseparably linked together to 
form the code systems through which the members of a culture co nvey their beliefs, 
values, thoughts, feelings, and intentions to one another. As Sheila Ramsey suggests: 

Verbal and nonverbal behaviors arf inextricably intertwined; speaking of one without the 
other is, as Birdwhistell says, like trying to study"noncardiac physiology.~ Whether in opposi
tion or complementary to each other, both modes work to create the meaning of an inter
perwnal event. According to cuhuraUy prescribed rode.\., we use eye movement and contact 
to manage conversations and to regulate inter:actions; we follow rigid rules governing intra
and interperson.1.ltouch. our bodies synchronously join in the rhythm of others in a group, 
and gestures modulate our speech. We must internalize aU of this in order to bewme and 
remain fully fuooioningaod soci.ally appropriate members of any culture.) 

Thus, our distinction between nonverbal and verbal messages is a convenient, but 
perhaps misleading, way to sensitize you to the communication exchanges within and 
between cultures. 

Characteristics of Nonverbal Codes 
Nonverbal communication messages function as a "silent language» and impart their 
meanings in subtle and covert ways.4 People process nonverbal messages, both the send
ing and receiving of them, with less awareness than they process verbal messages. 
Contributing to the silent character of nonverbal messages is the fact that most of them 
are continuous and natural, and they tend to blur into one another. For example, raising 
one's hand to wave goodbye is a gesture made up of multiple muscular movements, yet it 
is interpreted as one continuous movement. 
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A patter of footsteps announced my first customef-a skinny little gin, maybe four years old, with 
long black hair and a runny nose. She regarded the strangenaluoqmiu before her with alarm. When I 
smiled, she steadied herself and solemly laid a grubby handful of change on the counter, stili eyeing 
me wari~(.ln my best storekeeper's voice, I asked her what she needed today. 

Silence. 
'candyr I prompted. 
Shedidn't answer, but her eyes widened at the array behind the counter-cases of MllkyWays. 

Twlzzlers. Orax Snax. UfeSavers, Garbage Can-dy-at least twenty varieties. 
"WlKh oner 
More wide-eyed silence. 
"This one?" ... 
"What about this one?" 
Finally In exasperation I laid a Orax SnaK and some Twizzlers on the counter and sorted out her 

change. With an expression of complete ecstasy the pretty little girl opened her mouth .... 
It took me a couple weeks to figure out that she'd been talking to me all along. The Inuplat are 

subtle, quiet people, and much of their communication hinges on nonverbal cues. Raising the eye
brows orwldenlng the eyes means yes; a wrinkled nose Is a negative. The poor girl had been shouting 
at me, ' Yes! Yes! YES!" All these years later, I sti li recall that first simple failure to understand; It reminds 
me of all my failures since then, and of the distance that remains. 

- NidJans 

Unlike verbal communication systems, however, there are no dictionaries or formal 
sets of rules to provide a systematic list of the meanings of a culture's nonverbal code 
systems. The meanings of nonverbal messages are usually less precise than are those of ver
bal codes. It is difficult, for exa mple, to define precisely the meaning of a raised eyebrow in 
a particular culture. 

Skill in the use of nonverbal message systems has only recently begun to receive for
mal attention in the educational process, a reflection of the out-of-awareness character of 
nonverbal codes. 

Relationship of Nonverbal to Verbal Communication 

The relationship of nonverbal communication systems to the verNl message system can 
take a variety of forms. Nonverbal messages can be used to accent, complement, mntra
dict, regulate, or substitute for the verbal message. 

Nonverbal messages are often used to accent the verbal message by emphasizing a 
particular word or phrase, in much the same way as italiC5 add emphasis to written 
messages. For instance, the sentence "He did it" takes on somewhat different meanings, 
depending on whether the subject (He did it), the verb (He did it), or the object of the 
verb (He did it) is emphasized. 
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Nonverbal messages that function to clarify, elaborate, explain, reinforce, and repeat 
the meaning of verbal messages complement the verbal message. Many U.S. Americans 
shake their heads up and down while saying yes to reinforce the verbal affirmation. 
Similarly, smiling while talking to someone helps to convey a generally pleasant tone and 
encourages a positive interpretation of the verbal message. Pointing forcefully at someone 
while saying" He did it!" helps to elaborate and underscore the verbal message. 

Nonverbal messages can also contradict the verbal message. These contradictions 
could occur purposefully, as when you say yes while indicating no with a wink or a ges
ture; or they may be out of your conscious awareness, as when you say, "I'm not upset," 
while your facial expression and tone of voice indicate just the opposite. Contradictions 
between the verbal and nonverbal channels often indicate that something is amiss. 
Although the contradictory cues might indicate an attempt at deception, a less evaluative 
interpretation might simply be that the verbal message is not all that the person could 
convey. In intercultural communication, these apparent incongruities, when they occur, 
might serve as a cue that something is wrong. 

When nonverbal messages help to maintain the back-and-forth sequencing of conver
sations, they function to regulate the interaction. Conversations are highly structured, with 
people typically taking turns at talking in a smooth and highly organized sequence. 
Speakers use nonverbal means to convey that they want the other person to talk or that they 
do not wish to be interrupted, just as listeners indicate when they wish to talk and when 
they prefer to continue listening. Looking behaviors, vocal inflections, gestures, and general 
cues of readiness or relaxation all help to signal a person's conversational intentions. 

Finally, nonverbal messages that are used in place of the verbal ones function as a 
substitllte fo r the verbal channel. They are used when the verbal channel is blocked or 
when people choose not to use it. Head nods, hand gestures, facial displays, body 
movements, and various forms of physical contact are often used as a substitute for 
the verbal message. 

The specific nonverbal messages used to accent, complement, contradict, regulate, or 
substitute for the verbal messages will vary from culture to culture. In intercultural com
munication, difficulties in achieving competence in another verbal code are compounded 
by variations in the nonverbal codes that accompany the spoken word. 

---;,.=s Cultural Universals in Nonverbal Communication 

Charles Darwin believed that certain nonverbal displays were universal. 5 The shoulder 
shrug, for example, is used to convey such messages as" l can't do it,""1 can't stop it from 
happening:' " It wasn't my fault,~ "Be patient:' and "I do not intend to resist:' Michael 
Argyle has listed a number of characteristics of nonverbal communication that are uni
versal across all cultures: ( 1) the same hody parts are ll.~ed for nonverhal expressions; 
(2) nonverbal channels are used to convey similar information, emotions, values, norms, 
and self-disclosing messages; (3) nonverbal messages accompany verbal communication 
and are used in art and ritual; (4) the motives for using the nonverbal channel, such as 
when speech is impossible, are similar across cultures; and (5) nonverbal messages are 
used to coordinate and control a range of contexts and relationships that are similar 
across cultures.6 
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Paul Ekman's research on facial expressions demonstrates the universality of many 
no nverbal emotional displays? Ekman discovered three separate sets of facial muscles 
that operate independently and can be manipulated to form a variety of emotional ex
pressio ns. These muscle sets include the fo rehead and brow; the eyes, eyelids, and base 
of the nose; and the cheeks, mouth, chin, and rest of the nose. The muscles in each of 
these facial regions are combined in a variety of unique patterns to display emotional 
states. For example, fear is indi cated by a furrowed brow, raised eyebrows, wide-open 
eyes, creased or pinched base of the nose, taut cheeks, partially open mouth, and 
upturned upper lip. Because the ability to produce such emotional displays is consis
tent across cultures, there is probably a biological or genetic basis that allows these 
behaviors to be produced in all humans in a particular way. 

Another universal aspect of nonverbal communication is the need to be territorial. 
Robert Ardrey, an ethologist, has concluded that territoriality is an innate, evolutionary 
characteristic that occurs in both animals and humans.s Humans from aU cultures mark 
and claim certain spaces as their own. 

Although some aspects of nonverbal code systems are universal, it is also clear that 
cultures choose to express emotions and territoriality in differing ""1l)'S. These variatio ns 
are of particular interest in intercultural communication. 

~...-:. Cultural Variations in Nonverbal Communication 

Most forms of nonverbal communication can be interpreted only within the framework 
of the culture in which they occur. Cultures vary in their nonverbal behaviors in three 
ways. First, cultu.res differ in the specific repertoi~ of behaviors that are enacted. 
Movements, body positions, postures, vocal intonations, gestures, .patial requirements, 
and even dances and ritualized actions are specifi c to a particular culture. 

Seoond, all cultures have display rules that govern when and under what circumstances 
various nonverbal expressions are required, preferred, permitted, or prohibited. Th us, chil
dren learn both how to communicate nonverbaUy and the appropriate display rules that gov
ern their nonverbal expressions. Display rules indicate such things as how fur apart people 
should stand while talking, whom to touch and where, the speed and timing of movements 
and gestures, when to look directly at others in a conversation and when to look away, 
whether loud talking and expansive gestures or quietness and controlled movements should 
be used, when to smile and when to frown, and the overall pacing of commWlication. 

The norms for display rules vary greatly across cultures. For instance, Judith N. 
Martin, Mitchell R. Hammer, and Lisa Bradfo rd found that Latinos and European 
Americans differ in their judgments about the importance of displaying behaviors that 
signal approachability (smiling, laughing, and pleasant facial expressions) and poise (nice 
appearance, appropriate conversational distance, and appropriate posture) in conversa
tions. The differences are related to whether the interaction is vie-.ved as primarily task 
oriented or socially oriented , and whether the conversational partners are from their own 
or from different cultural groups. Specifically, approachability and poise behaviors are 
most important for Latinos when working with other Latinos and when socializing with 
people from other cultures. In contrast. European Americans think it most important to 
display these behaviors only when socializing with another European American.9 
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. 8ehi!lvioB m.1 are 1n~lgnfkant In one culture may be YeI)' meaningful in allOlher. This 
man rNlOeS and shows the soles 01 his fttt lovlsllors. ln many cultures this would be 
regarded as an in!>Ull 

Such differenres in display rules can cause discomfort and misinterpretations. For 
instance, a Vietnamese woman named Hoa is visi ting he r co usin in the United States. As 
Hoa arrives, 

her cousin Phuong and some of his Americnn friends are w~iting ~ t the airport to greet 
her. Hoa and Phuong are both excited about their meeting because they have been sepa
rated for seven years. As soon as Hoa enters the passenger terminal, Phuong introduces 
her to his friends. Tom, Don. :lnd Charles, Tom steps forward and hugs and kisses Hoa. 
She pushes him away and bursts into tears. to 

TIle difference in when, where, and who it is acceptable to kiss was the source of the 
discomfort for Hoa; in her cultural display rules, it is an insult for a boy to hug and kiss a 
girl in public. 

Displtl)' rules also indicate the intensity of the behavioral display that is acceptable, In 
showing grief or intense sadness, for instance, people from southern Mediterranean cul
tures may tend to exaggerate o r amplify their displays, European Americans may try to 
remain calm and somewhat neutral , the British may understate their emotional displays 
by showing only a little of their inner feelings, and the Japanese and Thai may attempt to 
mask their sorrow completely by covering it with smiling and laughter. II 

Third, cultures vary in the interpretations, or meanings, that are attributed to particular 
nonverbal behaviors. Three possible interpretations could be imposed on a gh'en instance of 
nonverbal behavior: it is random, it is idiosyncratic, or it is shared.12 An interpretation that 
the behavior is mndom means that it has no particular meaning to anyone. An idiosYllcmtic 
interpretation suggests that the behaviors are unique to special individuals or relation
ships, and they therefore have particular meanings only to these people. For example, family 
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members often rerognize that certain unique behaviors of a penon signify a specific 
emotional state. Thus, a family member who tugs on her ear may indicate, to other family 
members, that she is about to explode in anger. The third interpretation is that the behaviors 
have shand meaning and significanc~, as when a group of people jointly attribute the sam~ 
meaning to a particular nonverbal act_ 

However, cultures differ in what they regard as random, idiosyncratic, and shared. 
Thus, behaviors that are regarded as random in one culture mayhallt' shared s ignificanc~ 
in another. For example, John Condon and Fathi Yousef describe an incident in which a 
British professor in Cairo inadvertently showed the so~ of his sh()ts to his class whil~ 

leaning back in his chair; the Egyptian students were very insulted,u 1be professor's 
ra ndom behavior of le,aning back and a llowing the soles o f his shoes to be seen was a 
nonv~rbal behavior with the shared meaning of insull in Egyptian culture. A fema le 
graduate student from Myanmar was similarly aghast at the disresp«:tful behavior of her 
U.S. American classmates, some of whom put their feet on empty desks, thus showing the 
soles of their shoes to the professor. 14 Such differences in how cullwes define rlll/dom can 
lead to problems in intercullUral com munication; if one culture defines a particular be
havior as random, that hehaviorwill probably be ignored when someone from a different 
culture uses it to communicate someth ing. 

Even nonverbal behaviors that have shared significance in each of two cultures may 
mean something very different to their members. As Ray Birdwhistell suggests, "A smile in 
one society portrays friendli ness, in another embarrassment, and in st ill another may con
min a warning that un.less tension is reduced, hostil ity and attack will follow."IS 
U.S. Americans typically associate the smile with happiness or friendliness. To the Japanese, 
the smile can con\"e)' a much wider range of emotions, including happiness, agreement, 
sadness, embarrassment, and disagreemen.t. And though the Thais smile a lot, Koreans 
rarely smile and regard those who do as superficial. 

Nonverbal repertoires. their corresponding display rules, and their preferred 
interpretations are not taught verbally. Rather, they are learned directly through 
observatio n and personal experienc~ in a culture. Because they are frequently acquired 
outside of conscious awareness, they are rarely questioned or challenged by their users 
and are often noticed on ly when they are violated. In intercultural com munication, 
therefore, misunderstandings often occur in the interpretations of nonverbal behav
iors because different display rules create very different meanings about the appropri
ateness and effectiven~ss of particula r interaction sequences. Consider, fo r instanc~, 
the followi ng example: 

An Amu;can roUege slOOenl, while having a dinner pany wilh a group of fo~igners, 

learns Ihal her favorite ,ousin has just died. She bites her lip, pulls herself up, and polileiy 
exruses hel'S('lf from Ih" group. 111" inlerpretalion given 10 Ihis behavior will vary wilh 
Ihe cul!ure of lilt' observer. The Italian slUdenl thinks, "How insincere; she doesn'l even 
cry.~ The Rl.ISsian slIldenl Ihinks, "How unfrierxily; she didn'l ca~ enough 10 share her 
grief wi th her friends.~ The fellow American studenl thinks, ~How br~ve; she wanted 10 
bear her burden by hel'S('lf."16 

As you can see, cultural variations in nonverbal communication alter the behaviors that 
are displayed, the meanings Ihat are imposed on those behaviors, and the interpretations of 
the messages. 
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Smiling, I shook my head and offered Arthur a virulently pink bun that someone had forced on me. 
He took It In the Batswana manner, placing his left hand on his right forearm as a sign of politeness 
and murmured, 'Thank you, Rr:a: 

_ WlIIRandoII 

Nonverbal Messages In Intercultural Communication 

Messages are transmitted between people over some sort of channel. Unlike written or 
spoken words, however, nonverbal communication occurs in multiple channels simul
taneously. Thus, several types of nonverbal messages can be generated by a single 
speaker at any given instant. When you «read" or observe the nonverbal behaviors of 
others, you might notice where they look, how they move, how they orient themselves 
in space and time, what they wear, and the characteristics of their voice. All of these 
nonverbal codes use particular channels or means of communi cating messages, which 
are interpreted in a similar fashion by members of a given culture. We will discuss six 
types of nonverbal codes to demo nstrate their importance in understanding how 
members of a culture attempt to understand, organize, and interpret the behaviors of 
others. We will consider body movements, space, touch, time, voice, and other nonver
bal code systems. 

Body Movements 
The study of body movements, or body language, is known as kinesics. Kinesic behav
iors include gestures, head movements, facial expressions, eye behaviors, and other 
physical displays that can be used to com municate. Of course, like all other forms of 
communication, no single type of behavior exists in isolation. Specifi c body movements 
can be understood only by taking the person's total behavior into account. 

Paul Ekman and Wallace Friesen have suggested that there are five categories of kinesic 
behaviors: emblems, illustrators, affect displays. reguJators, and adaptors. 17 We will consider 
each type of kinesic behavior in turn. 

Emblems Emblems are nonverbal behaviors that have a direct verbal counterpart. 
Emblems that are familiar to most U.S. Americans include such gestures as the two
fingered peace symbol and arm waving to indicate hello or goodbye. Emblems are 
typically used as a substitute for the verbal channel, either by choice or when the verbal 
channel is blocked for some reason. Underwater divers, for example, have a rich 
vocabulary of kinesic behaviors that are used. to communicate with their fellow divers. 
Similarly, a baseball coach uses kinesic signals to indicate a particular pitch or type of 
play, which is usually conveyed by an elaborate pattern of hand motions that involve 
touching the cap, chest, wrist, and other areas in a pattern known to the players. 
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• The CEO of a major U.s. company gnture~ at a news 
conference. These Illustrato~ ~{(ompany his talk and 
unde~cOfe the words he is u$ln9. 

Emblems, like aU verbal languages, are sym~ 
bois that hnve been arbitrarily selected by the 
members of a culture to convey their intended 
meanings. For example, there is nothing peacelike 
in the peace symbol, which is a nonverbal emblem 
that can be displayed by extending the index and 
middle fingers upward from a clenched fist. 
Indeed, in other cultures the peace symbol has 
other meanings; Winston Churchill used the same 
symbol to indicate victory, and to many people in 
South American countries, it is regarded as an 
obscene gesture. The meanings of emblems are 
learned within a cult ure and, like verbal codes, are 
used consciously by the culture's members when 
they wish to convey specific ideas to others. 
Because emblems have to be learned to be under~ 
stood, they a re culture-specific . 

Emblems can be a great source of misunder~ 

standing in intercultural communication be~ 

cause the shared meanings for an emblem in one 
culture may be different in another. In many 

South Pacific islands, for instance, people raise their eyebrows to indicate ~yes." 
Albanians and Bulgarians signnl "yes" by shaking their heads from side to side, and 
they signal no by moving their heads up and down. I! Similarly, in Turkey, to say "no" 
non verbally, just 

nod your bead up and back, mising your eyebrows at the same time. Or just raise your 
eyebrows; t hat's "no.". 

By '0Illr3st, wagging your head from side to side doesn't mean "no" in Turkish; it 
means "I don't understand." So if a Turk asks you, "Are you looking for the bus to 

Ankara!" and you shake your head, he'll assume you don't understand English, and will 
probably ask you the same question again, this time in German.l~ 

Sometimes these misunderstandings might be seen as very humorous if their 
consequences weren't so serious to the participnnts. A U.S. engineer, for example, 
unintentionally offended his German coun terpart by giving the commOn U.S. gesture 
for "OK": hand up, thumb and forefinger held in a circle, to indicate that he had done 

Mainland professors don't always understand that a Hawaiian student's reluctance to participate in 
class dis,ussions, o r the student's avoidance of eye contact (to show respect for an elder), does not 
signal lack of interest. 

_ .JayceM(!fcf!( 
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a good job. The German interpreted the gesture's meaning as a crude reference to a 
body orifice a nd walked off the job.20 

Illustrators Illustrators are nonverbal behaviors that are directly tied to, or accompany, 
the verbal message. They are used to emphasize, explain, and support a word or phrase. 
They literally illustrate and provide a visual representat ion of the verbal message. 
In saying "the huge mountain;' for example, you may simultaneously lift your arms and 
move them in a large half-circle. Similarly, you may point your inde."{ finger to emphasize 
an important idea or use hand motions to convey directions to a particl~ar address. 
Unlike emblems, however, none of these gestures has meaning in itself. Rather, the 
meaning depends on the verbal message it underscores. 

Illustrators are less arbitrary than emblems, which makes them more likely to be 
universally understood. But differences in both the rules for displaying illustrators and 
in the interpretations of them can be sources of intercultural misunderstanding. In 
Asian cultures, for example, calling for a person or a taxi while waving an index finger is 
very inappropriate, akin to calling a dog. Likewise, beckoning someone with the palm 
facing body, fingers turned upward, ca n be offensive; Filipinos, Vietnamese, Mexicans, 
and others regard this gest ure as d isrespectful, because it is used to call those who are 
inferior in status. 21 Instead, the whole right hand is used, palm down, with the fingers 
together in a scooping motion toward the body. Similarly, punching the fist into the 
open palm as a display of strength may he misinterpreted as an obscene gesture whose 
meaning is similar to a Westerner's lise of the middle finger eX1ended from a closed fist. 

Affect Displays Affect displays are facial and body movements that show feelings and 
emotions. Expressions of happiness or surprise, for instance, are displayed by the face and 
convey a person's inner feelings. Though affect displays are shown primarily through the 
face, postures and other body displays can also oonvey an emotional state. 

Many affect displays may be universally reoognized. The research of Paul Ekman and 
his colleagues indicates that, regardless of culture, the primary emotional states include 
happiness, sadness, anger, fear, surprise, disgust, contempt, and interest.22 In add ition to 
these primary affect displays, there are about thirty affect blends, combinations of the 
primary emotions. Although recent evidence supports Ekman's view,23 James A. Russell 
argues that more information is needed to prove that there are indeed universal interpreta
tions of emotional displays. He suggests that the categories for interpreting affect displays 
may actually vary somewhat across cuitures.Z4 

When Dith Pran was asked what he would reply if asked if Khmers care less about the death of their 
loved ones than other people do, he said, "The only difference, maybe, is that with Cambcx:lians, the 
grief leaves the face quickly, but it goes inside and stays there for a long time." 

- PaulOplroo 
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. The wai gel1ure is an emblem that is u~ throughout 
Thailand both asa greeting and to say goodbye. 

Affect displays may be unconscious and 
unintentional, such as a startled look of sur
prise, a blush of embarrassment, or dilated 
pupils due to pleasure or interest. Or affect dis
plays maybe conscious and intentional, as when 
we purposely smile and look at another person 
to convey warmth and affection. Cultural norms 
often govern both the kind and amount of affect 
displays shown. The Chinese, for instance, typi
cally have lower frequency, intensity, and dura
tion of affect displays than their European 
counterparts.25 

Regulators Regulators arc nonverbal behaviors 
that help to synchronize the back-and-forth nature 
of conversations. This class of kinesic behaviors 
helps to control the flow and sequencing of com
munication and may include head nods, eye 
contact, postural shifts, back-channel signals (such 
as "Uh-huhm" or "Mmm-mmm"), and other turn
taking cues. 

Regulators are used by speakers to indicate 
whether others should take a turn and by listeners 
to indicate whether they wish to speak or would 
prefer to continue listening. They also convey 
information about the preferred speed or pacing 
of conversations and the degree to which the 
other person is understood and believed. 

Regardless of culture, taking turns is required 
in all conversations. Thus, for interpersonal communication to occur, talk sequences 
must be highly coordinated. Regulators are those subtle cues that allow people to main
tain this high degree of coordination. 

Regulators are culture-specific. For instance, people from high-context cultures 
such as Korea and Japan are especially concerned with meanings conveyed by the eyes. 
In an interesting study comparing the looking behaviors of African Americans and 
European Americans in a conversation, Marianne laFrance and dara Mayo found that 
there were many differences in the interpretations of turn-taking cues. European 
Americans tend to look directly into the eyes of the other person when they are the lis
teners, whereas African Americans prefer to look away. Unfortunately, to African 
Americans, such behaviors by European Americans may be regarded as invasive or con
frontational when interest and involvement are intended. Conversely, the behaviors of 
African Americans could be regarded by European Americans as a sign of indifference 
or inattention when respect is intended. LaFrance and Mayo also found that, when 
African American speakers pause while simultaneously looking directly at their 
European American listeners, the listeners often interpret this as a signal to speak, only 
to find that the African American person is also speaking.16 
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Adaptors Adaptors are personal body movements that occur as a react ion to an 
individual 's physical or psychological state. Scratching an itch, fidgeting, tapping a pencil, 
and smoothing one's hair are all behaviors that fulfill some individualized need. 

Adaptors are usually performed unintentionally, without conscio us 8Wllreness. They 
seem to be more frequent under conditions of stress, impatience, enthusiasm, or nervous
ness, and they are often interpreted by others as a sign of discomfort, uneasiness, irritation, 
or other negative feelings. 

Space 
The use of space functions as an important communication system in all cultures. Cultures 
are organized in some spatial panern, and that panern can reveal the character of the people 
in that culture. Two important features of the way cultures use the space around them are the 
different needs for personal space and the messages that are used to indicate territoriality. 

Cul tural Differences in the Use of Personal Space Wherever you go, whatever you do, 
you are surrounded at all moments by a personal space "bubble.~ Edward Hall, who coined 
the term proxemics to refer to the study of how people differ in their use of personal space, 
hIlS suggested that people interact within four SPll tiaJ zones or distance ranges: intimllte, 
personal, social, and public.27 These proxemic zones are diaracterized by differences in the 
ways that people relate to one another and in the behaviors that typify the communication 
that will probably occur in them. Table B.I, which is based on Hall's observations of u.s. 
Americans, displays the differences from zone to zone in the types and intensity of sensory 
information that is received by those who are involved in a communication experience. 

Personal space distances are culture specific. People from colder climates, for instance, 
typically use large physical distances when they communicate, whereas those from warm
weather climates prefer close distan~s. The personal space bubbles for northern Europeans 
are therefore large, and people expect others to keep their distance. The personal space bub
bles for Europeans get smaller and smaller, however, as one trovels south toward the 
Mediterranean. Indeed, the distance that is regarded as intimate in Germany, Scandinavia, 
and England overlaps with ...mat is regarded as a normal conversational distance in France 

TABLE 1.1 Zones of Sp.ati.al Difference Typic.al of Europe.an Americ~s 

Spatial Distance 
Zone 

Intimllte 

Personal 

Social 

Public 

Spiltlill Distance 
lin feetl 

O-t ~l 

,\<,-4 

4-12 

12-up 

Usage 

loving; comforting; 
protecting; fighting 

Conversations with intimates, 
friends, and acquaintances 

Impersonal and social 
gatherings 

lectures; concerts; plays; 
5pCeches; ceremonies; 
protection 

Other Characteristics 

Minimal conversation; smell and 
feel of other; eye contact unlikely 

Touch possible; much visual detail 

More formal tone; some visua l 
detail lost; eye contact likely 

Subtle details lost; onlyobvious 
attributes noticed 
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CULTURE connec ll 

Umeeta has herwlf changed since she came to the United States, absorbed some elements of 
AmerlcalHtyle interaction. "When I was In India recently;'she says, "people would walk close to me, 
and I found myself moving away." Time Is less elastk fOf her, 100, than It once was. "Being In the 
United St~les has affected now I experience time. I wish I could spend moredil t~lklng, sitting 
together with friends without a goal, never thinking about the hour. But I myself am on a schedule; 
work takes up too much of my Ilfe~ 

and the Mediterranean countries of Italy, Greece, and Spain. Thus. when an Italian and a 
Norwegian attempt to have a simple informal conversation, for example, the Italian tries 
to move closer-into his comfon zone for such conversation5-whereas the Norwegian 
continually tries to move backward in an attempt to maintain the "correct" conversational 
distance. The resulting interaction, which might look like a slow-motion dan~ across the 
room, could be comical except that it results in negative evaluations on both sides; 
the Norwegian thinks his southern European counterpart is "too close for comfort," whereas 
the Italian regards his northern European neighbor as "-too distant and aloof." 

The habitual use of the culturally proper spacing distlnce is acrompanied by a pre
dictable level and kind of sensory information. For example, if the standard cultural spacing 
distance in a personal con~rsalion with an acquaintance is about three feet. people wiD 
become accustomed to the sights, sounds, and smells of others that are usually acquired at 
that distance. For someone who is accustomed to a larger spacing distance, at three feet the 
voices will sound 100 loud, it might be possible to smell the other person's breath, the other 
person will seem too dose and perhaps oul of the "normal" focal range. and the habitual 
ways of holding the body may no longer work. 11len, the culturally learned cues that are so 
helpful within one's culture can berome a hindrance. One European American student, for 
instance, in Q)n1menting on a party that was attended by many Italians and Spaniards, 
exclaimed, "They would stlnd close enough that I could almost feel the air coming from 
their mouths." Similar reactions to intercultural encounters are very common. As Edward 
and Mildred HaD have suggested: 

Since most people don't think about peNOnal distance as something that is culturally 
patterned. foreign spatial cues are almost inevitably misinterprete<l. This can lead 10 
bad fulings which are then projected onto the people from tbe other culture in a most 
personal way. When a roreigner appears aggressive and pushy, or remote and cold. it 
may mean only that her or his personal distance is different from yours. 28 

Cultural Differences In Territoriality Do you have a favorite chair o r classroom seat 
that you think "belongs" to you? Or do you have a room, or perhaps just a portion of a 
room, that you consider to be off limits to others? The need to protect and defend a 
panicular spatial area is known as terrilo riali ty, a set of behaviors that people display to 
show that they ~own" or have the right 10 mntro! the use of a panicular geographic area. 
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People mark their territories in a variety of wa)'5. It can be done formally using 
actual barriers such as fences and signs that say "No Trespassing" or "Keep Off the Grass,» 
Territories can also be marked informally by nonverbal markers such as clothing, books, 
and other personal items that indicate a person's intent to control or occupy a given area. 

Cuilural differences in territoriality can be exhibited in three ways. First, cultures can 
differ in the general degree of territoriality that its members tend to exhibit. Some 
cultures are far more territorial than others. For instance, as Hall and Hall point out in 
their compariso n of Germans and French: 

People like the Germans are highly territorial; they barricade themselves behind heavy 
doors and soundproof walls to try to seal themselves from others in order to concentrate 
on their work. The French have a close ~rsonal distance and are not as territorial. 
They are tied 10 people and thrive on conslant interaction and high-information now to 
provide them the context they need.29 

Second, cultures can differ in the range of possible places or spaces about which they 
are territor ial. A comparison of European Americans with Germa ns, for example, reveals 
that both groups are highly territorial. Both have a strong tendency to establish areas that 
they cons ider to be their own. In Germany, however, this feeling of territoriality extends 
to "all possessions, including the automobile. If a German's car is touched, it is as though 
the individual himself has been touched.,,30 

Finally, cultures can differ in the typical reactions exhibited in response to invasions 
or contaminations of their territory, Members of some cultures prefer to react by with
drawing o r avoiding confrontations whenever possible. Others respo nd by insulating 
themselves from the possibility of territorial invasion, using barriers or other boundary 
marke rs. St ill o lhers react forcefully and vigorously in an attempt to defend their " turr 
and their honor. 

Touch 

Touch is probably the most basic component of human commWlication. [t is experienced 
long before we are able to see and speak, and it isa fundamental part of the hwnan experience. 

The Meanings of Touch Stanley E. Jones and A. Elaine Yarbrough have identified five 
meanings of touch that are important in understanding the nature of intercultural 
communication.31 Touch is often used to indicate affect, the expression of positive and 
negative feelings and emotions. Protection, reassurance, support , hatred, dislike, and 
d isapproval are all conveyed through touch; hugging, stroking, kissing, slapping, hitting, 
and kicking are all wa)'5 in which these messages can be conveyed. Touch is also used as a 
sign of playfulness. Whether affectionately or aggressively, touch can be used to signal that 
the other's hehavior should not he taken seriollsly. Touch i.~ frequently used as a mean~ of 
control. "Stay here," "Move over," and similar messages are oommunicated through touch. 
Touching for oontcol may also indicate social dominance. High-status individuals in most 
\Vestern muntries., for instance, are more likely to touch than to be touched, whereas low
status individuals are likely to receive touching behaviors fcom their superiors,32 Touching 
for ritual purposes occurs mainly on occasions involving introductions or departures. 
Shaking hands, clasping shoulders, hugging, and kissing the cheeks or lips are all forms of 
greeting rituals. Touching is also used in task-related activities. These touches may be as 
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• Cuiturl'S diffl!f in thfo u~ of touching and sp;Kt'. Tht'se 
African men from tht IwryCO.tsthold hands, which 
in manyculturei isa commonly acct'pled bc-havior 
among malt' friends. 

casual as a brief contact of hands when passing an 
object, or they may be as formal and prolonged as a 
physician taking a pulse at the wrist or neck. 

Cultural Differences in Touch Cultures differ in 
the overall amount of touching they prefer. People 
from high.contact cultures such as those in the 
Middle East, Latin America, and southern Europe 
touch each other in social conversations much more 
than do people from noncontact cultures such asAsia 
and northern Europe. These cultural differences can 
lead to difficulties in intercultural communication . 
Germans, Scandinavians, and Japanese, for example, 
may be perceived as cold and aloofby Brazilians and 
Italians, who in turn may be regarded as aggressive, 
pushy, and overly familiar by northern Europeans.As 

Edward and Mildred Hall have noted, "In northern Europe one does not touch others. Even 
the brushing of the overcoat sleeve used to elicit an apology:,)3 A comparable difference was 
observed by Dean Barnlund, who found that U.S. American students reported being touched 
twice as much as did Japanese students.34 

Cultures also differ in where people can be touched. In Thailand and Malaysia, for 
instance, the head should not be touched because it is considered to be sacred and the 
locus of a person's spiritual and intellectual powers. In the United States, the head is far 
more likely to be touched.35 

Cultures vary in their expectations about who touches whom. In Japan, for instance, 
there are deeply held feelings against the touch of a stranger. These expectations are culture· 
specific, and even cultures that exist near one another can have very different norms. Among 
the Chinese, for instance, shaking hands among people of the opposite sex is perfectly accept· 
able; among many Malay, it is not. Indeed, for those who practice the Muslim religion, casual 
touching between members of the opposite sex is strictly forbidden. Both men and women 
have to cleanse themselves ritually before praying if they happen to make physical contact 

"Do you find Chinese ways stranger I looked at her closely. 
Cynthia scrunched her nose up and twisted her lips. "Sometimes." She smiled. "I'm not sure why 

exactly. At first, it's just the language, I think, I couldn't understand the accents-it's not like 

school." ... 

"And the way people move, squatting, and always bumping into each other on the sidewalk, 
the buses. Chinese people touch each other more. Women and women. Men and men. When you 

would come up to me and touch my arm, that surpri sed me at first" 
' We're always bumping each other but we aren't like Americans. We touch the outSide but 

never show our inside." 

-May~ChaI 
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with someone of the opposite sex. Holding hands, for example, or walking with an arm across 
someone's shoulder or around the waist, or even grabbing an elbow to help another cross the 
street, are all considered socially inappropriate behaviors between men and women. In some 
places there are legal restrictions against public displays of hugging and kissing, even among 
married couples. However, this social taboo refers only to opposite-sex touching; it is per
fectly acceptable for two women to hold hands or for men to walk arm in arm. Many 
European Americans, of course, have the opposite reaction; they react negatively to same-sex 
touching (particularly among men) but usually do not mind opposite-sex touching. 

Finally, cultures differ in the settings or occasions in which touch is acceptable. 
Business meetings, street conversations, and household settings all evoke different norms 
for what is considered appropriate. Cultures make distinctions between those settings 
that they regard as puhlic and those considered private. Althoueh some cultures regard 
touching between men and women as perfectly acceptable in public conversations, others 
think that such activities should occur only in the privacy of the home; to them, touch is 
a highly personal and sensitive activity that should not occur where others might see it. 

Time 
The study of time-how people use it, structure it, interpret it, and understand its 
passage-is called chronemics. We consider chronemics from two perspectives: time 
orientations and time systems. 

TIme Orientations Time orientation refers to the value or importance the members of 
a culture place on the passage of time. In Chapter I, we indicated that communication is 
a process, which means that people's behaviors must be understood as part of an ongoing 
stream of events that changes over a period of time. Chapters 4 and 5 suggested 
that members of a culture share a similar worldview about the nature of time. We 
also indicated that different cultures can have very different conceptions about the 
appropriate ways to comprehend events and experiences. Specifically, some cultures 
are predominantly past-oriented, others are present-oriented, and still others prefer a 
future-oriented worldview. As we briefly review these cultural orientations about time, 
take note of the amazing degree of interrelationship--in this case the link between a 
culture's nonverbal code system and its cultural patterns-that characterizes the various 
aspects of a culture. 

Past-oriented cultures regard previous e~ .. periences and events as most important. 
These cultures place a primary emphasis on tradition and the wisdom passed down 
from older generations. Consequently, they show a great deal of deference and respect 
for parents and other elders, who are the links to these past sources of knowledge. Events 
are circular, as important patterns perpetually recur in the present; therefore, tried-and
true methods for overcoming obstacles and dealing with problems can be applied to 
current difficulties. Many aspects of the British, Chinese, and Native American experi
ences, for instance, can be understood only by reference to their reverence for traditions, 
past family experiences, or tribal customs. Consider this example of a past-oriented cul
ture the Samburu, a nomadic tribe from northern Kenya that reveres its elders: 

The elders are an invaluable source of essential knowledge, and in an environment 
that by its very nature allows only <1 narrow margin for error, the oldest survivors must 
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Dtul had been slnlng for an hour In front of the office of the politburo member. She hadn't made a n 
appointment with Civilai. That wasn't a particularly Lao thing to do. Appointment. were rarely kept. 
She knew he had to come to his office eventually, and much sooner than she'd expected she was 
proven right 

-Coi/n COtfefll 

possess the most valuable knowledge of all. The elders know their environment 
intimately_very lie and twist of it. The land, the water, the vegetation; trees., shrubs., 
herbs-nutritious, medicinal, poisonollS. They know each cow, and have a host of 
specific names fo r the distinctive shape and skin patterns of each animal in just the same 
way that Europeans distinguish within the general term flower, or tTff.:16 

Present-oriented cultures regard current experiences as most important. These cul
lUres place a major emphasis on spontaneity and immediacy and on experiencing each 
moment as fully as possible. Consequently, people do not participate in particular events 
or experiences because of some potential future gain; rather, they participate because of 
the immediate pleasure the activity provides. Present-oriented cultures typically believe 
that unseen and even unknown outside forces, such as fate or luck, control their lives. 
Cultures such as those in the Philippines and many Central and South American countries 
are usually present-oriented, and they have found ways to encourage a rkh appreciation 
for the simple pleasures that arise in daily activities. 

Future-oriented cultures believe that tomorrow--or some other moment in the 
future-is most important. Current activities are not acoomplished and appreciated for their 
own sake but for the potential future benefits that might be obtained. For example, you go to 
school, study for your examinations, \\()rk hard, and dday or deny present rewards for the 
potential future gain that a rewarding career might provide. People from future-oriented 
cultures, which include many European Americans, believe that their titte is at least partially 
in their own hands and that they can control the oonsequences of their actions. 

Time Systems Time systtms are the implicit cultural rules that are used to arrange sets 
of experiences in some meaningful way. There are three types of time systems: technical , 
formal, and informal. 

Technical timt systems are the precise, scientific measurements of time that are calcu
lated in such units as nanoseconds. Typically, members of a culture do not use technical 
time systems because they are most applicable to specialized settings such as the research 
laboratory. Consequently, technical time systems are of little relevance to the oommon 
experiences that members of a culture share. 

Formal timt systems refer to the ways in which the members of a culture describe 
and comprehend units of time. Time units can vary greatly from culture to culture. 
Among many Native American cultures. for instance. time is segmented by the phases of 
the moon, the changing seasons, the rise and fall of the tides, or the movements of the 
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sun, Similarly, when a Peruvian woman was asked fo r the distance to certain Inca ruins, 
she indicated their location by referring nonverbaUy to a posit ion in the sky tha t repre· 
sented the distana the sun would travel toward the horizon before the journey would be 
completeY Among European Americans, the passage of time is segmented into seconds, 
minutes, hours. days, weeks, mo nths, and yt'ars. 

Time's passage may likewise be indicated by reference to significant events such as the 
birth of a royal son or an important victory in battle. Time intervals for particula r events 
or act ivitiel may also be based o n significant external eo.'ents, such as the length of a day 
or the phases of the moon. Alternatively, t ime inte rvals may be more arbitrary, as in the 
length of a soccer game or the number of days in a week. These ways of representing the 
passage of time, howerer arbi trary, are the culture's forma l time system. Sequences such 
as the months in the year are fo rmally named and are explicitly taught to children and 
newcomers as an important part of the acculturat ion process. 

TIle fo rmal time system includes agreements among the members of a culture o n 
such important issues as the extent to which t ime is regarded as valuable and tangible. 
European America ns, of course, typical ly regard t ime as a valuable, tangible commodity 
that is used or consumed to a greater o r lesser degree. 

Info rmal time syslems refer to the assumptions cultures make about how time should 
be used or experienced. How long should you wait for someone who will be ready soon, in a 
minute, in a while, o r shortly? When is the proper time to arrive fo r a 9:00 .v.i. appointment 
or an 8:00 P.M. party? As a d inner guest, how long after your arrival would you expect the 
meal to be served? How long should you stay after the meal hao; been concluded? Cultures 
have unstnted expectat ions about the timing and duration of such events. Although these 
expectations differ, depending on such factors as the occasion and the relative importance of 
those being mel o r visiled, they are widdy held and consistently imposed as the proper or ap. 

• un)'ou gUHS w~t this hand 9f.'S'ure means? In 
Olinil, It represents the number "eight" ~nd ts 
commonly used. 

propriate way to conduct oneself as a competent 
member of the culture. In this regard, Edward Hal l 
has reported: 

11W" timt' tha t it taU$ to reach an ag.r«lmnt or for 
somwllt'to mau up his mind opt'nltes within cuhur. 
ally defint"d limits. In the U.s. one has about four min
utes in tht' busint'S5 world to 5t'U an idea. In Japan the 
",-elI,known process of"nenuwashi ~--<onsmsU$ build· 
ing, without which nothing can happen---an tab 
l'I'msor months. None of this b.Jr-minule seD.· 

Perhaps the most important aspect of the cul
ture's info rmal time system is the degree to which it 
is monochronic o r polychronic.}9 A monochronic 
time system means that Ihings should be done one 
at 3 time, and time is segmented in to precise, small 
units. ln a monochronic l ime system, time is viewed 
as a commodity; it is sched uled, managed, and 
arranged. European Ame ricans, like members of 
other monochrome cultures, are very time·driven. 
Similarly, within Swiss· German culture, people will 
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often interpret tardiness as a personal insult. 4O The ubiquitous calendar or schedule r that 
many people carry, which tells them when, where, and with whom to engage in activities, 
is an apt symbol of a monochronic culture. An event is regarded as separate and distinct 
from all others and should receive the exclusive focus of altention it deserves. These events 
also have limits or boundaries, 50 that there are expected beginning and ending points that 
have been scheduled in advance. Thus people from monochronic cultures 

find it disconcerting to enler an office overseas with an appointm~nt only to di5COver that 
other matters require the attention oflhe man we are 10 meet. Our ideal is 10 ,enter the 
attention first on one thing and then move on to something else.·1 

A polychronic time system means that several things are being done at the same time. 
In Spain and among many Spanish-speaking cultures in Central and South America, for 
instance, relationships are far more important than schedules. Appointments will be 
quickly broken, sched ules readily set aside, and deadlines unme! without guilt or apology 
when friends or family members require attention. Those who use polychronic time sys
tems often schedule multiple appointments simultaneously, so keeping "on schedulen is an 
impossibility that was never reaUy a goal. European Americans, of course, are upset when 
they are kept waiting for a scheduled appointment, particularly when they discover that 
they are the third of three appointments that have been scheduled at exactly the same hour. 

