















Advance Praise



A masterpiece in intercultural training!


Exploring Culture is a very valuable introductory book in the area of cross-cultural psychology and cross-cultural training. The use of ten synthetic cultures along with various exercises for improving cross-cultural awareness should be particularly valuable for managers and trainers interested in cross-cultural issues.


—Rabi S. Bhagat, Ph.D.
Professor of Org’l. Behavior and Int’l. Management,
Karen Moustafa, Ph.D. student in management,
University of Memphis


The authors of Exploring Culture…provide both professionals and curious readers with a clear menu for cultural analysis along with a varied buffet of stories, examples, exercises and simulations that both nourish understanding and fortify intercultural competence.


—George F. Simons, Ph.D.
George Simons International
www.diversophy.com


This book bridges theory and practice through a series of hands-on exercises that help the reader to develop greater understanding of Hofstede’s conceptual framework. It is an engaging book that will be a valuable tool for any cross-cultural trainer, intercultural educator, or student of culture.


—Kenneth Cushner Ed.D.
Associate Dean and Professor
Kent State University


Exploring Culture is an excellent resource for both self-learners and trainers. The many exercises and simulations in this book involve all three learning realms (cognitive, affective, and behavioral), and the formatting enables easy movement between text and learning activities.


—Barbara Pirie
Cross-Cultural and Diversity Trainer
Pirie Associates


Theories about cultures are valuable, but when it comes to the daunting task of getting the most out of cross-cultural encounters, detailed and concrete practices are key. Exploring Culture is superb in sensitizing the reader about such details, and in providing effective frameworks to acquire and master them for smooth intercultural sailing.


—Kwok Leung, Ph.D.
Department of Management
City University of Hong Kong


Exploring Culture is an impressive addition to…intercultural training, expertly written by three leaders in the field. Must reading for anyone concerned about the effectiveness of people working and living in other cultures.


—Nancy J. Adler, Ph.D.
McGill University, Montreal, Canada
Author of International Dimensions of Organizational Behavior


Full of both practical approaches to intercultural learning and gems of insight into how the Hofstede dimensions work out in the real world, [Exploring Culture] will likely become a dog-eared resident of every intercultural practitioner’s bookshelf. The structure of the book is divided into an introduction for beginners and a series of elegant exercises for trainers and facilitators. The book is a very significant contribution to the development of a disciplined approach to cross-cultural training.


—John W. Bing, ITAP International


What a gold mine of information! What a wealth of material! Exploring Culture is a book that gives the interculturalist real substance and real tools together in the same volume…. Both learners and trainers will find the book of great value. I congratulate the authors for having constructed a masterpiece in intercultural training. It should be on every interculturalist’s shelf.


—David Crookall, Ph.D.
Université de Nice Sophia Antipolis
Editor, Simulation & Gaming:
An Interdisciplinary Journal of Theory, Practice and Research


I think everyone who teaches others about national cultures will find this book very valuable at a number of levels. First, it provides a solid theoretical base for understanding and interpreting national cultures. Second, the exercises, stories, and examples support the theoretical framework with practical, useful, real-world examples. Third, the layout makes it an easy-to-use and valuable reference book.


—R. Garry Shirts, Ph.D.
President, Simulation Training Systems


[Exploring Culture provides] an extremely effective approach for obtaining insight into our own way of thinking and acting when we deal with people from other cultures. Managers, trainers, coaches, and consultants will find it a very practical book.


—Nelke Galema, Senior Consultant and
Sjaak Pappe, Managing Partner
ITIM | Result, Culture and Management Consultants
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Foreword



Since the beginning of recorded time, people from different cultures have met to trade, marry, and make war. After two devastating world wars and with the dawning of the nuclear era, knowledgeable people around the world have begun to realize that warfare is becoming too destructive and that the cost is too high. Institutions such as the European Community and NAFTA as well as the Japanese constitution, are examples of attempts at international cooperation.


