














Full Praise for Communication Highwire


“Finally, a culture-based book on communication styles! … a refreshing and engaging framework for understanding communication styles. Tons of examples and activities should be especially useful to educators and trainers alike.”


—Judith N. Martin, Professor, Intercultural Communication, School of Human Communication, Arizona State University


“This is an ultimate approach for discussing global diversity using communication styles as the numerator for human capital.”


—Curtis Mathews, Jr., Vice President, Corporate People Diversity, CIGNA


“In a lively and lucid style, Communication Highwire introduces the reader to the powerful impact of culture on communication styles. Grounded in theory, and richly elaborated through experience, this book provides a much-needed overview for business professionals, educators, trainers and anyone else who is culturally curious!”


—Janet Bennett, Executive Director, Intercultural Communication Institute


“If you want to move up to the next rung on the ladder in the arena of communication, you need to read and experience Communication Highwire. Its concepts are supported by tools and activities that will enable you to be a more effective manager, leader and collaborator.”


—Maggie Fischer, Manager, Worldwide Procurement & Logistics Business Process Development, Texas Instruments Inc.


“For those of us engaged in global development, the issues and problems accurately described in Communication Highwire are a major part of our daily challenge. I am so glad to finally find a book which goes beyond the well meaning, often used phrase of valuing diversity, and offers simple explanations and practical ideas on improving communication to leverage diversity—a much more valuable concept in effectively working together.”


—Ken Brown, Assembly Technology Development for Communication & Wireless Products at Intel Corporation


“Communication Highwire: Leveraging the Power of Diverse Communication Styles is a valuable and much needed contribution to the intercultural literature. The authors do a splendid job of making a vast literature and an array of complex communication concepts accessible through the masterful use of metaphor and storytelling. A wide variety of learning activities allows the reader to work with these ideas and the ‘four-step method’ (reflection, analysis, discussion, decision making) supports the reader in applying them.”


—R. Michael Paige, University of Minnesota
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This book is dedicated to our wonderfully supportive families,
with whom we are blessed to enjoy plenty of great communication
style experiences every day, and to the incredibly collaborative process
that we were privileged to experience while writing this book—
a process that allowed each of us to contribute fully and in our
unique styles. We hope it has resulted in content and methods that
you will find useful and that you will continue developing.
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Introduction





Mike and Tanaka


Nearly twenty years ago Dianne was asked by a U.S. American corporate president, Mike, to “help him out” with a Japanese subsidiary president, Tanaka-san,* whom he was on the verge of firing. Mike asked Dianne to help him discover whether he was missing something. He just couldn’t communicate with Tanaka-san, and Mike worried that Tanaka had no viable strategy for creating a return on investment.


Dianne interviewed Mike and Tanaka-san individually and found that Tanaka-san felt his strategy was the only hope of creating a return on investment. He felt he’d presented his strategy to Mike repeatedly but that Mike just “didn’t get it.”


Dianne worked with them extensively both individually in their native languages and together. After about four months, during a face-to-face meeting Mike growled at Tanaka-san in exasperation, “This is just not working out. You say you understand but then you don’t take action! I have no idea where you’re coming from or where you’re going!” Tanaka-san stood up, walked over to Mike, pointed his finger in Mike’s face, and shouted, “You don’t listen! I have told you and told you, clearly, directly, over and over, and you don’t hear! You have your own priorities and what I tell you just doesn’t fit your thinking!”


Dianne shrank under the table hoping to disappear. All her efforts seemed fruitless. Surely Tanaka-san, an executive she perceived as highly competent, was about to be fired. To her surprise, Mike leaned back in his chair, smiled, and said calmly, “Tanaka-san, I think that for the first time in the five years we’ve worked together, I finally know where you stand. Thank you.” It was a breakthrough. Things didn’t get rosy after that, but Mike and Tanaka-san worked together more productively for several more years.





*San is a gender-neutral honorific that is commonly used after a Japanese person’s last name. Its equivalent in English might be “Mr.” or “Mrs.,” and it is commonly used in business in Japan. We use san in this story as it reflects how the individuals are truly called in this real example. We return to this Mike and Tanaka story at various points throughout this book because it “speaks” so well to the topic of communication style, and we refer to Mr. Tanaka both as Tanaka-san and Tanaka.