Cultura l Diffe rences in PerceptIons and Use of TIme Cultures differ in their time orien
tations and in the time systems they use to give o rder to experiences. Misunderstandings can 
occur between people who have different time orientations. For instance, someone from a 
present-oriented culture might view people from past-oriented cultures as too tied to 
tradition and people from future-oriented cultures as passionless slaves to efficiency and 
materialism. Altematively, someone from a future-oriented culture might view those from 
present-oriented cultures as self-ce nte red, hedonistic, inefficient , and foolish.·z This natural 
tendency to view one's own practices assuperior to aU others is a common source of problems 
in intercuilUral communication. 

Cultures also differ in the formal and informal time systems they use to determine 
how long an event should take, and even how long "long" is. Misinterpretations often 
occur when individuals from monochronic and polychronic cullures attempt to interact. 
Each usually views the other's responses to time "commitments" as disrespectful and 
unfriendly. IntercuituraUy competent individuals, however, are typically aware of the 
time systems they are using to regulate their behaviors, and they are able to adapt their 
time orientations to the prevailing social and situational constraints. For example, parti
cipants a t a board meeting of a Puerto Rican Community Center used European 
American references to time when they were focused on their work but employed "Puerto 
Rican time" when the goal was socializing.43 Similarly, in some intercullural situations, 
th e: name: of a culture will be: adde:d afte:r a me:e:t ing time: to designate: if th e: lime: is to be: 
regarded as fi.'{ed o r fle.'{ible.44 

Voice 

Earlier in this chapter, we stated that nonverbal messages are often used to accent or under
score the verbal message by adding emphasis to particular words or phrases. Indeed, the many 
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qualities of the voice itself, in addition to the actual meaning of the words, form the H)Qllk 
nonverbal communication system. Vocalics also include many nonspeech sounds, such as 
belching, laughing, and crying, and meal "filler" sounds such as uh, er; 11111, and uh-huh. 

Vocal versus Verbal CommunicatIon Vocalic qualities include pitch (high to low), rate of 
talking (fast to slow), ronversational rhythm (smooth to staccato), and volume (loud to soft). 
Because spoken (i.e., verbal) language always has some vocal elements, it is difficult to 
separate the meaning con~d by the language from that ronveyed by the vocalic 
components. However, if you can imagine that these words you are now reading are a 
transcript of a lecture we have given, you will be able to understand clearly the distinctions 
we are describing. Although our wortis--the language spoken-are here on the printed page, 
the vocalia are not. Are we speaking rapidly or slowl y~ How does our inflection change to 
emphasize a point or to signal a question? Are we yelling, whispering, drawling, or speaking 
with an accent? Do our voices indicate that we are tense. relued, strained, calm, bored, or 
excited? The answers to these types of questions are conveyed by the speaker's YOice. 

Cultural Differences In Vocal Communication There are vast cultural differences in 
vocalic behaviors. For example, unlike English, many Asian languages are tonal. The same 
Chinese words when said with a different vocalic tone or pitch can have vastly different 
meanings. In addition to differences in tone o r pitch, there are large cultural differences 
in the loudness and frequen cy of speaking. Latinos, for instance, perceive themselves as 
talking more 10udJy and more frequently than European Americans.'s 

The emotional meanings conveyed by the voice are usually taken for granted by native 
language users, but they can be the cause of considerable problems when they fail to con
form to preronceived ~-pectations. For instance, when a Saudi Arabian man is speaking in 
English, he will usually transfer his native intonation patterns without necessarily being 
aware that he has done so. In Arabic, the intonation pat lc! rn is such that many of the individ
ual words in the sentence are stressed. Although a flat intonation pattern is used in declara
tive sentences, the intonation pattern for exclamatory sentences is much stronger and more 
emotional than that in English. The higher pilCh of Arabic speakers also conveys a more 
emotional tone than that of English speakers. Consequently, differences in vocal characteris
tics may result in unwarranted negative impressions. The U.S. American may incorrectly 
perceive that the Saudi Arabian is e.'q'iled or angry when in fuet he is not. Questions by the 
Saudi that merely seek information may sound accusing. The monotonous tone of declara
liVe sentences may be perceived as demonstrating apathy or a lack of interest. Vocal stress 
and intonation differences may be perceived as aggressive or abrasive when only polite con
versation is intended. Conversely, the Saudi Arabian may incorrectly interpret certain behav
iors of the U.S. American speaker as an expression of calmness and pleasantness when anger 
or annoyance is being conveyed. Similarly, a statement that seems to be a firm assertion to 
the U.S. American speaker may sound weak and doubtful to the Saudi Arabian.46 

Other Nonverbal Code Systems 
Many other nonverbal code systems are relevant to an understanding of intercultural com
munication because virtually everything we say, do, create, and wear can communicate 
messages about our culture and ourselves. These other oodes include the chemical, dermal, 
physical. and artifactual systems that create a multichanneled set of nonverbal messages. 
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Chemical Code System The interpretations made from chemically based body 
functions fonn the chemical code system. Chemical codes include natural body odor, 
tears, sweat, gas, household smells, and similar phenomena. People have distinct chemical 
axle systems that are affected by their way of living, food preferences, habits, and 
environment. These differences are often used to make judgments or interpretations about 
members of a culture. For instance, most meat-eating Westerners have a distinct body 
odor that may be unpleasant to cultures that do not consume red meat. Similarly, many 
hotels in Malaysia have posted signs that say "No Durians" to discourage their guests from 
bringing in the pungent, sweet-tasting fruit that many consider to be a delicacy. Among 
many Arabic-speaking cultures, attempts to mask body odors with perfumes is considered 
an insult; for both Arabs and Filipinos, smelling another person's breath is so favorably 
regarded that close spatial distances in conversations are used to obtain it. 

Dermal Code System The short-term changes in skin texture or sensitivity that result 
from physical or psychological reactions to the environment form the dermal code 
system. Dermal codes include blushing, blanching, goose flesh, and related experiences. 
Particularly in high_context cultures, suhtle chanees in skin tona1itie.~ may he carefully 
observed to obtain the information needed to act appropriately. 

No discovery pleased me more, on that first excursion from the city, than the full translation of the 
famous Indian head-wiggle. The weeks I'd spent in Bombay with Prabaker had taught me that the 
shaking or wiggling of the head from side to side-that most characteristic of Indian expressive 
gestures-was the equivalent of a forward nod of the head, meaning Yes. I'd also discerned the sub
tler senses of I agree with you, and Yes,. I would like that. What I learned, on the train, was that a universal 
message attached to the gesture, when it was used as a greeting, which made it uniquely useful. 

Most of those who entered the open carriage greeted the other seated or standing men with a 
little wiggle of the head. The gesture always drew a reciprocal wag of the head from at least one, and 
sometimes several of the passengers. I watched It happen at station after station, knowing that the 
newcomers couldn't be indicating Yes,. or I agree with you with the head-wiggle because nothing had 
been said, and there was no exchange other than the gesture itself. Gradually, I realised that the 
wiggle of the head was a signal to others that carried an amiable and disarming message: I'm a 

peaceful man. I don't mean anyharm. 
Moved by admiration and no small envyforthe marvellous gesture, I resolved to try it myself. The 

train stopped at a small rural station. A stranger joined our group in the carriage. When oureyes met fo r 
the first time, I gave the little wiggle of my head. and a smile. The result was astounding. The man beamed 
a smile at me so huge that it was half the brilliance of Prabaker's own, and set to such energetic head 
waggling in return that I was, at first, a little alarmed. By journey's end, however, I'd had enough practice 
to perform the movement as casually as others in the carriage did, and to conYeythe gentle message of 
the gesture. It was the first truly Indian expression my body learned, and It was the beginning of a trans
formation that has ruled my life, in all the long years since that journey of crov.ded hearts. 

-Gregory fX1vtJ Robert, 
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Physical Code System The relatively unchanging aspects of the body form the physical 
code system: weight, body shape, facial features, skin color, eye color, hair, characteristics 
that denote age and gender, and similar features. Indeed, the cultural standards for beauty 
vary greatly, as can expectations about how people should look. 

Artjfactua l Code System The creations that people make, use, or wear are the artifactual 
code system. These aspects of material culture include the tools, clothing, buildings, 
furnishings, jewelry, lighting, and color schemes that are common to the members of a 
culture. aothing styles, cosmetics, and body ornamentations, for instance, are used to fulfill 
the culture's needs for modesty, self-expr~ion, or privacy. Differences in privacy needs, in 
particular, are often indicated by such feanlres as closed doors in the United States, sound
proofed doors in Germany, tree-lined barriers at property lines in England, or paper-thin 
walls in Japan. 

~~ Synchrony of Nonverbal Communication Codes 

Cultures train their members to synchronize the various nonverbal behaviors to form a 
response pattern that typifies the expected behaviors in that culture. Subtle variations in 
the response patterns are clearly noticed, even when they differ by only a few thousandths 
of a second. William Condon, who describes himself as "a white, middle-class male," sug
gests that interactional synchrony is learned from birth and occurs within a fraction of a 
second. Condon compares the differences in the speech and gestures of African Americans 
and European Americans: 

If I say the word "because" both my hands may extend exactly together. In Black behavior, 
however, the right hand may begin to extend with the "bt-N portion slightly ahead of the 
left hand and the left hand will extend rapidly across the "cause" portion. This creates the 
syncopation, mentioned before, which ClIn appear anywhere in the body. A person moves 
in the rhythm and timing of his or her culture, and this rhythm is in the whole body .... It 
may be that those having different cultural rhythms are unable to really "synch-in" fully 
with each other .... I think that infants from the first moments of life and <'Ven in the 
womb are getting the rhythm and structure and style of sound, the rhythms of their 
culture, so that they imprint to them and the rhythms become part of their very being.47 

Nepalis do not knock before they enter closed doors as it is assumed one will always be decently 
covered. I suppress a wave of indignation when someone bursts in unannounced. This whole experi
ence is a challenge to the right of privacy we assume at home. In Nepal the need to be alone would 
be culturally aberrant and usually phYSically impossible. I think with some amusement now of the 
festering filmily ilrgumenllhill occilsionillly resurfilced beciluse eilch of my sons fell entitled to iI 
room of his own. 

- Barbara J. SCot 
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Behavioral synchrony in the use of nonverbal codes can be found in virtually all 
cultures. Not only must an individual's many behaviors be coordinated appropriately, 
they must also mesh properly with the words and movements of the other interactants. 
Coordination in Japanese bowing behaviors, for example, requires an adaptation to the 
status relationships of the participants; the inferior must begin the bow, and the superior 
decides when the bow is complete. If the participants are of equal status, they must be
gin and end their bows simultaneously. This is not as easy as it seems. As one Japanese 
man relates: 

Perfect synchrony is absolutely essential to bowing. Whenever 3n American tries to bow 
to me, I often feel extremely awkw.Hd and uncomfortable bec3uoe I simply cannot 
synchronize bowing with him or her .... bowing occurs in 3 flash of a second, before you 
have time to think. And both parties must know precisely when to start bowing, how 
deep, how long to stay in the bowed position, and when to bring their heads up.4/! 

Similar degrees of coordination and synchrony can be found in most everyday activities. 
Sensitivity to these different nonverbal codes can help you to become more interculturally 
competent. 

Nonverbal Communication and Intercultural 
Competence 

The rules and norms that govern most nonverbal communication behaviors are both 
culture-specific and outside of conscious awareness. That is, although members of a 
culture know and follow their culture's expectations, they probably learned the norms for 
proper nonverbal expressiveness very early in childhood, and these norms may never 
have been articulated verbally.49 Sometimes, therefore, the only way you will know that a 
cultural norm exists is when you break it! 

An important consequence of this out-of-awareness aspect is that members of a cul
ture use their norms to determine appropriate nonverbal behaviors and then make nega
tive judgments about others' feelings, motives, intentions, and even their attractiveness if 
these norms are violated. >0 Often the violations will be inaccurately attributed to aspects 
of personality, attitudes, or intelligence rather than to a mismatch between learned non
verbal codes. u.s. Americans, for instance, highly value positive nonverbal displays and 
typically regard someone who smiles as more intelligent than someone who does not; the 
Japanese, however, whose cultural norms value constraint in nonverbal expressiveness, do 

By then, I was used to the averted gaze of devout Muslim men, and it seemed normal to me to be 
conversing with someone whose eyes were focused on a floor tile an inch in front of my shoe. He 
was considering whether to let me meet his wife. 

---Ge'Qldlne8~ 
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--. Tht'Setwo Korean businesswomen illustrate Sl.'veral kinds of nonverbal messages. 
Notke the meanings that you attributetotheir gl.'Stures, facial expressions, body 
postures, clothing, and the distance they stand from one another. 

not equate expressiveness with intelligence.51 The very nature of nonverbal behaviors 
makes inaccurate judgments difficult to recognize and correct. 

The following suggestions will help you use your knowledge of nonverbal communi
cation to improve your intercultural competence. These suggestions are designed to help 
you notice, interpret, and use nonverbal communication behaviors to function more 
appropriately and more effectively in intercultural encounters. 

Researchers have been known to take weeks or even months to analyze the delicate 
interaction rhythms involved in a single conversation. Of course, most people do not 
have the luxury of a month to analyze someone's comments before responding. However, 
the knowledge that the patterns of behavior will probably be very complex will help 
sensitize you to them and may encourage you to notice more details. 

No set of behaviors is universally correct, so the ~right" behaviors can never be 
described in a catalog or list. Rather, the proper behaviors are those that are appropriate 
and effective in the context of the culture, setting, and occasion. What is right in one set 
of circumstances may be totally wrong in another. Although it is useful to gather culture
specific information about appropriate nonverbal behaviors, even this knowledge should 
be approached as relative because prescriptions of "right" behavior rarely identify all of 
the situational characteristics that cultural natives "know." 
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By monitoring your emotional reactions to differences in nonverbal behaviors, you 
can be alert to the interpretations you are making and therefore to the possibility of al
ternative meanings. Strong visceral respo nses to differences in smell, body movement, 
and personal spacing are quite common in intercultural communication. Knowledge 
that these might occur, followed by care in the interpretation of meanings, is critical. 

Skillful interpretation includes observat.ion of general tendencies. Focus on what 
members of the other culture prefer and the ways in which they typically behave. How, 
when, and with whom do they gesture, movt' , look, and touch? How are time and space 
used to define and maintain social relationships? It is much harder to pay attention to 
these general tendencies than you might think because, in alllikeJihood, you have not had 
much practice in consciousJy looking for patterns in the oommonplace. taken-for-granted 
activities through which cultural effects are displayed. Nevertheless. it is possible, with 
practice, to improve your observation skil ls. 

Even after making observations. be tentative in your interpretations and generaliza
tions. You could be wrong. You will be far more successful in making sense of others' 
behaviors if you avoid the premature closure that comes with assuming you know for 
certain what something means. Think of your explanations as tentative working hypothe
ses rather than as unchanging facts. 

Nut, look for exceptions to your generalizations. These exceptions are very important 
because they help you reoognize that no one individual. regardless of the thoroughness 
and accuracy with which you have come to understand a culture, will exactly fit the useful 
generalizations you have formed. The exceptions that you note can help you limit the 
scope of your generalizations and reoognize the boundaries beyond which your judgments 
may simply not apply. Maybe your interpretations apply only to men, or students, or 
government officials, or strangers, or the elderly, or potential customers. Maybe your eval
uations of the way time and space are structured apply only to business settings, or among 
those whose status is equal, or with particular people like yourseJC Though it is necessary 
to make useful generalizations to get along in another culture, it is equaJJy necessary to 
recognize the limits of these generalizations. 

Finally, practice to improve your ability in observing, evaluating, and behaving in 
appropriate and effective ways. Practice increases your skills in recognizing specific 
patterns to people's behaviors, in correctly interpreting the meanings and likely conse
quences of those behaviors, and in selecting responses that are both appropriate and 
effective. Like all skiUs, your level of intercultural competence will improve with practice. 
Of course, the best form of practice is one that closely approximates the situations in 
which you will have to use the skills you are trying to acquire. Therefore, we encourage 
you to seek out and willingly engage in intercultural communication experiences. 

Summary 

Although there is some evidence that certain nonver
bal communication tendencies are common to all 
humans, cultures vary greatly in the repertoire of 
behaviors and circumstances in which nonverbal 

exchanges (Xcur. A smile, a head nod, and eye <Dntact 
may all have different meanings in different cultures. 

This chapter consider~ the important non
verbal code systems used to suppll'ment, reinforce, 
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or substilllte the verbal code systems. Nonverbal 

code systen:s are the sil~nt language of communi
cation. The, are less precise and less consciously 
used and interpreted than verbal code systems, but 

they can have powerful effects on perceptions of 

and interprel:ltions about others. The nonverbal 

For Discussion 
I. What are some examples of cultural universals? 

Can )uu think of examples from your personal 
e)(periences that either confirm or contradict the 
idea of cultural universals? 

2. It is widely believed by many that -a smile is 
universally undeT5tood." Do you agree with this 
statement? Why or why nOI. 

3. Touch is one of the most fundamental parts of 
the human experience. But cultural differences 
in the norms for touching can cause problems in 
intercultural interactions. Provide examples of 
your touching norms that you believe differ for 
people from cultures other than your own. 

4. We know that cultures use and VlJlue time differ_ 
ently. Vlhat kinds of judgments mighl be m."\de 

For Further Reading 
Edward T. Hall, TIle HiddC71 Dimension (New York: 

Anchor Books, 1990). An exploration of the 
variations in the use of space across cultUTtS and 
how that use reflects cul tural values and estab
lishes l'Uies for interactions. A classic book that 
was inr.uential in the study of nonverlxal com
munication across cultures. 

Mark L. Knapp and Judith A. HaiL Nonmbnl 
Communication ;11 Human III/ertle/ion, 6th ed. 
(Belmont, CA: Thomson/Wadsworth, 2006). 
Offers the basic perspectives and literature on 
nonverbal communication. Focuses on the pe0-

ple, behaviors, environments, and messages that 
affect communication. 

Dale Leathers and Michael H. Eaves, Successful 
Nonvnbal Glmmunica/icm: Principles and 
App/icaticm5, 4th ed. (Boston: Allyn & Bacon, 

code systems relating to body movements, space, 
touch, time, voice, and other nonverbal code 

systems were each described. Finally, the interrela_ 

tionship of these nonverbal code systems with 
one another and with the verbal axle system was 

explored. 

of those who use time differently from the ways 
that your cul ture does? 

S. Each cul ture .socializes its members to speak at 
ils ~preferred " rate and volume. Can you think 
of instances when you have mad!.' judgments 
about others because they spoke louder or 
softer, or faster or slower, than you wanted? If so, 
what w!.'re the evaluations you made? Were these 
judgments connected to cultural differences in 
~I communication? 

6. What are some of the WlI)'!i that U.S. Americans 
have been l:Iught (o r have unconsciously Ie.lmed) 
10 synchronize their nonwrbal behaviors? 

20(8). A very readable introduction to the topic 
of nonverbal communica tion. This is a useful 
summary because it is current and links well to 
other key concepts prel.ented in Intercultural 
Competence. 

David Matsumoto, "Culture and Nonverb.1l Behavior,~ 
The SugO' Handbook of Non~'erb<ll Communication, 
ed. Valerie Manusov and MiLes L. Patterson 
(Thousand Oaks, CA: &lge, 20(6). A scholarly 
summary that Hplores the universal and cultur
ally specific displays and apressionsof nonverbal 
behaviors. 

For additional information about intercultural films 
and about Web sites for researching spe<:ific cuhures, 
please tum to the Resources section at the back of 
this book. 
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Practical, everyday communication experiences--greeting a friend, buying something 
from a shopkeeper, asking directions, or describing a common experience-require 
messages to be organized in a meaningful way. Cultures differ, however, in the patterns 
that are preferred for organizing ideas and communicating them to others. These differ
ences affect what people regard as logical, rational, and a basis for sound reasoning and 
conclusions. 
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This chapter focuses on the consequences for intercultural communication of differ
ences in the way cultures use verbal and nonverbal communication. Do people in partic
ular cultures have distinctive preferences for what, where, when, and with whom to 
speak? Are there differences in what are regarded as the ideal ways to organize ideas and 
present them to others? What constitutes appropriate forms of reasoning, evidence, and 
proof in a discussion or argument? Is proof accomplished with a statistic, an experience, 
an expert's testimony, or a link between some aspect of the problem and the emotions of 
the listener? What is considered «rational" and " logi ca l "~ In short, how do conversations 
differ because of the differences in culture, language, and nonverbal codes? 

Competent intercultural communicatio n requires more than just an accurate rendi
tion of the verbal and nonverbal codes that others use. The «logic" of how those codes are 
organized and used must also be understood. 

This chapter begins by considering alternative preferences for the organiZation of 
messages. Next we discuss cultural variations in persuasive communication. Finally, differ
ences in the structure of conversations are presented as another way in which code systems 
influence intercultural competence. 

Preferences in the Organization of Messages 

Cultures have distinct preferences for o rganizing ideas and presenting them in writing 
and in public speeches. Consider what you have been taught in English composition 
courses as the ucorrect)! way 10 structure an essay, o r recall the o rganizatio nal patterns you 
have used to structure the content of a speedJ. TIle premise wlderlying our discussion is 
that cultures provide preferred ways for people to organize and convey thoughts and feel
ings. These preferences influence the ways people communicate and the choices they 
make to arrange ideas in specific patterns. 

In this section , we first describe the orga nizational features o f the English language as 
it is used in the United States. We then explore the organizational features associated with 
other languages used in particular cultures. 

Organizational Preferences in the Use of U.S. English 

For most cultures, the oorrect use of language is most easily observed when the language 
is formally taught in the school system. English is a standard feature of the U.S. high 
school curriculum, and English composition is a requirement for virtually all U.S. college 
students. The development of oral communication skills, which usually includes training 
in public speaking, is also a common requirement for many college students. In both 
written and oral communication courses, users of U.s. English explicitly learn rules 
that govern how ideas are to be presented. Indeed, the features that characterize a well
organized essay in U.S. English are very similar to the features of a well-organized public 
speech. 

1be structure of a good essay or speech in U.S. English requires the development of a 
specific theme. A thesis statement, which is the central organizing idea of the speecb or 
essay, is the foundation on which speakers or writers develop their speech or essay. 
Ideally, thesis statements are clear and specific; speakers and writers must present their 
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After listening to C. J. fOl three years, I felt somewhat prepared to carry on conversations the Asian 
way. No linear progression. Catching the point of their stories, whether C. J. 's or Phourim's, was like 
capturing fireflies. In talking with Phourlm, I had no expectation of going In a straight line from point 
A to point B and the purpose of the discussion. 

~ftJ rrlda Harr1ngfon 

ideas in a straightforward and Wlambiguous manner. Often, the thesis statement is pro
vided in the opening paragraph of an essay or in the beginning of a speech. 

The paragraph is the fundamental organizational unit of written Englisb. Paragraphs 
are composed of sentences and should express a single idea. A straightfonvard presenta
tion of the main idea typically appears as the topic sentence of the paragraph, and it is 
often located at or near the beginning of the paragraph.' 

There are other rules that guide how paragraphs are combined into an essay or main 
points into a speech. Generall y, correct organization in U.S. English means that writers or 
speakers dearly state their thesis at the beginning and provide the audience with an 
overview of their main points. As the key to good orga nization, students are taught to 
outline the main points of the essay or speech by subordinating supporting ideas to the 
main ideas. In fuct . most teachers give students explicit instructions to help them learn to 
organize properly. 

In U.S. English there is also a preferred way to develop the main points. If a speaker is 
talking about scuba diving, with main points on equipment and safety tips, he o r she is ex
peeted to develop the point on equipment by talking only about equipment. Safety tips 
should not be mentioned in the midst of the discussion about equipment. If the speaker 
gave examples related to safety tips in the middle of the discussion on equipment, listeners 
(or readers) trained in the preferences embedded in U.S. English would become confused 
and would think the speaker was disorganized. A teacher would probably comment on the 
organizational deficiencies and might lower the student's grade because the speech does 
not match the expected form of a well-organized speech. 

The o rganizational pattern preferred in the formal use of U.S. English can best be de
scribed as linear. This pattern can be visualized as a series of steps or progressions that 
move in a straight line toward a particular goal or idea. Thus, the preferred organizational 
pattern forms a series of "bridges," where each idea is linked to the next. 

Organizational Preferences in Other Languages and Cultures 
Some years ago, Robert Kaplan systematically began to study the preferred organizational 
patterns of nonnative speakers of English. In an article that is usually credited with 
launching a specialization called contrastive rhetoric, Kaplan characterized the prefer
ences for the organization of paragraphs among people from different language and cul
tural groups.2 Scholars such as Ulla Connor have extended Kaplan's work to look at the 
patterns of cultural differences when writing language.3 
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The practical consequences of language use on 
the organization of ideas are often obvious to 
teachers of English as a sewnd language (ESL). 
Even after nonnative English speakers have mas
tered the vocabulary and grammar of the English 
language, they are unlikely to write an essay in 
what is considered "correct" English form. In fact, 
because of the particular style for the organization 
and presentation of ideas, ESL teachers can often 
identify the native language of a writer even when 
the essay is written in English. 

• Los Ang~1es mayor AntonioViliaraigosa us~s his 

One important difference in organizational 
structure concerns languages that are speaker
responsible versus those that are listener-responsible. 
In English, which is a speaker-responsible language, 
the speaker is expected to proyide the structure and, 
therefore, much of the specific meaning of the 
statements.4 Because the speaker tells the listener 
exactly what is going to be talked about and what 
the speaker wants the listener to know, prior 
knowledge of the speaker's intent is not necessary. 
In Japanese, which is a listener-responsible lan
guage, speakers need to indicate only indirectly 
what they are discussing and what they want the 
listener to know when the conversation is over. The 
listener is forced to construct the meaning, and 
usually does so, based on shared knowledge be
tween the speaker and the listener. 

persuasive skills to convince his audienc~. Cultures 
diff~r in I~ ~idelKeand arguments Ih~y r~ard as 
persuasive. 

The U.S. English concepts of thesis statements 
and paragraph topic sentences have no real equivalents in many languages. Studies of 
Japanese, Korean, Thai, and Chinese language use indicate that, in these languages, the 
thesis statement is often buried in the passage.5 Thus, for example, the preferred structure 

A form of traditional Malagasy oratory, kabary is based on the unhurried telling r:i ancestral 
proverbs, metaphors, and riddles, frequently in a dialogue using call and response. 

Originally used in public gatherings and political assemblies of a pre-literate era, the form has 
since evolved and been popularized, but it has kept its specific rules. Today, despite the rising IIter
ilCY rilt~ and th~ rilmili<uity with dirr~r~nt milnn~rs of sp~ch, kubury is still consid~r~d nec~ssilry ror 
communication during ritual events, and is also used widely in regular, day-to-day talk. 

- Dantla Harman 
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of a Japanese paragraph is often called a "gyre" or a series of "stepping stones" that de
pend on indirection and implication to connect ideas and provide the main points.6 The 
rules for language use in Japan mean that speakers may not tell the listener the specific 
point being conveyed; rather, the topic is circled delicately to imply its domain.7 

Imagine the consequences of an intercultural interaction between a Japanese person 
and a U.S. American. What might happen if one of them is able to speak in the other's 
language and is sufficiently skilled to convey meaning linguistically but is not adept at the 
logic of the language? The Japanese person is likely to think that the u.s. American is 
rude and aggressive. Conversely, the U.s. American is likely to think that the Japanese per
son is confusing and imprecise. Both people in this intercultural interaction are likely to 
feel dissatisfied, confused, and uncomfortable. 

The nonlinear structure of Japanese language use also characterizes Hindi, one of 
India's national languages. In Hindi, one does not typically develop just one unified 
thought or idea; rather, the preferred style contains digressions and includes related mate
ria1.! When using English, speakers of Hindi exhibit the characteristics of the Hindi or~a
nizational style and provide many minor contextual points before advancing the thesis. 

How do you think U.s. teachers of English would grade an assignment that was writ
ten in English by a native Hindi speaker? We can easily imagine the comments about the 
lack of organization and the poor development of the ideas. Because the Indian writing 
and speaking conventions have an obvious preference for nonlinearity, they are likely to 
be perceived, from a u.s. perspective, as illogica1. 

Chinese discourse styles are similar to those of Hindi English. Rather than relying on 
a preview statement to orient the listener to the discourse's overall direction, the Chinese 
rely heavily on contextual cues. Chinese speech also tends to use single words such as 
because, as, and so to replace whole clause connectives, such as "in view of the fact that:' 
"to begin with," or "in conclusion;' that are commonly used in English. to 

Cultural patterns interact with code systems to create expectations about what is 
considered the proper or the logical way to organize the presentation of ideas. What is 
considered the right way to organize ideas within one culture may be regarded in an
other as some combination of illogical, disorganized, unclear, confusing, imprecise, 
rude, discourteous, aggressive, and ineffective. II In intercultural communication, people 
make judgments about the appropriateness and effectiveness of others' thoughts, and 
these assumptions about the"right~ way to communicate may vary greatly and may lead 
to misunderstandings. 

The American style of learning is to ask questions, discuss the theory and then go do it and ask more 
questions. The Japanese style is to observe the master, not ask questions and then get your hands 
dirty at the very beginning. If you ask questions, it can suggest that the master didn't do his job 
properly. The different styles can cause problems. 

- SacrQfTII'fltoBee 



228 PART TH REE Coding Intercultural Communication 

- Cultural Variations In Persuasion 
Persuasion involves the use of symbols to influence others. Persuasion may occur in for
mal, public settings, such as when a candidate for politjcal office tries to win votes through 
speeches and advertisements. On many occasions, persuasive messages are mediated 
through television, video, film, photographs, and even music and art. More commonly, 
persuasion occurs in everyday interactions between people. Our daily conversations 
include attempts to influence others to accept our ideas, agree with our preferences, or 
engage in behaviors that we want. In other words, we all take part in persuasion on a regu
lar basis. For example. you might try to convince yo ur roommate to clean the apartment. 
Or perhaps you want your coworkers to increase their involvement in your work group's 
project. You might even attempt to persuade your professor to give you an extension on 
the due date for your term paper. 

Persuasion in Intercultural Encounters 
In today's multicultural world, many of our persuasive encounters will likely involve cul
turally heterogeneous individuals. An African American salesperson may have her terri
tory expanded to include Australia and finds that her primary contact there is Chinese. 
A European American college student may need to negotiate a desi red absence from class 
with a Latino professor. Japanese tourists in South Africa may want room service even 
though the service is shut down for the night. An Indian manager for a major international 
bank may have employees reporting to him who are Bengali, New Zealanders, Swiss, 
British, and Chinese. All of these communkative situations require knowledge and skill in 
using the appropriate means of persuasion; whereas members of some cultures genuinely 
enjoy the persuasive or argumentative encounter, many others shun such confrontations. 12 

The effective use of verbal and nonverbal codes to persuade another varies greatly 
from cullUre to culture. For instance, there are differences in whllt cultures consider to be 
acceptable evidence, in who can be regarded as an authority, in how evidence is used to 
create persuasive arguments, and in wllell ideas are accepted as reasonable. These pre
ferred ways to persuade others are called the culture's persuasive style. When people 
from diverse cultures communicate, the differences in their persuasive styles are often 
very evident. 

The word logical is often used to describe the preferred persuasive style of a culture. 
Logic and rationality seem to be invoked as tho ugh there were some firm "truth" some
where that simply has to be discovered and used in order to be convincing. We agree with 
James F. Hamill, however, that "because logic has cultural aspects, an understanding of 
social life requires an understanding of how people think in their own cultural context."13 
In fact , Stephen Toulmin, a leading philosopher who studies human reasoning, claims 
that what people call "rationality" varies from culture to culture and from time to time.14 

A phrase that sums up these variations is ethno-logics or alternath"e logics. 
Persuasion involves an interaction between a speaker and his or her audience, in 

which the speaker intends to have the audience accept a point of view or a conclusion. 
Persuasion usually involves evidence, establishing "logical" connections between the pieces 
of evidence, and ordering the evidence into a meaningful arrangement-all of which is 
used to persuade the audience to accept the speaker's point of view or conclusion. In each 
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of these elements of persuasion, there are substantial variations from culture to culture. In 
the following sections, we describe some of these variations. 15 

Cultural Differences in What Is Acceptable as Evidence 

Evidem:c is what a persuader offers to those she or he is trying to persuade. In any given 
persuasive situation, we have available to us a myriad of sensory information or ideas. For 
example, suppose that students are trying to persuade a teacher to give an extension on a 
paper's due date. There have probably been numerous events that students could select as 
evidence. Maybe many students had been ill for a day, or perhaps the teacher had been 
sick. Or perhaps during one critical lecture, the noise of construction workers just outside 
the classroom made it difficult to pay attention to the discussion. Any of these events 
might be used as evidence to support the conclusion that the paper's due date ought to be 
postponed. An idea or experience does not become evidence, however, until it is selected 
for use in the persuasive interaction. What we choose from among all of the available cues 
is highly influenced by our culture. 

There are no universally accepted standards about what constitutes evidence or about 
how evidence should be used in support of claims or conclusions. In many cultures, peo
ple use parables or stories as a form of evidence. But the contents of those stories, and their 
use in support of claims, differ widely. Devout Muslims and Christians, for example, may 
use stories from the Koran or the Bible as a powerful form of evidence; the story is offered, 
the lesson from the story is summarized, and the evidence is regarded as conclusive. In 
other cultures, the story itself must be scrutinized to determine how illustrative it is com
pared with other possibilities. Native American stories, for instance, rarely provide a 
deductive conclusion; consistent with a cultural value of indirectness, the story may simply 
end with "That's how it was" and expect the listeners to infer the relationship between the 
story and the current circumstances. 16 For Kenyans, persuasive messages depend on narra
tives and personal stories as supporting evidence in speeches. 17 Similarly, cultures influ
enced by Confucianism often rely on metaphors and analogies as persuasive evidence. 18 

When grand mama died In 1940 at eighty-three, our whole household held its breath. She had 
promised us a sign of her leaving, final proof that her life had ended well. My parents knew that with
out any clear sign, our own family fortunes could be altered, threatened. Stepmother looked every 
day into the small cluttered room the ancient lady had occupied. Nothing was touched; nothing 

changed. Father, thinking that a sign should appear In Grandmama's garden, looked at the frost-killed 

shoots and cringed: No. that could not beit. 
My two older teenage brothers and my sister, Liang, were embarrassed by my parents'behaviour. 

What would white people In Vancouver think of us? We were Canadians now, Chinese-Canadians, a 
hyphenated reality that our parents could never accept. So it seemed. for different reasons, we were 
all holding our breath, waiting for something. 
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The European Ame rica n culture prefe rs physical evidence and eyewitness testimony, 
and members of that culture see "facU" as the supreme kind of evidence. Popular myster
ies on tdevision or in best-selling books weave their tales by giving clues through the ap
pearance of physical evidence o r fucts-a bullon that is tom off a sleeve, a record o f calls 
made from one person's telephone to another, or a bankbook that shows regular deposits 
or withdrawals. From all of these pieces of evidence, human behavior and motivation are 
regarded as apparent. In some cultures, however, physical evidence is discounted because 
no connection is setn between those pieces of the ph~ica l world and human actio ns. 
People from cultures that view the physical world as indicative of human motivation have 
difficul ty understanding this point of view. 

The usc of expe rt testimony in the persuasive process also va ries greally from one 
culture to another. In certain African cultures, the words of a witness would be dis
counted or even totally disregarded because people believe that, if you speak up about 
Stting something, you must have a pa rticular agenda in mind; in other words, no one is 
regarded as objective. In the Chinese legal system, the p rima ry purpose of testimo ny is 
not to gather information but to persuade the court while shaming the defendant into 
confessing." The u.s. legal system, however, depends on the testimony of others; 
witnesses to traffic accidents, for example, are called to give testimony concerning the be
havior of the drivers involved in the accident. Teachers of adults who are learning English 
indicate that these students may not understand the relative weight or authority to give to 
a scholarly presentation in a journal or academic work versus opinions found ill an edito
rial column of a newspaper or magazine.10 

. To peniMode pot@ntl;olempkoy<!'N,.thlsw.,.,...k.''''''9i''9 th .. ~d..nc: .. on t-1'O'WIll" 
Evidence, logic, and ~olSQnlng a~ a. shapO'd by one's l:~ural bac:kground. 
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Cultural Differences in Styles of Persuasion 

Perhaps the best way to understand what a culture Al ight regard as logical or reasonable is 
to refer to the culture's dominant patterns, which we discussed in Chapters 4 and 5. 
Cultural patterns supply the underlying assumptions that people within a culture use to 
determine what is "correct" and reasonable, and they therefore provide the persuader's 
justificat ion for linking the evidence to the conclusions desired from the audience.21 

These differences in the ways people prefer to arrange the evidence, assumptions, and 
claims constitute the culture's persuash'e style.22 

Much of the tradition of persuasion and rhetoric among European Americans is in
fluenced by the rhetoric of Aristotle, who emphasized the separntion of logic and reason 
from emotion. This Aristotelian perspective is also common to the rhetorical tradit ions 
of many European cultures, but it is antithet ical to good rhetorical prnctices in numerous 
other cultures.H 

Thai , Arab, and Chinese d isco urse all have rheto rical traditions that emphasize 
the importance of emotion in assessing the truthfulness of a situation. Thus an exam
ination of persuasive letters written by native Thai speakers and native English speak
ers found thaI the Thai used a combinatio n of logical arguments, emo tio nal pleas, and 
req uests based on the speaker's ethos (credibility, character, and appeal to others), 
while the English speakers depended almost solely on logical arguments?' Similarly, a 
comparison of newspaper editorials from the Uni ted States (in English ) to those from 
Saudi Arabia (in Arabic) found substantial differences in the persuasive techniques 
employed; though the editorials from both cultures made strong assert ions, the per
suasive appeals in the u.s. editorials were direct and explicit, whereas the Saudi edito
rials used implied arguments and indirect language that provided an oppo rtunit y to 
disagree without requiring the reader to concede the disagreement.25 Likewise U.S. 
Americans tend to vary their phrasing and util ize alternate ways of sayin g the same 
thing during business negotiations, while the Chinese typically just restate their posi
tion repeatedly witho ut changing it publicly before first consulting privately among 
themselves.26 

Lakota speakers may offer stories that are related to their persuasive point. but the per
suader may not make explicit the link to the concJusionP Likewise, Latin American speak
ers may use passive sentence constructions and descriptions to lead others to a conclusion 
that is not stated specific:aUy. 28 Mexicans, among others, are sometimes very emotional and 
dramatic, and they may subordinate the goal of accuracy to one involving pleasantness. 
Thus, when a U.S. American asks a Mexican shopkeeper a question, the shopkeeper may be 
roncerned less with the correctness of <ktails than with the maintenance of a harmonious 
relationship.29 

Even seemingly "objective" reporting of news may convey a subtle persuasive message. 
Japanese newspapers and television news shows, for example, routinely refer to Japanese 
adults by their family name plus SlIt!, the latter word being an address term denoting respect 
or honor. As Daniel Dolan suggests, however, "this respect is conditional, because in most 
instances of reporting about a person associated with criminal activity, mass media re
porters will publicly divest an individual of the personal address term SlIn and in its place 
use yogisha [suspect ], hikokrl [accused], or family name alone. The effect is to banish the 
person. at least temporarily, from functioning citizenry."30 
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About "English only": Let me tell you a little story that happened In Houston, Texas, Just before I be
came a national best-selling author. I met this young woman at the University of Houston. She 
looked like she was part Slack, part White, and part American Indian. She was stunningly beautiful, 
with huge greenish eyes. She spoke Spanish. I asked her where she was from. She said Panama. 
I asked how she liked the United States. She said she didn't. and that as soon as she graduated she 
wanted to return to Panama. I asked why. She told me that she'd had a boyfriend for four years. "And 
the other day he sald ' i think I love you: so I dropped him as fast as I could. My God: she added, "after 
four years he was stili thinking about our love. I can't stand to be around people who are always 
thinking so much." 

I laughed. I could see her point completely, because In Spanish you'd never say,"1 think I love 
you: especially after four years. That would be an insult. You'd say, "I feel love for you so deeply that 

when I Just think of you. I start to tremble and feel my heart flutter."Why? Because Spanish Is a feel
Ing-based language that comes first from the heart. just as English is a thinking-based language that 
comes first from the head, And Yaqut Navajo, and the fifty-seven dialects of Oaxacan are ever
changing languages that come first from the soul then go to the heart. and lastly to the brain. 

We would like to elaborate on the idea of persuasi\'t' style because, like many of the 
other characteristics of a culture, it is an important cultural attribute that is taken for 
granted with in a cuhure but affects communication between cultures. As we have cau
tioned elsewhere, not every person in a culture will select the culture's preferred style. 
Rather, we are desc ribing a cultural tendency, a choice or preference that most people in 
the culture will select most of the time. 

Barbara Johnstone describes three general strategies of persuasion that can form a 
culture's preferred style: the quasilogical, presentational, and analogical. 31 Each of these 
styles depends on different kinds of evidence, organizational patterns, and conclusions. 
As you read the descriptions of these styles, try to imagine what a persuasive encounter 
would be like and what might happen if others preferred a different persuasive style. 

Quasilogical Style TIle preferred style for members of many Western cultures is the 
quosilogical style. In this style, the preference is to use objective statistics and testimony 
from expert witnesses as evidence, The evidence is then connected to the conclusion in a 
way that resembles formal logic. In formal logic, once the listener accepts or believes the 
individual pieces of evidence, the conclusions follow "logically" and must also be accepted. 
In the quasiJogicai style, the speaker or persuader will connect the evidence to the persua
sive conclusion by using such words as mU5, hence, and therefore . The form or arrangement 
of the ideas is very important. 

The dominance of the quasilogical style for English speakers is underscored by advice 
given to students of English as a second language: "English-speaking readers are con
vinced by facts, statistics, and illustrations in arguments; they move from generalizations 
to specific examples and expect explicit links between main topics and subtopics; and 
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they value originality.~32 The underlying assumption of this style is that, if the idea is 
"true," it simply needs to be presented in a logical way so that its truthfulness becomes ap
parent to all. Those who prefer the quasilogical style assume that it is possible to discover 
what is true or false and right or wrong about a particular experience. In other words, 
they believe that events can be objectively established and verified. 

Presentat ional Style The presentational style emphasizes and appeals to the emotional 
aspects of persuasion. In this style, it is understood that people, rather than the idea itself, 
are what make an idea persuasive. That is, ideas themselves are not inherently persuasive; 
what makes them compelling is how they are presented to others. Thus, an immutable truth 
does not exist, and there are no clear rights or wrongs to be discovered. 

In the presentational style, the persuader uses language to create an emotional re
sponse. The rhythmic qualities of words and the ability of words to move the hearer visually 
and auditorily are fundamental to this style of persuasion. You have probably read poetry or 
literature that stimulated a strong emotional reaction. Those who use a presentational style 
persuade in the same way. By the use of words, the ideas of the speaker become so vivid and 
real thM the perslla~ive idea almost hecomes emhedded in the mm;ciOll~ne;s of the listener. 

