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This Booklet Is For You If:

@ You need to or want to
communicate better
with people from

other cultures,

and

e You want to know
how it's done,
what to do,

and what not to do.
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23 Tips On Cross-Cultural
Communication

kill in cross-cultural communication is a big plus in today’s
Sm:r!d. particularly in Southern California. In terms of racial,
national, and ethnic background, Los Angeles County has a more
diverse population than any other place on earth. We are also
diverse in terms of age, gender, religion, education, mental and
physical abilities, economic status, and sexual orientation.

This beoklel suggests simple things you can do o bridge
cultural differences. Simple, but not necessarnly easy, They
take pracice,

We use the word “culture”™ here to mean group customs,
beliefs, social patterns, and characteristics.

Mationalitias and ethnicities have cullures, So do businesses,
occupations, genarations, genders, and groups of people who
have in commaon some distinguishing charactenstic or expenence.

Cultures are not always apparant from a person's
appearance For exeample, yvou may not be able to distinguish on
sight betwesn an immigrant and a third-generation American, &
city-cweller and a small town-dweller, a deaf person and a
hearing person.

Mationalities and
athnicitiea diffor in waya
including language, non-
veerbal communicd

fiom, viEws on




hierarchies (responsibilities, duties, and privileges of family or group
members|, interpersonal relationships, time, privacy, touching, and
speech patterns.

Groups other than nationalities and ethnicities may alse have
distinctive verbal and nonverbal perceptions and expressions, and
shared values, standards. beliefs, and understandings. Think, for
instance, of how language and values usually differ depending on
age and ocoupation.

The following tips are based on observations of successful cross-
cultural carmnmunicators. Some of what they do is deliberate; some is
instinctive.

Wi selected for this booklet those behaviors thet do not take a
particular perscnality or talent.

You can communicate well with a person of a different culture
without giving up anything or pretending to be what you aren’L

Assuming that vou and another person speak the same
language, you can communicate. Even if there is a great difference
betwean your English and his or hars,

You don't need to be a magician or an anthropologist to
communicate across cultural differences. The basic techniques are
not hard to understand. Try them,



What To Do All Of The Time
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Remember that diversity has many levels and
complexities, including eultures within cultures,

and overlapping cultures.

For example: a 70-year-old female small business owner from

Brazil is likely to have many cultural differences from a 26-year-old

male fourth generation Angelenc government employee of

Maxican descent. Yet, only age and gender differences may he

apparant to the casual ohservar,

Whan you make cultural judgments, and we all do, be sure

1o describe as narrowly as possible the group you've reached that

conclusion about. For example, say “Many of the young Black

men in my church are golfers,” instead of “Black men like golf.”

Expect others to be thoughtful, intelligent people of

goodwill, deserving of respect.

Don't be misked by cues such as accent, wordiness or quietness,
posture, Mannerisms, grammar, or dress.

Unless you guard against it, your first reactions will be euliur-
ally biaged. The more conscious you are of your cwn biasas, the
more open you can be o understanding.

For instance, does a persan dress down because it's more
comfortatde? or to it in with less wealthy relatives? or to indicate
a willingness to pitch in and do some of the dirty work?
Depending on tha culture and the person, it could ba any of thesa,
OF parfaps ancther reason.

Assume that there are good reasons why people do things
e weay they do,

* Wanaralts and etwintes have culwres S oo dusiness, pecpabans
paseralions, 2y men 2ad beshians, and persans with fisabilises e




Be willing to admit what you don't know.

People from other nations know a lot about American mains
stresm culture, as least as it is porirayed on TV and in movies.
We know far less about therm. Homosexuals know all about het-
erosaxuals; few heterosexusls know much about homosexuals.

Listen actively and carefully.

Careful listening usually means undivided attention. No pick-
ing lint off your jackst, no looking arcund to seo who else has
arrived af the mesting, no avoidable interruptions,

Listen not only for factual information, but also for glimpses
of the other person’s sensibilities and reality. Closely watch reac-
tions, You may find, for instance, that your new acquaintance is
surpriged and puzzled when people such as officials, managers, or
professors joke with subordinates or strangers.

Motice what the other person asks about. It usually indicates
rot only interest in the subject, but that the subject is not too per-
sonal or sensitive to discuss openly. For example, if a colleague
asks if you refinanced your home when interest rates dropped, he
or she probably is willing to talk about his or her home mortgage.

Stop talking the instant it looks &3 if the other person has
somathing 1o say. If you don't, you may never hear it This, of
courss, does not apply if the other culture s an assenlive one.

Accept responsibility for any misunderstanding that
may occur, rather than expecting the other person to
bridge cultural differences.
This is easy to do by saving something liks: “I'm somry that §didn
make it clear,..” or, "When you weren't eating lunch, | thought you
weere dicting, Now | realize that you're observing Ramadan,”



e Motice and remember what people call themaslves,
e.g. African American or Black, Hispanic or Chicano,
Iranian or Persian, Korean or Astan, and use those terms.
If, hewwever, & group of immigrants uses the tarm “American” to
mean White native-born Americans, you could introduce them 1o
a more inclusive definition of “Amensan.”

o Give nonjudgmental feedback to be sure you heard
what you thought you haard.
For instance, “Joe disagread with his father and your cousing
thought Jog was disrespectful. But Joe did not raise his voice or
argua. He just said that he did not agree, right? And that was
because in your culture a person must not openly disagrea with
his parent even when he is an adult?”

Remember that you are on insider to your culture, and
an outsider to other cultures,
Be careful not to impose. Showing off your knowledge of some-
one else’s culture, for example, might be considered intrusive,

Look for aspects of the other culture that are admirable.
When you identify such a characteristic, you may want to
adopt it, or somahow indicate your appreciation of it For example,
you might say, *1 think it's great when young people value old
things, YWhen I was your age, | had no use
for anything except the latest fashion.”

