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A. Intercultural Communication

Intercultural communication is concerned with how people from different cultures communicate with each other. For example, if you go to live in France, then you will have to communicate (both verbally and non-verbally) with French people. The French culture is different in some respects to Japanese culture (but also there are similarities), and so there will be some miscommunication which could lead to problems. Intercultural communication looks at why these problems arise and how we can minimize them. 

What is Culture?

There are many definitions of the term culture. Sometimes it is used as a snob term to indicate that one group of people is superior and more intellectual than another group. In the 19th century, for example, the term culture was commonly used as a synonym for Western civilization. Similarly, the Kyoto culture has often been regarded as superior to all other cultures by some Japanese people in the past.

In this course, however, we will not use the word culture in this way. Instead we will define culture as follows: Culture is the learned and shared values, beliefs and behaviours of a group of interacting people. Note how in this definition, culture is learned. That is, it is not innate. We are not born with a culture. Thus a child born to Chinese parents could be brought up in an American family and develop an American culture. Culture is also shared in that people from the same culture have similar values, beliefs and behaviours, although as we will see later, they are not exactly the same.

Most people are able to think about themselves and say which cultures they claim. This means: "what cultures have influenced you?" I (Michael), for example, am British and have obviously been influenced by that culture to a large extent. However, I have also lived a large part of my life in the Far East and must say that Oriental culture has influenced me to some extent. [Question: Which cultures do you claim?] 

It is important that we don't assume that a culture is just linked to a country. Within a culture there will be various sub-cultures. These will share may characteristics of the larger culture but will develop particular features which set them apart from it. These cultures may be based on race, class or geographic location. African-American people in America, Japanese youth or the aristocracy in Britain are all examples of sub-cultures. (Note, sub- does not mean inferior.)

When studying cultures, we need to make sure we observe the following axiom of intercultural communication: No culture is superior to any other culture. Thus we cannot say that American culture is superior to Eskimo culture. Or that Japanese culture is superior to Vietnamese culture. All cultures must be regarded equal if we are to fully understand how to communicate interculturally.
The Iceberg Model

The iceberg model is very important for understanding intercultural communication. Icebergs are large blocks of ice that flow in the arctic ocean. The tip of the iceberg floats above the water but 90% of the mass of the iceberg is underwater and thus invisible. This iceberg resembles a culture. When we visit a foreign country, we only see the surface culture, which we call the objective culture. This includes the language, the clothes, the way of acting, etc. of the people in that culture. But a large part of the culture is hidden below the surface. This is known as the subjective culture. It includes the thought patterns of the people, the way they solve problems, how they expect others to behave, how religion influences them, etc. Because it is hidden, it is very difficult to see. But it is a very important part of the culture because it is what primarily determines how the people behave and communicate with each [image: image1.png]


other. 

[image: image2.png]


[image: image3.png]


To get to know the subjective culture, we need to spend a large amount of time in that culture, interacting with the people. We can only learn about the culture in detail by experiencing it. We cannot learn about it by reading books or watching movies from that country. In fact, books and movies are usually quite a bad way to learn about another culture because they tend to reinforce stereotypes. Let's look at this in the next section.

Generalizations and Stereotypes

Our definition of culture said that it was shared by the people of that culture. However, this does not mean that everybody acts and behaves in the same way. It would be a very strange society if everybody in a country did so. Instead, what we can talk about is a norm which is like an average around which everybody is positioned. Some people will be close to the norm in behaviour, but there will also be others who are not so close. Look at the chart below. The curve is shaped like an inverted bowl. It is known as a norms curve. From this, we can say that the majority of people in a culture act and behave in a particular way. This is known as a generalization. However, if we assume that everybody from that culture behaves in that way then we are stereotyping. For example, if I see a middle-aged Japanese woman with a child and assume that she is a housewife, I am stereotyping her. This can be dangerous because stereotypes often lead to prejudice against groups of people and do not allow us to fully understand intercultural communication. However, it is also very difficult for people not to stereotype. It seems to be a natural reaction of people. Overcoming this reaction is one of the keys to becoming a good intercultural communicator. [Question: What stereotypes do people usually associate with the following cultures: British, Japanese, American Italian, Spanish, Arab, Punk Rocker, Politician?]

[image: image4.png]




Average


Norms Curve


Some stereotypes?

B. High & Low Context Cultures

Edward T Hall was a pioneer of cultural Studies. He worked out a basic distinction between the cultures of the world and grouped them into either high or low context cultures. Let's see what he meant by this. First, we need to discuss the notion of context.