This story shows how powerful communication style can be—whether it serves as an impediment to productivity and enjoyment or as a conduit to seeing and benefiting from differences. In this case, differences in communication style led Mike to evaluate Tanaka-san as an ineffectual and incompetent executive. But Mike was only evaluating Tanaka-san’s ability to communicate with him in a way that Mike found credible.


Mike and Tanaka-san’s communication styles were so disjointed that despite Herculean efforts and active facilitation they remained unable to understand one another. It was only a moment of “nothing-more-to-lose” exasperation on both sides that caused Mike and Tanaka to see beyond the communication patterns each person was hooked into using. We authors have each had many similar encounters in which communication style disconnects wreaked havoc on the people involved and the jobs they were doing. We were convinced that there had to be less painful and more successful ways to enhance communication between people with differing styles, so we decided to do some focused work together on the topic.


As we researched and discussed communication style, we were surprised how little has been published on this topic. We wrote this book because we feel it is a very important topic that has lacked and yet deserves focused attention and development. It is our hope that trainers, organization development consultants, facilitators, team leaders, educators, community activists, and anyone interested in productivity and relationships will find this book helpful. (For details on how communication style has been approached throughout the years by various disciplines and how this heritage has influenced this book, see the Appendix.)


As we began our work together, the first perception that the three of us shared was that the labels commonly used to identify communication styles, such as direct and indirect, while easy to talk about and to understand, are culturally relative and thus are open to misinterpretation. In the Mike and Tanaka story, Mike felt that Tanaka-san was overly indirect and inscrutable. Tanaka-san personally felt that for months he had been very direct in his communication approach. He felt like he had been jumping up and down to make his point but that Mike was refusing to hear it. It was as if the two of them were lost in a house of mirrors, banging against walls, neither able to be sure of what he or his colleague was seeing. If Tanaka-san, for example, had been told to be direct, his response would likely have been “I am!” While the style labels currently used in the intercultural communication field are convenient and provide initial insight into differences, communication style is much more complex than what these labels reveal.


It also struck us that communication style is not some static thing that we “are.” Communication style is a pattern of behavior; it is something we “do.” In this story, Tanaka-san was not “indirect” while Mike was “direct.” Both men communicated directly and indirectly. Mike never told Tanaka directly that he doubted the viability of Tanaka’s strategy; he repeatedly reminded him to emphasize return on investment. Tanaka-san, for his part, never made the point explicitly that he felt his approach would in fact produce the required return on investment more effectively than the approach Mike was suggesting. Tanaka-san repeatedly and directly explained his strategy and why it would work well. However, Tanaka and Mike defined direct and indirect in very different ways and on very different scales. Existing communication style labels did not help them to understand and navigate the complexity of their interaction. We sought a model that allowed for such dynamism and robustness.


To work together more effectively, Tanaka-san needed to learn what sort of actual behavior he could exhibit to get Mike to hear him. He needed to understand that the respect he wanted to show Mike might indeed be communicated using these behaviors. He needed to be able to interpret direct from Mike’s experience. This breakthrough occurred in the story we told above. In addition, Mike needed to learn to “hear” what Tanaka-san was saying. He needed to be able to understand “listening” from Tanaka-san’s perspective—without forcing Tanaka-san to always adapt to Mike’s interpretation of directness.


Using a Metaphor to Understand Communication Styles


Communication style plays a major role in the work that each of us, the authors, does. Basma teaches communication studies at a college in the United States of America and leads many overseas study and service learning trips for students. Barbara designs and implements intercultural communication workshops for U.S. and international faculty, and scholars, and students, as well as for businesses and community organizations. Dianne works as an intercultural effectiveness consultant for multinational businesses. Each of us also volunteers actively in community development. Our jobs involve helping people to collaborate better with one another, to understand themselves and others more meaningfully, and to work together to create stronger communities, companies, and organizations. And, by the way, each of us likes to have fun—which leads us to the reason we chose the circus metaphor we will be using in this book.