But international cooperation turned out to be beset with miscommunication. Thus, starting in the 1960s a new field of training, intercultural communication, was born. Its primary goal was to train people from different cultures to get along better with one another. Today awareness of the concepts of intercultural communication is more urgent than ever. This book constitutes a step forward in cross-cultural training. Allow me to explain this from my academic vantage point. Over time a variety of hypotheses were generated (e.g., Landis and Bhagat 1996). A few were tested with random assignment of participants, some of whom received training and some of whom did not (see Brislin and Bhawuk 1999). The dependent variables were degrees of effectiveness of the trainee when working with others, the perceptions of the trainee by members of the host cultures, the culture shock experienced by the trainee in the other culture, and similar variables.


In order to test the effectiveness of some of these methods, numerous training methods were developed (e.g., Fowler and Mumford 1995; 1999). Up to the early 1980s the training schemas were not based on an empirically derived conceptual scheme. Hofstede’s Culture’s Consequences (1980) provided some of the dimensions for analyzing culture. Readers who wish to see the most recent empirical evidence and validity data concerning the Hofstede dimensions of cultural variation can consult the second edition of Hofstede’s book (2001). Since 1980 countless publications have analyzed and synthesized aspects of culture using these dimensions.


Based on Hofstede’s dimensions, other theories were developed about the way cultures can be compared. Some of these theories have been successfully incorporated into training programs. In fact it has been shown (Bhawuk 1998) that theory-based cross-cultural training is more effective than training that consists of scattered samples of beliefs, attitudes, and experiences. Why? It is easier for the learner to absorb the material and generalize to new situations if the training is based on theory.


Bhawuk’s 1998 study contrasted cultures on only the identity (individualism-collectivism) dimension. Brislin and Bhawuk called for the use of all five of the Hofstede dimensions in future training: hierarchy (power distance), truth (uncertainty avoidance), gender (masculinity-femininity), and virtue (long-term/short-term perspective).


Exploring Culture presents training that uses all of Hofstede’s dimensions. Thus, it is the next logical step in the development of cross-cultural training. The authors use the ten “synthetic cultures” invented by Paul Pedersen and Gert Jan Hofstede. These cultures consist of the attitudes, beliefs, positive and negative concepts, norms, rules, self-definitions, values, and the like typically found at the extreme poles of each of the five Hofstede dimensions.


The training material in this book comprises exercises, stories, and simulations. Parts I and II of the book can be studied by individuals, or all of the materials can be used by trainers working with individuals or teams.


Hofstede, Pedersen, and Hofstede use the didactic triad of awareness of culture as the set of social rules of a society, followed by knowledge of cultural patterns and then by skills in cross-cultural interaction. The synthetic cultures serve as vehicles for the knowledge and skills steps.


As each synthetic culture is sketched out, the authors mention the “obsessions” of each of the ten cultures (e.g., people in the individualist culture (Indiv) are obsessed with freedom), the core distinctions, the golden rules, and the concepts that are positive and negative in each culture. They list what stereotypes outsiders are likely to have about each of the cultures, how people are likely to behave under stress in each, and so on.


There is a very sophisticated discussion about the way culture influences how people get along with one another. Many caveats are offered so the reader will not assume that “real” cultures are exactly like the synthetic cultures. Suggestions are offered on how to interview people from each of the synthetic cultures, along with many actual interviews using both sensitive and insensitive techniques.


The book also contains an excellent discussion of the advantages and disadvantages of simulations for learning about culture and provides details about how to select and prepare for simulations.


Finally, two simulations are presented in the book and more are made available on the Web. Extensive background is provided that reminds one of the case studies used in business schools.


In sum, this book provides superb material that can be used to become quite sophisticated in understanding, interacting with, and getting along with people from other cultures.


—Harry C. Triandis
Professor Emeritus
University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign
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Introduction



If you are a cross-cultural trainer, educator, or student, Exploring Culture is for you. It is a playful book of practice, yet firmly rooted in Geert Hofstede’s work on national culture. We introduce so-called synthetic culture profiles that bring Hofstede’s dimensions of national culture to life in activities and simulations. The book intricately links culture theory and learning practice not only through the synthetic cultures but also through stories and exercises.
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What this book is.