Context

Context means the surrounding circumstances that accompany the communication process. For example, I might try to say something to you in a disco where loud music is playing. Because it is so noisy, you might not understand what I'm saying. The context prevents you from understanding. Whenever we communicate there is a context. But context does not just mean the surrounding noise. It also includes the time and location, the participants, what they are wearing, their relationship with each other, the non-verbal gestures they make, etc. Every time we speak there is a context and this context shapes and modifies the way we present out message.

So to summarize, during communication we have a message and a context. The message is what we are trying to communicate to the other person. The context is the surrounding circumstances that shape and modify the message.

High & Low Context

A high context culture is a culture where emphasis is placed on the context during communicating. That is, the context plays a relatively important role when compared to the message. This doesn't mean that the message is not important. What it means is that in high context cultures, the context in which the communication takes place is more important than in low context cultures. Thus high context cultures tend to emphasize non-verbal communication: Eye contact, facial expressions, posture all become more important when two people from high context cultures interact. High context cultures also place more emphasis on the social relationship between the two partners. Verbal message will be less direct and they both work towards maintaining harmony rather than conflict. Low context cultures on the other hand tend to de-emphasize the context and place more emphasis on the message. They are more direct in their message and this can sometimes lead to an atmosphere where individualism seems to be more important than group harmony.

Cultures such as Arab cultures, southern European (Italy, Greece) and south American cultures are usually called high context cultures. Japan is also usually called a high context culture although for different reasons. Communication in Japan is usually very subtle where messages and thoughts are not presented so directly but rather in an indirect way. Maintaining the relationship between the two speakers is very important. Cultures such as Britain, America and north European countries are usually classed as low context cultures. Here, communication tends to be more direct with non-verbal messages and the context taking on a lesser role. “What you say is more important than how you say it.”  

It is important to remember that it is not an all or nothing distinction. A culture is not just a low context culture and never a high context. Every culture will exhibit aspects of both high and low context behaviour. It is just that low context cultures tend to be lower in general than high context cultures and vice versa. Japan, for example, is usually taken to be high context but there are many aspects of Japanese society which might be taken as low context. In high context cultures, time is usually not so important so that people don't keep to schedules quite as strictly as low context cultures. But the Japanese rail and bus system is renowned for its punctual time keeping, much more that the traditional low context cultures. This aspect of Japanese society shows how sometimes a high context culture incorporates low context elements.

Furthermore, we should also remember that the individuals within a culture will vary around a norm. That is, some people will act and behave with average features for that culture but there will also be people whose behaviour deviates to some extend from the norm. So for example, in a low context culture you may find people who exhibit a lot of high context behaviour and similarly in a high context culture there may be people who exhibit some low context features. (In order to find out whether you are high or low context, there is a questionnaire that you can fill out. If you want to do this, ask me.)

Four Dimensions for Understanding Cultures

Another model for classifying cultures was developed by Geert Hofstede. This model has four dimension and each country can be located on each dimension. The four dimensions are 1) individualism-collectivism 2) uncertainty avoidance 3) power distance 4) masculinity versus femininity. 

Individualism-collectivism refers to how much people in the culture work towards promoting group culture or towards individual needs. Japan is renowned for cultivating group culture. When people communicate and interact, they make great efforts to maintain group harmony. Thus messages will be less direct if they are likely to hurt people. Japan is therefore usually termed a collectivist culture. In contrast, America is often terms an individualistic culture. People usually work for their own needs when communicating and messages tend to be more direct.

Hofstede found that Canada and the US are low in uncertainty avoidance, i.e., we like to take risks, take individual initiative, and enjoy conflict. Whereas cultures like Japan, Hong Kong, and South Korea are high in uncertainty avoidance, i.e., do not like conflict, but pursue group harmony; people within these organizations need clear rules, procedures, and clearly defined job responsibilities.

In cultures where power distance is high, there is a greater tendency to accept inequalities in status and position between people. Therefore, managers tend to wield more power and influence in these cultures. In cultures which are low on the power distance scale, people accept less large differences in power and status between people.

Finally, there is the masculinity-feminist dimension. This dimension has been controversial because many people feel it is sexist. Hofstede discovered that Japan rated high on masculine dimensions (males expect an "in-charge" role). In contrast, countries like Norway and Sweden have a stronger feminine dimension, which means that roles are more fluid between males and females. Canada rated high on the masculine dimension compared with many Northern European organizational practices. 

