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Foreword
Intercultural Competence in Business English

“You never deal with cultures, always with individuals.” This is a point the authors of this
book remind us of several times and rightfully so — we never actually speak to or with a
culture, always with individuals or groups of people. However, the culture from which
those individuals have come play an integral part of who they are, how they behave, and
how they relate to each other. The impact of what happens when people from different
cultures come together is difficult to underestimate, and within our context — Business
English — the results of such an encounter being unsuccessful can have dramatic
negative effects.

It is therefore useful to see language as merely one component of communication. With
communication being heavily influenced by culture and background, it is in every
Business English trainer’s interest to integrate both language training and the
competence to understand the fact that differences can come about through a variety of
different factors and be able to accommodate them. This book will enable you to work
with your clients both in identifying crucial areas that can lead to breakdowns in
intercultural communication, and also in how to deal with them on a personal and
linguistic basis. It will allow you to raise awareness of those factors that can lead to a
critical incident and coach your learners in avoiding them or, if the worst comes to the
worst, repairing damage done.

Intoday’s world of virtual teams made up of globally dispersed members and international
business it is vital that individuals who come into contact and work with members of
other cultures have the know-how to do so effectively — and this book will help you
prepare them to do just that.
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Eric Baber has a wide
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Intercultural competence means possessing the
necessary attitudes and reflective and behavioural skills
and using these to behave effectively and appropriately
in intercultural situations.

Interkulturelle Kompetenz — Schliisselkompetenz des 21. Jahrhunderts.
Thesenpapier der Bertelsmann Stiftung auf der Basis der interkulturellen
Kompetenzmodelle von Dr. Darla Deardorff (2006). Giitersloh: Bertelsmann, p.s.
Translated by the authors.

Introduction

This book is intended for trainers of Business English (BE) who want to enter into the
area of training in intercultural communication. They may be teaching in a range of
situations such as companies, universities, universities of applied sciences or further
education colleges. The increase in international business as a result of globalization has
led inevitably to an increase in the demand for courses in intercultural communication.
In many ways language teachers are in an ideal position to provide this training, in other
ways they may feel ill-equipped.

The field of intercultural competence and intercultural communication has been made
into something which only ‘experts’” have had access to up to now. Many BE trainers may
feel they have to attend special courses or obtain further qualifications before they can
run courses but at the same time realize intuitively that intercultural communication
must have something to do, not only with culture and communication, but also with
business and with English, both things they are dealing with all the time. As well as this,
most of us will realize that basically communication means the use of language, so
surely language experts must have something to contribute.

If you are reading this book, you have probably been asked either to run a course in
intercultural communication or you are thinking of doing so yourself. Of course, as
there are often units dealing with culture in general English and BE course books, you
may just want to know more about the field. You may also be responsible for running
courses in intercultural communication at a college or university without actually
teaching them yourself, or you may want to select or design material.

Focus
The main focus of this book is on Business English (BE), i.e. the English used to conduct
business internationally and interculturally. It is estimated that 80% of all business



encounters now take place with no English native speakers present so that it is clear that
the English used in these encounters may not be (perhaps cannot be) a particular native
speaker variety, whether British, US or whatever. Instead it will be something else, often
known as International English, EIL or EFLF or even BELF. We will discuss in this book
what this form of language is. Participants in intercultural encounters who are using
English will also not always have the same level of English as each other. Although it is
possible to do business (even successfully) with a low level of a common language
without an interpreter, it is usually more difficult than if all parties to the business speak
a common language at about the same level. These particular features of business
nowadays (no native speakers present and different levels of English) may complicate
the situation slightly but make it all the more necessary to provide learners of BE with
the appropriate training and the appropriate language for their international business.

As you will see, we distinguish between intercultural competence (the title of this book)
and intercultural communication. We see intercultural competence as the ultimate aim of
any training course and as something which learners can achieve through training in
intercultural communication. Intercultural communication is an essential part of
intercultural competence and applies to the practical training and its application.

This book is primarily about intercultural communication training for BE trainers. We
have conducted many courses on this subject for teachers of general English as well as
BE trainers and hope to be able to make the topic as easy to understand as possible and
to deal with the practical issues facing BE trainers in their everyday work. Any BE trainer
who has started to become involved with intercultural communication training will
know that it is an extremely large field with very many academic and specialized books
available. There are several groups and mailing lists as well as journals dealing only with
the subject. This is in addition to the treatment of intercultural communication as a topic
in general ELT and BE publications.

Culture is not a theoretical subject, although it may sometimes seem that way. Most
people will relate the theory to their own experience, and culture and intercultural
encounters are things which most BE trainers will often have first-hand experience of.
The theory on its own may be of interest to BE trainers but if they need it professionally,
then it will be the practical application they will be looking for. Much of the discussion
and controversy on intercultural issues is a result of the different academic areas which
regard the subject as their own special domain. These include anthropology, psychology,
sociology, economics, organizational theory and, of course, language, to name but a few.
The approaches used by academics from these fields differ, as they see the subject from
different and sometimes incompatible angles. While we are quite convinced that it is
valuable for BE trainers to know something about the theory behind culture and
intercultural communication, we assume that readers of this book will not initially have
the time (perhaps also not the inclination) to go into the theory in great detail. We hope
to provide enough theory for your purposes and enough ideas on where to find out more.
Most importantly, we want to provide you with the information you need to train your
learners in the best possible way.

This book aims to condense the most important, and in particular the practical, aspects of
training in intercultural communication and make them accessible to practising BE trainers
so thatthey can do the best job possible when teaching courses in intercultural communication.

There are certain aspects of intercultural communication which are not covered in depth
in this book, although we have attempted to touch on as many as possible. For those who
want to know more, a reading list is provided with suggestions for further reading. All of

Introduction

EIL is the abbreviation for
English as an International

Language, ELF for English
as a Lingua Franca and
BELF for Business English
as a Lingua Franca.

To think about

This book is intended as

a guide to the theory but
more importantly how
theory is related to and
affects the practical issues
facing learners in
intercultural business
encounters and the
content of training.

» Further information



Introduction

Remember

Real-life intercultural
communication is never
theoretical and does not
take place in a vacuum.
It is always for a purpose,
whether business,
romantic, official or
educational, among others.
It always involves
individuals, each with
their own personalities
and skills.

the books on the list have references to other books. The difficulty is sorting out what you
really need to know from the literature available. This book is intended to provide some
help with this.

Terms

In this book, we use the term trainer to refer to BE trainers. We assume that the courses
will take place with adults so, although we occasionally use the verb to teach, this is used
either very generally or very specifically to refer to school teachers. When we say learner,
we mean any participant in a course, whatever term may be used in your context (student,
trainee, coachee). The term (business) partneris used to mean the partner in communication,
the person with whom the communication takes place. We use the term business partners
to mean anyone with whom business is conducted and at whatever level, i.e. not only as
a legal partner in business.

So far, in this introduction, we have only spoken of intercultural communication but BE
trainers will have heard many other terms such as intercultural competence, cross-cultural
communication, interculturality, third culture, transcultural familiarization etc. We have
tried to keep things as simple as possible and have made the following assumptions both
about the course and about the nature of the communication which learners want to be
able to deal with. These are that

« the first and second encounters in business communication are the most important
for laying the foundations for successful business dealings, of whatever kind and
however low- or high-level.

« We are not dealing with intercultural communication either in the context of long
periods of residence in or emigration to another country or culture, although there
are certainly parts of this book which will be useful for courses leading to this.

« We are also not talking about romantic encounters, although again, some of the
content may apply to these.

Some important points
There are several basic things which language teachers should remember about
intercultural communication. All these apply just as much to BE.

The most important thing to be said is that intercultural communication is not rocket science.
Intercultural communication is something many of us experience and practice every day
without thinking about it. This book will introduce you to the most important things you
need to know and should make it easier for you to run a course in intercultural
communication for business purposes. This will involve acceptance on your part of
certain things, some of which we mention below.

Intercultural competence is not a matter of psychology.
First and second encounters are what count in business.
There is no such thing as general interculturality.

You never deal with cultures, always with individuals.
Communication without language is hardly possible.

Intercultural communication may affect business. Mistakes may have serious consequences
and affect your learners’ careers.

Mistakes are not usually grammar mistakes and may not even be language mistakes.



This book and how to use it

The book consists of this introduction and 15 chapters. It is divided into two parts, which
can roughly be called theoretical and practical. Part I is only for trainers and is intended
to replace the necessity for reading a large amount of books. Part IT covers the practical
implications for courses and provides examples of material and activities. The book also
includes a list of suggestions for further reading with relevant websites, a glossary and a
CD-ROM.

Each chapter starts with a quotation and some introductory questions to give you an idea
of the content of the chapter. There are boxes in the margin providing cross-references
to other relevant chapters as well as boxes which are headed Remember, Did you know?
To think about and What is it? There is an example of each of these in this introduction.
Each chapter ends with further questions for you to consider and answer in relation to
your own (cultural or training) context.

Chapter 1 is essential reading as it will help you to understand how culture can be defined
and how this has been done in the past.

Chapter 2 is about the relationship between culture and language.

Chapter 3 is about the four big names in the intercultural field (Hall, Hofstede and
Trompenaars/Hampden-Turner) as you will not be able to avoid contact with these if you
venture into training in intercultural communication. We attempt to describe the current
position on what was, in its time, ground-breaking research and also to provide
alternatives to the mainstream view of culture thus disseminated, still highly prevalent
today and often accepted unquestioningly. To do this, we give you the essential
information about the work done so far by the four scholars mentioned and then include
a description of work done by other scholars, perhaps less well-known, bringing it up to
date with reference to criticism of the approaches used and further developments.

As the question of language level is always an important one, Chapter 4 has been devoted
to the Common European Framework of Reference for Foreign Languages (CEFR) and
its increasing importance. Although this may not be obvious, the CEFR is closely linked
to intercultural communication and the promotion of intercultural competence in
Europe.

Chapter 5 is about one of the key issues in intercultural communication, politeness. We
describe the different views on politeness and, most importantly, the different ways in
which politeness is expressed in different cultures.

Chapter 6 addresses what will certainly be one of the main issues in BE trainers’ minds,
that of International English, what this is and how it affects the individual trainer’s and
learner’s ideas of what to teach and learn.

The topic of Chapter 7 is corporate culture. Much of what is said about culture in the
previous chapters can be applied to companies as well as countries. Learners will almost
always be dealing with individuals not only representing a culture but also representing
a company, which may or may not have its origins in the culture of the employees.
Chapter 8 deals with what to teach as well as the practical issues faced by BE trainers
when starting or taking on a course in intercultural communication. This is what we
feel, based on the state of research in the field, BE trainers should be doing in their
courses, in particular with regard to language. Our recommendations relate directly to
the practical suggestions in Part II of the book.

Chapters g to 14 deal with the main sections of a course in intercultural communication.
Whether you read all these chapters or concentrate on the ones you feel will be of most
use to you and your learners may depend on the answers to the questions about the
course. Although you can select the chapters according to your and your learners’
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Did you know?

The CEFR has been
adopted officially and
unofficially not only all
over Europe, but in many
countries outside Europe
too.
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» See page 200.
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particular interests and needs, we would nonetheless encourage you to go through them
all and then decide which sections of a course are most relevant for you and to what
extent.

Chapter 15 deals with the question of assessment of intercultural competence, how this
has been done up to now and what lessons can be learnt from language testing and
assessment.

The book ends with some concluding remarks on the first and second parts as well as the
content and the views on intercultural competence and training covered in the book.

It has not always been possible to avoid using technical terms in the text, so those which
may be unfamiliar are explained briefly in the Glossary.

Clearly a book like this can only cover a certain section of the whole field of intercultural
communication, and although we feel we have concentrated on the most important
parts, we have also provided some suggestions for Further information.

The CD-ROM contains worksheets and additional material (such as checklists) for
trainers as well as material for trainers to use in a course. Some of these can be adapted
to suit your needs and the needs of your learners. It also includes relevant links.

One final point

The approach suggested in this book may be different from what you have expected,
especially as far as the theory of intercultural communication is concerned. Our findings
and conclusions are based on recent research. We have drawn conclusions from them
which we feel may affect the nature of intercultural training courses and link them far
more closely than has been the case so far with language courses, in this case BE courses.
Thus, the content of the book combines possibly new and unexpected elements with
familiar elements, possibly in a way which has not been made obvious before. We feel
that BE trainers may intuitively have been doing something similar in their courses for
some time and hope very much that this new approach will be welcomed and adopted so
that the role of language in intercultural training achieves more prominence.

Where do | go from here?

B As Chapter 1 is a general overview, it is best to read this first. You can then proceed to
the chapter which applies most to your situation or interests you most. We would
recommend you read at least some of Part I before going on to Part II and of course are
quite happy if you read the whole book from beginning to end!

Whether you read all these chapters or concentrate on the ones you feel will be of most
use to you and your learners may depend on the answers to the questions about the
course. Although you can select the chapters according to your and your learners’
particular interests and needs, we would nonetheless encourage you to go through them
all and then decide which sections of a course are most relevant for you and to what
extent. M



Chartres is made of stone and glass. But it is not just
stone and glass; it is a cathedral, and not only a
cathedral, but a particular cathedral built at a particular
time by certain members of a particular society (...).

It is no different with men and women: they, too, every
last one of them, are cultural artefacts.

Geerts, Clifford (1973): Interpretation of Cultures. New York: Basic Books, p. 51

What is culture?

Defining and explaining culture
and cultures

* How can culture be defined?
e What are the important features of culture?
e What is intercultural competence?

One of the easiest ways to find out how important intercultural communication is today
and what it is generally understood to be is to use a search engine, such as Google. You
may not consider Google particularly valid as a means of rating the importance of
something but it is nonetheless worth typing in the words intercultural communication.
A search for this term at present (May 2012) leads to almost 1,460,000 hits, and we
would doubt that many other terms connected with Business English (BE) as well as
with a number of other different fields have ever gained this amount of general attention.

The topic of intercultural communication and intercultural competence is indeed
omnipresent. Since the 1980’s the number of books dealing with one or more aspects of
the topic has increased dramatically. Consult almost any online library catalogue you
know and you may well feel overwhelmed and even discouraged by the number of titles
available for you to choose from. And although it is true that the first ‘wave’ of
contributions came from the English-speaking world, notably the USA, today intercultural
matters are dealt with by experts from almost all countries and in many languages.

Since the 1990’s an increasing number of institutions, academic and non-academic,
governmental and non-governmental, have held meetings, workshops and specialized
training sessions of all kinds on the subject of intercultural communication.

Did you know?

Intercultural competence
and intercultural
communication are of
interest to members of
widely differing groups,
such as human resources
departments in companies
and national defence
departments, as well as of
course language teachers
and BE trainers.
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Did you know?

In 1952 the American
anthropologists Alfred

Kroeber and Claude
Kluckhohn compiled a
list of 164 different
definitions of ‘culture’.
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| Preparing the ground

In view of all this, you could be forgiven for thinking that most, if not all, aspects of
intercultural communication have been dealt with and that the importance of the topic
has been generally acknowledged. Unfortunately this is not so — and this is precisely the
first point we want to make here. In view of this multitude of contributions, viewpoints
and methodological approaches, what is most striking is the absence of any common
terminology. For this reason, a definition of terms is necessary before we can embark on
any discussion of the topic at all. Terms such as culture, intercultural, cross-cultural,
trans-cultural, competence, skills, intercultural competence and many others are among
those most frequently used. A large number of discussions, on the Internet and
elsewhere, constantly take place over questions such as what intercultural communication
is about, what intercultural competence in particular may mean, how it may be described,
how it may be taught, learnt or measured, and what role language competence may
possibly play in this. Anyone looking for practical guidelines for the use of their newly
gained insights will soon become frustrated or even inclined to give up.

This is where this book comes in. It attempts to provide orientation in an otherwise
perhaps murky field. First of all we aim to help to define the essential terms and attempt,
as far as this is possible, to clarify the relationship between culture and language.

Secondly, and probably more importantly, we aim to provide practical help for language
teachers, in particular BE trainers. Our special focus is on the question of how
intercultural competence and language competence go together in teaching, learning
and assessing in the field of BE. Strange as it may seem to language trainers, the role
language plays in the context of intercultural competence training is by no means clear.
In other words, there is no consensus among academics, trainers and specialists as to
how language skills and intercultural competence may be seen in one and the same
context. This is precisely what this book hopes to make clear.

Defining culture

It is not easy to define culture in a few words or a sentence but we will provide some of
what we consider to be easily understandable definitions before going on to describe
some of the features of culture, and then to suggest what we feel is a practicable way of
looking atit. In the course of the first part of this book, we will be reducing this complexity
before going on to describe how culture, intercultural communication and intercultural
competence can be dealt with in training.

‘Culture is the way we do things around here’ is one way of looking at what culture is.
Depending on which word in the sentence is emphasised, it can refer to the how, the
what, the people or the place. All of these are usually defined by using examples.
Teenagers are often told not to swear when they are with their parents, but not forbidden
to do it when with their friends. The food eaten at particular times of day is often
culturally bound. For instance, most Europeans would have difficulty eating noodles for
breakfast, although this is common in Asia. Groups define themselves by means of the
characteristics they have in common, which may include clothes and language as well as
other things, and could be called their ‘we-feeling’. The place we are in contributes to
what we do and how we do it. For example, clothes worn at work are often different from
those worn at home.

Culture does not only identify groups, it also distinguishes between them. Culture is
what makes us different from each other. What is described above is what we share with



What is culture?

other members of the same culture, but in general the only things which we find worth
mentioning are those which distinguish our culture from another. It is obvious that all
human beings share certain things but it would be banal to mention them. There are
approaches to intercultural training which emphasize these similarities, but while one
should not assume that everything will be different in any new situation or encounter, it
is usually better to be prepared for differences in intercultural encounters rather than
assume everything will work out because of what we have in common. Although there
may be things that can be considered as universal to all cultures, these are usually basic
biological needs such as sleep, food, drink, protection from the climate and social
contacts. But these are realized very differently, not only culturally but also individually.
It seems clear, however, that culture in general is necessary for human survival.

What we do not mean by culture is ‘High Culture’, i.e. the arts, literature, theatre, poetry,
music, opera etc. Although some people will see these as important aspects of what they
consider their personal and cultural identity, our focus will be on features or aspects of a
person’s culture which can be characterized in terms of everyday behaviour, including
language behaviour.

All this definitely demonstrates that ‘culture’ is complex and can be more easily grasped
by describing its features and by means of examples. We feel that this is also a more
useful way of approaching the subject particularly in the context of BE training.

Five characteristics of culture

Most scholars agree about the following five characteristics of culture:

1 Culture is acquired

We are not born with our culture and it is not in our genes. We learn it and acquire it in
the course of growing up and it is passed down from generation to generation from
sources such as parents, teachers, the media etc. Our native language, of course, is one
very particular way in which we define ourselves, as we use our native language to not
only to reflect on what we do but also to communicate with others. It is often the way we
define ourselves as members of a group. Many feel that the best way to become an
accepted member of a particular group is to acquire the language. The language we use
may be the most noticeable aspect of the culture we eventually acquire. This is closely
connected with the next point.

2 Culture is shared by groups of people

It is probably impossible that a culture can consist of only one person. This can only be
possible if the person is the last representative of a group, such as the last man to speak
Cornish as a native language, who died in the early 20th century. We acquire and verify
our identity as members of communities such as our family, our religious community,
our ethnic group, our nation etc. We share with our communities a language system to
interpret the world and share, dispute and reinforce shared systems of values. This is
why we are often unaware that our ways of seeing the world and the values we attach to
things, actions and attitudes are not necessarily shared by members of other groups. In
business, these groups may be defined in terms of geographical locations (e.g. the
countries people come from or where a company’s headquarters are situated), roles (e.g.
members of one department in a company or people with similar functions in different
companies) as well as other things.

CHAPTER 1

Did you know?

There is some form of
incest taboo in most
cultures, but the way in
which closeness of family
relationships is seen may
differ considerably, so
that in some cultures, for
instance an uncle may
marry his niece, whereas
in others this is forbidden.

To think about

Is culture a specifically
human phenomenon or
do animals have cultures?
To what extent does your
answer depend on your
views of humans or
animals?
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What is it?

Esperanto is an artificial
language created in an
attempt to separate
language from any
particular culture. Although
Esperanto has a number of
followers, it cannot be

considered successful.

| Preparing the ground

3 Much of a person’s culture is unconscious

For most of it has been internalized to the extent that people forget it is there. It is only
when we meet people who think, speak and behave differently from the way we do that
we become aware of what up to then had seemed utterly normal and natural to us.
Depending on how much we have to do with other cultures, i.e. members of other
groups, it will be more or less difficult to deal with the differences. This is where
experience, and, to a lesser extent personality, plays a role and why it is important for
BE trainers to find out about their learners before starting a course in intercultural

communication.

Dictionary translations of words do not always reflect the underlying meaning which is
usually unconscious and culturally bound. Even a very simple word like ‘now’ which on the
surface may seem the same as jetzt, maintenant, adesso can mean ‘immediately’, ‘in a
minute’ or ‘at some time in the near future’. Most of us know this but forget it when we
are learning a foreign language.

4 Culture is dynamic
No living thing remains what it is for a long period of time, and naturally this is also true
of culture. As a result of globalisation the speed of change observable in many countries,
and along with them cultures, has increased considerably. How the role of women is
seen in western societies or people’s attitudes towards smoking or environmental issues
serve as just a few examples of changing cultural norms. Just as the world of business is
constantly changing, so is intercultural communication, not only in its frequency but
also in its features and manifestations.
BE trainers are used to keeping up with

changes and being informed about

developments in business and it is equally 3
. . . XX
important that they keep in touch with SRS
discussions on intercultural communi- ‘%ﬁjﬁy,
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This is one thing culture shares with
language and perhaps in particular with
English, which is increasingly used as a
lingua franca. Just as no teachers of
modern languages should regard the
language they teach as static and
unchanging, so should culture be seen as
flexible and dynamic. Culture cannot be
created artificially. All attempts to do this,
just like all attempts to create language
artificially, have failed. Esperanto bears
witness to this.

“Youw're not from around here?”
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This does not mean that new cultures cannot develop from existing cultures, such as
new languages have developed from a common source. The question of the development
of English into an international lingua franca and its role of English in intercultural
communication is one we will be looking into.

5 Culture is part of a person’s identity

It is part of ‘Me’ in the sense that there is hardly any way anyone can be neutral about it.
We realize this most when what we see as ‘our’ culture comes under attack and we feel
more bound to our culture as well as emotionally affected and often upset in such cases.
This incidentally is one of the reasons why showing respect for members of other
cultures is so important.

'Culture is a verb’

The phrase ‘culture is a verb’ was originally coined by the British anthropologist Brian
Street, with the explanation that the issue is not what culture is but what it does. He
maintains that the underlying reason for a great number of misapprehensions and
controversies in this field may be attributed to our using a noun for culture. Street says
that in his view “culture is an active process of meaning making and contest over
definition, including its own definition.”! In other words: culture is not ‘a thing’ and
consequently cannot possibly be described in static terms. Culture is far more something
we continually internalize and re-establish in collective contexts of communication, i.e.
in the contexts of families, neighbourhoods, professional, regional, national and other
networks of relationships, all of which make up our lives.

If culture is to be regarded as an action or a process, then language too may well be
regarded as something which cannot be seen as a closed system, the complete mastery
of which will lead to its effective use. Even today language is still often seen as simply a
system which can be mastered. This view is prevalent in many areas of language teaching,
particularly in schools. Linguistic accuracy is still stressed in many language course
books as well as in a great number of language competence tests on the market, which
focus onlinguistic correctness and mistakes rather than on communicative achievements.

It is interesting that an anthropologist should choose a term from linguistics to describe
culture. This indicates a connection between the two, also supported by the fact that
language trainers are increasingly being asked to provide intercultural training,
something which is the reason for this book. What this connection is and why it is
important is worth looking into more closely.

Firstly, the definitions of culture given above and the features of cultures described can
equally be used to describe language. Secondly, language is an important part of any
culture. It is one important way, arguably the most important, in which a culture defines
and constantly redefines itself. How and to what effect culture and language belong
together is a fundamental question.

! Street, Brian: Culture is a verb, in: David Graddel/Linda Thompson/Mike Byram (eds.) (1993): Language
and Culture: Papers from the Annual Meeting of the British Association of Applied Linguistics held at
Trevelyan College, University of Durham, September 1991, Clevedon etc., p. 25

CHAPTER 1

» Chapter 6

» Chapter 12

» Chapter 2

15



CHAPTER 1

To think about

Have you got a good

definition or good
examples of competence?

We consider it unlikely
that competence can really
be trained. Based on the
OECD definition, it would
seem that it is acquired by
possession of or training

in its components.
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What we mean by ‘competence’

At first sight the term may seem self-explanatory, all the more so as its use has become
fashionable in educational and political discourse in Europe. However trying to define
competence is not much easier than defining culture.

Considering how widely ‘competence’ is used and how the term can be found combined
— sometimes quite arbitrarily — with words like knowledge, intelligence, sensitivity,
awareness etc. in order to describe a wide variety of intellectual concepts or training
aims, it might once again be helpful to first clarify what we mean by it. The Organisation
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), a renowned international think-
tank, provides the following definition:

“A competence is defined as the ability to successfully meet complex demands in a
particular context. Competent performance or effective action implies the mobilization
of knowledge, cognitive and practical skills, as well as social and behaviour components
such as attitudes, emotions and values and motivations. A competence — as holistic
notion — is therefore not reducible to its cognitive dimension, and thus the terms
competence and skill are not synonymous.”? This can be illustrated using the following
diagram:

2 -

Knowledge

Personality

CONTEXT

Thus competence can be said to encompass a combination of knowledge, skills and
behaviour utilized to improve performance with a special focus on a defined context. The
proof of competence, regardless of which competence we refer to, lies in effective
performance, i.e. in our context, active communication. This seemingly simple thing has
been frequently forgotten by both theorists and practitioners in intercultural competence
training courses.

BE trainers may find this easier to understand, as it can easily be related to language
competence. BE trainers know that it is language use rather than knowledge of, for
instance, grammatical forms, which helps most in business encounters, and it is
probably the combination of knowledge, ability and personality which is the most useful.
Not all of this can be trained in language courses. Certain aspects of personality can help
language learners, although personality training is not one of the things BE trainers

2 Rychen, D. S./Salganik, L. H. (eds.) (2003): Key Competencies for a Successful Life and Well-Functioning
Society. Gottingen: Hogrefe & Huber, pp. 41-62
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usually include in their course descriptions. However a willingness to take risks and
make a mistake by using the wrong word, for instance, can certainly help when learning
and using a foreign language. Many of the features of language training can be transferred
effectively to intercultural training. Although there may be a certain similarity in the
methods used in intercultural training courses to those used in BE courses, most
intercultural training courses make very little reference to language.

There are three reasons why BE trainers may possibly be best equipped to provide
training in intercultural communication. One is the connection between language and
culture and the second is the relationship between intercultural competence and
language competence. The third is the importance of communication in intercultural
encounters. Communication has been a vital part of language training for some time
now, but so far relatively neglected in intercultural training.

All these aspects will be dealt with in more detail in the chapters which follow. Before we
do this, it will however be necessary to think about what we mean by intercultural
competence.

What we mean by ‘intercultural competence’

Intercultural competence, intercultural awareness, intercultural sensitivity, intercultural
intelligence,  cross-cultural  awareness,  cross-cultural  competence,  cross-cultural
communication ... and many more such terms are frequently used almost interchangeably
— when in fact they are not interchangeable at all. Intercultural competence emphasizes
operating effectively in different cultural contexts and altering practices to reach different
cultural groups. Knowledge, sensitivity, awareness or intelligence as such do not include
this concept. Although they imply understanding of cultural similarities and differences,
they do not include action or structural change.

When we talk about intercultural competence we refer to a person’s ability to interact
successfully in intercultural settings. Inevitably this implies the active use of language,
as it is hard to imagine someone who is interculturally competent but makes no use of
language. It is true however that intercultural competence is not the same as language
competence and for this reason it is worth going more deeply into the differences
between the two and the relationship between them. This will be done in the chapters in
the first part of this book.

The links between culture and language have been recognized by several organizations.
One very important one is a document that, although still young, has already made
history: The Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR),
published by the Council of Europe in 2001. As well as this the Council of Europe and
its European Centre for Modern Languages in Graz, has, in the course of two mid-term
programmes, funded several projects on intercultural issues and published a large
number of relevant and helpful books, now permanently available on its website.

CHAPTER 1

» Chapters 2-7

» Chapter 6
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B There is no doubt that intercultural communication and intercultural competence are
becoming regarded as increasingly important in all fields of academic life and business.
However, defining any of the terms involved, even the most basic ones, ‘culture’ and
‘competence’, has not been easy and seems only possible by using examples. One thing
is clear: that all the concepts involved, in particular ‘culture’, are dynamic and that any
description must take into account not only what culture is but what it does and how we
deal with it practically. It is this practical aspect which is particularly relevant to the
definition of intercultural competence we use here, a combination of knowledge, skills
and personality, which can only be applied in a specific defined context. Only two of
these aspects, knowledge and skills, can be the focus of courses in intercultural
communication in BE as personality training is difficult, if not impossible, to undertake
in adult learners. BE trainers are often better equipped than they may think to carry out
courses in intercultural communication as knowledge and skills in intercultural
communication cannot be applied without the use of language. As much intercultural
communication takes place in business contexts, it is this specific and absolutely
essential interface between intercultural communication and BE which is the focus of
what follows. H

To think about:
« Which definitions of ‘culture’ have helped you most?
« What makes up your own culture?



It is at the level of discourse that individuals are able
to neqotiate, make sense of and practise culture;
and it is within this process that imaginations about
cultures are generated and ideology is both
experienced and manufactured.

Holliday, Adrian (2011): Intercultural Communication and Ideology.
London: Sage Publications, p.1

Culture and
language

Culturally speaking

* How do culture and language fit together?
* Does the same phrase in English mean the same everywhere?
* How does our language influence our view of the world?

How language and culture go together has been discussed in great depth by a large
number of anthropologists who have studied ‘primitive’ cultures, their ways of organizing
their lives, their ideas about the world at large and also their language. This book is not
concerned with anthropology, yet it may be worth having a brief look at some of the
anthropological findings which illuminate what we are talking about. Anthropologists
look at societies and cultures in a particular way.

Kate Fox, the bestselling author of Watching the English, looked at English society
anthropologically, i.e. by means of observation rather than methods such as questioning or
participation. She was not the first to do this with so-called civilized societies, but the
methods of anthropology were originally used with societies where it was not possible to
use other approaches than observation.

Looking at our own culture in this way can make us realize that there is, in fact, nothing
normal at all about the ways we organize our lives. Anthropologists do not always focus
on language, but their methods can be applied to the examination of language in culture
and its importance. The following three examples may help clarify how culture and
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language relate to one another and why looking at language may help us to understand
cultures better. All three examples are from countries which are former British
possessions. This serves to demonstrate the point that misunderstandings amongst
speakers of the same language are not necessarily caused by level of language or
translation errors but may have underlying cultural reasons.

1 Australia

Here are statements from two Australians about their relationship with the land they live

u‘f b ¥

“This land is mine.” “This land is me.”

Each statement will probably appear strange or even wrong to the other speaker. Their
particular individual views are based on their individual historical and cultural
background. The Anglo-Australian’s statement is based on concepts of private property,
guaranteed by a state through its legal and court system as well as police and military
force, originally developed in Europe and probably unknown and unacceptable to the
native Australian.

The native Australian, on the other hand, refers to the idea that mankind is part of an
all-comprehensive dreamworld, which, although older than the Western concept of
private property, is probably unfamiliar and unacceptable to the Anglo-Australian. All he
(and we?) can make of it is demonstrated by the term ‘totemism’ which we use for
describing this view. As totems are not commonly found in western cultures, this term
emphasizes our complete unfamiliarity with a fundamentally different perception of the
world and the position man has in it.

! Sharifian, Farzad: Cultural Conceptualizations in English as an International Language, in: Sharfian,
Farzad (ed.) (2009): English as an International Language. Perspectives and Pedagogical Issues. Bristol:
Multilingual Matters Press, pp. 244f.
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At alater stage of this book, we will introduce the ‘culture iceberg’, a metaphor commonly
used to illustrate how cultures consist of visible and invisible parts.

The two assumptions referred to in both statements belong to the deep end of the ‘culture
iceberg’, i.e. the unconscious elements of culture on which the identity of each of the two
individuals above is based. The notion that mankind is authorized by a divine power to
rule over the world is deeply ingrained in the Judaic-Christian and Muslim view of the
world. This basic assumption is an effective, though often unconscious, part of our
identity, regardless of whether we consider ourselves religious or whether we are familiar
with the Old Testament or the Qu'ran’s surahs at all. No such idea can be found in
Aboriginal mythology.

Something else is worth remarking on here. Both statements appear unacceptable to the
other speaker. The aborigine’s statement is obviously ‘wrong’ both in terms of grammar
and semantics, since you cannot say this sentence using ‘correct’ English. Obviously
there is a connection between the view of the world held by many native speakers of
English and the language they have come to consider as ‘normal’.

Equally, the white farmer’s sentence makes no sense to the native Australian. Relying on
his own common sense he would ask: “How can the land be his, since he will be gone at
some time in the future, but the land will still be there?” Clearly, both statements are
rooted in different views of the world and are incompatible with one another. It is for this
reason that each speaker may consider the other as being an unreasonable, eccentric, or
perhaps even crazy person. This unfavourable perception of others is one of the basic
patterns of intercultural misunderstandings. It is the reason why some knowledge of
basic differences in cultures is important, i.e. even if it is the practical application of
intercultural knowledge which concerns BE trainers most, they will need to give their
learners some basic information about cultural differences. Clearly, thinking that people
you do business with are crazy will not help much to achieve your business goals!

Contrary to popular belief, Aboriginal languages are extremely complex in their syntax
and grammar (...) Since European contact, however, Pidgin has become the lingua franca
among most Aboriginal tribes resulting in a subsequent decline in intellectual insights, due
to the reduced number of words available. (...) How often have | heard the Elders attribute
the decline of their culture to the decline of their language base.

Cowan, James G. (1992): The Elements of the Aborigine Tradition.

Rockport: Element Books, p. 68

What this means is that language may convey content which is deeply culturally-bound.
There is not always a translation for everything, and many attempts to convey meaning
in another language are at best clumsy and at worst incomprehensible. Examples of this
are abundant in restaurant menus where the translations given will be of no help to the
business guest as he does not know what the food concerned is in the first place. Take for
instance Kaiserschmarrn, translated as Emperor’s pancake or broken pancake, neither of
which will help someone from England, let alone a business partner from Mexico or
Vietnam. Although business restaurants often have menus in English, these may cause
more problems than they solve. Language knowledge and skills will clearly not be
enough here. Learners will need to know the right questions to ask and the right answers
to give, depending on whether they are a business guest or the host.

CHAPTER 2

» Chapter 9

Did you know?

Our view of property is
based on the Bible and the
Qu'ran, whether you
consider yourself Christian,
Jewish or Muslim or not:
27 So God created man

in his own image, in the
image of God he created
him; male and female

he created them. 28 God
blessed them and said

to them, “Be fruitful and
increase in number; fill
the earth and subdue it.
Rule over the fish of the
sea and the birds of the
air and over every living
creature that moves on
the ground.” Genesis 1-3

Kaiserschmarrn is a typical
Austrian dish made by

breaking up pancakes with
sugar. It is often served
with raisins, flaked
almonds and apple sauce.
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Did you know?

These attitudes prevail
even today among Indians
who have lived in Britain
for many years, may be
Indian Christians and
married to Britons.

Did you know?

Understanding different
cultures usually becomes

easier the more languages
you have learnt. It does
not always follow but is
often the case.
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2 India

Until today, large parts of India’s population are guided by the idea of dharma, a set of
rules for proper behaviour which go back to ancient texts of Indian religions, such as
Hinduism, Jainism, Buddhism, and Sikhism. Dharma represents the divinely instituted
natural order of things, justice, social harmony and human happiness.

Right up to the present, among the rules guiding the lives of people who consider
themselves moral, the following rules of communication apply to family relationships
and relations.

« A married woman may have no direct conversation with her husband’s elder brother.
« She may, however, entertain a joking relationship with her husband’s younger brother.
« A married man may have no direct conversation with his wife’s elder sister.

- He may, however, entertain a joking relationship with his wife’s younger sister.?

Clearly the rules of dharma affect the use of language in terms of register (i.e. formality,
choice of words, choice of structures), socio-linguistic appropriateness (i.e. politeness) as
well as non-linguistic and paralinguistic utterances (i.e. posture, intonation, emphasis
etc.). Imagine being addressed by your sister-in-law or brother-in-law through a third
person in a situation when you are all sitting together in one room. He or she may ignore
the fact that you are physically present and ask “Would he/she like a cup of tea?” —
meaning you. This seems very strange and even possibly rude if your notions of
communication are based on those common in Western families. You may even ask
yourself what unfavourable ideas your sister-in-law or brother-in-law has about you.

Ifyouare notfamiliar with the implications of dharma forlanguage-based communication,
and also not willing to accept and put up with these, you might be irritated or even
offended. However you do not need to know details of dharma, but simply realize that
there are aspects of language behaviour which are not what they seem at first. These
differences in language use may be based on something very deeply culturally bound.
They may of course also have simpler explanations. It is not a case of knowing all the
details but of accepting that things are not always what they seem. They should also not
always be interpreted negatively. It is the unfavourable perception of others which is one
of the basic patterns often occurring in intercultural misunderstandings.

For business, this may mean that a business relationship is doomed from the start, if the
business partners regard each other with suspicion and distrust or as objects of comic
interest. It is unlikely that they will reach any sort of agreement, as almost anything that
is said can be interpreted in several different ways. If we know nothing about the effect
culture can have on language use, we will jump to conclusions based on our own culture
and language.

There is, incidentally, no reason to believe that the dynamic process of modernization, or
‘westernization’, if you will, may eventually diminish the effect of dharma on everyday
behaviour in India. On the contrary, there is considerable evidence that western ways in
general, and western ways of dealing with marital relationships in particular, are
considered with scepticism by many Indians today. Marriages in India are often arranged
for practical reasons but also for reasons of caste and astrology. Love does not necessarily
enter into it, even among ‘progressive’ and highly westernized Indians.

2 Shweder, Richard A. (1991): Thinking Through Cultures: Expedition in Cultural Psychology. Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press, pp. 162fF.
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Divorce is still relatively uncommon in India, and the high incidence of divorce in
western societies is often seen as the result of allowing young people to choose their own
partners, rather than letting their parents do this. The order in which love and marriage
occur is basically the opposite one to that in Europe or the USA. ‘Love will grow’ is an
attitude to marriage commonly found among Indians entering into arranged marriages.
These differences in attitudes to a basic subject (and often one for small talk in business)
can cause difficulties if business partners are not informed, not only about different
practices but also, and more importantly, about attitudes to these.

In a business context, this can mean that interpretation of behaviour as well as the
discussion of certain topics must be approached with care. Asking after spouses and
children on a second encounter may be appropriate in some cultures, but not in others
where family relationships are not addressed. Again, more than language skills is
necessary. Knowledge of, for instance, when to express surprise and which topics to
avoid will also be necessary as well as strategies for dealing with faux pas, whoever makes
them. Learners will need to recognize potential critical incidents and know how to avoid
them or deal with them when they happen.

3 Singapore

Singapore was a British possession from the early 19th century and kept close ties to
Britain and British traditions even after becoming independent in 1965. This is reflected
not only in a Westminster-style parliament but, more importantly, in the role of English
as one of Singapore’s four official languages (next to Chinese, Malay and Tamil), as the
language of administration, commerce and technology and — notably — as the medium
of instruction. It is for this reason that many Singaporeans consider themselves native
speakers of English. There should be no reason, you may think, why Singaporeans
should not be successful communicators with people from Britain or the USA and vice
versa. Yet certain types of intercultural misunderstanding have been documented as
occurring regularly between native speakers of English from Singapore and those from
Britain — who could be said to have descended from the original speakers of the language.

It is interesting to note that the misunderstandings mentioned are based on what has
been called ‘cultural scripts’, e.g. incompatible perceptions of personal autonomy which
are deeply ingrained in the respective cultures. So for example, most educated British
adults, when giving advice or voicing criticism and also wishing to maintain a positive
relationship, would use language based on a construct of personal autonomy and non-
interference with the other person’s decisions. “You want to turn right” could be the
polite advice to a driver who is unfamiliar with the locality. Or “Could you finish the letter
by tomorrow?” could be an order given by a superior, which (unless he or she wishes to
risk losing the job) should not be misunderstood by a subordinate as an open request
which can be refused.

It took the British centuries to develop the construct of personal autonomy as a salient
politeness feature in their language. The course of history — and culture — for most
Singaporeans did not develop along the same paths. So the idea of personal autonomy is
alien to them, and the sense of being part of a family or group is far more prevalent. The
sense of collective identity may go so far that the word I may even have negative
connotations and should not be used too often. The use of imperatives (“Turn on the
light.”), which would be rude in Britain, would not necessarily be considered
inappropriate, as it may refer to what the addressee ‘can do’ rather than what he ‘wants

CHAPTER 2

Remember

Arranged marriages,
as they occur in India
with the consent of all
concerned, are not the
same as forced marriages.

P Chapter 14
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Did you know?

‘World Englishes is a term
often used to refer to the
development of varieties
of native-speaker English,
as used in countries which
were British colonies.

» Chapter 6

One Common European
Framework descriptor for
B1 refers to using “a
neutral register”. This
means language which is
appropriate in several
different situations.
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to do’. The Singaporean question tag (uniformly “is it?”) is used to obtain confirmation
of a fact, rather than to encourage the listener to be aware of an alternative point of view.

Examining their speech practices, then, we see that although Anglo English speakers
and Singapore English speakers may both be said to ‘speak English’, the way that they
express their opinions differs. Anglo English speakers tend to be careful not to overtly
influence other people’s thinking, whereas that is the preferred way of expressing opinions
among Singapore English speakers. As a result, one may see how easy it is for cultural
misunderstandings to occur between members of these two speech communities. Anglo
English speakers could think that the Singapore English manner of speaking is overbearing
and imposing, whereas Singapore English speakers might interpret the Anglo respect for
personal autonomy as social distance and unfriendliness.
Wong, Jock Onn (2004): Cultural scripts, ways of speaking
and perceptions of personal autonomy: Anglo English vs. Singapore English.

In: Intercultural Pragmatics 1: 2, pp. 231-248

Although Anglo English speakers and Singapore English speakers can both be said
to speak the same language, the cultural values reflected by the two varieties can be
radically different from one another and — even more importantly — can be the hidden
cause of misunderstanding on both sides. This is yet another type of intercultural
misunderstanding.

The English spoken in Singapore and other former British colonies is only one group of
English variations worth taking into account. We will come back to this point later in this
book, when we discuss the question of ‘International English’, and how, as a global
lingua franca, it can both reveal and conceal culture-based misunderstandings and how
it can be used to allow effective communication occur across cultural borders.

What all this comes down to is that in intercultural encounters, it is, of course, the more
tricky situations which cause the most problems. This is particularly so when people do
not know each other well, as in early business encounters. Tricky situations range from
making requests to giving advice, criticism or disagreeing. These are often difficult to do
diplomatically in one’s own language and a familiar context, so are bound to be more
difficult in intercultural business dealings. Language which is totally acceptable in one
context may be completely unacceptable in another. This will be the case from language
to language but also when using the same language (in this case English) in different
contexts. Clearly learners cannot be expected to learn endless different ways of doing the
same thing and be expected to apply these spontaneously. What they will need is ways of
doing difficult things such as those mentioned above, which are applicable in a large
number of contexts. This may mean that BE trainers should initially forget about
elaborate and specific ways of, for instance, disagreeing, such as “I beg to differ” and
concentrate instead on more straightforward and common, but equally polite, forms
such as “I'm afraid I don’t really agree.” This does not necessarily mean the easiest way,
as “I don't agree” will be too direct and rude in most circumstances.
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The Sapir-Whorf hypothesis

That language and culture are closely linked is not a new discovery. In the first part of the
twentieth century, a highly influential interpretation of the relationship between language
and culture was suggested by two American anthropologists, Edward Sapir and Benjamin
Lee Whorf. While studying the culture and language of North-American Hopi tribes they
came to the conclusion that certain features of their language directly reflected their view
of the world to the extent that it even limited their potential for perception. Drawing on
Hopi colour terms as well as on terms of space, time and social communication, Sapir
and Whorf came to general conclusions concerning human language and its relationship
to how we see the world.

We dissect nature along lines laid down by our native language. The categories and types
that we isolate from the world of phenomena we do not find there because they stare every
observer in the face; on the contrary, the world is presented in a kaleidoscope flux of
impressions which has to be organized by our minds — and this means largely by the
linguistic systems of our minds. We cut nature up, organize it into concepts, and ascribe
significances as we do, largely because we are parties to an agreement to organize it in this
way — an agreement that holds throughout our speech community and is codified in the
patterns of our language (...) all observers are not led by the same physical evidence to the
same picture of the universe, unless their linguistic backgrounds are similar, or can in some
way be calibrated.