The language of this style of persuasion is filled with sensory words that induce the listener 
to look, sec, hear,jeel, and ultimately believe. 

Native American people hesitate to tell anyone directly what they should do. With many Native 
American people, it is not customary to say, "You must not do that." A story indirectly says to chil

dren, "You may act this way, but look at the consequences." . 

There are cultural storytelling conventions in Native American tradition that vary sharply from 
European American tradition and which may account, in part. for the observed powerful effects of 
the telling of lesson stories: (1) while European heroes are praised for succeeding, Native American 

heroes are honored for their attempt, even if they fail; (2) when animals talk In European stories, they 
usually imitate human characteristics and failures, but when they talk in Native American stories. it is 

because they are respected as equals in the natural world, with wisdom to share; (3) many characters 
arc not given names, underlining the univers<llity of hum<ln experience over situation ~pecific 
events; (4) nonverbal communication through gesture and voice is given an equal rather than a 

supplementary role in oral tales, which may appear verbally lean; and (5) the spirit world and the 
physical world exist side by side and are so close that it is possible to move back and forth between 
the two without effort .. 

Consistent with an appreciation for indirect teaching, a Native American lesson story is told 
without further explication of meaning and contains no surprise endings. shocks. or ironic twists. To 
an analytical mind a lesson story may seem to have no deductive conclusion, ending only with the 
teller saying something like, "That's how it was."Teliers do not lift out the "moral" of the story for the 

listener or offer the accepted point of view, which might be consistent with the linear and discursive 
nature of traditional American education. 

- SUnwlf 
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Ana logical Style The anAlogical style- seeks to establish an idea (a conclusion) and to 
persuade the listener by providing an analogy, a story, or a parable in which there is either 
an implicit or explicit lesson to be learned. The storybook pattern that begins "O nce 
upon a time" is one example of this style, as are the sermons of many ministers and 
preachers. An assumption underlying the analogical style is that the collective experience 
of groups of people--the culture-is persuasive. rather than the ideas themselves or the 
characteristics of a dynamic individual. Historical precedent takes on great importance 
because what convinces is a persuader's ability to choose the right historical story to 
demonstrate the point. In the analogical style, skill in persuasion is associated with the 
discovery and narration of the appropriate story-a story that captures the essence of 
what the persuader wants the listeners to know. 

Persuasive encounters involving people with different stylistic preferences may result 
in neither person bei.ng persuaded by the other. To a person with a cullural preference for 
a quasilogical style, the presentational style will appear emotional and intuitive, and the 
analogical style will appear irrelevant. To those using the presentational style, the quasi~ 

logical style will appear dull, insignificant, and unrelated to the real issues. To those using 
the analogical style, the quasilogical style will seem blunt and unappealing. 

An interesting example of the clash in preferences for persuasive styles is described by 
Donal Carbaugh: 

I have heard several Russ i~n speakers in public who were asked questions of (act yet re
sponded wi th impassioned, even artful expressions of an image of the good, presenting a 
moral tale of ~n ideal world as it should be. Russ ians likewise heard nlany Americans 
stating_sometimes in great detail_ troubling truths, rather than expressing common 
virtu~ or th~ shared libt!r of a ~t runll mor.lllif~. In fact, as a rtsult in p<lrl of cOllversing in 
these distinctive cultural ways, RU/i.Sians are often led to portray Americans as soul- less or 
immoral, too willing to spill the diKreditable trust and unable to stale any shared moral
ity; Americans in turn are often led to portray Ru/i.Sia ns as not fully reasonable, as unable 

• Both this ~rwian woman (lth) and Dutch woman (right) US!!' a salH pitch to influmce shoppers. ~opIe 
the worid 0Vft depmd on persuasion to tram;form interest:~ customers into purdlasing customers. 
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The black (American] culture Is characterized by an orallOOltlon. Knowledge. attitudes, Ideas, n0-

tions are traditionally transmined orally, not through the written word. It Is not unusual, then, that 
the natural leader among black people would be one with exceptional oralorical skUls. He must be 
able to talk, to speak-to preach. In the black religious tradition, the successful black preacher is an 
expert orator. His role Involv-H more, however. His relationship with his parishioners Is reciprocal; he 
talks to them, and they talk back 10 him. That is expected. In many church circles this talk·back dur
Ing a sermon is a firm measure of the preacher~ effectiveness. 

to answer NSic qu~slion5 of m.cl, 100 willing in public 10 be pasSion~le, too righteous. to 
the point o(heing illogical.33 

Behind the misunderstandings that Carbaugh describes is a Russian preference for 
the presentational style and a European American preference for the quasilogical style. 

Cultural Variations in the Structure of Conversations 
All ronvcrsalions differ on a number of important dimensions: how long one talks; the nalure 
of the relationship between the conversants; the kinds of topics discussed; the way informa
tion is presented; heM' signals aregi\"en to indicate interest and uwolvm1entj and even whether 
ronversation is regarded as a useful, important, and necessary means of communicating. In 
this section, we explore some of the differences in the way cultures shape the U5t of codes to 
create conversations. Our usual caution applies.: when culturnltendencies are described, re
member that not all members of the culture will necessarily reflect these characteristics. 

Value of Talk and Silence 
The importance given to words va ries gready from one culture to the n6t. Among 
African Americans and European Americans, for example, words are considered very 
important. In infonnal co nversations between friends, individuals often "give my word " 
to assure the truth of their statement. In the legal setting, prople swear that their words 
constitute "the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth." Legal obligations are 
contracted with formal documents to which people affix their signatures-another set 
of words. The spoke n word is seen as a reflection of a person's inner thoughts. Even the 
theories of communicat ion that are presented in most books about communication
including this o ne-are highly influenced by underlying assumptions that give words 
the abil.ity to represent thoughts. In this characteristically Western approach to commu
nication, people need words to communicate accurateJy and completely with one an
other. Conversely, s ilence is often taken by many Western Europeans and European 
Americans 10 convey a range of negative experiences--awkwardness, embarrassment, 
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hostility, uninterest, disapproval , shyness, an unwillingness to communicate, a lack of 
verbal skills, or an expression of interpersonal incompatibility.34 

Some cultures are very hesitant about the value of words. Asian cultures, such as 
those of Japan, Korea, and China, as well as southern African cultures, such as those of 
Swaziland, Zambia, and Lesotho, have quite a different evaluation of words and taiking. 
They all place much more emphasis on the value of silence, on the unspoken meaning o r 
intentions, and on saying as little as is necessary.35 Because of a combination of historical 
and cultural forces, spoken words in these cultures are sometimes viewed with some sus
picion and dis regard. Taoist sayings such as "One who speaks does not know" and ~To be 
always talking is against nature» convey this distrust of talking and wordiness.36 

Cultures influenced by Confucian and Buddhist values frequently disparage spoken 
communication. In Japan, the term hamgei (wordless communication) describes the cul
tUfal preference to communicate without using language. Donald Klopf elaborates on 
this Japanese penchant: 

The desire not to speak is the most significant aspect or feature of Japanese language life. 
The Japanese hale to hear someone make excuses for his or her mistakes or failures. They 
do not like long and compl icated explanations. Co nseq uentl y, the Jess talkative person is 
preferred and is more popuhlr than the talka ti ve one, other conditions be ing equal. If one 
has to say something normaUy, it is said in as few words as possible.31 

In Korea, the strong religious and cultural influence of Confucian values has deval
ued oral communication and made written communication highly regarded. June Ock 
Yum, in an interesting el:ploration of the relationship between Korean philosophy and 
communication, says, «\\There the written communication was dominant, spoken words 
were underrated as being apt to run on and on, to be mean and low. To read was the pro
fession of scholars, to speak the act of menials."38 Buddhism, also a major influence on 
Korean thought, teaches, ~True communication is believed to occur only when one 
speaks without the mouth and when one hears without the ears.,,39 

Such cultural preferences for silence over talkativeness are not confined to those who 
have been influenced by Confucian and Buddhist values. In Swaziland , for exa mple, peo
ple are suspicious of those who talk excessively. As Peter Nwosu has observed: 

The Swazis are quick 10 attribute motives when a pt'rson during nt'gotiations is vt'ry 
pushy, engages in too much self- praise, or ac ts like he or she knows ever ything. ~People 
who talk a lot are not welcome; be calm, b ut not too ca lm that they suspect you are up to 
some misc hief," Tt'marks an official of the Swazi Embassy in Washingto n, D.C. Indeed, 
thnt' is such a thin line between talkativeness and calmnt'ss thai it is difficult for a for
t'igner to undnstand when one is being "too lalkative~ or "too calm."40 

People from Finland are also less willing than European Americans to talk, even 
among dose friends. 4t Donal Carbaugh describes a visit that he and his wife had with 
some Finnish friends, who asked, 

~When you are with your friends in the United States, do you talk most aU of the time?" 
My wife a nd I looked at each other, nodded, and smiled, while I responded: ~\VeU, 

uhm, yes, pretly much." Liisa (Finnish friend ) said: "How do you do that? Thai must be 
exhausting! We all laughed as my wife and I admitted, ~Yeah, al times, it can be."41 
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(This item omitted from WebBook edition) 

The consequences of these differences in preferences for talking are illustrated by a 
Japanese American student and an African American student who became roommates. 
Over a period of a few weeks, the African American student sought social interaction and 
conversation with his Japanese American roommate, who seemed to become less and less 
willing to converse. The African American student interpreted this reticence as an indica
tion of dislike and disinterest rather than as an indication of cultural differences in con
versational preferences. Finally, he decided to move to a different room, because he felt 
too uncomfortable with the silence to remain. 

There are also different cultural preferences for silence and the place of silence in 
conversations. Keith Basso describes a number of interpersonal communication experi
ences in which members of the Apache tribe prefer silence, whereas non-Native 
Americans might prefer to talk a lot: meetings between strangers, the initial stages of a 
courtship, an individual returning home to relatives and friends after a long absence, a 
person verbally expressing anger, someone being sad, and during a curing ceremony.43 
Basso gives this assessment of the value placed on introductions: 

The Western Apache do not feel compelled to "introduce" persons who are unknown to 
each other. Eventually, it is assumed, strangers will begin to speak. However, this is a deci
sion that is properly left to the individuals involved, and no attempt is made to hasten it. 
Outside help in the form of introductions or other verbal routines is viEWed 3S presump
tuous and Wlnecessary. 

Strangers who are quick to launch into conversations are frequently eyed with 
undisguised suspicion. A typical reaction to such individuals is that they ~want some
thing," that is, their willingness to violate convention is attributed to some urgent need 
which is likely to result in requests for money, labor, or trunsportation.4I 

In sum, the fundamental value and role of talk as a tool for conversation vary from 
culture to culture. 

Rules for Conversations 

Cultures provide an implicit set of rules to govern interaction. Verbal and nonverbal codes 
come with a set of cultural prescriptions that determine how they should be used. In th is 
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section, we explore some of the ways in which conversational structures can vary from one 
culture to another. In Chapter 11, we also consider some aspects of conversational struc
tures that are particularly relevant to the development of intercultural relationsh ips. 

Some of the ways in which conversational rules can vary are illustrated in the follow
ing questions: 

• How do you know when it is your turn to talk in a conversation? 
• When you talk to a person you have never met before, how do you know what 

topics are acceptable for you to discuss? 
• In a con\'ersation, must your comments be directly related to those that come 

before? 
• When you are upset about a grade, how do you determine the approach to take in 

a conversation wilh the teacher or e\'en if you should have a conversation with the 
teacher! 

• When you approach your employer to ask for a raise, how do you decide what 
to say! 

• If you want someone to do something for you, do you ask for it directly, or do you 
mention it to others and hope that they will tell the first person what it is that you 
want? 

• Jf you decide to ask for somet hing directly, do you go straight to the point and say, 
"This is what I need from you," or do you hint at what you want and expect the 
other person to understand? 

• When you speak, do you use grand language filled with images, metaphors, and 
stories, or do you simply and succinctly present the relevant information? 

Cultural preferences would produce many different answers to these questions. For 
example, European Americans signal a desire to speak in a conversation by leaning for
ward a small degree, slightly opening their mouth, and establishing eye contact. In another 
culture, those same sets of symbols could be totally disregarded because they have no 
meaning, or they could mean something totally different (for example, respectful listen
ing). Acceptable topics of conversations for two U.S. American students meeting in a dass 
might include their majors. current interests, and where they work. Those same topics in 
some other cultu res--part icularly if there happens to be a high unemployment ra te
might be regarded as too personal for casual com'ersations, but discussions about religious 
beliefs and family history might seem perfectly acceptable. Though European Americans 
expect comments in a conversation to be related to previous ones, Japanese express their 
views without necessarily responding to what the other has said.'s 

William Gudykunst and Stella l1ng-Toomey describe cultural variations in conversa
tional style along four dimensions: direct-indirect, elaborate-succinct, personal-contex
tual, and instrumental-affective.46 Cultures that prefer a direct style, such as European 
Americans, use verbal messages that are explicit in revealing the speaker's true intentions 
and desires. In contrast, those that prefer an indirect style will ve il the speaker's true 
wants and needs with ambiguous statements. African Americans and Koreans, for exam
ple, prefer an indirect style, as do the Japanese, for whom interactions are governed in 
part by a desire to avoid saying "no" directly. 

Cultural conversational styles also differ on a dimension of elaborate to succinct. The 
elaborate style, which is found in most Arab and Latino cultures, results in the frequent 
use of metaphors. proverbs, and other figurative language. The expressiveness of this style 
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• Llkeall exchanges, this conwnatlon Is g~med by a compleox ~I of rules about who 
tillks 10 whom, fOf howlorog. ilnd 00 what topics . Yet the P<lr1icipoonts are unlikely to 
be consciously aware of theie rules until sorne-one breaks them. 

contrasts with the succinct style, in which people give precisely the amount of informa
tion necessary. In the succinct style, there is a preference for understatement and long 
pauses, as in Japanese American. Native American, and Chinese American cultures. 

In cultures that prefer a personal style, in contrast to those that prefer a contextual 
style, there is an emphasis on conversations in which the individual, as a unique human 
being, is the center of action. This style is also characterized by more informality and less 
status-oriented talk. In the contextual style, the emphasis is on the social roles that peo
ple have in relationships with others. Japanese, Chinese, and Indian cult ures all empha
size the social role or the interpersonal community in which a particular person is 
embedded. The style is very formal and heightens awareness of status differences by 
accentuating them. 

In the instnunental style. communication is goal-oriented and depends on explicit 
vernal messages. Affective styles are more emotional and require sensitivity to the under
lying meanings in both the verbal and nonverbal code systems. Min-Sun Kim suggests 
that this goal-oriented style, which is characterized by a heightened concern for "getting 
the job done," is preferred by people from individualistic cultures, whereas the affective 
style, which is concerned with the feelings and emotions of others, typifies people from 
collectivistic cultures.47 Thomas Kochman has articulated some of the differences in con
versational styles between European Americans and African Americans: 

The differing potencies of black and white public presentations are a regular cause of 
communicative a>nflict. Black presentations are emotionally intense, dynamic, and 
demonstrative; white presentations are more modest and emotionally restrained . .u 

Melanie Booth-Butterfield and Feleda Jordan similarly found that African American 
females were more expressive, more involved with one another, more animated, and more 
at ease than were their European American counterparts, who appeared more formal and 
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restrained.49 Because of these differences in conversational style, an African American 
and a European American may judge each other negatively. 

Sometimes a cultural style that differs substantially from one's own can be so unfamil
iar that it can seem chaotic---cxcept , of course, that it works. A U.S. American working in 
Budapest described a meeting of his Hung;uian colleagues as a group of people "sitting 
around a table shouting at each other. interrupting, not seeming to listen when others were 
speaking, but then suddenly reaching a decision which seemed to satisfy eYeryone."so 

Ronald S00l1on and Suzanne Wong-Scollon. who have studied the Athabaskan, a cul
tural group of native peoples in Alaska and northern Canada, describe similar problems 
in intercultural communication: 

When an Athabaskan and a speaur of English talk to each other, it is very likely that tht 
English speaker will sptak first. ... The Athabukan will feel it iJ important to know the 
relationship be(ween the two s~akers ~fore speaking. The Englis.' s~aker will feel 
talking is th t best way to establish a rdationship. Whilt the Athab.oskan is wailing to.ee 
what will hap~n bttwern them, the English speaker will begin sp-taking, usually asking 
questions of fact, 10 find 01,1 1 what wiD happen. Only where then is a longstanding reb
tionship and a deep understanding between the two speakers is it likely that the 
Athab1r.slwn will initiate the conV1."rsation.5t 

Regulating conversat ions is also problematic for the English speaker and an Athabask.1n 
beeause the latter uses a longer pause-about a half second longer-between turns. The 
effects of this slightly longer pause would be comical if the consequences for intercullural 
communication were not $0 serious. 

When an English speaker pauses, he waits for the regular length of time (around one 
second or Ius), that is. his regular length of time, and if the Athaba5kan does not say 
anything. tht English speaker feels he is free to go on and say anything else he liku. At 
the same time the Athabaskan has b«n waiting his regular length of time before com
ing in. He does not want to inturupt the English speaur. This length of timt we think 
is around one and one· half seconds. It is just enough longer that by the time the 
Athabasbn is ready to sp-tak the English speaker is already speaking again. So the 
Athabasbn wail$ again for the next pause. Ag~in, Ihe English 5ptaker begins just 
enough before the Athabaskan was going to speak. The net nsult is that the Athabasbn 
can never get a word in edgewise (an apt metaphor in this cue), while the English 
speaker goes on and on. 52 

The language rolled over and around me. t thought at first that it was loneliness that drove these el
derly people to fill the air with sto ries. to tell a story again rather than let the conversation die, but I 
soon leamed that this was a national traIt. Serbs hate silence. The presence of another person pro· 
vides an irresistible opportunity to talk. As a language teacher, I recognized and appreciated the 
ways In whkh the most casual acquaintances abetted my efforts to speak. 
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What's confusing to English spea kers about 
Athabaskans 

They do not speak 

They keep silent 
They avoid situations of talking 

They only want to talk to close 
acquaintances 

They play down their own abilities 
They act as if they expect things to be given 

to them 
They deny planning 

They avoid direct questions 

They never start a conversation 
They talk off the topic 
They never say anything about 

themselves 
They are slow to take a turn In talking 

They ask questions in unusual places 

They talk with a flat tone of voice 
They are too Indirect. Inexplicit 
They don' make sense 
They Just leave without saying anything 

What's co nfusing to Athabaskans about 
English speakers 

They talk too much 

They always talk first 
They talk to strangers or people they 

don' know 
They think t!ley un predict the future 

They brag about themselves 
Theydon't help people even when 

they can 
They always talk about what Is going to happen 

'''~ 
They ask too many questions 
They always Interrupt 
They only talk about what they are Interested in 
They don't give others a chance to talk 

They are always getting excited when 
they talk 

They aren't careful when they talk about 
things or people 

- 1tJnaIdScollon and SUz(ElM lo\OOg-Scoloi! 

These very real differences in the nature of conversations play a critical role in intercul · 
tural communication. The ultimate result is often a negath'e judgment of other people rather 
than a recognition that the variability in cultural preferences is creating the difficulties. 

Effects of Code Usage on Intercultural Competence 
Developing competence in the practical, everyday use of \'erbal and nonverbal codes is un
doubtedly a major challenge for the intercultural oommunicator. But simply knowing the 
syntactic rules of other code systems is not sufficient to be able to usethose code systems well. 
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The most important knowledge you can take away from this chapter is the realization 
that people from other cultures may organize their ideas, persuade others, and structure their 
conversations in a manner that differs from yours. You should attempt, to the greatest extent 
possible, to understand your own preferences for using verbal and nonverbal codes to accom
plish practical goals. If you can, mentally set aside your beliefs and the accompanying evalua
tive labels. Instead, recognize that your belief system and the verbal and nonverbal symbols 
that are used to repre;ent it ",-ere taught to you byyour culture and constitute only one among 
many ways of understanding the world and accomplishing one's personal objectives. 

Differences in the ways people prefer to communicate can affect their ability to in
teract competently in an intercultural encounter. Look for differences in the ways that 
people from other cultures choose to accomplish their interpersonal objectives. Look for 
alternative logics. Approach the unfamiliar as a puzzle to be solved rather than as some
thing to be feared or dismissed as illogical, irrational, or wrong. Much can be learned 
about the effects of code usage by observing others. If your approach is not successful, 
notice how members of the culture accomplish their objectives. 

Summary 

The chapter described the effects on intercultural 
conununication of cultural differences in the way 
verbal and nonverbal codes are used. These differ
ences affect how people attempt to understand mes
sages, organize ideas, persuade others, and engage in 
discussions and conversations. 

We began with a discussion of differences in 
cultural preferences for organizing and arranging 
messages, and we contrasted the organizational pref
erences of U.S. English, which are typically linear, 
with those of other languages and cultures. 

Cultural variations in persuasion and argu
mentation were considered next. We emphasized 
that appropriate forms of evidence, reasoning, and 
rationality are all culturally based and can affect in
tercultural communication. Indeed, there are major 
differences in persuasive styles that are taken for 

For Discussion 

I. What does it mean to learn the Klogic" of a lan
l\u~l\~? 

2. In what ways does the U.S. It'gal system reflect 
the European American view of argumentation 
and persuasion? 

3. Does your culture value a particular stylt' of per· 
suasion! Do your own preferred ways of pcrsWld. 
ingothfrs reflect your culture's style of persuasion? 

granted within a culture but that affect the commu
nication between cultures. 

Cultuml variations also exist in the structure of 
conversations. The importance given to talk and si
lence, the social rules and interaction styles that are 
used in conversations, and even the cues used to 
regulate the back·and·forth sequencing of conver· 
sations can all create problems for intercultural 
communicators. 

Finally, we noted that differences in the way 
people prefer to communicate can affect the ability 
to behave appropriately and effectively in intercul
tural encolUlters. These cultural preferences typi· 
cally operate outside of awareness and may lead to 
judgments that others are ' wrongn or " incorrect~ 
when they are merely different. 

4. What does silence conununicate to you? How 
is yuur !:uitur,,', u", uf ,i]"",." <'uIllI"<.ku tu 
Hall's cultural pattems of low and high 
context? 

5. Members of some cultures will invariably say 
Kyesn even though, given the situation and their 
true fedings, the answer is most likely ~no." How 
do you explain this phenomenon? 
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For Further Reading 

Donal Carbaugh, Cultures in Conversation (Mahwah, 
NJ: Erlbaum, 2005). IIlustl1ltes, through sevel1ll 
in-depth studies of cultures, how human con
versation or "talk" is embedded in one's culture. 

Ulla Connor, Ed Nagelhout, and William V. Rozycki 
(eds. ), Contrastive RheTOric: Reaching TO 
lntercuhural Rhetoric (Philadelphia: John 
Benjamins, 2008). With its focus on con
trastive rhetoric, this book explores and 
explains the importance of intercultul1ll com
munication across a broad array of cultures 
and rh..torical text~. 

Richard D. Rieke, Malcolm 0. Sillars, and Tarl;) Rai 
Peterson, Argumentation and Critical Decision 
Making. 7th ed. (Boston: Allyn & Bacon, 2009). 
A text on argumentation and critical thinking. 
Use the framework we provide in this chapter to 
read and evaluate the cultuml framework em
bedded within their recommended use of evi
dence, argument , and reasoning. 

Andrea Rocci, "Pragmatic Inference andArgwnentation 
in Intercultural CommlUliCltion,~ InTercultural 
Pragmatics 3-4 (2006): 409-422. While highly 
theoretical, this article provides a useful examina
tion of the elements of arguments and conclusions. 
It provides a conceptual framework to help learn 
about variations across cultural traditions. 

Ron &:ollon and Suzanne Wong-&:ollon, InTercultural 
Communication: A Discoll rse Approach, 2nd ed. 
(Malden, MA: Blackwell,200! ). Offers numerous 
examples of the relationmips betwet'n a person's 
language, thinking, and logical action~. Explore. 
how language and culture provide a preferred 
structure to conversations. A modern classic in 
intercultural communication. 

ror additional information about intercultural films 
and about Web sites for researching specific cultures, 
please turn to the Resources section at the back of 
this book 
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All relationships imply connections. When you are in an interpersonal relationship, you 
are connected--in a very important sense, you are bound together-with another person 
in some substantial way. Of course, the nature of these ties is rarely physical. Rather, in 
interpersonal relationships, you are connected to others by virtue of )'Our shared experi
ences, interpretations, perceptions, and goals. 

Cultural Variations in Interpersonal Relationships 

In Chapter 2, we indicated !l'mt communication is interpersonal as long as it involves a small 
number of participants who can interact directly with one another and who therefore have 
the ability to adapt their messages specifically for one another. Of course, different patterns 
of interpersonal communication are likely to occur with different types of interpersonal 
relationships. We believe it is useful to characterize the various types of interpersonal rela
tionships by the kinds of social connections the participants share. 

Types of Interpersonal Relationships 
Some interpersonal connections occur because of blood or marriage. Others exist because 
of ove rlapping or interdependent objectives and goals. Still others bind people together 
because of common experiences that help to create a perception of "we-ness." However, all 
interpersonal relationships have as their common characteristic a strong connection 
among the individuals. 

The number of interpersonal relationships that you have throughout your life is proba
bly very large. Some o f these relationships are complex and involved, whereas others are 
simple and casual; some are brief and spontaneous, while others may last a lifetime. Some 
of these relationships, we hope, have involved people from different cultures. 

Interpersonal relationships between people from different cultures ca n be difficult 
to understand and describe because of the contrasts in culturally based expectations 
about the nature of interpersonal communication. However, regardless of the cultures 
involved or the circumstances surrounding the relationship's formation, there is always 
some sort of bond or social connection that links or ties the people to one another. The 
participants may be strangers, acquaintances, friends, romantic partners, or family or 
kinship members. Each relationship carries with it certain expectations for appropriate 
behaviors that are anchored within spe<:ific cultures. People in an intercultural relation
ship, then, may define their experiences very differently and may have dissimilar expec
ta tions; for example, a stranger to someone from o ne culture may be called a friend by 
someone from another culture. 

Strangers You will undoubtedly talk to ma.ny thousands of people in your lifetime. and 
most of them will be strangers to you. But what exactly is a stranger? Certainly, a stranger 
is someone whom )'OU do not know and who is therefore unfamiliar to you. But is some
one always a stranger the first time you meet? How about the second time, or the third? 
What about the people you talked with several times, although the conversation was 
restricted to the task of seating you in a restaurant or pricing )'Our groceries, so names 
were never actually exchanged? AIe these people strangers to you? Your answers to these 
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questions, like so many of the ideas described in this book, depend on what you have 
been taught by your culture. 

In the United States, for instance, the social walls that are erected between strangers 
may not be as thick and impenetrable as they are in some collectivistic cultures. European 
Americans, who are often fiercely individualistic as a cultural group, may not have devel
oped the strong ingroup bonds that would promote separation from outsiders. Among 
the Greeks, however, who hold collectivistic values, the word for "non-Greek" translates 
as "stranger:' 

Even in the United States, the distinction between stranger and nonstranger is an 
important one; young children are often taught to be afraid of people they do not know. 
Compare, howe\'er, a U.S. American's reaction toward a stranger with that of a Korean in 
a similar situation. In Korea, which is a family_dominated collectivist culture, a stranger is 
anyone to whom you have not been formally introduced. Strangers in Korea are "non
persons" to whom the rules of politeness and social etiquette simply do not apply. Thus, 
Koreans may jostle you on the street without apologizing or, perhaps, even noticing. 
However, once you have been introduced to a Korean, or the Korean anticipates in other 
ways that he or she may have an ongoing interpersonal relationship with you, elaborate 
politeness rituals are required. 

Acquaintances An acquaintance is someone you know, but only casually. Therefore, inter
actions tend to be on a superficial level. The social bonds that link acquaintances are very 
slight. Acquaintances will typically engage in social politeness rinials, such as greeting one 
another when first meeting or exchanging small talk on topics generally viewed as more 
impersonal such as the weather, hobbies, fashions, and sports. But acquaintances do not 

An equally perplexing experience for me was the reaction of most us. Americans to my family back
ground.1 come from a fairly large extended family with some history of polygyny. Polygyny is the 
union between a man and two or more wives. (Polygamy, a more general term, refers to marriage 
among several spouses, including a man who marries more than one wife or a woman who marries 
more than one husband.) Polygyny is an accepted and respected marriage form in traditionallgbo 
society. Myfather, Chief Clement Muoghalu Nwosu, had two wives. My paternal grandfather, Chief 
Ezekwesili Nwosu, was married to four. My great grandfather, Chief Odoji, who also married four wives, 
was the chief priest and custodian of traditional religion In my town, Umudioka town, a small rural 
community in Anambra State of the Federal Republic of Nigeria .... 

The traditional economic structure in Igbo society dictated this familial arrangement whereby a 
man would have more than one spouse and produce several children, who would then assist him with 
farm work, which is regarded as the fiber and glue of economic life in traditionallgbo society. Each wife 
and her own children live in a separate home built by the husband. Each wife is responsible forthe 
upkeep of her immediate family, with support from her husband. 
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.Th~ Italian men r;hare a friendly momml of 
conwn.atlon.ln every culture, expectations "bout 
r;ociat bffiavion "re. inflUml:M by a se.t d rules. 

typically confide in one another about personal 
problems or discuss priV<lIe concerns. Of course, the 
topics appropriate for small talk, which do not 
include personal and private issues, will differ froOl 
one culture to another. Among European Americans, 
it is perfectly appropriate 10 ask a male acquaintance 
about his wife; in the United Arab Emirates, it 
would be a major breach of social etiquette to do so. 
In New Zealand, il is appropriate to talk about 
national and international politics; i.n Pakistan, these 
and similar topics should be avoided. In Austria, 
discussi.ons about money and religion are typically 
sidestepped; elsewhere. acquaintances may well be 
asked "personal" questions about their income and 
family background. 

Friends As with many of the other terms that 
descnbe interpersonal relationships,friend is a com
mon expression that refers to Olany different types 
of relationships. "Good friends," "close friends;' and 
~just friends" are all commonly used e:l."pressions 
among U.S. Americans. Generally speaking, a friend 
is someone you know .... -en, someone you like, and 
someone with whom you feel a close personal bond. 
A friendship usually includes higher levels of inti
macy, self-disclosure, involvement, and intensity 
than does acquaintanceship. In many ways, friends 
can be thought of as close acquaintances. 

Unlike kinships, friendships are voluntary, 
even though many friendships start because the 
participants have been thrust together in some way. 
Because they are voluntary, friendships usually oc
cur between people who see themselves as similar 
in some important ways and who belong to the 
same social class. 

European American friendships tend to be very 
compartmentalized because they are based o n a 
shared activity, event, or experience. The European 
American can study with one friend, play racquet

ball with another, and go to the movies with a third. As suggested in Chapter 4, this pattern 
occurs because European Americans typically classify people according to what they do or 
have achieved rather than who they are. Relations among European Americans are therefore 
fragmented, and they view themselves and others as a romposite of distinct interests. 

The Thai are likely to react more to the other person as a whole and will avoid forming 
friendships with those whose values and behaviors are in some way deemed undesirable. 1 

Unlike friendships in the United States, in Thailand a friend is accepted completely or not 
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at all; a person cannot disapprove of some aspect of another's political beliefs or personal 
life and still consider her or him to be a friend. Similarly, the Chinese typically have fewer 
friends than European Americans do, but Chinese friends expect one another to be 
involved in all aspects of their lives and to spend much of their free time together. Friends 
are expected to anticipate others' needs and to provide unsolicited advice about what to 
do. These differing expectations can cause serious problems as a Chinese and a European 
American emhark on the development of what each see.~ as a "friendship.,,2 

John Condon has noted that the language people use to describe their interper
sonal relationships often reflects the underlying cultural values about their meaning 
and importance. Thus, Condon says, friendships among European Americans are 
expressed by terms such as friends, allies, and neighbors, all of which reflect an individ
ualistic cultural value. However, among African Americans and some Southern whites, 
closeness between friends is expressed by such terms as brother, sister, or cousin, sug
gesting a collectivist cultural value. Mexican terms for relationships, like the cultural 
values they represent, are similar to those of African Americans. Thus, when European 
Americans and Mexicans speak of close friendships , the former will probably use a 
word such as partner, which suggests a voluntary association, whereas Mexicans may 
use a word such as brother or sister, which suggests a lasting bond that is beyond the 
control of anyone person.3 

As interpersonal relationships move from initial acquaintance to close friendship, five 
types of changes in perceptions and behaviors will probably occur. First, friends interact 
more frequently; they talk to each other more often, for longer periods of time, and in more 
varied senings than acquaintances do. Second, the increased frequency of interactions 
means t.~at friends wi!! have more knowledge about ,md shared experiences with each other 
than will acquaintances, and this unique common ground will probably develop into a 
private communication code to refer to ideas, objects, and experiences that are exclusive to 
the relationship. Third, the increased knowledge of the other person's motives and typical 
behaviors means that there is an increased ability to predict a friend's reactions to common 
situations. The powerful need to reduce uncertainty in the initial stages of relationships, 
which we discuss in greater detail later in this chapter, suggests that acquaintanceships are 
unlikely to progress to friendships without the ability to predict the others' intentions and 
expectations. Fourth, the sense of "we-ness" increases among friends. Friends often feel that 
their increased investment of time and emotional commitment to the relationship creates a 

She ~w Mma Seconyana standing outside her front door, a brown paper bag in her hand. As she 
parked the tiny white van at the edge of the road, she noticed the older woman watching her. This 
was another good sign. It was a traditional Botswana pursuit to watch other people and wonder 
what they were up to; this modern habit of indifference to others was very hard to understand. If 
you watched people, then it was a sign that you cared about them, that you were not treating them 
as complete strangers. Again, it was all a question of manners. 

- Alexander MQa/1 Smlrfl 
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sense of interdependence, so that individual goals and interests are affected by and linked to 
each person's satisfaction with the relationship. Finally, close friendships are chamcterized 
by a heightened sense of caring, commitment, trust, and emotional attachment to the other 
person, so that the people in a friendship view it as something special and unique.4 

Intercultural friendships can vary in a variety of ways: whom a person selects as a 
friend , how long a friendship lasts, the prerogatives and responsibilities of being a friend, 
the number of friends Ihat a person prefers to ha\'e, and even how lo ng a relationship 
must develop before it becomes a friendship. African American friends, for instance, 
expect to he able to confront and crit icize one another, sometimes in a loud and argu
mentati\-e manner.s Latinos, Asian Americans, and African Americans feel that it takes 
them, on the average, about a year for an acquaintanceship to develop into a close friend
ship, whereas European Americans feel that it takes o nly a few months.6 For intercultural 
friendships to be successful, therefore, they may require an informal agreement between 
the friends about each of these aspects for the people involved to have shared expecta
tions about appropriate behaviors. 

Romantic Pa rtners The diversity of cultural norms that govern romantic relationships 
is an excellent example of the wide range of cultural expectations. Consider, fo r instance, 
the eno rmous differences in cultural beliefs, val ues, norms, and social practices about 
love, romance, dating, and marriage. 

Among European Americans, dating usually occurs for romance and companion 
ship. A dating relationship is not viewed as a serious commitment that will necessa ri ly, or 
even probably, lead to an engagement. If they choose to do so, couples will marry because 

• Fri~ndshlps are often baSfll on common interests and experiences, as these bicyclists 
know. SomHimes, however, differences in cultural patt~s may cause d iffKulties in 
managing Interpl!!'l'SOflal r!!latiomhips. 
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of love and affection for each other. Allhough family members may be consulted before a 
final decision is made, the choice to marry is made almost exclusively by the couples 
themselves. 

In Argentina and Spain, dating is taken more seriously. Indeed, dating the same per
son more than twice may mean that the relationship will lead toan engagement and, ulti
mately, marriage. Yet engagements in these Spanish-speaking cultures typically last a long 
time and may extend over a period of years, as couples work, save money, and prepare 
themselves financiaUy for marriage. 

In contrast, casual dating relationships and similar opportunities for romantic ex
pression among unmarrled individuals are still quite rare in India; marriages there are 
usually arranged by parents, typically with the consent of the oouple. So when a European 
American couple-fri ends of the bride's family- was invited to a wedding in India, they 
brought their I4-year-old daughter. The day before the wedding, at the bride's home, a 
group of girls was seated tightly on a large bed in the parents' bedroom. E.'tcept for the 
European American, all the girls were Indian. Their conversation was raucous and ram
bling. As it turned to the topic of marriage--as such conversations often do at a wed
ding- the Indian girls chattered away about whom they hoped their parents might pick 
to be their husbands. Taken aback by the notion of an arranged marriage. the European 
American girl asserted her individualism, declared that she would find her OWl! husband, 
and announced that she would make these choices without allY intervention from her 
parents. The Indian girls initially reacted quizzically to this strange pronouncement; then, 
as its implications slowly sank in, they displayed looks of puzzlement. astonishment, con
cern, and finally fear. One of the girls asked, "Aren't your parents even going to help you?" 
To the Indian girls, it was unfathomable that they would have to select their life-partners 
without the help of parents and other elders. 

Similar patterns of familial involvement can also be found in Muslim cultures, where 
marriage imposes great obligations and responsibilities on the famil ies of the couple. In 
Algeria, for instance, a ma.rriage is seen as an important link between families, not indi
viduals; consequently, the select ion of a spouse may require the approval of the entire 
extended family. In Indonesia, the opportunities for men and women to be together, 
particularly in unchaperoned settings, are much more restricted. 

In both India and Algeria, romantic love is believed to be something that devdops af
ter marri~ge , not before. Even in Colombia. where, because of changes in customs and 
cultural practices, arranged marriages are no longer fashionable, the decision to get mar
ried requires family approval. Yet research by Stanley Gaines on the nature of intercul
tural romantic relationships found a great deal of similarity in the communicat ion across 
cultures.7 

Family Family or kinship relationships are also characterized by large cultural varia
tions. Particularly important to the development of intercultural relationships are these 
factors: how the family is defined, or who is considered to be a member of the family; the 
formality of roles and behavioral expectations for particular family members; and the 
importance of the family in social relationships and personal decisions. 

Among European Americans, and even among members of most European cul
tures, family life is primarily confined to interactions among the mother, father, and 
children. Households usually include just these family members, though the extended 
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family unit also includes grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins. Though the 
amount and quality of inte raction am ong extended family members will vary greatly 
from famil y to family, members of the extended famil y rarely live toge ther in the 
same household or take an active part in the day-to-day lives of the nuclear family 
membe rs. 

Family relationships in other cultures can be quite different. Among Latinos, for 
instance, the extended family is very important.8 Sim~a rl y, in India the extended family 
dominates; grandparents, aunts, uncles, and many other relatives may live together in one 
household. Families in India include people who would be called second or third ooLlSins in 
the European American fu mily, and the unmarried siblings of th05e who have become 
family members through marriage may also be included in the hou>ehold. These Ufamily 
members" would rarely be defined as such in the typical European American family. Among 
Native Anlericans, family refers to all members of the d an.9 No particular pattern of family 
relationships can be said to typify the world 's cultures. Many Arab families, for instance, 
incl ude multiple generations of the male line. Oft en three generations---grandparents, 
married sons and their wives, and unmarried children- will live together under one roof. 
Among certain cultural groups in Ghana, however, just the opposite pattern can be found; 
families have a matrilineal organization, and the family inheritance is passed down through 
the wife's fumily rather than the husband's. 

Expected role behaviors and responsibilities also vary among cultures. In Argentina, 
family roles are very clearly defined by social custom; the wife is expected to raise the 
children, manage the household, and show deference to the husband. In India, the oldest 
male son has specific family and rdigious obligations that are not requirements for other 
sons in the same family. Languages sometimes reflect these specialiltd roles. In China, for 
example, 

[aJ sister-in-law is called by various names. depending on whether she i5the older brother's 
wife, the younger brother's wife, or the wife's sister. Aunts, uncles, and ooosins art named in 
the same way. Thus, a father's sister is ~ Iru,n a mother's sister is ~yi," an uncle's wife is~shen,· 
and 500n.1O 

Families also differ in their influence over a person's social networks and decis ion 
making. In some cultures, the famil y is the primary means through wh ich a person's 
social life is mainlained. In o thers, such as among European America ns, fam~ies are 
almost peripheral to the social networks that are established. In the more collectivist 
cultures such as Japan , Korea, and China, fumil ies playa pivotal role in making decisions 
fo r children, including the cho ice of university, profession, and even marital partner. In 
mntnst, in individualistic cultures, where children are taught from their earliest years to 
make their own decisions, a characteristic of "good parenting" is to allow children to 
"learn for themseh~" the consequences of their own actions. 

The increasing number of people creating intercultural families, in which husband and 
wife represent different cultural backgrounds, poses new challenges fur famil y communica
tion. Often, the children in these fumilies are raised in an intercultural household that is 
dtaracterized by some blending of the original culnlres. Differences in the expectations of 
appropriate social roles--of wife and husband, son and daughter, older and }Uunger child, 
or husband's parents and wife's parents--require a knowledge of and sensitivity to the 
varying influences of culture on family communication. 
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• 8eGiluse culture influences eJ(~tations about appropriate and effect ive behaviors, 
inten::ultural families may need to pay 11lQ~ anention to the negotiation of their 
~Iationshlp rules. 

Dimensions of Interpersonal Relationships 
People throughout the world use at least three primary dimensions to interpret interpersonal 
communication messages: control, affiliation, and activation. II 

Control Control involves status or social dominance. We have control to the extent that 
we have the power and prestige to influence the events around us. Depending on the 
culture, control can be communicated by a variety of behaviors, including touching, 
looking, talking, and the use of space. Supervisors, for instance, are more likely to touch 
their subordinates than vice versa. In many cultures, excessive looking behaviors are 
viewed as attempts to ~stare down" the other person and are usually seen as an effort to 
exert interactional control. Similarly, high-power individuals seek and are usually given 

I remember asking a twenty-year-old student in economics at Delhi University ... if she loved the 

childhood friend her parents had decided she should marry. "That's a very diffICult question: she 
answered. "1 don't know. This whole concept of love is very alien to us. We're more practical. I don't 

see stars, I don't hear little bells. But he's a very nice guy, and I think I'm going to enjoy spending my 
life with him. Is that love?" She shrugged. 

- Ell5abeth fJumNkr 
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more personal space and a larger territory to control than their low-power counterparts. 
Of course, many of these same behaviors, when used in a different context, could also in
dicate other aspects of the interpersonal relationship. Excessive eye contact, for example, 
might not be an indication of power; it may merely mean that the two individuals are 
deeply in love. Usually, however, there are other situational cues that can be used to help 
interpret the behaviors correctly. 