" Tou tan communcale mell wih 2 persan of 3 diflereat coltare mithoot
Iy g amything ar precmeing 1t Be abal o L




What To Do Much Of The Time
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@ Expect to enjoy meating people with experiences
differant from yours.
¥e put this tip in the “much of the time" section and not in the
“all of the ime” saction, because, aithowgh getting to know other
cultures is simulating and gratifying, it can take energy. There ane
times whan each of us seeks out familiar things and people.

Be a bit on the formal side at first in language and

in behavior.

Aftar you got sequainted, you might choose to be more casual.
Even then, remember 1o use what have been called the “magic
words.” “Please,” “thank you,” and “excuse me,” are universally
appreciated,

Use formal terms of address unless and until the other
person indicates a preferance for the informal. This is espacially
important with paoola who hove a history of being denied
respect, including African Armericans. Most of the word's cultures
are more mindful of titles than we are. On the other hand, mamy
people fraom other countries welcome informality as a sign of
friendliness and aquality.

Be careful about how literally yvou take things, and
how literally your statements might be takien.
“Let’s have lunch soon™ or “Make yourself at home” are bwo
examples of easily misundersiood courtesy phrases. It is usually a
oo whaa to hesitate a bit before accepting offers, of refresh-
ments for instance. An immediata response may seem too eager




Accept silence as a part of conversation,

This is particularhy difficult for enthusiastic extroverts.
Silence can mean that the person you're talking 1o is not interested,
or defers 1o you on the subject, or thinks that the subject is none
of his or her business. Or silence can mean that she or ha is think
ing over what you said before answering,

@ If it appears to be appreciated, act as a cultural
guidefcoach.
Explain what the local eustom/practice is, e.9. “Some people
dress up for the holiday luncheon, but most people wear ordinary
work clothes.*
ou might help out when the other person is struggling to
gxpress a thought but can’t find the words to say it. “Perhaps ha's
the first openly Gay person you've met socialby™ But don't be too
quick to hielp out. Most of the time peaple prefer to say things in
their enam way.

Look for guides/coaches to other cultures, someone

who can help you put things in perspective.
“I've been invited to a bar mitzvah. | know that there will be a
religious service followed by a big party. but I've never bean to
oné. What should | do during the service? Should | st at tho back
and just ohaarve? Or should | do what | see the other people
doing? What somn of gift is appropriata? Is it kkely 1o go on into
the evaning /"

“ Fapec thers b ougitl nellient s o oot
dasarving of et




What To Do Some Of The Time

Ask questions.

Most people appreciate the interest in their cultures, Each
person can speak of his experence, and some will speak In
brocader terms,

Ask yvourself if there is a reason to think that this person
wollkd be knowledgeable abouwt this subject. For example, is it reason-
able to ask this woman what ferninist activists think of some new
tem? Maybe. Maybe not. It all comes down to respecting people
as ndviduals and nol making assumplions,

Be caneful about asking "why.” It frequently hias a judgriental
tone 1o i, implying that the thing yvou ask about is not acceptable.

When vou are asked guestions, take care that your answers
aren't too shaort, Make your answers smoother and gentler than a
plain “yos"™ or “no,” or other short anssore. Most cullures oro lees
matter-of-fact than that,

H there is a language difference, use the technigues

found in the Commission's booklet en How to
Communicate Better With Chents, Customers, and
Workers Whose English Is Limited.

Reduce behavioral contrasts.

If somecna speaks more lowdhy than you, or stands morna
still, adjust your behavior, Sometimes it is appreciated. Othar
fimes it may not be - some immigrants, for example, expect
Amencans to be whiatever they are, and may think that yvour
natural self is most genuing.



Let the other person be the first to say that you are friends.
Sorme cultures make attachments quickly. some anly after lang
expenence. Rather than taking the chance of moving too quickly,
you might say, instead, "Linda and | started working on tha
festival fiva years ago, when we had a budget of anly 520 from
our Gwn pockets,”

Watch cultural groups interacting among themselves:
learn what their norms are.
E.g. do they urge their views on one another? Do they flatier one
another? dafar to one another? Da thay touch frequently? Do they
maintain eye contact? How do they behave toward elders?
Children? Women?

To open & subject for discussion without putting the

other person on the spot, think aloud about your
experiences and yvour culture.
“My mother wag proud to say that she never ate meat with har
fingers, but | always thought that was snobby. | enjoy eating some
foods like fried chicken and barbecued ribs with my fingers.”

Thinking aloud is ong way of inferpreting your cultura
without talking down or assuming that the other person is
ignorant. It also makes t safe for him or her to ask gquestions
because you have been the first to reveal yvoursalf,

“% Wiz colura DIDUDS MIEsacting aman) Memseives
learn wrhial @er norms n”



What Successful
Communicators Never Do

&

E
; R .f
x{- I;— Al I ‘L

@ Never make assumptions based on a person's
A pEArance, manme, oF group.

Never expect people of a population group to all think alike or
act alike.

@ Never show amusement or shock at something that is
strange to yod.

Nover imply that the establishod way of doing
something is the only way or the best way.
WWe re not talking here about rules and regulations, of course, but
about lifestylas.

The tips given here are not unusual, certainly not original, But
they work, They can be used with any cultural difference and with
snyong, including friernds ard acquaintances, bosses, clients,
customers, amployees, coworkers, and neighbors,

If yosu already practice some of the tips, congratulations, you have
& good atart. When you practice all of the tips you'll understand all
sors of people Detter, and they will bemer understand you.
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