We have decided to use the metaphor of a circus for discussing communication for several reasons. As trainers, we find that using metaphors to illustrate new concepts often adds depth and easier retention of meaning for learners, particularly if that metaphor makes sense intuitively. The sense we see in this metaphor is this:


1. There is much going on at a circus—the sounds, smells, sights, feelings, tastes—just as there is a lot going on in any communication. It can be difficult to decipher what makes a circus or communicative experience successful, as so much happens so quickly and there are so many possible definitions of success (captivating discussion, boisterous disagreement, or the resonance of creating shared meaning).


2. There are many discrete components to a circus—the performers, costumes, lights, animals, the tent, the sound system—just as there are many components of communication, including who is communicating, what they say, where they are, the medium of communication, the manner in which they communicate (such as how loudly or softly they speak), and the flow of the interaction (such as the way they take turns speaking and listening).


3. These components interact with one another to provide a total circus or communicative experience. Just as it can make sense to analyze the discrete components of communication or a circus, we must not lose sight of the overall interaction of these components and the effects they produce.


4. Much occurs behind the scenes, both prior to the circus or the communication, while it is going on, and after the acts are completed. Those who participate in a communication event are not only responding to the current situation, they are responding based on years of previous experience as well as expectations for the future.


We will explain more about this circus metaphor as we go along. Right now it might help to picture communication style—the patterns of how we communicate—as our entry ticket to the Big Top. This ticket to the circus, that is, communication style, provides a window into the differences that make a difference and a pathway to better understanding what is really important to people, so that we can collaborate more productively and enjoyably.


We recognize that the idea of a circus metaphor may feel silly, contradictory to how you want to present your professional work. If that is the case, you will find that you can easily apply the concepts and tools in this book without the metaphor. And yet…we encourage you to consider the power of play and metaphor in your professional lives. In writing about the future of intercultural training, Sandra Fowler and Sheila Ramsey (1999) invite us to reframe our work as a “transformation process” in which we focus much more on the “intrapersonal transformation process because it is evident to all of us that living and working effectively with culturally distinct others and in culturally different systems is an experience that challenges us on very fundamental levels” (353). To reach this goal, they encourage us to use nonlinear training and consider, among other things, the use of metaphor, reflective journaling, dialogue, and appreciative inquiry (355). We encourage you to try the metaphor and see where it takes you.



Naming This Book



Our working title for this book was originally Don’t Make a Fly into an Elephant—a literal English translation of the Russian expression Ne delai iz muhi slona, which is used quite widely throughout the former Soviet nations. The expression originated during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, when circuses were becoming popular in Russia and the elephants imported from India were magnificent and exotic animals that many Russians were excited to see. At the circus, the impressive performances of the elephants added to their grandeur. “Don’t make a fly into an elephant” contrasted the elephant’s grandeur with the smallness and nuisance of a fly. Its meaning in English would be the equivalent of “Don’t make a mountain out of a mole hill” or don’t exaggerate something unnecessarily. As you will see in this book, seemingly small differences in communication style can lead to elephantine-sized problems. Paying special attention to such differences and honing our skills can lead us to valuable insights from our team members, colleagues, students, friends, and family. This proverb, “Don’t make a fly into an elephant,” suggests that we are wise to take things a bit lightly rather than overly seriously. In line with this, Basma tells us that in ancient Egypt, it was believed that a deceased person’s heart was weighed on a scale against a feather. If the heart was as light as or lighter than a feather, the person was welcomed into the beautiful afterlife. If the person’s heart was heavier than the feather, well, things were not to be so pleasant for eternity. It is our wish for you that your work with communication style might help you to keep your heart light as a feather.


The final title of this book ties in directly with the circus metaphor. “Communication Highwire” illustrates our belief that communication is much like a highwire performance: requiring incredible competence, balance, a great deal of practice, and ultimately, trust in one’s abilities. The subtitle, “Leveraging the Power of Diverse Communication Styles,” reflects our conviction that individuals and groups can benefit greatly when communication style differences are understood, respected, and utilized appropriately.