For students the many real-life exercises and stories, all with debriefings, make much of this book ideally suited for self-study. It is a very good companion to Geert Hofstede’s textbook about national cultures, Cultures and Organizations.*


For educators and trainers, this book also offers group exercises and simulations. It provides rich background reading, theoretical grounding in Geert Hofstede’s five dimensions, and synthetic cultures. And if you are not looking for ready-to-use simulations but want to create your own, the book is a perfect starting point.


Gert Jan Hofstede is the primary author of Exploring Culture, but he “stood on the shoulders” of his co-authors. Geert Hofstede’s extensive empirical research, from which he created his model for characterizing national cultures in five dimensions, is the intellectual basis for the book. The second source of inspiration is Paul Pedersen; he saw how Hofstede’s dimensions could be used as a training tool for cross-cultural counselors and created four “synthetic cultures” (Pedersen and Ivey 1993). Working as an information systems researcher, Gert Jan saw how the era of globalization was changing his world and decided to use his father’s work to create business gaming activities. He came across Paul’s four synthetic cultures and added six more so that both extremes of each of the five culture dimensions were covered. The resulting model worked so successfully that Paul suggested creating a book for the community of cross-cultural students, trainers, and educators.
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Exploring Culture balances understanding and doing, theory and practice.





Exploring Culture balances understanding and doing, theory and practice. In chapter 1 we use stories and exercises to remind readers that our world is not really a “global village,” even today. The book uses the triad of awareness—knowledge—skills to indicate the order of learning and hence the possible levels of goals for learners. In chapter 2 we explain why this is so by introducing the five basic problems of societies that constitute Geert Hofstede’s dimensions of national culture: identity, hierarchy, gender, truth, and virtue. The chapter starts with a fairy tale that illustrates Geert Hofstede’s five problems in a nutshell. Next come exercises that illustrate how the five dimensions of culture shape daily life. Finally, you will return to the exercises you did in chapter 1 and apply to them what you just learned about the dimensions of culture. Chapter 3 introduces the ten synthetic culture profiles: two for each of the five dimensions. Chapter 4 presents exercises to allow you to practice the synthetic cultures individually or in small groups. In chapter 5 you find twenty sample dialogues, two for each synthetic culture. One illustrates how an individual gives culturally insensitive feedback; another demonstrates how a “perfectly acculturated” member from each synthetic culture might behave during a dialogue. If you are interested in cross-cultural interviewing skills for business or counseling, you will find this chapter especially interesting. Finally, chapter 6 sums up the learning that you can gather from Parts I and II of the book.


Culture resides in groups of people. That is why group exercises and simulation games are such a good way to learn about cross-cultural encounters. Part III of the book consists of material for trainers who work with groups of people. Chapter 7 provides a step-by-step procedure on how to use this book as a framework for cross-cultural learning for group participants and introduces three small-group exercises as well as the Synthetic Culture Laboratory, which is a customizable, general-purpose simulation. In chapter 8 we give an overview of the ways in which simulation games have addressed cross-cultural issues, we present the justification of synthetic culture profiles as a means to bring the five dimensions of culture to life in simulation games, and we give advice on how to create or select, prepare, run, and debrief simulations using the synthetic cultures. Chapters 9 and 10 consist of two complete simulations, one simulating cross-cultural negotiation and the other, a globally distributed design team.


What This Book Is About


What do you think of the following statements?


• The world is essentially a global village.


• The world would be a better place if everybody behaved like the people in my country.


• One could live in any country in the world, if one were honest and well-intentioned.


• Business is business in any country.


• Children’s upbringing at home and their lives in school and later in the workplace are unrelated.


• National cultures will be a thing of the past fifty years from now and beyond.


If you agree with any of these statements, read on. Do the exercises. Participate in the simulations. Then return to these statements and reconsider your responses.