Whorf, Benjamin Lee/Carroll, John B. (eds.) (1956): Introduction, Language, Thought and

Reality. Cambridge, Mass.: The Massachusetts Institute of Technology, pp. 212—214

The Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, as it was called, met with criticism in the 1960’s, as not all
of the assumptions proposed by the two anthropologists were substantiated by further
observation. But based on psycho-linguistic research involving things like emotion
perception, object representation, memory and more, a ‘scaled down’ version of the
Sapir-Whorf hypothesis is widely held today. In other words, how we see the world and
how we express this in language are related, something that is often underestimated
even in the field of linguistics.

So perhaps it is hardly surprising that many, if not most intercultural training concepts
have ignored the role language plays in intercultural communication and have taught
something like ‘language-free culture’. On the other hand, large parts of traditional
language teaching have disregarded cultural aspects and, if at all, only introduced dos
and don’ts from Anglo-Saxon settings. The examples we have given indicate that
language and culture should not be treated separately, wherever the main focus of the
training lies. In intercultural encounters, where English is used, being aware of the
cultural dimension(s) of communication and being able to use English appropriately
may be crucial for the success of communication.

Nowhere is this more important than in business-related communication. The very
existence of BE demonstrates how important context has become and there is an
increasingly large number of words which can only be explained in a BE context.
Examples are hedge fund, collateral, equity and many more. This is all not new but it is
only very slowly that language is being linked to culture, rather than just cultural studies.

However, using a foreign language with no regard for its culture-based dimensions (i.e.
values, assumptions, implications, expectations etc.) is comparable to driving a car in a
desert. Obviously, you can start the car and operate it at will, you might even enjoy your

CHAPTER 2

Guy Deutscher in his book
Through the Language
Glass. How Words Colour
Your World (2005)
demonstrated the
influence of language on
thought and culture and
vice versa using colour,
gender and space as
examples (see Further
information in the back
of this book).
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details in: Gumperz,

John J./Levinson,

Stephen C. (eds.) (1996):
Rethinking linguistic
relativity. Cambridge: CUP
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isolated ride, not molesting or endangering anyone or anything (except your own health,
perhaps, if you are daring). When driving in an inhabited environment, however, no
such liberties can be taken. You must be familiar with traffic regulations such as the
‘deeper meaning’ of a red traffic light and what distinguishes it from other red lights you
may see. You should know the dos and taboos of driving, you should be aware of what
other motorists expect from you and what you can expect from others. Preparing learners
for a driving licence therefore includes a combination of things they must know, things
they should expect to meet, and — most of all — things they need to be able to cope with.

B Although many courses in intercultural communication are virtually language-free
and the opposite is also the case, language plays a vital part in international business
communication. It is only through language that culture as such, cultural differences
and similarities can be expressed and negotiated. Preparing learners for intercultural
business encounters includes making them aware of the part language plays in business
communication and that it is not enough if everyone speaks English. Learners should
know what to expect and what will be expected from them, they should be prepared for
a great variety of unexpected situations (and risks!) and — most of all — they should
possess the skills which enable them to cope with difficult situations successfully. All of
this will involve the active and practical use of language in particular business contexts. H

To think about:

« How far does your own language influence your view of the world?

« Can you learn a language without learning about the culture of those
who speak it?

- What elements of culture do you include in your language courses?



In a context such as this it seems appropriate that they
[anthropologists] are advising us to be careful of the
linguistic ways in which we encode our accounts of
culture: to be wary of the usage of ‘a’ culture, or ‘the’
culture or ‘cultures’ with an ’s’.

Street, Brian V. (1993): Culture is a Verb: Anthropological aspects of language and
cultural process, in: Graddol, David/Thompson, Linda/Byram, Michael (eds.) (1993):
Language and Culture. Papers from the Annual Meeting of the British Association
of Applied Linguistics held at Trevelyan College. University of Durham,

September 1991, p. 42

Intercultural
theory

A map is not the territory

e How can cultures be described?
e \What are cultural dimensions?
e Nations and cultures

We have seen that it is difficult to define culture and that it is often easiest to try and
understand it by describing its features or giving examples. Despite this difficulty, there
have been many attempts, using different approaches, to describe cultures. BE trainers
may think that this is what they need to know before running a course in intercultural
communication. While it is important to know some things about the research carried
out in the field of intercultural communication and the findings of this, it should not be
the main focus of a course.

To illustrate the difficulties of describing ‘a culture’ let us briefly look at another field of
human interaction, music. Music, like language, ‘comes to life’ only when it is performed.
If you try, for example, to describe Gershwin's Rhapsody in Blue or Beethoven’s
Symphony No. 7 or a piece of improvised music like free jazz, you will find that language
does not provide you with the right tools to do this. Even though musical notes exist,
these in fact do not actually describe the music, but only provide instructions and
guidelines for performers. Music can also be described in terms of the instruments used
for performing it, the parts and the pitch and tempo of each of these. However, all this
does not mean that it is possible to describe the music itself. The best most people can
do is to describe their personal experience of it or how they feel when they listen to it.
Almost all attempts to describe music demonstrate the truth of this quite clearly, as you
can see from any music critic’s texts.
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Remember

The many attempts to

define culture show how
many difficulties have

been experienced with this.

| Preparing the ground

As we have seen, the same can be said of culture. Even the very word ‘culture’ is merely
an attempt to name a highly artificial construct, and in fact raises more questions than it
provides explanations.

Activity

A distinction between
story and history, as we
know it in English, does
not exist in every
language. German,
French, Spanish and
Russian for example use
only one word for both,
indicating that history
and story-telling are very
similar if not one and the
same.
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With advanced learners, they can be asked to brainstorm the word ‘culture’ or try to write a
dictionary definition of it.

To discuss the term and all its implications in detail would mean addressing fundamental
philosophical questions, something which would go far beyond the limits of this book.
Suffice it to say that however hard we try, the moment we put something into language,
we necessarily eliminate things, select a limited number of aspects and focus on what we
find worthy of our attention and/or worth communicating and — perhaps most
importantly — what we are able to express in language. Try for example to describe your
own personality. If you want to do yourself justice in every respect, you will probably
need at least two thousand pages of introspective autobiography.

As far as culture is concerned, this does not mean that there is no point in trying, but that
we should always be aware of the limitations of any descriptions. The reason for this is
that what we describe using language is not reality — it is our construct of reality. It is, by
necessity, a simplified, streamlined, down-scaled, reduced, customized and possibly
distorted way of representing ‘reality’. In other words, it is a process of reducing
complexity based on what our language allows us to express.

Attempts at describing culture

First of all, there are metaphors, images and symbols which represent particular features
of a specific culture for us. So for example, Lederhosen may represent features of a
southern German and Austrian culture, or the burqa (the full-body female veil) may
represent certain features of some Muslim cultures. These are the features of a culture
most people notice on their first encounter with members of the particular group and, if
they have no other information, will obviously influence their behaviour most. However,
images remain superficial of necessity. To find out more about their meaning, we need
something different.

Interestingly, cultural metaphors, images and symbols have often been associated with
the countries they are found in, thus referring to a ‘French culture’, ‘Chinese culture’ or
‘East African culture’. Describing a country’s physical and other visible features is
probably not much of a problem, but how would you describe its culture, in other words,
its ‘national culture’?

Those aspects which are difficult to describe have been documented in other ways, for
instance by telling stories about them with the intention of providing the key to
understanding them. We have already mentioned anthropologists. Perhaps the best
known descriptions of cultures were made by anthropologists, using their traditional
methods of studying ‘primitive’ cultures by sharing their everyday life and documenting
their experience. They did this by recounting episodes and telling stories (their own and
ones they heard). In fact story-telling has been used more often than we may at first
realize. In descriptions of any type of culture, whether regional, national, corporate or
any other type, itis almost always stories which are used to illustrate the specific character
of a culture.
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Let’s take some of the features of culture which are commonly described today. For
example, a ‘typically’ Latin American attitude to time and punctuality is often illustrated
by telling a story about something which happened at the beginning of a business
meeting in Buenos Aires. Similarly, the ‘typical’ Japanese use of face-saving strategies
may be illustrated by describing the (for Westerners) unexpected way a Japanese woman
may give information about her father’s sudden death, smiling while she does this.

Business people who have experienced other cultures with little prior information about
them will probably, when asked to talk about their experience, tell stories about what
happened to them. These stories or anecdotes are not fictional but represent their own
personal history. When we talk about story-telling, we mean both narratives of a personal
or fictional character and ‘history’. Descriptions of a culture based on reports of personal
experience are not necessarily invalid, unreliable or un-academic. History and stories
represent two important ways of looking at social groups and are closely interrelated.
Maybe ‘hi-story-telling’ is in fact the only way we have to describe a culture.

One reason for telling stories is to get an explanation of what happened. This may be
provided in the story itself. Story-telling as used in intercultural training is known as the
critical incident approach.

One way of starting any discussion about culture is to ask people about ‘funny things’
which have happened to them in other countries or when dealing with other cultures. It
is often through the telling and comparing of stories that the meaning becomes clear.

Ask learners if they have ever encountered any behaviour which they felt was strange and
could only be explained by cultural factors. However, this should not lead to judgmental
statements or stereotyping, but may make them realize that they tell stories to explain how
they feel about culture and cultures they have come across. These stories can also be
recorded in some way or remembered and used when dealing with critical incidents.

All this goes to show that how a culture can be described — if at all — has been a
controversial question for a long time. Since intercultural research began in the first half
of the twentieth century, several approaches have been used. Edward Hall, Geert Hofstede
and Fons Trompenaars are always among the first names encountered. Their approaches
(as well as others) have played an important part in shaping our current ideas about
descriptions of cultures. We would like to go into the work of these three intercultural
scholars in some detail in what follows, not only to demonstrate what we have maintained
above — the difficulty of describing cultures — but also because we feel that the
omnipresence of these three scholars, and in particular that of Geert Hofstede, may
obscure these difficulties and lead to the belief that there is in fact only the one answer
to the question of how cultures can be described objectively. In the same way that
descriptions of music are basically unsuccessful, we feel that descriptions of culture may
fail to provide the answer to the question of what a culture really is. Nonetheless, some
knowledge of these is important for any BE trainers entering the field of intercultural
training, if only because it will be expected of them.

CHAPTER 3

P Chapter 14

CD-ROM
P Chapter 14

Did you know?

Geert Hofstede is probably

the most well-known
intercultural researcher in
all fields, including human
resources and language
training.
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Telling stories about cultures: Edward Hall

Intercultural questions became a field of academic research before and during World
War II, when the US military initiated and coordinated research to gain information
about features of the ‘national character’ of enemy nations in Europe and Asia.

In the early 1960’s, it was Edward Hall (1914-2009) who first made culture-bound
: perception a topic of interest to a wider public. His books became extremely popular and

Cultural dimensions are were sold in large numbers. In the course of his work with the American Peace Corps
E:Zghg c:ig(;sc?rlilr)):i)n:przsi?ii and the US State Department, he documented a great number of episodes and told
culture. They have been stories of his own experience in Europe, the Middle East and Asia. These illustrated, in
established either on the the way anthropologists usually did this, how things could be perceived and dealt with
grounds of observation or differently by people from different cultures. The stories themselves are interesting in
with the help of large their own right, but Hall went further than simply telling them. Based on the collection

samples of self-answer

P he made, he suggested three dimensions by which cultures may be distinguished from

one another and in doing this, made one of the first attempts to categorize cultures. The
three dimensions for describing cultures were proxemics, high/low context and
monochronic/polychronic attitudes to time.

Proxemics refers to, most importantly, the physical distance considered acceptable
and ‘normal’ for communication. This varies considerably from culture to culture.
Stereotypically, people from northern European cultures resent people from
Mediterranean or Arab countries standing too close to them and touching or even kissing
them. The other way of seeing this is that northern Europeans are distant, cold or even
arrogant. Proxemics can also be used to refer to any aspects of physical contact and body
language.

The physical distance considered acceptable varies from culture to culture.

Activity
Ask learners to think of as many different forms of greeting as possible and then talk about
how they feel about e.g. kissing or shaking hands when they meet someone for the first
time. This will introduce them to the subject of proxemics without the necessity of going
into details of theory.
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Whether a culture is seen as high context or low context depends on how far aspects of
behaviour in a culture are taken for granted and do not need to or should not even be
discussed or negotiated. The term ‘high context’ is used for what are often considered
traditionalist cultures where a great deal remains unsaid since everybody considers it as
the normal and only correct way of doing things. This could include, for instance,
questions of etiquette and politeness as well as religious matters. A ‘low context culture’
is seen as the opposite; most things can be addressed quite freely and are open to
negotiation. One example for this in a business context would be the establishment by
all the participants at a meeting of the rules and guidelines for the conduct of the meeting
(agenda, times, chair) at the beginning.

The dimension known as monochronic/polychronic refers to how people from different
cultures perceive and deal with time. One example of this is that in a monochronic
culture people tend to do one thing at a time, whereas in a polychronic culture, people | Some of the topics

. . . . - . discussed in the analysis
prefer doing several things simultaneously. Indicators of this might be different concepts of cultures are similar fo
of punctuality as well as different ideas about procedures in business negotiations. those discussed in gender

There is no doubt that these cultural dimensions have proved helpful in distinguishing G SIS
polychronic patterns of

specific culture types from one another, and Hall’s books remain a good read today. This | pahaviour are only one
is actually rather remarkable, since most of his episodes are a little out of date, as in example of this.
many cases the living conditions, ways of behaviour and communication styles in the
countries he described have changed. This is one reason why his methods and findings
have been criticized and judged as being subjective, out of date and even unscientific.

If there were ever two cultures in which differences of the proxemic details are marked
it is in the educated (public school) English and the middle-class Americans. (...) The
contrasting English and American patterns have some remarkable implications, particularly
if we assume that man, like other animals, has a built-in need to shut himself off from
others from time to time. An English student in one of my seminars typified what happens
when hidden patterns clash. He was quite obviously experiencing strain in his relationships
with Americans. Nothing seemed to go right and it was quite clear from his remarks that
we did not know how to behave. An analysis of his complaints showed that a major
source of irritation was that no American seemed to be able to pick up the subtle clues
that there were times when he didn’t want his thoughts intruded on. As he stated it, “I'm
walking around the apartment and it seems that whenever | want to be alone my roommate
starts talking to me. Pretty soon he’s asking ‘What's the matter?’ and wants to know if I'm
angry. By then | am angry and say something.”
It took some time but finally we were able to identify most of the contrasting features of
the American and British problems that were in conflict in this case. When the American
wants to be alone he goes into a room and shuts the door — he depends on architectural
features for screening. For an American to refuse to talk to someone else present in the
same room, to give them the ‘silent treatment’, is the ultimate form of rejection and a sure
sign of great displeasure. The English, on the other hand, lacking rooms of their own since
childhood, never developed the practice of using space as a refuge from others. They have
in effect internalized a set of barriers, which they erect and which others are supposed
to recognize. Therefore, the more the Englishman shuts himself off when he is with an
American the more likely the American is to break in to assure himself that all is well.

Hall, Edward T. (1966): The Hidden Dimension. New York: Doubleday, pp. 138f.

To think about
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Once this criticism had been voiced, the logical next step seemed therefore to be the
development of more objective methods of analyzing cultures. Although anthropology
and anthropologists continued to play an important part in the study of ‘primitive’
cultures, the field of intercultural research was taken out of the hands of anthropology
and handed over to psychology. Methods were introduced which had been used by
psychologists in other fields of research. This is where Geert Hofstede comes in. Anyone
beginning research into the area of intercultural communication will find it almost
impossible to avoid coming across Geert Hofstede’s name. His contribution to the next
step in the area makes it necessary to devote some time and effort into understanding his
methods and findings.

Measuring cultures: Geert Hofstede

Working in the 1970’s as a management trainer and manager of personnel research for
the global IT company IBM, Geert Hofstede was struck by significant differences in the
ways IBM staff managed things in different IBM subsidiaries spread all over the world.
It seemed on the surface that differences should have been minimized by IBM’s strictly
enforced corporate identity, which included the world-wide use of English, among other
things.

Instead, however, it became obvious that a great many of the misunderstandings which
were obviously occurring in the company could be attributed to culture-based differences
among IBM personnel. Hofstede set out to discover where the underlying reasons for
recurring misunderstandings might lie. His methods were taken from the field of
psychology and considered more scientific than those used by Edward Hall some years
before. Using self-answer questionnaires which were presented to over 100,000 staff
members in 64 countries, Hofstede carried out statistical analyses of the responses
collected. On the basis of these analyses, he identified four, and later five, cultural
dimensions which “distinguish countries (rather than individuals) from each other”'.
The initial four were as follows and it can be seen at a glance that they are different from
those described by Hall:
- power distance, i.e. the extent to which the less powerful members of organizations
and institutions (like the family) accept and expect that power is distributed unequally;
- uncertainty avoidance, i.e. a society’s tolerance for uncertainty and ambiguity. It
indicates to what extent a culture programmes its members to feel either uncomfortable
or comfortable in unstructured situations;
- individualism/collectivism indicates the degree to which individuals are integrated into
groups;
- masculinity/femininity refers to the distribution of emotional roles between the genders
which is another fundamental issue for any society to which a range of solutions are
found?.

! quoted from Hofstede’s website (http://geert-hofstede.com)

2 ibid.
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These dimensions gained an enormous importance in the growing field of intercultural
research and communication. Yet they were not universally accepted by experts
everywhere. At the suggestion of Chinese experts, Hofstede later added a fifth dimension
to complement the initial four.

The fifth dimension added was:

« long-term vs. short-term orientation which was suggested by Chinese experts who
referred to the Confucian tradition of looking at the world in terms of long periods,
something that seemed to fundamentally distinguish their culture from striking
features of some Western cultures.

In 2011, drawing on additional data provided by other studies, Hofstede suggested a

sixth dimension:

- indulgence vs. restraint: “Indulgence stands for a society that allows relatively free
gratification of basic and natural human drives related to enjoying life and having fun.
Restraint stands for a society that suppresses gratification of needs and regulates it by
means of strict social norms.”

The dimensions were identified using, as mentioned above, self-answer questionnaires.
Which questions were asked for this purpose was of course a crucial question, since
these questions claimed universal status. For the identification of each dimension, the
responses to three questions were used and analyzed by means of statistical methods.

Here, for example, are the three questions on which Hofstede’s Uncertainty Avoidance
Index is based:

» How often do you feel nervous or tense at work? (mean score on a 1 to 5 scale)

« Company rules should not be broken — even when the employee thinks it is in the
company’s best interest. (mean score on a 1 to 5 scale)

« How long do you think you will continue working for IBM? (1) Two years at the most; (2)
From two to five years; (3) More than five years (but | will probably leave before | retire);
(4) Until | retire.

Hofstede, Geert/Hofstede, Gert Jan (2005): Cultures and Organizations.
Software of the Mind. New York: McGraw-Hill, pp. 166f.

Clearly, these questions relate to the corporate context for which they were developed. Tt
is therefore not surprising that several reservations have been brought forward. One is
whether the answers actually characterize the dispositions of IBM staff rather than those
of national cultures. As a matter of fact, Hofstede himself has not always been entirely
clear on this and it may be unfair to attribute the universal acceptance and possible
misuse of his dimensions to his own doing. However, his own documentation of the
statistical representation of the answers in the form of ranking lists like the following
has led to this unquestioning acceptance by many users for many worthy and unworthy
purposes. It seems that there are a large number of people who accept the findings of
Hofstede as reliable information on the hidden dimensions of national cultures. There
is no doubt that Hofstede is the pre-eminent name in intercultural theory even among
those who know little about the area. The ubiquitous nature of his findings has led to the
obscuring of other findings, many of which may be more useful in business contexts and
more helpful when considering intercultural communication. It is this very ubiquity,

3 ibid.

CHAPTER 3

To think about

This addition may in fact
indicate that Hofstede's
dimensions were perhaps
themselves in some way
culture-bound, reflecting
western rather than
global views of what
distinguishes cultures
from one another.

To think about

The addition of dimensions
may also raise the question
of how many cultural
dimensions it is possible

to have.
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though, which makes it impossible to avoid Hofstede and essential to acknowledge the
immense influence his research has had in the field.

Hofstede produced his findings in the form of tables like the following:

Country/Region Score | Rank Country/Region Score |Rank
United States 91 1 Russia 39 37-38
Australia 90 2 Arab countries 38 39-40
Great Britain 89 3 Brazil 38 39-40
Canada total 80 4-6 Turkey 37 41
Hungary 80 4-6 Uruguay 36 42
Netherlands 80 4-6 Greece 35 43
New Zealand 79 7 Croatia 33 44
Belgium Flemish 78 8 Philippines 32 45
Italy 76 9 Bulgaria 30 46-48
Denmark 74 10 Mexico 30 46-48
Canada Quebec 73 11 Romania 30 46-48
Belgium Walloon 72 12 East Africa 27 49-51
France 71 13-14 Portugal 27 49-51
Sweden 71 13-14 Slovenia 27 49-51
Ireland 70 15 Malaysia 26 52
Norway 69 16-17 Hong Kong 25 53-54
Switzerland German 69 16-17 Serbia 25 53-54
Germany 67 18 Chile 23 55
South Africa 65 19 Bangladesh 20 56-61
Switzerland French 64 20 China 20 56-61
Finland 63 21 Singapore 20 56-61
Estonia 60 22-24 Thailand 20 56-61
Luxembourg 60 22-24 Vietnam 20 56-61
Poland 60 22-24 West Africa 20 56-61
Malta 59 25 Salvador 19 62
Czech Republic 58 26 Korea (South) 18 63
Austria 55 27 Taiwan 17 64
Israel 54 28 Peru 16 65-66
Slovakia 52 29 Trinidad 16 65-66
Spain 51 30 Costa Rica 15 67
India 48 31 Indonesia 14 68-69
Suriname 47 32 Pakistan 14 68-69
Argentina 46 33-35 Colombia 13 70
Japan 46 33-35 Venezuela 12 71
Morocco 46 33-35 Panama 11 72
Iran 41 36 Ecuador 8 73
Jamaica 39 37-38 Guatemala 6 74
Hofstede, Geert/Hofstede, Jan Gert (2005): Cultures and Organizations. Software of the Mind.
New York: McGraw-Hill, pp.78f.

There can be no doubt that since the first publication of Culture’s Consequences in 1980,
this and Hofstede’s further studies have been highly influential both for academic
studies and for intercultural training. His work has definitely helped to direct attention
to the deeper layers of culture-based identity and to help us recognize that members of
other cultures may see the world totally different to the way we see it. This may mean
that we can deal with these differences more appropriately and so ultimately further
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intercultural understanding. Becoming aware that basic differences exist is one of the

first steps in intercultural training. » Chapters 9-10

More measurements:
Fons Trompenaars and Charles Hampden-Turner

Alongside Hofstede’s immense popularity and acceptance, however, his approach,
methods and findings also met with criticism from various quarters. One of his critics
was in fact his student Fons Trompenaars. Trompenaars’ criticism was less of the main
feature of Hofstede’s method, self-response questionnaires, but rather of the
questionnaires themselves. Trompenaars’ book Riding the Waves of Culture, written
together with his colleague Charles Hampden-Turner and first published in 1997,
became an almost equally widely read success both among interculturalists and the
general public. He has not achieved quite the same singular status, but in general his
name is mentioned in second place to Hofstede, making a closer look at his approach
necessary and worthwhile.

Fons Trompenaars, who grew up bilingually, ran a large-scale intercultural research
project sponsored by Shell and, following Hofstede’s example, attempted to identify the
underlying reasons for differences in management styles and general communicative
practice in the context of a globally operating enterprise. Like Hofstede, Trompenaars
and Hampden-Turner based their research on self-answer questionnaires, but in addition
to using very simple short questions or statements, they also used scenarios with more .

. . : . . To think about
detail to represent certain types of moral or behavioural dilemmas. Here is an example:
(Bamee _____________________WEea

Trompenaars'

You are riding in a car driven by a close friend. He hits a pedestrian. You know he was questionnaires were
going at least 35 miles per hour in an area of the city where the maximum allowed speed used in multinational

is 20 miles per hour. There are no witnesses. His lawyer says that if you testify under oath AR they may
well say something about

that he was only driving 20 miles per hour it may save him from serious consequences. the corporate culture of
» What right has your friend to expect you to protect him? those companies at the
1a My friend has a definite right as a friend to expect me to testify to the lower figure. time.

1b He has some right as a friend to expect me to testify to the lower figure.
1c He has no right as a friend to expect me to testify to the lower figure.
« What do you think you would do in view of the obligations of a sworn witness and
the obligation to your friend?
1d Testify that he was going 20 miles an hour.
1e Not testify that he was going 20 miles an hour.
Trompenaars, Fons/Hampden-Turner, Charles (2012): Riding the Waves of Culture.

Understanding Cultural Diversity in Business. London: Nicholas Brealy, pp. 45f. » Chapter 7

Activity

Ask learners to talk about their reactions to this situation. Most of the answers will probably
involve additional questions such as:

How close a friend is he?

How badly was the pedestrian hurt?

This can show that these questions are difficult to answer and the answers may be based on
other things than culture-based values. CD-ROM
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Based on the answers of some 50,000 persons from over 100 countries, Trompenaars
and Hampden-Turner suggested six dimensions on the grounds of which cultures could
be distinguished from one another. Again similarities and differences to those identified
by Hall and Hofstede can be seen.

The dimensions identified by Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner were as follows:

1

The dimension universalism/particularism refers to the extent to which rules and
laws in a culture are more important and binding as a basis for making individual
decisions than relationships e.g. of family and friendship. This is the dimension
identified by means of the answers to the questions given above.
Individualism/collectivism concerns how far individuals identify themselves primarily
as such (individuals) or as members of a group and how this may affect their decisions
and behaviour.

A culture can be described as neutral or emotional according to how far its members
display or conceal their emotions.

Specific or diffuse cultures are defined by the degree to which private and working
lives are clearly defined and delineated and kept separate from each other.

The dimension of achievement/ascription describes how much members of a society
achieve status and advancement through what they do themselves and how far it is
given to them as a matter of course, e.g. as a result of their status in society or birth
into a certain group.

Sequential/synchronic societies are defined by the extent to which actions happen at
the same time or one after the other.

The final dimension of internal/external control relates to how far the environment is
felt to be under control by individuals or whether it is the other way round.

Again following Hofstede’s example, Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner documented
their findings in the form of ranking lists for different countries.

Without going into more details of this approach here, it might be helpful to compare
explicitly the cultural dimensions identified and described by Hall, Hofstede and
Trompenaars/Hampden-Turner. As we have seen, there is some overlap in them, but
there are also considerable differences not only in their methods but also in the findings.
Some of the questions this raises are as follows:

- How many different cultural dimensions are there?

o Is the number possibly endless?

« How do they relate to one another?

« Can anyone decide on the kind of cultural dimensions to be defined?

Edward T. Hall Geert Hofstede Trompenaars/Hampden-Turner
1950-1960s 1970s 1980s

high context vs. low context universalism vs. particularism
communication
individualism vs. collectivism individualism vs. communitarianism
power distance neutral vs. emotional
masculinity vs. feminity specific vs. diffuse
monochronic vs. polychronic short-term vs. long-term orientation sequentially vs. synchronically organized
activities
uncertainty avoidance controlling nature vs. letting it take its
course
space (proxemics) indulgence vs. restraint achievement vs. ascription
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Other measurements

There have been several more attempts after Hofstede to identify and quantify the
‘deeper’, i.e. psychological layers of cultures. Shalom Schwarz and the Globe Study, to
name but two, applied similar methods und suggested their own sets of culture
dimensions, which for the sake of brevity will not be commented on here (see table on
page 38). It may be enough to say that it is not easy to understand what these dimensions
mean without a great deal of — sometimes highly psychological — explanation.

It is not always easy to understand how the questions asked and the answers received led
to these dimensions. In general, people dealing with different cultures, like the learners
BE trainers will have in their courses, need and use more accessible and generally
understandable terms to describe cultures.

Cultural surveys: European Values Study and World Values Survey

There are approaches to defining cultures which use more easily understandable
methods and have findings which most people can relate to. In 1981, i.e. one year after
Hofstede published his first book, a group of European university research institutes
made their findings available to the general public, from a large-scale project called the
European Values Study. Since then, this survey has been updated regularly, documenting
among other things remarkable changes in basic attitudes all over Europe.

The European Values Study is a large-scale, cross-national and longitudinal survey
research programme on basic human values. It provides insights into the ideas, beliefs,
preferences, attitudes, values and opinions of citizens all over Europe. It is a unique
research project on how Europeans think about life, family, work, religion, politics and
society.

The categories used in this survey are noticeably quite different from those used by
Hofstede, Trompenaars and others. Rather than using psychological constructs (which
incidentally lack substantial academic consensus), the findings are categorized under
headings long-established in social sciences, such as ‘Family’, ‘Work’, ‘Religion’,
‘Politics’, ‘Society’. Thanks to regular follow-up studies, these studies have since provided
a remarkable amount of data, documenting among other things that basic attitudes may
in fact not be quite as stable as Hofstede and Trompenaars suggested them to be.

The European Values Study provided the starting point for the World Values Survey
(WVS), “a worldwide network of social scientists studying changing values and their
impact on social and political life. The WVS in collaboration with EVS (European Values
Study) carried out representative national surveys in 97 societies containing almost 9o
percent of the world’s population. These surveys show pervasive changes in what people
want out of life and what they believe. In order to monitor these changes, the EVS/WVS
has executed five waves of surveys, from 1981 to 2007.”*

* www.worldvaluessurvey.org/wvs/articles/folder_published/article_base_i1o/

CHAPTER 3

europeanvaluesstudy.eu

worldvaluessurvey.org
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You may want to access the websites of the European Values Study EVS and the World
Values Survey WVS and check for yourself. We suggest choosing items which perhaps
relate to dimensions as suggested by Hofstede or Trompenaars/Hampden-Turner. By
selecting three or four countries you can find out e.g. how people in these countries — on
average — feel about trust and personal security (EVS: v62 & v63/WVS: v25) and compare
these findings to culture dimensions like Uncertainty Avoidance, Power Distance and
others and the ranking in Hofstede’s/Trompenaars’ lists of countries. You may find that
the findings of the surveys available do not always match each other or are even clearly
incompatible with one another.

The European Values Study and the World Values Survey make their procedures and
findings freely accessible on the Internet, including the questionnaires used and the
weighting procedures applied. Users of both the surveys are frequently reminded that
any interpretation of their findings should be based on learned consideration. This
reminder is noticeably missing from those cultural frameworks and dimensions based
on statistics which have gained the greatest popularity.

To come back to our basic question concerning the methods applied for describing
cultures: Here is an overview of the cultural dimensions suggested by the scholars and

institutions mentioned in the previous paragraphs.

Geert
Hofstede
1970's
empirical
research, IBM

Trompenaars/
Hampden-
Turner

1980°s
empirical
research, Shell

European
Values Study
1981-2004
empirical
research

World Values
Study
1994-2008
empirical
research

Globe Study
1991/2006
empirical
research

Schwartz
Value Survey
1999

empirical
research

High context vs. Universalism vs. Life Perception of life | Performance Conservatism
low context particularism orientation
individualism vs. | Individualism vs. | Society Environment Institutional Intellectual
collectivism communitarianism collectivism autonomy
Power distance | Neutral vs. Work Work Power distance | Affective
emotional autonomy
Masculinity vs. Specific vs. diffuse | Family Family Gender Hierarchy
femininity egalitarianism
Monochronic vs. | Short-term vs. Sequentially vs. Politics Politics and Future Egalitarianism
polychronic long-term synchronically society orientation
orientation organized
activities
Uncertainty Controlling nature | Religion Religion and Uncertainty Mastery
avoidance vs. letting it take morale avoidance
its course
Space Indulgence vs. Achievement vs. National identity | Humane Harmony
(proxemics) restraint ascription orientation
Assertiveness
In-group
collectivism
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One thing should be pointed out in view of this variety of cultural dimensions, i.e. the
important differences in approach. Edward Hall based his dimensions (high/low context,
monochronic/polychronic, proxemics) on episodes and stories both from his own
experience and that of others. All the other studies, however, used self-answer
questionnaires of one kind or another. While the questionnaires used by Hofstede,
Trompenaars/Hampden-Turner, Schwarz, Globe and others are based on psychological
constructs, those of the European Values Study and the World Values Survey employ the
more conventional categories of social science.

Some questions

Even with the great variety of methodological approaches and findings available, it is

surprising how many intercultural training programmes present the findings of Geert

Hofstede as the content of ‘Intercultural Theory’ today, even though, as we have seen,

many other more recent data-based findings exist and are easily accessible. The

differences between the different findings are rarely mentioned and neither are the

variety of methodological approaches and the many questions which arise from this.

Some of the questions which could be asked are as follows:

« How are the sometimes diametrically opposing results of the surveys to be explained?

« How do any of the dimensions affect actual communicative behaviour in intercultural
encounters?

- Can statistics be used to describe cultures?

« How easy is it to interpret the results of questionnaires of any type?

We should make it clear here that we are not denying the usefulness of intercultural
research and are sure that any findings based on reasoned, well-considered and thorough
research can prove useful in the attempt to simplify the complex phenomenon we
call culture. However, these should be approached with caution and related and compared
to our own experience with culture and cultures before we jump to hasty conclusions
about ranking lists based on cultural dimensions. Preliminary conclusions and the use
of (sometimes too) well-established cultural dimensions may well be helpful but
BE trainers should be wary of taking them as a reliable basis for decisions on intercultural
communicative behaviour, both their own and those they aim to achieve in a BE training
course in intercultural communicative competence.

Does measuring cultures help?

Attempts at developing quantitative culture frameworks have been criticized by a large
number of scholars since the identification of cultural dimensions using self-answer
questionnaires was first attempted in the early 1980s. Among other things, the criticisms
point out that

« cultures are not limited to values,

« cultures are not extremely stable,

« cultures may be an effect, not only the cause,

« geographical boundaries are not optimal for clustering cultures,

- mean scores and ranking may create a false perception of cultural homogeneity,
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 matched samples are not always helpful for the study of cultural differences,
. self-response questionnaires do not adequately measure culture.’

In addition to the above, there have also been criticisms based on language, some of
which may be asked by BE trainers when they first encounter intercultural studies.
Language-focussed criticism is largely of a) equivalents for terms in different languages,
b) questions arising from a difference in degree, e.g. for politeness, ¢) culture-bound
responses and the differences existing in these and d) factors of social desirability.®

However well researched and well-founded the studies mentioned above may be, the
point is that none of them can claim to represent ‘the truth’, for the simple reason that
“the map is not the territory”. An accurate map will prove helpful for finding the wayto
somewhere, although, in order to facilitate orientation, it distorts (!) reality by
over-emphasizing roads, motorways etc. and simplifying or omitting other features. The
same can be said of musical notes, to return to the first example in this chapter.
Unfortunately the same things cannot be claimed for quantitative descriptions of culture
frameworks. The over-simplifications presented by these not only distort, but by doing
this make the achievement of any purpose more difficult, perhaps even impossible. In
fact, many experts fear that the findings of quantitative surveys might even be misleading
as their users, in the case of BE trainers or learners, may be encouraged to think in terms
of (albeit new) stereotypes. They will therefore expect to meet representatives of ‘a
culture’ and be taken by surprise when instead they meet individuals, rather in the same
way that one may be surprised by a landscape after only seeing a map or by a musical
performance after only reading notes or seeing the instruments.

The intercultural challenge is to develop those skills necessary for building rapport with
individuals whose behaviour and communication styles may or may not correspond to
our own.

Some providers of intercultural consulting and coaching go so far as to offer global maps
that indicate for each country the position it holds on Hofstede’s ranking lists. We
strongly believe that this is not helpful. Instead we suggest going back to where we
started from, i.e. understanding culture as a language-based process of meaning-making.
For this is what it eventually comes to, no matter how well- or ill-prepared we enter into
intercultural contact: we never meet ‘a culture’, but always individuals. How to build
rapport with individuals — using language — will therefore be at the heart of any effective
preparation for intercultural encounters. This will include certain aspects of attitude like
open-mindedness and tolerance as well as role flexibility and some knowledge of what to
expect, but, most of all, certain linguistic and communicative skills. For it is only through
active communication that successful intercultural relationships can be established.

In other words: Is there anything in general that you can say about the culture(s) of
France, or China, or the USA, Brazil, Russia, Germany, Britain, or ... — without
over-generalizing? Stereotypical first ideas in terms of reducing complex matters like

5 Taras, V./Steel, P. (2009): Beyond Hofstede. Challenging the Ten Commandments of Cross-Cultural
Research, in: Nakata, C. (ed.) (2009): Beyond Hofstede. Culture Frameworks for Global Marketing and
Management. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, pp. 40-60; Haas, H. (2009). Das interkulturelle
Paradigma. Passau: Stutz

¢ Behrens, L. (2007): Konservierung von Stereotypen mit Hilfe der Statistik. Geert Hofstede und sein
kulturvergleichendes Modell. Allgemeine Sprachwissenschaft. Institut fiir Linguistik, Universitit zu
Koln, Arbeitspapier Nr.51 (Neue Folge); Haas, H. (2007): Probleme der kulturvergleichenden
Umfrageforschung, in: Interculture Journal 2007/5
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cultures or nations to manageable units, e.g. stereotypes, may be inevitable. But
stereotypes need to be revised on the basis of experience — this is an indispensible
component of intercultural competence. Generalizations, on the other hand, will prove
wrong in almost all cases, a statement which also applies to average figures based on the
statistical analysis of questionnaires and introduced as representing hard facts of national
cultures. What would your chances be in business negotiations with, say, a South-
American partner, if all you had done for your preparation was to consult Hofstede’s
statistics and your partner’s country’s position in it? Would you be able to deal e.g. with
differing ideas about correct behaviour, legal actions and the role of corruption?

If meaning resides in interpretive practices, and these are located in the social networks one
is socialized in, then the ‘culture-" and ‘language-"bearing units are not nations, ethnic
groups or the like — they are not units at all, but rather networks of interacting individuals,
which can be thought of in either more or less inclusive ways.
Gumperz, John J. /Levinson, Stephen C. (eds.) (1996): Rethinking Linguistic Relativity.
Cambridge: CUP, p. 11

Or how would you find out about the concept of punctuality in Germany when invited to
a private function, if nine out of ten Germans give you a different answer? How do you
respond to a Japanese business partner who addresses subjects of personal thinking and
feeling, contrary to everything you have learned about typical Japanese communication
styles? What do you do and what do you say?

All this is not saying that cultural differences do not exist. The very opposite is true. The
question is how we identify them and how we deal with them in communication. This is
where a different sort of theory becomes helpful than that presented by scholars whose
findings have, surprisingly, been accepted as representing cultural realities by a great
number of trainers in the intercultural field.

B There can be no doubt of the influence intercultural research has had on intercultural
training. The most influential research, that of Hall, Hofstede and Trompenaars/
Hampden-Turner, was carried out using methods including the collection of anecdotes
and experiences as well as the development of statistical measurements based on
self-answer questionnaires. Whether quantitative methods (and the results achieved) are
a suitable way of defining and describing cultures is doubtful, however much they may
have helped to raise awareness of the differences which exist between cultures. What
much of the research so far has failed to take into account is the constantly changing
nature of culture in the face of globalization as well as the role language plays in
intercultural communication. Successful communication, whether in business or any
other context, will depend on the relationships between the people involved, rather than
any assumptions they may have about each other based on academic knowledge of
cultural dimensions. Business decisions will be made on the basis of encounters between
individuals and the ways in which these individuals communicate. B

To think about:

« Which intercultural research would help you most in your work?

- How important is knowledge of cultural dimensions for intercultural
communication?

« Which research results may be useful for your learners?
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The Common European Framework is not fixed in
stone; in some sense, it is still work in progress (...).
In this way we want to encourage more practitioners
to engage in a principled way with the Framework,
so that they are able to contribute to its further
development.

Morrow, Keith (ed.) (2004): Insights from the Common European Framework.

N The CEFR and
intercultural
competence

Intercultural communication in action

e What is communicative competence?
e What really counts in intercultural communication?
¢ What are mistakes?

Things you need to know

The Common European Framework of Reference for Languages: Learning, teaching, assessment
(CEFR) was published by the Council of Europe in 2001, after thirty years had been
spent on its development and a great number of well-known language experts had been
involved. Since then it has had an extraordinary influence on language teaching and
learning in Europe and far beyond. All the 47 member states of the Council of Europe
have subscribed to it, no less than 38 translations of the CEFR exist today, among them
in several non-European languages like Arabic, Japanese, Korean and Turkish. Currently
a project is under way to attempt to align the CEFR’s level descriptors to those of the
American Council of Teachers of Foreign Languages (ACTFL). Today it may be said that
any major development in the field of language and intercultural teaching, training and
testing will be confronted with the need to relate its aims and its progress to the approach,
as well as to the quality and competence standards described in and promoted by the
CEFR.

The CEFR describes language use in communication and provides descriptions of
language which can be used to design teaching materials and tests. These teaching
materials and tests can be designed for a wide variety of situations and levels, not only
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the six levels described in some detail in the CEFR and probably the one thing that
anyone who has heard of the CEFR at all (including learners) knows.

It may not be possible here to deal with the many misconceptions which exist about the
CEFR, but it is certainly helpful in the context of this book to know something about its
background, its general approach and the tools it provides. Probably the first point to
make is that, in developing the CEFR, the Council of Europe (CoE) did not primarily
intend to contribute to linguistic or pedagogical discussions. The declared intention of
the CoE in producing and promoting the CEFR was to encourage and further
plurilingualism in Europe and, with it, mobility and mutual understanding (CEFR
pp-1-8). One common misconception is that the CEFR is largely linguistic and was
designed to make teachers’ and learners’ lives easier (some think the opposite has been
the casel). The connection between the CEFR and intercultural communicative
competence may also not be immediately obvious, which is why looking at the initial
reasons for the development of the CEFR is so important. There can be no doubt that
intercultural communication, and so, logically, intercultural competence, must play a
role in the achievement of the aims of increased mobility in Europe and with it mutual
understanding between the member states of the CoE or the EU. Thus the CEFR is, first
of all, a language policy document, and it was perhaps the very fact that the Council of
Europe is actually a ‘powerless’ institution (unlike the European Union) which led to the
wide acceptance of the CEFR in Europe. However, at the same time, there are many who
have resented its influence, perceiving this as an attempt by faceless Eurocrats from
Brussels to apply the same standards to language learning, teaching and assessment as
to the shape of cucumbers or the production of beer.

Many of the sceptics and critics of the CEFR have never held a copy in their hands or read
it on a screen, in fact there are still those who do not know the extent and scope of its
content. Alongside its importance as a document of language policy, it can also be seen
as an extremely comprehensive and state-of-the-art piece of scholarly work and a
summary of linguistics and language in communication. It is certainly based on a wide
consensus among experts.

A non-dogmatic approach

Those who subscribe to the approach described in the CEFR often have another very
good reason for doing so: its non-prescriptive style. “[It is] non-dogmatic: not irrevocably
and exclusively attached to any one of a number of competing linguistic or educational
theories or practices.” (CEFR p.8). This non-dogmatic approach is underlined by the
constant reminders that “Users of the Framework may wish to consider ...” and is one of
the many strengths of the CEFR. Thus the CEFR is not a set of rules. This is said often
enough, but also very often forgotten. This non-dogmatic approach is also what makes it
so suitable for application to the training of intercultural competence, which, as we have
seen, overlaps to a great extent with communicative competence without being exactly
the same thing.

Strangely enough, many may not realize that the level descriptions in the CEFR
document have not replaced the ‘old’ levels in their vagueness and are the only ones for
these levels. In other words, if we talk about Bi, then the only valid description (in a
general sense) of B is the one in the CEFR. The levels cannot be defined by individuals
or related to sometimes vague ideas of what ‘intermediate’ and ‘advanced’ levels are. It
was precisely because terms like ‘intermediate’ and ‘advanced’ are vague and often
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undefined that the CEFR was developed. Although adaptations are allowed and even
encouraged, these should remain within the limits described if they are to keep the spirit
of the original document. Adaptations are in fact necessary for many contexts, something
we will return to below.

An action-oriented approach

The non-dogmatic approach of the CEFR does not mean that it is without a standpoint,
as is made clear by the authors in their insistence on language as a means of practical
communication. That this communication will be between people who speak different
languages and so logically most probably come from different cultures barely needs to be
mentioned. That much of this communication takes place in business contexts (taken in
the widest sense) is also self-evident. In the CEFR it is language in use which is important
and not theories of language or of language acquisition. The parallels with theories of
culture are clear. Just as with a constructivist view of culture, the concern of the CEFR is
not with what language is, but what language does. This action-oriented understanding
of language is further clarified, reinforced and exemplified by the 54 descriptive scales,
of which only four (!) have linguistic accuracy as their focus — grammar, vocabulary,
pronunciation and orthography. All the other scales describe aspects of language
competence which contribute to a person’s ability to communicate successfully in a great
variety of communicative situations. Here are a few examples of descriptive scales, which
may prove helpful in understanding what language competence and intercultural
communicative competence mean in action. Using these can also help to identify
language-based aspects of intercultural competence.