Throughout this book we will share with you many stories. Storytelling provides a context that allows us to see and feel how the concepts we describe play out in real life. Let us share with you a second story.




Fourteen


Barbara has a daughter, Annika, who is of course exceptionally beautiful, bright, and charming. She learned to count at a fairly young age. One day Annika stayed with a babysitter, and when Barbara returned the sitter told her, “Wow! Annika is so smart! She counts really well.” Barbara asked, “Did you notice anything striking about how she counts?” The sitter responded, “Well, she counts perfectly to thirteen, and after that she randomly repeats the first thirteen numbers. When I tried to encourage and help her to count beyond thirteen, she insisted that thirteen was the last number.” Indeed, Annika had no idea that there was a number fourteen in the world. In her world, there were thirteen numbers. Annika learned to count because she lived in a two-story house, and each time Mom or Dad carried her up the stairs, they’d count the steps with her. In Annika’s house, there were only thirteen steps; when she reached the thirteenth step she was at the top of her world, where her bedroom was and, in her eyes, the place where her day ended and her dream world began. Annika did not know what fourteen was because she had not experienced fourteen.





Undoubtedly we have all had opportunities for discovering our own four-teens—whether we actually experienced a new perspective depended on our awareness and openness to the existence of a new perspective or insight. In Tanaka-san’s world, he was being direct, in his experience of directness. In Mike’s world, he was listening, as per his definition of listening. Like Annika’s “fourteen,” these grown men had no idea that there was a completely different concept of direct or listening in the world. They were performing in separate rings of the three-ring circus, with no connection to one another. How could we get them to understand one another? While it wouldn’t be as easy as teaching the concepts of fourteen and fifteen to Annika, it was possible to help them expand their communication style repertoires. The goal would not be to change their preferred styles, but to expand their abilities to communicate effectively with a wider range of people. We could assist them to see the circus occurring before their very eyes—that there are multiple, effective ways of expressing ourselves verbally and nonverbally, rich dimensions to why we communicate the way we do, and much, much more.


In this book we offer you the same opportunity: to see the communication circus before your very eyes. With this in mind, our goal for this book is to provide several user-friendly, practical tools for understanding and bridging different styles of communication tools that can help you transform communication style differences from hindrances to assets. These tools are:


1. The five factors affecting communication style use presented in Chapter 3.


2. The Star Chart model of these factors’ interactions in Chapter 4.


3. The Descriptor Checklist introduced in Chapter 6.


4. The Four-Step method for leveraging communication style differences described in Chapter 7.


So, hang on to your seats and prepare to be entertained, intrigued, amazed, and challenged!





SECTION I





Introduction to Communication Style


[image: Images]


We are excited to present to you our approach to communication style. This first section provides you with a definition of communication style and an understanding of why it is important—the benefits of communication style fluency.


Throughout the book we incorporate activities that allow you to practice the ideas from the chapters and enable you to energize, inform, and challenge yourself, your colleagues, your fellow team or group members, or participants in your workshops or coaching sessions, to leverage the power of diverse communication styles.


We trust you will enjoy! So grab your ticket and let us get on with the show!








CHAPTER 1
What Is Communication Style?



Your Ticket to the Circus


Communicating effectively is difficult. Who would have guessed that Mike would be happy that Tanaka-san lost his cool? And who would have thought that this would then lead to a breakthrough for Mike and Tanaka-san? The idea that people from different experiences, genders, and ages—often from diverse cultural, linguistic, and ethnic heritages and a broad range of professional training and education—using varied thought processes and communication styles, can actually understand one another is an accomplishment indeed. When communicating across cultures, it is as if we are on the communication highwire and the safety net is hard to see so far below.


Most of us have worked in teams and lived in communities that did not have a synergistic effect. We may have felt unheard or misunderstood. We may have sensed that others had a lot more they could be sharing, but they either did not speak up or the group was not hearing them. We ourselves may have felt we were not able to contribute our perspectives fully. And sometimes there are so many wonderful ideas, or such opposing ideas, that a group gets stuck.