Control is often conveyed by the specific names or titles used to address another 
person. Do you address physicians, teachers, and friends by their first names, or do you 
say Doctor, Professor, or Mr. or Ms.? In Malaysia and many other places, personal names 
are rarely used among adults because such use might imply that the other person has 
little social status. Instead, 

a shortened form or a pet name is often used if a kin term is not appropriate. Tbis is to 
avoid showing disrespect, since it is understood that the more familiar the form of address 
to a perwn, the more socially junior or wlimportant he must be regarded. 12 

In cultures that are very attuned to status differences among people, such as Japan, 
Korea, and Indonesia, the language system requires distinctions based on people's degree 
of social dominance. In Indonesia, for instance, 

the Balinese speak a language which reflects their caste, a tiered system where (like the 
Javanese) at each level their choice of words is governed by the social relationship between 
the two people having a conversation. ll 

Intercultural communication is often characterized by an increased tendency to 
misinterpret nonverbal control and status cues. In both the United States and Germany, 
for instance, private offices on the top floors and at the corners of most major businesses 
are reserved for the highest-ranking officials and executives; in France, executives 
typically prefer an office that is centrally located, in the middle of their subordinates if 
possible, in order to stay informed. and to control the flow of activities. Thus, the French 
may infer that the Germans are too isolated and the Germans that the French are too 
easily interrupted to manage their respective organizations well. 

To exit a marriage in Bali leaves a person alone and unprotected in ways that are almost impossible 
for a Westemer to imagine. The Balinese family unit, enclosed within the walls of a family compound, 
is merely everything-four generations of siblings, cousins. parents, grandparents and children all 
living together in a series of small bungalows surrounding the family temple, taking care of each 
other from birth to death. The family compound is the source of strength, financial security, health 
care, day care, education and- most important to the Balinese-spiritual connection. 

The family compound is so vital that the Balinese think of it as a single, living person. The 
population ur a Balinese village is traditionally counted not by the number or individuals, but by 
the number of compounds. The compound is a self-sustaining universe. So you don't leave it. 

- Elizabeth Gilbert 
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Affiliation Members of a culture use affi liation to interpret the d egree o f friendli
ness, liking, social warmth, or immediacy that is being communicated. Affiliation is an 
evaluative component that indicates a person's willingness to approach or avoid others. 
Albert Mehrabian suggests that we approach those people and things we like and we 
avoid or move away from those we do notlike.14 Consequently, affiliative behaviors are 
those that convey a sense of closeness, communica te interpersonal warmth and accessi
bility, and encourage others to approach. 

Affiliation can be expressed through eye contact, open body stances, leaning for
ward, close physical proximity, touching, smiling, a friendly tone of voice, and o ther 
communication behaviors. Edward Hall has called those cultures that display a high 
degree of affi liation ~ high -contacl'~ cultures; those that display a low level are called 
~low-contact" cultures. 1 ~ 

Compared with low-contact cultures, members of high-contact cultures tend to stand 
closer, touch more, and have fewer barriers, such as desks and doors, to separate them
selves £rom others. High-contact cultures. which are generally located in warmer climates, 
include many of the cultures in South America, Latin America, southern Europe, and the 
Mediterranean region; most Arab cultures; and Indonesia. Low-contact cultures. which 
tend to be located in colder climates. include the Japanese, Chinese, U.S. Americans, 
Canadians. and northern Europeans. One explanation for these climate-related differences 
is that the harshness of cold -weather climates forces people to live and work closely with 
one another in order to survive, and some cultures have compensated for this forced 
togetherness by de\'eloping norms that enco urage greater distance and privacy.16 

Activation Activation refers to the ways people react to the world around them . Some 
people seem very quick, excitable, energetic, and lively; others value calmness, peaceful
ness, and a sense of inner control. Your perception of the degree of activity that another 
person exhibits is used to evaluate that person as fast or slow, active or inactive, swift or 
sluggish, relaxed or tense, and spirited o r deliberate. 

Cultures differ in what they consider acceptable and appropriate levels of activation 
in a conversation. For instance, among many of the black tribes of southern Africa, loud 
talking is considered inappropriate. Similarly, among Malaysians, 

too milch talk and forcefulness on the part of an adult speaker is disapproved .... A lerse, 
harmonious delivery is admired .... The same values--of evenness and restraint- hold for 
Malay interpersonal relations generally. Thus Malay village conversation makes lit tle use of 
paralinguistic devices such as fucial expression, body movement, and speech tone .... 
Malays are nOI highly emotive people. 17 

Thais., like Malays, often dampen or moderate their level of responsiveness. As 

John Feig suggests, 

Thais have a tendency to neutralize all emotions; even in a very happy moment, there is 
always the underlying feeling: J don't want to be too happy now or [ might be corre
spondingly sad later; too milch laughter loday may lead to too many lears tomorrow. IS 

Iranians tend to have the opposite reaction, as they are often very emotionally expressive 
in their conversations. Particularly when angry, a man's conversation may consist of behav
iors such as "turning red, invoking religious oaths, proclaiming his injustices for all to hear, 
and allowing himselfto be held back:'l'} 
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European Americans are probably near the midpoint of this dimension. Compared 
to the Japanese, for instance, European Americans tend to be fairly active and expressive 
in their conversations. As Harvey Taylor suggested: 

An American's forehead and eyebrows are constantly in motion as he speaks, and these mo
tions express the inner feelings behind the wurds. The "blank,~ tlt'arly motionless Japan.-se 
forehead reveals very Uttle of the J~ panese person's inner fee lings 10 the American (but not 
nec:essarily to the Japanese). Therefore the American feels that the Japanese is not really 
interested in the conversation or (wurse yet) that the Japanese is hiding the truth.1O 

Compared to Jordanians, Iranians, African Americans, and Latinos, however, European 
Americans are passive and reserved in conversational expressiveness. 

It is useful once again to remind you that all beliefs, values, norms, and social practices 
lie on a continuum. How a particular characterist ic is displayed or perceived in a specific 
culture is interpreted against the culture with which it is being compared. Thus it is possi
ble for an African American to seem very active and emotionally expressive to the Japanese 
but quite calm and emotionally inexpressive to the Kuwaitis. 

Dynamics of Interpersonal Relationships 
Interpersonal relationships are dynamic. That is, they are continually changing, as they 
are pushed and puUed by the ongoing tugs of past experiences, present circumstances, 
and future expectations. 

One useful way 10 think about re lational dynamics is to view people in interpersonal 
relationships as continually attempting to maintain their balance amidst changing 
circumstances. To illustrate, imagine that you and your partner are attempting to do a 
common dance routine such as a co untry line dance, a tango, or a waltz. Now imagine 
that you are dancing aboard a ship at sea: the floor rises and falls to the pulsing of the 
waves; uneven electrical power makes the music speed up and slow down; and your 
partner wants to add graceful variations to the typical sequence of steps. Your efforts to 
slay "in rhythm" and coordinate your movements with the music and with your partner 
are analogous to the adaptations that people must continually make to the ongoing 
dynamics of interpersonal relationships. 

Leslie Baxter suggests that the changing dynamics in interpersonal relationships are 
due to people's attempts to mainlain a sense of "balance" among opposing and seemingly 
contradictory needs. These basic contradictions in relationships, called "dialectics," create 
ongoing tensions thai affect the way people connect to one another. 21 Three dialectics have 
been identified as important in interpersonal relationships: autonomy-connection, 
novelty-predictability, and openness-closedness. Each of the dialectics has corresponding 
cultural-level components. 

The autonomy-conne<.tion diale<.tic is perhaps the most central source of tensions in 
interpersonal relationships. Individuals inevitably vary, at different moments oftheir inter
personal relationships, in the extent to which they want a sense of separation from others 
(autonomy) and a feeling of attachment to others (connection). Note the word aud in the 
previous sentence; both types of interpersonal needs, though they may seem contradictory, 
occur simultaneously. As we implied in our discussions of individualism-collectivism in 
Chapter 5, a culture teaches its members both the "correct" range of autonomy and connection 
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I was In Mexico a couple of years ago and worked quite closely with a Mexican colleague who was 
very helpful. Now he Is working here in New York on a six-month placement, but we are not working 
on the same project. He seems to be having some problems genlng authorization fO( some of our 
systems, but I have a target to meet and if I spend time helping him I'm going to end up behind 
schedule myself. He also expects us to lunch together most days, but I usually Just have a sandwkh 
at my desk,. and he wants to make arrangements fO( after work when I have other things to do. He 

needs to learn to stand on his own two feet . 

and how these should be expressed when oommunicaling with others. Thus, while the 
general level of autonomy desired by someone from an individualistic culture may be rela
tively high, one's specific needs for autonomy and connection will vary across time and 
relationships. 

The novelty- predictability dialectic relates to people's desire for change and stabil
ity in their interpersonal relationships. All relationships require moments of novelty and 
excitement, or they will be emotionally dead. The y also require a sense of predictability, 
or they will be chaotic. The novelty-pred ictability dialectic refers to the dynamic tensions 
betwccn these opposing needs. The cultural dimension of uncertainty avoidance provides 
a way of understanding the general range of novelty and predictability that people desire. 
At specific moments within each relationship, however, individuals can vary in their 
preferences for novelty and predictability. 

The openne;s .... dosedness dialectic relates to people's desire to share or withhold per
sonal information. To some extent, openness and self.disclosure are necessary to establish 
and maintain relational doseness and intimacy. However, privacy is an equally important 
need; the desire to establish and maintain boundaries is basic to the human condition. For 
instance, a person may be open to interpersonal contact at certain moments, or with specific 
individuals, or about certain topics. There will also be times when that person may want to 
shut the office door or find another way to lessen the degree of interpersonal contact. The 
openness.-dosedness dialectic operates not only within a relationship but also in decisions 
about the public presentation of the relationship to others. Individuals in interpersonal 
relationships must oontinually negotiate what kinds of information about their relation
ship they want to reveal or withhold from others. Several cultural dimensions may affect 
openness-dosedness. Collectivist cultures, for instance, with their tightly knit ingroups and 
relatively large social distances from outgroups, typically encourage openness within the 
ingroup and dosedness to outgroup members. Alternatively, cultures that value large power 
distances may expect openness within interpersonal relationships to be asymmetric, such 
that those relatively lower in social status are expected to share personal information with 
their superiors. 

Each of these relational dialectics, and others as well, contributes to a dynamically 
changing set of circumstances that affect what people e.~peet, want, and communicate in 
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interpe rsonal relationships. As the follo wing section explains, how people in interper
sonal relationships maintain an appropriate balance among Ihese dialectics relales to 
their maintenance of fa ce. 

The Maintenance of Face in Interpersonal Relationships 
A very important concept for understanding interpersonal communication among people 
from different cultures is Ihat of face, or the public expre;sion of the inner self. Erving 
Goffman defined face as the fa vorable social impression that a person wants others to have 
of him or her.22 Face therefore involves a claim for respect and dignity from others. 

The definition of face suggests that it has three impo rtant characteristics. First, face is 
social. This means that face is not what an individual thinks of himself or herself but 
rather how that person wants others to regard his or her worth . Face therefore refers to 
the public or social image of an individual that is held by others. Face, then, always occurs 
in a relational setting. Because it is social, one can only gain or lose face through actions 
that are known to others. The most heroic deeds, or the most bestial ones, do not affect a 
perso n's fa ce if they are done in complete anonymity. Nor can fa ce be claimed indepen
dent of the social perceptions of others. For instance, the statement "No matter what my 
teachers think of me, I know I am a good student" is not a statement about fa ce. Because 
face has a social component, a claim for face would occur only when the student conveys 
to others the idea that teachers should acknowledge her or his status as a good student. In 
this sense, the conce~1 of face is only meaningful when considered in relation to others in 
the social network. 2 Consequently, it differs from such psychological concepts as self
esteem or pride, which ca n be claimed for oneself independently of others and can be 
increased or decreased either individually or socially. 

Second, face is an impression, which may or may not be shared by all , that may differ 
from a person's self-image. People's claims for face, therefore, are not requests to know 
what others actually think about them; inslead, they are solicitations from others o f 
favorable expressions about them. To maintain face, people want others to act toward 
them with respect, regardless of their "real " tho ughts and impressio ns. Thus, face mainle
nance involves an expectation that people will act as though the others are appreciated 
and admired. 

Third, face refers only to the favorable social attributes that people want others to 
acknowledge. Unfavorable attributes, of course, are not what others are expeCled to 
admire. However, cultures may differ in the behaviors that are highly valued , and they 
may have very different expectations, o r norms, for whal are considered to be desirable 
face behaviors. 

Types of Face Needs 
Penelope Brown and Stephen Levinson extended Goffinan's ideas by proposing a universal 
model of social politeness. 24 They poinled oul that, regardless of their culture, all people 
have face and a desire to maintain and even gain more of it. Face is maintained through 
the use of various politeness ri tuals in social interactions, as people try to balance the 
competing goals of task efficiency and relationship harmony.15 Tae-Seep Lim suggests that 
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It tumed out that Saba had had no cash on him for the oranges. He'd written Mr. Nguyen a check 
and Mr. Nguyen had asked for an 10. "He wants to see my Iicense; Saba bellowed in Farsi. "Almost 
two years we've bought his damn fruits and put money in his pocket and the son of a dog wants to 
see my license!" 

"Saba, it's not personal; I said, smiling at the Nguyens. "They're supposed to ask for an 10." 
"I don't want you here; Mr. Nguyen said, stepping In front of his wife. He was pointing at Saba with 

his cane. He turned to me. "You're nice young man but your father, he's crazy. Not welcome anymore." 
"Does he think I'm a thief?" Saba said, his voice rising. People had gathered outside. They were 

staring. 'What kind of a country is this? No one trusts anybody!-
-I call1Xllice: Mrs. Nguyen said, poking out her face. -You get out or I call police.· 
· Please, Mrs. Nguyen, don't call the police. I'll take him home. Just don't call the police, okay? 

Please?" 
·Yes, you take him home. Good Idea; Mr. Nguyen said. His eyes, behind his wire-rimmed bifo

cals, never left Saba. lied Saba through the doors. He kicked a magazine on his way out. After I'd 
made him promise he wouldn't go back in, I retumed to the store and apologized to the Nguyens. 
Told them my father was going through a difficult time. I gave Mrs. Nguyen our telephone number 

and address, and told herto get an estimate for the damages. · Please call me as soon as you know. 
I'll pay for everything, Mrs. Nguyen. I'm so sorry." Mrs. Nguyen took the sheet of paper from me and 
nodded. I saw her hands were shaking more than usual, and that made me angry at Saba, his caus
ing an old woman to shake like that. 

"My father is still adjusting to life in America; I said, by way of explanation. 
I wanted to tell them that, in Kabul, we snapped a tree branch and used it as a credit card. Hassan 

and I would take the wooden stick to the bread maker. He'd carve notches on our stick with his knife, 
one notch for each loaf of noon he'd pull for us from the tandoots roaring flames. At the end of the 
month, my father paid him forthe number of notches on the stick. That was it. No questions. No 10. 

- Khaled H:me/nl 

there are three kinds of face needs: the need for control, the need for approval, and the 
need for admiration.26 We now describe these three universal face needs. 

The Need for Control Cont rol face is concerned with individual requirements for 
freedom and personal authority. It is related to people's need for others to acknowledge 
their individual autonomy and self-sufficiency. As Lim suggests, it involves people's 

image that they are in control of their own filte, that is, they have the virtues of a full-fledged, 
mature, and responsible adult. This type of fuel' includes such values as "independent,W 
"in control 01 sell;' "initiative," "mature," "composed," "reliable," and "self-sufficient: When 
pen;o/lS claim these values for themselves, they w,mt to be self-governed and free from 
othen;' interference, control, or imposition.27 

The claim for control face, in other words, is embodied in the desire to have freedom 

of action. 
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The Need for Approval Approval face is concerned with individual requi rements for 
affiliation and social contact. It is related to people's need for others to acknowledge their 
fri endliness and honesty. This type of face is si milar to what the Chinese call Uen,28 or 
the integrity of moral character, the loss of which makes it impossible for a person to 
function appropriately within a social group. As Hsien Chin Hu relates, 

A simple case of lim-losing is afforded by the aperiena of an American traveler in the 
interior of China. In a little village she had made a deal with a peasant to use his donkey 
for trnnsportation. On the d~y agreed upon the owner appeared only to declare that his 
donkey was not available, the lady would have to wait one day. Yet he would not allow her 
to hire another animal, booIuse she had consented to use his ass. Thf)' argued back and 
forth first in the inn, then in the courtyard; a crowd gathered around them, ~s each stated 
his point of VK>w over and over again. No comment was made, but some of the older 
people shook their he~ds and muttered something, the peasant gelt ing more and more 
excited all the time trying to prove his right. Finally he turned and left the place without 
any more arguments, and the American was free to hire another beast The man had felt 
the d isapproval of the group. The condemnation of his community of his al1empt to take 
advantage of the plight of the trnveler made him feel he had ~ lost lim. · :19 

Liell is maintained by acting wi th good jell, the Chinese term for "ma n." As Francis 
Hsu explains: 

Whw the Chinese say of .so-and-so -w pu shih jm" (he is not jell), ther do not mean that 
this person is not a human animal; inste~d they mean that his behwior in relation to 
other human beings is not acceptable."JO 

Hsu regards the term jell as s imilar in meaning 10 the Yiddish term mel/sll, which 
refers to a good human being who is kind, ge nerous, decent, and upright. Such an indi
vidual should therefore be admired fo r his or her noble cha racter. As Leo Rosten says of 
th is term, 

It is hard to convey the speda1 sense of fl'spe<:t, dignity, approbation, that !;an be conveyed 
by calling someone "a real men5h. - ... The most withering comment one might make on 
someone's character or conduct is: "He is not (did not act like) a me:rsh." ... The key to 
being ~a real mensh" is nothing less tban- d\.arncler: reailUde, dignity, a sense of what is 
right , responsible, decorous. Many a poor man, many an ignorant man, is a memh. l l 

Thus, approval face reflects the desire to be treated with respect and dignity. 

The Need for Admiration Admiration face is co ncerned wi th individual needs for 
d isplays of respect from others. It is related to people's need for others to acknowledge 
their talents and accomplishments. This type of face is similar to what the Chinese call 
mien-tzu, or prest ige acquired through success and social standing. One's miell-tzu 

is built up through high position, wealth, power, ability, through devuly establishing s0-

cial ties to a number of prominent people, as well as through avoidance of acts that would 
cause unfavorable comment . .. . All persons growing up in any community haw the same 
daim to liell, an honest, decent "face"; but their miell-tzu will differ .... ith the status of the 
family, personal ties, ego's ability to impress people, etc.n 

Thus, admiration face involves the need for others to acknowledge a person's success, 
capabilities, reputa tion, and accomplishments. 
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Facework and Interpersonal Communication 

The term facewor k refers to the actions people take to deal with their own and others' 
fa ce needs. Ereryday actions that impose on another, such as requests, warnings, com
pliments. criticisms, apologies, and even praise, may jeopardize the face of one or more 
participants in a communicati\~ act. Ordinarily, say Brown and Levinson, 

people cooperat", (and assum", f;';1ch other's cooperation) in maintaining fa,;", in int",raction, 
such cooper.ltion being based on the mutual vulnerability of face. That is, normaHy every
on""s liK'" depends on ev"'ryone else's being maintained, and since people can be expected to 
defend their faces if threatened, and in defending their own to threaten others' fuces, it is in 
genero] in every partkipant's best interest to maintain each others' face. H 

The degree to which a given set of actions may pose a potential threat to one or more 
aspects of people's face depends o n three characteristics of the relationship.34 First, the 
potential for face threats is associated with the control dimension of interpersonal commu
nication. Relationships in which there are large po ....... r or status differences among the par
ticipants have a great potential for people's actions to be interpreted as face-threa tening. 
Within a large organization, for instance, a verbal disagreement between a manager and 
her employees will have a greater potential to be perceived as face-threatening than will an 
identical disagreement among employees who are equal in seniority and status. 

Second, face-threat potentia] is associated with the affiliation dimension of interper
sonal communication. That is, relationships in which participants have a large social dis
tance, and therefore less social familiarity, have a great potential for actions to be perceived 
as face-threatening. Thus, very dose family members may say things to one another that 
they would not tolerate from more distant acquaintances. Relat ionships where st rangers 
have no formal connection to one another but are, for example, simply waiting in line at the 
train station, the taxi stand, or the bank, may so metimes be seen as an exception to this 
general principie.35 As Ron ScoUon and Suzie Wong-Scollon suggest, "Westerners often are 
struck with the contrast they see between the highly polite and deferential Asians they meet 
in their business, educational, and governmental contacts and the rude, pushy, and aggres
sive Asians they meet on the subways of Asia's major cities."36 At many train stations in the 
People's Republic of China, for example, 

poop]", are not in the midst of members of their own community, so the drive to preserve 
face and ael with proper beh.wior is much lower. Passengers usually wait in wailing 
rooms until the a ttendant moves II barrier and they can cross the area between them and 
the tr.lin. The competit ion is quite fierce as passengers rush toward the tra in with their 
luggage, and they hn<e little regard for the safety of oth",r passeng"'rs. Often, feHow travel 
ers are injured by luggage, knocked to the ground, o r even pushed between the platform 
and th", train, where they fall to the traw.J7 

Third, face-threat potential is related to culture-specific evaluations that people make. 
That is, cultures may make unique assessments about the degree to which particular actions 
are inherently threatening to a person's face. Thus, certain actions within one culture may be 
regarded as face-threatening, whereas those same actions in another culture may be regarded 
as perfectly acceptable. In certain cultures, for instance, passing someone a bowl of soup with 
only one hand, or with one particular hand, may be regarded as an insult and therefore a 
threat to face; in other cultures, however,those same actions are perfectly acceptable. 
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Sne was Jolted by tne ringing of ner phone. It was Chen. There was traffic noise In tne 
background. 

"Where are you, Chief Inspector Chen?" 
"On my way home. I had a call from Party Secretary U. He Invites you to a Beijing Opera perfor

mance tnis evening." 
"Does Mr. LI want to d iscuss tne Wen case with mer 
"I'm not sure about that. The invitation is to demonstrate our bureau's attention to the case, and 

to you, our distlngulsned American guest· 
"Isn't It enougn to assign you to me?· sne said. 
"Well, in (nina, U's invitation gives more face." 
"Giving face-l 've neard only about losing face: 
"If you are a somebody, you give face by making a friendly gesture: 
"I see, like your visit to Gu. So I nave no choicer 
"Well, If you say no, Party Secretary U will lose face. The bureau will, too-Including me.· 
"Oh nol Yours is one face I have to save." She laughed. ""What shall I wear to the Beijing Opera?" 
"Beijing Opera Is not like Western opera. You don't have to dress fo rmally, but If you do-" 
"Then I'm giving face, too." 
"Exactly. Shall I pick you up at the hotel ?" 

Stella Ting_Toomey18 and Min-Sun Kim19 both suggest that cultural differences in 
individualism-<ollectivism affect the facework behaviors that people are likely to use. 
In indiv idualist cultures, concerns about message claril)' and preserving one's own face 
are more impo rta nt than maintaining the face of others, because tasks are more impo r
tant than relations hips, and individual autonomy must be preserved. Conseque ntly, 
direct, dominating, and co ntrolling f3 ce-negotiatio n strategies are co mmon, and there 
is a low degree of sensitivity to the face-threatening capabilities of particular messages. 
Conversely, in coll« tivist cultures, the mutua l p rese rvation of face is extremely impor
tant, because it is vital tha t peo ple be approved and admired by othe rs. Therefore, 
indirect , obliging, and smoothing face-negotiation strategies a.re common , direct con
fro ntations between peo ple are avoided , concern fo r the feelings o f others is he ight 
ened, and ordinary communication messages are seen as having a great face-threatening 
potential. 

Facework and Intercultural Communication 

Competent facework, which lessens the potential for specific actions to be regarded as 
face-threatening, encompasses a wide variety of communication behaviors. These behaviors 
may include apologies, excessive politeness, the narration of justifications or excuses, 
displays of deference and submission, the use of intermediaries or other avoidance strategies, 
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claims of common ground or the intention to act cooperatively, or the use of implication or 
indirect speech. The specific facework strategies a person uses, however, are shaped and 
modified by his or her culture. For instance, the Japanese and U.S. Americans have very 
different reactions when they realize that they have committed a face-threatening act and 
would like to restore the other's face. The Japanese prefer to adapt their messages to the 
social status of their interaction partners and provide an appropriate apology. They want to 
repair the damage, if possible, but without providing reasons lhat explain or justify their 
original error. Conversely, u.s. Americans would prefer to adapt their messages to the 
nature of the provocation and provide verbal justifications for their initial actions. They 
may use humor or aggression to divert attention from their actions but do not apologize for 
their original error.4lI 

As another example of culture-specific differences in facewo rk behaviors, consider the 
comments that are commonly appended to the report cards of high school students in the 
United States and in China. In the United States, evaluations of high school students 
include specific statements about students' strengths and weaknesses. In China, however. 
the high school report cards that are issued at the end of each semester never criticize the 
students directly; rather, teachers use indirect language and say " I wish that you would 
make more progress in such areas as ..... in order to save face while conveying his or her 
evaluations.41 

Facework is a central and enduring feature of all interpersonal relationsh ips. Facework 
is concerned with the communication activities that help to create, maintain, and sustain 
the connections between people. As Robyn Penman says: 

Facework is not something we do some of the time, it is !iOffiething that we uIl3'oQidably do 
all the time-it is the 'Oil' of our social selves. Th3t it is !;lIUed fu« 3nd fac:ework is wrious 
but not criti!;lll here. What is critkal is that the mechanism the !nbc] stands [for] seems to be 
as enduring as human social existern::e. In the very act of oommunicating with others wt' are 
inevitably oommenting on the other and our relationship with them. And in that oomment
ing we are maintaining or manging the identity of the other in Il'latioruhip to us. (2 

Improving Intercultural Relationships 

Competent interpersonal relationships among people from different cultures do not 
happen by accident. They occur as a result of the knowledge and perceptions people 
have about one ano ther, their motivations to engage in meaningful interactions, and 
their ability to communicate in ways that are regarded as appropriate and effective. To 
improve these interpersonal relat ionships. then, it is necessary to learn about and 
t.hereby reduce anxiety and uncertainty about people from other cultures, to share 
oneself with those people, and to handle the inevitable differences in perceptions and 
expectations that will OC'UT. 

learning about People from Other Cultures 
The need to know, to understand, and to make sense of the world is a fundamental neces
sity of life. Without a world that is somewhat predictable and that can be interpreted in a 
sensible and meaningful way, humankind wouJd not survive. 
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like many other newcomers to the Anglo world, I was struck by the elasticity of the English concept 

of 'friend; which could be applied to a wide range of relationships, from deep and close, to quite 
casual and superficial. this was In starK contrast to the Polish words prxyjaclel (male) and przy}acl6lka 
(female), which could only stand for exceptionally close and Intimate relationships. What struck me 
even more was the Importance of the concept embodied In the Polish word ko/edzy (female coun
terpart koletank; ) as a basic conceptual category defining human relations - quite unlike the 

relatively marginal concept encoded In the English word colleague, relevant only to professional 
elites.. It became clear to me that concepts such as'koledzy'('kofuankf) and 'przyjaciele'(Przyjaci6tki) 

(plural) organised the social universe quite differently from concepts such as'frlends: 

We ha\'e already suggested in Chapler 5 that bOlh individuals and cultures can differ 
in their need to reduce uncertainty and in the extent to which they can tolerate ambiguity 
and, therefore, in the means they select to adapt to the world. The human need to learn 
about others, to make sense of their actions, and to understand their beliefs, values, and 
behaviors has typically been studied under the general label of uncertainty reduction 
theory . .f3 This theory e.l:plains the like1ihood that people will seek out additional informa
tion about one another, but it deals primarily with the knowledge component of commu
nication competence. William B. Gudykunst has recently revised uncertainty reduction 
theory and renamed it anxiety/ uncertainty management theory.44 It now focuses more 
dearly on intercultural communication, incorporates the emotional or motivational 
component of intercultural competence, and emphasizes ways to cope with or manage 
the inherent tensions and anxieties that inevitably occur in many intercultural encoun
ters. In the sections that follow, we describe the components, causes. and consequences 
of uncertainty management behaviors and some strategies for reducing uncertainty in 
interpersonal relationships among people from different cultures. 

Components of Uncertainty and Anxiety Management Some degree of unpredictabil
ity exists in all inlerpersonal relationships, but it is typically much higher in intercultural 
interactions. There are two broad components involved in the management of uncertainty 
behaviors: uncertainty and anxiety. Uncer1 ainty refers to the extent to which a person lacks 
the knowledge, information, and ability to understand and predict the intentions and behav
iors of another. Anxic1)' refers to an individual's degree of emotional tension and her or his 
inability to cope with change, to live with stress, and to contend with vague and imprecise 
information. 

Uncertainty and an:tiety are influenced by culture. In Chapter 5, when we discussed 
Hofstede's value dimensions, we suggested that cultures differ in the extent to which they 
prefer or can cope with uncertainty. It should DOW be obvious that Hofstede's uncertainty 
avoidance dimension is re1ated to what is here being referred to as anxiety/uncer1ainty 
management. 
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. Competent intercultural tommunicatlon often leach to iI m:luction In ulKen.ainlyilnd 
anllJely in InteKultUfallntera<:11om. 

Causes of Uncertainty and Anxiety Three conditions are related to uncertainty and 
anxiety management behaviors. These are your expectations about future interactions 
with other people, the inceOlive value or potential rewards that relationships with other 
people may have (or yo u, and the degree to which other people exhibit behaviors that 
deviate from or do not match your expectations. 

The first co ndition is your expectations about (uture interactions with another 
person. If you believe that you are very likely to interact with some person on future occa
sions, the degree to which you can live with ambiguity and insufficient information about 
that person will be low, and your need for more knowledge about that person will be 
high. Conversely, if you do not expecl 10 see and talk with someone again, you will be 
more willing to remain uncerlain about her or his motives and intentions, your anxiety 
level will be relatively low, and you will therefore not attempt to seek out any additional 
information. This person will continue to be a stranger. Anxiety/uncertainty manage
ment theory suggests that sojourne rs and immigrants who know they will be interacting 
in a new culture for a long period oftime will be more likely to try to reduce their uncer
tainty about how and why people behave than will a tourist or temporary visi tor. 

The second condition, incentive value, refers to the perceived likelihood that the 
other person can fulfill various needs that you have, give you some of the resources that 
you want, or provide you with certain rewards that you desire. If a person's incentive 
value is high-that is, if the other person has the potential to be very rewarding to you
your need to find out more about that person will be correspondingly high. As you might 
expect, a high incentive value also increases the degree to which a person will be preferred 
or viewed as interpersonally attractive. Of course, the needs or rewards that people might 
want vary widely; the incentive value of a given person is related to his or her ability to 
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Neither that evening nor at virtually any other point dUring my travels d id the Kurds I me t ask me 
any personal q uestions-not even whether 1 was married or had children. To have done 50, o ne 
Kurdish woman explaiMd to me, would have been considered rude. 

provide such benefits as status, affection, information, services, goods, money, or some 
combination of these resources.4S 

One form o f incentivt value Ihal has been widely im'estigated is the perceived simi
larity of lhe other person, The simiJarity-anr.Ktion hypothesiS suggeslS thai we like and 
are att racted to those whom we regard as comparable to ourseh'es in ways that we regard 
as imparlant. Com'ersely, we are unlikely to be attracted to those who are very different 
from us. 'Ib is hypothesis implies that, at least in the init ial stages o f intercultural enco un
ters, the dissimilarities created by cultural differences may inhibit the development of 
new interpersonal relationships, 

The third condition is the dr-gree of deviance that the other person exhibits. Deviant 
behaviors are those that are not typically expected because they are inconsistent with the 
com mon no rms that govern par ticular social situations, When a person aClS deviantly, 
both your level of anxiety and yo ur degree of uncertainty about lhat person increase, 
because he or she is far less predictable to you, Conversely, when a person co nforms to 
your expectations by behaving in a predictable way, your level of anxiety and your degree 
of uncertai nty about that person decrease. A person who behaves in deviant and unex
pected ways is often disl iked and is regarded as interpersonally unatt ract ive, whereas one 
who conforms toolhers' expecl3tions and is therefore predictable is often mO$tl iked and 
preferred. In intercultural communication, it is extremely likely that lhe olher person will 
behave "deviantly" o r differe nlly from what you might expect. Thus. unartainty about 
people fro m other cultures will typically be high , as will the level oi anxiety and tension 
Ihat you experience. 

Consequences of Uncertainty and Anxiety Management Because intercultural 
communication involves people from dissim il ar cultures, each person's behaviors are 
likely to violate the others' expectations and create uncertainty and an:oeIY, Consequently, 
there is always the possibili ty that fear, distrust, and similar negative emotions may prevail. 
Often, but no t always, the negative emotions can be overcome, and positive outcomes 
can result. 

Judee Bu rgoon has developed expectancy violations theory to explain when devia
tions from expectalio ns will be regarded as positive or as negative.46 All behaviors thai 
differ from expectalions will increase the degree of uncertainty in an interaction, 
Burgoon suggests that how a person interprets and reacts to the deviations of another 
depends o n how favorably that person is pe rceived. If the other person is perceived posi
tively, violations of your expectation that increase interaction involvement will be seen as 
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favorable, whereas violations of expectations that decrease interaction involvement will 
be viewed as unfavorable. To illustrate, imagine that you are having a conversation with 
someone who is standing closer to you than you would expect. This is clearly a violation 
of your expectations, but how would you likely react to this situation? Burgoon suggests 
that, if the person is positively valenced-because, for example, you regard the person as 
physically attractive-then you may view the violation and the other person favorably, 
whereas if the other person is negatively valenced, then you will regard the violation and 
the other person unfavorably and may attempt to back away or escape. Conversely, imagine 
that your conversation is with someone who is standing farther away than your typical 
or expected interaction distance. If the person is positively valenced, you may attempt 
to compensate for the violation by moving closer, whereas if the person is negatively 
valenced, you will likely attribute negative connotations-he or she is aloof, cold-to 
the person. 

The positive consequences of anxiety and uncertainty management behaviors that 
are applicable to intercultural communication can be grouped under two general labels: 
informational consequences and emotional consequences. Informational consequences 
result from the additional knowledge that has been gained about other people, including 
facts or inferences about their culture; increased accuracy in the judgments made about 
their beliefs, values, norms, and social practices; and an increased degree of confidence 
that they are being perceived accurately. 

Emotional consequences may include increased levels of self-disclosure, heightened 
interpersonal attraction, increases in intimacy behaviors, more frequent nonverbal dis
plays of positive emotions, and an increased likelihood that future intercultural contacts 
will be regarded as favorable. Of course, these positive outcomes all presume that the 
reduction in anxiety and uncertainty about another person will result in an increase in 
positive communicator valence, which is not necessarily so. Unfortunately, as Gudykunst 
suggests, negative perceptions in intercultural encounters frequently occur because 
people are not mindful-focused, aware, open to new information, and tolerant of differ
ences. This allows our cultural assumptions to remain unchallenged. As we have seen, the 
perception that a person is acting in a deviant way (as defined by one's own cultural 
expectations) will often lead to decreased satisfaction with the encounter. 

Strategies for Reducing Uncertainty and Anxiety To behave both appropriately and 
effectively in an intercultural encounter, you must make an accurate assessment about 
many kinds of information: the individual characteristics of the person with whom you 
interact, the social episodes that are typical of the particular setting and occasion, the 
specific roles that are being played within the episode, the rules of interaction that govern 
what people can say and do, the setting or context within which the interaction occurs, 
and the cultural patterns that influence what is regarded as appropriate and effective. 
Thus, uncertainty is not reduced for its own sake, but occurs every day for strategic 
purposes. As Charles R Berger suggested: 

To interact in a relatively smooth, coordinated, and Wlderstandable manner, one must be 
able both to predict how one's imemction partner is likely to behave, and, based on these 
predictions, to select from one's own repertoire those responses that will optimize outcomes 
in the encounter.~7 
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There are three general types of strategies--passive, active, and interactive-that can be 
used to gain information about other people and thus reduce one's level of uncertainty and 
degree of anxiety. Ptwivc strategies involve quiet and surreptitious observation of another 
person to learn how he or she behaves. .>krivc strategies indude efforts to obtain information 
about another person by asking others or structuring the environment to place the person in 
a situation that provides the needed information. Imcmctive strategies involve actually con
versing with the other person in an attempt to gather the needed informal ion. As you might 
expect, there are large cultural differences in the preferred strategies that are used to reduce 
uncertainty and manage anxiety in intercultural encounters. For example, European 
Americans are more likely than their Japanesf counterparts to use acti\'e strategies such as 
asking questions and self-disclosing as a way to obtain information about another person, 
whereas the Japanese are more likely to use passive strategies.48 

Sharing Oneself with People from Other Cultures 

The human tendency to reveal personal information about oneself and to explain one's 
inner experiences and private thoughts is called self-disclosure. Self-disclosure occurs 
among people of all cultures, but there are tremendous cultural differences in the 
breadth, depth, valence, timing, and targets of self-disclosing events. 

The breadth of self-disclosing information refers to the range of topics that are 
revealed, and EUropean Americans tend to self-disclose about more topics than do members 
of most other cultures. For example, Tsukasa Nishida found that European Americans 
discussed a much wider range of topics that were rela ted to the self (such as health and 
personality) with strangers than did Japanese; also, Japanese had far more self-related 
topics than did European America ns that they would never discuss with others.49 

Ghanaians tend to self-disclose about family and background matters, whereas U.S. 
Americans self-disclose about career concerns.SO In contrast, 

Chinese culture takes a conservative stand on self-disclosure. For a Chinese, self-centered 
speech would Ix- considered boastful and prNentious. Chinese tend to scorn those who 
often talk about themselves and doubt their motives when they do so. Chinese seem to 
prefer talking about external matters, such as world evenl5. For Americans, self-disclosure 
is a strategy to make various types of relationshi~s work; for Chinese, it is a gift shared 
only with the most intimate relatives ~nd friends. I 

The depth of the self-disclosing information refers to the degree of "personal ness" about 
oneself that is Te\'Caled. Self-disclosure can Te\~1 superficial aspects (" I like broccoli") or very 
private thoughts and feelings ("I'm afraid of my father"). Of the many cultures that have 
been studied, European Americans are among the most revealing self-disc1osers. European 
Americans disclose more than African Americans, who in turn disclose more than Mexican 
Americans.52 European Americans also disclose more than the British,53 Fremn,54 Germans, 
Japanese,S5 and Puerto Ricans.56 

Valence refers to whether the self-disclosure is positive or negative, and thus favorable 
or unfarorable. Not only do European Americans disclose more about themselves than 
do members of many other cultures but they are also more likely to provide negatively 
valenced information. Compared to many Asian cultures. for example, European Americans 
are far less concerned with issues of "face" and are therefore more inclined to share infor
mation that may not portray them in the most famrable way. 
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Timing refers to when the self-disclosure occurs in the course of the relationship. 
For European Americans, self-disclosure in new relationships is generally high 
because the participants share information about themselves that the others do not 
know. A person's name, hometown, employment or educational affiliations, and 
personal interests are all likely to be shared in initial interactions. AI; the relationship 
progresses, the amount of self-disclosure diminishes because the participants have 
already learned what they need to know to interact appropriately and effectively. Only 
if the relationship becomes more personal and intimate will the amount of self
disclosure again begin to increase. But the timing of the self-disclosure process can be 
very different in other cultures. For example, Native Americans typically reveal very 
little about themselves initially because they believe that too much self-disclosure at 
that stage is inappropriate. A similar pattern may be found among members of Asian 
cultures. 

Target refers to the person to whom self-disclosing information is given. Among 
European Americans, spouses are usually the targets of a great deal of self-disclosure, 
and mutual self-disclosure is widely regarded as contributing to an ideal and satis
factory marriageY The breadth and depth of self-disclosure among other European 
American family members are of much lesser degree. Other cultures have different 
patterns. Among the Igbos of Nigeria, for instance, age is used to determine the appro
priate degree of self-disclosure among interadants, younger interadants being 
expected to self-disclose far more than their older counterparts. As a cultural norm, 
when elder Igbos are in an initial encounter with someone who is younger, they have 
the right to inquire about the young person's background, parents, hometown, 
and similar information that may ultimately lead to contact with distant relatives or 
old friends. 

Handling Differences in Intercultural Relationships 

Conflict in interpersonal relationships is a major nemesis for most people. Add the compli
cations of different cultural backgrounds, and problems in managing conflict can become 

I was doing everything wrong when I visited Paris. I would walk down the Champ Elysees smiling 
and greeting people, as if I were in Sl Louis. In shops, I said I wanted this o r that, and I was Ignored. 
When Parisians refused to help me with a problem, I went away meekly. 

Pretty soon, I figured the diches about the mean, arrogant French were tNe .... 
]I've since learned that] the French smile at people they know, not at strangers. Shopkeepers 

expect a little small talk, and all you need to start getting along in France are five magic words: 
"Excusez-mol de Yeus deranger' ("Excuse me for bothering you"). 

Bombs may fall o r the house may catch fire ... but the French people will not shorten this 
formality by so much as a syllable. 

- SUsan Spano 

https://PaperHelper.io


( H A PTE RIO Intercultural Competence in Intefpersonal Rela tionships 269 

even more severe. Stella Ting-Toomey and John Oetzel's work provides some direction for 
managing intercuhural conflict.58 

Ting-Toomeyand Detzel use the distinction between collectivism and individ
ualism, which is discussed more fully in Chapter 5. Briefly, in collectivist cultures, 
interpersonal bonds are relatively enduring, and there are distinct ingroups and 
outgroups. Collectivist cultures are often very traditional. In individualistic cultures, 
the bonds between people are more fragile, and because people belong to many differ
ent groups that often change, membership in ingroups and outgroups is very flexible. 
Individualistic cultures are therefore often characterized by rapid innovation and 
change. 

Conflict may involve either task or instrumental issues. Task issues are concerned 
with how to do something or how to achieve a specific goal, whereas instrumental 
issues are concerned with personal or relationship problems, such as hostility toward 
another person. The distinction therefore focuses on con fli ct about ideas versus 
conflict about people. 

Ting-Toomey and Detzel believe that people in collectivistic and individualistic 
cultures IYpically define and respond to con fli ct differently. In collectivistic cultures, 
people are more likely to merge task and instrumental concerns, and conflict is there
fore likely to be seen as persona\. To shout and screa m publicly, thus displaying the 
conflict to others, threatens everyone's fa ce to such an extreme degree that such be
havior is usually avoided at all costs. In contrast, people from individualistic cultures 
are mo re likely to separate the task and the instrumental dimensions. Thus, they are 
able to express their agitation and anger (perhaps including shouting and strong non
verbal actions) about an issue and then joke and socia lize with the other person once 

.tss~ of disdosure, conflict resolution, and fiKe maintenance affect all inl~personal 
rNtionship5. Thrse blftin~~e confer infonnally about their walt. 
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lht:: Jis<lgrc:!t::IIlt::1l1 is uvt::r. It is allIlusl as if um;c: lht:: (;unflkl is rt::sulvc:J, il is (;umplt::lt::iy 

forgotten. 
Because there is a great deal of volatility and variability in people's behaviors 

in individualistic cultures, there is often considerable potential for conflict. Because 
people are encouraged to be unique, their behaviors are not a, predictable as they 
would be in collectivistic cultures. Also, because expectations are individually based 
rather than group-centered, there is always the possibility that the behavior of anyone 
person will violate the expectations of another, possibly producing conflict. 