EXAMPLES OF INDIVIDUAL SCALES Reading Correspondence

Listening as a Member of a Live Audience
Conversation
Compensating

Planning

Asking for Clarification

Cooperating

External Context of Use

Flexibility

Monitoring and Repair

Sociolinguistic Appropriateness

Qualitative Aspects of Spoken Language
Range, Accuracy, Fluency, Interaction, Coherence
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Using a multi-faceted concept of language competence is a helpful step forward from
traditional concepts of describing competencelevels in terms of ‘beginner’, ‘intermediate’,
‘upper intermediate’ etc. Most learners acquire in the course of their learning process a
‘jagged’ or ‘spiky’ competence profile, reaching for instance Br in ‘Conversation’ and
‘Asking for Clarification’, but only A2 in ‘Flexibility’ or even A1 in ‘Overall Written
Production’. The CEFR’s concept of ‘partial competence’ is extremely helpful for the
designing of learner-specific curricula as well as for the development of customized
tests.

A yet unanswered question is that of the relation of the scales in the CEFR each other.
Does a hierarchy of language skills/can-do’s exist? Are some of the scales more important
for successful communication than others? There is no descriptive scale for intercultural
competence as such. Is there a reason for this? We will come back to these questions
below.

What does the CEFR say about intercultural competence?

It is not only the background to the CEFR which underlines the importance of
intercultural communication, but also the content of the document itself. As we have
seen in the previous chapters, and as underlined by all the relevant academic disciplines,
intercultural competence is a hybrid competence, comprising mental and intellectual
abilities on the one hand and practical communicative competences on the other.

A close look at the CEFR demonstrates that, without disregarding its hybrid character,
intercultural competence is viewed in terms of active language use. Many of the things
said so far about intercultural competence are mirrored in the CEFR and relate closely to
performance, in particular language performance.

In the following we would like to demonstrate how closely related the CEFR is to
intercultural competence, using only a few of the many instances in which the topic
occurs, explicitly and implicitly. The CEFR starts with the programmatic statement that

“in an intercultural approach, it is a central objective of language education to promote

the favourable development of the learner’s whole personality and sense of identity in

response to the enriching experience of otherness in language and culture.” (CEFR p.1).

Later in the document, intercultural skills and know-how are defined as including

- “the ability to bring the culture of origin and the foreign culture into relation with each
other;

- cultural sensitivity and the ability to identify and use a variety of strategies for contact with
those from other cultures;

« the capacity to fulfil the role of cultural intermediary between one’s own culture and the
foreign culture and to deal effectively with intercultural misunderstanding and conflict
situations;

« the ability to overcome stereotyped relationships.”

(CEFR 104f., authors’ emphasis)

The explanation of ‘competences’, another central term in our context, includes aspects
of knowledge as well as practical skills: “Tasks of any kind require the activation of a
range of appropriate general competences, for example: knowledge and experience of
the world; sociocultural knowledge (concerning life in the target community and essential
differences between practices, values and beliefs in that community and the learner’s own
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language. ‘Multilingual’
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What is it?

Transactional language

is, for instance, needed

in service encounters.

As these may be a certain
type of business encounter,
the scale for this (CEFR
p.80) may be worth
looking at.
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society); skills such as intercultural skills (mediating between the two cultures), learning
skills, and everyday practical skills and know-how.” (CEFR p. 158, authors’ emphasis).

Although some may feel that a scale for intercultural competence is missing, the authors
of the CEFR pay meticulous attention to this subject and provide a great number of
helpful descriptors. Another example is in connection with sociocultural knowledge, i.e.
“knowledge of the society and culture of the community or communities in which a
language is spoken (...) is likely to lie outside the learner’s previous experience and may
well be distorted by stereotypes.” (CEFR p.102).

The authors of the CEFR emphasize that learners’ “existential competences”,
characterized by the “attitudes, motivations, values, beliefs, cognitive styles and
personality types which contribute to their personal identity (...) are culture-related and
therefore sensitive areas for intercultural perceptions and relations: the way one member
of a specific culture expresses friendliness and interest may be perceived by someone
from another culture as aggressive or offensive.” (CEFR pp.11f.)

Inline with the CEFR’s concept of “partial competence and plurilingual and pluricultural
competence”, examples are provided of how specific aims of teaching may be defined.
“Savoir-étre (existential competence demonstrating openness, conviviality and good will,
e.g. by the use of gestures, mime, proxemics) may, in the case of a language in which the
individual has poorly mastered the linguistic component, make up for this deficiency in
the course of interaction with a native speaker, whereas in a language he or she knows
better, this same individual may adopt a more distant or reserved attitude.” (CEFR p.133)

In view of the above (and much more), we can now answer the questions asked above:

« Does a hierarchy of language skills/can-dos exist?

« Are some of the scales more important for successful communication than others?

o There is no descriptive scale for intercultural competence as such. Is there a reason for
this?

A hierarchy of language skills/can-dos is not given explicitly in the CEFR, but its non-
dogmatic approach almost certainly implies that users can define a hierarchy according
to their own needs, and there have been cases where this has been done. For example, a
course or an individual level may concentrate on oral skills and ignore writing, either
altogether or only begin to consider it when a certain level has been reached in oral skills.
A course for language for academic skills may completely ignore transactional language
and focus on listening and writing to a greater extent than speaking.

The second question is probably easier to answer in terms of the relationship of the
CEFR to intercultural communication. Depending on the context of use, some scales are
clearly more important for successful communication than others. We have no doubt
that in most intercultural encounters, it is aspects of politeness and cooperation, reflected
in actions such as turn-taking and compensating that are more important than, for
instance, sustained monologue and creative writing.
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For our purposes the scale for Sociolinguistic appropriateness proved particularly useful
(CEFR p.122):

Sociolinguistic appropriateness

Has a good command of idiomatic expressions and colloquialisms with awareness of
connotative levels of meaning. Appreciates fully the sociolinguistic and sociocultural

implications of language used by native speakers and can react accordingly.

Can mediate effectively between speakers of the target language and that of his/her
community of origin taking account of sociocultural and sociolinguistic differences.

Can recognize a wide range of idiomatic expressions and colloquialisms, appreciating
register shifts; may, however, need to confirm occasional details, especially if the accent
is unfamiliar. Can follow films employing a considerable degree of slang and idiomatic
usage. Can use language flexibly and effectively for social purposes, including
emotional, allusive and joking usage.

Can express him or herself confidently, clearly and politely in a formal or informal
register, appropriate to the situation and person(s) concerned.
Can with some effort keep up with and contribute to group discussions even when

speech is fast and colloquial. Can sustain relationships with native speakers without
unintentionally amusing or irritating them or requiring them to behave other than they
would with a native speaker.

Can express him or herself appropriately in situations and avoid crass errors of
formulation.

Can perform and respond to a wide range of language functions, using their most
common exponents in a neutral register. Is aware of the salient politeness conventions
and acts appropriately. Is aware of, and looks out for signs of, the most significant
differences between the customs, usages, attitudes, values and beliefs prevalent in the
community concerned and those of his or her own.

Can perform and respond to basic language functions, such as information exchange
and requests and express opinions and attitudes in a simple way. Can socialize simply
but effectively using the simplest common expressions and following basic routines.

Can handle very short social exchanges, using everyday polite forms of greeting and
address. Can make and respond to invitations, suggestions, apologies, etc.

Can establish basic social contact by using the simplest everyday polite forms of:
greetings and farewells; introductions; saying please, thank you, sorry, etc.

Thus a speaker at B2 (..) “Can sustain relationships with native speakers without
unintentionally amusing or irritating them or requiring them to behave other than they
would with a native speaker.” This descriptor provides a functional definition for
intercultural competence, on which the development of curricula, training materials and
tests for intercultural competence may be based.

Two things are worth noticing in this context. Firstly the authors of the CEFR,
commenting on the difficulty of producing the above scale, state that “From Level B2,
users are (..) found able to express themselves adequately in language which is
sociolinguistically appropriate to the situations and persons involved, and begin to
acquire an ability to cope with variation of speech, plus a greater degree of control over
register and idiom.” (CEFR p.121)
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Collating all the relevant descriptors for a description of intercultural competence in the
CEFR, and looking at these as a whole, demonstrates quite clearly the view of the authors
of the CEFR that intercultural competence requires a minimum level of linguistic
competence in the language concerned. However, it is also clear — in contrast to what is
claimed by the authors of the CEFR - that features of interculturally competent
communicators can be observed alongside other features of users at level Bi, for instance
in the scales Repairing, Oral Interaction and Monitoring and Repair. This observation, if
correct, has practical consequences for the development of training courses and material.
Learners at level B1 should be able to use simple but effective communicative strategies
to make intercultural communication successful, providing they possess other
competences.

A selection of relevant descriptors from the CEFR!

Interaction Compensating Monitoring and Identifying cues
repair and inferring

Can select a suitable Is skilled at using
phrase from a readily contextual,
available range of grammatical and
discourse functions lexical cues to infer
to preface his attitude, mood
remarks in order to and intentions and
get or to keep the anticipate what
floor and to relate will come next. 72
his/her own
contributions skilfully
to those of other
speakers. 28

Can initiate
discourse, take
his/her turn when
appropriate and end
conversation when
he/she needs to,
though he/she may
not always do this
elegantly. Can help
the discussion along
on familiar ground
confirming
comprehension,
inviting others in,
etc. 28

Can use
circumlocution and
paraphrase to cover
gaps in vocabulary
and structure. 64

Can correct slips
and errors if he/she
becomes conscious
of them or if

they have led to
misunderstandings
65

! The numbers refer to page numbers in the English version.

Can identify
unfamiliar words
from the context
on topics related

to his/her field and
interests.

Can extrapolate
the meaning of
occasional unknown
words from the
context and deduce
sentence meaning
provided the topic
discussed is familiar.
72
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Overall spoken

interaction

Turntaking

Can select a suitable
phrase from a readily
available range of
discourse functions
to preface his/her
remarks
appropriately in
order to get the
floor, or to gain time
and keep the floor
whilst thinking.
86/124

The CEFR and intercultural competence

Sociolinguistic

CHAPTER 4

Flexibility

appropriateness

C2: Appreciates fully
the sociolinguistic
and sociocultural
implications of
language used

by native speakers
and can react
accordingly (...) 122

C1: Can recognise

a wide range of
idiomatic expressions
and colloquialisms,
appreciating register
shifts (...) 122

Can interact with a
degree of fluency
and spontaneity
that makes regular
interaction, and
sustained
relationships with
native speakers quite
possible without
imposing strain on
either party. 74

Interaction

Can initiate,
maintain and close
simple face-to-face
conversation on
topics that are
familiar or of
personal interest.
Can repeat back part
of what someone
has said to confirm
mutual
understanding. 29

Overall spoken
interaction

Can exploit a wide
range of simple
language to deal
with most situations
likely to arise whilst
travelling. 74

Can intervene
appropriately in
discussion, exploiting
appropriate language
to do so. 86/124

Compensating

Can foreignise a
mother tongue word
and ask for
confirmation. 64

Turntaking

Can intervene in

a discussion on a
familiar topic, using
a suitable phrase to
get the floor. 88/124

Can sustain
relationships with
native speakers
without
unintentionally
amusing or irritating
them or requiring
them to behave
other than they
would with a native
speaker. 122

Monitoring
and repair

Can correct mix-ups
with tenses or
expressions that lead
to misunderstandings
provided the
interlocutor indicates
there is a problem.
65

Sociolinguistic

appropriateness

B2+: Can adjust
what he/she says
and the means of
expressing it to the
situation and the
recipient and adopt
a level of formality
appropriate to the
circumstances. 124

Identifying cues
and inferring

Can identify
unfamiliar words
from the context
on topics related

to his/her field and
interests.

Can extrapolate
the meaning of
occasional unknown
words from the
context and deduce
sentence meaning
provided the topic
discussed is familiar.
72

Flexibility

Is aware of the
salient politeness
conventions and acts
appropriately. 122

Can adapt his/her
expression to deal
with less routine,
even difficult,
situations. 124
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What is it?

Metacommunicative
strategies are what we use
to find out the meaning of
communication, i.e. to talk
about communication. At
a simple level this could
be a direct question, such
as “"What do you mean?”.

» Chapters 9-14
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Yet another observation may be made. Since linguistic competence and intercultural
competence are not the same, it seems clear that a distinction should be made between
them with respect to the achieved competence level of each. Based on the CEFR, and
supported by our own experience, we would maintain that successful intercultural
competence does not principally depend on a high level of linguistic competence. The
specific partial competences which make a linguistically competent speaker into an
interculturally competent speaker are only partly dependent on linguistic knowledge and
ability. Although we would set B1 as a minimum level, it can be assumed that users at
B2, Cr and C2 will have a greater range of discourse strategies at their disposal and may
well be more confident in identifying differences in register or in the use of meta-
communicative strategies.

However our experience with intercultural training courses and tests has shown that
learners with relatively limited linguistic means were able, through repeated and efficient
use of a small number of strategies, to communicate successfully in intercultural
encounters.

As well as this, we were able to establish that users at higher levels of linguistic
competence did not necessarily demonstrate a significantly higher level of intercultural
communicative competence. This may be connected to the fact that language users at a
high linguistic level are often subject to stricter ‘rules’ by those they are communicating
with (especially native speakers) and are thus less likely to be forgiven for intercultural
faux pas than users who clearly do not possess the linguistic means to express themselves
appropriately, for example less directly. A closer look at faux pas, errors and mistakes
may help to make our point clearer.

Mistakes in intercultural communication

Errors and mistakes are discussed in the CEFR only briefly and almost exclusively with
an eye to the action to be taken by teachers and trainers. Users of the Framework are, as
usual, requested to consider their attitude “to learners’ errors and mistakes and whether
the same or different criteria apply to:

« phonetic errors and mistakes;

- orthographic errors and mistakes;

« vocabulary errors and mistakes;

« syntactic errors and mistakes;

- sociolinguistic and socio-cultural errors and mistakes;

- pragmatic errors and mistakes.”

(CEFR p.1506)

Errors and mistakes: We usually talk about ‘mistakes’ to cover both errors and mistakes.
In the CEFR (and these are commonly used definitions in teaching) an error reflects the
level of language a learner has reached, i.e. something which a learner cannot be expected
to know or has not yet mastered. Mistakes are defined as occurring when “a learner does
not bring his [her] competences into action” (CEFR p.155), i.e. knows but does not do the
right thing. Mistakes can also be made by native speakers.

Both errors and mistakes (in whatever sense the terms are used and of any of the types
listed above) may, of course, have a negative effect on communication and jeopardize the
success of any encounter. In intercultural business contexts, however, questions of
trust-building are of utmost importance and probably of more importance than syntactic
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errors or mistakes, to name but one example from the above list. Any use of language
which indicates or suggests disrespect or insult, intended or unintended, will therefore
imply the greatest risks to communication and may even lead to failure of this. We have
no doubt, therefore, that the focus of training should be on the avoidance of socio-
cultural, sociolinguistic and pragmatic errors and mistakes. Offending or upsetting your
business partners unintentionally is the greatest mistake in intercultural communication
and so should therefore play a prominent role in training in intercultural communication.
Purely linguistic flaws, on the other hand, will be forgiven in most cases, provided they | Not everyone focuses on
are not the source of further misunderstanding. This is even more so the case in business

Remember

linguistic correctness as

. . . . . much as most language
communication where linguistic perfection is not likely to be the main focus or goal of | a5chers and traingers.g

any communication.

It was Edward Hall who coined the sentence: “Culture hides more than what it reveals,
and strangely enough, what it hides, it hides most effectively from its own participants.”

B Most BE trainers will not automatically associate the CEFR with intercultural
competence and yet the entire context of its origins and development point in this
direction. The CEFR came about not for reasons of language pedagogy or linguistic
prescription, but to encourage and facilitate mobility through Europe. This demonstrates
how important communication between cultures was for the authors of the CEFR and
the Council of Europe. This importance is reflected, not only in the contents of the CEFR,
but also in its non-dogmatic and action-oriented approach, incidentally two of the
essential features of successful intercultural communication. The influence of the CEFR
has extended far beyond the English language (which was, after all, only the language it
was first written in and not the only one for which it was intended) as well as even
beyond the boundaries of the member nations of the Council of Europe. Knowing about
the CEFR and being able to use its insights in the training of intercultural communication
is essential for BE trainers wishing to enter into this field. W

To think about:

« How much do you know about the CEFR?

« How important is it in your context?

« Which mistakes do you consider most serious?
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Politeness is a desire to be treated politely,
and to be esteemed polite oneself.

Francois de La Rochefoucauld (1630-1680)

Ceremonies are different in every country,
but true politeness is everywhere the same.

Oliver Goldsmith (1728-1774)

Polite conversation is rarely either.

Fran Lebowitz (*1950)

The origin of the word

for politeness in many
languages is often either
connected with the royal
court (courtesy/Hdflichkeit)
or with the people
(politeness/gentilezza).
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Politeness in
intercultural
encounters

Much more than dos and don'ts

e |s politeness universal?
¢ What role does language play?
® How to prepare

Views of politeness may have varied a great deal through history, but apparently, there
has been agreement about one point world-wide: politeness plays a central role in the
organization of social life. How can this be so? Does this mean that politeness is
universal? If so, how can incompatible ideas about politeness be explained? Or is it only
the words we use, politeness/courtesy/Hdiflichkeit /politesse /courtoisie /wakimae/Grzecznosc/
Artighet/gentilezza /cortesia/amibilidad/Keigo etc. which make us believe that we
principally mean the same thing no matter where, with whom and in what language we
communicate?

That politeness is a universal phenomenon was suggested by the British sociologists
Brown and Levinson, who argued that every human was guided by a positive self-image
on the grounds of which he or she wished to be regarded by others. This they called
‘face’. Accordingly, ‘face-saving’ was considered a core strategy in establishing and
maintaining positive relationships with others, while ‘face-threatening acts’ signified the
opposite.
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Brown and Levinson distinguished between positive and negative politeness, terms
which were later taken up by the authors of the Common European Framework of
Reference for Languages, who named as examples of positive politeness

- showing interest in a person’s well-being,

- sharing experiences and concerns,

- expressing admiration, affection, gratitude,

- offering gifts, promising future favours, hospitality.

Similarly, examples of negative politeness (not to be confused with impoliteness) are

given. These are

- avoiding face-threatening behaviour (dogmatism, direct orders, expressing regret,
apologizing for face-threatening behaviour, prohibitions, etc.),

- using hedges, etc. (e.g. ‘I think’, tag questions, etc.). (CEFR p.119)

Brown and Levinson’s concept of ‘face’ was criticized for suggesting an all too abstract
idea of humans and human behaviour. It was argued that it was not particularly helpful
when trying to distinguish between specific face-saving concepts in different groups,
since, for instance, face-saving in some Asian cultures meant something quite different
from face-saving in some European countries. This is similar to maintaining that all
humans need social contacts, food, drink and protection from extreme climate,
something which — although universally true — would bear no meaning and is in fact a
banality with respect to real people. How we socialize with whom, what and when and
such things as how we eat and drink and how we dress are all culture-bound and
distinguish groups and individuals from one another. A concept of ‘face’, ‘face-saving’
and ‘face-threatening’, although generally true, could thus be considered as not being
sufficient for preparing people for practical contacts with actual people in real
circumstances.

Conversational contracts

Other experts after Brown and Levinson suggested a somewhat different approach,
emphasizing that politeness was, in fact, the norm of social behaviour, i.e. a state that
one expects to exist in every conversation. Thus, participants note not that someone is
being polite but rather that the speaker may, in some cases, be violating the ‘conversational
contract’.

A conversational contract has been defined as follows: “Upon entering into a given
conversation, each party brings an understanding of some initial set of rights and obligations
that will determine, at least for the preliminary stages, what the participants can expect
from the other(s). (...) Speakers are expected to speak only in whispers, if at all, during a
Protestant church service, everyone is expected to address the U.S. Chief Executive as
‘Mr. President’, and a witness in court is expected to speak only when questioned. Such
requirements are also seldom, if ever, renegotiated. (...) A child, for example, is not ordinarily
entitled to authorize a parent to do something; two close friends do not issue orders to
each other; an employee is not free to criticize an employer; a felon does not christen a
ship (...)".

Fraser, Bruce (1990): Perspectives on Politeness. In: Journal of Pragmatics 14, pp.219—236

CHAPTER 5

What is it?

The term ‘negative
politeness’ is often
confusing but is a standard
term, even if some
consider it unfortunate.

It does not mean
impoliteness or rudeness
but rather a different sort
of politeness. It may be
easier to understand if one
thinks of the word
‘negative’ as it was used in
the past in photography.
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A construct is used to
summarize clarify and

visualize complex concepts
or ideas which we cannot
see.

Remember
Part Il of this book

(Chapters 9-15) deals with
how this can be trained.
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Activity
This quotation can be given to learners. They can be asked to think of similar examples of
conversational contracts from areas they are familiar with. Which of these might be the
same in another culture or country? Which need to be explained and how can this be done?
How impolite is it not to follow these conventions?

Conversational contracts can, clearly, vary a great deal and would, quite obviously, depend
on the persons involved, their relationship and circumstances as well as on culture-
bound conventions. This can be called a multi-layered construct and be illustrated as
follows:

“CONVERSATIONAL CONTRACT”

identity, role, relationship
between interactants

situation

culture

It may sometimes be difficult to establish, even within one country or culture, whether
behaviour is based on identical ideas of an underlying ‘conversational contract’. For
instance, dress-codes may vary from company to company, even in one country, and the
same could be said about concepts of punctuality, concepts of consensus-finding, of
negotiation styles, gift-giving and many other things.

As an awareness-raising activity, ask learners to think about these things in terms of groups
they belong to — family, colleagues, sports teams, friends, old school friends and others —
and describe how they differ. In a BE context, ask if they have ever observed differences in
other cultures or if they know, for instance, what gifts are suitable on what occasions in
other cultures. How impolite would it be to get this wrong?

All these points may be even more difficult to establish, when people from different
cultures meet and interact in business. This will apply to any stage of the business from
initial greetings, small talk, eating and drinking together to high-powered meetings,
negotiations and business contracts. There may also be different conventions for all of
these situations. Assuming that what I consider polite will be accepted as such by
everybody else will certainly not do. On the other hand, adopting a safe path in terms of
knowing beforehand what in a specific environment and a specific situation must be
avoided and what will most probably be appreciated could be helpful preparation.
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Being prepared is definitely an important first step, since first encounters will be crucial
for the future development of a relationship. Presenting yourself as a polite, engaging
and trustworthy person will always be a good opening to effective and potentially
long-term relationships in intercultural business encounters. This requires active face-
saving strategies and the avoidance of the opposite. It also requires knowing about
prevalent politeness conventions and — more importantly — adhering to them. Politeness
is undoubtedly the top priority in international/intercultural business relationships and
plays a key role in global communication in business contexts. It is therefore politeness
that learners should be particularly trained in.

Initial business meetings, before the business partners know each other or each other’s
companies well, are essential for establishing trust. It is therefore crucial that all business
partners feel that these have gone off well. This will apply to how visitors are treated
when they arrive, whether they are picked up or have to find their own way to a company
right up to what happens when a deal is finalized. If everyone feels that things have gone
off well, it will probably be largely because acceptable conventions of politeness have
been adhered to.

Activity

Ask learners to discuss their answers to the following questions:
A visitor from X (a country you know nothing about) is visiting your company for the first
time.
« Where will you meet the visitor (at the airport, at the reception desk of your company,

in your office)?
« Will you meet the visitor personally or ask someone else (a chauffeur, an assistant,

the receptionist) to do it?
« If itis 12 noon, what will you offer the visitor (a drink, a snack, a meal)?
« Where will the visitor stay (in your home, at a hotel)?
This is to make learners aware of various things which need to be considered, which should
not be taken for granted and which may lead to being considered polite or rude. Of course,
many of the answers will depend on particular circumstances so only a general discussion of
the issues will be possible.

Culture-bound ‘default settings’

A default setting is what is taken for granted, normal or what applies when nothing else
or more specific is agreed on. An example of this would be shaking hands when meeting
a business partner for the first time, something which is rapidly becoming the norm.

Being prepared means, among other things, acknowledging that ‘conversational
contracts’ are seldom made explicit. Take, for example, the formal ending of a business
letter, which was mandatory in France until recently and which is used by some even
today: «Veuillez, cher Monsieur, agréer mes salutations distinguées». The English
equivalent “May you please, dear Sir, accept my most distinguished greetings” would be
considered over the top or ridiculous by readers of a different cultural background. “Best
regards” on the other hand, today a fairly conventional ending in English, would have
been considered inappropriate by most French business partners only a short time ago.
So, clearly what is considered ‘normal’, ‘appropriate’, ‘polite’ or the opposite may vary
from culture to culture, and although conventions may change with time, the changes
will be anything but synchronous, let alone simultaneous. How would you regard, for

CHAPTER 5

Remember

First and second

encounters are usually
the most important.

Did you know?

There are many languages
which do not have a
commonly-used expression
for ‘thank you'. Gratitude
is expressed either
non-verbally (with

a gesture or an action) or
with an expression which
cannot be translated into
‘thank you’. This does

not make users of these
languages less polite!
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instance, the following request in a Thai restaurant: “Dear waiter, tell your respected
father to kindly oblige me with a dish of rice and vegetable.” It is on the grounds of
discourse conventions like these that Westerners sometimes believe Asian cultures to be
particularly polite — while in fact it is a question of different ‘conversational contracts’.
‘Normal’ Western discourse may consequently appear utterly inappropriate e.g. to
educated Thai business partners. Similarly the British are often considered polite
because they use words and expressions like ‘please’, ‘thank you’ and ‘sorry’ a lot.
Language, however, is not the only way in which politeness is expressed and a specific
language even less so.

These are just some examples of what we mean by ‘default settings’ for politeness and
show that incompatible ‘default settings’ may be found all over the world and may cause
a great deal of irritation — if those facing them are unprepared. However, while
preparedness is essential, it is not always possible to prepare specifically for everything.
So preparing to encounter the unexpected may be the best solution.

Activity

Ask learners the following questions, relating to polite dos and don’ts:

« Do you shake hands with a woman in a business context?

» Who enters a restaurant first —a woman or a man?

» Do you use the right hand or the left hand for holding a fork?

« Is it ok to accept a phone call during a first meeting with a business partner?

« Which colour should you choose for a gift of flowers? Or should you give flowers at all?
And if yes, what sort?

Obviously, these questions — like many others — need specification in terms of the country,
the social environment and the other factors involved. Not one answer will be universally
true. Advice is often sought in lists of country specific dos and don’ts which are available
on the Internet in great numbers as well as in many books, magazines and tourist
guides. But there is one thing which should always be remembered, that these cannot be
relied on in all circumstances. Before you consult them, think about the following:
unless they deal with hard facts like legal regulations, general statements about any
country or culture may be questionable in many cases. It is true that certain ways of
behaviour are more likely to be encountered in one country than another. In fact, we
rarely meet a culture as such, but more often one or more particular individuals from a
culture, who may or may not be representative of the stereotypes we hold of their culture.

Activity

As a test of a list’s reliability ask learners to check and discuss the information given about
their own country or about a country they know very well. However, remind them that even
if they feel that this is fairly accurate, the information given by such lists will always have to
be accepted with a healthy dose of scepticism.

The first thing you will find when reading lists of this type and comparing different
cultures and countries is that one and the same behaviour will be considered polite in
one culture and impolite in another. Not one of the answers which, for instance, may be
given to the five questions asked above will be valid the world over. They may be true in
some cases, but they rarely are true in all cases.

! The example is taken from Manfred Kummer, Politeness in Thai, in: Watts, Richard, Sachiko Ide, and
Konrad Ehlich (eds.) (2005): Politeness in Language. Studies in its History, Theory and Practice. 2nd
revised and expanded edition. Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter, p. 331
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Take, for example, a ‘typically German’ attitude to punctuality. When referring to private
invitations, probably nine out of ten Germans will not agree on whether it is a good idea
to be a few minutes early, to come on time or to come up to 15 minutes late. In many
cases it will, therefore, be a good idea to ask a trusted friend or a colleague familiar with
the specific environment. If that is not possible, polite meta-communication will be the
best way to avoid serious blunders. Meta-communication is something that may be more
difficult to achieve than one would expect. If you do not want to appear uninformed,
uneducated, or rather arrogant and overbearing, it will need a certain type of knowledge,
sensitivity and practical skills. We will come back to this subject later in this book.

Building trust

Itis hard to imagine that anyone can be considered interculturally competent if he or she
never says a single word. Smiling and nodding may be appropriate in some very basic
and minimal encounters, but in general this will by no means be enough in business
encounters. This is where language comes in. In fact, it may be language which makes
finding out, internalizing and using appropriate politeness conventions even more
difficult. What you say, how, when, or if at all you say something, obviously plays a vitally
significant role in intercultural business encounters. Clearly, it will be important to get
facts right, for instance to say the right numbers and not confuse millions and billions,
but it may even be more important to do this politely. At the same time, using language
correctly and politely is not everything. To understand the role polite communication
plays at both intra- and intercultural levels let us look at the following incident, which
really happened.

Anna Rothermond, an experienced top programmer with a leading company and with

30 years of experience, was on her first visit to Seoul. She took her younger colleague
Fabian Meyer with her to help her explain some details of a new programme to a Korean
company, with whom her company hoped to cooperate in future. She was the first leading
female executive from her company to go to Korea. It was also Anna’s first visit to Korea but
she assumed that her experience with several other companies abroad would mean that the
business would be conducted without any difficulty. For some years, all business had been
conducted in English anyway. Anna was however completely confused when all her Korean
business partners paid no attention at all to what she said but addressed all their questions
and comments to Fabian. This even extended to the breaks. When Fabian left the room,
absolute silence reigned. Although Anna knew that computer programming is a male-
dominated field, she had never been treated in this way anywhere before. She considered
the behaviour of the Koreans rude and demeaning to her, but all her and Fabian’s attempts
to make the situation clear led nowhere.

Ask learners to think about what went wrong.

Anna felt she had been rudely treated. Could something similar be said of the Koreans?
It seems clear that in this case, questions of politeness or impoliteness were not directly
connected with the use of language on either side. Instead it was probably the lack of
communication that caused the clash. According to accepted Korean politeness
conventions in corporate contexts, a top-ranking woman from ‘outside’ would require

CHAPTER 5

Metacommunication is

communicating about
communication.
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formal introduction beforehand by a (male) top-ranking executive from ‘within’ in order
to be accepted as an authority deserving attention and loyalty. Without this, Anna’s role
and status were obscure, and the presence of an ‘undefined’ foreign woman was
perceived as disconcerting. For Anna, on the other hand, questions of gender roles or
how ‘inside’ should be distinguished from ‘outside’ would have lead to very different
answers.

Anna’s experience illustrates three dimensions which may influence the success or

failure of intercultural encounters. These are:

1 social distance (age, gender, status, kinship, education, profession, in-group/
out-group, ...),

2 power relations (hierarchy, host/visitor, teacher/student, ...),

3 the absolute ranking of face-threatening acts (from minor flaw to serious insult).

All three indicate the stage and quality of relationships, whether long-established, just
established or in the process of being established. Whether an individual’s or a group’s
behaviour will be considered polite will be judged in view of these three factors. In terms
of social distance and power relations, Anna’s relationship with the Korean business
partners was clearly one of unfamiliarity.

This brings us to what we consider the two most important rules. The first is that in first,
second (and probably even third) encounters in business, ‘conventional rules’ of
politeness and etiquette are considered obligatory and expected by all sides. “When in
Rome do as the Romans do” is an ancient rule often quoted and varied by people from
all over the world (wrongly assuming that Rome’s rules could always be perceived,
accepted or calmly discussed). Anna’s ideas of ‘conventional rules’ were obviously
different from those of the Koreans. What was even worse, in her eyes their behaviour
was unforgivable, while the Koreans were probably completely unaware of the grave
insult their behaviour implied for their visitor. In other words: a ‘conversational contract’
that was binding for all sides did not exist — neither was it successfully established.
Deviations from ‘conventional rules’ would have probably been permitted (by both
sides), provided a relationship of trust had been developed, something Anna did not
recognize the importance of and may not have had the time to embark on.

This brings us to the second rule. The best-tried way of reaching this stage of trust in
relationships is to find topics of common interest. What these are may again depend on
cultural specifics. In some countries you may win your partners’ sympathy by showing
family photos, by mentioning your personal interests or by giving them a valuable gift,
in other countries you may want to build trust through competent discussions of
professional subjects.

With a new class or at the beginning of a course, ask learners in small groups to find
things they have in common — the more and the more unusual the better. This in itself is an
ice-breaker, but if they are then asked to reflect on how they did this and, later in a course,
on what effect it had on the atmosphere in the group, it will increase their awareness of
the importance of finding common ground in first encounters.

Sometimes even a third stage of building rapport may be reached, i.e. a relationship of
intimate familiarity, a relationship of trust where, in terms of (im-)politeness, almost
anything goes. In business contexts, this type of intimate relationship is certainly
exceptional. It may even be met with reservation or disapproval by line managers and
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senior executives. So, all in all, itis a balanced relationship of trust which should generally
be sought in intercultural encounters.

What makes communication polite?

It should be clear from what has been said above that politeness is not inherent in
language. It is far more often the case that polite language can be used to express
impoliteness. “I beg your pardon”, for instance, may be used as an extremely impolite
intervention, depending on the situation, intonation and emphasis with which it is
uttered.

Polite language may also be understood as a sign of coldness, arrogance and rejection, as
shown by the example of British vs. Singaporean use of English.

Equally, impolite language may signal a trustful relationship, as in cases of ‘ritual
insults’. Brothers or old friends, for example, may top an affectionate greeting ceremony
by using insulting language to each other like “you old bastard” (or worse) and combine
this with a bear-hug or playful boxing.

And lastly, polite language may be misinterpreted. Your guest, for instance, following
her own politeness conventions, may refuse to accept a drink or some food which you
offer her. How would you find out what she really wants?

To sum up what we have discussed so far: In the same way as language-based
communication may be seen as a collective process of meaning-making, so may
politeness be described as a process of relationship-building through communication.
What we sometimes do when communicating is, to a certain extent, but not always, the
exchange of factual information. What we always do in communication is — more than
anything else — to mutually define and (re-)affirm our identity, role and relationship.
This is what we actively do in all communication as soon as there are people in sight. We
do it in high-level business negotiations as well as during relaxed chats over a cup of
coffee, in small-talk during a conference as well as when we are silent — because, as the
famous quotation goes, we simply cannot not communicate.

Being polite plays a crucial role in the process of establishing and maintaining trustful
relationships and means much more than the frequent use of ‘please’ and ‘thank you’
(although these may be helpful, too). It is important to note that politeness involves a
great variety of elements, all important in business. Among them are

- discourse conventions (compliments, hedging, inquiries, ...)

- body language (posture, gestures, eye-contact, smiling, ...)

- rules of etiquette (dress, behaviour, formality, ...)

- taboo topics (personal feelings, sex, money, politics, religion, ...)

- taboo actions (touching a person’s head, use of left hand, ...)

- face-saving conventions (“I must have got this wrong ...”)

- language conventions (“I totally disagree ...”/“I see your point ...”)

- positive politeness (“I like your dress ...”)

- negative politeness (“I hope you don’t mind me asking ...”)

etc.

Ask learners to think of more examples of these.
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Did you know?

“You cannot not
communicate” was coined
by Watzlawick/Beavin/
Jackson in their book
Pragmatics of Human
Communication (1967).
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All of these are culture-based and may even change over time. So just in case it has not
become clear by now: being polite in intercultural encounters is anything but child’s

play.

How to be prepared

Establishing and maintaining positive relationships in intercultural situations is a
demanding challenge as it combines aspects of knowledge, personality and awareness
and — most of all — practical communication skills.

4. COMMUNICATION

body language, linguistic etiquette, emphasis,
face-saving strategies, taboo topics, taboo actions,
strategies of trust-building, ...

1. KNOWLEDGE

country-specific etiquette,
dos and don'ts, taboo topics,
strategies of trust-building, ...

2. PERSONALITY
sensitivity, open-mindedness,
accepting attitude, flexibility,
tolerance of ambiguity, ...

3. SITUATION

identity role, relationship
(‘conversational contract’)

Complicated as this may seem, it is something which learners will want to master once
they have seen its importance for successful business. They will ask how they can deal
with it in practice. The BE trainer’s role is to prepare them for polite communication in
intercultural business encounters.

Practical preparation clearly involves more than developing intercultural sensitivity. The
development of intercultural sensitivity is something which is often emphasized as
being important and may be found as a focus in a great number of intercultural training
concepts available on the training market. We are not sure whether intercultural
sensitivity should be the focus of intercultural training courses at all, although being
sensitive will undoubtedly be helpful. But sensitivity, unfortunately, is hard to define,
difficult to train, impossible to assess — and perhaps even more difficult to acquire.

Neither would we suggest focussing on cognitive information as provided by statistic-
based culture frameworks. Knowing, for example, that on Geert Hofstede’s list the
Uncertainty Avoidance Index for Arab countries is considerably higher than that for
Singapore may not contribute, we fear, to intercultural communication or act as a
substitute for practical preparation for doing business with either Arabs or Singaporeans.

Instead, we strongly believe that the focus of practical intercultural communication
courses should be on the ability and readiness to deal with unexpected and sometimes
vexing or confusing behaviour or statements from business partners without showing
irritation and/or endangering a positive business relationship with them. What this
includes is elaborated in the following.
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What is intercultural competence?

The first thing which will be essential is the knowledge of interculturally relevant
information with respect to one or more target cultures for which a learner seeks
preparation. By this, we mean country-specific information which may range from the
name of the currency to the names of important cities and particular social, economic,
political, religious and other features. Rules of behaviour (dos and don’ts) also form a
part of this. Not all the information which exists is necessary for every encounter with
representatives of a specific culture. Instead it may be assumed that it is essential to
possess a basic amount of country-specific information and to be aware of the necessity

of possessing this. » Chapter 11

It is important to be well-prepared
when doing international business.

Secondly, communicative skills — in English — will be necessary to deal with potentially
difficult situations both in oral and in written communication. A ‘middle corridor’ of
politeness is ideal, i.e. avoiding both particularly indirect communication styles, as
might be found in British English, and very direct communication styles, which may be
typical for many other cultures, among them German, Dutch, Hungarian, Spanish and
others. It will be essential to be able to react appropriately in a variety of potentially
difficult situations, both in terms of behaviour and proper use of language. This should
be the focus of any training in intercultural communication. The aim is to build and
maintain relationships through the use of appropriate language, taking into account

cultural differences, while remaining non-judgemental throughout. P Chapters 12-14

Thirdly learners should be trained to be able to address questions which may arise in
intercultural encounters and to find common ground with their business partners, i.e. to
negotiate a common understanding of what is involved in order to resolve problems
which may arise. Metacommunication and metacommunicative strategies play an
important part in this. It is these strategies which have been largely neglected in foreign
language training and intercultural training in the past.
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Finally, but of equal importance, learners should be made aware of the fact that it is not
possible to avoid or resolve all incidences of intercultural irritation, misunderstanding or
conflict. Naturally, the principle aim of intercultural training courses is to prepare
learners for successful intercultural encounters, to enable them to bridge ‘otherness’ and
to establish and maintain positive relationships in spite of (sometimes deep-rooted)
differences. Avoiding escalation and focussing on topics of mutual interests will therefore
be essential skills. At the same time, it should be absolutely clear that in real life some
differences concerning values, attitudes and behaviour may be difficult to overcome. It
could be helpful, therefore, to address any potential limitations which may exist in
reaching mutual understanding or acceptance in intercultural encounters and to suggest
practical strategies of how to avoid escalation.

Intercultural competence means possessing the necessary attitudes and reflective and
behavioural skills and using these to behave effectively and appropriately in intercultural
situations.
This is one of many definitions of intercultural competence which we find useful.
It is taken from: Interkulturelle Kompetenz — Schliisselkompetenz des 21. Jahrhunderts.
Thesenpapier der Bertelsmann Stiftung auf der Basis der interkulturellen Kompetenzmodelle

von Dr. Darla Deardorff (2000). Giitersloh: Bertelsmann, p.s5. Translated by the authors.

It is important to note that the reflective and behavioural skills mentioned in this
definition also include being able to terminate (well in time) a relationship which
threatens to fail and to avoid lasting damage.

Guidelines for avoiding conflicts

1 Try to maintain a positive-reference group frame of communication with the partner:
seek topics of obvious common interest in the situation, try to avoid topics that are
unrelated to your immediate reasons for conversing, and refrain from displays of
self-assertiveness, positive/negative affect, or involvement that would be considered
especially restrained or especially emphatic in your own culture.

2 If misunderstanding or disagreements develop, try to avoid getting into a negative
frame of communication with the partner: reaffirm your common concerns or
interests in the situation, do not press the misunderstood issue, drop the subject if
possible, and repeat 1.

3 If misunderstandings threaten to develop into conflicts, abandon the attempt to
maintain common territory with the partner and concentrate on avoiding aggression
or hostility: stop all signs of assertiveness and positive/negative affect, be direct, and
signal acceptance of the partner’s right to have his or her opinion.

4 If this fails, break off contact.?

Discuss these guidelines with learners. How do they fit in with their own experience?

Of course, in most business situations, the aim will be to conclude the business
successfully for both sides, so that terminating contact may not really be a viable option.

? Janney, R. W./Arndt, H.: Intracultural tact vs. intercultural tact, in: Watts, Richard J./Die, Sachiko/
Ehlich, Konrad (eds) (2005): Politeness in language. Studies in its history, theory and practice, second
edition, Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, p. 41
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Just as all the earlier stages are by no means simple and can usually not be summarized
in one or two sentences, so may the final option mean changing the people involved in
the business and starting again. The final stage also assumes and implies that all the
earlier stages have been conscientiously practised by all concerned as far as possible.

M [t is probably self-evident that international business has more chance of success if
everyone is and remains polite. Most intercultural misunderstandings and business
failures are probably caused by the differing notions of politeness held by the business
partners involved. There can be no doubt that politeness, i.e. a process of establishing
positive rapport through communication, is a universal phenomenon, but notions of
how this is expressed vary considerably from culture to culture. Addressing the issue of
politeness in a course in intercultural communication will include dealing with questions
of register and the conventions prevailing in the cultures concerned. That these will not
always overlap with or be identical to politeness conventions in the United Kingdom or
the United States of America will probably be obvious to many, but dealing with the
expression of politeness in different cultures is not always easy. It is precisely for this
reason that awareness of politeness conventions and knowledge of how these can be
expressed (most probably in English) should form a part of any course in intercultural
business communication. H

To think about:

« What behaviour do you consider polite or impolite?

- Do you see a particular form of politeness (e.g. British or US-American)
as universal?

« How would you train your learners to be polite in difficult situations?

CHAPTER 5

Did you know?

Many of the people sent
to other countries to do
business return after
(and because) they have
failed in their tasks. This
is usually due to a lack of
appropriate preparation
and a misconception of
what is necessary for
successful intercultural
business.
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Instead of concentrating on the cultures associated
with native speaker or nativized models, students
who are learning lingua franca English will be learning
about the cultures of the people with whom they

are most likely to use their English.

Kirkpatrick, Andy (2007): Linguistic Imperialism? English as a global language,
in: Hellinger, M./Pauwels, A. (eds.) (2007): Handbook of Language and
Communication: Diversity and Change. Berlin/Boston: Mouton de Gruyter, p.354
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International
English

Lingua franca of intercultural
communication

e What is International English?
e Real-life examples
* What makes effective International English?

Whose language is it anyway?

International English is the interface between BE and intercultural communication as it
is the language most widely used in business between non-native speakers. People who
do not know the national language will almost always use English as the default setting
in all forms of intercultural communication (in everyday contexts, business contexts and
even romantic contexts). English will be the language most probably used, for instance,
by a Frenchman when he wants to know the way in Beijing or by a Turkish tourist in
Majorca ordering a meal. One of the most important practical questions a BE trainer will
have to ask learners when setting up a course in intercultural communication will be
who their (prospective) business partners are, where they come from and what language
they will speak, although the answer to the last question is obvious.

What is perhaps not quite so obvious is what this means in terms of the communication
which will take place. There will be little point in BE trainers focussing on particularly
British or US forms of English if the business partners will not primarily be from these
backgrounds, even if these are the varieties the trainers themselves are most familiar
with. Perhaps the firstlesson to be learntis that English, as itis used today for intercultural
communication, is not (any longer) in the hands of its native speakers, however little they
wish to accept this. Even the term ‘native speaker’ raises questions which BE trainers will
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not only have to answer themselves but also provide answers to for their learners. The
learners’ attitude to the English language will have been formed by their learning
experience and use of English. Many assumptions they may hold may have to be revised
in view of the fact that they wish to build relationships with members of other cultures
in order to do successful business with them and have to use English to do this.

There can be no doubt that International English is a reality today. At the time of going
to press, more than one billion people worldwide speak English as a first or second
language. Only 310 million of them are British or American. Be it in business, finance,
transport, aero-space industries, tourism, academic life, Internet or the electronic media,
English is the world’s number one language and has undoubtedly acquired the status of
the one and only global lingua franca. In Europe, too, in spite of the EU’s active
encouragement of plurilingualism, English is the generally accepted medium of
communication today, from Sweden to Italy, from Russia to Portugal, from Bulgaria to
the Netherlands.