C. Acculturalization

When a person from one culture goes to live in a foreign culture, there is a period when this person has to adjust to the life and behaviour of that culture. This is not a short period but a period which can easily take a whole lifetime to complete. In fact, it is usually never completed. This process of getting used to a foreign culture is know as acculturalization. Berry has developed a model that has two dimensions and which leads to four possible ways in which a person can acculturalize. Let's take a look at the two dimensions

Berry's Acculturalization Model

The first dimension is known as partner attractiveness. This dimension estimates the degree to which a person is attracted to the foreign culture. So for example, if two students from Kansai Gaidai go to live and study in the United States, they may differ in the amount that they are attracted to the American culture. One person may be attracted a great deal and have a desire to understand and really communicate with the American people. He or she will probably be interested the history of the country, the way they live, their television programs and all aspects of the society. The other student, however, may show a low degree of attraction to the foreign culture and may not show a desire to really find out about the local people and their culture. They will just do the minimum to survive and may well spend more time with fellow Japanese than with American students.

The second dimension to Berry's model is cultural preservation. This refers to how much a person who lives in a foreign culture wishes to keep the cultural traits and behaviour of his or her own culture. Of course, most people who travel abroad don't want to lose their own culture but there are some people who especially don't want to lose or change their habits so they may be hesitant in trying out new things in the foreign climate.

When we put these two dimensions together, we end up with a chart which allows for four different acculturalization patterns. The chart is shown below
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The four patterns are integration, assimilation, separation, and marginalization. Let's look at each one in turn.

Integration

With the integration pattern, there is high partner attractiveness and high cultural preservation. The person is attracted to the foreign culture but at the same time wishes to keep her own cultural identity. This is considered to be the best way to acculturalize to a foreign climate because the person tries to combine elements from both cultures. 

Assimilation

With assimilation, there is high partner attractiveness but low cultural preservation. In this case, the person totally tries to understand and become a part of the foreign culture and is not afraid to do it the “local way”. This mode of acculturalization takes the proverb "When in Rome do as the Romans do" as its base. Often the person may be accused of "going native" by his own people. This may be an acceptable way of acculturalizing to the foreign climate but it can have some disadvantages. For one, the person may not be fully accepted into the foreign culture and there may come a time when he or she feels angry and let down by the local people after trying so hard to speak their language and accept their customs. Also, there may be problems when and if the person returns to their own country. However, for short stays in a country, this mode of acculturalization can help the person understand the culture better than any of the other three modes, so don’t be afraid to try it!

Separation

Separation occurs when the person does not try to make much contact with the culture at all but instead mixes and lives with people from her own culture. In this case, partner attractiveness is low but cultural preservation is high. An example would be a Japanese student at Kansai Gaidai who goes to live in Australia for six months but lives in a dormitory where everybody is Japanese. In this case her contact with the local people might be limited and she will not get much chance of speaking or learning English. Another example is of foreign workers in Saudi Arabia and neighbouring countries who go to live there for one or two years but live in a compound with other foreign workers. They rarely go out of the compound except at weekends when they may go shopping in the nearest city, but even then they keep well away from the local people dealing with only the shopkeepers and the like. There is no attempt to learn the language. 

While this mode can be acceptable, it does not lead to a person who is interculturally competent and does not develop an understanding of other cultures so the overseas experience is pretty worthless.

Marginalization

Marginalization is the most dysfunctional type of acculturalization pattern according to Berry. In this mode, the person (or group of people) have low partner attractiveness and low cultural preservation. It does not occur often but an example is a minority group of people who are forced to abandon their own culture but who are not accepted by the local culture. This happened to the aboriginal people in Canada where the group were forced to forget their own cultural heritage and encouraged to become part of the mainstream Canada culture (which is predominantly Western). However, they were never fully accepted by the mainstream Canadians and found themselves in a middle-ground position where conditions such as unemployment and inequality were common. 

D. Cultural Synergy & Empathy

Culture is not innate. That is, we are not born with one particular culture. We learn culture as we grow up, through our parents, our family, our friends, our teachers, our neighbours and through the mass media. However, it is probably true to say that most of our culture (i.e. our habits, beliefs, behaviour) becomes fixed as we go through childhood. Later on in life, when we come to interact with foreigners from different cultures, it is often difficult to see things from their point of view. Because our culture has been learnt when we were young, we are unable to bring a fresh eye to a new intercultural situation and we tend to react with stereotypical vision.