As you may have guessed, we, the authors of this book, agree with none of the statements. We believe that people from different countries are usually more different from one another than are people from the same country. National culture is the name we give to that which distinguishes the people of one country from those of another. National culture runs deep. It is taught to children from the day they are born. Does it matter whether a child is female or male? What about social class? Do children accompany their mothers all day? Does the family sleep in one room or even in one bed? Do grown-ups teach their children to use different behavior toward the elderly, the young, men, women? To stand up and fight or to sit down and talk? To speak their mind or to save others’ face? To wear skirts, shorts, veils, caps? Or are all these things theirs to decide, and if so, from what age?




[image: image]


National culture is the name we give to that which distinguishes the people of one country from those of another.





Whether we world citizens enjoy it or not, most of us interact with people from other countries ever more frequently. We meet tourists and we are tourists. We work in multinational organizations. We strike trade deals. We conduct diplomacy. We learn how people across the world are interconnected through the flow of goods, money, knowledge, religious ideologies, weapons, diseases, sports teams, and tourists.


Cross-cultural misunderstanding is a much-underestimated cause of trouble. If we inhabitants of the globe do not acquire an awareness of our mutual differences, knowledge of basic cultural variables, the skills to communicate effectively across boundaries and the will to do so, our world will be the worse for it. We need to communicate effectively with people who were raised in ways utterly unlike our own.


Learning about cross-cultural communication can also be an immensely enriching experience. It can cause you to consider daily rituals and unquestioned assumptions in a new light, and it can add fun, excitement, and friends to your life.




The intellectual challenge is understanding the essence of national culture: the rules of the social game that differ across borders. The emotional challenge is being able to put yourself in the place of somebody from a “strange” country.





This book will help you meet the combined intellectual and emotional challenge that is involved in learning to communicate across cultures. The intellectual challenge is understanding the essence of national culture: the rules of the social game that differ across borders. The emotional challenge is being able to put yourself in the place of somebody from a “strange” country.


One caveat must be mentioned before we begin. Much of what happens among people from different countries depends on culture, but not everything. First, to some extent every human being is unique. No two people behave in exactly the same manner, because of their character and personal history. Second, people are social beings, and they learn how to be so through the groups in which they participate. The likelihood that they will act in a particular manner in a particular social setting varies with group characteristics. For most people, their country of birth is a very important indicator of their socialization. For immigrant or ethnic populations within countries, this may be their forefathers’ country of birth or a mix of both.
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We all have the capacity to communicate with other people, however unlike ourselves they might be, and to learn to understand them.





Finally, to some extent all people are alike. We all have the capacity to communicate with other people, however unlike ourselves they might be, and to learn to understand them. We hope that this book will help you develop this capacity to the fullest and that it will stimulate and enrich you.





Part I

Stories and Exercises
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Chapter 1

Worlds Apart in One Village



Some say we are all living in a “global village.” This expression was popular in the Western world before 11 September 2001. But if proof need still be given, this chapter will make it clear that our global village has many disparate quarters. It shows how intercultural encounters can generate misunderstandings or worse. The chapter consists of stories and exercises for either individual or group work.
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Our global village has many disparate quarters.





The following story illustrates that misunderstandings between people from different countries can both be sudden and have far-reaching consequences.


Since the end of World War II, Korea has been split in two parts. North Korea has become the devastatingly poor communist Democratic People’s Republic of Korea. South Korea has become a comparatively rich capitalist state and has a U.S. military presence. Until the year 2000, these twin countries waged a fierce ideological battle against one another. The government of the United States sided with South Korea and had North Korea on its list of seven terrorist nations, the so-called “rogue states,” because of incidents that had happened in the 1970s and 1980s. In 2000 the two Koreas started to talk about reconciliation or even reunification. This, then, is the background for the following incident.




The Frankfurt Incident


On the fourth of September 2000, in the last year of the Clinton administration, a North Korean delegation heads from Europe toward the United Nations millennium summit in New York. The delegation includes the country’s vice leader, Kim Yong Nam. In New York the delegation is supposed to have a reconciliatory meeting with the president of South Korea.


Changing their prior travel plans, they choose an American airline at Frankfurt Airport. While the North Koreans are waiting for the plane, the airline’s security personnel notice them. Following their instructions for members of rogue states who do not have diplomatic immunity, they call out these people and thoroughly search them. The North Koreans are very, very angry and fly home instead of going to the U.N. summit. The incident immediately hits the world press.