Cultures also shape attitudes toward conflict. In collectivistic cultures, which value 
indirectness and ambiguity, conflicts and confrontations are typically avoided. Thus, 
rather than trying to resolve the problem directly, people in collectivistic cultures will 
attempt to maintain the external smoothness of the relationship. In individualistic cul
tures, which are also more likely to be "doing" or activity-oriented cultures, people's 
approach to conflict will be action-oriented. That is, the conflict precipitates actions, and 
the conflict is explicitly revealed and named. 59 

A very important concept for understanding how people from different cultures 
handle conflict is that of face, which we discussed earlier in this chapter. In conflicts, in 
particular, face is very likely to be threatened, and all participants are vulnerable to the 
face-threatening acts that can occur. 

The actions of people in conflict can include attempts to save face for themselves, 
others, or all participants. Members of collectivistic cultures are likely to deal with face 
threats such as conflicts by selecting strategies that smooth over their disagreements 
and allow them to maintain the face of both parties, that is, mutual face-saving. As 
Ringo Ma suggests, however, such strategies do not simply ignore the conflicting 
issues; after all, conflicts do get resolved in high-context cultures. Rather, noncon
frontational alternatives are used to resolve differences. Often, for instance, a friend of 
those involved in the conflict, or an elderly person respected by all, will function as an 
unofficial intermediary who attempts to preserve the face of each person and the rela
tionship by preventing rejection and embarrassment.60 Members of individualistic 
cultures, conversely, are likely to deal with face threats in a direct, controlling way. It is 
important to their sense of self to maintain their own face, to take charge, to direct the 
course of action, and in so doing to protect their own dignity and self-respect even at 
the expense of others.61 

Imagine a scene involving two employees assigned to an important and high-tension 
project. Perhaps they are operating under serious time constraints, or perhaps the lives of 
many people depend on their success. Inevitably, disagreements about how to approach 
the assignment, as well as the specifics of the assignment itself, are likely to occur. Now 
assume that one employee is from a collectivistic culture such as Korea and the other is 
from an individualistic culture such as England. The difficulties inherent in completing 
their assignment will probably be increased by the great differences in their approaches 
to the problems that will arise. Each person's attempt to maintain face may induce the 
other to make negative judgments and evaluations. Each person's attempt to cope with 
the conflict and accomplish the task may produce even more conflictP As Ting-Toomey 
and Oetzel suggest, these differences will need to be addressed before the work can be 
accomplished successfully. 
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Presented by the couples as an often unresolvable problem was the loss of place, culture and 
family that resulted from one partner's leaving his or her home of origin. The immigrant 
partner in the couple almost invariably expressed a longing for his or her own landscape and 
climate, and a deep sadness about the distance from extended family members. Other topics 
that frequently arose were loss of religion and language. While many couples were originally 
optimistic about importing religion and language from their native lands, they found that the 
United States exerted a pressure to assimilate that was very difficult to resist. As a result, 
these essential elements of culture were preserved only through great effort, if at all. For 
example, while Hueping Chin has managed to teach her son to speak Chinese fluently, as he 
grows older, their dialogue in Chinese sometimes falters in the face of new topics: "How does 
the space shuttle work? I find it hard to explain that to him in Chinese."The words of Jat Aluwalia 
captu re the sense of regret that some felt: "I admit defeat; I guess the sense of being Indian ends 
with me." 

- jeHl e Carroll GroorSOfi ood Laurm 8. SmJrh 

~~ Interpersonal Relationships and Intercultural 
Competence 

Intercultural competence in interpersonal relationships requires knowledge, motivation, and 
skill in using vernal and nonverbal codes, as described in previous chapters. In addition, it 
requires behaviors that are appropriate and effective for the different types and dimensions 
of interpersonal relationships described in this chapter. 

Competence in intercultural relationships requires that you understand the meanings 
attributed to particular types of interpersonal relationships. Whom should you consider to 
be a stranger, an acquaintance, a friend, or a family member? What expectations should you 
have for people in these categories? What clues do people from other cultures offer about 
their expectations for you? Your expectations about the nature of interpersonal relation
ships affect how you assign meaning to other people's behaviors. 

Your willingness to understand the face needs of people from other cultures and to 
behave appropriately to preserve and enhance their sense of face is critical to your inter
cultural competence. Always consider a person's need to maintain a favorable face in her 
or his interactions with others. Perceptions of autonomy, approval, and respect by others 
are important, but you must meet these face needs with facework that is appropriate to 
the other's cultural beliefs. 

Your expectations about self-disclosure, obtaining information about others, and 
handling disagreements will not, in an likelihood, be the same as those of people from 
other cultures. Competence in developing and maintaining intercultural relationships 
requires knowledge of differences, a willingness to consider and try alternatives, and the 
skill to enact alternative relational dynamics. 
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Summary 

People in an intercultur,d relationship may have very 
different eJ[pectations about the preferred nature of 
their social interactions. The types of interpersonal 

relationships, including those among strangers, ac
quaintances, friends, romantic partners, and family 
members, may also vary gre~tly across cultures. 

Interpersonal relationships can be interpreted 
along the three dimensions of rontrol, affiliation, and 
activation. The rontroldimension provides interpreta
tions about statllS or social dominance. The affiliation 

dimension indicates the degree of friendliness, liking, 
and social warmth that is being communicated. The 
activation dimension is roncerned with interpersonal 
responsiveness. 

The concept of face refers to the positive social 
impressions that people W301 10 have and would like 

For Discussion 

I. What is a friend to you! What do you expect of 
your friends? 

2. What is meant by the concept of ·"face~? Have 
YOll ever experienced a 10Sll of face! 

3. Describe the relationship among the following 
terms: face.fncemail1tell(lnce.fMeWOf"k.tnlb<lrmlJ
ment. truthfulness. diJhollt'5/Y.fmr, and wiflrdrllwal. 

4. \Vhy do anxiety and uncertainty management 
playa particularly powerful role in intercultu ral 
communication? 

For Further Reading 

Rosemary Breger and Rosanna Hill (eds.), Cross
OJ/tllm! Marri(lge: Identity and Choice (New York: 
Berg. 1998). Contributions in this volume explore 
the penonal experiences of those in intercultural 
marriages. as well as placing the positive and nega
tive issues that emerge in such marriages in social, 
legal. and psychological contexts. 

Kathy Domenici and Stephen W. Littlejohn, fucel.wrk: 
Bridging Theory IltId Pmctia- (Thousand Oaks, 
CA: Sage, 2006). Thoroughly researched and very 

others to acknowledge. Face includes the need for 
autonomy or individual freedom of action, approval or 
inclusion in social groups, and admiration or respect 
from others because of one's accomplishments. The 
need br facework depends on the control and affilia
tion dimensions of interpersonal oommllnication and 
on culture-specific judgments about the extent to 
whkh certain actions inherendy threaten one's b:e. 

To improve intercultural relationships, you must 
learn about people from other cultures and thereby 

reduce the degree of uncertaint y. Sharing yourself 
in appropriate wayli with people from other cul
tures and learning to US(' culturally sensitive ways to 
handle the differences and disagreements that may 
arise are additional ways to improve intercultural 
relationships. 

5. Do differences in what we categorize as ~public~ 
and · privateft information hold any consequences 
for the development of a relationship~ 

6. How do )"Ou think email, text messaging, and 
other forms of Internel communication have 
affected the development of intercultural rela
tionships~ 

practical, this book on fuo::e and facework in inter
personal communicatiorJ is an excellent source
book. A US('fu] balance between conceptual and 
the applied ideas.. 

Laura K.. Guerrero, Peter A. Andersen, and Walid A. 
Afifi, Close Enrolillters: Commlll1ic(ltion in Reln
rionships. 2nd I'd. (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 
20(7). An intermediate-level textbook, it provides 
an excellent and readable summary of current 
theory and research. Explains and explores the 
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theories that domin~te the study of interpersonal 
communication. 

Min-Sun Kim, Nou-Western Perspectives ou Humau 
Communirutiou: ImplirutWusfor Theoryand Practice 
(Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2002). A useful and 
very readable compendium that takes a non-U.S. 
view of interpersonal communication theories 
~"J pr&.ti...,s. 

John G. Oetzel and Stella Ting-Toomey (eds.), TheSage 
Haudbook of CoufliCT Commuuication: Iutegratiug 
Theory, Research, aud Prnctice (Thousand Oaks, 
CA: Sage, 2006). Provides a comprehensive 
overview of theory and reseaoch on conflict in 

a variety of hwnan commtulication settings. 
Includes a substantial section on conflict in inter
cultural communication. 

Julia T. Wood, Interpersonal Communication: Everyday 
Encounters, 5th ed. (Belmont, CA: Thomson! 
Wadsworth, 2007). A present~tion of the funda
menlllIs of interpersonal communication that 
p<lr .. U"ls 'UHl"UrU,,, Hl~jur (upiu. in thi.- (n(lxx.>k. 

For additional information about intercultural films 
and about Web sites for researching specific cultures, 
pleast' turn to tht' Resou~ section at the back of 
this book. 
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There is a repetitiveness to everyday communication experiences that helps to make 
them understandable and predictable. The recurring features of these common 
events, which we call social episodes, allow you to anticipate what people may do, 
what will likely happen, and what variations from the expected sequence of events 
could mean. 

~~ Social Episodes in Intercultural Relationships 

174 

People undertake intercultural relationships in predictable ways. In this section, we de
scribe how communication experiences are grouped into common events. Our point is 
that people's interactions are structured by their participation in events that are quite 
predictable and routine. 
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The Nature of Social Episodes 

Think about how your daily life is structured. If you are Like most people, there is a great deal 
of predictability in what you do each day and even with whom you do it. If you are attending 
a college or university. much of your life is taken up with such activities as attending class, 
studying, talking with a classmate in the cafeteria, working at a job. going shopping, meeting 
a friend after work, attending a party, and eating dinner. These are the kinds of structures in 
your life that we refer to as social tpisodes---that is, interaction sequences that are repeated 
over and over again. Not only do these social episodes recur, but their structure is also very 
predictable. The individuals who participate in these episodes generally know what to expect 
from others and what others expect from them. It is almost as if there were an wlwritten 
script that tells you mughly what to say. whom to say it to, and how to say it. 

Take the example of goi ng to class. You probably attend class in a room filled with 
chairs. or tables with chairs, that face the front of the room. When you take a seat, you put 
your notebooks and other texts on the floor or under the desk. You keep your chair ori
ented in the way all the other chairs are oriented. The room is arranged so that you can 
look at the teacher, and there is a clearly marked space in the front of the room for the 
teacher to stand or sit. When you enter the classroom, you never consider taking that 
spot. You expect the teacher, when she or he walks into the room, to do so. You do not ex
pect the teacher to walk into the room and take the chair next to you. 

If you get to class early enough, you might engage in small talk with another student. 
There are fairly predictable topics you might discuss, depending on how well you know 
each other. You probably talk about the class, whether you have done the reading, how 
your work is going, and the assignments. You might talk about the teacher and analyze his 
or her strengths and weaknesses. You might talk about the weather, the latest sports 
scores, or other common topics. 

You expect the teacher to give a lecture or in some other way provide a sense of struc
ture for the class. You take notes if the teacher gives a lecture, trying to summarize the key 
points. If you talk to a classmate while the teacher is lecturing, you whisper rather than 
talk in a loud voice. If the teacher did not enact the behaviors you expect for the person 
playing the part of "teacher," you might complain about it to others. Similarly, if one of 
your fellow classmates did not follow the expected behaviors for "being a student," you 
might think there was something wrong. 

The purpose of this extended example is to underscore our point that much of what 
people do is made up of social episodes. which are repetitive, predictable, and routine be
haviors that form the structure of their interactions with others. These social episodes 
provide information about how to interpret the verbal and nonverbal symbols of the in
teractants. The meanings of the symbols are understood because of the context in which 
they are given. Because those who participate in a social episode usually have the same 
understanding about what is to take place. they usually know how to behave, what to say, 
and how to interpret the act ions and intentions of others. 

In social episodes that include intercultural interactions, however. those involved 
may--and in all likelihood will-have very different expectations and interpretations 
about people's behaviors and intentions. As the interaction becomes more and more am
biguous, the expected. behaviors that pattern the social episode also become more unpre
dictable and problematic. Though your culture teaches you to interpret the meanings and 
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Oorls would get Irritated at things that were even less Intelligible to me-when the chauffeur 
opened the car door for her, for Instarx:e. The chauffeur was then specifically Instructed not to open 
the door for her, but he often forgot or else thought the instruction too bizarre to be abided by. And 
SO she would get angry again. directing her words at her husband but Intending them, I thought, for 
all of us. At home the thing that had her fleeing from the lunch table was the way my mother would 
press her to have a bit of this or a bit more oftllat, a gesture, to us, of common courtesy. We kept ex
plaining to Doris that Mother did not mean any harm by It, that she thought she was Just being hos
pitable and polite, and that Doris should just igflOfe it. And we kept telling my mother to stop, not to 
urge her to eat anything, and my mother would restrain hMelffor a time and then forget and lapse 
once more Into offering her some dish. I did not understand then why it was so Irritating to be 
pressed to eat, but I understand It somewhat more now. I returned to Egypt on a visit after a long 
absence and found myself snapping at my hosts for continually urging me to eat, particularly as I 
was watching my weight and, faced with the feasts with which tables are habitually laid among both 
the barely comfortable and the well-to-do, I was having a hard enough time of It as It was. 

- /.eIIaAhmod 

behaviors in social episodes in particular ways, other cultures may provide their members 
with very different interpretations of these same experiences. 

Components of Social Episodes 
There are five co mponents of social episodes, each of which influences intercultural com
munication: cultural patterns, social roles, rules of interaction, interaction scenes, and in
teraction contexts. 

Cultural Pattern s Cu ltural patterns are shared judgments about what the world is and 
what it should be, and widely held expectations about how people should behave. The 
patterns of a culture's beliefs and values, described in Chapters 4 and S, permeate the 
ways in which members of a culture think aboullheir world. 

Cultural patterns are like tinted glasses that color everything people see and to which 
they respond, The episodes that are used to structure people's lives--attending class, eat
ing dinner, playing with a friend, going to work, talking with a salesperson-are certainly 
common to many cultures. But the interpretations that are imposed on these behaviors 
vary greatly, depending on the cultural patterns that serve as the lens through which the 
social episode.~ are viewed. Tamar Katriel, for example, descrihe.~ a cnmmon episode in 
middle-dass Israeli life called mesibot kiturim, or "griping party," She argues that, while 
these griping parties might occur in other cultures, they are particularly important in 
Israel and reflect a communally oriented cultural pattern.' 

Joseph Forgas and Michael Bond found that Hong Kong Chinese and Australian stu
dents, although leading superficially very similar lives--going to classes, studying, and so 
on--perceived various social episodes very differently. The perceptions of the Chinese 
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students reflected values and cul1ural patterns associated with that culture's emphasis on 
community, the collective good. and acceptance of authority. The Australian students saw 
the same episodes in terms of self-confidence, competition, and the pleasure they might 
receive from the interactions in which they participated.2 

Social Roles A social rolt is a set of expected behaviors associated with people in a partic
ular position. Common roles that exist in most cultures include student, mother, father, 
brother, sister, boss, friend, service person, employee, sales clerk, teacher, manager, soldier, 
woman, man, and mail carrier. The role that you take in a particular social episode strongly 
suggests to you the way in which you should act. If you are participating in an episode of a 
boss giving an employee a performance review, you would expect to behave very differently if 
you were the employee rather than the boss. If another person is upset about the comments 
of a coworker, your response would be influenced by the particular role you play in relation
ship to the upset person. Are you in the role of friend, relative, or employer! Your answer to 
the question will definitely affect how you respond to the person's concerns. In many 
episodes, you play clearly defined roles that give you guidance about what you should say to 
the other person and even how you should say it. Furthermore, the role you are playing is 
matched by the roles of others in the episode. You have expectations for yourself based on 
your roles, and you also have expectations for others based on their roles . 

• This Vit!tna~ W@ddingiliustratestht! componmtsofsocialt!pisode-s:cultufi!1 pattems, 

social roles, rules of interaction, interaction sc:mt!5, and intt!raction conrexts. 
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Many outsiders do not understand the simple differences in culture and lifestyle in France ... or the 
French way of thinking. They invariably go home with stories of those quaint little Frenchies. Those 
who are able to adjust are changed forever and usually choose to stay, or to return when possible. 

The pace of life In France Is different For me, used to a rather hectic American day, it was a relief 
when I slowed down and actually enjoyed my life In the French style. I had been the person who ate 
a peanut butter and jelly sandwich over the keyboard. I never had time to cook; my family survived 
on take-out, fast food, Boston Chicken and lamb chops on Sunday nights. Suddenly meals and social 
life were the most important parts of my day. Yes, more Important than my work. In France they 
were the anchors to a day and to a lifetime. In the United States, we rarely made time for our friends 
and the people we cared most about-and they understood this, or said they did, because they 
were in the samejam.ln France nothing was more important. 

In France people sat at table for three hours (or longer), ate slowly and had real conversations. 
This contrasted with an eat-and-run American pattern or even the -independent dinners- we had In 
our family because everyone had different activities and different needs. Other than Thanksgiving. 
Jewish holiday feast dinners and a few dinners out with friends, I don't remember sitting at table for 
much more than an hour in the United States ... or having discussions about JXllitics and philosophy. 

People In France made less money than those In the United States but still lived better- partly 
because of this slower pace of life, partly because of the cultural Importance of a good meal (with 
good wine, bien sar) and partly because, with less discretionary Income, priorities were better de
nned. If a Flt!nch person had to choose between new clothes or a concert ticket, the concert ticket 
usually won out. 

The expectations for appropriate behavior for the roles of student and teacher are quite 
apparent in the example at the beginning of th is sectio n. However, appropriate behaviors 
for these roles will vary greatly among cultures. In many Asian cultures, it is not acceptable 
to ask a teacher questions o r to whisper to another student. Students are expected to stand 
up when the teacher enters the room and again when the teacher leaves the room. The stu
dents would never call a teacher by his or her first name but only by a formal title. 

The role of friends also varies gready from culture to culture. As d iscussed in Chapter 10, 
European Americans have a tendency to call a lot of people "friends." and they often separate 
their friends into different categories based on where the friendship is established. They 
might have friends at work, friends from their neighborhoods, and friends from dubs or Of

ganizations to which they belong. Many of these friendships are fairly transitory and might 
last only as long as people work for the same organization or live in the same neighborhood. 
When the place in which the friendship is conducted is no longer shared in common, the 
friendship no longer exists in any active sense. In many other cultures, people may have fewer 
friends, but these friendships are often maintained for longer periods of time. 

The importance of this discussion to your participation in intercultural communica
tion should be obvious. Even though you may think you are fulfilling a particular role (such 
as that of student, friend, house guest, or customer), the expectations of the role may vary 
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widely between your culture and the culture in which you are interacting. There are also sets 
of rules that generally govern the interactions amon g people in an episode. Some of these 
rules are related to specific roles, but others are simply norms or guides to govern behavio r. 

Rules of Interaction Rules of interaction provide a predictable pattern or structure to 
social episodes and give relationships a sense of coherence.) Rules of interaction are not 
written down somewhere, nor are they typically shared verbally. Instead. they operate at the 
level of unwritten, unspoken expectations. Most of the time, people are not even 
consciously aware of the rules that govern a social episode until they are broken. Think: 
about the various kinds of rules. for example, that govern the interactions at a wedding. In 
addition to the various roles (bride, groom, parents, bridesmaids, groomsmen, and guests). 
there are a host of rules embedded in the different types of weddings that occur. A wedding 
invitation from a U.S. American couple that is engraved on heavy linen paper and an
nounces a candlelight ceremony at dusk suggests something ahout the rules governing what 
a guest should wear and how a guest should act. In contrast, a photocopied invitation on 
oolored paper announcing that pizza and beer will be served followin g the ceremony sug
gests a very different set of rules. Often, in weddings between people from different cultures. 
a portion of the "rules of interaction" from each culture is enacted. During such intercul
tural marriages, the rules that are typically unspoken may have been verbalized and negoti
ated, as the ceremony tries to hon or and appreciate both cultural heritages.4 

Rules of interaction include such diverse aspects as what to wear, what is acceptable 
to talk about, the seql!ence of events, and the artifacts that are part of the event. B. Aubrey 
Fisher stated: 

VirlUaJlyevery social relationship has rules to detemline what is appropriate and what is in
appropriate for that relationship. For some relationships, the most important rules can be 
found in a larger social context. Meet someone at a chun:h social, and you will probably 
conform to rules appropriate to interpersonal communication in a chun:h. For other 
relationships, the important rules are created during the process of interaction. After you 
get to know someone, you 3re more likely to be innovative ~nd to do something ·different.~5 

Everyone watched the chef lift a large fish out of the bowl. The fi sh had been sedated by partial 
freezing, but curled Its body from side to side, attempting a slow-motion escape. First, the chef at
tached the fish to a cutting board with a skewer right below the eye, and another In the midpoint of 
the tail. Then, with a thin, sharp knife like a scalpel, he carefully cut diagonal slices in the fish's side. 
Alex could see the fish gasping through its gills and felt sick. 

... The guests applauded as the chef removed the first slice and placed It on a small dish for 
Alex, the guest of honor. 

He had to eat this. 
He understood the need to accept cultural differences. He was a guest required to participate in 

the customs of his host. Yet knowing this didn't change the fish back into a fish again. 

- Sara Backer 
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In France, for instance, you would never talk about your work at a dinner party, even if 
all of the people there were in some way connected to the same place of work. Among 
most U.S. American businesspeople, however, it is commonplace to expect talk about 
business at a dinner table. An invitation to a dinner party can mean that immediately 
upon arrival, you will be given the meal and only after you have eaten will you sit and 
talk leisurely with your hosts; or the invitation may mean that you must spend a sub
stantial period of time hefore a meal is served in having drinks and talking with your 
hosts. Do you bring gifts such as flowers, wine, or candy? If so, are there particular arti
fucts that are taboo, such as wine or other forms of alcohol in Saudi Arabia or chrysan
themums in Italy (which are only given at a funeral)? If you are offered something to eat 
or drink, must it be accepted because to do otherwise would be considered an insult? 
(Yes, for Azerbaijanis, among others.)6 

Even the definition of what constitutes a "meal" can vary from culture to culture. 
One such example is of Doug, who is invited to dinner in the home of a Nepalese woman 
named Sangita and her husband, Lopsang. 

She (Sangita) ushers Doug into a lower-level room of their two·storr home and invites 
him to sit on a bench among several that surround a large coffee table. Soon, Sangita and 
her son, Rinji , begin bringing down food: buffalo, chicken, lentil pancakes. After about 
one and one-half hours of eating and talking, Doug thanks Sangita and rises to leave. 

In disbelief, Sangita asks, "Wbere are you going? We haven't had dinner yet.H Doug is 
astounded until Sangita explairu, "These were just snacks. From now on you should 
know that if you haven't had the rice, you haven't eaten yet!,,7 

The three ascend the stairs to the upper level of the house where Sangita's husband greets 
them before a dinner table set with rice, vegetables, buffalo jelly, and dal (lentil stew). As 
Doug learned, the rules of interaction provide culture-specific instructions about what 
should and should not occur in particular social episodes. 

Interaction Scenes lnteraction scenes are made up of the recurring, repetitive topics 
that people talk about in social conversations. Most conversations are organized around 
these ritualized and routinized scenes, which are the chunks of conversational behavior 
adapted to the particular circumstances. 

Kathy Kellermann describes a standard set of interaction scenes that are commonly 
used by college students in U.S. universities when engaged in informal conversations. 
As Figure 11.1 indicates, Kellermann's research suggests that interaction scenes are orga
nized into subsets, so that the scenes in subset I come before thme in subset 2, and so 
on; however, within a particular subset, no specific order of scenes exists. Consequently, 
an informal conversation among acquaintances might include such topics as a ritualized 
greeting ("Hello!"), a reference to the other person's health ("How are you?"), a refer
ence to the present situation, a discussion of the weather, a comment on people known 
in common, other common interests, a positive evaluation of the other person ("Nice to 
see you again!"), a reason for terminating the conversation ("I'm late for a meeting"), 
and finally a good-bye sequence.8 Notice that certain scenes are part of more than one 
subset; these scenes function as a bridge to link the subsets together and thus help the 
conversation to flow from idea to idea. 

https://PaperHelper.io


CHA PTE R 11 Episodes. Contexts, CII'ld Intercultural interactions 281 

o C,-__ '''''h" 
- Introduction 
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Present Situation 
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'---- What Do You Do? 
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/ ___ Oc.cupation 

Social Relations 
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Near Future Activities 

(v;,luation of Encounter 

Plan Futu re Meeting 

Positive Evaluation of !'mon 

Until Later 

o 
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Good·bye 

FIGURI 11 .1 Typical interaction scenes. 

o 

5tXIce: Kathy Kelk!rmaonn, 'The COnI'{'f';d!lon MOP:IL ~ mJOUgh 'j(J>fIE'; In OIsc;wrw;Human 
COOlmoolaJlbtl Resrordl, 17(1991),.388. 

Conversations among people from other cultures have a similar structure. That is, (I 

standard set of scenes or topics is used to initiate and maintain conversations, and the con
versations flow from beginning to end in a more-or-less predictable pattern, which is typi
cally understood and followed by the interactanls. However, there are important differences 
in the ways the conversations of people from other cultures are organized and sequenced, 
including the types of topics discussed and the amount of time given to each one. 

The actual topics in an interaction scene can vary widely from one culture to an
other. In Hong Kong, for instance, conversations among males often include inquiries 
about the other person's health and business affairs. In Denmark or the French portion of 
Belgium, questions about people's incomes are to be avoided. In Algeria, topics such as 
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On the way, Susan gave me a quick course in Vietnamese table manners. She said, "Don't leave your 
chopstkks sticking up In the rke bowl. That's a sign of death, like the joss sticks In the bowls In 
cemeteries and family altars. Also, everything Is passed on platters. You have to try everything that's 
passed to you. If you empty a glass of wine or beef, they automatkally refill It Leave half a glass If 
you don't want any more." 

"Sounds like South Boston." 
"listen up. The Vietnamese don't bekh like the Chinese do to show they enjoyed the meal. They 

consider that crude, as we do: 
"I don't consklN belching crude. But then, I don't belong to the Junior League." 

the weather, health, or the latest news are acceptable, but one would almost never inquire 
about female fam~y members. In Ecuador and Chile, it is appropriate, almost obligatory, 
to inquire politely about the other person's family. Among Africans, a person is expe<:ted 
to inquire first about a person's well-being before making a request. 

111e amount of time, and therefore the extent or detail, that is given to each co nversa
tional topic may also vary from one culture to another. For example, an Asian colleague 
who was working in the United States was asked one Mondaymorning, "What did you do 
over the weekend~" He began on Friday evening and listed every event that had taken 
place over the past two da)'li. It was far more information than his polite U.S. American 
colleague wanted to know, and she spread the word around the office: ~Never ask what he 
did on his time off!»\! It is weD known that European Americans like to get down to busi
ness in their conversations and will typically avoid elaborate sequences of small talk. 
Social and business conversations among the Saudis and Kuwaitis, on the other hand, will 
include far more elaborate greeting rituals, some phrases actually being repeated several 
times before the conversation moves on to subsequent sequen ces. Similarly, when 
Africans meet, they typically inquire extensively about the health and welfare of each 
other's parents, relatives, and family members. Although the Japanese do not typically re
peat words o r phrases, they also prefer to spend considerably more time in the "getting to 
know you" phase of social conversations. 

Difficulties can arise in intercultu ral interactions when the participants differ in their 
expectations. At a predominantly African American university in Washington, D.C., for 
example, an encounter took place between an African American student; African students 
from Tanzania, Nigeria, and Kenya; and Caribbean students from Jamaica, Trinidad, and 
Tobago. The African American student, who did not share the others' expectations about 
the need for elaborate greeting rituals before making a simple request, walked into the 
graduate assistant's office to inquire about the time. " Hi! Does anyone know what time it 
is?" he asked, without any formal greetings. No one responded. After a few moments, he 
repeated bis quest jon, apparently frustrated. The African and Caribbean students looked 
up but continued with their work without responding. At this point the Nigerian student, 
who realized that the problems were due to incompatible expectations, responded to the 



CHAPTE A tt Episodes. Contexts, and Intercultural Interactions 283 

Simi and Vlvek enter a little pavilion and sit with the pundit. Everyone Ignores the actual ceremony, 
except we foreigners. After a lot more chanting. ululating. conch-blowing and feet-touching. Simi 
and Vlvek are tied together to circle a sacred flre seven times. Each circle Is accompanied by its own 
mantra-mostly aU to protect the husband. Vlvek places red powder on Simi's central hair parting to 
mark her as a married woman, and we surround them and throw red rose petals. 

- Sllrah Macdonald 

first student's question. The student thanked him and left the room. When the African 
American had gone, the other students wondered aloud why the Nigerian had answered 
the question. " He has no respect,~ one of them remarked. "How could he walk into the 
room and ask about the time without greeting anyone?~ another argued. Interestingly, 
both the African American and the other students were simply attempting to conform to 
their own expectations about the appropriate behaviors in an interaction scene involving 
strangers who are making requests. 

Interaction Contexts Interaction contexts are the settings or situations within which 
social episodes occur. Contexts impose a "frame" or reference point around communica
tion experiences by helping people to determine what specific actions should mean, what 
behaviors are 10 be expected, and how to acl appropriately and effectively in a part.icular 
interaction. 

Contexts for Intercultural Communication 

U.S. Americans are increasingly being asked to participate in social episodes within three 
specific contexts thai we would like 10 highlight: health care, educalion, and business. 
Each provides an important and recurring meeting ground where people from many cul
tures converge and interac!. We now describe in greater delaillhe parlicular importance 
and challenge of these three contexts. 

The Health Care Context 

In Chapter 1 we indicated that the need for intercultural competence arises, in part, be
cause of the increased cultural mixing that has occurred across national boundaries and 
within the United States itself. The health care context affects doctors, nurses, counselors, 
and health care workers, as well as patients, families, communities, and cultural groups. 
Within the health care setting, there are often multiple cultures represented among those 
who are the medical providers, others who work in the setting, and still others who bene
fit from the services provided. HI The consequences to human life and suffering from a 
lack of intercultural competence in the health care context should be obvious. 
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I gave birth in a Manila hospital to the son we had planned to call Martin, who died a few hours later. 
For me, the death 0( my baby was something that should not have happened, unthinkable, unbear
able. But for the gentle Fillpina nurses, the loss was sad but part of life, bound to happen from time 
to time. Their sympathy was firmly mixed with a cheerful certainty that I would be back next year 
with an()(her one-as so many women are In the Philippines. whether the Infant lives or dies. 

It was our good fortune that my time in the village had allowed me to observe and compare 

responses to death. On the afternoon of Martin's birth. I described to Barkev the wZtf Filipinos would 
express their sympathy. Don't expect to be left alone, I said. and don't expect people tactfully to 
avoid the subject. Expect friends to seek us out and to show their concern by asking specific factual 
questions. Rather than a euphemistic handling of the event and a denial of the ordinary course of 
life, we should be ready for the opposite. An American colleague of my husband might shake hands, 
nod his head sadly, perhaps murmuring, "We were so sorry to hear: and beat a swift retreat; a 
Flllpinofriend would say, "It was so sad that your baby died. Old you see him? Who did he look like? 
Was he baptized? How much did he weigh? How long were you In laborr 

Stereotypes often conceal their opposites. In other contexts Filipinos describe Americans as 
"brutally frank: while Americans find Filipinos frustratingly indirect and evasive. Vet in the handling 
of death, Filipinos behave In a manner which Americans might charac terize as "brutally frank" and 
seem to go out of their way to evoke the expression of emotion, while Americans can only be called 
euphemistic and indirect. going to great lengths to avoid e motional outbreaks.. 

Communication scholars have begun to study the specific characteristics of the in
lercullu.rtll health care context in an effort to improve communicatio n com petence. 11 

Similarly, health care professionals have responded to the intercultural imperative by 
including co urses that are designed to increase intercultu rtl l communica tion skills 
within their professional training and development programs. I.n fact, health care pro
fessionals are increasingly educated and trained with the goal of improving their inter
cultural competence. The elements of intercultural competence o n which we focus
one's knowledge, motivations, and skilled actions-are repeatedly identified as 
essential to the health care professional seeking to provide the best healt h care. 12 The 
Dursing profession , for instance, has developed a specialization in "transcultural nurs
ing" and has a well-established professional organization, the Transcultural Nursing 
Society.13 Textbooks, training materials, and studies of the competence of students and 
faculty alike are now common within nursing education settings, and courses in trans
cultural nursing are standard offerings in many nursing degree programs. 14 Resource 
materials are now available to assist all health care providers as they interact with peo
ple representing a range of cultural backgrounds.15 I ndeed, as a prerequisite to their 
certification, many health care providers are asked to demonstrate their competence in 
interacting with diverse cultural groups.16 This increased emphasis on intercultural 
competence extends to mental health profess ionals, 17 speech language therapists, 18 and 
even occupational therapists. 19 
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• A multicu lt ural medical t~am met'ts to discuss their pali~nb' needs. 

Culture's Influence on the Health Care Context Cllltilral patterns provide the lenses 
through which people come to understand their world. All participants in the health care 
context-the providers, the patients, their families, and the larger social world-draw 
from their own cultural patterns and expectations about what constitutes appropriate and 
effective medical care. These cultural patterns often lead to very clear expectations about 
the right and wrong ways to treat illnesses and help people--expectations that are not nec
essarily shared by those from other cultures. While scholars have offered several ways to 
conceptualize the systematic relationship of cultural patterns to health care, there is a 
remarkable similarity among their presentations. Three general approaches characterize 
beliefs about health that cultures might adopt to explain issues of illness and wellness: 
magico-religious or personalistic, holistic or naturalistic, and biomedical or Western.20 

These three approaches bear a strong resemblance to elements in the cultural patterns we 
described in Chapters 4 and 5. 

In the magico-religious or personalistic approach, health and illness are closely 
linked to supernatural forces. Mystical powers, typically outside of human control, cause 
health and illness. A person's health is therefore at the mercy of these powerful forces for 
good or evil. Sometimes illnesses occur because of transgressions or improper actions; 
the restoration of health is thus a gift, or even a reward, for proper conduct. Within this 
approach, health and illness are usually seen as anchored in or related to the whole com
munity rather than to a specific individual. The actions of one person, then, can dramati
cally affect others. Treatments for illnesses within this framework are directed toward 
soothing or removing problematic supernatural forces rather than toward changing 
something organic within the individual. Healers, who are best equipped to deal with 
both the spiritual and the physical worlds, perform such treatments. Some African 
cultures, for example, believe that demons and evil spirits cause illness.21 Many Asian 
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cultures also believe in the supernatural as an important source of iIIness.22 Within the 
United States, cultural groups with many memben who share such beliefs include vari+ 
ousl.atino and African American cultures. 

In the hoU stic or naturalistic approach, humans desire to maintain a sense of har
mony with the forces of nature. Illness is explained in systemic terms and occurs when 
organs in the body (such as the heart, spleen, lungs, liver, and kidneys) are out of balance 
with some aspect of nature. There is thus a great emphasis on the prevention o f illness by 
maintaining a sense of balance and good health. Good health, however, means more than 
just an individual's biological functioning. Rather, it includes her or his re lationship to 
the larger social, political, and environmental circwnstances. Some diseases. for instance, 
are thought to be caused by external climatic elements such as wind, cold, heat, damp
ness, and dryness. Native Americans, for example, often define health in terms of a per
son's relationship to nature; health occurs if a person is in harmony with nature, whereas 
sickness occun because a principle of nature has been violated. A5 Richard Dana sug
gests, " healing the cultural self for American Indians and Alaska Natives must be holistic 
to encompass mind, body, and spirit ."23 A common distin ction within this approach is 
contrasting of both foods and diseases as either hot or cold. The classification of a disease 
as hot or as cold links it both to a diagnosis and to a t reatment.24 The ancient Chinese 
principle of yin and yang captures the essence of this distinction; everything in the uni
vene is either positive or negative, cold or hot, light o r dark, male o r female, plus or mi
nus, and so on, and people should have a harmonious balance between these opposing 
forces in their approach to all of life's issues. 

In the biomedical or Weslern approach, people are thought to be controlled bybio
chemical forces. Consequenlly, objective, physical data arc sought. Good heal th is 
achieved by knowing which biochemical reactions to set in motion. Disease occurs when 
a part of the body breaks down, resulting in illness or injury. Doctors and nurses, who fix 
the biochemical problem affecting the "broken part," thus making the body healthy again, 
provide treatments. This approach is closely linked to European American cultural pat
terns and has had a major influence on the development of the health care system in the 
United States. Indeed, the biomedical approach is so dominant within the United States 
that it is sometimes very difficult for individuals-providers and patients alike-to act 
competently in and adapt themselves to alternative cultural panerns.25 

Often these approaches to health and health care will collide in an intercultural en
counter. An example of the collision of the magico-religious approach with the Western 
approach occurred in a sixth-grade classroom when the teacher saw red marks on the 
neck and forehead of a Vietnamese student. The teacher suspected abuse, but the marks 
were caused by the student's paren ts, who had treated the student's cold by dipping a coin 
into oil and rubbing very hard until the coin turned the skin red. The parents believed 
that internal bad winds caused illness, and, by bringing the winds to the surface, a person 
can be healed of colds and upper respiratory problems. People from many Asian cultures 
hold similar beliefs. 

Such health care clashes, often due to differing cultural patterns, highlight the impact 
of cultural differences on health care practices. An emergency room nurse, for example, 
took a call from a teenager whose father cut himself with an electric hedge trimmer and 
was bleeding heavily. Following a typical emergency room triage protocol, the nurse 
asked what the family was doing to treat the wound and learned that this Iranian family 
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was treating it with honey, which they believed had the power to heaL After the family ar
rived at the emergency room, the nurse was surprised to see that the wound had already 
begun to close, and the bleeding had stopped.26 

Family and Gender Roles in the Health Care Context The role of the individual pa
tient, in contrast to the role of the family, is an important difference in the functioning of 
health care systems. The health care system in the United States typically fo cuses solely on 
the individual patie nt as the source of the medical problems in need of a cure. Yet many 
cultures in the United States are more collectivist and group-oriented, and this difference 
can be the basis for serious problems and miswlderstandings. Cultures tbat value the 
community or the extended family, for instance, may influence people's willingness to 
keep important health care appointments. Navajo women, for example, who often give 
priority to family members' neoos, have been known to forgo clinic appointments when 
someone from the e:ttended family stops in to visit and ask for help.27 Likewise, compe
tent treatment for latino patients m~ require the involvement and agreement of other 
family members, not just the patient. 2 

The responsibil ities of fami ly members in the health care context differ widely across 
cultures. Among the Amish communities in the United States, for example, the family in
dudes a large, extended group, with adult members of the e:ttended family having obliga
tions and responsibilities to children other than their own biological ones. Hospital rules 
that give rights and responsibilities only to members of the immediate family pose chal
lenges when an Amish child is hospitalized. The large number of people who expect to 
make lengthy visits to the child may prove difficult for the medical staff.29 Similarly, when 
suggesting health care intervention strategies for Pacific Islanders and Hawaiians, experts 
recommend focusing on the entire family, rather than on just the identified patient, in or
der to be effective.3O 

In many culnlres, health care providers are expected to talk about the nature of the ill
ness and its prognosis with family members but not with the palient.1t is the family mem
bers, not the patient, who are expected to make decisions about the nature of treatment.}1 
Of course, intercultural difficulties may occur when the family's ideas about the appropriate 
course of treatment differ from those of the medical staff. A Latino teenager, for example, 
was hospitalized on an oncology unit. Problems occurred when his family took him home 
for a day but did not follow the medical rules for such visits. He ate forbidden foods , did not 
return to the hospital at the specified time, and generally did not follow other aspects of his 
treatment. TIle medical team was upset with the family because the patient suffered a set
back. The parents, however, knew that their son had only a limited time to live and wanted 
him to be with his family and enjoy what little time he had. n 

Many cultures have strong expectations about modesty, and expectations about 
bodily displays for women can make the medical examination itself a source of intercul
tural difficulties. In some cultures, for instance, role requirements governing appropriate 
behaviors for women do not permit undressing for an examination by male physicians 
or nurses. Among many Latina women, for example, there are strong social taboos 
against showing the body to others; dis robing for a medical examination may be embar
rassing and difficult. 33 Similarly, Latina women are uncomfortable revealing personal 
information in the presence of sons and daughters who may accompany them to the 
medical appointment. 
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Cultural differences in the role requirements that restrict interaction between women 
and men may also require that the medical caregivers be sensitive to important differ
ences in needs and expectations. For example, ten-year-old Ahmed was hospitalized with 
complicat ions from an appendectomy, and his mother had planned to stay all night with 
him in his hospital room. She became very distressed when Pat rick, another boy, was 
brought into the room as a patient; Patrick's father also wanted to stay with his son, but 
the appropriate role behavior for Ahmed's mother predudes interactions with men out
side of her family. Fortunately, the hospital staff was sensitive to the cultural issues; they 
recognized the importance of the problem and moved Ahmed to a private room.:W 

Conversational Structures. l anguage, and Nonverbal Communication Because of 
different interaction rules, the medical interview between caregiver and patient can be 
another source of intercultural communication problems. Latinos and Arabs, for exam
ple, may engage in extensive small talk before indicating their reasons for the medical in
terview. Interviews with Native Americans may be punctuated with extensive periods of 
silence. Medical interviewers may consider such small talk or silence a "waste of time" 
rather than a vital component of the person's cultural pattern that affects his or her com
fort level and willingness to proceed with the interview.35 Similarly, direct and explicit 
discussions with many Asians and Asian Americans may pose seriom threats to their face, 
and the use of indirection or other face-saving strategies may be preferred.l6 

In many cultures, doctors are perct"ived as authority figures with whom one must 
agree in the face-to-face medical interview. A palient may know Ihat he or she will not be 
able to follow a proposed treatment plan but may be reluctant to resr:nd to the doctor in 
a way that might appear to be a challenge to the doctor's authority. Similarly, individu
als from cultures that see health care workers as authority figures will be reluctant to 
initiate interaction and ask questions:~8 Patients from individualistic and low-context 
cultures, fo r instance, often feel that it is very important to communicate verbally with 
their ph}'5icians, and they are therefore very motivated to do so. Conversely, patients from 
collectivistic and high-context cultures may be much more apprehensive about participa
tion as a patient in their medical care, and they may therefore avoid conversing with their 
ph}'5icians during medical inlerviews.19 Latinos, for example, may not want to provide 
direct answers to questions posed by the health care provider.40 

A common challenge often arises because patients and medical care workers do not 
even speak the same language. Large urban hospitals and health care offices reflect the in
creasing multilingual characteristics of the United States. Interpreters often playa key 
role in allowing health care workers to communicate with patients.· J Health care educa
tion programs offer nurses, doctors, and other health care professionals many pathwar 
to improve their ability to interact with patients who p rimarily speak other languages. 4 

Ambiguities in the use of language can present additional difficulties in diagnosing 
and treating illnesses. Idiomatic language in the health care context can create misunder
standings, such as when a nurse indicated to a Chinese-born physician that a patient had 
~cold feet" about an upcoming surgery and the physician, seeking to rule out circulatory 
problems. ordered vascular tests.41 Or consider the case of a nurse or pharmacist who in
structs a patient to "'take three pills a day at mealtime" and expect. that the patient will 
take one pill at each of three meals. Patients who come from cultures that do not separate 
their day into three major mealtimes may instead take all three pills simultaneously at the 
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• 8ecause health QI~ may require the display of and 
access to one's body in ways thatare private and per
sona~ cultural expectations about what behaviors a~ 
permitted or prohibited are particulart,> important In 
such settings. 

one large meal that is eaten every day.44 A misun
derstanding with very serious ramifications hap
pened to a nonnative speaker of English who had 
signed a consent form for a tubal ligation, or "hav
ing her tubes tied:' The woman thought that "tied" 
meant that the procedure could be reversed should 
she later decide to ha\'e more children. Only the 
skilled intervention of an interculturally compe
tent health care worker, who understood the ambi
guity in the language and dearly explained to the 
woman the consequences of her decision, pre
vented a medical procedure that was not wanted.45 

It is not just ambiguities in understanding and 
in translating the English language that challenges 
health care workers. The Spanish language, for ex
ample, which is used by several U.S. cultures, has 
many words and grammatical constructions that 
vary from one cultural group to another.46 Such 
cases highlight problems of intercultural misun-
derstandings and the implications for ~informed 

consent" in the intercultural health care context. 
Nonverhal communication c~n also pose unique challenge.~ in the health care mn_ 

text. Eye contact, for example, can have a multitude of meanings. Consider an interaction 
between a European American health care professional and a Nigerian patient. To the 
European American, direct eye contact is expected; when not given, individuals are often 
regarded as untrustworthy and disrespectful. To the Nigerian, who comes from a large 
power-distance culture, direct eye contact may be avoided to show respect. Similarly, the 
appropriate use of touch varies widely across cultures, and, therefore, health care profes
sionals must adjust the use of touch as healing to be appropriate to the cultures of their 
patients. European Americans will touch the head of a child as a sign of friendliness, yet 
for some Southeast Asians such a gesture ,.,.ould be understood as an insult, since the 
head is the locus of one's soulY Similar difficulties in the health care setting can arise for 
other aspects of nonverbal communication. As you reflect on these differences, you will 
understand the importance of intercultural competence. 