Let’s look at another story to fuel our thinking.




Sherif’s Team Meeting


In a meeting with four staff members, the boss, Sherif, turns to Amin, one of the employees, and is soft-spoken when questioning him about the goal of a project. A second staff member, Alexey, interrupts and says he will not work on the project at all. Sherif turns to Alexey and sharply states, “We will not discuss whether or not you will have a role. That has already been determined.” The group continues the meeting, seemingly undisturbed by the shift in Sherif’s behavior. There appear to be no hurt feelings and no disruptions to the group. In fact, team members seem energized and focused.





What just happened? Is the group dysfunctional? While that could be the case if these exact words were spoken in another group, in this specific situation the boss was extremely effective at managing the conversation and the identities of the individuals involved. Sherif was able to shift his style of communication to effectively interact with his team members, and the team members understood and embraced this shift in his style. Sherif knew that Amin was talented but often quiet in meetings—not a big talker but a deep thinker. Sherif knew from experience that once the group began heated discussions, it would be all too easy to lose Amin’s voice. Therefore, he began the meeting by inviting Amin’s perspective. He knew Alexey, on the other hand, to be an active, quick, verbal contributor, someone who was more than happy to offer his opinions strongly and directly. Sherif knew that he needed to set clear boundaries for Alexey to focus his energies. He knew Alexey would respond well to a strong, direct statement from the boss. The communication styles Sherif exhibited were successful at bringing out the best contributions of both Amin and Alexey and at steering the team in a productive direction. Sherif exemplifies an excellent ringmaster guiding the performers because Sherif understood individual team members’ communication styles and how to manage them.


Effectively grasping the complexity of communication style can offer a way to better understand others and ourselves as well as to enable people to collaborate more productively and enjoyably. Communication style is our ticket to more accurately interpret the sights, sounds, tastes, smells, and feelings of this glorious, chaotic, show-stopping, three-ring circus of communication. So what, exactly, is meant by this ticket—communication style?



Defining Communication Style



Communication style is the way in which we communicate, a pattern of verbal and nonverbal behaviors that comprises our preferred ways of giving and receiving information in a specific situation. If the message content is the what and the communicators the who, then communication style is the how. Communication style includes, for example, how we accomplish the following tasks:


1. Organize and present information and like it to be organized


2. Encourage and like to be encouraged


3. Agree or disagree with others’ ideas and prefer agreement or lack thereof to be communicated


4. Build relationships, trust, and intimacy with others


5. Communicate politeness and perceive politeness to be communicated


6. Negotiate and prefer to be negotiated with


7. Establish credibility


8. Approach, manage, and resolve conflict


9. Make decisions and solve problems


10. Interrupt and prefer to be interrupted


Based on our definition and the preceding list, you can see that communication style is broad in scope, and as such it encompasses many specific patterns we engage in every day. Our belief is that these patterns are not universally accepted rules of human interaction; instead, communication style preferences reflect our personal and cultural upbringings.


Even simple nonverbal behaviors that we may consider “natural” are typically learned. People all over the world smile and use eye contact, but they do so in different ways and for different purposes. Answers to the following questions, all about communication style, vary by culture as well as by individual and specific context:


• How do you show respect to those with whom you are communicating? One person might look someone directly in the eye to show respect, while another averts eye contact. One person might speak loudly and clearly as a sign of respect, another softly.


• How do you attempt to establish credibility? One person may do so by stating her past experiences and citing her credentials, while another might humbly explain that her lengthy experience has given her more questions than answers.


• Is it polite to answer a question when you are asked directly? People who value explicit communication may expect a direct answer to a question. People who value implicit communication might find a direct answer to be condescending or patronizing.


• Is it best to discuss conflict with the person with whom you disagree? One person may desire to analyze a disagreement giving a specific comment-by-comment replay and paying special attention to the actual words used, while another may prefer to discuss the feelings experienced because of the disagreement, and a third might prefer to overlook the disagreement or to bring it up only after much time has passed and careful consideration has been given.


Communication style—how we express ourselves—reflects our underlying values and beliefs, and those values and beliefs are determined both by culture and personality.