The North Korean ambassador, Mr. Li, recounts his version of the story: U.S. aviation security officials came up to the delegation and performed hooligan acts: questioning them and checking their luggage and stripping them to do a body search. They justified this conduct by saying that North Korea was listed as a rogue state and that they had instructions from home to act as they did. Mr. Li concludes that the incident was purposely and insidiously created by the United States to hinder the reconciliation of the two Koreas, demonstrating that the U.S. is a rogue state itself.


A White House spokesman explains that because the delegation had changed its travel plans, the American airline personnel at Frankfurt Airport did not know who they were. They had done no more than follow the U.S. rules for rogue states, and the U.S. government had not been involved in the incident at all. The airline immediately apologizes and takes responsibility.


Various U.S. diplomats express regret about the incident. Four days later U.S. Secretary of State Madeleine Albright sends a formal letter of apology to the Northern Korean foreign minister and receives a reply that could be called conciliatory. In this reply North Korea says it has noted the American apology and shall watch the future deeds of the Americans but also states that its sovereignty has been injured and that “the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea values its sovereignty like its life and soul.”


The two Koreas resume their talks.





What happened at the airport was a very clear case of culture clash. Experienced travelers know that U.S. security personnel at airports tend to be heavy-handed regardless of whom they deal with. That fits with the American culture. They may not have been particularly polite to the North Korean delegation. In addition Americans hold the view that everybody is his or her own person, and one cannot hold the government responsible for the behavior of employees of some company as long as they stick to the rules. The North Koreans, on the other hand, come from a country where respect for authority is very important. Moreover, an insult to one North Korean is an insult to all. Looked at from this vantage point, the beleaguered security officials didn’t just search a few strangers, they insulted a whole nation! This is evident in the emotional and nationalistic overtones of the North Korean reaction.


So you see that it is possible to explain the behavior of both sides in terms of their own way of thinking and come up with two widely different interpretations. Do you think either the American airline’s officials or the North Korean delegation members learned anything from the incident? The Americans probably feel that the North Koreans are blowing this thing up ridiculously, while the North Koreans are now quite certain that Americans are savages. The media on both sides are likely not to have corrected this image.


Fortunately, in this case highly placed politicians on both sides were anxious to put the incident behind them. In many other cases an incident such as this one might have been the beginning of armed combat.



Awareness, Knowledge, Skills



If you were a high-level airline security official, what could you do to prevent similar incidents from happening in the future? Logically, it takes three steps to do this, to be taken in chronological order.


• Make your personnel aware that they differ from many foreigners in their social behavior and assumptions.


• Help them learn to know their differences from people from various parts of the world.


• Teach them the skills needed to communicate effectively with these various foreigners.


There is actually a fourth step, one that is needed throughout the process: motivate them to want to treat people from any country in a way that those people appreciate.


It can safely be assumed that the members of the North Korean delegation at Frankfurt have made it clear in their own way that they did not appreciate the safety measures. With sufficient training, the security people might have been aware of the possibility for misunderstanding, found out who these people were, and treated them with more cultural sensitivity.


The logical sequence of awareness, knowledge, and skills is the basis for this book. Activities and exercises are usually aimed at the awareness and knowledge steps. Simulation games are strong in the latter two areas; you practice intercultural communication skills, and you experience how it feels to be a foreigner. This experience can be very motivating. But we will start by working on awareness and knowledge.



What Do You See?



Consider the following set of pictures. Look at each picture briefly and write down what you think it might show. Then—and only then—read on and find out how a number of other people interpreted the picture. These people ranged in age from fourteen to fifty and came from Bolivia, China, Ethiopia, France, Indonesia, Italy, the Netherlands, Peru, Tunisia, and Uganda. Perhaps your own interpretation is on the list, perhaps not. As you will see, the pictures have an amazing number of possible interpretations, which differ because people concentrate on different aspects. Some look for unique attributes of the people in the picture. Others look for family relationships or for hierarchical relationships. Still others look for gender differences, for cooperation, for antagonism, or for details that highlight professional or religious roles. Try to figure out what attributes influenced your interpretation.
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Unconsciously, you bring your own cultural frame of interpretation to any situation.





