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CROSS-CULTURAL COMMUNICATION
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Abstract. More and more companies consider the diversity of human resources as an
important, if not the most important, business issue. Companies have implemented
programs to address the issues and advantages of a culturally diverse workplace. Majority of
business support and promote a more culturally diverse workforce. This article provides an
understanding of the multicultural workforce and analyzes the relationship between culture
and communication.

Keywords: cross-cultural communication; communication skills; cultural differences;
intercultural communication; international negotiation.

Good communication is needed more than ever before in today's highly competitive
marketplace. Today's consumers have greater knowledge of the value of various competing
offerings. Effective communication may be the most important competitive advantage that
firms have to meet diverse consumer need on a global basis. Challenges should be
anticipated when people communicate within a single culture and a single country. These
challenges increase exponentially when people communicate across cultures and countries.
Succeeding in the global market today requires the ability to communicate sensitively with
people from other cultures, a sensitivity that is based on an understanding of cross-cultural
differences.

Oral communication is a major part of the flow of information within the work
environment. So, are the various types of forms and records, as well as the storage and
retrieval facilities provided by computers. In addition, newer forms of communication such
as Instant messaging, text messaging, emails are assuming a major role in the
communication process.

Clearly, communication is essential to the organized effort involved in the business
environment so that the goals of the organization can be achieved. Communication enables
human beings to work together. Within a business environment, it is the vehicle through
which management performs its basic functions. Managers direct, coordinate, plan and
control through communication.

Organizational communication once meant delivering information to selected
audiences. Today, it means strategically addressing opportunities and needs so that the goals
of and organization can be achieved. This means shaping messaged and delivery
mechanisms to connect with each regional, national and international audience in ways that
are timely, credible and relevant.
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There is a growing awareness the diversity in the workplace relates not just to gender
and race, but includes diversity associated with age, social class, regional differences and
physical disabilities. Assisting each employee in reaching his potential requires more
flexibility from managers as well as more knowledge about intercultural communication.

A culture that fosters diversity is an institutional environment build on the values of
fairness, diversity, mutual respect, understanding and cooperation. [1] The shared goals,
rewards, performance standards, operating norms and common vision of the future guide the
efforts of every employee and manager. This trend is one of the major factors that have
contributed to the importance of intercultural communication. Clearly, this cultural diversity
affects how messaged within organizations are planned, sent, received and interpreted.

Each individual grows up in a culture that provides patterns of acceptable behavior
and a belief system. In addition, a person may not even be aware of the most basic features
of his or her own cultures until that individual comes into contact with other people who do
things differently. Similarly, every communication takes place in a social context, in verbal
and nonverbal mode. Culture determines which mode predominates.

In a communication exchange where the message sender and receiver come from the
same linguistic group and social background, there is more likelihood that both would attach
the same meaning to the message. In some cultures the message is clearly articulated in
words, while in other cultures meaning is derived from the context of the communication.

Cultures are categorized as either high-context or low-context. [2] In high-context
cultures, most of the information is inferred from the context of a message; little is explicitly
conveyed. Japanese, Chinese, Arabic and Latin American cultures are high-context. In low-
context cultures, context is less important and information is explicitly spelled out. German,
Scandinavian and North American cultures are low context.

In high-context cultures, the importance and power of words are not emphasized. The
meaning of a message is less dependent on words. The perception of the message sender,
including nonverbal cues, social and physical context, is used to attribute meaning to a
transmitted verbal message. Statements may not be explicit. Additional information has to
be filled in mentally by the message decoder. Therefore, a message encoder who relies
heavily on words without regard to external cues may not communicate effectively across
cultures.

In high-context cultures, verbs, metaphors, aphorisms and anecdotes are often used
when communicating. Silence is routinely used to deliver a message.

Low-context cultures take written and oral communications literally. Contracts are
binding. Promises may be “broken”. In work environments, job tasks are separate from
relationships. Individual initiative and decision-making are valued. Facts, statistics and
other details are emphasized. It is expected that the receiver of the message derives more of
the meaning from the written or verbalized statements rather than from non-verbal
behavioral cues.