The effective treatment of a patient's pain by the health care professional requires an 
ability to interpret the patient's nonverbal and verbal symbols so that a culturally appro
priate medical intervention can occur. In many cultures, for instance, individuals are 
taught to be more stoic and circumspect in verbally identifying the severity of their pain. 
In other cultures, there is an expectation that one will use very emotional and dramatic 
terms to describe one's experience of pain.48 

Intercultural Competence in the Health Care Context Health care professionals as
sume a special responsibility in assuring that they understand their patients in order to 
treat them effectively_ This responsibility requires a willingness to attempt to understand 
the cultural patterns-the beliefs., values, and interaction norms.-of their patients. There 
are excellent reference books now available to health care professionals in which the 
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general characteristics of various cultures are presented. However, in the health care con
text, as in all others, you must remember that each individual mayor may not share the 
preferences of her or his cultural group. 

The Educational Context 
The u.s. educational system-from kindergarten to college and on through graduate 
school-increasingly requires competent intercultural communication skills from all of 
its participants. Because of the culturally diverse student populations throughout the 
u.s. educational system, people must give increased attention to the factors that students, 
parents, teachers, administrators, other educational professionals, and ordinary citizens 
face when challenged to communicate in the educational context. 

Culture's Influence on the Educational Context All participants in the educational 
context-teachers, students, parents, school administrators, and other staff-bring their 
cultures' beliefs, values, norms, and social practices with them. Differences in cultural 
backgrounds may produce developmental variations in children's cognitive, physical, and 
motor abilities, as well as in their language, social, and emotional maturity.49 

Communication within a classroom, in the playground of an elementary school, or 
within a college dormitory is typically governed by a set of rules based within one cul
tural group. In the United States, the dominance of the patterns associated with the 
European American culture pervade the educational system, setting the expectations for 
teachers, administrators, and students about how to behave and learn effectively and appro
priately.so Yet, for most teachers in U.S. schools, it is an everyday occurrence to have students 
who come from cultural backgrounds other than their own. The demographic profiles of 
students in U.S. schools routinely identify many who speak different languages at home and 
who come from a large range of cultures. As a student in high school, or now in college, we 

Similarly, and perhaps not surprisingly, both my graduate students and many undergraduates in 
Rwanda and in Graz also struggled to find a voice in my classes, since most had encountered only 
traditional lectures in the past. I succeeded in getting them to express opinions contrary to the text
books or ones even simply questioning my own assertions only by breaking them into small groups 
and assigning them a sort of"devil's advocacy· role that they found unusual and at first very uncom
fortable (though one they soon approached with enthu~ia~m). Upon returning to the State5, I noted 
again how our students are far more active participants in the classroom and are far less reticent at 
challenging the perspectives of their teachers and peers. While our students' knowledge base vis-tl
vis world events may be thin in comparison to their European and African counterparts, their ability 
to engage critically with each other, with popular culture, and with the latest trends in technology 
and identity-political issues is much sharper. 

-Donald f. Hall 
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. The inten:uil:ural natwe of da~srooms, from elemftl
lary Khoo through CQjI~, requires edU(ators 10 

adapt their apprOiKhes to teaching and leaming. 

anticipate that you may have already experienced 
dassrooms of people from diverse cultural back
grounds. Alternatively, you may be a parent inter
acting within your children's school system. Students 
in intercultural communication classes may be 
preparing to teach in elementary or high schools. As 
the statistics presented in Chapter 1 demonstrate, 
many current teachers, and certainly most future 
teachers, will work in a setting that demands the 
knowledge, motivations, and skiDs of a competent 
intercultural communicator. In the words of Janet 
Bennett and Riikka Salonen, the U.S. campus today 
is "cuhurally complicated.";;] 

For many students, attending school can itself 
be an intercultural experience. 8vira, for exa m
ple, is a junior Filipina America n student who, on 
a daily basis, crosses the cultural boundary from 
her Filipino home to her U.S. America n high 
school. Although she attends regularly and re
ceives very high grades, she is concerned that the 
school experiences cut her off from her sister and 
friends. Sonia, similarly, is a Mexican American 
high school student who is wry popular with her 
llltina friends but consistently feels like an out
sider at school. This makes it very difficult for her 
to be academically and socially successful in the 
educational context.52 

Scholars in communication and education 
have begun to document the many ways that cul

tural differences ca n lead to dissimilarities in interpretations and expectations about 
competent behaviors for students and teachers. Problematic issues include differences 
in expectatio ns concerning such classroom behaviors as the rules for participation and 
turn taking, discipline and control, and even pedagogical approaches such as lectures, 
group learning, and self-paced work. Intercultural problems also arise when parents 
and other family members attempt to communicate with various officials representing 
the school. 

The Role of the Teacher RecaD from Chapter 4 that cultures differ in the ways they 
choose to define activities, social relations, the self, the world, and the passage of time. All 
of these choices can influence preferences for how students and teachers relate to each 
other in the classroom. 53 

Teachers have a unique and powerful influence on student interactions in the class
room and beyond. Consequently, classroom teachers have a potent effect on how weD 
students from different cultures learn. Teachers come to the classroom carrying with 
them both their unique personality characteristics and the influences of their culture. 
Increasingly, scholars and practitioners in the United States and throughout the world are 
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recognizing tlte unique challenges of multicultural classrooms, and substantial attention 
is now being given to ways that teachers can be more effective and appropriate-that is, 
more competent~in their adaptations to the learning styles that characterize the range 
of their students' cultures. 

Teachers, then, have a particular responsibilit y to demonstrate inte rcultural commu
nication competence. Oft en the first step for teachers is to become aware of cultural dif
ferences and then adapt when and how they approach their students. For example, an 
African American teacher of French, in what had been a predominantly European 
American East Coast suburban high school, described his experiences in teaching a 
changing, more mult icultural student body: 

When I first found myself teaching classes of mostly black kids, I went home frustrated 
every night because I knew I wasn't getting through to them, and they were giving me a 
hard time. It only started getting better when [ fi nally figured out that J had to reexamine 
everything J was doi ng.Si 

This teacher began by being aware of cultural differences and then changing his. 
approach to teaching.55 Students training to beco me teachers in the elementary and 
secondary schools in the United States now are routinel y required to take co urses 
to learn how to adapt th eir classroom teaching in ways that maximize learning fo r 
culturally diverse students. 56 

Those who prefer a more hierarchical relationship between individuals will structure 
the relationship between student and teacher with g reater status differences. German in
structors, for example, tend to be more formal, aloof, and socially distant than their 
U.S. counterparts.57 Similarly, within many Asian and Asian American cultures, teachers 
are highly revered and respected. Students and parents would not openly and directly 
question the authority and statements of a teacher. Consider, for example, the types of 
communicatio n messages and the proper role behaviors of students and teachers in 
Chinese classrooms. If you are fdmiliar with U.S. classrooms, compare your experiences 
with the following: 

Students who are late for class should get the teacher's permission to ent("T the classroom. 
Even in college, students have to si t quietly in rows th ~ t face the teacher, listen attentively, 
and take careful notes. Students must also raise their hands and stand at attention when 
they answer or want to ask questions. Not raising a hand is a violation of classroom rules, 
and not standing up is a violation of the reverence rule. s~ 

As this description conveys, lhe Chinese classroom is characterized by a high degree of 
formality. Many people from cultures with similar preferences for formality are shocked to 
find European American teachers with their penchant for informality. Many U.S. profes
sors, for instance, encourage students to call them by their first name;; while many students 
prefer such informality, some feel uncomfortable because it suggests disrespect. 

Even a teacher's seemingly inconsequential personal preference has the potential to 
create discomfort among students and their parents, often without the teacher even know
ing about it. One such example is of a woman who was considered one of the best English 
teachers in her school but who used red ink to address her notes of encouragement to the 
students. For Koreans, particularly Buddhists, the teacher's "insignificant" preference to 
write the students' names in red ink created enormous distress, because a Buddhist only 
writes people's names in red at their death or at the anniversary of their death. S9 
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Classroom Interaction Cultural characteristics also influence what is appropriate and 
effective communication within the classroom. That is, culture shapes what is considered 
to be desirable and undesirable classroom behaviors. From the exptctations for students 
interacting with their teachers, to the manner in which they rehlle with one another, to 
the language and topics considered appropriate for teachers and students to discuss, to 
the overall structure of interaction within a classroom--<ulture affects perceptions of 
competeDt classroom interaction. 

Students from collectivistic cultures are generally more accepting of messages about ap
propriate dassroom behaviors and will comply with teachers' requests about classroom 
management.60 Even the nature of teachers' persuasive messages differs across cultures. 
Chinese college teachers, for instance, appeal to the group in gaining student compliance, 
whereas European American teachers. with a cultural preference for individualism, stress the 
benefit to the specific student.6 1 Within the classroom, the treatment of personal property is 
also influenced by the culture of the students, with 'i>ersonalH items such as toys, books, and 
dothing perceived very differently in individualistic and in collectivistic cultures.62 

Classroom discussion and parlicipation also vary greatly across cultures. Donal 
Carbaugh, who studies how culture is displayed in people's conversati(ms, makes a compar
ison between European American expectations for dassroom interaction and those of the 
Blackfeet, one of the Native American tribes in the United States. These differences are dis
played in Table 11.1. It is easy to imagine a dassroom with a European American teacher 
and students from both cultures; the European American students would, in all likelihood, 
feel much more comfortable and would thus have a better learning experienceP Similarly, 
many Native American and Asian American students are unwilling to volunteer, speak out, 
or raise problems or roncerns unless the teacher specifically calls on them by name. Korean 
students, fur instance, are often unwilling to talk with their teachers even when the teachers 
have inrorreetly calculated the students' scores on an exam.64 Questions for clarification are 
rarely asked of the teacher directly; to do so might be regarded as a challenge to the teacher's 
authority and could threaten her or his face should the answer not be known. 

Students from many cultures who go to sehool in the United States sometimes find it 
difficult to adapt to the verbal style expected of them. Conversely, when U.S. students 
study overseas, they often experience similar difficulties in undentanding the cultural 

TAILE 11.1 Blackfeet and European American Communkation In a Classroom Setting 

Primary Mode 

Cultural Premise 

Secondaty Mode 

Social Position 

Typical Speaker 

Cultural Persona 

Values 

Silence 

Listener-active, interconneded 

Verbal speaking 

Differences by gender and age 

Elder male 

Relational connection 

Nature, hefitage, modesty, stability 

Speaking 

Speaker-active, constructive 

Silence 

Commonality, equality 

Citizen 

Unique individual 

Upward mobility, change, progress 

Source: Adapted from Donal Cilrbaugh, CulM!"> In C0fM'I'5Il1tJrl (Mahwah, t-U: Erlb<tum, XXl5). 92 
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e>.."pectations related to the educational context.65 Yet a willingness to speak in class is 3 
communication characteristic highly valued by European American teachers and stu
dents, whose cultural framework celebrates individual achievement and responsibility. To 
students from cultures that emphasize the collective good and the maintenance of face, 
however, such behaviors in the classroom are too competitive, as they disrupt the group's 
harmony and separate people from one another. Native American fifth- and sixth
graders. for e.'mmpie, perceived their high-verbal teachers to have less competence in their 
oral delivery of messages.66 Similarly, African American children, whose culture empha
sizes the de\'Clopment of \'erbal skills and expressiveness, are often affected in their class
room interactions with their European American teachers: 

In both verbal and nonVl'rballanguage, they [African American mildren[ are more the
atrial, show greater emotion, and demonstrate faster responses and higher 
energy .... African-American speakers are more animated, nlore rersuasive, and more ac
tive in the communication pro<:ess. They often are perceived as ronfrontational because 
of this style. On the other hand, the school, and most Anglo-American teachers, are more 
oriented toward a passiVl' style, which gives the impression that the communiOltor is 
somewhat detached, literal, and legalistic in use of the language. Most African-American 
stude1lts find this style distancing and dissuasive.67 

Another example of cultural consequences on the learning environment can be seen 
in the research of Sleven T. Mortenson, who found thai, while both Chinese and U.S. 
American students responded to academic failure in similar ways, the Chinese students 
were less likely to express their concerns about academic failure to others and instead 
were more likely to experience physical illnesses.68 

(lbis item omitted from WebBook edition) 

• This typical e~mlary school d~oom depicts Ih~ int~f(:ultural charact~r d many 
schook across the Unit~d States;. 
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Turn taking within the classroom is also governed by cultural e:tpectations. Watch 
how teachers in your various classes regulate the flow of conversations and contributions. 
A teacher has a particular set of expectations about who speaks in the classroom as weU as 
when and how to speak. Is it acceptable for students to talk among themselves? How 
loudly can they talk to each other? How long can private conversations continue before 
the teacher asks for them to stop? How do students get permission to speak in class? All of 
these classroom beha viors, which are crucial to how teachers evaluate their students and 
how students evaluate teachers and classroom environments, are grounded in cultural ex
pectations. 

Cultu ral patterns directly affect preferred ways 10 learn in the classroom. Think for 
a moment about the classroom experiences you have had. Did the)' encourage students 
to work cooperatively in groups? Or were classroom activities designed to encourage 
students to work alone, succeeding or failing on thei.r individual merits? Latino chil
dren, whose culture teaches the importance of family and group identities, are more 
likely to value cooperativeness than competiliveness.69 Because Native American cul
tural patterns emphasize the group, harmony with nature, and circularity, children 
from that culture often respond better to learning approaches thai are noncompetitive, 
holistic, and cooperative.1° European American children, in contrast, often prefer 
learning approaches that emphasize competition, discrete categories for information, 
and individual ach ievement. 

Families and the Educational System Another key set of relationships in which com
petent intercultural communication is essential is in the interaction of parents, and 
sometimes other family members, with school personnel, including teachers, administra
tors, and others. Consider the following examples of how parents from different cultural 
backgrounds with children in kindergarten classrooms interacted with their children and 
the classroom: 

In Ms. Nelson's kindergarten classroom, some of the Chinese-American mothers come to 
school ewry day at lunch time. Th~y bring hot lunches and hand·f~ed th~ir fiw year old 
children. In another kindergarten classroom, Mexican American mothers walk their chil
dren to schooL When the bell rings they enter the classrooms with their children. They 
walk the children 10 Ih~ir tables and help them!:lke off their jackeLS. ney hang their chil
dren's jackets and book bags on the hooks, generally located in the back of the room, be
fore leaving the classroom. When parent-teacher conferences were held in early October, 
a European-AmericUI mother proudly told her child's teacher that Elizabeth could tie 
her own shoes when sh~ was fou r years old. i ! 

The range of differences in parental involvement with their children at this grade level in
dicates the wide range of meanings and expectations that parents from different cultures 
can have of teachers in one school and one classroom. 

Because the value of education differs from one culture to another, the importance 
of a student's success in school will also vary. For Thais and Filipinos, for instance, edu
cation affects the entire family's status and social standing. By excelling in school, there
fore, children bring honor to their families while prepa.ring for future successes that will 
further enhance the family stature. Education is thus a family concern, rather than an 
individual achievement.72 
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Even the need for the customary parent-teacher conferences may not make much 
sense to parents from cultures in which there is no expectation that parents will play an 
active role in decisions about their children's education?3 Many Middle Eastern parents, 
for instance, expect their children will do well in schooL Thus, when the children actually 
do well, there is generally less overt praise or material reward than is common in the 
United States; children are doing what is eJ..l'ected of them. However, when children do 
not do well, parents may present a variety of attitude; including denial, blaming the 
school, blaming the child, and feeling ashamed?4 

Similar expectations exist among many Asian and Asian American parents. A 
teacher's request for a routine conference, for example, may be met with a sense of skepti
cism or a deep concern that a disobedient child may have dishonored the family. Because 
of face_saving needs, the parents may even assume that the enct nature of this prohlem 
will not be stated explicitly but must be discerned through a clever analysis and interpre
tation of the teacher's subtle clues. The teacher's bland statements that their child behaves 
well are therefore regarded as merely a social politeness. Not wanting to heap unlimited 
praise on the child for fear of setting false expectations, the teacher may unwittingly pro
vide the parents with just the sort of high-context hints and generalities about the child's 
faults and weaknesses that they will interpret as an indication of a deeper and more diffi
cult problem in need of correction. 

A poignant example of the consequence; of differing cultural expectations, compli
cated by linguistic difficulties, is the story of Magdalena, a Mexican immigrant mother, 
and her son Fabian. Because Fabian was not behaving appropriately in the school, the 
school officials asked Magdalena to have Fabian evaluated by a professional. Concerned 
about Fabian and wanting to be re;ponsive to the school's request, Magdalena took 
Fabian to see their family doctor. As the situation at the school became more negative, the 
teachers and administrators believed that Magdalena was ignoring the seriousness of the 

In high school, I tried to emulate the five-paragraph essay. I was in honors and AP classes and always 
got A's. but I was never totally proficient like the other students in their writing. Grammar and usage 
was natural for them, but not for me. Remember, my first language was Spanish. I spoke Spanish at 
home to my parents and siblings. so I intermixed my sentence structures and rhetorical patterns. Of
tentimes they'd see this as a deficiency. I wanted to go on tangents and use imagery, like my father 
did when he told his cuentos y historias. I wanted to incorporate my oral skills from my culture Into 
the written text, but was not allowed to do so. I emulated this plastic voice until I went to college. 
And even then, only a select few teachers encouraged this form of writing. 

This writing was the personal narrative.lleamed to use personal narrative in my essays and 
short stories and incorporated personal narrative characteristics in my poetry. I had never been 
given this freedom. I had never been validated in this way. I wish I had been allowed to use personal 
narrative from day one of my second shot at first grade. I know I would be a more effective writer 
today. 

- M(JrJ(J J. HfUJda 
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problem and was not responding to their request. Ultimately, Fabian was expelled from 
school.7S As Jerry McClelland and Chen Chen conclude: 

The combination of the school's instructions, the in terpreter's tn.ns13tion, and her com
prehension of the message resulted in Magdalena not understanding thaI a counselor', 
report, rather than a physician's report, was being requested. Given the Mexi~n cuhure 
in which she grew up, Magdalena was puzrled by the message to have Fabian checked. 
Magdalena said thaI in Mexico, if there is a problem with a child, Ihe leacher and parent 
talk to each other and do nOI bring in a third person 10 give an opinioJl?6 

Intercultural Competence In the Educational Context The challenge to develop 
one's intercultural competence and fulfill the promise that cultural diYI:-rs ity brings to the 
educational context is aptly summarized by losina Macau. She suggests that creating a 
constructive learning environmen t in an age of cultural diversity requires that people be 
sensitive to different and sometimes competing experiences.77 

TIle intercultural ch31lenges of communicating in a different language, which we de
scribed in Chapters 7 and 9, are 31so prominent within the educational context. Increasingly, 
schools in the United States are finding it advantageous to translate the letters that are sent 
home to parents, so that immigrant parents are better able to learn about key school issues 
and events. Even then, the unique features of each language, the presence of colloquialisms, 
and the use of specialized terminology still present barriers for parents whose primary 
language is not U.S. English.78 

The starting point for developing intercultural competence in the educatio nal con
text is to understand one's own cultural background. It is particularly important that 
teachers and administrators recognize their culture's influence on expectations about 
how classrooms should operate and how students should behave. The stakes for develop
ing intercultural competence in education are very high. Although the following example 
focuses on Native Americans, it is equally true of students from a variety of cultural back
grounds. It ~lustrates the importance of the educational context and the potential fo r 
both permanent and harmful consequences as a result of interactions within that context. 

When many young Native America n children enler Ihe classroom, they freq uently find 
themselves in foreign environments where fumiliar words, V:l lues, and lifestyles ~re ab
sent. As the classroom activities and language become increasingly different from the fa
miliar home environm~n t , the students suffer a 10M of self-confid~nct and self-tsteem, a 
10M that is sometimes irreparable?9 

The Business Context 
1be business context is increasingly intercultural. Just as those working in or receiving 
services from the health care and educational contexts must look to the development of 
competent intercultural communication, intercultural competence in our .....urk lives is a 
critical asset.so Commerce and trade are global and affect us daily. Indeed, bookstores 
now regularly stock reference materi31s that provide insights into specific cultures and 
suggest some of the dos and don'ts of conducting business with individuals from those 
cultures. 81 Just look at your possessions and you will see ample evidence of the products 
that have crossed nation31 and cultural boundaries. People, however, are the key ingredi
ents in the intercultural business world. 
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Throughout most of your working life, you will likely be within an intercultural busi
ness context; some of your customers, coworkers, supervisors., and subordinates will 
come from cultures that differ from your own. Many organizations today include people 
who were born in one country, educated in another, and working in yet another. Many 
projects--by architects, engineers, business people, medical personnel, financial man
agers, and others-are done in one country during their daytime and electronically 
t.ransmitted across the globe for work during the daytime of another culture's workforce. 
lntercultural communication in the business context is also increased by the availability 
of easy, fust, and inexpensive communication. Emplo)'fes of multinational business orga
nizations are now able to conduct their work using email, chat boards, and verbal interac
tion over various I.nternet services. Similarly, most of the major cities in the world can be 
reached within a day or two; these technological innovations make communication quick 
and sometimes inexpensive, but they also can be potentially problematic because of in
tercultural differences. 

Many businesspeople are inadequately prepared fo r an intercultural assignment; in 
one study, for instance, up to 20 percent of U.S. managers on temporary international 
assignments failed to adjust adequately and returned home prematurely.S2 The underly
ing problem, experts agree, is top management's ethnocentricity and its corresponding 
failure to provide adequate preparation and rewards for these intercultural assign
ments.S) A compounding problem is that, too often, graduates from u.s. universities 
lack the "basic skills they need to be globally competent professionals."M Consequently, 
some U.S.-based multinational firms are hesitant to send these employees abroad, pre
ferring instead to use U.S.- trained international students or in-country locals who have 
international experience. 

Cu lture's Influe nce o n the Business Context The discussion of cultural patterns in 
Chapters 4 and 5 is particularly useful in understanding culture's influence on the busi
ness context. Differences in cultural patterns create widely dissimilar expectations for 
how a business is structured and what is considered appropriate and effective-and 
therefore successful-<ommunication within that business. Chapter 5 described the 
GLOBE research on the dimensions of cultural patterns, which directly apply to business 
o rganizations around the world. The GLOBE researchers developed their empirically 
based conclusions by surveying people who work in organizations, thus giving us great 
insight into the expectations for behavior in the world's businesses. While all of the di
mensions described are useful for understanding issues in the intercultural business 
conte:\1, our discussion will highlight differences in business practices that are related to 
in -group collectivism, which is commonly described as the individualism-.<ollectivism 
dimension. 

Cultural variations in people's relationships to their organizations are important in 
understanding the intercultural business context. Is the critical unit of analysis and of hu
man action the individual or the group? Specific areas of intercultural business that are 
associated with variations in individualism-collectivism include the following: 

• Who speaks for the organization? In organizations within individualistic cultures, a 
single person may represent a company in its negotiations. In collectivistic cul
tures, a group of representatives would likely be involved in negotiations. 

https://PaperHelper.io


CHA PTE R 11 EpiMldes, Contexts, and Intercultural lmeractions 299 

• Work settings ar~ increasingly culturally diverse, providing opportunities to improve 
Intercultural competenc~. 

• W/IO decides for tile orgallizatiorl? Organizations within individualistic cultures 
likely empower their negotiators to make decisions that are binding on the com
pany. Such decisions are often made rapidly and without consultation from the 
home office once the negotiations have begun. Organizations within collectivistic 
cultures often require extensive consultations among the delegation members and 
with the home office at each step in the negotiation process, as no single individ
ual has the exclusive power fo r decision making. 

• Whal motivates people 10 work? Do people wo rk because they are motivated by the 
possibility of individual rewards, as is common in individualistic cultures, or is 
group support and solidarity with one's colleagues a primary motivator? Reward 
systems to encourage employees' best efforts vary widely. In Mexico, for instance, 
though the individual is valued, rewards fo r independent actio ns and individual 
achievements that are successful with U.S. Americans may not be strong motiva
tors. Thus, production contests and "employee of the month" designations to en
courage Mexican employees are often unsuccessfu1.8S 

• Wlml is Ille basis for business reialiomhips? In collectivistic cultures, it is vital that 
businesspeople establish cordial interpersonal relationships and maintain them 
over time. The assumption that it is possible to have a brief social exchange that 
will produce the degree of understanding necessary to establish a business agree
ment is simply incorrect. In many African cultures, for example, friendship takes 
precedence over business. Similarly, most Middle Easterners extend their prefer
ence for sociability to business meetings, where schedules are looser and the first 
encounter is only for getting acquainted and not for business.86 A similar regard 
for establishing social relationships as a prelude to doing business is also common 
in China and Korea.87 Indeed, the very notion of trustworthiness differs across 
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intercultural business relationships, with individualistic cultun:5 often emphasiz
ing personal integrity in judging another's trustworthiness while collectivistic cul
tures emphasize one's commitment to the group or the organization.ss 

In Korea, the most important concept when doing business, and indeed the most im
portant concern for all Korean interpersonal relationships, is that of kibun. Kibun refers 
to an individual's personal harmony, pleasurable inner feelings , positive state of mind, 
sense of pride, and dignity. In Korean relationships, keeping kibun in good order takes 
precedence over virtually all other considerations. In the business context, people must 
maintain a harmonious atmosphere that enhances the kibutl of all, for to damage people's 
kibun may irreparably damage interpersonal relationships and create lifelong enemies.89 

Koreans believe that maintaining kibun is more important than attaining immediate 
goals, accomplishing task-related objectives, or telling the absolute truth. That is, 

Kihun enters into evt'ry aspe<:t of Korean life. Knowing how to judge the state of other 
people's kibun, how to avoid hurting it, and keeping your own kibun in a satisfactory statt' 
are important skills .... For example, a KOfC".Jn's kibun is damaged when his subordinatt' 
does not show proper respect, that is, by not bowing soon enough, not using honorific 
word~, not contacting the ~upcrior within an appropriate period of time, or wor.e, hand
ing something to him with the left hand. Most of thest' rules of etique1:tt' are well known 
to Koreans, and while they are often difficult or cumbt'rsome to remembt'r, they must be 
ht'edoo to avoid hurting kibu n.90 

Another scholar-practitioner who has studied the impact of cultural patterns on 
communication competence in the intercultural workforce is Fons Trompenaars.91 After 
many years of studying companies around the globe, Trompenaars identified the cultural 
dimension of universalism-particularism as especially useful in understanding how 
business practices vary because of culture. Universalistic cultures prefer to make business 
decisions based on a consistent application of rules, whereas particularistic cultures 
choose instead to adapt the rules to specific circumstances and relationships. William B. 
Gudykunst and Yuko Matsumoto indicate that universalism-particularism is related to 
the individualism-<ollectivism dimension. They suggest that businesspeople from indi
vidualistic cultures tend to be universalistic and apply the same value standards to all, 
whereas those from collectivistic cultures tend to be particularistic and apply different 
value standards to ingroups and outgroupS.92 Some features of the impact of this varia
tion on the conduct of international business include the following: 

• What is the meaning of a contract? Someone from a universalistic culture mayview the 
signed contract as binding on all, whereas someone from a particularistic culture may 
view the contract as valid only if the circwnstances remain unchanged, which may in
clude whether the person who signed the contract is still part of his or her company. 
For example, the Chinese concept ofiega! or contractual agreements differs from the 
u.s. concept. In the United States, of course, a business contract is binding and should 
be implemented precisely as agreed. In China, however, contracts are regarded more as 
statements of intent rather than as promises of performance. Therefore, they are bind
ing only if the circumstances and conditions that were in effect when the contract was 
signed are still present when the contract should be implemented.93 

• Are job evaluations conducted uniformly or adapted to specific individuals? 
Within universalistic cultures, all individuals in similar jobs arc evaluated using 
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standardized criteria. Within particularistic cultures, the performance criteria 
depend upon people's relationships with others and their standin g within the 
organization . 

• Are corporate office directives typically heeded or arcu mvetlted! In universalistic cul
tures, directives from corporate headquarters are valued and are heeded through
out the organization. In particularistic cultures. such directives are often ignored 
o r circumvented because they do n' t apply to the particular c ircumstances of a spe
cific subsidiary or branch office. 

Just as in the educational and health care contexts, every element of the business con
text can be influenced by culture. In the remainder of this section, we first consider the 
important functions of business negotiations and conducting business deals. We next 
focus on the interpersonal work environment of intercultural teams. Finally, we look at 
cultural differences in conversational structure, in language, and in nonverbal communi
catio n that influence the business context. Though we separate these topics for ease of 
discussion, we do want to remind you that, in actual communication in the business con
text, their impact on culture forms an interconnected whole that can not be understood 
as a set of unrelated parts. 

Business Negotiation and Deal Making In the business context, the core activity of 
much intercultural communication involves conducting negotiations to make a business 
deal. These interactions occur 0 11 behalf of la rge multinational corporations that are dis
cussing multibillion dollar contracts, to the small business owners who want something 
manufactured in another country, to salespeople who are selling products to people who 
are culturally different from themselves. 

_ ConductIng busin6samong IntC!Kultural tt'amscan be bolh challenging and R!Wan::ling. 
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Cultures differ in the preferred flow or pacing of business negotiations. In the initial 
stages of a negotiation, for example, German business managers may ask numerous ques
tions about technical details. In Scandinavia, there is a great deal of initial frankness and a 
desire to get right down to business. Among the French, however, the early emphasis is o n 
laying out al1 aspects of the potentiaJ deal. In contrast, many italian and Asian managers 
may use these same initial stages to get to know the other person by talking about subjects 
other than the business dea\. Likewise, preliminaries in Spain may take several days.94 
Similarly, problems often characterize Mexican and U.S. American negotiations, which 
arise from a greater emphasis on relational concerns by Mexican negotiators and on task 
behaviors by U.S. negotiators.95 Many Africans also want a friendship to be established 
before doing business.96 

In the United States and in otherWestem countries-, where individual achievement is 
valued, advancements occur because of one's accomplishments, there is a shorter- term 
and results-oriented approach to negotiating, and a high priority is placed on getting the 
job done and accomplishing task-related objectives. Interpersonal communication is typ
ically direct, confrontational, face-to-face, and informal. Negotiating teams are willing to 
make decisions and concessions in the public negotiation selling, where individuals 
within the team may disagree publicly with one another. One individual is usually given 
the authority to make decisions that are binding o n all.97 Romanians, though, prefer a ne
gotiation style that is indirect and does not address issues straightforwardly. For 
Romanians, U.S. Americans often appear too confrontational and aggressive.98 Among 
the Japanese, however, who value group loyalty and age, advancement is based on senior
ity, there is a longer term approach to negotiating, and the formation and nurturance of 
longer lasting business relationships are extremely important. Interpersonal communica
tion is likely to be indireCl, conciliatory in tone, and formal. Often an intermediary is 
used, the real decision making occurs privately and away from the actual negotiations, the 
negotiating teams make group decisions, and all team members are expected. to present a 
united front. Such differences may lead to difficulties and to failure for the unwary. 
Consider the attempts of a U.S. businessman trying to negotiate an important deal in 
India: 

Joel, in his frustration, tried to speed up matters, as a lot more issues had to be addressed, 
but the Indians felt that he was only interested in finalizing and implementing the deal. 
They also began to question his in telligence, abilities. and sincerity. His infomlal way of 
addressing them also made them uncomfortable and not respected. AU in all, they didn't 
really trust him or the deal he was proposing.9\I 

Table 11.2 provides additional examples of some of the key differences in ways of think
ing and in expectations for business negotiations across five cultures. 

Cultural differences in business practices are also evident in the use of interpersonal 
relationships for strategic purposes. In Colombia and other Latin American countries, for 
example, achieving objectives by using interpersonal connections to obtain jobs, con
tracts, supplies, and other conlacts--that is , giving and receiving personal favors to create 
an interdependent network of relationships--is regarded very positively. ]OO Similar cus
toms exist in India and elsewhere. While not as widespread throughout the multicultural 
U.S. workplace, such practices as providing emotional support to fellow workers, and 
thereby building informal social networks that can be used strategically to circumvent the 
bureaucracy, is a common practice.]01 
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TABLE 11 .2 Business negot iation in five countries 

Dlmlnslon Finland India MIlIico Turk.y Unltld St.tlS 

Goal: Business in India Mexicans Establish Establish rapport 
contractor is personal. seek long-term relationships quickly; then 
relationship establish relationships before ~" 

relationships negotiating negotiating 

Attitude : Mexicans have Look for mutual 
win/lose a win-win gains, whenever 
or win/win attitude possible 

Personal Negotiations Established Americans do 
style: foilOW' formal etiquette must not fike 
informal procedures, but befoMo~ formality 
or formal the atmosphere or rituals in 

is friendly and business 
relaxed interaction 

Communication: Finns afe "No" is hafsh. Mexican Politeness is Be direct and to 
direct or indirect direct Evasive refusals negotiators important the point 

are common may seem 
and more polite indirect and 

avoid saying 
"no· 

Time Finns begin Indianscooduct The IxIsiness Do not expect US negotiators 
sensitivity: businMS right business at I atmosphere i. to get right expect qui.::k 
high or low away, without leis ... ely ~ce. easygoing down to busi- dedsions and 

small talk. "Time-is-money" ness. The pa.::e solutions 
It is not isan <!Ilien ofm~lings 

appropriate concept and negotia-
to be IOIle tions is slow 

Emotionalism: Use objective Facts are less Truth is based Turks show Subjective 
high or low facts, ra ther persu<!lsive than on feeling s. emotion. feelings are 

<I,m feelings Emotional Feelings not considered 
subjective <!Irgu-nents are orrymore "facts." Points 
feelings. more effective weight than are made by 
Serious than logic objective accumulating 
and reserved facts foch 

TN m Individu<!lls afe Decisions will Authority;s Individuals 
organization: responsible be made at the vested in a with relevant 
one leaderor for decisions 'op few .II the knowledge 
.::onsensus top. Mexions and skills 

prefer ~ke 

consensus dedsions 

Risk taking: Indians take risks Mexicans avoid Turks take risks 
high or low risk 

SouICI'.: l~n E Metcalf, Allan BIrd, Mahe<ih Shank,nmahesh, Zeynep A)'GHl, .loHm La"lmo, and DlI:fimo Dewar valdelamar. "Cultural 
Tendenc1es In Negotlatbn: A Comparison ofFlniaod, India, MeJdco. TlJr~ and thl' United States,· Joomal of World itrsIne5s 41 

(2OO6j: 382- 394_ 
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From the UK aoout South Korea: 

• work for a company that has a subsidiary in Korea, so I go there quite frrquently on business. ' have 
a good relationship with a highly esteemed Korean manager wno has worked for us fof many years. 
We nOON need to find a local firm to supply a component, and this manager has strongly recom
mended his tNother's company. I am rather wary about this and feel that this manager has put me in 
an awkward position . • don't want to lay myM!lf open to iKcusations of favoritism or even tOrruption. 
Anyway. I am going to put the job out to bid, but feel that by do~g so I am risking creating ill feeling 
within my own company. 

In South Korea loyalty to one's family Is a duty, and your manager would be failing In his duty If 
he did not try to help his brother win the order. On the other hand, he appears to be a loya l member 

of your company too, and may genuInely feel that his brother's company Is likely to be your best 
supplier. Certainly perronal relationships can facilitate business wherever in the wond you find your
self, and In Easte rn AsIa knowledge of someone's background and family Is seen as providing a fOfm 
of guarantee of their personal commitment to your business. Naturally you shou ld listen to what 
other companies have to offer, but be prepared to spend time In discussions with the company your 
manager recommended. It would be s illy to exclude the best contender because of an exaggerated 
sense offairness, and certainly most Indians, East Asians, and Latin Americans would flnd such a 

decision tota lly Incomprehensible. 

- From Q lefrer to ~Ih OiofJsoo 

The importance and value of social hierarchy and face maintenance is iUustrated by 
many Chinese businesses. Chinese businesspeople w ill likely have to check with their supe
riors before making any real decisions. In Chinese organizations, superiors are expected to 
participate in many decisions that U.S. managers might routinely delegate to subordinates. 
The Chinese process of consulting the next higher level in the hierarchy often continues up 
the bureaucratic ladder to the very top of the organization. Thus, the autonomy that is ex
peeted and rewarded in the United States may be regarded as insubordination in China. 102 

Likewise, while decisions to approve or reject specific requests or proposals may be oommu
nicated dearly by Chinese ma nagers, justifications for such decisions are often vague or 
omitted in an effort to protect the face of the employee;. In a business negotiation imulving 
Chinese and U.S. Americans, therefore, attempts by the U.S. team to insist on explanations 
for Chinese decisions may oommunicate a lack of respect and a failure to acknowledge the 
Chinese attempts at face maintenance. 

Intercultural oompetence is required for successful business transactions within the in
tercultural United States. Consider the circumstancesofMs. Young.son, the head of a corpo
rate sales division, who sent her sales representatives to the Chinese alxi Korean mermants 
in her city. She had a oompetent sales crew, she thought, but they were remarkably unsuc
cessful. Finally, out of desperation, she sent her team to a training workshop designed to 
help them understand the needs of Asian customers. They discovered numerous cultural 
errors in their sales approach, including the most grievous error of focusing on the business 
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of the sale too quickly, rather than going through steps to establish a trusting relationship. 
The sales representatives also learned not to sit unless they were invited to do so, and they 
were trained not to put their materials o n the desk or even to lean on it. 103 

Even when negotiations have been successful , cultural variations in common social prac
tices can cause problems. Consider the experience of Richard, who works for a U.S. company 
that ships refrigerated containers to Asia. Richard's company uses a yellow marker to indicate 
that the product has passed inspection. This makes Chinese customers suspicious of the qual
ity of the products, since Chinese manufucturers use yellow to signify a defective product. 104 

Conversational Structure, l anguage, and Nonverbal Communication We began 
this chapter by describing the many social episodes that form much of the social interac
tion of our lives. The business context has many social episodes enacted with rules de
rived from vario us aspects of culture. Something seemingly as simple as the exchange of 
business cards can set the tone for subsequent business relationships. Many U.S. business
people simply take the business cards offered to them and, after a perfunctory glance, 
tuck them away; in most Asian cultures, however, the exchange of business cards requires 
a more involved ritual in which the cards are examined carefully upon their receipt. 

The ease of international telecommunications brings businesspeople from around 
the globe into interactions using the common communication episode of "making an in
troductory telephone call." Yet something as straightforward as the protocol for a com
mon telepho ne caU is shaped by the many differences that one'scultu recreates. Variations 
in the purposes of tdephone caUs, their degree of formality, the ~-pectations about ap
propriate opening and closing re marks, and the anticipated length of the conversation aU 
present intricate choices for achieving intercultural com munication competence. !Os In 
India, for example, call center workers have had to receive extensive intercultural training 
to deal with irate U.S. callers. The U.S. Americans 

often wa nle<! a better deal o r an impossibly swift resolution, and were aggressive and 
sometimes ~b r:lSive about saying so. The Indians responded according 10 their deepest 
natures: They were silent when Ihey didn't understand, and they often committed to 
more than they could deliver. They would tell the Amerians that someone would get 
bock to them tomorrow 10 che<:k on their problems, and no one would. 1011 

As part of their training, the Indian workers watched Friend5 and Ally M eBea/to get 
an initial grounding in U.S. interaction patterns. Then they were taught how to begin 
conversations, how to end them , how to t'.l:press empathy, and- however unnatural it 
might feel-how to be assert ive. 