The lesson to be drawn from this activity is that just by looking at a situation, you cannot tell what is happening. Unconsciously, you bring your own cultural frame of interpretation to any situation. This is not to say that culture alone determines how one interprets a picture or a situation. One’s own unique history and personality also play an important role. But some of the interpretations made by people from other parts of the world probably seem very strange to you.
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Picture 1


Possible interpretations:


• Two women are walking and a man threatens one of the women with a piece of wood


• Two men are attacking a woman


• A woman steps aside to let a blind man pass


• A beggar and a woman


• Gardening


• A farm family working on their land


• Two people helping each other do something


• Poor people. The man is digging for something and the woman is waiting to take it


• A man cleaning the floor


• A man is digging a hole and a woman is dropping seeds in it
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Picture 2


Possible interpretations:


• A teacher reprimanding a student


• A man teaching other men


• A boss giving instructions to employees


• A government official warning a gathering of people with different religions


• Blessing


• A preacher in church


• A film director instructing his crew where to stand for the next scene


• A salesman trying to sell his wares
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Picture 3


Possible interpretations:


• Prayer before a meal; two people do not want to pray


• People thinking hard to solve some problem


• Difficult conversation


• A meeting about to begin


• A family that has just received a sad letter


• A meeting. Two women on the left are talking on the side about a mobile phone


• The person on the left just bought some bread and is offering a piece to everybody


• People looking for a solution to some problem. The guy on the left is hiding the important evidence and showing something unimportant to the others


• The man in the middle presides over the debate. One guy is not involved


• A religious ritual
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Picture 4


Possible interpretations:


• A woman is giving some money to a man and he is claiming he wants more money


• A woman trying to bribe a man


• A man is taking money from a woman


• A man is giving money to a woman. Something is problematic and they are discussing it


• Negotiation


• Educated people discussing something


• A woman asking the way and a man orienting her


• A discussion among friends


• A violent discussion


• A quarrel. She has insulted him in some way


• A lady giving her address to a man


Are you tempted to ask “But what do these pictures really mean?” We must confess that we deliberately asked the artist, Murray Thomas, to make ambiguous pictures that leave room for interpretation. So your interpretation is just as valid as anybody else’s. Of course in a real social situation this is not so, because then you are facing real people with real intentions toward one another. We shall address some “real” situations in the following exercises.



How Would You Feel?



Here are some awareness exercises. They are short incidents in which you picture yourself interacting with somebody. That person’s behavior stimulates expectations within you about his or her intentions toward you, or causes you to make moral inferences about the person. From a list of available responses to each incident, please choose one or more. Then try to figure out what values guided your choice. We will come back to the stories in chapter 2, when you will be in a position to interpret your responses from a cultural point of view.


The Shabby Guitar Player


You are in a restaurant having dinner with an acquaintance. A shabby man with a guitar comes to your table and offers to play. How do you feel about this?


1. This man is a beggar and should find a job.


2. This man is filthy and disgusting.


3. This man is to be pitied.


4. You do not know this man, and you have nothing to do with him.


5. Could be interesting. Maybe he plays well.


6. The waiter should remove this man.



A Meeting in the Street



You are walking along the street in a town that is not your own. The street is quiet. Somebody crosses the street and walks toward you. What do you think?


1. This person means to rob you.


2. This person means to ask for directions.


3. This person means to have a chat with you.


4. This person might invite you to dinner.


5. This person is going to tell you that you are not allowed to be here.


6. This person means to sell you something.


A Welcome at the Airport


You are headed to a formal business meeting with somebody you have never met before. When you get off the airplane, a warmly smiling woman wearing jeans and sandals is holding up a sign with your name on it. What do you think?