Admittedly, English is frequently used when talking or writing to people from Britain,
the USA or some other English-speaking country. It has, however, become more than
that, something which many school teachers have unfortunately not yet caught up with
or come to terms with. English is used largely, if not predominantly, for communication
among non-native speakers, i.e. speakers of a different mother tongue to English.
Reliable figures are hard to find, but one author (David Graddol 2006) quoted statistics
from the World Tourism Organization claiming that in 2004 nearly three-quarters of
visits (out of a total of 763 million international travellers!) involved visitors from a
non-English-speaking country travelling to a non-English-speaking destination,
something which demonstrated the scale of need for international face-to-face
communication and the growing role of international English. There is good reason to
believe that the figures have risen considerably since then.

All this clearly refers to intercultural communication but, as far as BE is concerned, what
does this mean for the English we teach and, more importantly, for the type of language
our learners need for their professional and personal purposes? British or US-varieties
will be useful when communicating with business partners from Great Britain or the
USA. Consequently they should not be neglected entirely, particularly as there is little
doubt that they still represent the standard forms which many have learnt. It is worth
considering, though, what sort of English BE learners will need when preparing for
business relationships e.g. with people from Turkey, Thailand or Taiwan, from Sweden,
Spain or Switzerland, from Poland, Portugal or Pakistan. As we have seen earlier in this
book, it would be wrong to assume that we will all get on with one another if only
everyone speaks English.

Remember we use language not primarily for the sole purpose of exchange of
information, but more than anything else as the medium by which we define our identity
(or rather identities), roles and relationships. Remember the frequent misunderstandings
between British and Singaporean native speakers of English which we mentioned earlier
in this book and which provided an example of how the culture-based use even of a
common native language can be the source of serious misunderstandings.

If business partners come from different native language backgrounds, this may prove
an even greater problem in all areas, from conversation on the trip from the airport
through initial socializing right up to the successful negotiation of a contract. Bearing all
this in mind, it will therefore be necessary to be clear about what we mean by International
English in intercultural communication.

CHAPTER 6

What is it?

Plurilingualism is used
to refer to one person
speaking several

(societies or countries)
where several languages
are used and possibly
regarded as having equal
status.

languages. Multilingualism
is used to refer to contexts

To think about
What languages do

football players and
referees in international
matches communicate in?

» Chapter 2
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To think about

What view of English do
you hold?

» Chapter 5

What is it?

EIL (English as an
International Language),
ELF (English as a Lingua
franca) and more recently
BELF (Business English as
a Lingua Franca) are all
abbreviations used for
the English used in
international encounters.

Pidgin is a reduced form

of language and often
made up of English and
other languages.
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Understandably, many English language trainers will claim that we must all have
standards to stick to, whether these come from ‘British English’, ‘American English’ or
any other sort of English. The absence of standards, they feel, would leave language
trainers in a difficult situation with their learners who often insist on learning the
‘correct’ language version. There were times when learners insisted on learning ‘Oxford
English’ or ‘Queen’s English’ and rejected ‘American slang’. The view of English held by
learners and teachers (and BE trainers) invariably affected not only what was taught but
also how it was taught, i.e. how mistakes were regarded and corrected. In many cases,
the mistakes may have little significance for the business context and the situations
referred to above, and a focus on linguistic correctness may have led to neglect of more
serious mistakes, e.g. of politeness and use of appropriate register.

Many BE trainers will have experience of learners who use English successfully in
intercultural business contexts in spite of the number of linguistic mistakes they make.
As these (from the trainer’s point of view, so-called fossilized) mistakes may have never
affected their success in business, they may have little intrinsic motivation to change. On
the other hand, many will know non-native speakers of English who feel that other non-
native speakers’ use of English is inferior, perhaps because of the linguistic (usually
grammatical) mistakes they make or their accents. Sometimes these attitudes are still
encountered with regard to native speakers of English, for instance from India or parts
of Africa. A negative judgmental attitude of this sort, whether with regard to behaviour
or language in intercultural contexts, will certainly not further successful business
relations. Depending on the particular learners, BE trainers may have to deal with this
before starting a course in intercultural communication and addressing the use of
International English. It is not a question of liking or not liking a particular variety of
English but of accepting it and dealing with it in the course of establishing successful
business relationships.

The discussion of International English is not new as for more than twenty years
questions relating to International English have been the subject of academic research.
It is the close connection between intercultural communication and the use of language
which brings it more sharply into focus as far as the teaching of BE for intercultural
communication is concerned. This is why it is being dealt with here.

A great number of contributions are available today, ranging from scholarly volumes to
large-scale collections of authentic materials listed in Corpora of International English, a
collection of language taken from specific sources, for instance as used by non-native
speakers of English with each other. These are the real-life uses of English today and can
be subsumed under the term International English which is the one we will use here.

We will not go into the different terms for and details of International English in great
detail, as for the purpose of this book it will be sufficient to be clear about two things:

a) what International English is NOT, and

b) how International English may be described and taught in practice.

International English: What it is not

As we said above, there are several misconceptions about International English, many of
them based on assumptions that it is in some way a pidgin or simplified version of
English or that “anything goes”. These assumptions, depending on who they are held by,
are often backed by fears. For example, English teachers fear that the only way they can
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ensure the further existence of their profession is to maintain that there is one correct
version of English. Parents fear that their children will be regarded as uneducated if they
do not give ‘correct’ responses, even in non-test situations. Academics fear that they will
be forced to use simple language rather than ‘beautiful English’. Interestingly enough,
many people who actually use International English do not think much about the issues
involved until they are confronted with the teaching of it. It is then that pejorative
remarks about such things as ‘Globish’ are made. In practical terms we probably all use
International English far more than we realize. One way of answering the question of
what International English is is to give a list of terms which have been used so far in this
context.

International English, the way we use the term, is NOT ...

S ToIECM Simplified English is a controlled language originally » simple syntax (57 rules)

English developed for aerospace industry maintenance manuals. | « approx. 800 words

It offers a carefully limited and standardized subset of » 1 meaning per word
English. Proponents claim that Simplified English can « limited number of parts
reduce ambiguity, improve comprehension for people of speech

whose first language is not English, make human
translation easier, faster and more cost effective,

facilitate computer-assisted and machine translation.

Basic An English-based controlled language created by Charles Kay Ogden (1930) as an
(Global) international auxiliary language. What survives today of Ogden’s Basic English is the
English basic 850-word list used as the beginner’s vocabulary of the English language taught
world-wide, especially in Asia.

Simple Simple English is similar to English, but it only uses basic words. Articles in Simple
English English use only the 1,000 most common and basic words in English, only simple
grammar, and shorter sentences. For example, in the Simple English version of
Wikipedia it is more important to explain slang, idiom, and jargon. Simple English is
useful for learners and children.

Globish Globish is a simple, pragmatic form of English codified | « Use only words in

by Jean-Paul Nerriére, a retired vice-president of IBM in the Globish glossary

the United States. It involves a vocabulary limited to » Keep sentences short

1,500 words, short sentences, basic syntax, an absence | « Repeat yourself

of idiomatic expressions and uses extensive hand » Avoid metaphors and

gestures to get the point across. colourful expressions
» Avoid negative

questions

« Avoid all humour
» Avoid acronyms
» Use gestures and visual

aids
Basic Suggested by Joachim Grzega (Universitat Eichstatt) « elementary rules
Global Four Elements of Basic Global English: for grammar and
English pronunciation

« 750 basic words

« individual vocabulary
(min. 250 words)

« discourse strategies
focussing on difficult
communication tasks

CHAPTER 6

» Chapter 5

www.simplifiedenglish.net

en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Charles_Kay_Ogden

simple.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Simple_English#Simple_

English

www.globish.
com/?page=about_
globish

www.joachim-grzega.de/

BGE-dm.htm#3
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To think about

Which Internet sites do you
recommend to learners for
listening comprehension?
Are they always British
and/or US websites? Why?

alpha.newsx.com/
rt.com/on-air/
www.aljazeera.com/

english.cntv.cn/
program/newsupdate/
20120518/108614.shtml

abcnews.go.com/wn

mediacenter.dw.de/
english/live/
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For different reasons, all the approaches mentioned above are prescriptive. The rules
suggested may follow pragmatic considerations, as in the case of standardized language
for the aerospace industries (surely indispensable in the context of air traffic safety),
similarly, in the case of Simple English, adapting language for the use of learners or
children. These varieties of English clearly serve a purpose, but may not be generalizable
to other contexts, such as BE for intercultural communication. They are also different in
their purpose and approach to Basic English, Globish or Basic Global English, for which
the authors (and they have generally been set up by one person) suggest sets of rules by
which the complex nature of a living language is reduced to a manageable size. In doing
so, they unwittingly follow the example set by the creator of Esperanto, an artificial
language composed in the late 19th century using features of various European languages
and hoping to help mankind overcome long-established language barriers. There can be
no doubt, today, that the Esperanto experiment has failed — and so, we believe, will all
attempts which try to tell people how to use language in their daily lives. This is not what
we mean by International English and its importance for intercultural communication.

What then is International English?

If prescription does not work, observation might be a better way. We would suggest,
therefore, looking at how English is used today in a multitude of contexts by a multitude
of international speakers. And we would ask what distinguishes successful examples of
International English from less successful ones. To answer this question it will be helpful
to look at examples of International English currently used in the fields of a) television,
b) print media, and c) private communication.

These media have been chosen because they represent real-life uses of English as a
medium of communication between all speakers of English, whether native or non-
native, and from a variety of backgrounds. They are often easily accessible and so should
not be ignored for learning purposes.

a)Tv:

You may want to watch these or other live-streamed news casts of international news

channels for yourself.
RT is the first Russian 24/7 English-language news channel which brings the Russian

w view on global news.
Al Jazeera is a broadcaster owned by the state of Qatar and headquartered in Doha,
Qatar.

People’s CCTV is the China’s number one television channel and offers a mixture of all kinds
Republic of TV programs
Of China

m ABC American Broadcasting Company is one of the big three US channels.

(clIEN\A DEUTSCHE WELLE
DW represents Germany in the international media landscape.

NewsX is a 24-hour news television channel, which was recently rated India’s most
watched English news channel.
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Activity
If you are able to, try and use clips from various sources and with different varieties of

English to demonstrate the real-life use of English to learners. Ask them which they find
easiest and most difficult to understand and why.

Producers of TV programmes have to pay attention to a number of aspects such as set
design, scene editing, interaction, as well as, of course, language. All of these aspects are
interesting in terms of their intercultural differences and can be used for discussions in
courses. However, our focus in these programmes was solely on the language used by
speakers and we found a number of relevant distinctions which we feel contribute to
making the language used effective (or in some cases not) as a global lingua franca. The
distinctions we found relate to pronunciation, use of metaphors and — notably — a
marked difference in the use of emphatic language. We see these as first conclusions
concerning features of effective International English. These conclusions can help to
structure a course in intercultural communication when choosing material and deciding
which aspects of language are most important.

Interestingly, we found that in some cases it is channels broadcasting from
non-English-speaking countries, like China, for example, which successfully use a
language variety which may perhaps be most easily understandable globally.

b) Print media

ACADEMIA Today, English is the global lingua franca of written and oral communication for
most academic disciplines. Authors from non-English-speaking environments, e.g.
Germany or Austria, not wishing to be disconnected from world-wide academic
debates, use English both for their publications and contributions at conferences.
Others have begun adding an English abstract to a publication written in their
(non-English) mother-tongue, hoping to attract more readers this way. Not all of
these have succeeded in reaching a level of linguistic clarity and adequacy which
would be suitable for the goals they hope to achieve. In fact, the number of
translated publications and abstracts displaying a lack of awareness of the
importance of this is quite surprising (even alarming). With English acquiring the
rank of a ‘cultural skill’, comparable to using computers or driving cars, this could
and perhaps should be a special focus of university education in the future.

1[e]V]:{\V/:\RE]\" B Looking at newspapers and journals both from English-speaking and non-
English-speaking countries, we came to a similar conclusion as with TV channels
broadcasting globally. Often, it is newspapers based in non-English-speaking
countries, as for example Germany, which successfully use a language variety
which may be understandable worldwide. You may perhaps wish to compare for
yourself e.g. the language used by a typically English newspaper like THE
GUARDIAN with that used by a non-English magazine like the German magazine
DER SPIEGEL.

¢) Private communication

The following is an authentic email written by a person of Chinese origin who, after
living in Germany for several years, can be considered familiar with German
communication conventions.

CHAPTER 6

To think about

What are your conclusions

after watching a number
of international TV
channels?

www.guardian.co.uk

www.spiegel.de/
international
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The term ‘intracultural” is
used to describe
interaction between
members of the same
cultural group.

» Chapter 12
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Dear Ms. Abcdef

I try to call you, but the line is always busy. You asked me about the customs
charge for the parcel delivered by DHL. I have no idea about this charge. All the
books in those parcels are donated by Sichuan university of China including
some books for my teaching. They are not for my personal use, so I will not pay.

Best regards

Xui Ying

Email communication is definitely an important part of international business
communication and so worth considering for that reason alone. Emails can be used as a
substitute for letters, phone calls or even text messages. The form and the language used
will depend on this as well as on such things as the context and the relationship between
the sender and the recipient(s). This email is worth quoting for one particular reason:
The language used is more or less linguistically flawless. What may cause irritation,
however (and in fact has!), is the first sentence, which may be seen by the recipient as a
face-threatening remark. Similarly, the last sentence may be interpreted as too direct or
blunt (even by German standards). Effective International English is not dependent on
the question of whether lexis, grammar, pronunciation and spelling are correct or not.
Errors and mistakes in these areas cause offence only in very rare cases. Mistakes which
may harm an otherwise positive relationship, however, almost always relate to politeness.
These are the mistakes which count and which must be taken seriously. However, there
are, in this case too, many who think that it is grammatical mistakes and correct use of
such things as prepositions which count most in written communication. Writing emails
appropriately should be an important part of a course in intercultural communication in
a BE context.

Incidentally, there is little difference here to language used in intracultural
communication, which should of course also be polite and appropriate.

Criteria for effective International English

International English is often the only variety of English which should be taught in
intercultural training courses, unless all the learners are going to be dealing with native
speakers from one English-speaking country or cultural group. This may make things
seem more difficult, as International English is not based on a set of rules, but exists as
a multitude of language varieties spoken and written globally in international/
intercultural encounters every day. Although based on received Anglo-Saxon standard
varieties, International English is developing dynamically in a way which defies
standardization. If we try to teach International English, we will need to decide on how
it can be described. The following are some of the criteria we suggest for deciding on
whether the language being used is effective International English. These apply to both
spoken and written communication and one-way (e.g. TV and possibly Internet) as well
as two-way communication (e.g. conversation, transactions).
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Comprehensibility in writing and speaking

By this we mean that the language (vocabulary, structures, pronunciation) used by the
interlocutors can be understood in most international and intercultural contexts and
would not cause misunderstanding, offence or ridicule. It can equally well be understood
by speakers of languages other than the speaker’s own. Deviations (grammatical and
other) from native-speaker language do not lead to misunderstanding. Mother tongue
influence does not prevent speakers of other languages understanding what is being
said.

Activity

A focus on false friends as a major source of linguistic misunderstanding can help learners to
become aware of how important they are. The word ‘concept’, for instance, means
something quite different to a Frenchman (a rough idea one has in mind) than to a German
(a first formulated draft, probably on paper), but both may feel that as they are using an
English word, they will understand each other. There are many more examples, depending
on the context and language background which can be usefully pointed out to learners.

Appropriateness of register

By this we mean: The language (vocabulary, structures, pronunciation, strategies) used
by the interlocutors reflects the context, i.e. in particular the status of and relationship
between the interlocutors.

Give learners a range of ways of doing something and ask them to decide who these could
be used with, when and where, what the differences are and how inappropriate use could
affect a relationship. An example could be sentences ranging from “Open the window!”
to “Could | possibly trouble you to open the window, if you dont mind” or “This window
must be left open”.

Politeness in the context of relationship building

By this we mean that culture-bound communication conventions are more important
than linguistic correctness.

Examples:

- Turn-taking, turn-stealing, proxemics

« Disagreeing

» Face-saving strategies

This concept of International English implies a number of things, so that some of
the things taught in traditional English training courses will not receive the attention
they used to, among them grammatical niceties, British (or American) pronunciation
and idiomatic expressions. These may be useful and may form part of BE courses but
will not always be essential or even necessary for successful intercultural business
communication.

CHAPTER 6

» Chapters 12-14

To think about

What might this mean for
your teaching?

Al
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Does this mean that nothing is wrong
as long as it can be understood?

By no means! We hope it has become clear that creating understanding is more than
producing linguistically correct sentences, but consists of using language to build and
maintain successful relationships. This also means dispelling notions of right and wrong
in linguistic terms but thinking more about mistakes in terms of how they may prevent
successful communication. This will be of particular importance in business so that
notions of what is good and bad English, if based on preconceived ideas of correctness,
may in fact hinder the building of relationships with those who speak other varieties
competently. This will not only include business partners from countries like India and
Singapore, many of whom are (bilingual) native speakers of English, but also many
others who have conducted business successfully using English.

English
Lessons

Hello
How are you?
Have a nice da

“Good evening class, this is Zork, and he will be joining us until he learns enough English to
conquer the Earth ...”

Using International English will mean that learners have to abandon certain
preconceptions such as perfect grammar, native-like pronunciation and idioms (we will
return to this later). Most importantly, the fear which many learners have of making
mistakes will have to be dealt with as this may become worse in potentially important
contexts. Not speaking through a fear of making a grammatical mistake may in many
cases be worse than saying something which may contain grammatical errors. Whatever
learners’ ultimate aims are, if they have to do business internationally and interculturally,
they will have to learn to use all the resources they already possess, rather than waiting
until they reach a higher level of English (whatever that may be). These will include
strategic and pragmatic as well as linguistic resources and must form part of a BE course
in intercultural communication.

International English will also have consequences for native speakers of English from
Great Britain and the USA who will have to accustom themselves to the fact that their
language is no longer the only correct version. There are already lists of guidelines and
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even courses for British and American speakers to train them not to use culturally
specific idioms (e.g. from cricket or baseball) and to understand that their own often
non-standard accents may cause greater problems for non-native speakers than Japanese
or Chilean accents would.

What is clear, however, is that International English is already having and will continue
to have lasting effects on BE teaching, in terms of vocabulary, grammar, topics, texts and
pronunciation. We will address this in more detail in the second part of the book, when
we give examples of what International English means and how it can and should be

used in a great number of intercultural encounters. P Chapters 12-14

B There is no doubt that International English (whatever term one uses for it) is a
reality. Its dynamic development has meant that all attempts to produce versions of
English (Globish, Simplified English etc.) intended for use in international contexts have
failed in the same way as the Esperanto experiment failed. Although International
English, as used today, has its origins in the language spoken in the United Kingdom
and the United States of America, so many influences have played a part in its
development that it can no longer be seen as ‘belonging’ in any way to either or both of
these nations. If at all, it ‘belongs’ to those who use it in their international and
intercultural business encounters. It must, however, fulfil certain criteria, if it is to be
accepted and effective. One of these criteria is, of course, comprehensibility in several
different contexts and for speakers of different native languages. As far as BE training is
concerned, this will affect pronunciation and the use of vocabulary and idioms. Most
importantly, though, International English must use an appropriate register and an
acceptable level of politeness for the context and the individuals involved. Without this it
will fail, however linguistically correct the language used may be. For many BE trainers
this will mean abandoning long-held notions of native-speaker models and grammatical
correctness and focussing instead on the English people all over the world use today
without any reference to what language teachers and trainers may consider correct. l

To think about:

- What variety of English do you teach? Why?

« How much of the material you use fulfils the criteria for International
English described above?

- What is your learners’ attitude to the English language?
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The biggest danger in trying to understand culture is
to oversimplify it. It is tempting to say that culture is
just ‘the way we do things around here’, ‘the rites and
rituals of our company’, ‘the company climate’, ‘the
reward system’, ‘our basic values,” and so on. These
are all manifestations of the culture, but none is the
culture at the level where culture matters.

Schein, Edgar H. (2009): The Corporate Survival Guide. New and revised edition.
Hoboken: Jossey-Bass, p. 21

Corporate cultures

Coming to terms with
organizational culture

e Corporate culture, national culture or both?
e Why mergers and acquisitions often fail
e Corporate culture and communication

The connection between intercultural theory and theories of corporate culture is
something which many BE trainers may feel they have to address. It is often a topic of a
unit in BE coursebooks and can lead to interesting discussions, whether learners are
from the same company or several different ones. Not only has the word ‘culture’ been
used to describe companies and organizations, but also in fact the same methods have
often been used to try and determine the most important features of these. Corporate
culture, however, is not a topic that we feel can be dealt with in the context of a general
training course in intercultural communication. Although it may certainly be a sub-topic
and perhaps implicit in many intercultural situations, the reasons for the importance of
corporate culture for business people have less to do with intercultural communication
than with questions of team management, organizational development and corporate
change.

BE trainers sometimes decide to branch out into areas which are not directly connected
with language training. In the same way that they may be asked to provide courses in
intercultural communication, they may also be asked if they can provide courses in
English on management issues. While we feel that training in intercultural
communication (and we emphasize the word ‘communication’ in this case) is extremely
closely linked to language training, we do not feel the same about management training
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and even less so about the accompaniment of processes of organizational change and
development. While any individual may feel he or she is able to do this, it is generally not
something which the average BE trainer can pick up easily and is the subject of quite
different areas of training and education, including university degrees. It is a particular
branch of consulting and management, regardless of the language any training or
discussion may be held in.

Our reason for including the topic of corporate culture here is not so that BE trainers can
provide general management courses, but because we feel it is important for them to get
an overview of the different approaches to the topic existing. As will have become clear
in previous chapters, we have reservations about some of the methods used to research
and measure so-called ‘national cultures’. Similar methods have also been used to define
and describe corporate culture, and we also have our doubts as to the usefulness of these.
The real issue at stake is again one of communication, which is where the interface to BE
training and training in intercultural communication lies. It will therefore be useful for
many BE trainers to learn something about corporate culture and why it is important.

Another reason why corporate culture may be of interest to BE trainers personally is that
they themselves often hold courses (BE and intercultural communication) in companies.
In some cases, depending on their professional experience, this may be their first or
even only experience of working in a corporate context so that the information included
in what follows may be a useful addition to their general knowledge of business.

National and/or corporate cultures?

The issue of corporate cultures has been a topic of research since the 1970’s for other
reasons than intercultural research. It was Geert Hofstede who first suggested a direct
link between what had been defined as ‘corporate cultures’, well before his research
began, and what he identified as ‘national cultures’. How corporate and national cultures
are linked was his guiding question. Is there a typical US-American corporate culture
type, for instance, as opposed to other corporate cultures to be found in Spain, China, or
India? And if so, how exactly do they differ? From the very start of the discussion, both
concepts of culture — national and corporate — raised a number of basic questions.
However difficult a corporate culture may be to define, there is no doubt that corporate
culture is just as important as any sort of culture, if, however, possibly for different
reasons, which are not always connected with the countries companies are located or
based in.

Many years ago, when Atari was preeminent in designing computerized games, they
brought in a new CEO whose background was in marketing. His cultural background told
him that the way to run a company was to get a good individual incentive and career system
going. Imagine his chagrin when he discovered a loosely organized bunch of engineers and
programmers whose work was seemingly so disorganized that you could not even tell whom
to reward for what. The CEO was however quite sure that he knew how to clean up this
mess! He instituted clear personal accountabilities and an individualistic, competitive reward
system symbolized by identifying the ‘engineer of the month’ — only to discover that the
organization became demoralized and some of the best engineers left the company.

Schein, Edgar H. (2009): The Corporate Culture Survival Guide.

New and revised edition. Hoboken: Jossey-Bass, p.77

CHAPTER 7

Did you know?

Quantitative methods

of measuring attitudes,
beliefs and values on the
grounds of self-answer
questionnaires were
initially introduced in

the corporate sector to
provide management with
reliable data for deciding
on company policies.
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What is it?

Change management is
the combination of all
the tasks, measures and
activities which make
up an extensive change
of strategies, structures,
systems or processes in
a company.

» Chapter 3

Remember

Edward Hall asked people
to tell him stories and

used these, as well as

his own observations, to
classify cultures according
to certain dimensions.
Geert Hofstede handed out
self-answer questionnaires
and used statistics to

form his dimensions.
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Activity
This description can lead to an interesting discussion in a class as to which career and

incentive system individual learners would prefer and why and which is the one they have
had experience of.

There were principally two guiding questions behind the studies of corporate culture:

« What relationship exists, if any, between specific types of corporate culture and what is
known as ‘national cultures’?

- If a specific relationship can be detected, in what way can differing corporate cultures
be made compatible with each other, so as to allow the companies to join together (in
whatever way) to operate successfully in the future and achieve their intended goals?

It is precisely because of the nature of these questions and the reasons for the interest in
corporate culture that we feel the area goes beyond what can be dealt with by BE trainers.
Whereas BE trainers can help their learners to deal with intercultural difficulties using
language, they will in most cases not be able to help organizations and companies deal
with restructuring or mergers or other forms of change and the management of these
within a company.

Globalization, one of today’s key-terms, has its noticeable effects on each of us every day.
Consider the number of products we buy for our daily consumption which have been
shipped from distant countries to the supermarket round the corner. Think of the
electronic equipment we own which is produced by companies like Samsung, Hewlett-
Packard or Sony, companies who became global players through taking over companies
which, in their time, had produced highly renowned brands themselves. Whether in the
car industry, in banking, telecommunication, food production, the provision of services
or popular sports, the concentration of capital, expertise and marketing-power,
characteristic of the globalized world, is marked by an ever-growing number of mergers
and acquisitions (M&A) reported worldwide almost every day.

Yet, it is a fact that most international M&As fail in their intended purpose — something
widely documented in studies and often quoted in academic publications as well as by
economic advisors. Most M&As fail not because of incompatibilities of products and
services, as these would have been meticulously studied and analyzed in the preparation
for the strategic alliance, but because of the human factor. People from the companies
involved simply do not always get on with one another, a factor often neglected in the
preparatory phase of corporate alliances. Misunderstandings, lack of trust or
uncooperative behaviour, to name but three, may often prove insurmountable obstacles
and lead to the loss of significant sums of money or even ultimate failure. It is precisely
because of negative experiences of this kind that ‘corporate culture’ became a subject of
interest in the 1970’s, a development which considerably helped to promote interest in
the studies provided by Hofstede and others at that very time.

Activity
Ask learners which M&As they know and what they know about them. Can they imagine
the possible difficulties which occurred and what was done to solve them? Some examples
which they could be asked to research are Daimler/Chrysler, Ben & Jerry/Unilever,
Blendax/Procter & Gamble, Santander Bank/Lloyds TSB.

It turned out that the questions relating to corporate culture involved the same basic
issues of methodology as the questions asked when dealing with cultures in general.
One of the main questions was: How can you describe, define, or possibly measure a
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‘corporate culture’? The basic question (of the best method to be used in an attempt to
define culture) is the same one and the decision the same — between quantitative and
qualitative, similar to the different methods used by Hall and Hofstede.

Quantitative and qualitative methods

Quantitative methods were first suggested by Geert Hofstede, the most influential
intercultural researcher of all, who investigated a single company’s corporate culture, i.e.
IBM’s, with the help of self-answer questionnaires distributed among staff working in
IBM’s subsidiaries in 72 countries. Based on his findings, although gained from a highly
specific sample, Hofstede claimed to provide insights into features of what he called
‘national cultures’. His interpretations displayed, initially, a certain ambiguity as he
switched between ‘corporate’ and ‘national cultures’ somewhat arbitrarily. He eventually
made it clear, however, that “structure should follow culture”, i.e. organizational decisions
should be made taking into account salient features of the respective ‘national’ culture
(as he defined it). Here is an example of the conclusions he drew concerning the
advantages or disadvantages for companies of specific ‘cultural profiles’, based on his
findings for ‘national cultures’:

Competitive advantages of different cultural profiles in international competition

Power distance (small) Power distance (large)
Acceptance of responsibility Discipline

Uncertainty avoidance (weak) Uncertainty avoidance (strong)
Basic innovations Precision

Collectivism Indlividualism

Employee commitment Management mobility
Femininity Masculinity

Personal service Mass production
Custom-made products Efficiency

Agriculture Heavy industry

Food Chemistry

Biochemistry Bulk chemistry
Short-term orientation Long-term orientation
Fast adaptation Developing new markets

Hofstede, Geert (2005): Cultures and Organizations: Software of the Mind — Intercultural
Cooperation and Its Importance for Survival. New York: McGraw-Hill Professional, p. 345

According to Hofstede, a company based in a country with a high Power Distance Index
(PDI) on his chart could count on a higher degree of discipline than if the same company
was based in a country with a low PDI. Conversely, a company based in a country with a
low PDI could count on staff accepting responsibility. (Power distance is one of Hofstede’s
dimensions for defining different cultures. According to Hofstede, power distance is
“the extent to which the less powerful members of organizations and institutions (...)
accept and expect that power is distributed unequally.” His indexes rank the country he
investigated in order, assigning them numbers to mark their place in the order.)

Similarly, a company based in a country with a high Uncertainty Avoidance Index (UAI)
on Hofstede’s chart could expect precision as opposed to creativity whereas a company
with alow UAI could count on basic innovation taking place and new ideas being created.

CHAPTER 7

To think about

Do you think you can

measure a ‘corporate
culture’?
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Interestingly, Hofstede’s chart includes concrete recommendations concerning specific
industrial sectors only with respect to the Femininity/Masculinity Index, but not in
connection with any other of his dimensions. The Masculinity/Femininity Index
classifies countries according to the distribution of roles between the genders. The
assertive pole has been called ‘masculine’ and the modest, caring pole ‘feminine’.

Although Hofstede’s conclusions have been highly influential in the training sector, they
have also met with a great deal of criticism. His critics pointed out that his concept of
‘national cultures’ was essentialist or static as were his generalizations concerning the
effects of ‘national cultures’ on ‘corporate cultures’. Corporate cultures, it was argued,
were to be found in such great numbers and varieties that squeezing them into the
limited framework suggested by Hofstede would not do them justice.

Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner adopted a somewhat different method, classifying

what they considered the basic types of corporate cultures and relating them to aspects

of human organizations which they considered to be universal. They named three

aspects of organizational structure which they felt should always be taken into account.

These were as follows:

- the general relationship between employees and their organization,

« the hierarchical system of authority, defining superiors and subordinates,

- the general view of employees about the purpose and goals of the organization and
their contribution to these.

In view of these three universal aspects, Trompenaars/Hampden-Turner reduced the
complex number of corporate cultures to essentially four types and called them Family/
Eiffel Tower/Guided Missile/Incubator. In this way they provided their own representation
of how ‘national culture’ and features of corporate culture may be seen as belonging
together.

FAMILY EIFFEL TOWER GUIDED INCUBATOR
MISSILE

LE BT H I 13 Diffuse Specific role Specific talks in Diffuse,
between relationships in mechanical cybernetic system | spontaneous
employees to organic whole | system of targeted upon relationships
to which one required shared objectives. | growing out of
is bonded interactions shared creative
processes
Attitude to Status is ascribed | Status is ascribed | Status is achieved | Status is achieved
authority to parent figures | to superior roles | by project group | by individuals
who are close who are distant member who exemplifying
and powerful yet powerful contribute to creativity and
targeted goal growth

Ways of
thinking and
learning

Attitude to
people
Ways of
changing

Intuitive, holistic,
lateral and error
correcting

Logical,
analytical, vertical
and rationally
efficient

Problem-centred,
professional,
practical,
cross-disciplinary

Process-oriented,
creative, ad hoc
inspirational

Family members

Human resources

Specialists and
experts

Co-creators

‘Father’ changes
course

Change rules and
procedures

Shift aim as
target moves

Improvise and
attune
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FAMILY EIFFEL TOWER GUIDED INCUBATOR
MISSILE

Ways of Intrinsic Promotion to Pay or credit for | Participating
motivating satisfaction in greater position, | performance and | in the process
ERLRGAVETGITCM being loved and larger role. problems solved. | of creating
respected. Management by | Management by | newrealities.
Management job description objectives Management
by subjectives by enthusiasm
Criticism and Turn other check, | Criticism is Constructive Must improve

conflict save other’s face,
resolution do not lose
power game

accusation of
irrationality
unless there are

tack-related only,
then admit error
and correct fast

creative idea,
not negate it

procedures to
arbitrate conflicts

Trompenaars, Fons/Hampden-Turner, Charles (2012): Riding the Waves of Culture:
Understanding Cultural Diversity in Business. Third revised and updated edition. London:
Nicholas Brealey Publishing, p. 218

You may ask at this stage how classifications such as those presented by Hofstede and
Trompenaars/Hampden-Turner can be helpful when dealing with practical encounters
in a corporate context, or if, on the contrary, they may encourage stereotypical expectations
and possibly even hinder mutual understanding. Before answering this question, it is
necessary to point out that today, there are many more approaches to the subject, which,
each in their own way, follow the route initially adopted by Hofstede and Trompenaars/
Hampden-Turner. Among them are the GLOBE Study, a long-term study initiated by
Professor Robert J. House in 1991, the Schwartz-Value Study and others. It is probably
not necessary for most BE trainers to know all the details of these various studies and
approaches, but a brief visualization of some of the most widely-read researchers may be
interesting.

Each of the approaches represents an attempt at reducing complexity by classifying the
large number of companies which really exist into two-dimensional systems of company
cultures. These are all like maps which try to help us find our way in a complex real
world.

Daniel R. Denison (1990): Corporate Culture and Organizational Effectiveness.
Ann Arbor: Denison Consulting
Daniel Denison is Professor of
Organization and Management
at IMD Business School in
Lausanne, Switzerland, and
Chairman and founding partner

FLEXIBILITY

Mission
Strategic Direction & Intent,
Goals & Objectives,

Adaptability
Creating Change,
Customer Focus,

INTERNAL FOCUS
EXTERNAL FOCUS

. . Vision Organizational Learning
of Denison Consulting.
His model of organizational Involvement Consistency
culture is widely known and Empowerment, Core Values,
Team Orientation, Agreement,

used in academic research in
organizational culture,
effectiveness and performance.

Capability Development | Coordination/Integration

STABILITY
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www.denisonconsulting.

com/
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Charles Handy (1993) Understanding Organizations. Beyond Certainties: The Changing

Worlds of Organizations. Watertown: Harvard Business Review Press.

Charles Handy is an Irish
philosopher specializing in
organizational behaviour and
management theory. He taught
as a professor at the London
Business School 1967-1994.
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The Person Culture

The Role Culture
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The Task Culture

The Power Culture
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=

CENTRALISATION OF POWER

Rob Goffee & Garreth Jones (1998): The Character of a Corporation: How your company’s

culture can make or break your business. New York: HarperCollins.

Rob Goffee is a professor of
organizational behaviour at
London Business School. Garreth
Jones is a visiting professor at IE
Business School, in Madrid, and
a Fellow of the Centre for
Management Development at the
London Business School. Goffee
and Jones together established a
consultancy based in London called
Creative Management Associates.
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Kim S. Cameron/Robert E. Quinn (2006): Diagnosing and Changing Organizational Culture.

San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Kim Cameron is professor of
Management and Organizations
at the Ross School of Business,
University of Michigan and one

of the co-founders of the Center
for Positive Organizational
Scholarship at the same university.

Robert E. Quinn is professor in
Business Administration and
professor of management and
organizations at the Ross School
of Business, University of
Michigan.

FLEXIBILITY & DECENTRALISATION

The Clan

The Adhocracy

The Hierarchy

INTERNAL FOCUS

The Market

EXTERNAL FOCUS

STABILITY & CONTROL
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Terence Deal/Allan Kennedy (2000): Corporate Cultures: The Rites and Rituals of Corporate
Life. New York: Perseus.
Terrence E. Deal is professor of

education at the University of G
Southern California. Tough-Guy/ Bet-Your-
Company
. Macho Culture I
Allan Kennedy is a management Culture
consultant based in Boston and o
London. =
Work-Hard/
Process
Play-Hard
Culture Culture
FEEDBACK

How does this help?

The great variety of classifications of corporate cultures and terminology suggested by
many quantitative researchers (whose professional activities as private business
consultants often connect with the research model they have developed) may appear
confusing. The basic question in the context of this book relates to practical
communication in intercultural situations, so we are really only interested in the question
of how and in what context quantitative methods of analyzing corporate cultures and the
typologies suggested, like the ones above, can be helpful.

One possible answer is that these findings may make us sensitive to the great variety of
different ‘realities’ both in the world at large and in corporate contexts. In other words,
our perceptions of ‘self” and ‘others’, the way we see ourselves, our organization and our
group, as opposed to how we see those who are not members of our group or organization,
may differ considerably not only from company to company but also among operational
units of one and the same organization. There can be no doubt that conflicting
perceptions of ‘self” and ‘others’ (e.g. “we are a team of effective, rational professionals
— they are irrational, unprofessional poor performers”) may be a hidden source of serious
communication problems and operational difficulties in any kind of organization.

Ideally, therefore, questionnaires of the type used by the quantitative researches
mentioned above may help raise awareness concerning such perceptions — provided
they are used with care and the people asked to answer them can trust they are not used
to their disadvantage. In the course of M&As, as well as in any ongoing organizational
development, graphic representations of the ‘perception of self” and the ‘perception of
others’ in a company or companies may be, in fact, helpful in initiating fruitful
discussions among staff members. These may eventually encourage them to develop
common ideas about how two or more organizations which have joined together
(whether through mergers, acquisitions or other forms of cooperation, such as joint
ventures) can reach their common goals.

CHAPTER 7

» Further information
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What is it?

Microculture, macroculture,
sub-culture are all ways of
describing cultures within
cultures depending on
whether they are larger
units (macro-), smaller
units (micro-) or cultures

within cultures (sub-).
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Here is an example of how the findings of such surveys may be documented in
organizational development to make the differences in the perception of corporate
culture clear and to serve as a starting point for organizational processes. They provide a
picture of beliefs and attitudes prevalent in an organization or organizational unit at one
given moment.

How Team A see their own How Team B see their own
Enterprise A and their partner Enterprise B and their partner
Enterprise B Enterprise A
50 0 50 0
40 _.F740 40 N . 40
30 3 30N 30
2 5, /20
Clan ‘0 10 [ Innovator Clan 10 10\ Innovator
Culture : Culture Culture i\ Culture
Hierarchy 10‘ 10 Market Hierarchy ) 10 10 i | Market
Culture < Culture Culture : | Culture
20 I 20 O] e -
30 N30 30 30
40 40 40 40
50 0 50 0

Adapted from Prof. Dr. Ottmar Schneck, www.ottmar-schneck.de,
http://www.ottmar-schneck.de/uploads/media/Cultural_Due_Diligence_oder_warum_die_
meisten_Fusionen_scheitern.pdf, p.7 (retrieved on September 12, 2012)

However, the limitations of these methods are connected with their transient character.
Corporate cultures, just like any microculture, macroculture, or sub-culture are seldom
static, but usually fluid and dynamic.

Corporate cultures are subject to continuous processes of defining and re-defining, of
establishing and re-establishing, of questioning and re-affirming through communication
among the members of the cultural community as well as those outside it. So it is no
surprise if, in the end, we arrive back where we started from: culture and communication
belong inseparably together. This is true for corporate cultures as it is true for any type
of culture in general. For it is through communication, i.e. using language, that we
continuously establish the system of sub-, micro- and macro-cultures on which we build
our personal identity and equally that of our organizations.

Corporate cultures and communication

Considering the fluid character of both corporate and ‘national’ cultures, remembering
equally the central role of communication, and finally evaluating our own training
experience, we are not sure if the training of people from an ‘individualistic culture’ to
work with people from a ‘collectivist culture’, to quote a typical suggestion by
Trompenaars/Hampden-Turner, makes much sense. Since communication is the basis
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of both organizational and national cultures and organizational and personal identities,
it seems quite clear that neither corporate cultures nor ‘national cultures’ can really be
treated as ‘software of the mind’ (Hofstede). Nor should we take classifications of
corporate cultures too seriously if they attempt to squeeze a complex real world into
metaphorical straight-jackets, in particular if they carry names like Eiffel-Tower, Macho-
Culture, Networked Culture, Power Culture and the like. What on the other hand may
prove to be indispensable is the training of communicative competences to overcome a
wide variety of potentially difficult and controversial situations, something that is often
disregarded in the course of corporate reorganization.

Quantitative methods, it is important to note, were not the only ones suggested by
scholars. As we have seen earlier in this book, history and story-telling, based on
observation, discussion and experience, were traditional ways of describing cultures
used by researchers like Edward Hall, John Gumperz and others. Interestingly, a similar
method was applied to describing corporate cultures. Edgar H. Schein, for instance, one
of the most renowned experts in organizational development, suggested observing, | Edgar Schein is credited
. . . . : . with the first use of the
interviewing and discussing the features of corporate everyday life as appropriate . f

. . term ‘corporate culture’.
methods for getting a clearer picture.

Did you know?

The following table contains a list of typical research methods used in the qualitative
analysis of corporate cultures, such as Schein’s:

» What do offices look like? « Tell me the story of how the organization
« How are people dressed? was created.
« Where do they eat lunch? « How do new people ‘learn the ropes’
« How would you characterize the in the organization?

people — formal or informal? « What gets noticed (and rewarded)?
« What kinds of pictures, signs, « Are some people on the fast track,

and jokes are on walls? and if so, how did they get there?
« What languages are spoken? « What are some taboos — things people

« If a team accomplishes something great,

« Ceremonies, rites and rituals what happens?
« Stories and myths « Describe the organization in three words.
« Heroes « If the organization were an animal,
« Language which one would it be?
« Symbols

Ask learners to answer these questions about their company or companies they know.
What other questions would they ask?

It can be seen that these are much more accessible to most people, BE trainers and
learners, and so can more easily be used to discuss differences in corporate culture, as
they are based on what is done in a company and how this is done rather than on
psychological constructs. It is therefore quite possible to discuss some notions of
company culture with learners in a course in intercultural communication, if this
suggests itself, but we would nonetheless warn against taking it any further in a BE
context. The ways of assessing and describing corporate cultures, as suggested by
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scholars like Edgar Schein, fit better into the way in which intercultural communicative
competence can be trained in a BE context.

Culture can be assessed by means of individual and group interview processes, with
group interviews being by far the better method in terms of both validity and efficiency.
Such assessments can be usefully made in as little as half a day.
Culture cannot be assessed by means of surveys or questionnaires because one does
not know what to ask, cannot judge the reliability and validity of the responses, and
may not want to influence the organization in unknown ways through the survey itself.
Survey responses can be viewed as cultural artifacts and as reflections of the organization’s
climate, but they are not a reliable indicator of the deeper shared tacit assumptions that
are operating.
A culture assessment is of little value unless it is tied to some organizational problem or
issue. In other words, diagnosing a culture for its own sake is not only too vast a problem
but also may be viewed as boring and useless. On the other hand, if the organization has
a purpose, a new strategy, or a problem to be solved, then to determine how the culture
impacts the issue is not only useful but in most cases necessary. (...)
In any cultural assessment process, one should be sensitive to the presence of subcultures
and prepared to do separate assessments of them to determine their relevance to what
the organization is trying to do.

Schein, Edgar H. (2009): The Corporate Survival Guide. New and revised edition.

Hoboken: Jossey-Bass, p.101f.

Obviously, the qualitative approach to corporate cultures for the purpose of effective
change management relates to the approach we are suggesting for dealing with cultures
and intercultural communication in general. Cultures are not things nor are they static
in any way. Instead cultures are collective processes of meaning-making, which are
created and re-created by groups of people through communication. They are by nature
‘fuzzy’, and consequently the best one can achieve in analyzing a company’s culture is a
momentary and highly partial description of salient features of it. Communication
however is the key — both to understanding and to changing a corporate culture.

However, we must reiterate that although knowledge of the research carried out into
corporate cultures may be useful, we do not feel that its application is directly connected
with intercultural training, nor is it something which BE trainers are automatically
qualified to deal with.

Our point is a more general one. Cultures (however these are defined, e.g. national or
corporate) and language belong together. Theory may be helpful or misleading. What
counts is whether all the people involved in contexts of corporate culture, in mergers and
acquisitions as well as in any kind of change management, can come to terms with each
other and establish mutual understanding to create what Schein has called ‘cultural
islands’. One example of ‘cultural islands’ would be an international project team, in
which differences are not emphasized, but neither are they negated. Instead, establishing
positive relationships would be the essential aim and foremost criterion for success. Of
course, this applies to all intercultural encounters, but perhaps particularly in business
and corporate contexts, where relationships may be made or broken as a result of
intercultural communication breakdowns with serious (e.g. employment or financial)
consequences for those involved who may possibly be held responsible for the
breakdowns. It is obvious how closely connected all this is with the active use of language
and this is the particular interface to intercultural communication as it applies to the
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work of BE trainers. Intercultural communication connects with language — this is
precisely what the following chapters are about.

