Culture Differences around the World – Activity 2
Understanding Verbal and Nonverbal Communications

and High and Low Context Cultures

Signal for “no”
U.S. & Canada
shake heads back and forth

Bulgaria

nod up and down

Japan


move their right hand

Sicily


raise their chin

Eye contact

U.S.


avoiding eye contact is evasive and dishonest

Latin America
keeping eyes lowered is a sign of respect


Asia


keeping eyes lowered is a sign of respect

Native Americans
a child maintaining eye contact with an adult is disrespectful

Romantic Interest

Arab


man runs hand backward across his hair

Miscellaneous

· Exposing the sole of your shoe is offering a grave insult in Egypt

· In Arab countries it’s impolite to take gifts to a man’s wife, but acceptable to take gifts to his children

· In Germany giving a woman a red rose is considered a romantic invitation—inappropriate if you are trying to establish a business relationship with her.

· In India you might be invited to visit someone’s home “any time.” If you’re not familiar with the culture, you may be reluctant to make an unexpected visit, and you might therefore wait for an invitation. 
· In some countries companies are expected to pay government officials extra fees for approving government contracts. These payments aren’t illegal or unethical; they are routine. However, the same payments are seen as bribes in the US, Sweden, and many other countries, where they are both unethical and illegal.

· In the United Kingdom and the US, someone is presumed innocent until proven guilty, but in Mexico and Turkey, someone is presumed guilty until proven innocent

· In the U.S., one out of every seven people speaks a language other than English when at home. After English, Spanish, French, German, Italian, and Chinese are commonly spoken.

· When U.S. businesspeople deal with individuals who speak English as a second language, misunderstandings involving vocabulary, pronunciation, or usage are likely. Don’t assume that the other person understands everything you say. Your message can be mangled by slang, idioms, and local accents. 

High Context vs. Low Context Culture

Definition: Culture is the acquired knowledge people use to interpret, experience, and generate behavior.  One of the ways people understand a message is according to its cultural context, the pattern of physical cues and implied understanding that convey meaning between two members of the same culture. However, people convey contextual meaning differently from cultural to culture.
In a high-context culture such as South Korea or Taiwan, people rely less on verbal communication and more on the context of nonverbal actions and environmental setting to convey meaning. The rules of everyday life are rarely clear in high-context cultures; as they grow up, individuals learn how to recognize situational cues (such as gestures and tone of voice) and how to respond as expected.

In a low-context culture such as the United States or Germany, people rely more on verbal communication and less on circumstances and cues to convey meaning. An English speaker feels responsible for transmitting the meaning of the message and often places sentences in chronological sequence to establish a cause-and-effect pattern. Furthermore, expectations are usually spelled out in a low-context culture through clear statements such as “Please wait until I’m finished” or “You’re welcome to browse.” In this way, a businessperson in a low-context culture not only explains his or her own actions but also cues the other person about what to do or what to expect next. 

Because the written word is highly valued in low-context cultures, agreements are considered binding. High-context cultures, by contrast, put less emphasis on the written word and consider personal pledges more important than contracts. They also have a tendency to view law with flexibility, whereas low-context cultures would adhere to the law strictly.

Another differentiating factor between the two is the way in which business is conducted. In a high-context culture, business is conducted in what appears to be a social atmosphere. That’s because developing trust is critical to the business relationship; without trust, a deal cannot be consummated. Imagine the confusion and frustration of someone from a low-context culture trying to sell products to a client from a high-context culture. The salesperson could get the unintended message that the potential customer who likes to socialize is not really interested in the product, when the customer’s intention is exactly the opposite. By misinterpreting this cue, the salesperson would lose potential sales.

Once you understand that cultural differences exist, the next step is to learn as much as possible about those cultures with which you plan to do business. You can develop skills for dealing with cultural diversity in your own and in other countries.

Using the Internet, research common business phrases used in the U.S. and list five (5) common phrases including their definitions.  How are they used in U.S. corporate America that might be confusing to someone from another country?  

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.
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