Many books are now available to help poople navigate a world in which intercultural 
business contacts are increasing because of modern communication technologies such as 
fax machines, emails, and telephone conversations. These books provide specific tips on 
oonducting business in the intercultural business context.107 

How language is used in business contexts is also highly influenced by culture. There 
is, for example, much more formality used by French-speaking Canadians than by 
English-speaking Canadians. loa Mexican businesspeople are likely t() use persuasive argu
ments that, from the perspective of many U.S. Americans, may seem "overly dramatic."I09 
Differences in role expectations and in the rules for interactions between Japanese and 
U.S. American businesspeople are not confined to meetings that take place in Japan , nor 
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are they limited to negotiations among teams from different organizations. Young Yun Kim 
and Sheryl Paulk found that communication problems and misunderstandings occurred 
within a Japanese-owned company in the United States because of the Japanese prefer
ence for indirectness and the U.S. American preference for directness. 110 Indonesians 
similarly prefer a high level of indirectness in business contexts. III 

Specific aspects of differences in nonverbal communication also pose challenges in 
the business context. The United States, England, China, France, Japan, and Germany all 
operate with an expectation of punctuality. In Germany, being even two or three minutes 
late is considered insulting. I 12 

Nonverbal behaviors such as smiling, head nodding, and silence also differ across 
cultures, and competent business practices require an understanding of these distinc
tions. As Roong Sriussadapron describes, 

Wht'n an t'xpatriatt' sllpt'rvisor assigned a task to a Thai local t'mployee, the Thai em
ployee smiled, nodded his head, and said nothing. The expatriate supt'rvisor thought that 
his assignment would be accomplished by his Thai subordinate without any problem 
whilt' his Thai subordinatt' had made no commitment. In fdct, he onlyaclmowledged that 
he would try hi, best and keep working with no deadline illlle .. he wa, dearly noti
fied .... Culturally speaking, Thais usually do nO! refuse someone immediately when they 
are asked to do something. Thai t'mployees rarely voice refusal to work, especially with 
their supt'rvisors, even though they feel unwilling, unable, or unavailable. III 

Touching, conversational distances, and eye contact also vary in their appropriate 
use. In India, men routinely hold hands as a sign of friendship and not of sexual interest; 
this challenges U.S. American and European managers, who interpret the nonverbal be
havior quite differently. t t4 Eye contact with Saudi Arabians can also become problematic 
for those from the United States or from some European cultures, because the Saudis do 
not engage in direct eye contact but rather sit much closer to those with whom they are 
interacting. ll S 

Even the seating arrangements and protocol during many business negotiations are 
highly prescribed. Among the Japanese, tables are never round in such business settings, 
and the expression ~head of the table" is meaningless. Contrary to the usual practice in 
the United States, the power seat is not necessarily occupied by the most senior person 
present. Rather, whoever is most knowledgeable about the specific discussion topic takes 
the power seat and is designated as the company's official spokesperson for this aspect of 
the negotiations. At the conclusion of the business meeting, ritualistic thank-you's are ut
tered while all are still seated, both sides arise simultaneously and begin bowing, and the 
power person from the host company is expected to stay with the "guests" until they are 
outside the premises and are able to depart. 116 

Intercultural Teams The reality of the workforce and how business is conducted glob
ally in today's world means that many individuals now work in intercultural teams. This 
puts a premium on those individuals who have the knowledge, motivation, and skills to 
become interculturally competent. Individuals now work with others from multiple cul
tural backgrounds. Sometimes those teams are within their own business organization 
and located within one office or geographic space, while, at other times, the members of 
their work teams are spread across the globe in different countries and different time 
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zones. Supervisors increasingly have teams of people who are from different cultures and 
who work in different countries. One of the challenges for intercultural communication 
in today's business context is developing intercultural competence in multicultural teams. 
Consider, for example, managing differences seemingly as small as preferences for email 
versus chat and discussion boards within intercultural teams. In one study of U.S. stu· 
dents and German students, Elizabeth Gareis found that the U.S. students preferred 
email,while the German students preferred discussionboards. 117 

Intercultural teams must accomplish their tasks and work objectives, at times despite 
the absence of a common language with which to communicate. A recent study of inter· 
cultural teams within European organizat ions documents the importance of intercultural 
competence in language use. The findings suggest that team members often switch from 
one language to another in their attempts to be understood, that they pay extra atten tion 
to clarifying their ideas and explaining their thoughts as a means of reducing linguistic 
misunderstandings, and that English was the language most often used by these intercul· 
tural teams. lIS 

Corinne Rosenberg describes a "culturally challenged" work learn of a U.S. multina· 
tional corporation that was located in Europe, serviced a geographic area that included 
parts of Africa and the Middle East, and reported to supervisors and colleagues in the 
United States. These work teams were replete with cultural misunderstandings and in· 
effective intercultural communication. Managers of these teams who were involved in 
email exchanges and conference calls ignored the reality of time· zone differences. Cui· 
tural differences in communication style also contributed to the team's ineffectiveness. 
British members, whose style was less direct and more reticent, felt undervalued. To ad· 
just to the multicultural team environment, these British team members had to learn to 
adapt their communication style without feeling that they had given up their own cui· 
tural mannerisms. t 19 

Work roles also differ across cultures. Among the Japanese, work roles are an exten· 
sion of the family hierarchy. That is, 

presidents are "family heads,~ exenllives "wise uncles," managers "hard-working big 
brothers," ",-orkers "obedient and loyal children." American workers employed in 
Japanese-managed companies do not see themselves as - loyal and obedient childre n~ and 
insle-.ld hold traditional American Y;l lues of individualism, com~titiveness , and social 
mobility.110 

Another area in which cultural differences affect the business conte>.1 is in gender ex· 
pectations. Cultures differ in their prescriptive roles for men and women, and in many 
cultures women are unlikely to have managerial or supervisory positions in business. 
Women from the United States may have to make careful adjustments to be intercultur· 
ally competent in the business setting. t21 

Expectations about the "proper" way to conduct employee performance appraisals 
and provide a rationale for judgments and actions are another source of cultural dif· 
ferences. For example, Chinese managers do not provide their subordinates with the 
detailed performance appraisals that are customary in many U.S. firms. Feedback on 
failures and mistakes is often withheld, which allows subordinates to save face and 
maintain their sense of esteem for future tasks within the organization. 122 Pbilip 
Harris, Robert Moran, and Sarah Moran describe some important differences in tbe 
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way one conducts competent performance appraisals in the United States, Saudi 
Arabia, and Japan. In the United States, performance appraisals are meant to be objec
tive and are given in a direct style, typically in writing, and the employee is often ex
pected to provide a written rebuttal. In Saudi Arabia, the interpersonal relationship is 
the basis for the appraisal; the appraisal is given indirectly and is not put in writing, 
but a Saudi will retreat if there is negativity implied. In Japan, the basis of the ap
praisal is a combination of objective and subjective; it is presented in writing, includes 
a high degree of formality but with criticisms very subtly presented, and it is rare for 
the employee to disagree. 

Intercultural Competence in the Business Context What kinds of knowledge, moti
vations, and skills constitute "competence» in the husine.<;.~ context? The very natUTe of 
competence itself may differ across cultures. That is, cultures often can hold fundamen
tally different expectations about how competence ought to be displayed. Compare, for 
example, the organizations with which you are familiar to the typical Thai organization. 
In Thai companies, people are perceived as communicatively competent only if they 
know how to avoid conflict with others, can control their emotional displays (both posi
tive and negative), can use polite forms of address when talking to others, and can 
demonstrate respect, tactfulness, and modesty in their behaviors. 12) 

When you are walking down the road in Bali and you pass a stranger, the very first question he or she 
will ask you is, · 'Nhere are you going?"The second question is, ·Where are you coming from r To a 
Westerner, this can seem like a rather invasive inquiry from a perfect stranger, but they're just trying 
to get an orientation on you, trying to insert you into the grid for the purposes of security and com
fort. If you tell them that you don't know where you're going, or that you're just wandering about 
randomly, you might instigate a bit of distress in the heart of your new Balinese friend. It's far better 
to pick some kind of specific direction- anywhere- just so everybcx:ly feels better. 

The third question a Balinese will almost certainly ask you Is, "Are you married?" Again, it's a posi
tioning and orienting inquiry. It's necessary for them to know this, to make sure that you are com
pletely in order in your life. They really want you to say yes. It's such a relief to them when you say 
yes. If you're single, it's better not to say so directly. And I really recommend that you not mention 
your divorce at all, if you happen to have had one. It just makes the Balinese so worried. The only 
thing your solitude proves to them is your perilous dislocation from the grid. If you are a single 
woman traveling through Bali and somebody asks you, "Are you marriedr the best possible answer 
is: "Not yet."Thls Is a polite way of saying, "No: while Indicating your optimistic intentions to get that 
taken care of just as soon as you can. 

Even if you are eighty years old, or a lesbian, or a strident feminist, or a nun, or an eighty-year
old strident feminist lesbian nun who has never been married and never intends to get married, the 
politest possible answer is still: "Not yet." 

- ElIzabeth Gllber' 
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As the workforce has become more culturally diverse, scholars and practitioners have 
tried to provide managers and their employees with the tools to work together successfully. 
Many managers now receive ongoing training about diversity issues, and company employ
ees are often given similar opportunities to improve their knowledge, motivation, and skills. 
Most people recognize that the cultural heterogeneity of the workforce brings with it special 
challenges and opportunities, both for companies and for the individuals who work in 
them. 124 Work teams that are culturally diverse, for exam~e, are often more innovative and 
creative than are culturally homogeneous work groups,1 but only if the team can use its 
differences to its advantage. 126 Percy W. Thomas bluntly summarizes the challenge to us all: 

Twenty years of studying, teaching, and seeking to understand hwnan reactions to differ
ences of all sorts has led me to three conclusions: (I) People lack the communication 
skills, sensitivity, lUlderstanding, flexibility, and trust necessary to establish effective rela
tionships; (2) many reactions to people who are cultunllly, racially, ethnically, and sexu
ally different are based on irrational fears and nonsensical stereotypes; and (3) people do 
not know how to deal with their irrational fears, attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors as they 
relate to inappropriate and counterproductive responses to diversity. m 

The stakes for businesses are very high. Companies can lose the valuable talent of 
good employees when cultural differences affect their work negathdy. Employees them
selves experience their work environments in such a way as to affect their own mental 
well-being. As Thomas says: 

Companies lose millions of dollars ~chasing the wind" by settling employee grievances, 
EEO complaints, and expensive class-action suits, and furthermore, they lose their compet
itive edge in the marketplace. The costs that stem from maintaining a culturally insensitive 
environment can be staggering. Many studies show that employee dissatisfaction costs the 
company large swns of money. Increased use of sick 1t".Jve, high absenteeism, and simple 
anomie among workers are often indicators of a culturally insensitive environment. Ill! 

Charles R. Bantz describes the lessons he learned from working in a multicultural re
search team engaged in a long-term project spanning several years and several continents. 
Bantz recommends that increased attention and effort in four key areas would be most 
useful: gathering information about the multiple perspectives that will inevitably be pre
sent; maintaining flexibility and a willingness to adapt to differing situations, issues, and 
needs; building social relationships as well as task cohesion; and clearly identifying and 
emphasizing mutual long-term goals. 129 

During the evenings, Majed and his family often entertained guests, who almost always dropped by 
unannounced, as Is the Kurdish custom. Guests often stopped by during the day as well, and at least 
one woman of the house was always expected to be home to receive them, with tea, fruit, and 
candy at the ready. 
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~-C=- Episodes, Contexts, and Intercultural Competence 

Recall from Chapter 3 that interaction contexts are a component of intercultural compe
tence related to the associations between two people interacting in specific settings. The 
discussion in this chapter on social episodes and interaction contexts elaborates on these 
important ideas. Just as a picture hung on the wall has a frame around it, each intercul
tural encounter is surrounded or defined by ~ cultural fnme. Competence in intercul_ 
tural communication requires understanding the nature of this cultural frame. 

People frame their intercultural encounters by the definitions or labels they give to 
particular social episodes. The activities in which you interact are chunked or grouped 
into social episodes that are influenced by your cultural patterns, roles, rules, interaction 
scenes, and interaction contexts. Someone else may take a social episode that to you is 
"small talk with a classmate» as "an offer of friendship." What is to you a businesslike 
episode of "letting off steam with a coworker about one of her mildly irritating habits" 
may be viewed as a "public humiliation." Do not assume that what you regard as appro
priate social roles and sensible rules of interaction will necessarily be comfortable or even 
acceptable to another. 

Summary 
Social episodes are the repetiti~, predictable, and 
routine behaviors that form the structure of one's in
teractions with others. Social episodes are made up of 
cultural patterns, social roles, rules of interaction, in
teraction scenes, and interaction contexts. People 
frame intercultural interactions by the expectations 
they have for particular social episodes. 

For Discussion 

I. What are social episodes? When, if ever, are peo
ple affected by them? 

2. What are interaction contexts? How does cul
ture affect interaction contexts? 

3. Describe an intercultural encounter you have 
had in the health care, education, or business 

For Further Reading 
Richard Brislin, Working with Cultural Differences: 

Dealing Effectively with Diversity in the Workplace 
(Westport, CT: Praeger, 2(08). An up-to-date 
presentation of ideas and information. Provides 
an interdisciplinary summary of theories and 
their application. 

Three specific social contexts- health care, ed
ucation, and business--have become prominent 
meeting grounds where people from many cultures 
converge and interac!. Each context was described in 
some detail to illustrate the importance of intercul
tural competence in everyday experiences. 

context. \\'hat issues or concerns surfaced as a 
result of this intercultural encounter? How did 
you deal with these concerns? 

4. \\'hat actions can people take to be more inter
culturally competent in everyday contexts? 

Madonna G. Constantine and Derald Wing Sne (eds. ), 
Addressing R<lcism: F<lcilitating Cultural Compet
ence in Ment<ll Health and Educational Settings 
(Hoboken, NJ: Wiley, 1006). This excellent com
pilation of research looks very specifically at the 
health and educational contexts and examines 
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the interplay among rohural differfnces, preju
dice, racism, and human interuclion. 

Bonnie M. Davis, How 10 Troch Studellt$ WIlD Do,,'t 
Look Lib You: Culturally Relevant Teaching 
Strategies (Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin/Sage, 
2006) . A practical guide for teachers working in 
intercultural dassrooms. Contains spedfj, sug
gestiom for effedive and appropriate intercul
tural tet,hing. 

Anne Fadirnan, The Spirit CatcheJ You and You Fail 
Dowu: A HUlong Clr ild, Her AmericQu Doctors, 
Qnd rht o,lIision of Two Cultures (New York: 
Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 1997). A case study 
of one Hmong family's experiences within the 
u.s. health care system. Illustrates the dramatk 
differences in expectations of competent health 
care within the two roltural frameworks. 

Evelyne Gla~r, Manuela Guilherme, Maria del Carmen 
Mendez Garda, and Terry Mughan (eds. ), 
lcopromo-ImemJrnrm o,mpeteru:e for ProfessioTUlI 
Mobility (Strashourg: CoWlcil of Europe, 2007). 
Reports of several research pro;eds conducted to 

underst."1nd inteKuhural competence in profes
sional business contexts. Includes a m-ROM that 
reports on rt'SeaJ"ch and offers a pradical set of ex
eKises to improve competence in the work 
set ting. 

Robert T. Moran, Philip R. Harris, and Sarah V. Moran, 
MlI/1aging Culwml Diffmnm: Glebal Ltadenlrip 
Stmkgies for the 2ht Ccrtury, 7th 00. (Boston: 
Butterwonh-Heinemann, 2007). A compendium 
of how various business functions are influenced 
by,ulrural differen,es. 

Larry D. Purnell and Betty J. Paulanka, Guide to 
Cultumlly Comperent Health Care (Philao:klphia: 
F. A. Davis, 2005) .An excellent guide to the effects 
of beliefs, values, norms, and social prnctices on 
expectations of appropriate and effective com
municatK>n within the health care setting. 

For additional information ahoul intercultural films 
and about \Veb sites for researching spedfic cultures, 
please turn to the ReSOUrcel section al the back of 
this book. 
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It should be dear by now that we are personally committed to understanding the dynamics 
of culture and its effects on interpersonal communication. William Shakespeare suggested 
that the world is a stage filled with actors and actresse>, but they come from different culture; 
and they need to coordinate their scripts and actions to accomplish their collective purposes. 
The image of a multicultural society is one that we firmlybeJieve will characterize most peo
ple's live; in the twenty-first century. Intercultural communication will become far more 
commonplace in people's day-to-dayactivitie;, and the communication skills that lead to the 
development of intercultural competence will be a necessary part of people's personal and 
pru[t:S1;iullallivt'S. 
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It should also he clear that intercultural communication is a complex and challeng
ing activiry. Intercultural competence, although certainly attainable in varying degrees, 
will dude everyone in at least some intercultural interactions. Nevertheless, we hope that, 
in addition to the challenges of intercultural interoction, this book also reminds you of 
the joys of discovery that can occur when interacting with people whose culture differs 
from your own. 

In this closing chapter, we turn our attention to some final thoughts about enhanc
ing your intercultural competence. First we look at intercultural contacts and explore 
what makes them more likely to he beneficial. Next we d iscuss some critical ethical issues 
that affect intercultural interactions. Following this, we offer a point of view about certain 
events that have been particularly newsworthy. By focusing on these even ts, we offer a 
glimpse into the ways that enormously powerful events and experiences can shape an 
entire generation's intercultural interactions--that is, how members of that generation 
are likdy to perceive and eng3ge people from other cultures. We also look at the apparent 
dichotomies that seem to shape individuals and nations in today's world. We conclude 
with an expression of optimism about the future of intercultural communication and 
with a renewed awareness of the need for a lifelong commitment to improving our mul
ticultural world. 

Intercultural Contact 
Many people bdieve that creating the opportuniry for personal contact fosters positive 
attitudes toward members of other groups. Indeed, this assumption provides the ratio
nale for numerous international exchange programs for high school and college students. 
There are also international "sister ciry" programs, wherein a U.s. dry pairs itsdf with a 
ciry in another country and encourages the residents of both cities to visit with and stay 
in o ne another's homes. Sometimes. of course, intercultural contact does overcome the 
obstacles of cultural distance, and positive attitudes between those involved do result. 

Unfortunately, there is a great deal of historical and contemporary evidence to sug
gest that contact between members of different cultures does not ah •• ays lead to good feel
ings. In fuct, under many circumstances, such contact only reinforces negative attitudes or 
may even change a neutral attitude into a negative one. For instance, tourists in other 
countries are sometimes repeUed by the inhabitants, and immigrants to the United States 
have not always been accepted by the communities into which they have settled. In some 
rommunities and among some people, there is still much prejudice and negative feding 
between European Americans and African Americans. The factors that lead to cordial and 
rourteous interactions among people from different cultural groups are very complicat
ed. One factor, that of access to and control of institutional and economic power, strong
ly influences attitudes between members of different cultures. 

Dominance and Subordination between Groups 

Not all groups within a nation or region have equal access to sources of institutional and eco
nomic power. When cultures share the same political, geographic, and economic landscapes, 
some form of a status hierarchy often develops. Groups of people who are distinguished by 
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• Intercultural contacts do not lIways IMd to positive 
fl'eIngs among the partkipilflG. ThI! sign in this st~ 
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their religious, political, cultural, or ethnk identity 
often struggle among themselves fo r dominance and 
control of the available economic and political 
resources. The: cultural group that has primary access 
to institutional and economic power is often charac
terized as the dominant culture. 

Internationally. there have been numerous 
instances of genocide, "ethnic cleansing," civil wars 
that pit one cultural group agai nst another. and 
numerous outbreaks of violence between members 
o f cultural groups sharing the same territory. In the 
United States, racial tensions between African 
Americans and European Americans have resulted 
in numerous incidents. Immigrants from various 
parts of the world have experienced open hostility, 
and sometimes violent reactions, from people who 
live in areas where they have settled. \Vhen these 
kinds of competiti\'(' tensions characterize the polit
ical and economic setting in which individuals 
from differing cultu res interact, intercultural com
munication is obviously affected. 

Scholars have given considerable attentio n to 
the influence of dominant and subordinate group 
membership on interpersonal and intercultural 
communication processes.] The results of their 
investigations suggest that there is a very interest-
ing set of relationships among the factors that 

affect these interactions. For instance, members of dominant culture:s will often devalue 
the language styles of subordinate cultural members and judge the "correctness" of their 
use of preferred spee<:h patterns. In some cases, members of subordinate cultures will try 
to accommodate or adapt their speech to that of the dominant culture. In other circum
stances, they will very deliberately emphasize their group's unique speech characteristics 
when they are in the presence of people from the dominant culture. 

As we will discuss in Chapter 9, special forms of language are often used to signal 
identification amo ng members of the subordinate group and to indicate a lack of submis
sion to the dominant group. Similarly, members of the dominant group are likely to 
retain the special characteristics of their language, including preferences for certain 
words, accents, and linguistic patterns, and may therefore devalue the linguistic patterns 
of others. For example, there are instances in which European Americans have devalued 
the use of Black Standard English. l 

Members of the dominant group also have much greater access to public and mass 
communication channels. They may be excessively influential in determining the oonver
sational topics that are regarded as socially relevant, the societal issues that are deemed 
important enough to be worthy of public attention, and the "proper" language for 
expressing one's views in social discussions. As muted group theory sugge:sts, individuals 
who do not belong to the do minant group are often silenced by a lack of opportunities to 
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When you have been a refugee, abandoned all your loves and belongings, your memories become 
your belongings. Images of the past, snippets of old conversations, furnish the .... 'Ortd within your 
mind. When you have nothing left to guard, you guard your memories. You guard them with 
silence. You do not draw your treasures into the light, lest exposure soften their sharp-sad or 
gay-details (the best lesson I ever learned from visiting museums). Remembering becomes not 
simply a preoccupation but a full-time occupation. What you once witnessed is the story that 
brought journalists to your doorstep, but they left without the scoop. What you once witnessed is 
what scholars sought in the archives but did not find. What you once witnessed is what biographers 
intended to write. But how much can biographers do if the witnesses are silent? 

- RC1Jf1Hakal:Jan 

express their experiences, perceptions, and worldviews. Essentially, the power of the dom
inant group's communication may function to silence or "mute" the voices of subordinate 
group members. To have their concerns recognized publicly, subordinate group members 
may be obliged to use the language and communication styles of the dominant group. 
Although muted group theory was initially applied to women's marginalized voices,3 it 
has also been applied to cultural groups.4 Mark Orbe, for example, describes African 
American males as a muted group, since their talking patterns and worldview are not part 
of the dominant group's norms in the United States.5 By addressing the ways in which 
groups are marginalized, muted group theory allows us to understand the basic concerns 
of nondominant voices and encourages a more equitable world where no voices are 
silenced. 

Attitudes among Cultural Members 

The naive view of intercultural contact-that any intercultural contact is likely to be ben
eficial-has been proven repeatedly to be incorrect. But what, then, are the conditions 
under which intercultural contacts might turn out to be favorable? What do we know 
about the attitudes that form when people have frequent intercultural contacts with one 
another? 

In his classic study on the contact hypothesis, Yehuda Amir describes four conditions 
that are likely to lead to positive attitudes as a result of intercultural communication. 
Interestingly, each of these conditions affects the motivational component of intercultur
al competence. The first condition is that there must be support from the top. That is, if 
the high-status individuals-those who are in charge or who are recognized as authority 
figures-support the intercultural contact, it is more likely to lead to a positive outcome. 

The second condition for positive intercultural interactions is that those involved have 
a personal stake in the outcome. This means that the individuals involved have something 
to gain if they are successful--or something to lose if they are unsuccessful- that makes 
them regard the interactions as personal. If someone is personally invested in the outcome 
of the interaction, there is increased motivation to do well and make it thrive. 
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The third condition affecting the likelihood that intercultural interactions will be 
regarded as positive is that the actual intercultural contacts are viewed as pleasing and 
constructive. Interactions that are enjoyable make people feel good about their experi
ences and increases the prospects for further intercultural contacts. 

The fourth condition that Arnir says will likely lead to favorable attitudes as a con
sequence of intercultural interactions is related to the perceived outcome of the interac
tion. When all parties have the potential to be effective-that is, when the members of 
both cultures either have common goals or view the interaction as allowing them to 
achieve their own individual goals-then successful cooperation is possible, and the 
interactants are very likely to perceive the intercultural contact as having the potential to 
be beneficial.6 

Additional investigations suggest that four more factors also affect attitudes and out
comes. One is the stretlgth of identifirutiotl that the members of a culture have for their 
cultural group. Do the individuals in an encounter think of the person with whom they 
are interacting as a unique individual, or do they view that person primarily as a repre
sentative of a different cultural group? Similarly, do the interactants view themselves as 
unique individuals or as representatives of particular cultural groups? One study finds 
that the outcomes of intercultural encounters depend on the extent to which cultural 
identities are seen as an important component of people's interpersonal identities? 
Identification with their culture increases if they have a relatively high status within the 
group, as well as if the bonds to their culture are strong and all their friends and social 
networks are associated with it. 

Intercultural communication outcomes are also affected by the degree of perceived 
threat. If the members of a culture believe that certain fundamental aspects of their cul
tural identity-such as their language and special characteristics-are threatened, they 
are likely to increase their identification with their culture, and intercultural contacts are 
less likely to be favorable. Even groups that are in the majority sometimes see the presence 
of people from other cultures as threatening. For example, consider the perceived threat 
and consequent reactions of U.S. Americans to immigrants who are willing to work for a 
lower wage. 

Another factor is the degree of typicality with which the other interactants are 
viewed. That is, participants in intercultural encounters make a judgment about the 
degree to which specific individuals are typical or atypical of their culture, which in turn 
influences the positive or negative character of their attitudes. More important, typical
ity affects the likelihood that experiences with one member of a culture are generalized 
to other members of that culture.! For example, if someone is viewed as unique and 
unrepresentative of the typical members of a culture, a positive experience with that 
individual will not necessarily result in positive attitudes toward other people from the 
same cultural group. 

The nature of the interactants' cultural stereotypes is another factor in intercultur
al contacts. Miles Hewstone and Howard Giles propose that these stereotypes are used 
as filters to assess the behaviors of members of other groups.9 They also suggest that, 
if a person does not conform to the cultural stereotype in some important way, that 
person is dismissed as atypical. Consequently, negative stereotypes toward the culture 
can persist even when there are positive and favorable interactions with a member of 
the culture. 
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Outcomes of Intercultural Contact 

Both fictional and nonfictional accounts of intercultural contacts are replete with references 
to individual and culnlral changes. References are made to people who "go native" and who 
seem to adjust or adapt to life in the new culture. References are also made to those who 
retain their own cultural identity by using only their original language and by living in cul
tu.ral ghettos. During the height of the British Empire in India, for example, many British 
officials and their families tried to re-create the British lifestyle in India, in a climate not con
ducive to tuxedos and fancy dresses, with layers and layers of slips and decorative fabrics. 

It is generally accepted that intercultural communication creates stress for most indi
viduals. In intercultural communication, the certainty of one's own cultural framework is 
gone, and there is a great deal of uncertainty about what other code systems mean. 
Individuals who engage in intercultural contacts for extended periods of time will 
respond to the stress in different ways. Most will find themselves incorporating at least 
some behaviors from the new culture into their own repertoire. Some take on the charac
teristics, the norms, and even the values and beliefs of another culture willingly and eas
ily. Others resist the new culture and retain their old ways, sometimes choosing to spend 
time in enclaves populated only by others like themselves. Still others simply find the 
problems of adjusting to a new culture to be intolerable, and they leave if they can. 

People's reactions also change over time. That is, the initial reactions of acceptance or 
rejection often shift as increased intercultural contacts produce different kinds of outcomes. 
Such changes in the WJY people react to intercultural contacts are called adaptation. 

Adaptation \\beds such as assimi/mion, adjustment, acal/rumtion, and even copirlg are used 
to describe how individuals respond to their experiences in other cultures. Many of these terms 
refer to how people from one culture react to prolonged contact with those from another. Over 

We loved living in Mexico, but ultimately tired of being outsiders. The downside of a culture rooted 

in family clans is that friends aren't as integral. Annalena's classmates rarely invited her home to play 
because there they played with their cousins. We had genuinely warm, but stubbornly superficial 

relationships with our neighbors. While it was possible for us to feel gloriously swept away by the 
splendor of saint's day celebrations, these holidays would never belong to us. And because most of 
the expatriates we met were either cantina-hopping college students or cocktail party-hopping 
retirees, we didn't fit in with the foreigners either ... 

But we've been home five months now, and I'm not sure we belong in California anymore either. 

We're struggling to reconcile the Mexican sky that now fills our hearts with the daily grind of a more or 
less upwardly mobile life. I find myself willfully spacing out, trying to slow down the pace, trying to hold 
onto the sense that time is simply time, not money. Perhaps we've become permanent expatriates
neither fish nor fowl, forever lost no matter our location. But this fluidity also means that we're now like 
mermaids and centaurs-magic creatures who always know there's another way. 

-GIno Hyams 
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.... llsh 
Food 

• Intercultural ~ptrtlonsare made bolh ~ tM hosI: 
cultr.rt and by the soioumers. As this photo lustrates, 
many Imh grocery st~ r"IOW carry traditional PolISh 
food It@flls, $incesojoumef"Sfrom olher cultUI"e$ often 
long for the faminar tastes hom home.. 

the years. different emotional overtones have been 
attached to these tern1S. To some people, for instance, 
nssimilatum is a negative outcome; to others, it is posi
tive. Some consider adjllsmumr to be ugood,~ whereas 
for others it is "bad." 

We offer an approach that allows ~u to make 
~ur own value judgment about what constitutes 
the right kind of outcome. We believe that compe
tent adjustment 10 another culture will vary greatly 
from situation to si tuation and from person to per
son. We have used the brooder term of adaptatioll to 
characterize these adjustments because it subsumes 
various forms of cultural o r individual adaptation. 

Adap/ation is tht process by which peopk tsfllblish 
and mllinlllin n:lalil'f!ly sIllble, helpfu~ and murn
n/ly sJrmd relatiomhips Will, othm uporr n:locat
ing /0 all unfamiliar cultural retting. IO 

Note that this definition suggests that, when indio 
viduals adapt to another cultu re, they must learn 
how to "fit" themselves into it. Again, remember 
that different individuals and different groups will 
make the fit in different ways. 

Adaptation includes physical, biological . and 
social changes. Physical changes occur beatuse 
people are confronted with new physical stimuli
they eat different food, drink different water, live 
in different climates, and reside in different kinds 
of housing. When people are exposed to a new cul
ture, they may undergo actual physical or biologi
cal changes. People deal with new viruses and bac-
teria; new foods cause new reactions and perhaps 

even new allergies. Prolonged contact between groups results in intermarriage, and the 
children of these marriages are born with a mixture of the genetic features of the people 
involved. Social relationships change with the introduction of new people. Outgroups 
may become bonded with the ingroups, for example, in opposition to the new oulgroup 
members. Such changes may also cause individuals to define themselves in new and dif
ferent ways. I I 

Alternatively, the culture itself might change because of the influences of people 
from other cultures. The French, for example, have raised concerns about the effects of 
the English language on their own language and culture. Traditional societies have 
sometimes expressed. this distress about the Westernization or urbanization of their 
cultures. 

Culture Shock versus Adaptation Sustained interrultural contact that requires total im
mersion in another culture may produce a phenomenon that has sometimes been called 
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rultureshock. Anthropologist Kalvero Oberg, who provided an early elaboration of the term, 
describes some of the reasons it occurs: 

Culture sboc:k is precipitated by the anxiety that resulls from losing aU our familiar signs and 
symbolsof soda! inten;ourse. These signsorcues incloot'tht' thousand and one ways in which 
we orient ourselves to the situations of daily life: when to shake hands and what to so:.y when 
we meet people, when and how to give tips, how to giveonlers to servants, how to make pur
chases, when to accept and when to refuse invitations, when to take statements seriously and 
when not. Now tht'se cues, which may be \o\oUrds, gesture$, facia! eq>ressions, customs, or 
norms,are acquired byaD of us in thecourse of growing up and are as much a part of our cul
ture as the Ianguagt' we speakor tht' belit'fs we accepL All of us depend forourpeace of mind 
and ollr efficiency on hundreds of these cues, most of which we are nol consciously aware. 12 

That is, culture shock is said to occur when people must deal with a barrage of new per
ceptual stimuli that are difficult to interpret because the rultural oontext has changed. 
Things taken for gronted at home require virtually oonstant monitoring in the new culture 
to assure some degree of understanding. The loss of predictability, coupled with the fatigue 
that results from the need to stay consciously focused on what would normally be taken for 
granted, produces the negative responses associated with culture shock. These can indude 

e;'tcrssive washing of the hands; excessive concern over drinking water, food, dishes, and 
bedding; fear of physical contact with attendants or serwnts; the absent-minded, far
away stare (sometimes caned the ~tlOpical stare"); a feeling of helplessnt'Ss and a desire 
fo r dependence on long- term residents of one's own nationalit y; fits of anger over delays 
and other minor frustrations; delay and outright refusal to It'arn the language of the host 
country; excessive fear of being cheated, robbed, or injured; great concern over minor 
pains and t'rupt ions of tht' skin; and finally, that terrible longing to be home, to be ablt' to 
have a good cup of co ff~ and a piece of apple pie, to walk into that corner drugstore, to 
visit one's relatives, and in general, to talk to people who reany make sense. I] 

An interesting consequence of the many new information technologies is that those 
residing far from their homeland, in an unfamiliar cultural environment, can now commu
nicate more easily and more often with friends and family back home. Similarly, the new 
media provide the ability to have virtual interactions with others from one's culture--via 
email, listservs, chat groups, blogs, Internet-based video and phone conversations, and 
instant messages---who are also living in the ~foreign" land and are experiencing comparable 
difficulties and a lack of predictability that living in a new culture brings, Such exchanges, for 
example, can provide an opportunity to describe one's feelings of alienation and homesick
ness while adjusting to a new culture, thus reducing the stresses and strains of the adaptation. 

Often associated with culture shock are the U-curve and W-curve hypotheses of cultur
al adaptation.ln the U-curve hypothesis, the initial intercultural contacts are characterized 
by a positive, almost euphoric, emotional response. As fatigue mounts and culture shock 
sets in, however, the individual's responses are more and more negative, until finally a low 
point is reached. Then, grodually, the individual develops a more positive attitude and the 
new culture seems less foreign, until a positive emotional response once again occurs. 

TIle U-curve hypothesis has been extended to the W-curve, which includes the person's 
responses to her or his own culture upon return. t4 It posits that a second wave of culture 
shock, which is similar to the first and has been called re-entry shock, may occur when the 
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And Fuling was a frightening place because the people Ilad seen so few outsiders. If I ate at a 
restaurant or bought something from a store, a crowd would quickly gather, often as many as thirty 
people spl1llng out Into the $Creet Most of the attention was Innocent curiosity, but It made the 
embarrassment of my bad Chinese all the worse-J'd try to communkate with the owner, and pe0-

ple would laugh and talk among themselves, and In my nervousness I would speak even worse 
Mandarin. When I walked down the street, people constantly turned and shouted at me. Often they 
screamed woiguoren or laowol, both of which simply meant ~forelgner: Again, these phrases often 
weren't Intentionally Insulting, but Intentions mattered less and less wtth every day that these 
words were screamed at me. Another favorite was "hello," a meaningless, mocking version of the 
word that was strung out Into a long "hah-loooorThls word was so closely assoclated with foreign
ers that sometimes the people used it instead of walguoren-they'd say, "Look. here come two 
hellosr And often In Fullng they shouted other less Innocent terms-yangguid or "foreign devil"; 
do blz~"bIg nose"-although It wasn't until later that I understoocl what these phrases meant. 

The stresses piled up every time I went into town: the confusion and embarrassment of the lan
guage, the shouts and stares, the mocking calls. It was even worse for Adam, who was tall and 
blond; at least I had the advantage of being dark-haired and only slightly bigger than the locals. 

individual returns home and must readapt to the once taken-for-granted practices that can 
no longer be followed without question. Some returnees to the United States, for instance, 
have difficulties with the pace of life, the relative affl uence around them, and the seemingly 
superficial values espoused by the mass media. Others are frustrated when their colleagues 
and friends seem uninterested in their intercultural experiences, which may have changed 
them profoundly, but instead want simply to fill them in on "what they missed.~ Such re
entry rroblems, of murse, are not oonfined to U.S. Americans who have been to another cul
ture.! Japanese school-age children who returned from living in English-speaking oountries, 
for instance, have identified readjustment problems because of their differences from their 
peers, the precise expectations for their behaviors in school, their reduced proficiency in the 
Japanese language, and their interpersonal styles.!6 O ne girl had 10 dye her hair black because 
it had lightened from the sun. Another had to remind herself mntinually, "1 shouldn' t be 
different from others; I should do the same as others in doing anything."!7 

Though initially regarded as plaus ible, the U-curve and the W-curve hypotheses do 
not provide sufficiently accurate descriptions of the adaptation process. They do not 
account, for instance, for those whose experiences remain favorable, for those who fail to 
adapt and return home prematurely, or for those whose level of discomfort changes little 
during the adaptation period. Rather, there seem to be a variety of possible adaptation 
patterns that indiv iduals could experience, depending on their particular circumstances. 
The pattern of adaptation varies widely from one individual to the next, and therefore no 
single pattern can be said to characterize the typical adaptation process. III 

The term culture shock can now be seen to describe a pattern in which the individual has 
severe negative reactions on mntact with another rulture. Such extreme responses., however, in 
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which the person's knowledge, motivation, and skills are initially insufficient to cope with 
the strangeness of a new cuhure, are among many likely reactions. We therefore prefer the 
more general term adaptation to refer to the pattern of accommodation and acculturation 
that results from people's contact experiences with another culture. As many theorists have 
suggested, it is through adaptation that personal transformation from cultural contact takes 
place. t9 

The Adapratiotl Proce55 Efforts to describe the adaptation process suggest a more 
complex set of patterns than the V-curve and the W-curve hypotheses provide. Daniel J. 
Kealey found that the V-cune was an accurate description of the adaptation process for 
only about 10 percent of the individuals he studied; the majority experienced little 
change (30 percent remained highly satisfied, 10 percent stayed moderately satisfied, and 
15 percent maintained a low level of satisfaction throughout); and another 35 percent 
had an extremely low level of satisfaction initially but improved continuously for the 
duration of their intercultural assignment.20 Interestingly, many in this latter group, 
which experienced the most severe adjustment stress, eventually became the most 
competent in their ability to function in another culture. 

1bere is also ample evidence to suggest that the adaptation proces'i has multiple dimen
sions or factors associated with it. 21 Forexnmple, Mitchell R Hammer, William B. Gudykunst, 
and Richard L WISeman have suggested that intercultural effectiveness consists of three such 
dimensions: the ability to deal with psychological stress, skill in communicating with others 
both effectively and appropriately, and proficiency in establishing interpersonal relation
ships.22 Colleen Ward and her colleagues have identified just two dimensions of adaptation: 
psychological and sociocultural. The former is similar to Hammer and his colleagues' first 
dimension, and the latter seems to combine the remaining mu.23 Similarly, GuO-Ming 
Chen found that communicator adaptability and interaction with others were major positive 
contributors to international students' ability to cope with adjustment difficulties in the 
United States.24 

Despite such distinctions, however, the adaptation process has usually been viewed as 
a single "package" of related features that all follow the same tra~tory of change for a 
given individual. However, distinct patterns of change likely characterize each dimension 
of adaptation. Thus, for instance, the time it takes to adjust to the pace of life in an unfa
miliar culture may be very different from the rate of adaptation to the culture's expecta
tions regarding the use of indirection in language. 

Types of Adaptfltion Answers to two important questions shape the response of indivi
duals and groups to prolonged intercultural contact, thus producing different outcomes. 
The first concern is whether it is considered important to maintain one's cultural identity 
and to display its characteristics. The se<:ond concern involves whether people believe it is 
important to maintain relationships with their outgroups.25 

Assimilation occurs when it is deemed rdatively unimportant to maintain one's origi
nal cultural identity but it is important to establish and maintain relationships with other 
cultures. The metaphor of the United States as a melting pot, which envisions many cultures 
giving up their individual characteristics to buikJ the new, homogenized cultural identity of 
the Vnited States, illustrates the choice described in Figure 12.1 (on page 322) as assimilation. 
Assimilation means taking on the new culture's beliefs, values, norms. and social practices. 
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/ Is it considered valuable to "\ 
"'dinldin ~ullu'dl id.",lily dlld 

characteristics? 

,-' ES NO 
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/ Is it considered YES INTEGR ATION ASSIMILATION 

( valuable to maintain 
relationshi ps with 

"- other groups? NO SEPARATION MARGIN ALIZATION 

F1GU R( 11 .1 Forms of acculturation. 
Source: )olmW. IIe1"ry, Ulcllol Klm, and PilW€18osk~ 'l'syctlologlC3l Acculturation ot Immlgrams,"uoss-Culwral 
AdaprarkxL·CurrenrAwroadles,l'd. Yoollg \'Un tam andWllI\am B.Gudyl:.Uflst (Newbury Pari:, CA:. Sage, 1988). 

Wht"n an individual or grOlip retains its origin~l cultural identity whilt" set"king to 
maintain harmonious relationships with other cultures, integration occurs. Countries 
such as Switzerland, Bdgium, and Canada, with their multilingual and multicultural pop
ulations, are good examples. Integration produces distinguishable cultural groups that 
work cooperatively to ensure that the society and the individuals continue to function 
wel1. Both integration and assimilation promote harmony and result in an appropriate fit 
of individuals and groups to the larger culture. 

When individuals or groups do not want to maintain positive relationships with mem
bers of other groups, the outcomes are starkly different. If a culture does not want positive 
relationships with another culture and if it also wishes to retain its cultural characteristics, 
separation may result. If the separation occurs because the more politically and economi
cally powerful culture does not want the intercultural contact, the result of the forced sepa
ration is called segregation. The history of the United States provides numerous examples 
of segregation in its treatment of African Americans. If, however, a nondominant group 
chooses not to participate in the larger society in order to retain its own way of life, the 
separation is called seclusion. The Amish are a good example of this choice. 

When individuals or groups neither retain their cultural heritage nor maintain positive 
contacts with the other groups, marginalization occurs. This form of adaptation is character
ized by confusion and alienation. The choices of marginalization and separation are reactions 
against other cultures. The fit these outcomes achieve in the adaptation process is based on 
battling against, rather than working with, the other ulltures in the social environment.26 

For purposes of simplification, Figure 12.1 suggests that each of the questions must 
be answered as wholly "yes" or "no:' In reality, however, people could choose a variety of 
points between these two extremes. The French, for example, while certainly not isola
tionists, have raised concerns about the effects of the English language on their own lan
guage and culture. Similarly, traditional societies have sometimes been distressed about 
the Westernization or urbanization of their cultures while simultaneously expressing a 
desire for increased contact and trade. 
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Obviously, not all individuals acculturate similarly. Some find the dail y challenges of 
responding to another culture to be too stressful and overwhelming. If possible, such 
individuals will choose to return to their culture of origin; if they cannot do so, various 
kinds of maladaptive adjustments, or even mental illnesses, can occur. 

At the opposite extreme, and of particular interest to us, are those individuals who 
move easily among many cultures. Such people generally have a profound respect for 
many varied points of view and are able to understand others and to communicate appro
priately and effectively with people from a variety of cultures. Such individuals are able to 
project a sense of self that transcends any particula r cultural group. 

Young Yun Kim uses the term Inl ercultural" ersonhood to describe th e progres
sion by which individuals move beyond the thoughts, feelings, and behaviors of their 
initial cultural framework to incorporate other cultural realities. She describes the 
process as 

a special kind of mindset that promises greater fitness in our increasingly intercultural 
world. Intercultural personhood represents a continuous st ruggle of searching for the 
authenticity in self and others within and across cultuml groups. It is a way of exis
tence that tmnscends the peri lneteu of a particular tmdition, and one that is capable 
of embracing and incorporating seemingly divergent cultural elements into one's own 

(This item omitted from WebBook edition) 
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unique worldview. The process of becoming intercultural affirms creative courage and 
resourcefulness of humans because it requires discovering new symbols and new pat
terns of life.27 

Interculturally competent communicators integrate a wide array of culture-general 
knowledge into their behavioral repertoires, and they are able to apply that knowledge to 
the specific cultures with which they interact. They are also able to respond emotionally 
and behaviorally with a wide range of choices in order to act appropriately and effectively 
within the constraints of each situation. They have typically had extensive intercultural 
communication experiences, and they have learned to adjust to alternative patterns of 
thinking and behaving. 