B Although knowledge of the research into and analysis of corporate culture(s) may not
be directly connected with BE training, it can nevertheless be useful for BE trainers to
possess some background knowledge of the various methods, conclusions and models.
They can then decide how far they wish to take the topic into account in a course in
intercultural communication. A discussion of corporate culture may be of interest to
learners in certain contexts, such as during processes of mergers and acquisitions. It can
also be generally useful in a discussion of how culture(s) can be defined. This applies
particularly to the pragmatic and practical aspects of corporate cultures and how possible
dimensions of a corporate culture are reflected in what people in companies do and say
as part of their work. This may be the most important aspect of corporate culture for
BE trainers. We would advise BE trainers to exercise caution before entering into or
attempting to accompany processes of organizational development or change, whatever
language these may be conducted in. However, globalization means that changes
affecting corporate culture may well have international effects which need to be dealt

with. It is at this point that training in BE and intercultural communication enter the
field. W

To think about:

- What experience have you had (as a trainer or otherwise) with different
corporate cultures?

« What questions would you ask to find out about a company before
starting to work there?

« How is the topic of corporate culture dealt with in BE course books
you know?
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If meaning resides in interpretive practices, and these
are located in the social networks one is socialized in,
then the ‘culture-” and ‘language-’ bearing units are
not nations, ethnic groups or the like — they are not
units at all, but rather networks of interacting
individuals, which can be thought of in either more or
less inclusive ways.

Gumperz, John J./Levinson, Stephen C. (eds.) (1996): Rethinking Linguistic
Relativity. Cambridge: CUP, p.11

Practical issues

How to run a course in
intercultural communication

e Before you start
¢ What you need to know
 How to use the rest of this book

Introductory remarks

BE trainers entering into training intercultural communication will probably still have
lots of questions even after reading the first part of this book. You may feel fairly well-
acquainted with the theory and the background, especially if you have done the additional
reading and thought about some of the questions addressed earlier, but still be uncertain
about how much of this will be of use or even interest to your learners and how much of
what you have learned needs to be included in a course on intercultural competence.
Also, and perhaps most importantly, you will probably at this stage be asking how you
will teach the necessary knowledge, skills and competence to learners. Even though this
has been referred to in earlier chapters, there is still clearly a lot more which needs to be
said.

The rest of this book will address the teaching of intercultural communication in English
and the practical issues involved, concerning content, methods and materials and, we
hope, will answer most of the questions in your mind. Just as with the teaching of any
subject, including many areas of BE, trainers will need to know more than their learners
but will not necessarily need to convey all that they know. It is not only a question of
deciding what to teach but, of course, of how to teach it, what materials to use and for
many, how to develop your own material.
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The main assumption underlying all of what follows is that learners are primarily
interested in the following aspects of intercultural business communication:

« how to prepare for intercultural encounters,

« how to avoid and deal with difficulties,

+ how to use English appropriately,

« what to do and say.

Whatever culture or cultures are being dealt with, learners will need strategies and
language for dealing with unfamiliar or difficult situations. However useful and
interesting the theoretical background, i.e. theories about cultures, may be for BE
trainers, this will probably not be as useful to your learners as the nuts and bolts of what
they can and should say and do in order for business to proceed smoothly and reach a
satisfactory conclusion for all participants.

What we should teach

If language and culture belong inextricably together, as we have seen, then the same is
probably true of the two competences they imply.

Yet language competence and intercultural competence are not the same, although
language teachers have sometimes claimed that they are. We all know people who speak
a language ‘perfectly’ (this usually means without making any grammatical mistakes!)
and yet do not find it possible to get on with people from the culture the language is
spoken in. Likewise, there are many wonderful intercultural communicators who
manage very well with extremely limited knowledge of the grammar and vocabulary of
the language needed for communication with members of that culture, or without any
knowledge of the other language at all but instead using an otherwise common or neutral
language. For successful business relationships, a certain level of language competence
in the language used for conducting the business is usually expected, but the question
nonetheless remains. How do language competence and intercultural competence
overlap and in what ways are they different? What exactly is it that makes a linguistically
competent person into a competent communicator in intercultural encounters?

To illustrate our point, here is an example from a Business English course book, which
in its time was used world-wide:

Getting tough

Sometimes you have to be tough. If a customer is trying to get some extra days’ credit, you
have to say that you must have payment immediately. Being able to do this in a polite but
firm way is important. Listen to the conversation between Alec and one of his oldest
customers and fill in the important expressions: (...)

Sheila: Well, I'll see what | can do today, then.

Alec:  So a cheque tomorrow?

Sheila: I'll do my best, Alec.

Alec:  No, Sheila. You said that last week.

Sheila: OK, Alec. I'll try and get it out today.

Alec:  Thanks, Sheila. I'll pass this to our legal department.

Watson-Delestree, A./Hill, J. (1998): The Working Week. Spoken Business English
with a Lexical Approach. London: Language Teaching Publications, p. 92
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Depending on where Sheila’s company is based and depending on the conversational
conventions which apply there, there is a chance that after this conversation Alec will not
see his cheque for some time. There is even a chance that the long-standing relationship
will no longer exist. And yet there can be no misunderstanding of the message. So what
might go wrong?

Training BE learners to use communication strategies which may be appropriate in most
Anglo-Saxon and many northern European countries may in fact mean that we are
preparing them for failure when they do business with partners in other parts of the
world. “Getting tough” in particular may lead to disaster in a number of intercultural
contexts. For many years BE was taught without any regard for the communicative
expectations of business partners from non-Anglo-Saxon countries. Traditional ways of
teaching and training Business English were ‘culture-free’ in the sense that Anglo-Saxon
discourse conventions were considered appropriate for use all over the world.

This, interestingly, provides a striking parallel to the language-free’ intercultural training
concepts which are still prevalent today. Although many intercultural training courses of
this type may be held in English (for any number of reasons), any questions arising from
the use of English in a variety of intercultural encounters are largely disregarded or
ignored. It is assumed that everyone speaks English and so that problems will not arise
because of the use of language.

Culture in Business English course books

Nowadays culture is usually a topic of at least one of the chapters in most BE course
books, but the methodological approaches to the topic are extremely varied. Approaches
have included and include quizzes on country-specific customs, boxes containing
theoretical information such as Trompenaars’ findings, or characteristics of corporate
cultures in selected countries. Some authors combine cultural information with
linguistic features like modals or incorporate input on intercultural theory, e.g. Hofstede’s
dimensions, into the unit in the form of listening or reading comprehension exercises.
All of these may well be helpful and may even broaden learners’ appreciation of diversity
and make them aware of the importance and relevance of intercultural communication.
This in turn may stimulate their curiosity and their interest in learning more about
intercultural questions. In most cases, however, the whole area of intercultural
competence is treated as a cognitive ‘extra’ rather than as communicative competence in
itself. Intercultural competence, however, cannot be reduced to factual knowledge about
theoretical approaches or foreign cultures, nor should it be reduced to appeals for the
tolerant acceptance of diversity, however important all of these may be.

What should we teach?

It may be helpful at this point to recall where we started from, i.e. culture as a verb, as a
process of meaning-making, by which we create identity (our own and others’), as well
as our roles and relationships.

If we look at culture as a continuous process of collective meaning-making, continuously
shaping our identities, roles and relationships both in intracultural and intercultural
communication, then building rapport across cultural differences must be regarded as
the key to intercultural communication. Effective intercultural competence is more than
language competence. We do not believe that intercultural competence can be taught or
trained, but itis possible to train intercultural communication which is its manifestation.
This is a specific form of language training. As an important context for intercultural
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communication is business, BE trainers may be ideally equipped to run courses in it.
Communicative competence is a familiar concept to most BE trainers, so what is it that
distinguishes general communicative from intercultural communicative competence?
To make things clearer, a course should probably be called intercultural communicative
competence.

1

Intercultural communicative competence requires the use of language which allows
non-native speakers to take part in communicative processes on (hopefully) equal
terms. This excludes expressly native-speaker variations like British English or
US English. For practical teaching purposes it is obvious that one or more language
varieties of English will always be essential and these varieties should be chosen for
their practical effectiveness in as many intercultural encounters as possible.

Positive relationships build on polite discourse. Politeness, in fact, is the core
competence in intercultural communication, not necessarily in the sense of following
rules of etiquette (although this too can be important), but as a way of building
rapport with people we do not know very well or who we meet for the first time. In
intercultural encounters, this, however, is not always easy, as politeness conventions
vary considerably from culture to culture. What may be polite or acceptable in one
culture may be impolite or completely inacceptable in another. There is absolutely no
doubt about this and yet it is something that is often ignored in Business English
courses.

Knowledge, the third component which distinguishes intercultural competence
from language competence, begins with knowing the Who, What, Where and Why
of specific intercultural encounters. It is essential to know who I am dealing with,
what our relationship is, where we are and where my partners come from and why
we are communicating with each other in the first place. Then there is knowledge of
the How, i.e. the dos and don’ts and other hidden codes of different cultures. Only by
acquiring this sort of knowledge can being considered rude by business partners be
avoided.

Communicative competence is the fourth and possibly most important component
of intercultural competence. This comes close to what we have understood for many
years now about language competence, but is by no means the same. Thinking again
about what aspects of language are essential for communication will mean
reconsidering the role of accuracy in the sense of grammatical accuracy as well as
pronunciation in terms of native-speaker models. The Common European Framework
of Reference (CEFR) has made an important contribution to this discussion.

Lastly, although this is generally not part of Business English trainers’ briefs, certain
features of personality are essential, as the desire to communicate interculturally will
inevitably imply possessing characteristics such as tolerance, openness or empathy.
Whether these characteristics are specific to intercultural competence or whether
they are features of communicative competence in general, i.e. also intraculturally
relevant, would be the first question to be raised. The second and more important
question is how far characteristics such as these can be taught or trained in adults.
However much it may be the aim of school education to raise tolerant, open-minded
citizens, it is not always easy or even possible to change lifelong attitudes in adults.
We have reservations as to whether this is possible at all and, if it is, whether it is
something which Business English trainers should be encouraged to attempt. This
does not mean that features of personality, such as tolerance of frustration or open-
mindedness, are not important in intercultural competence, just that they should not
form the basis of a training programme or a test.
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This means that intercultural competence must be considered a hybrid competence
made up of three components: features of personality, knowledge and skills, which can
be illustrated as follows.

Linguistic &
communicative competence

Intercultural a

knowledge

ICC=
Intercultural
communicative
competence

Features
of personality
(openness, tolerance, ...)

CONTEXT

In addition to this, a specified context is essential. We have our doubts as to whether
context-free ‘interculturality’ can exist, in the same way as we cannot really see how an
unspecific general ‘language competence’ can exist. A particular person may certainly be
competent in one, two or even a dozen languages, but not in every language that exists.
In the same way we see intercultural competence as always relating to specific contexts
(one or several). These could be one or more target cultures for which practical
communicative intercultural competence is required or the contexts could also be
characterized in terms of situations, such as business negotiations, private functions,
family relationships etc.

On the grounds of the above, we believe that a person’s intercultural competence may be
seen as his or her ability to enter into an effective ‘community of practice’ with members
of other cultures. This implies all three: knowledge, personality and skills. Clearly, the
focus lies on a person’s communicative performance in intercultural encounters, for it is
only in practical communication that intercultural communication can become effective.

In ‘communities of practice’ cultural differences are not emphasized, but neither are
they denied. Instead, establishing positive relationships is the essential aim and foremost
criterion for success. This applies to all intercultural encounters, perhaps particularly in
business, where business relationships may be made or broken as a result of intercultural
communication breakdowns with serious (e.g. employment or financial) consequences
for those involved and who may possibly be held responsible for the breakdowns.

Intercultural Competence is the necessary precondition for an adequate, successful and
mutually satisfactory communication, encounter and cooperation between people from
different cultures.

Thomas, Alexander (1996): Development of Intercultural Competence.
Contributions of Psychology.
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Intercultural competence and language

If it is practical communication skills (in combination with knowledge and personality,
as we have said) which make a person an interculturally competent communicator, the
proof of this competence lies not in intellectual exercises but in practical communication.
We emphasise this point because a great number of intercultural training courses
available on the training market today restrict themselves to cognitive and psychological
exercises. In such training courses, learners are encouraged to discuss critical incidents,
make assumptions about the underlying reasons and sometimes re-enact the critical
incident in role plays. In doing so they may follow recommendations as given by
Hofstede and Trompenaars themselves. Here, for example, are some methodological
hints by Geert Hofstede in his latest book written together with his son Gert Jan:

Using ideas from U.S. counselling expert Paul Pedersen and from Geert's five-dimensional
model, Gert Jan has developed a method of group training in exploring cultural variety that
can be used with a wide variety of participants and for an equally wide variety of practical
applications. It asks participants to identify with a choice of ten synthetic cultures, ‘pure’
culture types derived from the extremes of the five dimensions. Participants then play their
culture in a simulated problem-solving situation. They learn from their experience and
develop intercultural skills in a ‘safe’ environment.

Hofstede, Geert/Hofstede, Jan Gert: Cultures and Organizations. Software of the Mind.

New York: McGraw-Hill, p.361

We are not sure whether training methods like these will lead to the desired results.
Working with ‘problem-solving situations’, often called ‘critical incidents’, and discussing
them with the aim of identifying the deep dimensions of cultural differences may
certainly help to sensitize learners towards previously undetected cultural reasons for
misunderstandings and for a failure to build rapport. We would fear, however, that the
importance of language-based communication and the role this plays in generating and/
or resolving intercultural misunderstanding seems to be grossly underestimated.
Involving participants in role plays without focussing on the language used therefore
seems to be missing the crucial point. The general approach we suggest which is more
practical and will be far more familiar to BE trainers can be illustrated by three critical
incidents. These can be used at the beginning of a course to show where the course is
going as well as at the end to demonstrate the achievement of the goals.

Here is the first example:

A new business partner from Spain did not turn up to an appointment you had made
without giving you a reason for it.
You want to write him an email.

You may explain this unpleasant experience in terms of culture types such as polychronic
vs. monochronic cultures, you may also ask for a more detailed scenario which includes
information about the kind and contents of communication prior to the incident. We
would maintain, however, that neither would answer the question: What do you write in
this email and how do you do it? Unless you succeed in making your point clear and at
the same time reassure rapport, your future relationship with the Spanish business
partner may be at risk. This could lead to the serious consequences mentioned above.
We believe, therefore, that any effective intercultural training course should focus on
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practical communication exercises, rather than adopting a limited (i.e. cognitive) notion
of ‘intercultural competence’, for the proof of a person’s intercultural competence
undoubtedly lies in that person’s practical communication skills.

Here is a second example illustrating yet another type of intercultural misunderstanding:

An Italian customer stands too close to you when she is talking to you. You feel quite
uncomfortable because of this. What do you say and do?

Let us suppose that both sides consider the relationship a purely professional one, i.e.
the context (the importance of which was emphasized earlier) is a business one. It may
be helpful in this situation to be aware of the great variety of culture-bound standards of
‘proxemics’, i.e. the physical distance considered as normal in neutral conversation by
members of one or more cultures. This may help you accept the fact that the Italian, in
standing close to you and perhaps even following you around the room when you move
away, is merely doing what would be considered normal in her own culture. For her part,
she may feel uncomfortable about the distance you prefer to keep. So what do you do?

The point is that knowing about different cultural standards will not be enough to deal
with difficult situations like these appropriately. Whenever we enter into intercultural
encounters, we do so as individuals, i.e. with our own ‘cultural programming’. It may
therefore depend on your own experience and your own personal stability as to what
extent you are able to put up with (to you) unexpected, irritating or annoying behaviour
on the part of your business partner. There will, however, always be one thing which is
clear: no-one possesses an endless supply of tolerance or the ability to accept ‘otherness’.
So what you do and what you say in intercultural encounters — using language — will be
crucial for your success in building positive rapport with people from all over the world
who may, wittingly or unwittingly, surprise, irritate, challenge, annoy or amuse you in
many different ways.

Oh boy, why can't she My God, he won't stop Mon cher ...
move away a bit? There's talking and interrupts me all mumble ... blabla ..
plenty of room here! the time! This is awful | a Paris ... blabla ...
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To illustrate yet another type of intercultural misunderstanding, here is a third example:

You have a business meeting with two French business partners and their CEO in their
office in Paris and want to start at 10 o’clock. At 11:30 the French are still talking about
other things.

What do you say and do?

Let us suppose your background is British, American, Scandinavian or German and you
are unfamiliar with discourse conventions to be expected in French business proceedings,
there is a good chance that you will grow impatient and perhaps distrustful. You may
even start suspecting your business partners of conspiring to deceive you. Unless you
enter into negotiations prepared, i.e. knowing about the discourse conventions you
should expect when dealing with French business partners and being ready to deal with
them appropriately, negotiations may fail because of just this. Again it is a combination
of knowledge, personality and — most of all - communication skills which will be crucial
for the success or otherwise of your international business contacts. We strongly believe,
therefore, that intercultural training courses will not be effective unless they include
these elements and lay particular emphasis on practical language-based communication
exercises. It seems clear that ultimately, the proof of someone’s intercultural competence
will not lie in the interpretation or explanation of critical incidents but in his or her
practical communicative skills in dealing with them.

Important contents

If intercultural competence is a hybrid construct made up of personality, knowledge and
— most of all - communicative skills, any effective training concept should cover all
three. For Business English trainers this means principally the following four things:

1 Intercultural knowledge must play a major part in the course concept, but this should
not be transmitted in the form of lectures or by quoting academic books or asking
learners to read them. We suggest fostering learners’ awareness about the culture-
bound character of their own ‘reality construct’, i.e. how they see the world. In other
words, what may seem normal to me may seem abnormal or totally unacceptable to
members of another culture. Secondly, we suggest making learners aware of the
importance of being well-prepared before they enter into intercultural encounters.
Country-specific knowledge, including specific knowledge of a country’s dos and
don’ts, social, political, geographical or other specific information will be necessary
in order to avoid making a negative impression. Appearing interested in a business
partner’s country and culture and being informed about at least some of its
predominant features is extremely helpful for the building of rapport with people
from any part of the world.

2 Encouraging learners to be accepting and non-judgemental about foreign ways of
behaviour or communication should be the second aim of an intercultural training
course. We assume, however, that it is performance which is the most important
aspect and what really counts in intercultural communication. Questions of
personality, i.e. what interlocutors/participants in the communication ‘really’ think
and feel, may often remain concealed and may not be decisive for the success of the
communication, in particular if those involved communicate successfully and
achieve their goals. We therefore have some reservations as to how far ‘improving’ a
learner’s personality through teaching and training is possible. This does not mean
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that features of personality like tolerance of frustration or open-mindedness, to name
but two, are not important in intercultural encounters, just that they should not form
the basis of a curriculum for intercultural competence courses.

Activity

Ask learners to think of business situations where they could not possibly just say what
they think, e.g. if offered food which to them looks uneatable, if they desperately need
a toilet or if they feel sick. Compare what they think to what they might say in these
situations.

The important thing is that the curriculum in a course in intercultural competence
in business contexts should pay particular attention to potentially difficult discourse.
More than anything else, it is in critical scenarios that intercultural communicative
competence will have to be displayed. Examples of potentially difficult discourse are
situations where the following language functions are needed: disagreeing, giving or
asking for advice, asking for clarification, criticizing or accepting criticism, accepting
or refusing invitations and many more. Ways of dealing with these which will be
appropriate in many different intercultural business encounters should be taught.
Many functions, especially positive ones, such as agreeing, praising, accepting and so
on are, however, far easier to express and do not lead to critical situations as often as
their negative counterparts.

As mentioned above, certain traditional contents of language training may play a less
important role than in the past, among them a great deal of grammatical specifics
such as prepositions, the difference between gerunds and participles, little used
tenses such as the past perfect continuous, to name but a few. Idioms and metaphors
taken from British, US-American or any other country-specific language conventions
will probably not be helpful in many international contacts where English is not the
native language of one or more of the interlocutors. The use of idioms and metaphors
can be seen as an attempt to appear superior or, worse, to obscure, or even as the
expression of insider knowledge, just as the use of jargon may be regarded. It will
probably not contribute to the building of rapport through communication. This
requires strategies, such as hedging, compensating or repairing which need to be in
the foreground and should play a dominant role in the training concept. As has
already been said, this means more than following certain rules of etiquette —
although these, too, may be important.

For BE trainers, our suggestions will raise a number of questions, among them the
following:
- How much of each should be taught?

What qualities and qualifications should a trainer possess?
How much does a trainer need to know?

Where can the information be found?

What material and methods do we need?

Before entering into a course on intercultural communication, as for any other teaching
and training, it is essential for the trainer to be prepared, not only as to the content to be
taught, but also to know as far as possible what is expected of you. This will involve
asking yourself and the organizers and participants of the course questions before the
course starts. This is something which BE trainers will probably do at the beginning of
any course so, as well as the usual questions necessary for a needs analysis, it will require
more and different questions.
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What results do learners expect from the course?

This is worth finding out if only to dispel any notions learners may have that after your
course, nothing will go wrong in their intercultural encounters. Itis extremely important
not to make any promises. If things go wrong, you may well be blamed anyway, but if the
encounters you have prepared learners for are successful, there is a good chance that you
will receive additional work of this sort. It is far more professional, and in the end
sustainable, to promise only that you will do your best. Make it clear what you will be
doing in the course and what you and your learners can and cannot achieve. The very fact
that you ask these questions before starting the course will demonstrate your
professionalism to those engaging you as a trainer.

Practical considerations and constraints

If a company or university is offering a general course in intercultural training, the size
of the group will have to be taken into account. This will also apply to a course on a
specific culture for a group from one or several institutions. An ideal number is
somewhere between eight and 12. If different cultures or cultural experiences are
represented, the mixture can be very enriching for the group and the learning process. If
there is a choice between group and individual training, this may be a reason to decide
on the former.

The number of hours will clearly depend on individual circumstances, both the trainer’s
and the learners’, but in general a minimum of 40 hours is required to deal with the
basics. This may be reduced if the learners have experience or pre-knowledge of one or
the other areas or are at a higher level of English. However, a higher level of English (see
above) will not always mean that the training is easier!

The form of the course will also have to be considered. Blocks of between four and eight
hours (teaching hours of 45 minutes) are best, with breaks of between one day and a
week between blocks. Much of the material necessary requires time to absorb and
practise and the time between training sessions can be used for internalizing what has
been learnt and, depending on the circumstances, even applying it.

Two trainers are better than one. Team teaching is a particularly effective way of running
intercultural training courses, whether both trainers are in the course simultaneously or
responsible for different sections. It is even more effective if the trainers are from
different cultures. In fact, as long as they can work together, the more different the
trainers are the better. Successful team-teaching can provide a living example of
successful intercultural cooperation in business!

A room offering a certain amount of flexibility in terms of tables, chairs and movement
of learners is also useful but not always necessary, depending on the size of the group.

The question of price is perhaps one which should also be addressed. To put it briefly
and without going into detail, intercultural training courses often command higher
prices than standard BE courses, so there seems no reason why the combination of
content and the combined skills of the trainer(s) should not also do this!
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The learners’ background

The intercultural experience each individual has had will be different (we will come to
the question of group or individual training again below) as well as the way they deal or
have dealt with this, so it is only possible here to outline roughly a few possible types of
learner you may encounter.

Intercultural experience is often a question of the general experience of life which
learners have. You may be teaching university students who have travelled to many
different countries and even spent extended periods of time there (for instance a High
School Year in the United States) without, however, gaining a great deal of insight into
possible cultural differences between their own culture and that of the country or
countries they have been in.

It was only many years after my High School Year as an AFS student in the USA that |
realized how many misunderstandings there had been and that | had not even recognized
these at the time, let alone been able to resolve them. Fortunately we all got through it
somehow and | had a relationship with my host family which has lasted until now, decades
later. Rudi Camerer

Depending on the type of intercultural contact they have had, this group of learners may
well believe that there are few differences between cultures (i.e. that we are basically all
the same) and that, with a bit of good will, things will somehow work out. These things,
however, often look very different when it comes to business. They may have to learn that
this attitude, which may seem to have worked up to now, will not always be a helpful one.
On the other hand, they may also find that certain things they have not been able to
explain become clearer during an intercultural training course.

Businesspeople may have already had contact, possibly even extended, with one or more
cultures without having taken part in any training courses. Possibly some of their
business encounters have been difficult, confusing or unsuccessful, which may be the
reason why they now want to take part in a course in intercultural communication. This
group of learners may have stories of their own to contribute and specific situations they
wish to learn to deal with. They may only need training to deal with a particular country
or culture and possibly even only for a specific context, such as giving a presentation or
holding a meeting.

There are also those who, because their English is considered ‘good’ (this usually means
they have a school qualification in English, possibly with a high grade), are given the task
at work of setting up contacts with, say, China, as these will have to be in English. In
small or medium-sized companies starting to do business internationally, this type of
learner may have very little intercultural experience, outside a few holidays in Spain or
even Thailand. They may feel that if we all speak English, it is simply a matter of getting
the grammar and vocabulary right and things will work out. With this group, a lot of
initial ground-breaking work may be necessary as well as dispelling their assumptions
about the required type of English for international contacts and the level of grammatical
correctness involved.

Some learners may only have personal or even romantic rather than business experience
of intercultural encounters. Although these can certainly be interesting and may well be
useful, what we are dealing with here are specifically business encounters. These will
inevitably include social encounters (small talk for instance) but always with the aim of
conducting and concluding successful business.
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Has their experience been successful?

Learners may have very specific reasons for answering yes or no to this question, such as
a breakdown in negotiations or failure to conclude a deal (no) or a personal relationship
which is still going on (yes). Again, not all personal encounters can be used as models
for business encounters, so that the unsuccessful outcomes of intercultural encounters
in business may be more useful to learners personally and for the training course than
the successful personal outcomes. Unsuccessful business encounters are usually the
result of critical incidents which can often be used as a starting point for a course and are
in most cases very fruitful as far as motivation and discussion go.

Critical incidents, such as the ones mentioned above, can also be used to make clear that
theory is not always helpful for avoiding difficult situations or dealing with them when
they occur and that the aim of a course in intercultural communication should be to
avoid or deal with incidents such as these.

What difficulties have they encountered (cultures, languages, situations, outcomes) and how
have they dealt with these so far?

Learners with little experience of intercultural encounters may not be able to answer this
question at all. They could be asked to try and identify the types of difficulty they envisage
which can be helpful for determining where the initial focus of a course should lie. It is
not always the case that business with seemingly very different cultures (e.g. the Chinese)
is the most difficult to conduct. Unexpected difficulties often occur with cultures we feel
are very ‘like us’ (e.g. the USA), partly because of this supposed similarity.

Iflanguage is felt by learners to be a problem or even the main problem, it is worth going
into this. In many, if not most, cases, the language used will be English, but the type and
level of English will depend very much on the people involved. If business is being done
with native speakers of English or speakers of ESL (English as a second language), then
it is worth finding out where the specific problem is felt to lie.

If the learner sees the problem as one of level (his/her own English or that of the others
is not ‘good enough’), accent or vocabulary (there may be specialist vocabulary which the
various parties to the communication are using to mean different things), it may be
more of a question of language strategy than actual level of language (see below for an
appropriate level at which to start intercultural training) and possibly a case for learning
and developing metacommunicative strategies rather than learning and practising more
grammar and vocabulary.

The learner may want intercultural training in order to be able to perform better in a
particular situation, such as a presentation, where the outcome has in the past been
unsatisfactory. All these things will affect the focus of the course.

Have they taken part in any other training courses in intercultural communication? What was
the content of these courses?

Many learners have taken part in training courses in intercultural communication and
unfortunately not always been entirely satisfied with the effect the training has had on
their business success. Intercultural training courses are in general of two types, general
and culture-specific. The general courses tend to be theoretical and based on culture
dimensions, knowledge which, although possibly interesting, often remains theoretical
and not always useful when dealing with specific individual members of a culture.
Learners may need to be reminded more than once that they never or rarely deal with
cultures, but always with individuals. Culture-specific courses, on the other hand,

CHAPTER 8

What is it?

A critical incident in
intercultural communication
is an incident in which

a breakdown of
communication occurs
between members of two
cultures. This breakdown

is usually taken to be the
result of cultural differences
and may relate to issues of
communication, knowledge,
relationships, feelings or
beliefs.
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that managers had most
difficulty doing business
with the following
countries: China 33.7 %,
France 29.7 %, USA 24.8 %,
Japan 23.6 %, Russia
19.5%, India 17.5 %, Great
Britain 15.9 %, Netherlands
13.8 %, Saudi Arabia

11.8 %, Turkey 10.2 %.
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frequently limit their focus to dos and don’ts as well as to historical, social and other
‘hard facts’.

It is often the combination of intercultural training and BE training which appeals to
learners, even though they may, depending on their experience of either of these types of
courses, feel that BE courses should consist of grammar, vocabulary and intercultural
training courses of theory. For this reason it is worth finding out what their experience is
so that certain notions can be dispelled.

Will they require the skills they learn immediately? When will these be required?

In the case of university students, it may be some time before they can apply anything
they have learnt in a real-life business situation. Businesspeople, however, may have to
apply the skills and language immediately and therefore also expect immediate positive
results for their business. It is important not to promise these, as it is unlikely that any
business in an intercultural context will run smoothly all the time. Even if this seems the
case on the surface, underlying difficulties will probably emerge sooner or later and
strategies will be necessary to deal with these.

What country/countries or culture(s) will they be dealing with?

This is perhaps one of the most important questions to be asked when setting up a
course. Depending on whether you are running one-to-one or group training courses,
you will need to take this into account. Much of what is described in the following
chapters is general and can be used in many intercultural business encounters, but of
course country-specific information will always play an important role. In many
intercultural training courses this is the only focus and often consists of lists of dos and
don’ts for the culture or country concerned, sometimes unfortunately of little real use
and possibly even misleading.

This example which is presented as a negative example (N.B. some of the information is
wrong!) is taken from the website http://www.asiarooms.com/en/travel-guide/germany/
useful-information/germany-dos-and-dont.html. It serves to illustrate the point that
information of this type should be treated with care. In general bowing is not common in
Germany and the ‘du’ pronoun is the informal one and should not be used when speaking
to older people without explicitly being asked to do so.

The Do’s in Germany are as follows:

— Germans are extremely punctual. Hence if you are visiting some body’s [sic] house, it is
better that you reach there in time.

— When you meet someone, make sure you greet him by shaking hands. You should look
into the person’s eyes while greeting him or her. A bow is also considered as a good way
of greeting the people.

— One should remember to use the formal pronoun ‘du’ when talking to elderly people.

We also provide suggestions as to how to find the information you need for particular
cultures and countries and to establish ways of assessing its possible reliability. If you are
not an expert on a particular country (although all of us are, in one way or another), you
may want to team up with someone who has first-hand experience of the culture
concerned. Team teaching is a particularly effective way of running intercultural training
courses for the reasons given above.
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How much experience have they had of the specific country or culture?

The answer to this question may overlap with the answer to the question above, but can
also refer to information about a culture gained through reading, films, television,
Internet etc. and also any contact with members of the culture in the learner’s country,
whether as chance encounters, hearsay, observation or anything else. This can also be
useful for discussions of stereotypes and the usefulness or not of preconceived ideas
about a culture.

Who will the members of the other culture(s) be (men, women, superiors, subordinates,
equals)?

The more the learners know about the culture they are to be dealing with and the more
details of the situation they have, the easier it will be to structure the course and the more
chance there will be of its success. Learners may feel that this information is not
necessarily important, but in fact it can be of great significance, especially in connection
with the learner’s own gender and status in the encounter. Attitudes to gender and
hierarchy in particular vary greatly depending on the cultural context. They may also
change according to where the encounter takes place, e.g. Saudi Arabian men may
behave quite differently to women when they meet them in Europe to when a female
representative of a country visits Saudi Arabia.

How well do they know specific members of the other culture(s) already? What is their
relationship so far?

Again, the answer to this question can affect the outcome of the business. In general, the
better you know someone and the more successful the intercultural communication has
been so far, the more likely it is to continue in this way. There is of course no guarantee
of this, but the most difficult encounters are initial ones between members of different
cultures who know little or nothing of each other. It is therefore always a good idea to
encourage learners to find out as much as possible about their counterparts or potential
counterparts, without, however, forming pre-judgements about them. Not even knowing
whether the name of a person you have sent emails to refers to a man or a woman is
unlikely to lead to a good start when meeting face to face for the first time. Some basic
information is essential, and probably the more you have the better.

What form will the communication be in (email, telephone, videoconference, face to face)?
This will also affect the content of the course as it may not be possible to deal with all
these in the same amount of detail in one course. In general courses concentrate on face-
to-face communication, but in fact many misunderstandings occur in email and
telephone communication. It is these which cannot easily be resolved with a smile and
generous hospitality. Many learners also labour under the misconception that correct
grammar in emails is the solution to intercultural misunderstandings, whereas this may
be of no importance whatsoever.
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Where will the communication take place (their country, the others’ country, neither)?

This is clearly important. One might think that in general the rules of the host country
will apply in intercultural encounters but in fact this is an issue which may have to be
cleared up first.

The physical location of the encounter will affect who is in control, i.e. who makes the
decisions about such things as timing, form of meeting and food and drink, but it will
not necessarily mean that it is always the conventions of the host country which are
followed. Most of all, learners should be trained to deal with surprises and not jump to
conclusions on the basis of the information they have.

What level is their English?

Although it is banal to say that successful communication can take place without any
language at all, this is almost bound to remain at the level of me-Tarzan you-Jane if the
participants in the encounter have no common language.

Although not everyone with a low level of English is an unsuccessful communicator in
intercultural contexts (and we all know the opposite is equally true), a certain basic level
will have to be assumed if the course you are planning is to achieve its goals. Based on
the descriptors in the CEFR and our own experience, Bt seems the minimum level at
which a course of the type we are describing can begin. If all learners are at a fairly sound
B1 level, then a certain amount of heterogeneity upwards can be dealt with fairly easily.
As the course is not one in basic English grammar, pronunciation or vocabulary, these
are assumed in the material we describe, even if a certain amount of gap-filling may have
to take place.

The communicative level of English can be judged fairly successfully in a short telephone
or face-to-face interview.

Any other information such as number of years of English at school, company courses,
certificates etc. can also be helpful but it should be ascertained that the learners are
willing and able to express themselves orally in English, even with gaps and
circumlocutions (CEFR pp.74—82). The aim of the course will be something like that
described in the CEFR scale for Sociolinguistic Appropriateness at B2 and C1 (CEFR
p.122) possibly with a level of grammar at B1 (CEFR p. 114).

How important are the encounters for their business and their jobs?

In general we are dealing with first and second intercultural encounters, as these are the
most crucial for the success of a relationship, for the reasons described above. If these
encounters are taking place between two or more companies for the first time, it may not
only be the business deal for the company which is at stake but also the particular job of
the individual learner. It may however be the case that the learner is taking over a role
which has already been established, and so, although of course he/she may ruin an
already successful relationship, there may already be an existing positive basis from
which to work.

How to use the rest of this book

The chapters which follow are divided according to possible sections of a course. These
sections are neither mandatory nor must they take place in the order we suggest here,
but in our experience it is this order which makes sense in most cases. Of course there



Practical issues

will be sections, depending on the answers to the questions asked in the needs analysis,
which may be left out or dealt with in more detail, but in general most learners will need
something of each section in more or less the order suggested here.

Chapter 9, Teaching intercultural theory, is basically about how learners can be taught
what culture is and that different things are seen differently in different cultures. It
shows trainers how the theoretical background dealt with in the first section of this book
can be made accessible to learners and help them with intercultural business encounters.
Depending on the target group, some of this section in a course may be already familiar
to some learners. Intercultural theory as such will only be of limited interest to most
learners. What they will need is its practical application and how they can cope with such
things as different attitudes to time and different conversational styles.

Chapter 10, Teaching self-awareness, describes methods and materials for helping learners
to think about their own attitudes and views, how far these are individual and how much
they may be influenced by cultural factors.

Chapter 11, Teaching country-specifics, is intended to help trainers to deal with cultural
specifics of countries. As no single person can be expected to know everything about
every conceivable culture, this chapter contains tips on how learners can be helped to
find out country-specific information themselves and how country-specific information
as well as do’s and don’ts can be dealt with in courses.

Chapter 12, Teaching communicative competence, describes the core of any course in
intercultural communication. It is this section of the course which is most probably
essential for all learners. As intercultural business communication is about avoiding but
also about dealing with confusion and misunderstanding, we emphasize the more
difficult aspects of communication — disagreeing, refusing, criticizing, rather than
agreeing, accepting and praising, to name but three examples of language functions
which most learners have difficulty with and where different culture-specific discourse
conventions may lead to the very problems learners want to avoid. Politeness and the use
of acceptable International English play a very important role here.

One of the main areas of communication is metacommunication, dealt with in Chapter 13.
Metacommunication will often be necessary when misunderstandings are likely to
occur. As well as learning the use of strategies for metacommunicative techniques,
learners should also learn when, how much and when not to use metacommunication.

The main topic of Chapter 14 is teaching critical incidents. Critical incidents can be
introduced at various stages in any course in intercultural communication. They are
useful for demonstrating various aspects of intercultural communication and also for
encouraging discussion. However, a specific focus on critical incidents, especially longer
ones with more detailed information, when learners have been enabled to deal with
them, can prove very encouraging and show learners that they have made progress. A
discussion of various critical incidents can be seen as the culmination of a course,
especially if learners feel they can not only explain these, but also suggest practical ways
of avoiding them or dealing with them.

Chapter 15, the final chapter, is about assessing intercultural competence and compares
how this has been done up to now with a new approach.

CHAPTER 8
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B What should have become obvious from the contents of this book up to now is that
intercultural communicative competence is a combination of three basic things:
knowledge, communicative competence (including language competence, but not
limited to linguistic competence) and features of personality. The interplay between
these will always take place in a context, and it is this context which must be borne in
mind.

Here, we are referring to intercultural encounters in business contexts. Although culture
is dealt with in many BE course books and its importance for the success of business
encounters taken into account in one way or another, we do not feel that intercultural
communicative competence has been dealt with adequately in many cases. For
BE trainers entering into the specific training of intercultural competence in a business
context, this may mean combining familiar features of language courses in a new way
and including some less familiar aspects.

There is no doubt that intercultural communicative competence is necessary in business
today and is usually difficult rather than easy. Many of the difficulties are a result of the
differing ideas of discourse and language conventions held by the business partners,
especially when it comes to notions of politeness. The aim of any course in intercultural
communication must be to prepare learners for the unexpected and provide them with
suitable ways of dealing with unexpected and difficult situations. For the trainer, this will
mean finding out as much as possible, before the course or at the beginning, about
learners’ needs and expectations, as well as their experience, both in language courses
and in intercultural communication. Combining this information with the practical
constraints (and there will always be practical constraints!) will help BE trainers to set
realistic goals for learners and help them to achieve these. l

To think about:

« Who will your learners be?

« What will you need to know?

« How much material do you already have?



What one culture views as reasonable is not always the
same as what is viewed as reasonable in another
culture. What is thought to be natural on one side of
the Indian Ocean is not always thought to be natural
on the other.

Shweder, Richard A. (1991): Thinking through cultures: Expeditions in cultural
psychology. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, p.166f.

Teaching
intercultural
theory

What do we teach?

¢ What should you teach?
* How to sensitize learners
¢ Which dimensions of cultural conditioning are critical?

You should not be daunted by the title of this chapter: the aim is to make clear how what
has already been described for trainers can be made accessible (in a bite-size form) for
learners. Although it is more or less essential for trainers entering into training
intercultural communication to be aware of and familiar with some of the theoretical
background, it is certainly not necessary for all this knowledge to be communicated in
the same form to learners. What learners do need in the way of background knowledge
and how this knowledge can best be conveyed to them is outlined in this chapter. Some
practical ways of dealing with this are suggested and examples of worksheets and

activities are given for the following sections of this book. P Chapters 1-3

Why teach intercultural theory at all?

Trainers of courses in intercultural communication tend to be divided into two camps,
those who believe that conveying the theory will be enough and the others who feel
that sensitivity training, i.e. working on the personalities of the learners (perhaps
combined with cognitive training, i.e. the theory) will deliver the best results in terms
of intercultural performance. Few actually address the practical issues arising in
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between different cultures.

Remember
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any communication in a
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intercultural communication, and if they do, it is usually in relation to the two
approaches mentioned above. In fact, the answer (if there is one answer) probably lies
somewhere in between. A course consisting of only theory or of only practical tips will
not satisfy the needs of most learners in business contexts. Trainers will need to strike a
balance between theory and practical advice in order to provide their learners with the
best possible preparation for intercultural encounters. This is one of the main reasons
why we feel that BE trainers may be well equipped to deal with the needs of learners.
BE courses have always had the aim of teaching learners to deal practically with business
situations, most of which are also intercultural. And of course, language is essential
for the practical side of things. Before we go into detail we want to address the first
question which is what we want to achieve.

If we are going to have to deal, especially in business, with people from cultures which
are quite different from our own, it is helpful to know something about where these
differences may lie. Knowing about the differences between cultures will help most to
work out how to deal with them. The aim of this initial section in an intercultural training
course is to make learners aware that differences between cultures exist and where these
differences lie. Whereas categorizing cultures according to particular dimensions may
seem a helpful way of doing this, the dimensions themselves are often not easy to grasp
at first glance: non-academic learners may have difficulties understanding what is meant
by such concepts as high and low context or masculinity and femininity in the way they
are defined and used by intercultural theorists. It is also often not these dimensions
which are important in intercultural communication, but rather more everyday
matters such as attitudes to time, taboo topics, levels of directness, body language and
forms of address. These need to be dealt with at an immediate level in intercultural
communication.

Most learners will be aware that cultures differ in terms of the way their members for
instance dress, eat and live, but it may not be so obvious that there are also more far-
reaching differences in beliefs and values. Beliefs and values can range from such
fundamental issues as religion and moral values to the things mentioned above (attitudes
to time, suitable topics for conversation, forms of address) which may be more flexible
or more easily negotiable. Although there may be learners who can understand this
through a fairly theoretical approach, for most BE learners, who are basically interested
in how to do business most effectively, it will be more important to learn what to do in
situations where intercultural knowledge is required, rather than merely be in possession
of the knowledge itself.

It is surprising how many business people are sent to other countries on small or large
projects, low-stake or with far-reaching consequences, with very little awareness of the
differences which exist between their own culture and those they are to do business with.

An example of this is Hugo, a German executive, who had been to China about 15 times

on business without either knowing a word of Chinese or ever having taken part in any

sort of intercultural communication training course. As Hugo is fairly sensitive and had
travelled quite widely to other countries before he went to China, he just assumed things
would be different in China from Germany and managed quite well in most situations.

The business he conducted was generally successful.

However, many things happened which he found totally inexplicable. It was only when

he took part in a workshop on China that he was able to bring everything together. >




What about language?

Teaching intercultural theory

“The theory beforehand would have been useless without the practical implications and

a list of dos and don’ts would also not have helped much. What | needed was practical
advice on what to do for instance when, as the guest of honour, | was offered the fish’s
head at a banquet. If | had known | could delegate the honour to the members of my
Chinese team, things would have been much easier!

If I had known what to do with my chopsticks when not eating with them, things would
have been much easier. Fortunately | noticed that no-one was sticking them into their food
so | just copied the others.” (Sticking chopsticks into your rice is connected with death, as
it looks similar to the way incense sticks are arranged at a funeral.)

The topic of culture is dealt with in different ways as part of many BE coursebooks. One
main focus is discussion. It may at first seem that the language used in this section of a
course on intercultural communication will be mostly that of discussion. Although this

is often the case and the activities can provide useful practice in simply using English, it

is important, especially if the members of the course know each other fairly well, to use
this opportunity to train the use of language (for discussion and other purposes) which
will be appropriate in many different intercultural business situations. In this section,
examples are given which relate specifically to the use of English in intercultural business
contexts. These are trained further in the chapter on communicative competence.

The language focus in a course in intercultural communication should primarily be on
those areas which cause learners difficulty. Difficulty does not mean difficulty with
grammar but rather with what language is needed to deal with unpleasant, awkward,
uncomfortable situations such as disagreeing, expressing an opposing opinion,
criticising, refusing, and, most importantly, doing all of this politely! Even attempting to
do some of these things politely may still lead to their intentions being misinterpreted.
Disagreeing may be very acceptable in some contexts and may be seen as an expression
of personal dislike in others, criticism can be seen as helpful feedback or as telling
someone they are no good, refusing an offer may lead to it being repeated. It is all these

hidden dimensions which are the connection we make to intercultural theory and

connected with the model described below.

The iceberg model

The model of the iceberg is used in
many areas to describe anything which
is not all it seems and where the
largest, most important or most
dangerous parts are hidden and only
the surface can be seen. Culture, too,
is often described using an iceberg as a
model as some features of culture are
clearly visible, others less so and yet
others are completely hidden beneath
the surface. This model, as it is applied
to culture, is becoming increasingly
familiar to BE trainers, but it is still not
well-known to all learners.