People use and interpret communication styles differently according to these personal and cultural filters. How we communicate (the communication style we use) and how we see others communicating (the meaning we attach to their communication style) depend on many factors. Do we expect interaction to be easy, difficult, enjoyable, or frustrating? Do we believe relationships should be well planned, emergent, explicit, or implicit? Do we think it is smarter to focus first on task or on relationship? A full definition of communication style needs to include these six key points:


1. Communication style is a situational tendency, not a type.


2. The style we use is influenced by many factors.


3. As with culture, everything’s relative with communication style.


4. Neutral descriptions are needed, yet those descriptions have their own weaknesses and liabilities.


5. Communication style provides a link between the observable and the unconscious—between our behavior and its underlying motivation.


6. There are advantages and disadvantages to every style.


In the next five subsections we provide more detail about what communication style is and is not, explain each of these six aspects of communication style, and offer additional insights into this amazing phenomenon.


Situational Tendency, Not Type—Sad or Happy Clown?


When discussing communication styles, people often talk about types, as if each person or culture were static rather than dynamic and multifaceted. Communication styles are not personality types; they are tendencies or preferred methods of communicating. Tendencies have much more variability and flexibility than types. If I am a clown in the circus, I no doubt have different costumes or different acts that I can use for different situations or even in the same performance.


Most of us demonstrate a variety of communication styles during any given day. We may use different styles when we are happy, excited, angry, sad, or sick; when we are demanding good service, or when we have discovered we are in error. We might use a different style for communicating to a good friend than a style used with someone we have just met, with children than with adults, with native speakers than with nonfluent speakers, and so on. Studying our style tendencies can encourage us to add to our communicative repertoire and can assist us to better understand the values informing our behavior.


You may be thinking, “But when I read about the communication style types, they ring true to my experience.” Absolutely! There may well be a great deal of truth to a specific generalization. For example, over the years Barbara has worked with many students from Malaysia. Several Malaysian students have stated, in one way or another, that U.S. Americans are quite direct. Given that the students are speaking from their experiences, this must be true, right? Well, yes, it is true because it is their experience. As a general rule, it could be argued that U.S. Americans tend to be more direct than Malaysians. However, referring to types such as direct does not tell us anything about the specific contexts in which U.S. Americans are being direct and the times when they are not. From this cultural snapshot, we may expect all members from a culture to exhibit specific communication styles at all times and within all contexts—expectations that are false.


It is sometimes helpful to associate a particular communication style with a specific culture, yet we make a concerted effort to explore the communication styles as phenomena affected by (and perhaps affecting) culture, but not coupled with culture in a fixed or inflexible way. It is also important to consider the complexity of culture itself. Although there has been a tendency in the literature to label certain nationalities or ethnic groups with certain communication styles, there are regional, familial, and individual differences in style, as well as style differences according to organization, functional role, religious or spiritual background, sexual orientation, age, gender, and other factors.


Influenced by Many Factors—Lights! Music! Action! Adventure!


When we go to the circus, we are amazed at the chaos inside—everything seems to be happening at once, with no apparent rhyme or reason to the events. Upon closer inspection, we realize the events are synchronized and the movement, while chaotic on one level, has a rhythm of its own. Exploring the chaos and synchronized rhythm are integral to understanding communication style. The variables influencing when and why a certain style is used are quite complex and are both individually and culturally based. Factors include context, goals, self-concept, values, and communication style repertoire. We will discuss these factors in depth in Chapter 3. For now suffice it to say that communication style is dynamic and its magic is not easy to capture.


Everything’s Relative—The View Depends on Where You Sit


Our perception of communication style depends on our frame of reference. We may hear, for example, that U.S. Americans love to apologize. If I come from Germany, this may be a helpful statement of one aspect of U.S. American communication style. I may have grown up believing that apologies are only given in situations of grave negligence, so I may feel that Americans apologize too frequently. If, on the other hand, I am Korean, a culture in which apologies are often used to create social bonding and harmony, I may feel that U.S. Americans are allergic to apologies, that they rarely if ever apologize. In this case, the statement “Americans love to apologize” is not at all helpful, and in fact may be counter to my experience.