But so much of trying to understand other cultures requires that we put on different glasses and see things from the other side. In order to do this we need to look at three models to see how this can be realized. The three models are: (1) the ugly foreigner (2) When in Rome do as the Romans do (3) Cultural Synergy: The Guest-Host Model. Let's start with the ugly foreigner approach.

The Ugly Foreigner Approach

The ugly foreigner approach is a common way for people to react when they visit another culture. It comes about because of the very fact that our own culture is so ingrained in our skin that it becomes almost impossible to see things from the other cultures point of view. For example, when a person travels abroad, they may observe the local people doing the things their way. This may differ so much from the person's own experience that he or she tends to classify the locals as "ugly foreigners" although they may not actually say these words. If this happens then the person will often try to distance themselves from the local culture even though there may be some need to interact.

When in Rome...

"When in Rome, do as the Romans do." This is a common saying which means that one should try to adopt the local culture and act in a way that the locals do. Thus, if I travel to Japan then I should try to do things the Japanese way and when Japanese travel to Britain they should try to do thing the British way. For many people, this seems like common sense: Respect the culture of the ground that you are standing on and adopt their patterns. Whilst this is a little better than the ugly foreigner approach we will show that there are problems with this. Whilst most people would accept this kind of philosophy, it is very difficult to put it into practice because as I said earlier, our own culture is so fixed and ingrained. Even after many years of living in a foreign culture and after many years of reading about the local customs and the way of life, it might still be difficult for a person to change their habits and do it the local way. 

Because it is so difficult to change ones behaviour even though you are living in a foreign culture, some people have suggested a different model , known as the cultural synergy model. Let’s look at this next.

Cultural Synergy

The term "synergy" is a word which means "more than the sum of two parts. We might represent the idea as 1 + 1 = 3. Most people think that 1 + 1 = 2 but if there is synergy then we can get 3 or even 4. How does this happen? Sometimes, when we put two things together, then there is a certain chemistry that acts to produce more than the component parts. For example, an ordinary director and an ordinary actor might work together to produce an ordinary film. But if there is synergy between them then the film might become a blockbuster. 

We can use this idea to see how we should behave when we live in a foreign culture. To do this, we can use a guest-host example. When person A invites person B to her home, for example, person A is the host while B is the guest. If A is a good host, then she tries to make B feel comfortable, cooks nice food and attends to B's every needs. B is the guest and so tries to adapt to the atmosphere of A's house, compliments here on her good food and generally gives a lot of praise to A for inviting her. And of course, B will then invite A to her house sometime in the future, in which B is now the guest and A is the host. 

Living in a foreign country is often similar to being a guest and a host at the same time. Sometimes you are the guest - for example, when you are out in public. But at other times you are the host, for example when people visit your own home. So we are constantly switching between host and guest. 

If we can be both the host and the guest at the same time, then this will go a long way towards promoting intercultural cooperation and understanding. However, there is one other ingredient we need for this to be successful. Cultural synergy can only be obtained when both partners agree on this model. If one person decides to go for the “When in Rome...” approach then there will be no synergy. 

Empathy

Most people have heard of the word sympathy but few have heard of the word empathy. Sympathy is what we do when we are concerned about someone else’s feelings. For example, a person may have just lost a father. When you hear this news you will show sympathy by saying “Oh that’s terrible” and asking appropriate questions such as “How did that happen?” etc. You might listen to the person as they go through their story of woe and may even put an arm on the person to comfort her. 

Empathy is something more than sympathy. With sympathy we show we are concerned but inside we are not really too concerned. But with empathy, we take on the other person’s burden and really put ourselves in their shoes. If they feel sad, then we feel sad. If they feel happy then we feel happy. Most people never really empathize with others during their live. They live for themselves, and while they may show sympathy for others, they never show empathy.

This is true when we first try to understand foreign cultures. We can often try to understand other cultures and show some concern for the local customs and habits etc. But we never really try to empathize with the people and their culture. However, empathy is an attribute we need if we are to be an effective intercultural communicator. 

Some other attributes to be effective are: initiative to explore aspects of other cultures, flexibility, respect for others' values and beliefs, social adaptability, role flexibility, trust, open-mindedness, friendliness, cooperation, tolerance of uncertainty and patience. [Question: Which attribute do you think is the most important?]
E. Culture Shock 

The term, culture shock, was introduced for the first time in 1958 to describe the anxiety produced when a person moves to a completely new environment. This term expresses the lack of direction, the feeling of not knowing what to do or how to do things in a new environment, and not knowing what is appropriate or inappropriate. The feeling of culture shock generally sets in after the first few weeks of coming to a new place. 