The culture iceberg

The culture iceberg
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Activity

Trainers should not make the mistake of assuming that learners will know this model and
be bored by it, as this is rarely the case if they have not done any work on intercultural
theory before. If learners have used the iceberg model for other contexts, some of the
initial questions (What is an iceberg? What are the most important features of icebergs?
Why are they dangerous?) will not be necessary.

Culture is often described using an iceberg as a model as some features of culture are
clearly visible, others less so and yet others are completely hidden beneath the surface.
These aspects can also be divided into their visible, partly or sometimes visible and
invisible features and again be placed at A, B or C on the iceberg.

These include religion (churches are visible, practices less so and beliefs hardly at all,
although manifestations of belief in dress or food may be) and roles of males and females
(some rules and laws concerning gender roles are easily accessible and gender-specific
behaviour may be visible, but the deeper meaning of gender in any particular culture is
often largely concealed to outsiders).

The difference between B (what cannot easily be seen) and C (what cannot be seen at

all or only by someone who is very familiar with the culture) is not always entirely clear.

In general, B refers to attitudes and behaviour which are only recognizable with greater
familiarity or on closer observation, for instance different attitudes to time. C refers to the
deeper meaning of these attitudes which is generally hidden; for instance, feelings about
the past and present or feelings about authority and hierarchy.

The language used here will mostly be that for expressing opinions, agreeing and
disagreeing. It is important to remind learners that while in this context, all opinions

are equally valid. They should firstly remember this and make it clear in the language they
use to refer to the opinions and statements of others, and secondly their own opinions
should be expressed in such a way as not to cause offence.

In a discussion on the importance of religion for German culture, one learner (a young
university student) refused to accept that Christian values might be the deepest level of
the iceberg in Germany and said “I don’t go to church and all that nonsense.” Whereas
the remark may not have caused offence to other Germans of his age, a Polish guest
student was very hurt by this criticism of her beliefs. The discussion showed that religion
(Catholicism) is at a more visible level of the culture iceberg in Poland than is generally
the case in Germany.

There are also other models used to describe cultures, such as the onion, the peach and
the coconut and the sun. The onion is used as a metaphor for culture, meaning that
culture is multi-layered, and attempting to get at the core by peeling away the layers may
well lead nowhere. It is the different layers of culture which make it up. The peach and
the coconut are used to describe different cultures (or individuals), some of which are
hard on the outside but have a soft centre and others which are the other way round. The
sun is used to show that the most essential part of a culture may be the centre, but we
can never reach this and instead have to focus on the rays which provide us with the
information we need.

Activity
Learners could also be asked to devise their own models or metaphors for cultures
(general or specific).



Teaching intercultural theory

What does culture mean to me?
Learners should become aware of the fact that how they see or feel about something may
not be the same for others, even for other members of their own culture.

Activity

« Give learners either some everyday words, such as ‘school’, ‘tea’, ‘holidays’ or ‘animals’,
and ask them for their associations. In even a slightly mixed group, there will probably be
a large variety of suggestions and even discussion as to what is most commonly associated
with these in the learners’ own culture(s). This can be done as group brainstorming or in
pairs or groups. The associations may be quite different. Ask learners if they could imagine
that these words could mean completely different things to other people, for example
to someone from China or India or any other country they may know (however slightly).
Raise the question of whether there is anything which is ‘right’ or ‘normal’.

« The same activity can be done with pictures. It works best with pictures where it is not
immediately obvious what they are. However, each picture will ‘mean’ something to
everyone. Everyone will try to define a picture in a way which makes sense to him/her
as this is the only way we can deal with reality. Depending on the learners, they may
generalize their assumptions or realize that they are only their own and may not be shared
by everyone. Not everyone is always aware that their own definitions of ‘reality’ may
differ from those of others.

Again the activity can be done with concepts or notions such as being alone, happiness

or home.

If your learners are using or have used a BE coursebook, they can look at this to see how
far the topics, pictures and notions are culture-bound. If the learners are all interested in
a particular culture, concepts relating specifically to the culture, e.g. festivals such as
Divali (India), shopping (official shop opening hours do not exist in all countries) or
views on the ideal size of families, can also be discussed. Learners may have no
associations with a particular festival if they have never heard of it and this unfamiliarity
can be used to demonstrate precisely this point. This would connect not only with the
section in the course on country specifics, but also with topics which may be difficult to
deal with for members of other cultures or even taboo.

Some examples of things which European learners may take for granted are keeping
animals as pets, going away on holiday and walking in the countryside. All these three
things are often considered strange or even unheard of in many cultures, such as India
or China, even among people with relatively high incomes. They are often regarded as
specifically Western and may for this reason be becoming more popular, but are still by
no means commonplace.

As far as the language for this is concerned, much of what has been said above applies.
Learners may use inappropriate language to give their opinions on the associations of
others with words, pictures or concepts. It should always be pointed out which language
may cause offence, however acceptable it may be in the learners’ own particular context
or in the context of the course. Germans, for instance, tend to use the word no more
often than many speakers of English use it. Whereas it may be acceptable or not even
noticeable in German, its very use may cause offence in other languages (regardless of
the tone of voice it is said in).

CHAPTER 9

» Chapters 12-14
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Games can be played where certain words which can seem impolite, such as don’t, must
and no, are banned for a certain time or during a certain activity, just so that learners can
practise expressing themselves without using these. However, this should not be overdone,
not only as it can become unrealistic but also because it is not only the use of certain words
which may cause offence.

Gestures and body language

The distinction between gestures and body language is a fine one, but to simplify matters
we make one here which may be useful for the purposes of training. The term ‘gesture’
is used to mean a movement, sign or signal made consciously with the aim of achieving
something, i.e. requesting someone to do something, agreeing or disagreeing, thanking.
The person making the gesture (usually a signal or movement made with one or both
hands) is aware of doing this and assumes that the person who sees it and/or who it is
intended for will understand it.

‘Body language’ is taken to mean movements made unconsciously or sub-consciously
and which the person making them may not be aware of. These may be age-, gender- or
culture-bound or may in fact be totally personal, even entirely idiosyncratic and can
include how close you stand to the person you are talking to, whether you look them in
the eye or tap your foot while talking. A movement which is not generally part of a
person’s body language can also of course be made consciously, for instance tapping
your foot, to signal something (impatience for many Westerners). It would then be more
of a gesture.

Gestures and culture

Almost any gesture can mean several different things to different people and in different
cultures. Learners may not believe this at first, but it can be easily demonstrated using
pictures or asking them for examples of gestures. Unless all the learners belong to a very
closely defined group, there is bound to be at least one gesture which either someone
does not understand or is interpreted differently by different learners. Although so-
called dictionaries of gestures do exist and it is relatively easy to find examples of gestures
which are supposedly typical for a culture, this is in fact rarely the case. Gestures are not
only (perhaps) country- or culture-specific, but can also within one country be associated
with certain regions or social classes and may even mean entirely different things. On
top of this, the situations in which gestures can be used are often clearly defined and only
members of particular groups are aware of the rules and thus ‘allowed’ to use them.
Using a gesture which may be familiar to you or your own group but not to others can
even cause a serious critical incident. It is in fact almost impossible to describe or
categorize national or cultural gestures.

Although certain gestures are typically found in certain cultures, and recognizing them
may be useful, learners should be warned against adopting them themselves. Using very
specific gestures without a great degree of familiarity with the context may seem
ingratiating or patronizing. Gestures often belong to certain sub-groups or cliques and
can only really be used by members of these groups. This may even apply to a nation, so
that a foreigner using a particular gesture may cause offence by the mere use of it, even
if the intention is positive.
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At an international conference, during a panel discussion, one of the panel, on hearing
the mention of a particular name, rubbed her forefingers together in a grating movement
while shaking her head. She obviously assumed that the audience, who could see her
clearly, would understand what she meant, but in fact many did not.

Raising your hand with the palm outwards in front of you can signify thanks if done in a car
when you have been let into the stream of traffic, it can also mean ‘stop’ or (not raised very
high) be a (fairly polite) sign that you do not want any more food or drink. In Greece,
however, it is a serious insult and so can be the cause of a conflict if used when an insult is
not intended.

Body language and culture

Bodylanguageis more difficult to discuss as, unlike gestures, itis often unconscious, more
individual and is often felt to indicate something about personality. Body language can
include individual features and also even nervous movements, which are clearly difficult
to discuss, but it can also be more general. It is in this more general sense that body
language relates to culture. In business contexts, for instance during a presentation, how
the presenter stands and how much eye contact there is with the audience may well
affect the outcome of the presentation, e.g. whether the product is sold or not. The same
could apply to meetings and negotiations. Whether the parties lean back in their seats or
have their arms crossed in front of them or folded behind their heads during a meeting,
may well signify acceptance, arrogance or anger. Which of these is signified may again
well depend on the cultural associations with such body language. Body language is
difficult to assess and also difficult for individuals to change. The aim of dealing with
body language is mainly to raise awareness and reduce assumptions and prejudices. A
few examples are given here where particular sensitivity and willingness to adapt is
required.

Where you stand when communicating with people (individually or in small groups) is
what Edward Hall defined as proxemics, i.e. as the word suggests, how near you stand to
other people. More generally it can mean how much distance, physical or otherwise, you
prefer to keep to others.

Although there are cultures (e.g. in Southern Europe, South America, parts of Asia)
where people stand (and live) close to each other, there are also individuals in other
cultures (e.g. even in Northern Europe) who stand close to people when talking to them.
As long as everyone involved feels comfortable about this, no difficulties will occur, but
many people know only too well what it feels like to keep moving away from someone
who continues to move closer until both are stuck in a corner.

Although itis often an eye-opener to learners that this is a cultural trait, merely possessing
the knowledge will not help when you are in the situation. This is also something which
many find difficult if not impossible to adapt to, i.e. they automatically move to what is
for them a comfortable distance. What learners need to acquire is strategies for dealing
with the discomfort or awkwardness and it is these which will in the end be more helpful
to them in building and maintaining a business relationship than the mere knowledge
of cultural differences. Although the solution suggested here does not involve a great
deal of language, something will probably have to be said. Asking learners what they

CHAPTER 9

Remember

Proxemics was one of
Edward Hall's dimensions
for distinguishing between
cultures. Edward Hall
(1914-2009) was an
anthropologist and one
of the first intercultural
theorists. He attempted
to define cultures through
observing people and
listening to stories people
told him.

Did you know?

Even within one country,
there are differences in
preferred distance when
communicating, as people
from Hamburg in Northern
Germany often realize
when communicating
with Bavarians.
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We always try and make
sense of what we see and
interpret it according to
our own experience and
assumptions. A sign or
gesture which does not
exist in our own culture
will usually be taken to
mean the same as the
most similar sign or
gesture we can think of.

Did you know?

In many Asian cultures,
nodding means

“I understand what you
are saying (and possibly
disagree)” rather than

“| agree with you".

This can be the cause of
much misunderstanding,
especially in negotiations!

» Chapter 13
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would do if they felt a business partner was standing too close to them will probably

produce the following suggestions:

« “Put up with it.” If you can, this is fine, but many people just cannot step this far out
of their skin and their feelings of discomfort are bound to affect the relationship.

« “Tell the other person he is standing too close!” This may offend and not help as, most
probably, even if the person steps back momentarily, it will only be to step closer again
a minute later.

The best solution is to put yourself and the other person in a situation where there is a
physical barrier between you, such as a table, and to sit or stand on either side of it.
Communication can continue and the relationship is maintained. It is precisely this sort
of solution which learners need and, although this particular one does not involve much
language (“Shall we sit down?”), in other cases, more explanation may be necessary.
Similar solutions may apply to other forms of body language, such as touching and
kissing as a greeting.

Another form of body language is head movements. Many learners will assume that
shaking your head means no and nodding means yes, as this is what is common in many
European cultures. However, just as standing close to someone does not necessarily
signify intimacy in all cultures, shaking or nodding one’s head can mean other things,
sometimes even the exact opposite to what western Europeans assume. In some
countries in south-east Europe as well as in some parts of Asia, shaking your head means
affirmation or agreement (i.e. yes) rather than refusal or disagreement (i.e. no). There
are also countries (e.g. Turkey) where lifting your head slightly can mean no. This
movement is often interpreted by Westerners as a nod (i.e. yes).

When | conducted training sessions in Bulgaria, | was slightly perturbed to see that when

| explained something, many members of the audience shook their heads smiling. The only
way | could interpret this was that they considered me slightly mad and to be humoured in
some way as the shaking of heads and the smiling were otherwise in contradiction with
each other. | knew from books and from colleagues that this movement meant yes but my
spontaneous reaction to it was one of uncertainty as to whether what | was saying had been
accepted.

Judith Mader

If learners have some experience of situations where they have been confused by
gestures or body language, there will be a lot of food for discussion. Remember, however,
that what they need are strategies to deal with these rather than simply the experience
and the explanations, however useful these may be. Learners themselves will often come
up with solutions and it is then up to the trainer to help them find the best possible
solution for themselves and also to provide them with the language they will need.

In some cases, it will be necessary to ask questions in order to find out the meaning of
things, especially of gestures. The matter of who to ask is probably the first one which
needs answering. Depending on how sensitive the situation may be, this could be anyone
who has more experience of the culture than yourself or a trusted partner. It is usually
easier to ask about something removed from the person you are asking, i.e. something
you have observed in a different context. The information you get will also help to place
the phenomenon in its appropriate context. A gesture you have observed may be so
specific that you will hardly ever see it again.



Teaching intercultural theory

However, not only may the situation you are asking about be a sensitive one, the language
in which the questions are phrased is also important. Again, politeness is the key issue
here. The language necessary to discover meanings belongs to what is known as
metacommunication and is dealt with later.

Knowing something about intercultural theory implies that it is important for learners
to realize that not everyone is aware of cultural phenomena and may therefore not always
be able to explain them. There are several situations where the solution may be to simply
wait and observe. The main thing is not to jump to conclusions or form judgements
about anything you observe.

Rituals (e.g. greetings)

Greetings are, however, one area where it is more or less impossible simply to wait and
see what happens. How people greet each other will not only reflect the nature of their
relationship (not observable) but will also affect the future course of the relationship. In
business this could even be a make or break situation. Most cultures and sub-cultures
have specific forms of greeting and it is generally assumed that everyone is familiar with
these.

It is very important to find out how to greet business partners and decide on what to do
before a first encounter. Although it may seem self-evident to Northern Europeans that
business partners shake hands when they meet for the first (and usually also subsequent)
times, this is definitely not always the case.

Activity

Ask learners to think of all the different ways they greet people and of any others ways

of greeting which they do not use themselves but know about or have seen. Then ask them
to categorize these according to with whom/when/where. Although greetings rituals can
be classified according to low and high power distance or high and low context, it will be
far more help to learners to know which form of greeting is most likely when they meet
business contacts with partners in Saudi Arabia or Finland or the United Kingdom.

Unlike gestures, where trying to use country- or culture-specific gestures may be
considered patronizing, using the appropriate greeting and form of address (see below)
will usually be regarded positively and is a way to build rapport right from the start.
However, it is very important to judge the situation correctly, in terms of status, gender,
age and other factors. Women may be greeted differently from men, older people
differently from younger people and so on. In many Asian countries, for example, it is
highly unusual for women to shake hands with each other, although in some contexts,
including business contexts, women may shake hands with men.

In terms of safe strategies, it is usually better to be too formal than too informal. This
also relates to use of language. In particular, university students are often used to very
informal language and use this in inappropriate situations. Although it is possible to err
on the side of formality, that will generally not damage the relationship as could not
shaking hands when this is expected or calling someone by their first name too early in a
business relationship. Learners must become familiar with formal forms of greeting and
addressing people.

CHAPTER 9

» Chapter 13

What is it?

A sub-culture is a small
group within a larger
culture with different
behaviours, customs and
other things which make
them different to the larger
culture they are a member
of. These may not always
be obvious.

Did you know?

Many people, when giving
information about their
culture and wanting to
help, will tell you what
they think you should do
rather than what is
actually done. So asking
for more detail may help to
clarify things a little and
help to find out if a specific
greeting is actually used.
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A honorific is an additional
title which may be used to

address someone such as
San in Japanese or
Pan/Pani in Polish.

» Chapter 12

The word ‘conversation’
means any sort of spoken

interaction, formal or
informal, and for any
purpose.
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In business it is the first and second encounters which usually make or break the
business relationship and the importance of these encounters is often underestimated.
Clearly greetings and forms of address play a very important part here. This is not only
what you do when greeting someone, but also what you say and how you say it, and
applies to the use of first names, titles and honorifics.

It is not always easy to judge a situation as a group of German university students
realizedwhen a new student joined their Spanish class. She was about their age, so they
assumed she was a student and addressed her using the familiar ‘du’ in German. When

they found out she was in fact a junior professor who wanted to learn Spanish they

were most embarrassed, although Helen herself had realized and understood how the
misunderstanding had occurred. Then again, they could not have addressed a fellow-student
using the formal ‘Sie’ as this would have caused amusement. The only way they could have
clarified things would have been to find out first what Helen’s role in the university was,
either by asking her (indirectly) or someone else.

Conversational styles

Here we do not mean conversational style in contrast to formal or written style, but
rather the different ways in which different people conduct conversations. This could be
in any situation, with family or friends or of course with colleagues or business partners.
Conversational style varies from person to person but also differs between cultures and
can be the source of conflict. Here again, as in so many aspects of communication,
whether intercultural or not, there is no right or wrong way of conducting conversations.
The main thing is to avoid conflict where possible and deal with it appropriately when it
happens.

Almost any conversational style can be correct for a particular situation or culture. Most
conflicts occur not as a result of conflicting personalities, as is often (wrongly) assumed,
but because of the different ways in which conversations are conducted.

There are far too many features affecting conversational style to go into them all in detail
here, so we will talk about what we feel are some of the most striking in terms of
intercultural communication. These include turn-taking, lengths of turn, interrupting,
long silences and volume, pitch and tone of voice, to name just a few.

Conflicts arise in the conversation and will affect the relationship in general when the
partners in the conversation each believe that their own way of conducting it is the right
one and attempt to impose it on the other(s).

One of the most common conflicts in intercultural conversations is related to turn-
taking. In any conversation or dialogue, there will be unspoken rules as to when it is one
partner’s turn to say something. These are generally not formalized. If everyone is
behaving according to the same rules, the conversation will run smoothly. However, in
many cultures, for example in southern Europe, what northern Europeans see as
interrupting and therefore rude is seen as showing interest. These overlapping turns are
a normal part of any conversation and by no means considered rude. Many people in
northern Europe feel quite the opposite and are often brought up not to interrupt when
someone else is talking.



Teaching intercultural theory

It is obvious that in a conversation between two people holding these quite different
views of what is normal in turn-taking, conflicts will occur and most probably neither
will know why. This can of course lead to serious consequences for any business
relationship.

The number of seconds considered normal before saying something after the partner in
the conversation has finished speaking is illustrated here, using three groups of countries
as examples:

< 0,3 sec. France, Italy, ... ~ sec.
> 0,5 sec. Germany, UK, USA, ... ~ sec.
> 1 sec. Northern Sweden ~ minutes

Kerbrat-Orecchioni, C. (1996): La conversation. Paris: Seuil, p.7off.

In addition, there are of course differences in turn-taking styles between men and
women and between different parts of one country, usually corresponding to north and
south.

Learners will need not only to be aware of these differences but also to develop strategies
to deal with them. These can include learning phrases for interrupting. Saying something
like “May I just say something here?” will allow them to feel less impolite but also to say
what they want. In a course, interrupting and continuing to talk after someone has
interrupted can be practised using appropriate language to do so.

Learners should also learn to deal with what they may feel are unusually long silences
after they have spoken. In some cultures, e.g. some Scandinavian countries, Arab
countries, south-east Asia, it is not necessary to fill silences with language, even with
phatic language, but simply to wait before speaking or reacting in any way. Itis important
to learn to wait in case the other person does want to say something, so as not to risk
stealing the other’s turn unintentionally.

It is important that learners realize that conversational styles do not necessarily reflect a
personality, but rather a set of implicit rules prevalent in the setting understood by the
person concerned. It is the differences in the rules which cause the conflict and not
necessarily the differences in personality.

Many of the implicit rules in conversational style and the differences between them
cause difficulties in business, as in meetings and negotiations. While it may be possible
to put up with the fact that a business partner seems to talk incessantly and you can
never get a word in edgeways (he/she is of course thinking that you are dull and boring
and never want to say anything), in a business meeting, it is of prime importance that
everyone feels they take an appropriate part in the discussion. Achieving this is not
always easy. In some cultures, it is possible to establish rules explicitly at the beginning
of the meeting (the chairman allocates turns, hands are raised, there is to be no
interrupting). In others, this is considered so unusual as to be unacceptable and again in
others, such rules may even be completely disregarded.

However, coming to a consensus on conversational styles is important so that all partners
feel equally accepted. This may involve initially accepting a different conversational style
to your own and/or learning to deal with it, perhaps even adopting it yourself as far as
possible. How this can be done is dealt with later. The important thing here is to

CHAPTER 9

What is it?

The term ‘phatic
communication’ refers
to those parts of
communication which
only fulfil the function
of maintaining the
relationship. It may be
spoken or consist of
gestures and body
language, e.g. smiling.
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‘Going native’ was a
pejorative term used in
the British colonial period
for members of the army
or colonial administration
who were felt by their
compatriots to have taken
on too many aspects of
Indian or African culture,
including marrying native
women.
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understand that conversational styles do not necessarily have anything to do with
personalities.

People who live in a different culture from their original one for a long time often adopt
features of that culture, such as body language and conversational style, especially when
using the language concerned. An Englishwoman known to her friends at home as reticent
and soft-spoken, who had lived in Italy for many years of her adult life, surprised them by
her vociferousness and (to them) wild gesticulating when she spoke Italian.

How to deal with other cultures

Another way of dealing with intercultural theory in a course is to discuss how learners
behave when they deal with other cultures. A discussion can be held on how learners
want to adapt to other cultures, whether this is the right thing to do and what the
alternatives are.

One approach which many believe to be the right one is to be yourself and behave as you
would at home. This is not usually a good idea as even unimportant things may at the
least raise eyebrows and at worst offend seriously, if used in another context or culture.

« A non-business example is the young German who on his first visit to his prospective
parents-in-law offered to get the ‘bread rolls’ for breakfast. Not only is this unknown in
Britain, it is usually not possible as bakers are not open in time for breakfast, but more
importantly, his hostess felt that what she was offering him for breakfast was not good
enough.

« Another example, taken from business life, is trying to find out what is said before starting
to eat. There are many cultures where nothing is said and Germans who insist on saying
something in the language of the country and want to know what this is can seem
overbearing and possibly patronizing.

Learners may be reluctant to do what they feel is ‘play-acting’ and wish to remain
‘authentic’. In fact we rarely only behave in one way in all the many different situations
we are confronted with, even in our own culture and language. Most of us would, for
example, behave differently when conversing with our boss than when congratulating
our mother on her birthday or giving instructions to our teenage child. Pointing this out
to learners and discussing it with them may help them to understand that it is often
possible to accept and adopt other ways of behaving without feeling you have sold your
soul or ‘gone native’.

Another suggestion learners may have is to behave in the way your partner might expect.
This assumes familiarity with the conventions of the other culture and, although being
informed is a good thing, behaving in an unfamiliar way is not always easy. This may
seem to contradict what has been said above, but a partner may also have preconceptions
about your behaviour and be confused if it is actually very different. This may be also
rather difficult to keep up and may seem arrogant.
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Germans are often expected to be punctual as this is a common stereotype and even in
cultures where arrival at a meeting may be up to 20 minutes after the arranged time, it is
not considered acceptable for Germans to arrive late.

There are of course many other suggestions which learners may make but one which we
refer to in a later chapter is that you talk about your own culture, assuming that when
your business partners know this, they will want to behave in the same way. Of course,
this, like many of the other suggestions on how to behave, will depend on where
the business is taking place. If you are in your own country, it is usually helpful to
explain things, although not necessarily so that your business partners accept and
adopt these ways of behaviour. This is dealt with in more detail in the section on
metacommunication.

One example is the use of first names and titles in companies. It can be very helpful, if your
business partners do not know this, to inform them of the conventions (“We don’t use first
names very much in our company, so please don't be surprised if everyone calls you Mr.
Headley rather than Alec”), but it is probably better to then leave it up to them whether
they adopt them or not.

A word on course books

Readers may feel that some of these methods and activities can be found in many
modern BE course books. It is the case that modern BE course books often have a unit
or section on culture. However, as the focus of a BE course book is (justifiably) on
language, the approach is different from what we are suggesting here. You will probably
find that culture is dealt with in a BE course book in one of the following ways. It is used
as an opportunity to introduce learners to intercultural theory. Input is given in the form
of a text about Hofstede or Trompenaars as reading or listening comprehension and
language work done on this. Country-specific information may be provided, often with a
language focus (for instance, dos and don'ts lend themselves to modals). Sometimes
learners are asked to conduct a role play and possibly take on the role of a member of
another culture (for instance, a Thai businessman). Sometimes, case studies relate to
intercultural problems, although these are often found in sections on such topics as risk
management or mergers and acquisitions, and the focus is on the business aspects
rather than the intercultural aspects.

Of all these and other approaches, the last is probably the most useful for the approach
we are suggesting. Although the others may be legitimate ways of dealing with culture
(just as the environment, traffic or education can be dealt with as topics), this is not
where the focus of a course in intercultural communication should lie. With a greater
focus on practical ways of using English in international and (invariably) intercultural
business encounters, certain aspects of BE language courses will have to be neglected.
These will include detailed and comprehensive grammar explanations and exercises as
well as discussion of many other topics often dealt with in BE courses. We would suggest
making clear to learners that these cannot be dealt with in great detail in a course on
intercultural communication without neglecting more important aspects or making the
course inordinately long.

CHAPTER 9
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Remember

Language and politeness

are important so learners

must also learn how to

phrase these explanations

properly.
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B Teaching intercultural theory does not involve a large amount of reading and academic
research on the part of the BE trainer, although the more you know, the more useful it is.
Itis notnecessary to impartall your knowledge to learners as the business communication
should always remain in the foreground. More important than knowing a lot is thinking
about how much of this knowledge will be of use to your learners and what the practical
implications are for them.

The main reason for introducing the topic of intercultural theory to learners is that they
realize which aspects of different cultures may be fundamentally different to each other
and even fundamentally opposed. These may include attitudes to time, nature, religion
and taboos. Dealing with these will, as with communication in general, mean being able
to use appropriate language. This will include knowing that different cultures may
associate different things with terms, even if everyone is speaking English, and others
may have different ideas about how conversations (of all types from small talk to high-
powered negotiations) should run.

It is these things which BE trainers should focus on when dealing with intercultural
theory. M

To think about:

« Who will your learners be?

« What will you need to know?

« How much theory will your learners need and want?



The discovery of America by social scientists is far from
complete. (...) We have a far firmer picture of the manners
and morals of the Eskimo or of the Ashanti than we have of
our own. We must still turn largely to the professional wise
men in our midst, to poets and novelists, and to the
impressionistic accounts of foreign observers.

Kluckhohn, Clyde (1962): Mid-Century Manners and Morals, in: Kluckhohn, C. (ed.) (1962):
Culture and Behavior. Glencoe, IlL.: Free Press of Glencoe, p.323

Teaching
self-awareness

Things that seem self-evident

e You and your culture
e Being non-judgemental
¢ How to deal with stereotypes

A section on self-awareness (whether you call it that or not) in a course on intercultural
communication is very useful to help learners understand that not everything is culture-
bound and similarly, not everything can be attributed to personality. Obviously it will | Thetitles given here for
. . . the sections of a course
never be possible to entirely separate culture from personality, but before we can even B g
attempt to try this with other people and cultures, it is helpful to first think about | |eamers, but are only a
ourselves a little. This includes deciding on what we consider ‘normal’. Most training way of referring to the
programmes on intercultural communicative competence have some point at which | content.
values, basic assumptions and conventions in the learners’ own culture(s) are discussed.
Having thought in the initial phase of a course about the different ways in which cultures
differ from each other, learners should now go on to think about how much everyone is
a part of a culture and how much of what makes up our individual personality is affected
by other factors. Only then can we begin to try to understand — and accept — foreign
cultures.

Remember

You and your culture

Is all this psychology necessary? If this is the question in your mind, we would like to
reassure you thatitis not a question of psychology and by no means one of psychotherapy.
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To think about

How far do you agree with
this?

To think about

Have you ever behaved in
a particular way in order to
achieve something you
want? How far are you
prepared to go?
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In this book, we are assuming that learners of BE are adults and we do not really believe
that it is possible to bring about changes of personality in adults, even if this were our
intention. Some courses in intercultural communication make (rather half-baked, to our
mind) attempts to do this, usually with little success. An open, tolerant person may be
more successful in intercultural communication than someone who is basically a racist
and/or intensely intolerant and who will probably have difficulties coping with other
foreign cultures. However, should a racist be able to successfully conceal any real feelings
and conduct business successfully, there is no reason why this business should not be as
successful as that conducted by a more open-minded person.

As we said earlier, we all behave differently according to the situation we are in and not
all our behaviour is 100 % authentic in all cases. All of us are bound to be able to cope
better with some of the unfamiliar behaviour we encounter in foreign cultures than with
other. The main thing is to cope at all and not to offend, annoy or otherwise irritate or
confuse business partners and endanger the business. This may seem calculating to
some but in fact is normal behaviour in most adult life and certainly in business.

There may of course be limits and the aim of this section is for each individual learner
to find out where his or her limits are. Some people may find the treatment of women in
some Middle East countries or China’s human rights policy unacceptable and feel they
cannot do business with these countries. It is then up to them to clarify this with their
company, or if they do decide to do business with people from these countries, how they
will deal with their own moral dilemmas. We will come to this when we discuss critical
incidents and taboo topics.

German school and university students who visit small towns in the USA on school
exchanges or high school programmes are often shocked and upset to be asked about
Hitler, even questions such as whether they know him or if they are Nazis. Equally, they
find it difficult as guests in some Arab countries if asked whether they agree that Hitler did
a good job and have no idea what to answer without either offending their hosts or their
own principles.

A word of caution

One of the most important things about intercultural communication is that language,
particularly that used to talk about other cultures, should be non-judgemental. This does
not mean neutral and anodyne by any means, but neither does it mean biased and
prejudiced. To put it bluntly, it is the language which counts. It is fairly irrelevant what
the speaker is thinking as long as the language produced is not likely to offend or
endanger the relationship. In a course, however, learners should be encouraged to talk
openly if they want to. This will inevitably mean that some of the things said in the
course may be inappropriate or even unacceptable in other situations. It should be
pointed out to learners that the course is a sheltered situation: anything they may say
which may upset members of other cultures, and so jeopardize business, should be
pointed out to them. In role-plays or activities where diplomatic language is being taught
and practised, learners should be made aware of possible verbal pitfalls.

The aim of any activities concerning self-awareness is to help learners find out the
answers to a number of questions. We suggest material and activities for doing this.
Which of these questions you choose to deal with, and how far learners discuss their own
personal answers with others, is up to you and the learners. Our experience, however,
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has been that most learners find discussing these questions extremely interesting and
are quite happy to talk about the issues and their own attitudes and give fairly personal
information and views.

What has influenced you up to now?

All of us are what we are because of various things which have happened to us in our
lives. Our experience may be in the family, education, places we have lived in and people
we have met, in private and business circumstances. There will be many things which
contribute to the personal make-up of each individual learner and there are various ways
in which this can be discussed.

Judith is obviously partly Asian in some way but it is not always clear how much the culture
of her Indian mother, whom she mentions quite freely, has influenced her. In fact Indian
culture has had relatively little influence on her life, although she did live in Asia as a child.
She has been most influenced by what she feels are particularly English attitudes through
her English upbringing. Other things play a role too. What may not be so obvious are her
religious feelings or her political beliefs.

Activity

An activity to raise awareness of this can be to ask each learner to make his or her own
personal iceberg and then describe the parts which are at the top, i.e. visible, those which
are less so and those which are invisible. Learners need not talk about the third section
(the invisible features) if they don’t want to, it is quite enough if they think about them.

This activity can be done in many different ways, with varying amounts of input. The trainer
can give an example (personal ones are usually most interesting) and can mention some
aspects of a personality which may be important. Learners can draw something which
represents themselves. This need not only be an iceberg, it could also be a pie chart or

a floor plan with different sized rooms or anything else they can think of.

How representative are you of your culture?

Thinking about this question will entail thinking about aspects of the learner’s own
culture(s), but approaching the two (individual and culture) in this order makes it clearer
that cultures are made up of individuals and it is always the individuals who will count.
Almost everyone will find some aspect of their personality which is not typical for their
culture. Through globalization and internationalization, mixed marriages are becoming
more common and so more and more members of younger generations do not resemble
stereotypical ideas of what Brits, Germans or Scandinavians should look like, although
in many (less visible) ways, they are typical of those cultures.
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b 3 S i i N
Judith and her kids: English, German, Indian, or what?

Activity

Brainstorming what is typical for the particular culture of the learners will usually lead to a
lively discussion, especially if there are people from different cultures in one group. There
may also be a discussion on stereotypes (see below). These ‘typical features’ of any culture
may be connected with everyday things like food and drink or clothes or may include
attitudes to time or power. Ask learners questions such as:

« Do you always plan things (e.g. holidays) well in advance?

« Are you always on time?

« When do you eat your main meal of the day?

« What is your favourite food?

and then ask if they think the same answers would be given by other members of their
culture.

A British business woman visiting the USA mentioned that she and her colleagues often
went for a drink during their lunch break or after work. In fact she herself did not drink
alcohol (she didn't feel it was important to mention this), but that colleagues went to a pub
together was met with a very reserved reaction and she felt that the atmosphere afterwards
was awkward. Alcohol is not regarded as something which should be (semi-officially)
combined with work in the USA. Similarly family photos of parties or Christmas with alcohol
on the table may give a false impression to US Americans or people from Muslim countries.

How tolerant are you?

Everyone is intolerant of something, even very banal things, but this intolerance is not
always expressed openly. Ask learners how they feel about certain clothes (torn jeans,
trousers which hang down) or whether they would eat certain foods (dog, rabbit, horse).
Their spontaneous reactions are generally not ones they should express when a business
partner appears at a meeting in torn jeans or when they are offered some food they feel
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they cannot eat. They should also not assume that appearances and clothes (e.g. suits
and ties) always indicate the same things, such as status or power. Many of the things
they encounter in business may be culturally bound but others will be individual and
personal.

If learners give examples of behaviour they find inacceptable, ask them to think of good
reasons for doing these things before jumping to conclusions. This can also be done in
the form of a debate, for instance on the pros and cons of eating dogs and cats. Thinking
about both sides of issues connected with culture will help to avoid making judgements
too quickly, as in general the tendency is to assume that everything is culturally bound
(and perhaps also wrong) when it is unfamiliar.

How do you see yourself?

This question may seem provocative and may have been dealt with in the discussions
which have already taken place.

The aim is for learners to consider how far they see themselves as typical representatives
of their culture, how members of their culture are similar to or different from each other
and how these similarities and differences can contribute to building business
relationships. Learners can consider how far other people they know are typical of their
culture and in what way. These could be well-known people such as politicians or film
stars.

Activity

Find photographs of people who do not look stereotypical of their culture. They should
not be well-known so that learners do not have preconceived ideas. Ask them to speculate
about them and then give them the facts.

Intercultural encounters are always between individuals rather than cultures, so it is
probable that learners will realize that no individual will represent the absolute stereotype
of his/her culture. Up to this point, many learners may only have vaguely realized how
much of their personality is individual and how much is culture-bound. Many trainers
will be able to provide useful input here.

How much do you know about your own culture(s) and country?

Although we do not believe that national cultures can be defined in the sense that this
has been done by many intercultural scholars, business is usually conducted between
members of different countries so the country of origin of a person will always be one
way in which he or she is defined, at least initially and superficially. Finding out about
the countries of business partners is important and useful for the successful building of
business relationships, but a step before this must be for learners to become aware of
which information is important and which less so. There may be many aspects of their
own country which they take for granted and it might be useful to encourage thinking
about how these may be seen by business partners and visitors.

This aspect of raising of self-awareness in intercultural matters is more practical than
some of the previous questions may have seemed. Learners can be asked to collect
information about their own country, region or town. Brainstorm the type of information
which could be useful and ask learners to work on different aspects. Depending on the
make-up of the group and the information, it can be related to the iceberg. Make sure
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that they do not simply come up with a list of facts but concentrate on the information
which would be really useful to foreign visitors. For example, it is useful, when coming
to Germany or dealing with German business partners to know that Goethe is the
national poet, but not necessarily so important to know his exact date of birth. Make sure
they can justify their choice of information. Encourage them to think of things which
may be unusual to a foreign visitor and why. If time allows, they can prepare a programme
for foreign visitors or a presentation or information leaflet.

How do others see you, your country and your culture?

Ask learners to think about how they are seen by others and to provide adjectives which
describe how others feel about their own culture. It is relatively easy to find texts on the
Internet about how, for instance, certain cultures are seen by others. Ask learners to read
these and talk about whether they agree or not.

This is from Charlotte’s, i.e. Rudi’s younger daughter’s blog:

We met an Australian/Brazilian couple in South Chile. Mick asked me if | get offended when
people make fun of Germans. When | said that I've lived with this for more than 31 years he
started telling us about this crazy German who he had met in Peru about 5 years ago and
explained how this guy was part of some weird carpenter brotherhood that travels the world
in weird clothes. From there it took us about 30 seconds to figure out that he was talking
about my brother Philipp ... SMALL WORLD! Mick and Philipp have been friends ever since.
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Rudi’s son (center left) socializing in Peru

From a reputable online international magazine:
When Germans go on their package holidays, it is said, they get up extra early and run
down to the pool with a towel in order to reserve the best sun lounges. That, at least, is
what the British say. It seems that they come across such over-eager, sun lounge-obsessed
Germans all the time on their trips to island paradise.
http://www.spiegel.de/international /
how-the-brits-see-germans-trendy-krauts-versus-goose-stepping-nazis-a-360253.html
| 2
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From literature:
Every foreigner (...) spent his first few weeks in learning to love the Spaniards and in being
exasperated by certain of their characteristics. (...) All foreigners alike are appalled by their
inefficiency, above all by their maddening unpunctuality (...) In Spain, nothing, from a meal
to a battle, ever happens at the appointed time.

Orwell, George (1952): Homage to Catalonia (1937). Orlando: Harcourt, p. 12

From a blog by an Indian:

If I were to look for answers in all that | have heard said about my fellow countrymen in my

12 years out of India, both from foreigners and from persons of Indian origin, then Indians —

get rich wherever they go. And then they corrupt.

regard any working system as a challenge.

are incredibly racist.

believe they have nothing to learn. They come to speak, not listen.

are rough, unclean, undisciplined — unless there’s a penalty for that.
http://blog.cygopinath.com/gopifications/kill-the-indian-first/

How influenced are you by stereotypes?

Many of the questions discussed so far in this section have touched on the subject of
stereotypes and the topic may already have been discussed in some detail. Learners may
be highly influenced by stereotypes or, on the other hand, feel that stereotyping (in
particular of countries or cultures) should be avoided at all costs. There are, however,
many cases in which stereotypes can be useful and even of help in intercultural
encounters.

Activity

Ask learners to collect statements about their own or another culture which may be
helpful when dealing with that culture. Make sure that these are not expressed negatively.
Words and expressions such as most, a lot, few or generally may be useful.

Some examples could be:

« The religion of most Indians is Hinduism

« The British say ‘please’ and ‘thank you'’ a lot.

« The Chinese have few food taboos.

« Many US Americans are proud of their country.
« Scandinavians generally speak good English.

Statements like this can make it clear that there are few absolute truths about countries
and probably even fewer about national cultures. However, as one of the most important
things about intercultural communication is to be prepared for it, some generalizations
will always be helpful, as long as you realize that there will always be exceptions and are
equally prepared not to be too surprised when you come across them. What is most
important is that feelings or statements about other cultures are not expressed negatively
or judgementally. It is also not appropriate to maintain that something which might be
considered negative about a country is a ‘well-known’ fact, especially when talking to
someone from that country and so assume that he or she will not be offended. In fact the
opposite can be the case.

CHAPTER 10
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Many English people, even if they have been living abroad for many years and do not
consider themselves particularly patriotic, are upset or even offended by remarks such as
“The weather in England is always bad.” Or worse: “Everyone knows English food doesn't
taste nice.” Making remarks like this is not the same as saying “Great Britain is an island.”

Activity

Another useful activity can be to ask learners to make sentences about other countries, even
if they feel they do not know much about them. Then discuss whether these statements are
stereotypes, judgemental, positive or negative. A lot will depend on the language used. Ask
them how they would go about finding out whether commonly held assumptions about a
country are true or not.

The following extract has what we feel are useful guidelines for helpful stereotypes.

Stereotypes, like other forms of categories, can be helpful or harmful depending on how
we use them. Effective stereotyping allows people to understand and act appropriately in
new situations.

A stereotype can be helpful when it is

« consciously held. The person should be aware that he or she is describing a group norm
rather than the characteristics of a specific individual.

descriptive rather than evaluative. The stereotype should describe what people from
this group will probably be like and not evaluate those people as good or bad.
accurate. The stereotype should accurately describe the norm for the group to which
the person belongs.

the first best guess about a group prior to having direct information about the specific
person or persons involved.

modified, based on further observation and experience with the actual people and
situations.

A subconsciously held stereotype is difficult to modify or discard even after we collect real
information about a person, because it is often thought to reflect reality.

Adler, Nancy J.: Communication across Cultural Barriers, in:
Bolten, Juirgen/Ehrhardt, Claus (eds.) (2003): Interkulturelle Kommunikation. Texte und

Ubungen zum interkulturellen Handeln. Waldsteinberg: Heidrun Popp Verlag, pp. 247276

Non-judgemental language

In a section dealing with self-awareness, although the focus may be on topics such as
how far an individual is influenced by culture, important information about a country
and stereotypes, the language of the discussion and in which the views are expressed
should not be forgotten. Although in many cases, the business partners will not be native
speakers of English, it is important to remember that not only the content of opinions
may offend but also the language in which they are expressed. Learners should not
automatically transfer their own discourse conventions into English and assume that
their (hopefully good) intentions will be understood.
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B Teaching self-awareness is not a question of psychology. Most of us do not think very
much about our own culture and what it is made up of, unless we are asked to. This
means that many learners will never have considered firstly, what it means to be German,
Uruguayan, Spanish or whatever and secondly, how typical they may be or not be for
their own national culture. For this reason, it is worth spending some time discussing
what may be considered typical of which cultures and what makes up a national
stereotype. This will inevitably mean thinking about how useful stereotypes can be and
what they should not be, i.e. negative and judgemental. Just as many learners will not
want to consider themselves typical of their own culture, they should realize that they
will always be dealing with individuals and not with entire cultures when doing business
internationally. H

To think about:

- How would you define yourself in terms of your national culture?
- What stereotypes exist about your culture?

« How do you feel about stereotypes?
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for Languages; Learning, teaching, assessment. Cambridge: CUP, p.11
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country
specifics

Getting ready for
intercultural encounters

® How can we distinguish cultures?
¢ What do we need to know?
* How to get reliable information

Up to now, we have been addressing the subject of intercultural communication fairly
generally, although almost all examples are taken from specific contexts. One of the most
important things for learners is the context in which intercultural communication is or
will be taking place. In most cases this will be a particular country or business partners
of particular nationalities. They will want to know about the practical issues they will be
faced with when doing business with business partners from, for instance, China,
Argentina or Norway. This will mean not only identifying important information about
the country, but also being able to distinguish between generalizations and avoid
stereotypical expectations. We assume that having done some work and activities on
intercultural theory and the learners’ own cultural programming will help them to do
these two things when they come to finding out about a particular country in order to do
business there. There is certainly no shortage of country-specific information available,
so for many learners the main question will be how to filter the information in order to
use it in the best possible way. This is where learners will need help.

Courses in intercultural communication are usually of two types: the general and those
dealing with a particular country. It seems unlikely that a trainer will be asked to run a
course on a particular country if he or she has no particular connection to that country.
However, it is quite likely that a BE trainer from the USA may be asked to give a course
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on US culture for Germans wishing to enter into business with a US company. The
trainer’s own experience and personal insights will certainly be useful, but, especially if
the course is short, arranging and combining these will be the important thing. This will
be especially important if the trainer has no personal experience of, for instance,
negotiation style or business etiquette in his/her own country. However close you are to
one country or culture, there will always be aspects you are not familiar with, which is
where this chapter may be of help.

However, it is the courses in general intercultural communication, where each learner in
a group is interested in a different country, which may seem to pose the greater problem.
No BE trainer can be expected to be an expert on every possible country so it is a matter
of knowing what is important and what each learner can and will have to find out for
him- or herself.

What can be said about national cultures?

What follows is something different from what has gone before. When interculturalists
like Hofstede, Trompenaars/Hampden-Turner, Schwarz and others claim to measure
‘the culture’ of India, China or the USA, this has often been sarcastically compared to
measuring ‘the culture’ of Europe. Obviously, anyone familiar with the diverse political
and social histories as well as the social realities of any of these three countries would
feel uneasy about attempts at quantifying ‘national’ cultures like the ones mentioned
above in terms of mean figures. Understandable as such criticism may be (we have
already indicated that we share much of it in Chapter 3), learners will nonetheless want
to know something about China, India or Norway.