Neutral Descriptions Are Necessary Yet Limiting—To Reveal or Not to Reveal


If we want to perform an illusion, it helps to see the inside of the hat from where we will pull the rabbit. We need to learn the secret behind the tricks. At the same time, knowing the secret somehow takes away the magic. We face a similar dilemma with communication style. To overcome the relativity of communication style, we need to be able to objectively describe behavior. This communication style relativity is similar to cultural relativity, in which communication style preferences are a matter of valuing different choices and tendencies in much the same way that cultures often promote different worldviews.


To say someone demonstrated an assertive style assumes that we share a common definition of assertive. What seems assertive to you may be aggressive or even shy to me. But saying the person gave a firm, one-handed handshake accompanied by sustained eye contact and a clearly heard voice might capture the communication style of a given interaction in a more precise way. Yet does it lose something? This latter definition becomes awfully dry and divorced from the feeling and atmosphere of the actual interaction. In some ways, the term assertive communicates a lot more, showing that one-word labels can come in handy.


Think about a situation in which you thought somebody from a different cultural background acted rudely. Perhaps you experienced that person’s “pushiness,” loud speaking voice, concentrated eye contact, and persistent manner, and in that particular context this communicated rudeness to you. Looking back on such situations, it becomes clear that the person involved may not have intended to act rudely at all. Analyzing the experience and identifying specific behaviors can assist you to unlock the secrets of that person’s magic hat. In this book, we argue for erring on the side of description for developing a common language to speak about communication style. We have devised a descriptor system to help you navigate the complexities and illusionary effects of communication style. We will reveal more on the secret behind the descriptor tricks in Chapter 6.



Link between the Observable and the Unconscious—Backstage Insights



The performances we see under the Big Top represent a small component of what takes place in the circus. They are a result of behind-the-scenes work by coaches, musicians, lighting and pyrotechnic specialists, costumers, animal trainers, and the performers themselves. Communication style can give us a glimpse into what goes on backstage in our unconscious selves. It provides insight into our own motivations and assumptions—as well as others’. Here is a personal story that illustrates some of the tendencies frequently discussed about gender differences in communication.




Calling to Say “Hello”


In high school Basma called her good friend Mark one day. After several minutes of catching up on the news, he started asking questions about how her math class was going and if she needed his help, if her car was functioning properly, if she needed a ride somewhere, or if her family wanted assistance with a house project. Basma said no to all of his inquiries. Puzzled, he finally asked, “Well, if you don’t need my help with math, your car, or your house, then why did you call?” When she replied that she had called simply to say hello, he still pushed for the underlying reason for the call. It was difficult for Mark to understand that there didn’t need to be a more tangible purpose for calling.





The salient communication style differences in this case included what topics were seen as acceptable for a phone call and how the call should proceed. Mark’s communication style indicated his perhaps unconscious, perhaps conscious, focus on achieving a goal or accomplishing a task. Basma’s communication style indicated a focus of which she may have been equally unaware—connecting with and supporting her friends. Communication style is the very important link between the behavior we are able to observe—surface-level culture—and the often-hidden values and beliefs that comprise deep-level culture. We can think of communication style as a window into a person’s most basic intentions, feelings, psychological state, and priorities. Recognizing and understanding a person’s communication style can give us a very quick “read” on how the person is feeling and what she or he is thinking, much as couples of many years know without asking how their partner is responding in a given situation. An ability to correctly interpret communication style provides us access to the contributions people have to offer. Inability to correctly interpret communication style blocks our ability to benefit from those contributions.


Advantages and Disadvantages to Every Style—Variety Makes the Circus Go Round


One of the beauties of a circus is that no matter where you focus your attention, you are sure to find something fascinating. The elephants, horses, tigers, acrobats, and mimes each offer their own unique talents and their individual shortcomings. The same is true with communication styles. Communication styles are not inherently good or bad, and they each have distinct advantages and disadvantages. One style may be more appropriate in certain interactions than in others, but none is inherently better than another. The following story indicates how one style can be advantageous in one environment and detrimental in another.