1. She must be a secretary.


2. She is probably the person with whom you will have the meeting.


3. It is wonderful to be welcomed so warmly.


4. How dare someone meet you in such an informal outfit.


5. There must be an error, because you were expecting a formal-looking gentleman.



The Intruder



You are standing at a reception, engaged in conversation with another person you vaguely know. Suddenly a third person arrives and starts to talk to your conversation partner without seeming to notice you. What do you think?


1. This must be a close friend of your conversation partner.


2. This must be an absolute brute to push you aside in this manner.


3. Your conversation partner should ask the intruder to wait a moment.


4. This must be a VIP (Very Important Person).


5. This must be somebody with a very urgent matter.


6. Your conversation partner should introduce you to the newcomer.


7. Nothing.



What Would You Do?



Here are four more short incidents. Read them and choose from the options how you would act. Then think about what values guided your choices. In some cases, different values might make you hesitate between different options. We will also come back to these stories in chapter 2, when you will be in a position to interpret your proposed action from a cultural point of view.



The Returning Athlete



You are the mayor of a small town. An athlete from your town took part in the Olympic Games. The athlete is due to return tomorrow, having obtained fourth place in an event. What sort of official welcome will you prepare for her?


1. None, because a fourth place is not worth anything. If only it had been a gold medal….


2. None, because there is no protocol for officially receiving returning sports players or participants.


3. A grand one, because even if she did not win, she did participate in the Olympic Games and that is a great achievement.


4. A grand one, because she is one of us and she has honored our town.


5. You will ask the city council for advice.


The Accident


You are chairing a very important business meeting, for which some attendees have made a transoceanic flight. Millions of dollars are involved. During the meeting one of your local colleagues, a financial expert, receives a message: his eight-year-old child has been hit by a car and is hospitalized with very severe injuries. How do you react?


1. You cancel the meeting and arrange for a sequel on the following day.


2. You let your colleague leave the meeting.


3. You leave the room for a moment with your colleague and tell him that although you would like him to stay, he can leave if he wants to.


4. You go on with the meeting, asking your colleague to stay.



Train or Car?



You are a commuter. The car trip to work takes approximately one hour, the train ride, approximately an hour and a half. Do you prefer to go by car or by train?


1. By car, because if I travel by train, people will think I can’t afford a car.


2. By car, because it is faster.


3. By car, because it is private.


4. By car, because people in my position do not travel by public transport.


5. By train, because it is safer.


6. By train, because it allows me to get some work done while traveling.


7. By train, because I might meet interesting people.


8. By train, because it is better for the environment.


9. Either way is fine, whichever is cheaper in the long run.


A Virtual Contact


On the Web you have found the site of somebody you might want to start a business relationship with. How would you establish the first contact?


1. Write a formal, polite paper letter on your company’s letterhead.


2. Send an e-mail starting “Dear Mr. so-and-so” and ending “Kind regards, X.”


3. Send an e-mail starting “My name is X and I have a proposal that might interest you” and ending with your first name.


4. Have your secretary arrange a phone call.


5. Call the person on the phone yourself.



Observation and Interpretation



The core of intercultural awareness is learning to separate observation from interpretation. For instance, consider the following dialogue. Suppose that you are in a foreign country, looking for the train station, and meet a woman on the street.




[image: image]


The core of intercultural awareness is learning to separate observation from interpretation.





You:   Excuse me.


She:    (pauses, looks at you fleetingly and walks on)


You:   (walk up next to her) Excuse me (she looks down). Do you know the way to the railway station?


She:    (points vaguely) Excuse me. Walk that way and turn left.


You:   (smiling) Thank you.


She:    (walks off in the other direction)


What would you make of this?


• She was afraid of you.


• She disliked you.


• She was being respectful to you.


Your response will depend on your prior experiences and your own country of origin. The usual reaction would be to forget her actual behavior but remember the intention that you attributed to her, for example, “She was afraid of me.”


If you are cross-culturally aware, you remember her behavior and suspend your attribution of meaning until you know enough of her culture. Her looking away might indicate any of the three suggested intentions and maybe others. It might, for example, be gender-related, or looking people in the eye might be considered impolite in her country.



Cross-Cultural Communication Barriers





Postpone interpretation until you know enough about the other culture.
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