Although any general statement about the French, Spanish, English, Chinese culture per
se might well be stereotypical, there are still several pieces of useful information to be
learned. These are the ones which will play a role in practical intercultural encounters.
Although aspects of culture will probably have already been addressed and discussed in
a course (e.g. using the iceberg model), what these mean in terms of a particular country
is the subject of a section on country-specifics.

Learners will know that cultures can be distinguished firstly by material and visible
objects such as dress, architecture, decorative arts, all of which are more or less
discernable and often serve to symbolize specific cultural contexts. These will vary, and
some may be less important in business contexts. For instance, in many countries,
national dress is not worn on business occasions, although there are several countries
where suits and ties for men are not the norm.

When doing business in Scotland, you might rightly expect to see men on the street
wearing kilts. On the other hand, you would not expect every Scot to wear a kilt every day
and should know that in Scotland a normal business suit is what to expect in most
circumstances. Being prepared for doing business with a Scot therefore includes
showing respect and acknowledgement for Scottish traditions and avoiding any
stereotypical pinning down of your Scottish business partner, for instance by asking him
why he is not wearing a kilt.

Decorative arts, which at first may seem irrelevant to business, may also have an effect
on ideas of aesthetics, such as the design of presentations or brochures, so it is useful to
consider questions such as which colours and images may be particular to a particular
culture or country. This could also be something which might lead to differences if, for
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example, a joint brochure was being produced by two companies or a joint presentation
being held.

Activity
Ask learners to find websites from various countries or to compare the national websites

from one multinational company and see what differences they can find. Discuss how they
see these.

Another area which is perhaps less discernible is that of verbal and non-verbal behaviour.
This relates to politeness conventions as well as communicative strategies, both dealt
with in more detail elsewhere in this book. These may vary considerably even among
geographically and/or historically related cultures. This is why neighbouring and often
seemingly closely-related countries such as the USA and Canada, England and Wales,
Belgium and the Netherlands or Poland and the Ukraine stress their differences. This
may seem strange to outsiders but these differences do actually exist.

Let’s assume you come from northern Europe and you are getting ready for the first
meeting with a new business partner from Bari in Southern Italy. You may expect a
rather dynamic conversational style on the part of the Italian which might include
frequent interruptions and his perhaps grabbing you by your hand at times, something
you would find unusual from a northern European business partner. You should not
expect, however, that your Italian business partner would necessarily and in all cases
behave like this. Instead you should be prepared to accept and tolerate whatever
communication style you encounter as far as you are able to. You should also prepare
yourself in terms of what to say and what to do if things became too difficult for you.

Activity
Ask learners to think of all the differences between their own and a seemingly closely
related country, such as USA and Canada, England and Wales, Belgium and the Netherlands
or Poland and the Ukraine. This works particularly well with multinational groups but can
also be done with learners who are all from one country.

The third area is that of the hidden elements of cultures like beliefs, values, basic
attitudes or differing patterns of cognition. These may even be masked by parts of the
first two areas, such as dress (if everyone is wearing western business clothes) or seem
similar in other ways. It takes a lot of experience — and sometimes knowledge — to
identify the effects of these cultural dimensions in a person’s or a group’s behaviour.
Although learners may not yet have experience of doing business with people from a
particular country, they can acquire knowledge which will help them to avoid faux pas.
One example could be to know what the religion of a country is, how religious most
people really are and whether there are significant religious minorities.

Although religious beliefs may be more important in business contexts than many
Europeans think, another — perhaps more immediate — example is that of attitudes to
time. Imagine that before travelling to S3o Paulo to attend a business meeting with
Brazilian partners for the first time, you have talked to friends with extensive business
experience in Brazil. You have been told that the concept of time, punctuality and
relationship-building in Brazil differs considerably from the one you grew up (perhaps
in Switzerland). So you may think perhaps that, once you are in S3o Paulo, you can arrive
late at your first business meeting, the time of which has been agreed on by email
correspondence, without prior announcement or subsequent explanation. This would,
in fact, not be a good idea at all, since your behaviour could be considered unprofessional
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or even impolite by your Brazilian hosts. An interculturally experienced business person
would try to find a way of establishing the conventions by asking “When should I arrive?”
either directly or to someone familiar with the conventions and context.

“Isn’t this a form of stereotyping?” If this is the question in your mind, we would like to
reassure you that it is not a question of looking up the scales of particular cultural
dimensions and then applying them to the country you are visiting, which is as much a
form of stereotyping as assuming that all men in Scotland wear kilts all the time.

What many learners want are important facts and practical information about the
particular country they will be doing business with or in. The question will be one of
which information is important and the best source of useful information. It is always
important to point out that due to the nature of the information, it may change all the
time. Clearly the geography of a country will not change dramatically within a lifetime,
but as we all know, the government may change, and with it the names of important
politicians, and even the borders or the name of a country or city may change more
quickly than we may think.

Depending on your learners, this may raise the question of how to deal with a number
of different cultures as the focus in one course. The answer to the first question is that
each learner in a course chooses the culture he/she is interested in. In the sub-section
Combining knowledge and skills (p.133), learners are asked to prepare and give a
presentation on the culture/country of their choice. The presentation should concentrate
on interculturally relevant information and include dos and don’ts as well as relevant
socio-political or sociocultural background.

What do | need to know?

The focus of this chapter and this section of a course are on particular countries. This is
because countries are the most accessible concept and unit for most of us and for most
learners. In all of the above examples, and regardless of which area of national culture is
concerned, the main thing is to appear neither ignorant nor unintelligent nor superior
or arrogant in the eyes of your business partners, who will probably see themselves as
representatives of their countries and you as a representative of yours. Nevertheless, two
things must be borne in mind. Firstly, ‘national cultures’ are theoretical constructs which
resemble maps designed to deliver orientation in a complex world. A map, itis important
to remember, is not the landscape, but an abstract representation of landscape built on
distortions, omissions and exaggerations. How helpful a map is in real life will be
decided upon through its practical use.

Secondly, ‘national cultures’ are theoretical constructs related to political units, which
are historically coincidental. Take, for example, Europe, the Middle East or Africa, where
national borders have been subject to frequent change for decades and centuries. In
contrast, nations which have enjoyed long-lasting stability in terms of political,
geographical and ethnic characteristics are rather exceptional today. National cultures
therefore must be considered as one potential ‘map’ among others claiming to contribute
to orientation. Again, how helpful the concept is in real life will be decided on through
its practical use when communicating with people from another culture.

National and regional differences
Although many, if not most, learners will name countries they are most interested in, it
is important to remember that each country will also have its own sub-cultures. These
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may depend on regions of countries, especially of larger countries, or different ethnic
groups. These regions, groups or sub-cultures will be vehemently defended by their
members as much as countries are by patriots. Thus if travelling to India, it may be
important to know something of the differences (for example in food and religion, to
mention two very different things which can affect business) between the north and the
south.

As Christianity is more widespread in the south of India, it is not unusual to meet Indians
with surnames such as John, Henry, Titus, Aaron. These were often the names of the
missionaries who converted the family originally. In the north of India this is less common,
and although the majority of Indians are Hindus, there are more followers of Islam in the
north.

How do I deal with this in a course? — If you give learners the task of finding out about a
country, most people will ask what particular information they should find out. The
main question is what the most important information is and how to select the most
relevant for the particular business to be done from all that is available.

Any selection must be made assuming that information is useful if it helps a business
person to seem well-informed and interested in the culture of his business partner rather
than ignorant, indifferent or even plain stupid. How much you need to know will clearly
depend on various things, such as the context, the length and intensity of the contact and
where it takes place. If you know something about your business partners, this will
always help and may also in this case help to identify the sort of information which will
be useful.

SO,0ONLY THE ONE
IN ATLANTIC CITY
HAS GAMBLING?
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As far as the country is concerned, though, whatever the length of the visit may be, it is
more or less essential to know the name of the currency and the name of the capital city
as well as at least one other city. Anything else can be useful, for instance the names of
national heroes and famous sights. Certain rules of behaviour may also be important.
How much you need to know of ‘high culture’ (music, literature and art) will depend on
who your business partners are and what the nature of your business is.

It is certainly not necessary to know everything, but knowing nothing at all is most likely
to lead to difficulties if not intercultural clashes. A certain number of facts will always be
helpful. Itis also not necessary to parade your knowledge, and depending on the situation
you are in, you may not wish to mention it at all. Interestingly enough, it is sometimes
the case that the more you know, the less you need to know. If you know which Polish
author won the Nobel Prize for Literature, then you may be forgiven for not knowing where
Lublin is. Then again, many Poles may be offended if you assume Chopin was French!

In general the better-known a countryis (e.g. USA, UK), the more specific the information
will be and the less well-known (e.g. Luxembourg, Pakistan), the more general the
information. However, certain facts, such as important cities, currency, language, will
always be important to know when dealing with another country or culture.

Where can information be found?

If you are already an expert on a particular country, perhaps because you come from that
country or have lived there, this section may be irrelevant to your needs. You will already
have a library of books, a list of websites and your own experience and contacts. Should
you have to find a similar range of information about another country or countries, you
will also have a good idea of where to look. It is exactly this information which learners
need. We are talking about two kinds of information, both of which can be found in
books and more easily, on the Internet.

The first is the factual information and ranges from such things as the capital city, other
major cities, form of government, names of national heroes, other famous people and
the currency to recent events, the national flag and public holidays. This information can
be found on all sorts of websites such as the national websites for the country concerned
(as these are designed for tourists, they will probably not provide totally unnecessary
details) as well as websites such as Wikipedia and the CIA Factbook (one very reliable
source of factual information).

The second type of information is that concerning dos and don’ts. This is the more
difficult type as websites are not always reliable and it is precisely these things which
change over time and vary depending on the context. Information given on many
websites is oversimplified. One good way of finding out about such things as when to
arrive at a business meeting, how to address business partners or what to wear is to ask
someone reliable. This is clearly not always possible, though, so more general sources
will have to be used.

Nevertheless, asking people for information of this type about their own countries can
sometimes provoke reactions which are not helpful. One possible reaction is that they
refuse to consider that something might be important and maintain that it is the same
as elsewhere because they have never thought about it. If this is true, the information
can of course be helpful but as we know, differences generally outweigh similarities.
Another possible reaction is that they provide very specific information with unnecessary
detail which only serves to confuse.
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To think about

It is not a good idea to
know so much that you
are better-informed than
your business partners.
This can seem arrogant
and patronizing.

Did you know?

Henryk Sienkiewicz

won the Nobel Prize for
Literature in 1905. He
wrote the novel Quo Vadis.

Remember

This is the information
needed for a first
encounter so as not to
appear ignorant and

to be able to build a
relationship of trust with
a business partner.
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When a German asked a group of Polish business people what is said in Polish before
starting to eat, one member of the group told him the Polish expression, whereas the others
argued about whether it was the done thing to say it at all. The discussion revolved around
whether saying “Smacznego” was a working-class phenomenon or generally acceptable.

Activity

Ask learners what information they need if they want to know the order in which people
should be introduced to each other.

It is not possible for one person or source to know about all countries and cultures, so
websites or books claiming this should be treated with care. It is sometimes useful,
especially when using a website which deals with many different countries and cultures,
to look at the information about one’s own culture or a culture one knows well and to see
how reliable this is, and then to use this as a basis for decisions about the information
given on other countries.

The English-speaking world and other areas

Many assumptions are made based on grouping countries together. Countries are often
grouped for business reasons (one person in a company may be responsible for EMEA,
for instance).

In whatever way countries are grouped together, the grouping must make sense for the
particular reason involved. If business is to be done with a Muslim country, then it may
well make sense for learners to find out about Islam in general and how important it is,
not only in the particular country concerned, but also in other countries, possibly those
in the geographical vicinity. It is also very useful to know the differences between
countries which share some features, so that false assumptions are not made. For
instance, many women in Dubai are not veiled. As Islam is a feature which affects
behaviour in business, this may be one useful grouping.

Another possible grouping is one of language: it may make sense in a course on
intercultural communication to look at countries where English is an official language.
This is for several reasons: the language, although English, is not International English
as referred to earlier, but usually a specific variety of English which has developed, often
from colonial times, into a native-speaker variety. This is the case in India, Singapore and
several African countries. A common misconception is that the English spoken in these
countries is in some way inferior, a prejudice which if voiced or even implied, can
seriously affect business.

We recommend watching the film Outsourced which deals with the trials and tribulations
of a young US American who goes to India with the task of working with call centre agents
without preparation of any sort for India. He encounters various difficulties. In one scene
he tells the staff of the call centre that he is there to teach them how to speak like native
speakers, which is countered by “We ARE native speakers!”

Even if learners accept that the English spoken is not an inferior sort, they should not
assume that the English they have learnt at school (usually British or American English)
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will be enough. There will undoubtedly be many words which are peculiar to the country,
and it will certainly be helpful for them to learn these as well as to learn how to find out
what they mean. They should not assume that these words will be understood in other
countries where English is spoken.

Here are examples of South African English: “He’s got a Volkswagen Kombi”; Singapore
English: “Your computer got virus anot?”; Canadian English: “He’s a frosh at the Ottawa
Faculty of Law"; Indian English: “It's not far, it's only a furlong.”

In addition to these two things, although the language may be a native-speaker variety of
English, this does not mean that British or American business conventions will always

apply.

Does this mean that it may be better to regard English-speaking countries as separate
entities rather than grouping them together? We feel that grouping them is useful as it
helps to reduce the complexity. Learners may feel overwhelmed if they have to deal with
every detail of each country separately. It also helps with the transfer of knowledge and
can reduce the learning load at a later date as certain information can also be useful
when doing business with other countries in this group.

Other possible groupings could be eastern European or South American countries. Here
again, there are many similarities between the different countries belonging to these
groups, but also important differences. If it is easier for trainers to deal this way with the
different countries learners are interested in, then care must be taken not to over-
emphasize the similarities at the expense of the differences. This is important because
people are usually very sensitive about being confused with others, even if there are
superficial similarities. Depending on the make-up of the learners in the course,
grouping countries may make it easier to deal with a variety of countries in a short time.

Many people outside Europe do not realize that Polish is written using the Latin rather than
the Cyrillic alphabet. Many people in Europe do not realize that Croatian is written using the
Latin, while Serbian, which is essentially the same language, is written using the Cyrillic
alphabet.

Another way of grouping countries which may be useful if all the learners are from one
company or similar companies may be according to the part they play in the company’s
business, i.e. countries where production takes place, supplier countries or countries
which act as markets for the goods or services.

Combining knowledge and skills

Showing learners what sort of information they need and where they can find it can also
be combined with training in skills. One particular way of doing this is to include the
training of presentation techniques at this point. Depending on how much time you
have, this can also include techniques for international presentations. These techniques
can be adapted to suit the country the learners may have to present in or the audience
they will be addressing.

Even if each learner only needs information about one particular country, the range
represented in a group will have to be dealt with. This can be effectively combined with

CHAPTER 11

Remember
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be called Germans and
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a presentation on the important aspects of the country concerned, including what has
been mentioned above. Learners can attempt to make the other members of the class
enthusiastic about the country they will be dealing with.

Activity

 There are many different ways in which presentations of country-specifics can be dealt
with, depending on such things as the size of the group, their interests and whether
they will be graded on their presentations. Learners can be asked to find out and present
a particular aspect of a culture or country, such as a sport (e.g. rugby for New Zealand),

a comparison (e.g. business etiquette in Saudi Arabia and Germany) or something
covering several countries (e.g. Islamic banking). The type of presentation can also vary
from a 5-minute-talk using no media or just a flip chart, written or drawn on during

the presentation, to a full-blown PowerPoint presentation. Objects can be brought along,
such as artefacts or food. In fact the possibilities are endless and all acceptable in this
context.

« If time does not allow for presentations, other activities which involve learners doing
their own research can be used. For example, each learner or group can make up a quiz
about a particular country for the others to do. Instead of a presentation, learners can
produce a handout or a poster. Emphasize that the information must be relevant and
ask learners to justify their choice of information.

 Another way of dealing with dos and don‘ts which may be specific to one country is
to think of the important areas. Examples of these are small talk, gift-giving, eating.

Ask learners (possibly in groups) to establish what they need to know about these
contexts when planning to do business with people from a particular country. In addition,
learners can decide what would be useful for their business partners when coming to
their country.

B Running a course in intercultural communication which deals with a specific country
may pose less of a problem to a BE trainer than running a course where each learner is
interested in a different country. In the second case, the learners will have to do most of
the research themselves, but in the end will probably be better equipped to deal with new
countries they may need to deal with. What is important is that learners are made aware
of the most useful and most appropriate information on the country. This will vary
depending on who their partners are and what the specific business context is. In order
to focus their research and provide for interaction in the course, this part can be combined
with the training of presentation skills, perhaps particularly for international
presentations. Learners can be asked to prepare a presentation of a particular country or
a specific feature of the country. This can include factual information as well as dos and
dont’s, all of which are necessary for successful business encounters. l

To think about:

« Which countries do you know about?

« Where would you find information about a particular country?

« What special features of your country would you include in a
presentation?



Cultures are a different level of logical analysis from
the individual members of cultures. Cultures do not
talk to each other; individuals do. In that sense, all
communication is interpersonal communication and
can never be intercultural communication.

Scollon, R./Wong Scollon, S. (1995): Intercultural Communication: A Discourse
Approach. Oxford: Blackwell, p.125
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Concentrating on difficult tasks

e What is intercultural communicative competence?
¢ What are mistakes?
¢ What strategies do learners need?

We assume that most BE trainers want to equip their learners not only with the grammar
and vocabulary for conducting business in English but also the skills they need to give
presentations, hold meetings or conduct negotiations, to name just three examples of
common business activities. So you may be asking yourself what makes intercultural
communicative competence different from general communicative competence. It is
true that, in the case of business, as most communication will take place internationally,
business people will also have to be interculturally competent to cope with the situations
they find themselves in. So is general communicative competence enough?

If you look closely at BE course books, you will find that many of them include a mixture
of business vocabulary, grammar and language functions in connection with texts,
listening comprehension activities and with pronunciation exercise and discussions
thrown in. In a course on intercultural communication, especially a short course, it will
be necessary to focus not only on those aspects of general business communication
which are important (perhaps because they occur most often), but also on those which
cause the most problems. It is not only learners of English who experience these
problems, as we have seen in the first part of this book. However, the way that learners
deal with them will almost undoubtedly be made more difficult by the possibly limited
linguistic means they have at their disposal. What we are suggesting in a course on

Remember

What we mean by
‘intercultural
communicative
competence’ is a
combination of
knowledge, skills and
features of personality.
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Vocabulary mistakes are
generally more serious in
terms of meaning than
grammar mistakes, and
yet it is grammar mistakes
which most BE trainers
probably focus on most.
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specifically intercultural business communication is concentrating on the most difficult
aspects of this.

Mistakes in intercultural communication

If learners have found out about the differences between cultures in terms of attitudes
to, for instance, time and hierarchy, they will be prepared in one way for possibly difficult
situations. Simply knowing about these things, however, will not guarantee that
everything will go smoothly. There are various types of misunderstanding which can
arise and many different mistakes which learners may make. Everyone who has done
business with other cultures will have examples of these and many of them, it will be
found on closer examination, will have something to do with language. Yet it is certainly
not usually grammatical mistakes which cause problems. Itis in fact rare that wrong use
of grammar really leads to serious breakdowns in relationships, although this can
happen. The more serious mistakes are those based on cultural assumptions concerning
language.

There are English people who say ‘half eight” when they talk about the time. They mean
half past eight. Most Germans, on hearing this for the first time, assume this is being used
in the German way and means half past seven. Even though they have learnt in school
that half past is what is said in English, on being confronted with something apparently
non-standard, they fall back on their own language for their spontaneous interpretation
of the phrase and so turn up an hour early for an appointment.

In general grammar mistakes can be spotted and mentally corrected by the person who
hears them (if they are noticed at all). Examples of this type of mistake are in sentences
like “Last year we order from Company XYZ” or “You can come at Tuesday”. More
serious are vocabulary mistakes, in particular false friends. This is particularly so if the
word exists with similar meanings in both or all languages concerned. One example
often quoted is the word concept which means a fairly detailed draft in German but only
a vague idea in English and French. Similar types of mistake can occur where a language
only has one word where two exist in English. An example of this is esperar in Spanish
which means hope and wait in English. Sometimes it is clear that a mistake is being
made, as in the well-known German use of become (bekommen in German means get,
receive or have). The sentences “My wife is becoming a baby next month” or “You become
your order in two weeks” may lead to confusion, but this can probably be cleared up as
the English sentences make little sense. It is obvious that some sort of mistake is being
made. The worst sort of confusion possible is where neither partner notices what has
gone wrong and remains with his or her own (mis)understanding of the situation.

Types of mistakes can be placed along a scale which ranges from unimportant to crucial.
The first type includes minor grammar or even vocabulary mistakes which do not affect
the meaning of what is said or the relationship of the speakers. These are probably not
even noticed by the majority of users, including native speakers.

Secondly, there are mistakes which are noticeable but equally unimportant both in terms
of what is meant and understood and in terms of the relationship. The hearer, if the
mistake is noticed at all, will simply correct it mentally and the interaction will continue.
So, if one speaker says something which is meaningless, communication will initially
break down, but if the right strategies are used, this breakdown will only last for a short
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time. The mistake cannot be corrected mentally as the hearer does not know what the
speaker means and needs to find out. How can this be done without seeming rude? How
can you respond to something you don’t understand (despite knowing all the words)
appropriately?

This implies two things. One is that it is not always enough to know the linguistically
correct way of expressing something. If learners are confronted with language they
cannot categorize in terms of what they already know (as the mistakes made are of a
different kind), what they hear will be meaningless. They will need strategies to deal with
the situation. The use of these strategies must not endanger the business relationship by,
for instance, making business partners feel their English is inadequate, i.e. offending
them or confusing them.

It is, however, the third type of mistake which is most important and dangerous. These
are mistakes which go unnoticed by both parties so that each leaves the interaction with
a different and possibly contradictory view of what has happened. This can happen at a
very basic level, if thirteen and thirty are pronounced wrongly or Tuesday and Thursday are
confused. It can also be important if a decimal point and a comma are confused in a
number. These mistakes are dangerous because there is no reason to ask for clarification
of something you are sure you have understood. Learners will need strategies for
identifying cases where they should confirm that everything has been understood in the
same way by all concerned, again without damaging the business relationship. This may
mean repeating or summarizing what has been said and agreed on or writing it down,
but may also involve more complex strategies of metacommunication.

BE trainers providing training in intercultural communication must be aware of all the
different types of mistakes there are and how to deal with them. This means more
elaborate techniques than simply correcting mistakes, however this is done. Learners too
must be aware that not everything they say will be understood in the way they mean it
and that it does not make sense to emphasize grammatical or linguistic correctness at
the expense of understanding.

‘Correct’ language

The focus in a course in intercultural communication should be on the generation of
language which is acceptable rather than simply grammatically correct. In much
language teaching in schools, emphasis is placed on grammatically correct and complete
use of language, often at the expense of fluency, changes in language, register and
crucially politeness. This leads to the extended practice of forms such as imperatives and
negatives, despite the fact that phrases such as “Open the window!” or “I don’t agree”
should be used with caution, if at all. Most people will probably see that the grammatically
incorrect “Could you please opening the window?” or “I'm sorry but I not agree” will
endanger a relationship less than either of the expressions above.

This does not mean doing away with grammar altogether, a notion most teachers and
many BE trainers feel threatened by. It simply means rethinking the importance which
has been attached to grammar and the real role it plays in intercultural business
communication. This takes both International English and the changing nature of
language in general into account. Many forms, often considered wrong by teachers and
BE trainers, are becoming increasingly common. Examples are “If I would accept your
price, what conditions do you offer?”, “I look forward to see you next week”, or “I suggest
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Which mistakes is it worth

correcting and how much
difference does correction
make?
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think of which support
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easier than the other?
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How useful are idioms

in international
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to sign the contract soon”. None of these would cause confusion or endanger a
relationship.

In a course on intercultural communication, the focus should be not only on the use of
language which will contribute to relationship building, but also on language used in
situations which may be precarious in themselves. In general, language functions are
taught in pairs, agreeing and disagreeing, accepting and refusing, praising and
criticizing. Although this may seem logical, it has two drawbacks. One is that in the case
of the first (positive) function, the verb itself is often used when performing the function.
We can say “I agree”, “I accept” and even “I'd like to praise ...” without causing any
problems. However, we rarely if ever say “I disagree”, “I refuse” or “I'd like to criticize ...".
These forms are still often taught, apparently for the sake of completeness. In general
language teaching and in intercultural training in particular, far less time needs to be
spent on the positive functions (in each of these pairs and many others) and far more on
how to express the negative functions, which generally cause more problems. Teaching
and practising these in the same way as the ‘easier’ function leads to the mistaken
assumption that they are just as simple to express in English. This leads to such
utterances as “I refuse your invitation” or “I completely disagree”, both of which would
probably lead to tension in a business relationship if not a complete breakdown. Learners
need more practice in dealing with rejecting offers than accepting them, giving advice
than taking advice and expressing displeasure rather than pleasure.

So far we have considered mistakes which may cause confusion or offence. The third
type is those which cause amusement. Although these are probably less important to the
success or failure of the business relationship, loss of face on the speaker’s side will also
not be conducive to good business. In general we can assume that learners do not want
their business partners to laugh because of a mistake they make in English. It is rarely
grammatical mistakes which cause amusement, but amusement may be caused by
wrong use of register (saying “I beg to differ” or introducing someone as “my highly
esteemed business partner” can sound pompous to many native speakers) or by using a
standard idiomatic phrase wrongly, e.g. saying “Health!” when someone sneezes.
Making small mistakes in idioms or sayings is often a cause of amusement to native
speakers, for instance by saying “I haven’t a glue” or “It was a wild duck hunt”. As idioms
also go out of date very quickly, there may be a strong case for not teaching them at all.

There are even books on how to avoid
mistakes in idioms. One has pictures
of what the idioms conjure up in
native speakers’ mind if used wrongly.
The fact that the mistakes are
linguistically minimal and in fact show
a certain creativity and willingness to
take risks bears out the view that these
characteristics, very useful in language
learning, may be put to better use than
with idioms.

“This is gobbledygook.
I asked for mumbo-jumbo.”
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What learners need are means of identifying those situations where mistakes can occur,
realizing what sort of mistakes are really important in intercultural business
communication and then developing strategies for dealing with mistakes, both those
they make and those which may be made by others. In a course, this can be done by
pointing out the easy and difficult functions mentioned above and making sure that
learners have the means for dealing with the ‘easy’ ones and concentrating on the
difficult ones. If learners are at level B1, this should be the case.

The CEFR defines sociolinguistic appropriacy at level B1 as follows:
“Can perform and respond to a wide range of language functions,

using their most common exponents in a neutral register.” (CEFR, p. 122)

This means that a learner at this level should be able to do a wide range of things such as
greeting, introducing, thanking, apologizing, refusing, but may only know one way of doing
each of these. This one way should be appropriate in many situations. “Thank you very
much” is a more useful expression in most contexts than either “Ta muchly” or “l am
extremely grateful”.

Some teachers insist that learners increase the number of exponents they use for
language functions and ban ‘simple’ ones such as “I think ...” for expressing an opinion.
Although it is certainly useful to have a large number of exponents at one’s disposal, it is
more useful to know when these can be used best in which business context. It is often
the seemingly simple ones which are most effective and least likely to cause
misunderstandings of any kind. In fact it is these which are used most both by native
and non-native speakers.

Activity

Give learners a few examples of exponents for difficult language functions such as
disagreeing and ask them how they react to these when they hear them and how they
think others would react. Talk about which can be used in different situations and with
different cultures. Make sure learners realize that it is not a case of learning as many
different functions as possible but of using them appropriately (rather than concentrating
only on grammatical correctness).

Focus on examples of situations which learners find difficult to cope with linguistically,

using their own examples as well as others. In class provide them with the language for

dealing with these and encourage learners to use it in role plays and simulations.

These mini critical incidents can be as simple as the following:

« During a visit to your Czech partner, you are offered a glass of strong alcohol during
a morning meeting. Do you accept? What do you say?

« You think a foreign business partner has made an important mistake in some figures
he has given you. What do you say?

Examples can be found in BE material. What is important here is to focus on those
situations which learners find difficult in initial business encounters when they do not
know their business partner well. When teaching and practising the phrases to use, it is
also important to make sure that learners use the phrases and do not simply describe
what they would do (“I would say no” or “I would tell him” for the above). If what learners
want to say might be inappropriate (“No, I do not want a drink in the morning” or “You
have made a mistake”), then point this out to them clearly, explain why it may be
inappropriate and give them an alternative.
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Some of the responses to these situations may seem obvious, but asking learners to
come up with their own will probably demonstrate that there are a number of mistakes
which can be made. There are also certain strategies which will make the responses
suitable for many cultures, both those with less direct communication styles (British,
Asian etc.) or more direct (Dutch, Spanish, German etc.). At level B1 of the CEFR,
learners should be able to deal with several functions using basic language in a neutral
register but without causing offence.

Strategies

It will of course not always be possible to provide learners with set phrases for dealing
with every single situation they encounter so they will also need strategies for those
situations where the ‘right’ thing to say does not spring to mind. Although set phrases
are useful, there is also some additional information which is fairly generally applicable.
The word ‘no’ is not always appropriate when refusing or rejecting something and may
sound abrupt or rude. Refusing a drink or food is not always accepted in some cultures
(e.g. China) and a second offer may be made, so it is always good to give a reason for the
refusal, whether true or not. This also applies when leaving a party or event. The word
‘sorry’ is used in many situations including apologizing and expressing sympathy, but
not only these. One way of expressing a possibly delicate message is by using more filler
words and speaking slowly.

Compensating

One of the strategies learners will need most is that of compensating. No-one will have
all the linguistic means to cope with every single intercultural situation, so compensation
strategies will be necessary at every level of language competence. Compensation
strategies are necessary not only for dealing with situations where a gap in knowledge
exists, either in the speaker’s or the business partner’s. Compensation strategies can be
used by learners to help both themselves and their business partners to deal with difficult
situations. These strategies can include knowing what to say if they can’t think of the
right word or expression, asking for the right word or expression and helping someone
else to find the right word or expression.

This may seem simple but is in fact a very important part of intercultural communication.
Firstly, it concerns face-saving. An important part of intercultural communication is
being able to admit that you do not know everything (saving your partner’s face) and
then using language to fill the gaps. Also, many of the strategies which learners use in
class are no longer immediately accessible. These include using their own language or
asking someone else (like the teacher), both of which are not always possible in real-life
communication.

Repairing

However useful compensation strategies and the language exponents for these may be,
there will always be situations where communication threatens to or actually does break
down and where quite different strategies will be needed. These repair strategies are an
equally important part of a learner’s range of competences and their training should be
included in any course on intercultural communication.
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Repair strategies include knowing the appropriate language

« to reassure somebody,

« to backtrack,

- to repeat without seeming boring or repetitive when it seems that something has not
been understood and

« to clear up observed misunderstandings between others.

Some of these strategies are also part of metacommunication and mediation, two very
important areas of intercultural communication.

Activity

Think of situations where misunderstandings may occur or threaten to occur. Then discuss
with learners what they would say to repair these misunderstandings. Although discussion
of the misunderstanding and the reasons for its occurrence may be interesting, the focus
here should be on the language used. The cultural background of the people involved in the
misunderstanding may not even be important if learners can use language which would be
appropriate in most intercultural contexts.

Hedging

Hedging is the technique of gaining time before speaking, whether answering a question,
making a proposal or anything else. Learners will certainly be familiar with this in their
own language but may not have the means to hedge appropriately in English. There are
many situations in business where hedging is necessary, from small talk to negotiations.

Activity

Ask learners to think of questions they would not want to answer themselves. The situation
can be defined more closely as a small talk context between people who are meeting for
the first time or do not know each other very well. In pairs or groups learners then ask each
other the questions and observe the answers given by others. Use their answers as a starting
point, not only for a discussion of suitable and unsuitable questions in different cultures
(these differ quite significantly from culture to culture) but also, and more importantly,

for ways of dealing with the questions.

Learners should become aware that answering a question always requires a bit of time.
This may be necessary even if the question is not considered too personal or indiscreet.
Make it clear that it may be a good idea to say something while you are thinking of your
answer, as the person asking may think you have not understood the question. Yet
silence should not always be interpreted as a lack of understanding.

Useful expressions for hedging are:

+ Let me think.

- That’s an interesting question.

« I don’t really know how to answer that.
« That’s a difficult question to answer.

Learners may also need strategies for changing the subject or the situation, both verbal

and non-verbal, although many non-verbal strategies, such as suggesting a change of

scene to avoid answering the question, will also include a verbal component (“Why don’t
we get something to eat?”; “There’s John Brown over there. Can I introduce you?”).
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 How much do you earn?

» Where do you usually
go on holiday?

» What does your wife do?

« Do you have children?
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» Chapter 10

141



CHAPTER 12

Remember

The more clearly defined
the context is, the easier it
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The notion of community
service in place of
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countries where both
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other cases explanations
(compensation strategies)
are necessary.
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Planning

Planning is also an important strategy for foreign language use and especially in
intercultural communication, as several plans may have to be made. How aware learners
are of the importance of planning in general will depend on their age and experience.
Almost all intercultural communication functions better with some forward planning,
both of what language to use as well as of what to do if something unexpected happens.
So that learners do not fall back on their spontaneous language use, which may include
being too direct or using false friends, they should plan and rehearse as much as possible
for first and second intercultural business encounters. Clearly a course in BE and
intercultural communication is an ideal place for this.

Practising strategies

In the following some examples are given of business situations where several different
strategies come into play and where a certain amount of planning is possible. There is a
lot of BE material available on all the language which can be used in these business
contexts, so the focus in a course in intercultural communication should be on
techniques, strategies and common mistakes made in intercultural encounters. Again
the assumption is that the encounters are initial ones, the business partners do not know
each other very well, they are not native speakers of English (i.e. the context is not a
British or American one) and English is being used as a lingua franca, possibly at
different levels of linguistic competence. The strategies and language used in these
particular situations are transferable to a number of other business situations. These
could range from dealing with interns from other cultures to beginning a period of
residence in another country.

Introducing yourself

Many learners of English have difficulty introducing themselves properly, i.e. as if at a
meeting, briefly and concisely. They are often uncertain how to do this when meeting
even one person for the first time. However, a good introduction is easy to prepare, to
learn and to practise and a bad introduction makes a poor first impression, whatever the
context. The main mistakes learners make are not grammatical, but may be linguistic.
These include not knowing what they want to say, jumping from one thing to another
(i-e. lack of structure), using words from their own language such as names of towns or
companies and saying these too fast, giving too much information or forgetting important
information, giving unnecessary information and (at a meeting) going on for too long
and not knowing how to finish.

The information which should be given in an introduction will vary from context to
context but in general should include name, name of company and position. Learners
should make sure they say their name in an appropriate way, making it clear what their
surname and first names are and indicating how they wish to be addressed. Similarly the
name of the company should be given clearly and they should make sure everyone can
understand what their position in the company is. If they give additional information,
whether personal or professional, they should make sure that it is appropriate. Giving a
list of qualifications can sound as though someone is in a job interview and talking about
families or hobbies is not always appropriate. Details such as age and marital status are
usually not necessary and such things as training or military service may be completely
different in different countries.
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Strategies which are useful, especially in more structured or formal contexts such as
meetings, are compensating (explaining names or spelling them), planning what to say
and, perhaps most importantly, knowing how to begin and end. Learners can prepare a
very short presentation like this and learn it off by heart so that it can be used in several
contexts.

Small talk and socializing

Many learners do not appreciate the need for small talk, especially in business contexts.
The extent and length of small talk and socializing will vary from culture to culture but
it will definitely play a role in all business contexts. If necessary, learners may need to be
convinced of the need for small talk in business and that it is not only an Anglo-Saxon
phenomenon. They may also need techniques and specific phrases.

The two main rules for small talk are that it should not become an interrogation (whether
individual or mutual) and that it should be maintained for a certain time on equal terms.
This means that turns are short and the time between turns should also not become too
long. Learners should be able to ask and answer questions, to know which questions are
appropriate and to start, maintain and end the interaction appropriately.

How much input and practice are necessary will depend on the learners and their
language abilities. The focus may be on the language necessary for starting, maintaining
and finishing small talk, but if learners have few problems with this, more focus may be
placed on techniques. The aims should be that learners understand its importance for
business and develop the necessary strategies for starting and (equally importantly)
ending conversations politely. As it is assumed that they do not know their business
partners well, the language and strategies must be appropriate for a variety of situations.
The only aim of the interaction is to build rapport, as success or failure in this may have
important consequences for future business relationships. The purpose of small talk is
to build and keep positive relationships in business. This business function should be
explained clearly to the learners, especially if they are reluctant to do any of the activities.

As well as phrases and expressions, there are strategies which learners may find useful
such as introducing themselves first, remembering the name of the person they are
speaking to, asking open questions (avoiding questions which only allow yes/no
answers), finding things in common (family, interests etc.) and not entering into
controversial discussions.

Some things which learners should think about and be prepared for, both in what they
say and what their partners say, are which name they should give (first name, full name
or both). This will depend on the situation, but in general the full name is best. Only
giving the surname is usual in some contexts (Germany, for instance) and in others the
surname is given first (Hungary, for instance).

Eye contact, whether or not to hold it, is another culture-based sign of good behaviour
which learners should be made aware of. In most Western countries, constant eye
contact is more or less expected, although downright staring may not be appropriate. In
many East Asian countries, on the other hand, it is respectful not to look a person in the
eye. When talking to someone of the opposite sex in Muslim countries, lowering your
eyes and not focussing on the other’s face is expected behaviour. It is important to be
aware of different expectations and to be able to adjust one’s behaviour appropriately.

CHAPTER 12
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Email

Much of what has been said above on strategies applies to both speaking and writing,
with two important differences. On the positive side, what is written can be checked
before it is sent off and on the negative side, once it has been sent it is difficult to correct
any mistakes, especially if these have not been noticed! Although it may be important to
check emails for any typing spelling or language mistakes, it is, again, not usually these
which cause misunderstandings. Far more serious are mistakes in register which may
damage the relationship.

In a course on intercultural communication, the focus will probably be on the writing of
emails, as this is the most common form of written communication and most usually
used for initial contacts. It is surprising that, although this is the case and the first
impression of a company is often gained from an email, relatively little attention has
been paid to this so far in BE training material. One difficulty may be that email has few
conventions, such as those which have existed for business letters. This may also be
because email is used both as a substitute for telephone calls and for more formal
correspondence and so has no style which can be called uniquely its own.

As emails are usually short, there is both the danger of making mistakes which are not
rectified immediately and also the advantage that fewer mistakes can be made as what
has been written can be read before it is sent. In general the same applies to mistakes
made in emails as to mistakes made while speaking. The most crucial are generally
not mistakes in grammar but mistakes in politeness which go unnoticed, causing the
most confusion.

Some typical initial emails are invitations (and acceptance and refusal of these), inquiries
Register is the variety and orders. All of these can give a first impression of a company, so any mistakes should
be avoided. In general, this will apply to all emails until a relationship of trust and a
certain familiarity has been established. It is best not to endanger this trust by using the
wrong register too early.

of language (from formal
to intimate) used in a
particular context.

Learners will have to decide themselves which register is appropriate for the particular
context they are writing in. Register will apply to the salutation, the name used, the
ending, the opening, closing and of course the main message. It will be of particular
importance if the main message is sensitive (e.g. refusing an invitation or complaining
about an order) and the relationship is to continue.

Activity

Give learners examples of emails or ask them to bring their own. Ask them to identify

the good and bad features of these. Then get them to make any improvements they think
necessary. They may have their own ideas or there may be certain conventions which are
used in their company. These may not be suitable in all cultural contexts and may include
any or all of the following — no salutation (“Jim, ..."), “Greets” as a close, using
abbreviations (such as “thnx” or “CU") as well as others.

It is impossible to lay down rules, but in general in initial business email exchange, it is
safer to stick to certain guidelines. “Dear ...” is an appropriate salutation in most contexts.
Later “Hello” or “Hi” may be appropriate. A neutral closing formula, such as “Best
wishes”, “With best wishes” or “Regards” is probably safest. “Best” is increasingly used.

It is usually appropriate to start the body of the mail with an opening before going on to
the main message. The opening may be thanks for a previous mail or a visit or something
like “I hope you are well”. It also makes a good impression to end on a positive note with
something like “Looking forward to hearing from you”.
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So that learners practice all this in a short email, it is useful to restrict the number of words
they are allowed to use (50 or 60 is a good number). Ask them to write emails together and
then discuss and improve them.

Telephone

Telephoning can be faster than email (although with the use of smartphones, this may
be changing) and is often considered not only more immediate but also more personal.
It is, however, also more difficult as there are neither the advantages of body language
nor of visual confirmation (as in writing). It is more or less inevitable that telephoning
will form part, even if only a small part, of intercultural communication and be an area
in which learners will want or need practice.

An important part of telephoning is using standard phrases. A list of these can be kept
by the telephone and used during calls. Apart from this specific language and the
language needed for the actual business, learners will also need strategies for dealing
with situations which are specific to the telephone. One of these is not being able to
understand the other person, for whatever reason. The compensation strategies for
dealing with this are very similar to those in face-to-face communication, with the
important difference that any difficulties can be blamed on poor connections (thus
saving everyone’s face) and also that the speaker can be asked to spell something.

Another important aspect is that, because the participants in the interaction cannot see
each other, it is important that they describe what they are doing. Learners should
remember that the other person in a telephone conversation only has what he/she can
hear to go by and no other support. This means that metalanguage is required and that
gaps in the conversation should be filled with words. This may change with increasing
use of videoconferencing and Skype.

It is also useful to preface what is coming next: “I would like to apologize for the mistake
in the order. I am really very sorry” or “I have some bad news. We have had a few
problems and unfortunately there will be a delay in delivery”. It may also be useful if the
speaker describes what s/he is doing, as in “Let me just write that down” or “I'm looking
in the Internet at the moment.”

It is important to mark the end of the conversation clearly. This is something which is
often important in intercultural encounters as conventions for ending interaction may
differ widely and mean that clearly understandable expressions which indicate the end
will help. On the phone this may be something like: “Well, I think that’s all for now. I'll
get back to you soon. Thank you for calling. Goodbye.”

Other business situations

Much of what has been said above can apply to other business situations, so most BE
material can be used or adapted for intercultural communication. Some of the situations
in which learners will need intercultural communication skills may be meetings,
negotiations, socializing, presentations and working in international teams. There is a
great deal of material available for all these areas. When designing a course, whatever the
specific interests of learners are, there are several things BE trainers should bear in mind
when choosing published material or developing their own.

Firstly, it is important to bear in mind that much BE material is written by British or
American authors, thus it is often assumed that Anglo-Saxon conventions apply. This
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Remember

Different conventions
for names and titles

may apply in different
companies as well as
in different countries.

146

» Chapter 11

Concentrating on difficult tasks

may well not be the case, as either no native speakers of any kind may be participants in
the interaction, they may be in a minority or not be from Britain or the USA. Depending
on who your learners are going to be dealing with, you may wish to eliminate highly
Anglo-Saxon language and discourse conventions. If no native speakers are present,
different language standards may apply. These should not be regarded as inferior, either
by the BE trainer or the participants. Conventions of meetings, conversational signals,
etiquette for dining out, the significance of team work and many other things can and
will differ immensely from culture to culture and context to context. It may not be
possible to rely on standard information, but necessary to establish a set of rules at the
beginning of the interaction.

It may also be necessary in this context to make sure that the terms used in any encounters
are familiar to all participants and understood in the same way. Even if such things as job
titles and names of departments are in English, they may well mean different things to
different people and should be explained in advance so that as little confusion as possible
arises. Care should be taken with translations as there are many terms which cannot be
easily translated into English. These can even include words which sound English but
are used in Britain and in America in quite different ways. Examples of this are ‘engineer’,
‘president’, ‘director’ and ‘chairman’.

Secondly, BE material may focus on aspects of language, which, as we have seen, do not
necessarily cause the most problems in intercultural communication. One example is
the focus on conditionals in much BE material for teaching the language of negotiations.
Although conditions as such are an essential part of negotiations, the mastery of
conditional forms, as they are often taught in purely language-focused courses, may be
less important than, for instance, being able to interrupt politely or summarize the
details of what has been agreed on.

In material on presentations, there is often an over-emphasis on gambits, for instance
for moving from one slide to the next. It is quite possible to deliver an excellent
presentation in terms of results without using a single one of these gambits. Finding out
about the audience, using the appropriate presentation style and forms of address may
be far more important when trying, for instance, to sell a product than using formalized
gambits or correct grammar.

One thing which may be of extreme importance in a presentation is the correct stress of
words, as otherwise these may be incomprehensible to listeners, especially those
unaccustomed to the accent of the speaker. Mispronunciation of such words as technology,
executive, determine (three words often wrongly stressed by German speakers) can make
these impossible to understand and prove frustrating to the audience, which will be far
more detrimental to the success of the presentation than a wrong preposition.