The Ethics of Intercultural Competence 

Those who attempt to achieve intercultural competence must face a number of ethical 
dilemmas. It is imperative to explore the following issues to become aware of the choices 
that are made all too often without due consideration and reflection. 

There are three key ethical dilemmas. The first is summarized in the adage "When in 
Rome, do as the Romans do.» The second asks if it is possible to judge a particular belief, 
value, norm, or social practice as morally reprehensible. If so, when and under what cir
cumstances? Stated in a slightly different way, if all cultures have differing beliefs, values, 
norms, and social practices, does that mean there are no true rights and wrongs? The 
third dilemma relates to the consequences of intercultural contacts. Are they necessarily 
positive for individuals and their societies? In other words, should all intercultural 
contacts be encouraged? 

In a world composed of a few hundred nations, thousands of groups speaking thousands of 
languages, and more than 6 billion inhabitants, what Is a reasonable goal? Clearly, we can no 
longer simply draw a curtain or build a wall that isolates groups from one another Indefinitely. 
We homo sapiens must somehow learn how to inhabit neighboring places-and the same 
planet-without hating one another, without lusting to Injure or kill one another, without 
acting on xenophobic inclinations even if our own group might emerge triumphant In the 
short run. Often the desideratum tolerance is invoked, and it may be the case that it is all 
that we can aspire to. Wordsmiths of a more optimistic temperament opt for romantic lan

guage; on the eve of World War II, poet W. H. Auden declared, "We must love one another 
or die.»2 

I prefer the concept of respect. Rather than Ignoring differences, being Inflamed by them, or 
seeking to annihilate them through love or hate, I call on human beings to accept the differences, 
learn to live with them, and value those who belong to other cohorts. 

- Howard Gardoo 
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When in Rome ... 
A fundamental issue confronting those who are in the midst of another culture is a 
decision about how much they should change their behaviors to fit the beliefs, values, 
norms, and social practices of those with whom they interact. Whose responsibility is 
it to attempt to take into account cultural differences in communication? Is it the 
responsibility of the visitors, newcomers, or sojourners to adjust their behaviors to the 
cultural framework of the host culture, or should members of the host culture adjust 
their communication and make allowances for the newcomers and strangers? Because 
English predominates in the United States, are all those who live in the United States 
required to use English? To what extent must individuals adapt their cultural beliefs, 
values, norms, and social practices to the dominant cultural patterns? 

The old saying "When in Rome, do as the Romans do:' which clearly places the 
responsibility for change on the newcomer, offers a great deal of wisdom, but it cannot 
be followed in all circumstances. In most cases, behaviors that conform to cultural 
expectations show respect for the other culture and its ways. Conformity with common 
cultural practices also allows the newcomer to interact with and to meet people from 
the host culture on some kind of genuine basis. Respecting differences in nonverbal and 
verbal codes means that the ethical intercultural communicator takes responsibility for 
learning as much about these codes as is possible and reasonable. Naturally, what is pos
sible and reasonable will vary, depending on a range of circumstances. Sometimes, 
wholesale adoption of new cultural practices by a group of newcomers may be seen as 
disrespectful and can upset those from the host culture. In the past, for example, 
U.S. and European students visiting India wore Indian clothes, didn't wear shoes, and 
lived in very poor circumstances. Many Indians regarded this "conforming" behavior as 
insulting and disrespectful of their cultures. The visitor to a culture cannot simply 
adopt the beliefs and practices of a new culture without also risking being perceived as 
insincere and superficial. 

Sometimes it is difficult for people to change their behaviors to match cultural pat
terns that contradict their own beliefs and values. For example, many U.S. American 
women, who were taught to value freedom and equality, may find it difficult to respond 
positively to cultural practices that require women to wear veils in public and to use male 
drivers or chaperones. The ethical dilemma that intercultural communicators face is the 
decision about how far to go in adapting their behaviors to another culture. Should peo
ple engage in behaviors that they regard as personally wrong or difficult? At what point 
do people lose their own sense of self, their cultural identities, and their moral integrity? 
At what point does the adoption of new cultural behaviors offend and insult others? One 
of the challenges and delights of intercultural communication is in discovering the 
boundaries and touchstones of one's own moral perspective while simultaneously learn
ing to display respect for other ways of dealing with human problems. 

Another perspective from which to o:plore the ethical issues embedded in the adage 
is that of the "Romans:' A common point of view, often expressed by U.S. Americans 
about those who have recently immigrated to the United States or who still retain many 
of the underlying patterns of their own culture, is that since these people now live in the 
United States, they should adjust to its cultural ways. The same comments are often made 
about students from other countries who come to the United States to study. 
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We ask you to consider the experiences of those people who immigrate to or study in 
another country. Perhaps you are such a person. Or perhaps your parents or grandparents 
did so. Not all immigrants or students have freely chosen the country where they now 
reside. Large numbers of people migrate from one country to another because political, 
military, and economic upheavals in their own country make living and learning there 
nearly impossible. For many, the choice to leave is juxtaposed against a choice to die, to 
starve, or to be politically censored. We also ask you to consider how difficult it must be for 
people to give up their culture. Remember how fundamental your cultural framework is, 
how it provides the logic for your behavior and your view of the world. How easy would it 
be for you if you were forced into new modes ofbehavior1 Adjustment to another culture 
is difficult. 

Are Cultural Values Relative or Universal? 
A second ethical issue confronting the intercultural communicator is whether it is ever 
acceptable to judge the people of a culture when their behaviors are based on a radical
ly different set of beliefs, values, norms, and social practices. Are there any values that 
transcend the boundaries of cultural differences? Are there any universally right or 
wrong values? 

A culturally relativistic point of view suggests that every culture has its own set of val
ues and that judgments can be made only within the context of the particular culture. 
Most people do not completely subscribe to this view, partly because it would lead to a 
lack of any firm beliefs and values on which to build a sense of self-identity. 

David Kale argues that there are two values that transcend all cultures. First, the 
human spirit requires that all people must struggle to improve their world and to main
tain their own sense of dignity, always within the context of their own particular culture. 
Thus, Kale suggests that "the guiding principle of any universal code of intercultural com
munication, therefore, should be to protect the worth and dignity of the human spirit.,,28 
The second universal value is a world at peace. Thus, all ethical codes must recognize the 
importance of working toward a world in which people can live at peace with themselves 
and one another.29 

Ethical intercultural communicators continually struggle with the dilemmas pre
sented by differences in cultural values. The tensions inherent in seeking to he toler
ant of differences while holding firmly to one's own critical cultural values must 

Mr. Malchode moved then to sit beside me. Quietly he said, "1 don't mean to insult, but for your own 
sake you should know as a white you're intruding here. This is our place. It's not a zoo for tourists to 
see how 'natives' live. Even now we can't drink in a Messina hotel bar-the prices are trebled to 
keep us out. But you tilke it for yrilnted you can come i1nd drink here-you're white, so you cOIn 
drink wherever you choose. Do you know enough about South Africa to understand what I say?" 

- DervIa Murphy 
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always be reconciled. Kale's suggestions for responding ethically to cultural differen ces 
in values are excellen t starting points for the internal dialogue that all competent 
intercultural communicators must conduct. 

Do the Ends Justify the Means? 
The final ethical dilemma we wish to raise concerns these questions: Should al l intercultural 
contacts be encouraged? Are the outcomes of intercultural contacts positive? Are aU circum
stances appropriate for intercultural contact? In short, do the ends justify the means? 

We have been shamelessly enthusiast ic about the potential benefits and delights of 
intercultural interaction. Nevertheless, certain outcomes may not necessarily be justified 
by the means used to obtain them. Tourism, for example, can sometimes create an ethical 
dilemma. Although it often provides economic benefits fo r those Living in the tourist des
tination and allows people from one culture to learn about another, it can also produce 
serious negative consequences. In some popular tourist destinations, for instance, the 
tourists actually outnumber the native population, and tourists may consume natural 
resources at a greater rate than they ca n be replaced. At the centuries-old archeological site 
of Cambodia's Angkor Wat, recent tourist increases-including a 27 percent boost in 
international visitors for 2006 alone-now use so much water from underground wells 
that the foundations of the famous tem~es are sinking, literally undermining the attrac
tions those tourists came to experience. 

Sometimes, the prospect of increased economic development, and the tourist revenues 
they can generate, will aller the traditional relationships of a group of people to their land 
and property. About a generation ago, on Indonesia's island of Bali, Dutch multinational cor
porations began buying from the locals on Kuta Beach their prime but undeveloped land . 

• Rapid transportation allow!; many tourists to lI'X~rirn(~ tM wonders of pn!"Vious dvillzations, such as 
thoH at Cambodia's AngkorWat (1m) and ~u's Machu Pk:chu [right). Such World Hft-itage locations 

dramatically iAuStr.lte the fihkal dilemma of balandng th~ positiw outcomes of touism with the 
practical realities of site <Xostruction. 
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It's true that there are televisions, cola cans. and other nonessentials at the dump, but how can we 
begrudge the Inuplat the same excesses and comforts we en)oy1 Life Is bleak enough In the arctic 
winters as it Is; the suicide rate in the Alaskan bush Is the highest In the nation. But ask one of the 
elders if the old ways were better, or if they were enough. 

Back then, too hard. Always wMlng. People always dyll1g. Too much funeral. Now 1 have 
sixteen grandchildren. and all living. Aarigaa-that's good. 

The Inuplat have always lived In the present, in a wiI'j many whites find Inexplicable. You have 
to think what an archeologist a thousand years from now would make of what this latest version of 
arctic man has left behind. The Denbigh Flint people, the Old 'Nhaling tradition, and the others took 
what they needed from the land, and most of It returned In due time, without a trace. There was no 
such thing as littering. Space age plastics and aluminum are another story. They don't go away. 

This fact Is slowly sinking in with the Napoaqtugmlut. Out on the river, many heave their empty 
pop cans overboard casually, Of even with unmistakable gusto, as if the act of littering affirms their 
dominance over the land or signifies a ritual marking of terrltOfY. Some hunters leave trash out In 
the middle of nowhere, where it flutters in the wind year after yea r. They leave empty gas cans, 
laugh and call them "trail markers" If you ask why. I've often found myself sneaking along behind 
companions, surreptitiously picking up their cans and plastic:. embarrassed when I'm discovered. I 
can never bring myself to ask them not to drop their trash by the trail, as they always have. Who am 
I to impose my own standards? 

Other Eskimos, though, pick up candy wrappers and keep their fISh camps clean. Most litter is 
swept seaward by high water, or lost in the vast ocean of land. 

What we call trash is a matter of opinion. I was walking In the hills with an older Noatak man. 
far up a small, nameless valley. The mountains loomed over us on both sides, looking as they must 
have a thousand years ago. Following the creek bed, we came o n a few rusted cans marking an old 
camp. Someone had slopped here, maybe twenty years before. 

"Aarigaa; said my friend. "Now it doesn't seem so lonely." 

-N/ckJans 

The corporations then built huge tourist hotels and a massive tourist industry, which now 
rivals that of Hawai'i. Unfortunately, the former locals had to mow to less-desirable places, 
and they now use the reveuues from the sale of their land to buy motorbikes, on which they 
commute to the hotels and tourist venues in order to work as low-paid employees. 

As an ethical intercultural communicator, some of the following questions must be 
confronted: 

• Is it ethical to go to another country. for whatever reason, if you are naive and 
unprepared for cultural contact? 

• Should intercultural contacts be encouraged for those who speak no language but 
their own? 

• Should those who are prejudiced seek out intercultural contacts? 
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• Is it ethical to send missionaries to other countries? 
• Is it acceptable to provide medical assistance to help a culture resist a disease, when 

in providing the assistance you may destroy the very infrastructure and nature of 
the indigenous culture? 

• Is it justifiable for the sojourner from one culture to encourage a person from 
another culture to disregard his or her own cultural values? 

There are no simple answers to any of these questions, but the competent intercultural 
communicator must confront these ethical dilemmas. 

Ethics-Your Choices 

We have offered few specific answers to these elhical dilemmas because every person must 
provide his or her own response. In the contexl of your own experiences and your own 
intercultural interaclions, you must resolve the elhieal dilemmas that will ioevitablyoccur 
in your life. Kale provides four principles to guide you as you develop your own person
al code of ethics. Ethical communicators should do the following: 

• Address people of other cultures with the same respect that the communicators 
would like to receive themselves. 

• Try to describe the world as they perceive it as accurately as possible. 
• Encourage people of other cultures to express themselves in their unique natures. 
• Strive for identification with people of olher cultures. 

The Perils and Prospects for Intercultural Competence 
Today's world is buffeted by an enormously powerful set of forces. Some of these forces 
are not unique to this era but have existed at other times throughout the history of the 
world. Some. however. are wholly new. and they cause profound and. to some extent at 
least, unpredictable changes. The changes are set in motion by the speed with whieh glob
al capital, information, goods, and the people who would trade in them can move across 
borders and throughout the world. Indeed. we are living through, yet do not fully under
stand, an unprecedented series of revolutions in communications, transportation. and 
technologies. which impose instantaneous interconnectedness upon most of the world's 
nations, their cultures, and their economies. 

Impact of National and International Events on Intercultural 
Communication 
Consider the following examples, each of which is drawn from the history of the United 
States and has had profound consequences throughout the world As you reflect upon 
them, identify for yourself how these events were first shaped by global forces and, in 
turn, helped to shape subsequent global events. 

OctobeT 24, 1929: A Thursday in early fall , and the day when the Roaring Twenties 
abruptly ended. The U.S. stock market crashed, a decade of unbelievable prosperity 
ended, and the Great Depression rapidly followed. \Vithin three years, U.S. stock 
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prices lost nearly 90 percent of their v~lue, b~nk.s a nd other financi:ll insti tutions col
lapsed, tUctorie& and businesses failed, unemployment soared by 700 percent, and 
ordinary working people were destitute, having lost both their jobs and their 
acwrnulated savings. Hunger was widespread, breadlines were rommonplace, and 
medical care and dumble goods were unaffordable. U.S. Americans of a certain age 
have been forever sea red by these events, and their collective n:periences have fi gured 
prominently in the subsequent financial, political. foOcial, and vocational choices that 
were made. 

December 7, 1941: A Sunday that , for many elderly U.S. Americans, will always be re
membered as a day of infamy. The surprise was complete. The assault came that 
morning in two waves--the first at 7:53, the second an hour later. By ten o'clock it was 
over; more than 350 airplanes broke off the attack and left Oahu for their ca rriers, 
wh ich returned them to lapa n. Pearl Harbor, home of the U.S. P:lcific Fleet, had been 
crippled: more than 2,000 dead, thousands more injured, eight battleships d:lmaged 
or destroyed, and nearly 200 planes ruined. In the wake of this attack, both patriotism 
and fear followed; as the United States was drawn into World War II , courageous men 
and women marched off to defend their homeland and their loved ones, bravely fac_ 
ing death and the unfathomable horrors of war. Many who remained in the United 
States shared a newfound pride; U.S. n:lgs were prominently displ:lyed, 5108-1 ns and 
posters to encourage patriotism were seemingly everywhere, and a desire to con
tribute to the national effort was palpable. Sadly, however, some U.S. Americans be
came the targets of unbridled fear, including those loyal U.S. citizens o f Japanese an_ 
cestry who were required to aba ndon most of their belongings and were forced into 
detention ca mps for several years. 

November 22, 1963: A warm Friday afternoon in Dallas. With an enthusiastic crowd 
cheering, President John F. Kennedy's motorcade passed through the streets in an open 
car. Suddenly at least three shots rang out, and the president was hit twice: in the base of 

Mm.a R.amotswe had been thinking a great deal recent ly about how people might be fitted In. The 
world was a large place, and one might have thought that there was enough rOOm for everybody. 
But It seemed that this was not so. There were many people who were unhappy, and wanted to 
move. Often they wished to come to the more fortunate countries--such.as Botswana- In order to 
make more oftheir lives. That was understandable, and yet there were those who did not want 
them. This Is our place, they said; you are not welcome. 

It was so easy to th ink like that. People wanted to protect themselves from those they did not 
know. Others were different; they talked different languages and wore different clothes. Many 
people did not want them living close to them, just because of these differences. And yet, they 
were people, were they not7 They thought the same way, and had the same hopes as anybody else 
did. They were our brothers and sisters, whichever way you looked at it, and you could not turn a 
brother or sister away. 

-Alexander McOJ1/5m!rfl 
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the nKk and squarely in the head. By 1:00 P.M.-Iess than an hour bter_he was declared 
dead at the age of forty.Jix., In remarks prepllred for delivery later that day, Kennedy had 
intended to say, 

In a work! of compln and continuing problems. in a world fuU of frustrations 
and irritations. America's leadenhip must ~ guided by the lighu of learning 
and reason or else those who confuse rhetork with reali ty and the plausible 
with the pos.sible win gain the popular ascendancy with their setmingly swift 
and simple solutions to every world problem. 31 

Thl'ft daY' btu, leaders from nlore than 90 n~l1ions attended Kennedy', funeral; a million 
people lined the route as a horse..arawn caisson bore his body to St. Matthew's Cathedral 
for a r«(uiem mass. Then. as more than a hundred million people watched on television. 
the pn"$ident was buried in Arlington National Cemetery, where an eterru;l flame still 
marks his gUVt. Now, some forty years later, U.S. Amerkans of a certain age remembfr 
vividly the tragedy of that assusination. 

/r17"'(l'1 28, 1986: A cok! Tuesday morning in Florida. At 11:38, a rocket left its l:.Iunching 
p:.Id for a seven-day mission. The countdown hadn't e:uctly gone smoothly. with weather 
and f<juipment problems plaguing the launch. but after seven debys spanning five days, 
liftoff linally occurred. From classrooms across the nation, exci ted schoolchildren 
watched the live coverage of the shuttle's launch. They were e:.lgerly fonowing the 
suc~s ofDlrhta McAuliffe. the lint "teacher in space," who was to speak to them the 
foUowing day in a live telecast. Just 73 seconds into the flight, the unimaginable hap. 
pened: the space shuttle Chal/mger exploded in a fiery blast, instantly killing all .seven 
crew members. The Unite<! States was stWlDed and shabn. The State of the Union 
address. scheduled for delivtry by Prtsident Ronald ~agan that evening, was postponed. 
In its place, the president deliwred a short but moving tribute to the fallen aslro llau lS; 
three days bter, a sorrowful nation participated via television in a memorial service in 
Houston, as the United Sllltes mourne<! the "Chilllengn Seven: A$k U.S. Americans of a 
certain age-particubrly those who were schookhiklren then--and they will Itll you 
that they vividly remember the day the Owllenger exploded; ne:.lrly two decades bter. 
many can recall precisely where they were and what they were doing when they lea rne<! of 
the disaster. 

Stp,e",ba II, 2001: A clear Tuesday morning, with a hint of full in the air. Abruptly, at 
8:50 ... .M., a hip-cked commercial airplane smashed into the northern tower of New York', 
World Trade Center. Twenty.four minutes lalfr, another hijacked plane struck the south
ern tower. TWenty.four minutes after that, at 9:>8, a third hijacked plane 5truck the 
Pentagon, a portion of which collapsed. Pandemonium f nsued. Within the hour, these 
jet.fueled fireballs had caused both of the] IO-story towen; of the Work! Trade Center 10 
collapse. Fell'll of additional attacks were wMiespread: the Sears Towtr in Oticllgo was 
evacuated, an antiterrorism division was mobilized in Los Angeles, and Seattle's Space 
Needle was closed. Air t(llffic was halle<!, financial markets were shut down, troops were 
mobilized. life was more uncertain, U.s. flags were everywhere, p:.ltriotism was admired, 
and donations soared. And Arah Americans-indeed, U.S. Americans from many cui· 
tures. as well as countless peace.loving Muslims throughout the world-were a bit more 
fearful for the safety of their children. 

What sense should we make of these experiences, particularly the most recent of 
thernr Each of these experiences, and many others we could provide from around the 
world, creates an indelible memory for certain U.S. Americans, who then pass on the 
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Our efforts to counter hatred, intolerance, and indifference must continue simultaneously at indi
vidual and structural levels. We must try to influence for good the minds and hearts of individual 
people through dialogue and confidence building. These efforts must be reinforced by our efforts 
to create just structures in society to support the ongoing work of negotiations in the human com
munity. Only then will we have a chance to negate the terrible consequences of the tremendous 
conflicts facing humankind today. 

- Nel5OfI Mandela 

lessons learned from them. Each of these events fundamentally alters the basic and often 
unquestioned understandings that people have of their social world, and it raises issues 
such as the following: 

• 'Nhat does my culture and nation represent to others? That is, from the per
spective of others who view us differently than we view ourselves, what does my 
culture and nation stand for? 

• 'Nhat are the beliefs, values, norms, and social practices that seem to guide my cul
ture's actions? 

• In what ways am I interconnected with other cultures and eoonomies in the world? 
• To what extent should I trust people who seem different from me? To what extent 

must I trust people who seem different from me, as a prerequisite for our mutual 
survival? 

Events such as those described above have profound effects on many individuals, who 
subsequently shape the understandings of others in the generations that follow. The 
September 11 terrorist attacks, for example, continue to test the very fabric of the United 
States as a multicultural nation. Fears and uncertainties have encouraged people to 
evaluate others negatively based solely on such attributes as their physical appearance, 

There is a deep need to educate Americans on the importance of understanding other cultures and 
of the important role culture plays on the national agenda ... [In the words of] Cellist Yo-Yo Ma: "A 
Senegalese poet said, "In the end we will conserve only what we love. We will love only what we 
understand. And we will understand only what we are taught:We must learn about other cultures 
in order to understand, in order to love and in order to conserve our common world heritage." 

- Rna/ RrpGft rrom the Whfte Hou5e Cnflfefetl(eoo Culture and DIp/om<"Ky 
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choice of religious observance, culture of origin, and the like. But they have also created 
a healthy reevaluation of national priorities, the values inherent in a multicultural nation, 
and the means to achieve these goals. 

Forces That Pull Us Together and Apart 
There are two powerful yet opposing forces that are tugging on the United States and its 
many cultures. Indet'<!., these forces are not exdusi\'e to the United States; they affect every 
nation and culture on earth, often in significant ways. 

The opposing forces could variously be described as engagement versus isolatjonism, 
globalism versus nationalism, secularism versus spiritualism, consumerism versus funda
mentalism, or capitalism versus tribalism. That is, intercultural relationships among cul
tural groups throughout the world are simultaneo usly being pushed together and 
wrenched apart. Though the terminology to describe these potent forces may vary, and 
their influential consequences may fluctuate widely across cultures and regions of the 
world. they nevertheless provide us with powerful lenses through which to view the 
changing interrelationships among the world's cultures. 

One such force-promoting engagement, globalism, secularism, and capitalism
is nurtured and sustained by the eco nomic interdependence of today's world. 
Economic interdependence, in turn, is linked to the rapid communications systems 
that now co nnect people virtually in real time, as even ts are displayed instantaneous
ly through a variety of powerful technological innovations-television, film, videos, 
music, and the Internet. Transportation systems, as well, can qui ckly take people from 
one part of the globe to another. Almost a.nywhere one travels. there will be familiar 
signs of the interdependent global economy: television shows such as Star Search, CSJ, 
and American Idol have burgeoning international audiences; film and musical per
formers, from rap to salsa to classical. from Kanye West to Avril Lavigne to the SI. 
Petersburg Opera, are known internationally; and MlV is seen globally, with local 
shows adapting the U.S. format by tailoring it to their audiences' sensibilities. One can 
hear Peruvian musicians o n a corner in Brussels, Beatles tunes in an elevator in 
Malaysia, reggae music on the streets of Guatemala City, and African rhythms at a park 
in San Francisco. In many parts of the world, the music played o n the radio stations 
could be described, at least in part, as global and not representative of that country's 
musical traditions. 

Closely related to mass media's impact is the speed of communications that now link 
much of the world. Events that occur in one country are displayed, within minutes, to 
people thousands of miles away. As a consequence, events in one part of the world have 
dramatic consequences in others. International telephone usage is on the rise; the Internet 
has drastkally reduced the cost for such calls, and it has made it much easier to commu
nicate over long distances. 

Added to all of these forces is the stark reality of global economic interdependence. 
There are obvious signs of this "sharing" of the world's economy. The now-familiar 
KFC, Pizza Hut, and McDonald's fast-food outlets are seemingly everywhere; Fords, 
Toyotas, and Volkswagens are driven t.he world over; and consumer products by Coca 
Cola, Sony, Nestle, and Bayer are marketed internationally. The world traveler could 
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easily assume, incorrectly, that similarities in consumer products and media messages 
result from or will lead to a homogenization of world cultures. 

A counterpoint to these forces for globalization is another, and equally powerful, set of 
constraints. These alternative influences--for isolationism, nationalism, spiritualism, and 
tribalism--derive from a desire to preserve, protect, and defend what is seen as unique but 
threatened: the culture's language, religion, values, or way of life. As an example of these 
forces, consider the frequent desires expressed among members of a culture to protect its 
language from the intrusions of other languages; France, for example, is very vigilant about 
keeping non-French v.urds from the national language. Similarly, people may elect to safe
guard their economies from foreign products; they may do this formally-with protection
ist tariffs on goods from other nations, particularly if the foreign goods compete favorably 
with those locally grown or manufactured-or informally, by common consent-witness 
the dearth of Japanese-manufactured automobiles in Detroit, where major U.S. automakers 
are located. Cultures and nations may also attempt to protect their people from the delete
rious effects of the beliefs, values, norms, and social practices imposed on them from the 
"outside;' which might negatively influence people's behaviors. Prohibitions of certain 
imported films, or videos of artistic performances, frequently occur in many places. 

There is no doubt that these two sets of forces are powerful and dynamic, and they 
will likely shape much of the human experience in the twenty-first century. Discussions 
about these countervailing forces often come down to asking which forces are stronger: 
those promoting globalization and homogenization or those that encourage cultures to 
maintain their distinctiveness and unique ways of living? 

We believe that what is missing from most discussions about the relative strengths of 
these forces is an understanding of the effects of culture on the human communication 
process. While these forces simultaneously push us together and pull us apart, what hasn't 
been acknowledged is that humans still bring their cultural backgroWlds to their inter
pretations of these global events and symbols, which then shape the ways they make sense 
of them. That is, McDonald's arches, Jackie Chan's films, Jay-Z's music videos, Internet 
chatroom messages, and acts of "humanitarianism" are all interpreted and analyzed 
through individuals' differing cultural and national structures. 

The patina of familiarity and commonality does not necessarily produce a shared 
understanding of the nature of everyday events. In Chapter 1, we discussed the important 
distinction between understanding and agreement in communication outcomes. The goal 
of living in a multicultural world, therefore, may sometimes mean that we must attempt to 
achieve understanding while recognizing that agreement may not always be likely, or even 
possible. Perhaps, however, we can sometimes "agree to disagree," with respect, civility, and 
caring. Intergroup tensions have characterized human interaction since the beginning of 
time, and they are not likely to abate soon. Stereotyping, we have suggested, is a natural and 
inevitable human tendency to categorize groups of others and thereby make the world 
more predictable. Our challenge is to assess individuals on their own merits, rather than 
merely as members of groups or nations, while simultaneously recognizing that humans 
typically identify, and often react to their worlds, as members of a culture. 

Cultures and their symbolic systems also can change over time. No culture is static. 
Even cultures that have minimal contact with the outside world are affected by changing 
ecological conditions and events, which in turn change how they experience and 
understand their own familiar world. 
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_ These college gradUiltes must live In i multicultural world that ~ competent 
... tercultural sllilis. 

We suggest that both the forces promoting globalization and those encouraging 
individuation are mediated by the cultural patterns----the beliefs, values, norms, and 
social practices---of all peoples. Even ident.ical messages, therefore, are interpreted 
differently by those whose mdes and cultures differ. Even identical media, such as 
Internet discussion groups, can encourage an understanding of oneself and others or 
they can promote alienation and foster hate. in short, as Charles Ess and Fay Sudweeks 
suggest, a genuinely intercultural global village is an alternative to the polarizing oplions 
of"Jihad~ and ~McWorld." 12 Thus, while we recognize the far· reaching effe<:ts of te<:hno· 
logical, societal, and economic forces, we must also remember that one's culture provides 
the mea ning systems by which all messages are experienced and interpreted. 

Concluding Remarks 

We bega n this book with a sense of optimism but also with a deep concern about the 
pressing need for intercultural communication competence. Here in the twenty.first cen· 
tury, such competence is an essential attribute for personal survival, professional success, 
nfltional harmony, find international peace. The challenge of living in a multicultural 
world is the need to transcend the unpredictability of intercultural interactions, to cope 
with the accompanying fears that such interactions often engender, and to feel joy and 
mmfort in the discovery of cultural variability. 

Our focus has been on the interpersonal hurdles-the person·to·person problems--
that arise in coping with the realities of cultural diversity. We commend and encourage all 
who have struggled to adjust to the multicultural nature of the human landscape. Indusion 
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• The challeflge of leading an intefcultural nation 
requlr~ an unprecedented und~n;landing of Int!'r
cultl,ll'iill communic.loo competel'Ct. 

of others is the means to a better future. so we should 
be"widening our circle"n by acknowledging and cel
ebrating cultural differences in all aspects of our lives. 

The need for an intercultural mentality to 
match our multicultural world, the difficulties 
inherent in the quest of such a goal, the excitement 
of the challenges. and the rewards of the successes 
are summarized in the words of Troy Duster: 

Then'is no longer a single racial or ethnic group 
with an overwhelming nWlleric:a1 and politial 
majority. Pluralism is the reality, with no one 
group a dominant force. This is completely new; 
we are grappling with a phenomenon that is 
both puzzling and alanning, fraught with ten
sions and hostilities, and yet simultaneously 
brimming with potential and crackling with new 
energy. Consequently, WI.' swing between hope 
and COIKern, optimism and pessimism about 
the prospects for social life among people frorn 
differing racial and cultural groups.lo4 

We urge you to view this book and each 
intercul tural experience as steps in a lifelong com
mitment to competence in intercultural commu
ni cation. Intercultural competence is, in many 
ways, an art rather than a science. Our hope is 
that you will use your artistic talents to make the 
world a better place in which people from all 
cultures can live and thrive. 

It 15 always Interesting to see something from another person's point of view, particularly If that 
person Is very different from oneself. It broadens the horizons. 

Summary 

\Vhen one cultural group lives near other cultural 
groups, various forms of adaptation occur. The 
desire to maintain both an identification with the 
culture of origin and positive relationships with 

- MJfy Vlrlochl 

other cultures influences the type of adaptation that 
is experienced. An intercultural transformation 
occurs when people are able to move beyond the 
limits of their own cultural experiences to incorporate 
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the perspectives of other cultures inlo their own 
interpersonal interactions. 

Ethical issues in the development of intercultural 
oompetence ooncern questions about whose responsi
bility it is to adjust to a different culture, issues about 
right and wrong. and the degree to which all intercul
tural contaas should be encouraged. Global Mes. 

For Discussion 
I. Are there historical eJl:lmples in the United 

States of some groups dominating and subordi
nating other cultuml groups? Are there contem
porary examples? 

2. What I'fsponsibility does a visitor from another 
culture have to the host cul ture's ways of living, 
thinking, and communicat ing? For example. 
should people vis iting from another cullUre 
accept or engage in behaviors they find ethically 

For Further Reading 
Donal Carbaugh, ·Cultural Disoo~ Analysis: Com

munication Practkesand InteKulturnl Encounters," 
loul'MI of Intrn:uiturai wmmllnictltion Rdearch 
36 (200n: 167-181 Offersa ~rkthatallows 
for a cultural analysis of communication. 1bough 
wry thtOrelical, it provides a wry understandable 
examirution of inteKultural encounters. 

Cathy N. Davidson, 36 ViewsofMQllnt Fuji: On Finding 
M~lfjH lt1pfln (New York: Plume, 1993). A well
written narrative that documents the adaptation 
of a European American woman to life in Japan, as 
well as describing her readjustments upon return
ing to her culture of origin. 

Jane Jacoon, lAnguage, kknfity and Study Abroad: 
Sociocuirural Perspectives (Oakville, Cf: Equinox, 
20(8). Both a guide to international study experi
ences and an analysis of how these cultural experi
ences, if done well, can help one to develop an 
appreciation for people from other cultures. 

Ann Kelleher and Uiura Klein, Global Perspectives: A 
Handbookfor Umierlt<lluiing Global Issl/£5, 3rd ed. 
(Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 20(9). 
A broad presentation of salient ways to under-

which bring people togelher. are met wilh f<Iually 
strong fora.'S that pull people apart. Always, however, 
people bring to every communicative interaction 
Wlderstandings that are filtered and framed by their 
own cuiturnl patterns. Thus, one must interpret inter
cultural experiences within tht context of national and 
international events. 

wrong but which the host culture sanctions as 
elhically corred? 

3. What a re some of the advantages and problems 
with cuilUral relativism? 

4. Are there universal values that )'Ou believe are 
found in every culture? Explain. 

5. What om we do-what can you do-to make 
the world a place where many cultures thrive? 

stand global issues. Focuses on ecological, eco
nomic, political, psychological, and sexiological 
perspectives. 

Young Yun Kim, lkroming /flflTCulruml: An IHtegrati ve 
Theory of Communication alld Cross-Cultuml 
Mtlplntion (Thousand Oaks, CA: 5;Jg~, 2001). 
Provides a framework for understanding the 
experience of individuals who move (either 
physicaUy or psychologically) from one cultural 
selling 10 another. 

Dan u.ndis, Janet M. Bennett, and Milton J. Bennett 
(eds. ), H,mdbook of /ntfrculwral Training, 3ed 
ed. (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 20(4). A useful 
compendiwn of ideas for helping others to 
improve their intercultural com(>l.'tence. 
Translates current theories of inteKultural com
mWlication into practical techniques for train· 
ing others. 

For additional information about intercultural films 
and about Web sites for researching specific cultures, 
please turn to the Resource! section al the back of 
this book. 
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Information about cultures and about intercultural communication can come from many 
different sources. In addition to the resource materials within each chapter, we provide 
here a list of many resources that you can use to increase your culture-specific knowledge 
about the beliefs, values, norms, and social practices of many cultures. 

~.c:- Intercultural Films 

ll8 

Here are some suggestions for films you might want to view. Many of these films may be 
available at your local video rental store. In addition, many schools have audiovisual de
partments that might carry some of these titles. 

Each of the film titles is followed (in parentheses) by the culture(s) portrayed. Typi
cally, the central characters in the films are from the indicated cultures, and the action of 
the film's story is usually set in those cultures as well. 

As we have mentioned at numerous places throughout this book, a word of caution is 
warranted. The characters in these films, like all other individuals you might e:tperience, are 
not perfect representations of their cultures. While some of the revealed beliefs, values, 
norms, and social practices may be «typical" of a majority of members of the portrayed cul
tures, others may be common only to a few cultural members, and some characteristics will 
undoubtedly be unique to the individuals in the films. We caution you, therefore, to guard 
against the presumption that any depiction of cultural members will be a completely 
accurate one. 

In our judgment, each of the listed films portrays the members of a culture with com
plexity and integrity. Omitted from this list are Hollywood blockbuster films such as 
Dances with Wolves, The Joy Luck Club, The Kite RUlmer, and Schindler's List.Although such 
films are often excellent (and, as is true with these four examples, are often must-see films), 
they are likely to be better known than those we list here. Our listing is by no means com
plete, but it does contain some of our favorites. Enjoy! 

Babette's Feast (Danish) 
The Barbarian Invasion (French Canadian) 
Before the Rains (Asian Indian) 
Bella (Latino) 
Beyond Rangoon (Burmese) 
Bille Kite (Chinese) 

Bread and Chocolate (Swiss, Italian) 
Bride and Prejlldice (Asian Indian) 
Children of Heaven (Iranian) 
Cinema Pamdiso (Italian) 
The Circle (Iranian) 
City of God (Brazilian) 



Crash (various U.S. American) 
Cry, The Beloved Comltry (South Mrican) 
Daughter from Danmlg (Vietnamese) 
Eat Drink Man Woman (Chinese) 
Ti,e Edge of America (Native American) 
El Norte (Guatemalan, European American) 
Eureka (Japanese) 
Ellropa Europa (European) 
Ti,e Gods Must Be Crazy (Sho Bushmen) 
Good Bye Lellin (German) 
A Great Wall (Chinese, Chinese-American) 
Higher Learning (African American) 
II Pos/illo (The Postman) (Italian) 
[rldochine (Vietnamese) 
King of Masks (Chinese) 
Kllndlln (Tibetan) 
Tile Last Emperor (Chi nese) 
Like Water for Chocolate (Mexican) 
Little Buddha (Tibetan) 
To Live (Chinese) 
Tile Makioka Sisters (Japanese) 
Maria Full of Grace (Colombian) 
Mediterranco (Italian, Greek) 
Mi Familia (Latino) 

Online Resources 

General Online Search Engines 

Alta Vista http://'WWW.altavista .oom/ 
AOL http://www.aoLoom/ 
Ask http: //www.askcom/ 
Excite http://www.excite.co m/ 
Go http://go.com/ 
Google http://www.google.com/ 
HOlbot http://www.holbol.com/ 
Info http: //www.info.com/ 
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Mississippi Mas5(lIa (Mrica n American, 
Indian American) 

Mongolian Pillg Pong (Mongolian) 
My Favorite SeaSO r! (French) 
My Life as a Dog (Swedish) 
My Sassy Girl (Yeopgijeogin geunyeo) 

(Korean) 
Picwre Bride (Japanese) 
I1lshing Hmuls (Chinese, Chinese American) 
Raise the Red Lallte", (Chinese) 
Red Firecracker, Green Firecracker (Chinese) 
TIle Road Home (Chinese) 
TI,e Scent ofGreell Pa/XIya (Vietnamese) 
Slwl/ We Dance? (Japanese) 
Soul Food (African American) 
Spring, SU lfllller, Fall, Winter ... and 

Spring (Korea n) 
TI,e Story of Qui JII (Chinese) 
Tortilla Soup (Latino) 
TI,e Vertical Ray of the Sun (Vietnamese) 
A Walk ill /he Clouds (Lat ino) 
Water (Asian Indian) 
The Way HOllie (Korean) 
Wtmess (Amish) 

Uve Sean::h http://www.ndparking.comllivesearch .com 
Lycos http://www.1ycos.coml 
MetaCrawler http://www.metacrawler.com/ 
MetaSea rch http://metasearch.coml 
MSN http://.WWW.msn.coml 
Nurll1t:rn LigJLI hllp:llwww.rUM:an;h.(;um/ 
Sea rch http://www.search.com/ 
WebCrawler http: //www.webcrawler.com/ 
Yahoo http://.WWW.yahoo.com/ 
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Web sites about Multiple Countries and Their Cultures 
Arab Net http://www.arab.net!Links to information about the geography, history, and 

culture of more than 20 countries in or near the Middle East. 
latin America http://lanic.utexas.eduJsubject/countr ies.htm[ Links to information 

about more than 40 countries in Central and South America. 
Library of Congress Country Stud ies http: //lcweb2.1oc.gov/frd/cs The Library of 

Congress provides in-depth information about the culture, geography, and history 
of more than 100 countries around the world, from Albania to Zaire. 

Lonely Planet: Travel Guides http://www.ionelyplanel.comJdestinations Where in the 
world do you want to go? The Lonely Planet series of travel guides provides infor
mation about many of the world 's countries and cultures. 

Rough Guides: Travel Guides http://www.roughguides.comJThe RoughGuide series 
of travel guides provides an alternative set of information about many of the world's 
counlries and cultures. 

World Factbook httpJIwww.odci.gov/ciaipublicationsifuctbooklindex.htmllnfonnation on 
the geography, people, government, and other information for hundreds of countries. 

Web sites about Specific Countries and Their Cultures 
Albania http://www.a1banian.coml 
Angola http://www.angola.orgl 
Aus! ral ia http: //www.csu.edu.au/ausualia/ 
Azerbaijan http://www.friends-partners.o rgloldfriendslazerbaijan/index.html 
Ba ngladesh httpJ/www.virtualbangiadesh.com! 
Belgium http://belgium.fgov.be! 
BelizeGovernment Page http://www.belize.gov.bz/ 
BelizeOnline http://www.belize.com/ 
Cambodia http://www.cambodia.org! 
Canada http://canada.gc.ca/ 
Cape Verde http://www.umassd.eduJspeciaiprogramstcaboverde/capeverdean.html 
China, Republic of (Taiwan) http://www.gio.gov.tw/ 
Denmark http://www.denmarkemb.orgi 
Estonia: Count ry Guide hnp:l/www.ciesin.ee/ESTCG/ 
Estonia: Institu te of Baltic Studies http://www.ibs.ee/ 
Finland http://virtual.finland.fi/ 
France: French Ministry of Foreign Affairs httpJ/www.france.diplomatie.fr/index.gb.html 
Georgia http://www.parliament.ge/ 
Germany http://www.germany-info.org 
Ghana http://www.ghanaweb.com 
Guyana http://www.guyana.orgl 
Hungary http://www.fsz.bme.hulhungarylhomepage.html 
Iceland http://www.whatson.is/ 
Iran: Iranian Cultural Informatio n Center http://persia.org! 
Iraq http://www.iraqfoundation.org! 
Ireland: Central Statistks Office http://www.cso.ie/ 
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Ireland, Northern http://www.interknowledge.com/northern-irelandlindex.html 
Italy: Dolce Vita http://www.dolcevita.com/ 
Italy: Embassy in U.S. http: //www. italyemb.o rgl 
Jamaica http: //www.jamaicans.com/ 
Japan: Information Network hnp:llwww.jinjapan.orgl 
Jewish: Judaism 101 http://www.jewfaq.orgl 
Jewish: Resources http://shamash.orgltrbljudaism.html 
Ku rdistan http://www.xs4all. nU-tank/kurdish/htdocs/index.htm! 
Libya http://ourworld.compuserve.oomfhomepages/dr_ ibrahim_ighneiwa/ 
Mexico: Reference Desk bttp:!IIanic.utexas.edu!1a/Mexicol 
Nepa l http://www.info-nepal.com/ 
Net herlands http://www.n bt.nU 
New Zealand http://nz.com/ 
Norway hnp:llwww.norway.orgl 
Papua New Guinea http://www.niugini.com/ 
Scotland hnp:flmembers.aol.com/sconemac/index.html 
Singapore: Government http://www.gov.sY 
Singapo re: InfoMap http: //www.sgl 
South Africa http://www.polity.org.za/ 
Spain http://www.docuweb.ca/SiSpain/englishlindex.htmi 
Sweden http://www.sverigeturism.se/smorgasbord/ 
Tu nisia http://www.tunisiaonline.com/ 
Turkey http://www.turkey.orgl 
United Kingdom: Travel Guide http://www.uktravel.oom/indeLhtmi 
United Kingdom: UK OnUne http://www.open.gov.ukJ 
USA, African American: Black Network http://www.netnoir.com 
USA, Asian American: Asian American Net http://www.asianamerican.net/ 
USA, Hawaiian http://www.hawaii-nation.orgl 
USA, Latino: Hispanic Online http://www.hispaniconline.com/ 
USA, Native Americans http://www.indians.orglwelker/ nationsl .htm 
USA, Native Americans, Lakota http://puffin.creighton.edullakota/ index.html 
USA, Native Americans, Seneca http://www.snLorgl 
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