Two Different Jobs, the Same Style


Eola was familiar with sharing her thoughts and feelings fairly immediately upon experiencing them. When she came to the Midwest of the United States from Northern Europe, she first worked for a liberal magazine where she received many compliments for her effective communication. In her second position, with a liberal radio program, she assumed that the way she had communicated at the magazine would work well in her new position. Much to her surprise, she was actually barred from meetings and could not figure out why until finally a colleague confided, “You don’t know your place and how to keep your reactions to yourself.” Eola was soon thereafter “downsized” when the radio station faced budget cutbacks.





It is important to remember that an effective style in one environment may be counterproductive in another. In this story, the corporate culture of the magazine supported Eola’s explicit and immediate expression of her thoughts and feelings. They viewed her communication style as collaborative, creative, and respectful. The corporate culture of the radio station equated collaboration and mutual respect with a communication style that was carefully considerate of others’ feelings and opinions, one in which all employees thought things through and expressed themselves diplomatically with attentiveness to their relationships with others. Eola’s attempts to express collaboration and respect by sharing her thoughts and feelings were immediately seen by her radio station colleagues as disrespectful and inconsiderate. Her style worked in one corporate culture but not in the other, just as some styles of communication may be more appropriate for certain purposes or a particular medium (telephone vs. e-mail vs. face-to-face) than others. Using communication style effectively requires that we be able to self-observe and adapt our behavior to the situation in order to achieve our desired outcomes. In summary, any definition of communication style must go beyond one-word, type-like terms and into a more descriptive, situational, yet easy-to-use vocabulary that allows us to communicate the richness, depth, subtlety, intention, and variety of communication style.


Communication and Communication Style


Communication and communication style represent rather large, ambiguous concepts. A standard dictionary’s definition of communication is “the exchange, transmission, or sending and receiving of thoughts and messages. To communicate is to have an interchange, to express yourself so that you are clearly and readily understood.” It is our belief that this last part of the definition of communication is culturally relative. Although some cultures give a high priority to clarity and efficiency of communication, in other cultures these are lower priorities. Some cultures emphasize lengthy and elaborate messages; others find that this level of detail detracts from the communicative message. Even the beginning part of the definition has cultural implications. One variation is whether you believe you communicate a message or thought to another (a rather individualistic definition), or whether, through communication, you mutually create or discover meaning (a more collectivistic mentality).


Communication has many parts, depending on the model used for analysis and is often said to include four components:


1. The medium or channel (face-to-face, telephone, television, mail, e-mail, and language, e.g., English, French, Japanese).


2. The communicators (sender and receiver, speaker and listener, writer and reader, performer and audience, or group of people discussing).


3. The message (content). What is tricky is that the message people receive is often not the message that was sent. Therefore, most models of communication also include a fourth component.


4. Filters or interference, mechanisms that distort intended and perceived meaning. Edward T. Hall introduced one of these filters in the 1950s. He asked whether people perceive meaning in what is actually said—the words—or whether they perceive meaning in the body language, the intonation, the place, or who is present—the context. It is when we start thinking in this way that the difference between communication and communication style becomes murky.


If, as we have premised at the beginning of this chapter, the message content is the what, the communicators the who, and communication style the how, communication is then the composite of all of these. Perhaps analyzing an example will help clarify this.


Let us say you telephone an acquaintance, Carlos, to invite him to a party. He responds by saying, “I’m really busy … but I’d love to be there.” Does this mean Carlos is coming or not? Since Carlos’ words do not explicitly tell us this, we need to look beyond the words themselves. Does he sound excited? Torn? Confused? Does Carlos typically respond to invitations in this way? For our purposes, communication style is how he communicates—the pattern of words Carlos chooses, the volume and pace of his speech, his use of pause; communication is the entire process of your speaking with Carlos and trying to create shared meaning. In short, communication is broader than communication style. And communication style is broader than one specific behavior. Communication style encompasses a wide range of verbal and nonverbal behaviors that represent an individual’s preferred way of giving and receiving information.
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