Language is the key to the heart of a culture. Language holds the power to maintain
national or cultural identity. Because of the relationship between language and cultural
identity, steps are often taken to prohibit the influence of other languages. Clearly, it is
impossible to separate language from culture. Language is much more than just a symbol
and rule system that permits communication with another person; it is also the means by
which people think and construct reality. [3] It does more than just reflect culture. It is the
way in which an individual is introduced to the order of the social environment.
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Similarly, when a person chooses specific words to communicate, he or she is
signaling membership in a particular culture or subculture by demonstrating the knowledge
of language. However, the language or vocabulary used imposes its own barriers on the
message. Barriers also exist because words can be interpreted in more than one way. Words
should be choses with the audience in mind.

Several communication challenges should be expected when conducting business on
the international level. Competent intercultural communication will be necessary in these
global situations.

Cultural background plays a major role when communicating with international
colleagues and with culturally diverse individuals. Cultural values influence how the world
1s viewed and how communication occurs with others.

It is important that organizations strive to create a multicultural environment that
values and preserves diversity. In addition, recognizing the cultural patters of the world is a
positive stepin understanding the global marketplace. Employees must be prepared and
trained to cope with cultural differences. Ultimately, cultural differences will be bridged
through sensitiveness, flexibility and awareness.

With rapidly changing world, international corporations have found it necessary to
minimize the rate of misunderstanding due to miscommunication, either verbally or non-
verbally.

Several organizations are cognizant of the necessity of providing training to
personnel and giving them the opportunity to develop and practice those skills when
immersed in a second cultures. The learner should be introduced to the culture, that is the
language, both verbal and non-verbal, the political, social and economic factors prior to
taking up residence in another country. This training is essential in order to reduce stress
because of the psychological pressures associated with interaction with another culture.

Guy (1995) speaks of the “three c's” and the “three t's”, which are basic to
understanding other cultures [4]. The three c's are as follows: 1) culture (background), 2)
company style and 3) individual character. Similarly, the three t's are as follows: 1) tactics,
2) timing of activities and 3) talking/listening.

Also some general guidelines when communicating across cultures include the
following: realize that different cultures have different value systems; do not assume that
what is “normal” behavior in one culture is “normal” in another culture; recognize that
cultural differences exist in nonverbal behavior.

Nonverbal communication is ubiquitous. For example, one's smile or frown, who sits
where at a meeting, the size of the an office, how long someone keeps a visitor waiting can
communicate pleasure, anger, friendless, distance, power or status. Most of the time, people
do not consciously interpret nonverbal signals.

Nonverbal signals can be easily misinterpreted. These misunderstandings can be
harder to clear up because people may not be aware of the nonverbal cues that led them to
misunderstandings in the first place.

Thoughts occur as people generalize about variety of topics. A stereotype is one such
generalization. Many are negative and inhibit communication because they are narrow and
restrict people’s perceptions of others. When people negatively stereotype others, they tend
to take a few facts about an individual and apply those facts to everyone from that culture.
In other words, a negative stereotype is a way of categorizing people by taking individual
characteristics observed and generalizing them to all members of a culture. In many
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instances, these characteristics have not been observe, but were only based on other
people’s stereotypes. [5]

When a stereotype is formed, a disservice to oneself as well as to that culture is done.
In many instances, members of the stereotyped culture resent the generalization especially
when the stereotypes are negative. Since prejudices are learned and developed, one must
continually examine the basic assumptions about others who are different. Each individual
should be considered on and individual basis and not stereotyped.

When business i1s conducted in other cultures, one should be aware of and examine
stereotypes that may be held regarding individuals of the host country. Our goal should be
to adapt to the ways of the host country and culture since we are the guests.

Education, training and possessing a sound ethical base are qualities that are needed
for the emerging world. Basic to the knowledge of another culture is knowledge of its
language.

However, speaking a second, third or even a fourth language does not guarantee that
the learner will have a global perspective or attitude. That person may still be insular,
nationalistic and narrow-minded. One with a global attitude is able to imitate other lifestyles
and also emerge as an enriched individual. A person with a global attitude may change but
will not destroy a culture.
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