We can describe culture shock as the physical and emotional discomfort one suffers when coming to live in another country or a place different from the place of origin. Often, the way that we lived before is not accepted as or considered as normal in the new place. Everything is different, for example, not speaking the language, not knowing how to use banking machines, not knowing how to use the telephone and so forth. 

The symptoms of cultural shock can appear at different times. Although, one can experience real pain from culture shock; it is also an opportunity for redefining one's life objectives. It is a great opportunity for leaning and acquiring new perspectives. Culture shock can make one develop a better understanding of oneself and stimulate personal creativity. 

Symptoms: 

· Sadness, loneliness, melancholy 

· Preoccupation with health 

· Aches, pains, and allergies 

· Insomnia, desire to sleep too much or too little 

· Changes in temperament, depression, feeling vulnerable, feeling powerless 

· Anger, irritability, resentment, unwillingness to interact with others 

· Identifying with the old culture or idealizing the old country 

· Loss of identity 

· Trying too hard to absorb everything in the new culture or country 

· Unable to solve simple problems 

· Lack of confidence 

· Feelings of inadequacy or insecurity 

· Developing stereotypes about the new culture 

· Longing for family 

· Feelings of being lost, overlooked, exploited or abused 


Stages of Culture Shock 

Culture shock has many stages. Each stage can be ongoing or appear only at certain times. The first stage is the incubation stage. In this first stage, the new arrival may feel euphoric and be pleased by all of the new things encountered. This time is called the "honeymoon" stage, as everything encountered is new and exciting. 

Afterwards, the second stage presents itself. A person may encounter some difficult times and crises in daily life. For example, communication difficulties may occur such as not being understood. In this stage, there may be feelings of discontent, impatience, anger, sadness, and feeling incompetence. This happens when a person is trying to adapt to a new culture that is very different from the culture of origin. Transition between the old methods and those of the new country is a difficult process and takes time to complete. During the transition, there can be strong feelings of dissatisfaction. 

The third stage is characterized by gaining some understanding of the new culture. A new feeling of pleasure and sense of humor may be experienced. One may start to feel a certain psychological balance. The new arrival may not feel as lost and starts to have a feeling of direction. The individual is more familiar with the environment and wants to belong. This initiates an evaluation of the old ways versus those of the new. 

In the fourth stage, the person realizes that the new culture has good and bad things to offer. This stage can be one of double integration or triple integration depending on the number of cultures that the person has to process. This integration is accompanied by a more solid feeling of belonging. The person starts to define him/herself and establish goals for living. 

The fifth stage is the stage that is called the "re-entry shock." This occurs when a return to the country of origin is made. One may find that things are no longer the same. For example, some of the newly acquired customs are not in use in the old culture. 

These stages are present at different times and each person has their own way of reacting in the stages of culture shock. As a consequence, some stages will be longer and more difficult than others. Many factors contribute to the duration and effects of culture shock. For example, the individual's state of mental health, type of personality, previous experiences, socio-economic conditions, familiarity with the language, family and/or social support systems, and level of education. 

How to Fight Culture Shock 

The majority of individuals and families that immigrate from other countries have the ability to positively confront the obstacles of a new environment. Some ways to combat stress produced by culture shock are: 

· Develop a hobby 

· Don't forget the good things you already have! 

· Remember, there are always resources that you can use 

· Learn to be constructive. If you encounter an unfavorable environment, don't put yourself in that position again. Be easy on yourself. 

· Don't try too hard. 

· Learn to include a regular form of physical activity in your routine. This will help combat the sadness and loneliness in a constructive manner. Exercise, swim, take an aerobics class, etc. 

· Relaxation and meditation are proven to be very positive for people who are passing through periods of stress 

· Maintain contact with your ethnic group. This will give you a feeling of belonging and you will reduce your feelings of loneliness and alienation 

· Maintain contact with the new culture. Learn the language. Volunteer in community activities that allow you to practice the language that you are learning. This will help you feel less stress about language and useful at the same time. 

· Allow yourself to feel sad about the things that you have left behind: your family, your friends, etc. 

· Recognize the sorrow of leaving your old country. Accept the new country. Focus your power on getting through the transition. 

· Pay attention to relationships with your family and at work. They will serve as support for you in difficult times. 

· Establish simple goals and evaluate your progress. 

Find ways to live with the things that don't satisfy you 100%.

        objective





       subjective