Audience reaction and dealing with it is something else which may be important in a
presentation. It is important for a presenter to know whether questions during a
presentation are acceptable in the context, whether questions will be asked at all and who
may ask them. Presenting to an international audience will require the use of language
which can be understood by all, if the presentation is to achieve its purpose. Specific
language for presentations may be useful in certain circumstances, but it should not be
taught for its own sake.
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Thirdly, something which is often underestimated in meetings and negotiations as well
as in team building is the initial building of rapport between those present. Although
this is sometimes mentioned in standard BE courses, it is often glossed over quickly
before proceeding to the real business. Here again, it is not only important to stress the
importance of building a relationship, but also that the way this is done may differ from
culture to culture. The time taken for introductions and small talk, where and when it
happens as well as details such as form of address may be equally, if not more important
than some aspects of the meeting itself.

Fourthly, strategies, such as compensating, repairing and hedging will be essential in
many different situations, including meetings, negotiations, socializing, presentations
and working in international teams. These strategies can be sued to gain important | Thereisa lot of .
information, such as how people wish to be addressed, their understanding of details, ::fg?gggg on strategies
issues of hierarchy and many other things, not all of which can be found out beforehand i

and most of which are not explained in tables of cultural dimensions.

Did you know?

Finally, BE trainers, as we have said before, should focus on those aspects of intercultural
communication which they feel qualified to offer training in. We are assuming that these
are the ones which are closely connected with language, even if we do not mean grammar.
As we have said before, we are assuming that most BE trainers are not qualified or
experienced to offer courses in such things as team management or organizational
development, even if these courses are to be held in English.

What | think and what | say

There are many examples of things which are difficult to express. This does not only
apply to intercultural contexts but is made more difficult if a foreign language is being
used. Learners should consider several things. Information about the particular culture
or country may be useful as well as a willingness to adopt discourse conventions which
may be different from those in the learners’ own language, but it may also be useful to
learn certain phrases for dealing with difficult situations. The following are examples of
sentences, all of which are probably acceptable as they stand.

Activity

Ask learners to transform these phrases into their opposites, then decide how acceptable
they are and what could be done to make them more acceptable.
I love this food.

| remember you well.

| heard you have a new job.

This is a nice city.

That food looks delicious.

| can help you.

You can smoke in here.

That sounds like a good idea.

| agree with your suggestion.
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B This section on communicative competence, although bearing some resemblance to
the content of many BE courses, has a different focus and forms only one section, albeit
an important one, of a course on intercultural communication. Depending on how
much time there is for the course, this changed focus may well be at the expense of some
things which BE trainers have always considered important. One of these is of course
grammar, as although there may be room for some brief grammatical explanations, we
do not feel that grammar exercises are particularly useful for the training of intercultural
communication. Although grammatical and other language mistakes can (and perhaps
should) be pointed out, learners should realize that there are other sorts of mistakes
which are more important, even crucial.

Another feature of many BE courses is highly idiomatic language or idioms, which many
learners want and feel will help them. If they are going to do business internationally,
however, being able to use idioms which are specific to Anglo-Saxon contexts may be
more of a hindrance than a help in building a business relationship with members of
other cultures.

It is important that learners also know what to expect from a course of this kind as their
expectations of a language course may differ from what is described here. These
expectations may include precisely what is described above, correction of all mistakes,
teaching of grammar and idioms. It will be part of the trainer’s task to explain why the
course is being run as it is.

Learners may also feel that adopting other discourse conventions, particularly if these
are different to their own in terms of directness, will mean that they have to take on a
different personality and become less ‘authentic’. These fears will also have to be
dispelled by the trainer, perhaps by pointing out the many different ways in which we
speak in our own language depending on the context we are in.

Both learners and trainers will have to rethink some of their assumptions about language
learning and intercultural communication. For learners this will probably be more
difficult than for trainers as they will also have to become used to asking questions, both
to find out more in the communicative context and to negotiate and establish discourse
conventions with business partners. Hl

To think about:

- How much emphasis is placed on grammar in your courses?

« Do you teach and practise idiomatic language? Why?

« How important are pronunciation and word stress in your courses?



We have therefore introduced the concept of

the “intercultural speaker’, someone who has an ability
to interact with ‘others’, to accept other perspectives
and perception of the world, to mediate between
different perspectives, to be conscious of

their evaluations of differences.

Byram, Michael/Nichols, Adam/Stevens, David (2001): Developing Intercultural
Competence in Practice. Bristol: Multilingual Matters, p.5

Communicating about
communication

¢ What is metacommunication?
e Why is it important for intercultural communication?
¢ What is mediation?

Although the term itself may be unfamiliar, most people use metacommunicative
techniques more often than they may think. Metacommunication means, quite simply,
communicating about communication. While communicative competence is the core of
intercultural communication, metacommunication is the key. It has been referred to
already in connection with communication between different cultures and about
different cultural conventions, but of course metacommunication is also used in
communication between members of the same culture. It may be used to clarify the
communicative rules of an unfamiliar situation, for instance to children, as in “Don‘t
swear in front of your grandmother, will you? She might be upset” and can be as simple
as “Please call me Dorothy.” It can be used formally to give instructions, as in “There are
responses from the congregation at some points in the service” or “Please keep your
questions until the end of the talk.” Metacommunication can also be used to preface or
to frame utterances as in “I'm only joking!”, “I mean this seriously” and “I'm speaking
to you as a friend”. Listening to everyday communication can reveal how often
metacommunication is used and how many of the situations are transferable to
intercultural communication.

Teaching meta-
communication

Did you know?

Addressing the matter

of whether to use ‘du’

or 'Sie” in German is an
example of meta-language.

To think about

What is the connection
between the situations

described here and
intercultural business
communication?

149



CHAPTER 13

150

» Chapter 12

» Chapter 11

Communicating about communication

What is metacommunicative competence?

The language of metacommunication is not really different from language used in other
situations and includes elements which have already been described, such as
compensating, repairing and hedging.

Metacommunicative competence involves having the linguistic and communicative
means at one’s disposal and being able to use these to structure the interaction as and
when necessary. It can be seen as an addition to communicative competence and involves
being able to answer the questions below and then using the appropriate language to do
so.

Activity

Ask learners what they say when they don’t understand something and when this occurs.
Point out that “What do you mean?” may sound too direct. Ask them to think of alternative
ways of expressing this. They should be at a language level where they can say more

than just “Huh?”. Even “What?"” or “Pardon?” or “Say that again! | don’t understand.”

are generally too direct for initial business encounters. These could be considered as
representative of levels A1 and A2 of the CEFR whereas a learner at B1 or above should

be able to express this using language like “I don’t know what ... means. Can you

explain it, please?” or “I'm not sure | understand. Can you help me?”

What do | want to express?

This is the first and simplest question to answer and means deciding whether to accept
or refuse an offer, say that a price is too high or too low or open a meeting. The next
decision is which linguistic means are best to express it in. This implies a certain level of
language as well as knowledge of the discourse conventions which may be appropriate.
These include how direct to be, whether to use specialized vocabulary and which
politeness conventions are necessary. These decisions are made by native speakers
within seconds (although they may not always say the right things!), but learners of a
foreign language may need a few seconds more in order to be able to speak at all. All the
answers will result in phrases such as “No, thank you, I've just had one”, “I'm afraid
that’s not what we had in mind” or “Well, shall we get started?” A course in intercultural
communication should equip learners with the communicative tools required to deal
with these situations, which will clearly also include linguistic means. However, in
intercultural communication, deciding what to say will also mean knowing something
about the cultural context.

= E}

5,
B) 2 S
=4 NP L

E

— Bolor §\2 “Hey pal! What part of ‘please

help’ don’t you understand?”




Teaching meta-communication

Am | saying the right thing in the right way?

The answer to this will depend on the reaction of the others involved, both verbal and
non-verbal. The best possible reactions in most intercultural business contexts are those
which serve to move the interaction on smoothly in the desired direction. However, any
of the above examples could lead to unexpected reactions, such as a repeated offer of
food, silence or even a look of dismay. Learners may already have the knowledge to
interpret these reactions correctly and be able to react appropriately themselves. For
instance, this can mean knowing that in a particular culture, an offer is always repeated
and only when it has been refused three times is the refusal accepted. Even without any
specific knowledge, someone who has said “Well, shall we get started?” at the beginning
of a meeting, may realize from the reactions of the others that this is too informal or that
it is someone else’s job to open the meeting. Realizing that something may be wrong is
made easier with a combination of knowledge and certain features of personality. It is
when the speaker either does not know what to say or cannot interpret the reaction at all,
that things become difficult. This is where metacommunicative techniques can play an
important role.

How do | find out?

We said above that metacommunication is used to structure the communication. This
structuring includes finding out the direction the interaction is taking and possibly
attempting to influence this. Learners should be equipped with the skills necessary to
establish firstly what is going on. This will include knowledge of the context, knowledge
of the language necessary to take part in the interaction and also knowledge of how to
find out why something unexpected is happening.

This can work in both ways. Not only may a speaker not know if what he or she has said
has been understood correctly, he or she may also not understand something which has
been said by someone else. Misunderstandings can occur at the linguistic level, but
more importantly at a different level, where all the words and grammar are clear but the
meaning is not. Being able to establish the meaning of something which has been said
is an important part of intercultural business communication.

Although in the above, we have referred mainly to utterances, i.e. things which are said,
the same can apply to non-verbal communication and body language, gestures or actions.
In these cases, even when no words are used, the same questions can be asked and
similar strategies and techniques will apply. Just replace ‘say’ with ‘do’ in the above and
in what follows, and this should become clear.

What do | say then?
One way of establishing what is happening is to say or ask something like “Have I said
something wrong?” or “What do you mean?” or “I just said that”. However, most of these
phrases are probably too direct for business encounters, unless there is a fairly high
degree of familiarity.

Reasons for metacommunication

Apart from the above reasons for the use of metacommunicative techniques, they may
also be necessary to find out what to do in the first place. This could involve such things
as rules of etiquette, for instance at a business meal — “What is the best way for me to eat

CHAPTER 13

Did you know?

The CEFR has a scale for
Asking for Clarification
and the descriptor for level
B1 is Can ask someone to
clarify or elaborate what
they have just said.

(CEFR, p.87)
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Metacommunication
can be potentially
double-edged, as some
people may expect you
to understand what they
mean by their words or
actions and may not
wish to discuss these.

What is it?

The term ‘high context’ is
used for cultures where a
great deal remains unsaid
since everybody considers
it as the normal and only
correct way of doing
things. This could include,
for instance, questions of
etiquette and politeness as
well as religious matters.
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this?” or at a meeting: “How do meetings at your company usually start?” or “Do you
usually use first names in your company?” This may be one way of avoiding critical
incidents right from the start. [t may not always be appropriate to use metacommunicative
techniques directly, but the language strategies are the same, whether they are used in
the context itself or to find out something at an earlier stage of the proceedings, i.e.
before leaving for another country on business. They may also be used afterwards to find
out why certain things happened as they did, even if nothing serious went wrong. In
some ways this may seem obvious, butitis important to realize the ways of communicating
about communication and also to know who to use which strategies with.

In some cultures it is not appropriate to inquire about everything. It may be better to wait
and see what others do, or what happens, or to ask another person (a ‘knowledgeable
friend’ or informant). However, there are many ways of dealing with these situations, as
the examples below will show, without being rude or too direct.

Although metacommunicative techniques are definitely useful and should always form
a part of any course in intercultural communication, a certain amount of restraint and
perhaps sensitivity must be exercised. If, in a difficult business situation, one of the
business partners tries to talk about what is going on, moving from the content of the
interaction to the relationship, this can only work if he or she is not trying to confuse or
annoy the other person. A question like “What do you mean?” or “Can you tell me what
is going on?” can easily be misinterpreted as an attempt at confrontation.
Metacommunication should only be used honestly and will only work if the business
partner understands and accepts this.

Metacommunicative techniques are often used in negotiations, to take stock, mention or
acknowledge the existence or threat of a breakdown or reiterate bargaining positions.
They should really be used for problems which both parties have in common and the
solution of which will strengthen the relationship. An example is “I don’t think we’ll get
much further on this point. Let’s ...”, which could be accepted with a remark such as:
“Yes, you're right. We’re getting nowhere at the moment so let’s talk about ... instead.”

In all the above we have stressed that it is the building of relationships through the use
of language which will help most in intercultural business communication. This applies
equally to the use of metacommunication and so care must be taken in its use. It should
not be used judgementally as in “This food all looks very strange to me. Can you tell me
how I should eat it?” or to dominate a situation: “Let’s all use first names as that’s what
we do in England and we are speaking English here.”

Metacommunication may not be accepted for various reasons. In so-called high context
cultures, certain things are not talked about and doing this is so unfamiliar that members
of these cultures find it extremely difficult if not impossible. It may also be that some
things are so self-evident that they cannot imagine anyone not understanding them.
This would apply to a question like “Why is it that you always only use your right hand
for eating?” in many Arab and Asian countries, a question which would definitely cause
consternation and embarrassment. Metacommunication may also not be accepted
because it has perhaps been used wrongly in the past and so is now refused even if used
honestly. The main message is that, while it is often essential, too much
metacommunication can be as bad as too little, so learning to use it most efficiently may
mean using it less.
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Other ways of finding out about things which may not be clear are, of course, simply
observing, looking them up in books or the Internet, trying to elicit explanations
indirectly or using intuition and/or common sense as far as possible.

Examples of where metacommunication is useful

The important thing, as in all other cases, is to reach a conclusion that both parties
understand and are happy with. It is important not to assume that what one is familiar
with in one’s own country will apply in another culture. Metacommunication should be
used to establish a common understanding of terms in any international business
negotiations where the language used is not the native language of all participants in the
negotiation. This may seem strange to some as the terms may seem self-evident, but
clarifying them is probably essential. Itis also just as essential to remain non-judgemental
and polite. It is important to practise such situations.

Activity

Ask learners to explain some everyday things from their own context as if to a visitor from
a different country. If done in pairs, the partner can ask suitable questions which might be
asked by someone not familiar with the objects, terms or concepts. Any questions asked
should of course not be too direct. They should be phrased using the conventions and
phrases learnt in the section Communicative competencies.

The subjects of the interaction could include basics such as what is eaten at which meals
up to business terms used in their company. It does not matter how banal these seem,
the important thing is firstly to realize that they are not always obvious to everyone, and
secondly to explain them clearly and politely using appropriate language.

Invitations

One example is that of invitations, which are common in a business context. Depending
on the context, an invitation (i.e. a host/guest situation) may be to a private home, a
restaurant or somewhere else (like a theatre or city tour). Many of the questions which
would need to be asked about invitations are the same questions one would ask in an
unfamiliar intracultural context, but it is nonetheless worth repeating them in a course
on intercultural communication.

Activity

Ask learners to think of all the things they need to know if they are given an invitation.
These will include time (meeting, start, finish), place, what to wear, food and drink,
formal or informal, what to take and probably more.

Some invitations may even lead to embarrassment, for example an invitation to a Karaoke
evening from a Japanese business partner. Here it might be inappropriate to refuse, but
a possible answer might something like “I’d love to come but I am very tired and don’t
know if T will be very good company. But I would like to spend some time with you, so
could I just come for a short time or would that be difficult?” Being generally prepared
to handle difficult situations in a way that will not affect an otherwise positive relationship
may be an important part of your learners’ preparation for intercultural encounters.
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Activity

Ask learners what they would say and do in the following situations: After a long day with
a business partner in Tokyo, he invites you to a Karaoke night.

This could be varied according to learners’ preferences and antipathies (e.g. a bullfight

in Spain, a sauna in Finland).

In India it is common to end an evening of socializing with the meal and for the guests to
leave immediately when the meal is over. This means that European guests often spend the
whole evening waiting for the meal and have given up any hope of getting anything to eat
by the time the meal arrives.

As they are often used to the socializing continuing after the meal, they wonder how long
the evening will go on for and are surprised when everyone leaves as soon as the meal is
over!

In China the meal may take a long time, but the end of the meal usually signifies the end
of the occasion. Unlike in European countries, there is no more socializing after the meal is
over.

International teams

The context of international teams provides a large number of situations where
metacommunicative strategies will be necessary. Many things will have to be considered
when setting up or being part of an international team, such as which names to use and
how each member will introduce themselves.

Activity

Ask learners what information they would give about themselves at a kick-off meeting of
an international team. Examples are first name, surname, qualifications, titles, age, hobbies
and marital status, among others. What information is considered appropriate and suitable
varies considerably from culture to culture and may need to be clarified by the leader of the
meeting.

This could be done by saying something like “Shall we start by introducing ourselves with
our name and our role in the team? We should keep this round of introductions short as
we will have plenty of opportunity to exchange more information about ourselves later and
during our work together. Well, I'm ... and my task is to ... .” Another possibility would of
course be to say “Let’s start by introducing ourselves with whatever information we think is
interesting and will be useful for the team.” These two ways would probably lead to totally
different results. The important thing here is the metacommunication which has taken place.

The information you give about yourself in a business introduction varies from culture to
culture (of course also from individual to individual). In Germany, age and marital status are
often mentioned, whereas in parts of South America, women in particular may mention
their children. In Hungary, nicknames or shortened forms of first names are often provided.

Another area is organizing meetings. Some members of the team may prefer to have an
agenda and go from one point to another whereas others adopt a more circular approach
and discuss whatever is necessary. In many cases the resultis the same, but the differences
in procedure may seem strange and confusing unless they are decided on beforehand.
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Ask learners to discuss the sorts of meetings they prefer and what different styles there are
in meetings.

The language used to allocate tasks may also differ, so that metacommunicative strategies
are needed to summarize or clarify who is to do what. Indirect styles favoured by British
speakers, such as “Maybe you could do this, Agnes?”, may leave Agnes wondering
whether she has to complete the task or not. This may require a question which could be
something like “When should I do it by?” or intervention by someone else, such as the
chairperson, with “Okay, John, you think that Agnes would be the best person for the
task. Agnes, can you do it?” The chair of the meeting will probably need
metacommunicative strategies to a greater extent than the members of the meeting and
also strategies for mediation, which we will come to below. BE course material often
contains phrases for chairing a meeting which use metacommunicative strategies.

Presentations

A lot of material for BE learners on presentations gives lists of metacommunicative
phrases for structuring presentations. Although many of these may not be used by native
speakers, they can be extremely useful if the audience is made up of speakers of English
at different levels. These range from describing the organization of the presentation (“I
will talk for about 20 minutes”) to when to ask questions (“If you think of any questions,
please ask me at any time”). Finding out beforehand how the presentation will be
structuredisalsoanimportantpartofthe preparation and willinvolve metacommunication
as well: “Will I be introduced?”, “Where will the CEO be sitting and should I greet him/
her personally?”

Activity
Ask learners to introduce each other as if before a presentation. They should find out about
the person they are introducing and what information he/she wants them to give. Remind
them that they should be able to pronounce the name of the person correctly and know
what the topic of the presentation is.

Making arrangements

Making arrangements is another area where metacommunication is of prime importance.
Cultures vary considerably as to ideas of time and place, so that a suggestion such as
“Can I phone you in the afternoon sometime?” (even if in the same time zone) can mean
anything from 12 noon until 6 pm. Asking “What time exactly?” may seem a bit abrupt
so that a reply such as “Yes, of course, around 2 will be fine” may be more appropriate.
Terms such as ‘working breakfast’ may need to be clarified as well as other mealtimes.
Ideas of places are also not always the same. The suggestion “Come to my office” may
leave the other wondering whether this means the reception area or the office itself.
Saying “I'll pick you up at reception when you arrive” will make things clearer without
affecting the relationship in any way.

Useful language

As well as the examples of language given above, metacommunication is often used in
BE training anyway. Examples of this can equally well be used in intercultural
communication. ‘Teaching’ language often consists of phrases like “Can you say that
again, please?”, “Do you mean ...»", “I think you mean ...”, “We call that ... in English”.
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What is mediation in intercultural communication?

Mediation, also mentioned briefly above, is a very important part of intercultural
communication and one which has had little attention paid to it so far. It is closely
connected to metacommunication, and many of the strategies are similar. The main
difference is that it is used to resolve differences between other people rather than
difficulties the learner is experiencing him/herself. It is of particular importance, for
instance for business people who have to lead international teams or projects, but can of
course be useful to anyone dealing with different cultures.

Competence in mediation implies possessing the knowledge, skills and ability to clear
up difficulties which may occur between members of different cultures. The mediator
must have some idea of why the difficulty is occurring, the ability to clarify things without
damaging any of the relationships concerned and of course the language skills necessary
to do this without confusing or offending anyone. This can mean something as simple
as saying “We Germans are sometimes very direct, you know. Dieter means it should be
finished by Friday” (Dieter has maybe said: “You must know that Friday is the deadline”).

Of course, mediation, like metacommunication, requires a certain amount of sensitivity
and need not always be carried out when all parties involved are present but possibly at
some later stage. However, whenever it happens, it is often the language involved which
is important and which should be the focus of the BE training course in intercultural
communication. Mediation differs from simple explanation as it concerns aspects of
culture which can cause difficulty, confusion or even offence. It may involve explaining
taboos, such as whether talking about bodily functions is acceptable or not, and can be
very helpful in avoiding critical incidents as well as helping to resolve them once they
have occurred.

Activity
Ask learners to explain some feature of their culture which may seem strange or disturbing
to others and may therefore be misunderstood. This might be something like breaking
crockery at celebrations in Greece, which seems wasteful until one finds out that the
crockery is especially made for the purpose.

What is mediation not?

Mediation is addressed in the CEFR (CEFR p. 87, also p.99) in two ways which has led
to some misunderstandings. It is taken to refer to translation or interpretation, and
while this might be an extremely useful intercultural skill, it is not our focus here. This
would reduce it to reformulating in a different language, something which may not help
to resolve any difficulties at all.

Mediation is also referred to in the CEFR as a process of furthering communication
between cultures and resolving difficulties (CEFR p.175), which is the way we see it here.
Unfortunately in some school books, it is used simply as another name for translation
which seems to us an unjustified limitation of its scope.

We are also not concerned with high-level mediation, as in the case of counselling or
accompanying organizational change during a merger or industrial action. This is a skill
which requires long and intensive training and cannot generally be easily acquired by BE
trainers. However, the training of techniques of mediation using English in critical
incidents is definitely one which we feel BE trainers are qualified to carry out.
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B Metacommunication is nothing new. Most people use it often in their own language
and culture. Using metacommunicative techniques and language in intercultural
business encounters can often help to sort out difficulties and prevent or deal with
critical incidents, assuming they are used properly and with caution. Although
metacommunication can be extremely helpful, it also has certain drawbacks and even
dangers. For this reason, questions of why and when metacommunication is important
and appropriate should be addressed before proceeding to the actual language used.
Learners should be given the language tools to deal appropriately and, most importantly,
politely with situations where metacommunication is necessary. The techniques and
language for explaining cultural phenomena and behaviour, asking about these and
finding out the background to them, can be practised in a course in a variety of ways.
The techniques and language for mediation are very similar to those used in
metacommunication. In the context of intercultural communication, mediation is
intended to be used to deal with intercultural difficulties. It is not meant in the sense of
complex counselling in processes of organizational change and development. M

To think about:

. How often and when do you use metacommunication?
« How do you understand the term ‘mediation’?

- How important is the language which is used?
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It would be absurd to teach people how to drive a
car by only giving them information about how to do
it (...). It is therefore highly desirable that cognitive
training should be combined with some form of
experiential learning.

Ward, Colleen/Bochner, Stephen/Furnham, Adrian (2001):
The Psychology of Culture Shock. Second Edition.
London: Routledge, p. 257

Teaching
critical
incidents

What you do and say
is what counts

e What are critical incidents?
e Why do they happen?
¢ How should they be used?

Critical incidents have been described, analysed and explained in so many places
(including in this book) that you may be forgiven for wondering why a whole chapter has
been devoted to them. Although critical incidents have been mentioned numerous times
all through this book, they nonetheless deserve a chapter to themselves, as they are one
of the most important things in intercultural communication. It is critical incidents
which firstly make the difficulties of intercultural communication clear and, ultimately,
they are what everyone wants to avoid. Although the term ‘critical incident’ is made up
of two everyday words (used in this combination in a variety of fields such as organizational
development, market research, psychology, health care and others), it has acquired a
special definition in the context of intercultural communication. Various approaches to
critical incidents have been developed, some of them forming a large part, if not the
entire content, of courses.

An example of a critical incident may be the ideal way to start a course in intercultural
communication to make the very difficulties of the area clear to learners. Critical
incidents can also be ideal to finish a course, as learners can feel that they have achieved
something. They will not only be in a position to identify a critical incident but should
also be able to do something to prevent it happening (again) or to resolve it if it has
already occurred. Although explanations of why things happen are often interesting and
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sometimes necessary, we feel that it is more important to deal with the problem
practically. This inevitably involves doing the right thing and using the right language.
The focus we suggest is precisely this. If the order suggested in the second part of this
book is followed for the sections of a course on intercultural communication, then the
content of the course which has gone before will have laid solid foundations for dealing
with critical incidents of various kinds. Preventing critical incidents from happening
may be the ultimate goal, but there is almost no chance that they can be prevented
entirely, so they will undoubtedly continue to form a part (however undesirable) of
intercultural communication!

What are critical incidents?

Critical incidents are unexpected misunderstandings, problems or conflicts in
intercultural communication and can be summed up as basically unsuccessful
intercultural encounters. The reasons for their occurrence lie in cultural differences, but,
although it may be clear that the difficulties are intercultural, what actually happens is
generally inexplicable to those involved, however much intercultural knowledge they
may feel they possess. The cultural differences and difficulties which become apparent
in the critical incident may be expressed in behaviour and in language.

If descriptions of critical incidents are used for training purposes, then learners should
be provided with only enough information to understand that something has gone
wrong. This information should include the reactions and feelings of the parties involved,
which are generally uncomfortable or even unpleasant. Words such as ‘surprised’,
‘worried’, ‘embarrassed’, ‘confused’ are often used in the descriptions of critical incidents.
However, no explanations are given.

Gillian and Tim moved to France shortly after finishing university as Gillian was offered a
good job with an international company in Paris. They were invited to dinner at a French
colleague’s home shortly after Gillian started work. They arrived at the time they had been
invited for and presented the hostess with a fairly expensive bottle of wine which they had
bought at a local wine shop. Her reaction was unenthusiastic, almost cool and although
they had not expected profuse thanks, they were a little surprised. What had gone wrong?
What can they do and say now?

Let us assume that aspects of intercultural communication and the issues involved have
been dealt with in a course. If this is the case, learners should have some information
about intercultural misunderstandings and why they can occur. Information about the
specific cultures involved in the incident may not be necessary. They may also not be
important. The complexity of culture means that an extremely detailed description may
not be possible (i.e. the information would not be available in a real-life situation) and,
however detailed it is, may still not be enough. All intercultural encounters involve
people as well as cultures and, as we have pointed out, both people and cultures vary and
change constantly. It may not be possible to generalize from the incident, which is why
providing an explanation is not the most important or most useful thing.

The aim of using critical incidents in a course is not to produce generalizations, but to
develop guidelines for dealing with them and preventing them happening again (if
possible). For this reason, critical incidents should not be invented. Although unimportant
details may be altered, the essentials should have taken place as described.

CHAPTER 14
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Critical incidents can be used in several ways in a course. Although only discussing the
incident should not be the main aim of the course, a discussion is a useful way to start,
especially if it encourages learners to think of their own examples. Before these are
discussed, however, learners should be given the guidelines for recording critical
incidents of their own.

Using an example, learners should record their own critical incidents in the same way,
without inventing details, exaggerating or providing explanations or judgements. Their
own examples can then be presented to the rest of the group. Again, everyone should be
reminded not to make assumptions or judgements.

It is also important not to fall into the trap of saying that the people involved ‘should
have’ done this or that. It must be assumed that the incident takes place as described and
dealt with in this way. Nevertheless, learners can and should be encouraged to give advice
which may be useful to others to avoid the same misunderstanding again.

Activity

Give examples of critical incidents or of situations which may become critical. These can

be taken from your own experience, can be found in many publications, and can also very
often be provided by learners themselves. Learners can discuss the reasons for the incident,
the action to be taken and the language to be used.

Depending on the focus of the session and part of the course, the trainer should steer the
discussion. Examples of how this can be done are provided below. Do not expect learners
to think of critical incidents spontaneously, as this may be difficult. They can be asked to
prepare a description for the next class and then present it to the others who can offer
explanations.

A number of different possible explanations may be offered for what has gone wrong
and can lead to an interesting and fruitful discussion. However, critical incidents are
always obviously open to misinterpretation and cannot always be explained entirely.
There may even be different equally plausible explanations for one incident. It is for this
reason that the approach we suggest differs from others, in which, after the discussion
of several interpretations the ‘correct’ explanation is given. This may apply to some
critical incidents but in others, only suggested explanations will be possible. It is for this
reason that what is said and done becomes so important and why we emphasize it here.
Even if there is one clear explanation for the misunderstanding, any explanation cannot
take the emotional and linguistic demands made of those involved at the moment the
incident occurs fully into account. This should therefore be the focus of training.

This incident took place in England. All those described are English. Sue got a summer job
immediately after finishing her first degree and before going on to a Master’s degree course.
She was working for three months as a general office assistant in a large multinational
company. Everyone was very friendly and from the first day said she should call them by
their first names. This included her boss, John. At the end of the first week, John told her

to file the incoming post by date and not by subject. She replied “But that’s just stupid!”
John warned her that there would be serious consequences if she spoke to him like that
again. What did she do wrong? What can she do and say now?

Although it may be fun and in some cases useful to use role-play and simulation
techniques, this will depend very much on the learners. A simulation may be fruitful, as
learners can explain how they feel when they hear certain utterances (in the above, they
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can be asked to talk about how John felt when Sue spoke to him like this). They should
not be asked to act out situations which are far removed from their own reality, though.
If suggestions are made for what to say, then learners can be asked to say these to each
other (remembering the tone of voice) and talk about their own reactions and possible
reactions of others. If a list is made of possible things which could be said to resolve a
difficult situation, these can be discussed and compared.

Aims

The aim of the course is to be able to deal with (potential) critical incidents, using
appropriate language without damaging the relationship. It will clearly not be possible
for BE trainers, however much experience and knowledge they may have, to provide | The term ‘critical incident’
explanations for all misunderstandings or critical incidents and solutions to the
problems.

Remember

is used here only for
intercultural
misunderstandings.

Dealing with difficulties appropriately involves a combination of knowledge, skills and
personality, to different degrees depending on the context. Knowledge may make it
easier to identify what has gone wrong and accepting that something unfortunate has
happened — without it being anyone’s ‘fault’ — is the next step. However, it is the reaction
(verbal and non-verbal) which is crucial in order to build and maintain and possibly
repair a business relationship. This reaction should not be spontaneous. It may seem to
take place immediately and thus seem spontaneous, but it should in fact be well-
considered and be the result of applying knowledge and practice in choosing and using
appropriate language. This is a worthy aim for any business activities, so a spin-off of a
course in intercultural communication may be that, as a result, learners are also better
able to deal with other types of misunderstanding using English.

Activity

Ask learners what will help most to deal with this situation (knowledge, skills, personality
or even something else?) What do you say and do?

Peter Hansen, a young German manager working in New York, shares an office with an
American colleague, Claire Silverstone. Claire has been to a top school and college and is
very sure of herself and what she does, but does not have quite as much experience of the
business as Peter, who has trained as an office manager in Frankfurt as well as completing a
degree in Business Administration. He spent a semester at an Australian university and did
an internship in the USA during his studies and has also travelled widely in Europe and Asia.
Claire has never been out of the USA. Peter feels that he should help Claire with a number
of things, but she does not seem to appreciate his advice and offers of help and often
ignores what he tells her or says something like “That's the way | do it.” The atmosphere
has worsened continually since they have been working together even though Peter tries

to be as friendly as possible. What should each of them do?

Methods

In the course of talking about and attempting to explain critical incidents, various things
may happen in a course. As mentioned above, learners may begin to attribute blame to
one or other of the parties involved. This may involve some repetition on the part of the
trainer but it is important to discourage this and to point out (possibly several times) that
the incident has happened and must be dealt with in some way. Saying that one of the
parties involved “should have known ...” will in fact not help.
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Many critical incidents may be complete eye-openers to learners, thus serve the function
of providing them with country- and culture-specific information. This is why they can
be returned to again during a course. Why the particular incident is being used should
be explained to learners and it should be related in some way to their own experience as
far as possible. The questions asked at the end of the description of the incident can
focus the discussion in the way the trainer intends.

Some examples of questions to be asked about critical incidents are:

« What has happened here?
This question is to make sure learners understand the description and that a discussion
is possible.

« Are you surprised by what has happened? What effect will this incident have on the
business relationship between X and Y? How would you react if you were X/Y?
These questions are to encourage a discussion of learners’ own cultural programming.

« Can you explain why this incident happened/the reactions of X/Y? Which of the
following areas does this relate to? (food and drink, religion, time etc.)
These questions can relate to knowledge and country specifics

« What is X thinking? Make suggestions. What can X/Y say/do now?
These questions focus on language and are useful ways of dealing with critical
incidents which learners cannot explain easily. Although it will give learners a feeling
of achievement if they can explain what has gone wrong and they know what to say or
do, it is essential that they are aware that not everything can be explained.

Advantages and disadvantages of using critical incidents

Apart from their immediate and apparent relevance and application to intercultural
communication, there are also many other advantages to using critical incidents at
several stages in a course. They can be taken from anywhere and in most cases, everyone
in a course can think of an example of a critical incident. This makes them easy to find.
Any critical incidents, however seemingly minor, can be important. As the trainer, it may
help to provide some examples of your own in which the critical nature of the incident is
felt by only one of the parties involved, i.e. irritation at something which is happening.
The incident itself may not happen often, but the fact that it has happened at all makes
it critical for the person involved. The problem may not even be recognized by others,
but this also does not make it less critical. However, a critical incident must be critical for
at least one of the people involved. This means, as mentioned above, that it must be
surprising and possibly incomprehensible. There is usually conflict potential in a critical
incident even if it (only) serves to form or reinforce a negative stereotype rather than
leading to any direct conflict.

Activity

You have noticed that members of a certain national group have a tendency to ignore what
you feel are rules of common sense and good behaviour. These include standing in the
middle of an escalator or stopping suddenly at the top of an escalator or in the doorway

of a lift, so that those behind cannot get past. There is little you can do in the situation as
you do not know those concerned or speak their language, but you find this behaviour
annoying. However, you do not know whether it is individual or cultural. How can you find
out and how will this help you if you are with someone from this country, for instance in a
lift?
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Another advantage of using critical incidents in training is that they are open to
interpretation and therefore good for discussion. They are particularly useful for
recognizing intercultural problems and understanding their importance. The description
of the critical incident should not, for this reason, include any interpretation or
implication of one.

Despite all the advantages, however, there are still some possible drawbacks which need
to be considered. When reporting critical incidents, they may be distorted in one way or
another. As mentioned above, the incident may not be intercultural at all, but individual
or intracultural. Even if the incident described is a clear example of an intercultural
critical incident, some possibly important aspects may have been forgotten and those
aspects mentioned may be influenced by feelings, either at the time of the incident or in
retrospect. A bias may therefore occur in the description which influences the
interpretation. The incident may be out-of-date as a result of global or western influence,
so that something which happened in the 1970s may not happen in the 21st century. In
this case, it is important to find out if this type of incident could happen today.

Activity

The following incident took place in the early 1980s. Would Harry (or someone like him)
be surprised today? Why/why not?

Harry, a representative of a wholesaler for home furnishings in New Zealand, was visiting
Titus Chandran, the owner of several textile mills in South India and had been invited to the
Chandran family home for dinner. The house was large and set in several acres of land. A
number of servants brought drinks and snacks as well as served the meal. Titus had visited
New Zealand several times and Harry had always found him very easy to get on with and
apparently familiar with western customs, prices and standards of comfort in hotels and
restaurants. He was therefore very surprised to find that, although Harry himself was
provided with cutlery, everyone in the family ate with their fingers and that the Chandran
home was simply furnished. He assumed that a show had been put on for his benefit and
that things might not be going as well for the Chandran business as he had assumed.

He included this in his report to his boss.

A further disadvantage is that an interpretation of a critical incident may either be based
on stereotypical ideas or encourage these. This is why it is extremely important to ask for
different interpretations and discuss them. In the course of a discussion of critical
incidents, other similar incidents about the same culture or country may be remembered
and brought up by others in the course. This must not be allowed to develop into a form
of ‘culture-bashing’, something which can easily happen. Learners may well enjoy it, but
the trainer must be careful not to let negative stereotypes, prejudices and judgements
influence the discussion too much. These will not be helpful in dealing with future
critical incidents and will probably be counter-productive in the long-run.

Although a course may be regarded as a protected zone where learners can talk about
their feelings and ideas fairly freely, they must remain aware of the danger of
unintentionally offending someone. This can even happen in a course if a negative
remark about a particular culture is made not knowing that someone else in the course
is, for instance, married to someone from that culture. Remaining non-judgemental in
what you think will of course not always be possible, but verbal and non-verbal expressions
of judgemental attitude should be avoided at all cost, as it is these which will harm the
relationship in the long run. Learners should be made aware, ideally by being reminded
by others in the course, of the effect of what they say could have on the relationship.
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Discussing aspects of another culture which you find interesting can be a good way to
build rapport but it is often difficult to avoid seeming judgemental. Make sure learners
know how to find out about things which seem strange without appearing to criticize
them. This will involve using metacommunication and phrases such as:

I have noticed that ...

I find it very interesting that ...

I really like the way you ...

In my country people usually ...

Activity

Ask learners how they would react if someone says any of the following (or similar things)

about their country:

« Why can’t people learn to queue here? They are all so disorderly.

« Everyone knows that the food in ... is unhealthy.

« | hate the way people here stare at me/shout all the time/never say anything before
starting to drink or eat/...

Ask learners to rephrase these to make them less offensive or judgemental.

This does not mean that learners should not be encouraged to talk about how they feel
or would feel in a particular situation, but should remember that there is a good
explanation for most things they may not understand immediately. Even if they don’t
have the explanation, they should remain as non-judgemental as possible in what they
say and do. What they think is their own business. Here again it is a question of how far
each individual can go in keeping their thoughts to themselves, especially when this
involves strongly held moral, religious or political views.

Types of critical incident

In terms of their use for training, there are basically three types of critical incidents,
which can be used at various stages of a course. It is the early stages of a relationship and
first and second encounters which are crucial. The critical incidents in this chapter are
suggested with this in mind.

The first type is ‘mini’ (usually impending) critical incidents which may just consist of a
two-line description and “What do you say and do?” To make it easier, if necessary,
various alternative courses of action can be suggested and learners asked to choose what
they would do from these.

These situations only become critical incidents if the wrong thing is said. They can be
used to teach and practise language use. Examples of such situations can be found in
many BE course books. Depending on the situation and the learners’ needs, more
information than in the examples in general BE course books (e.g. on the cultural
background and the relationship) may need to be given.

Activity

What do you say in the following situations?

« A business partner tells you that he cannot come to a meeting you had arranged for this
week because his mother has died.

+ A business partner turns up an hour late for an appointment you have made with him and
does not offer any apology or explanation for this.

« You are on a first business visit and are offered strong alcohol at 10 am.
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The second type of critical incident is when something has already gone wrong. In these,
more information is given than in the short descriptions above and the learners’ task is
to try and deal with the situation. Learners will usually start to explain why they think the
incident has happened, and although this may be helpful, the explanation should not be
allowed to obscure the main aim of the exercise nor should this aim be forgotten.

Activity

What has gone wrong here? Can you finish the story? What can Klara and/or Helen say
and do?

Klara’s old school friend, Helen, was living and working in China. Klara was visiting her and
was invited to dinner with some Chinese colleagues in a restaurant. Everyone was extremely
friendly and pleased to speak English and explain all the dishes to Klara and Helen. The
change of climate combined with the air-conditioning had given Klara a slight cold and so
she had to sneeze and blow her nose several times during the meal. One of the Chinese
colleagues told her where the toilet was, information which Klara noted as perhaps useful
for later in the evening. The others at the table seemed confused and rather unfriendly.
Then Helen suggested to Klara that they go to the toilet and explained ...

The third type of critical incident consists of longer scenarios, in which different cultural
groups are involved, which may involve pitfalls and become critical at various stages.
Examples could be the organization of conferences and meetings, business dinners,
social events, negotiations, international team building. In small groups or in one-to-one
teaching, the learners’ own examples and contexts can be used to identify the various
stages at which (re)action is necessary to prevent things going wrong and to build and
maintain a positive relationship.

Activity

Ask learners to identify the stages in this scenario where something could go wrong. What
can be done to prevent this? What can be done if the incident threatens to become critical?
You have been asked to organize a leisure programme for a group of seven visitors from
four different countries. They will be visiting your company for three days and will be doing
business in the morning and early afternoons. Your task is to organize the evening meals
and activities for them. It is summer and you are expecting good weather.

The things to consider may be:

« How flexible should the programme be?

« What sort of activities can you consider?

» How much should be inside and how much outdoors?

» What sort of food should you offer them?

« When should you eat?

Critical areas

The incidents referred to already are all concerned with areas in which critical incidents
are likely to occur. There are of course many more, a number of which have already been
addressed in earlier chapters, and it is quite probable that both trainers and learners will
be able to add examples of their own. Some common areas where critical incidents may
occur are gift-giving, form of address, behaviour in public, taboos and taboo topics,
appearance, artefacts and displays of wealth, eating and drinking, feelings of patriotism
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and occasions and celebrations. These are just examples and there are of course many
more. Even seemingly innocuous areas such as leisure activities or clothes may be
sensitive. A list like the one above may help learners to think of examples of their own.
Nonetheless, it should not be assumed that anything or everything may cause a critical
incident, but a good rule is that if one is not sure, the phrasing of what is said and the
use of metacommunication may be vitally important.

Paul, an IT specialist did a lot of business with an Indian IT company. He worked a lot with
Sita, an Indian IT specialist. Every time Paul met Sita, she was wearing a sari which made
Paul curious as to whether she ever wore western clothes. She was in many respects very
westernized, but they had only met in India, so Paul had never seen her in anything but a
sari. Paul thought a lot about how he could phrase his question without seeming to criticize
Sita in any way. He started his question with “Sita, may | ask you something personal?” and
then went on to his actual question “Do you always wear a sari?” In fact Sita was perfectly
happy to answer his question and let him know that in general she wore saris and Indian
clothes for business, but she also wore western clothes if it was more convenient.

Gift giving

Many lists of dos and don’ts include information about gift-giving, especially on business
occasions. These should be checked and, if they really apply to the country and context
concerned, should be taken seriously. The common (English) adage “It’s the thought
that counts” may not always apply. Feelings can be hurt and taboos broken.

Activity

Ask learners about the suitability of the following as gifts. Can you imagine that any of
these may be unsuitable as a gift? For which groups of people and in which circumstances?
Which would you give or not give? Which would you like to get as a gift from a business
partner?

« a leather wallet

» smoked ham

« an alcoholic speciality

« chocolates in a black and white box

« a clock

- aset of knives

Can you think of any other examples of good and bad gifts?

Forms of address

Something similar applies to the way people expect to be addressed, again information
which can be found easily. This, however, is not only a question of what someone is
called (i.e. title or first name) but also of how the entire interaction is conducted and may
mean far more than just the use of a name. This is why it is particularly important to
focus on register and on discourse conventions which can be used and be appropriate in
a wide variety of situations. It may be as simple as telling learners not to use certain
words at all — such as ‘stupid’, ‘nonsense’, ‘rubbish’, ‘hate’ as well as, of course, swear
words, which may be perfectly acceptable in certain contexts (student communication
for instance), but not at all in others.
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Activity

Ask learners to think about how they address different people in their own language (first

name, surname, title, familiar form, formal form). Are there differences in the way they

address the following:

« older and younger people

» men and women

« superiors and subordinates

« people they know and people they encounter in a particular function (officials, waiters,
receptionists, etc.)?

Giving advice and criticism

Different ways of working are an area where critical incidents can occur (also
intraculturally). However, it may be easier to accept the ways of working than to accept
the language which is used to deal with them. Giving advice and criticism differs
considerably as to who may do this, when and perhaps most importantly, how. As we
have said, speaking is not merely the conveying of information, but usually serves the
purpose of defining our identities, roles and relationships. This involves thinking about
how something is said so as not to offend or irritate or confuse. The way something is
said is often the cause of a critical incident rather than the fact that advice is given or
criticism made. Differing discourse conventions may well be the explanation for a
number of critical incidents.

Activity

Ask learners to think about the language they would use to give information and advice to
the following people:

« ayoung trainee

« an older woman

« a group of visitors

This can follow on from a discussion of the important information visitors to their country
will need.

Behaviour in public

Behaviour in public is another area where critical incidents are common, whether public
is defined as a business dinner or a department store, a railway station, a mosque or a
cathedral. In many cultures, it is perfectly normal to consider your own needs first as
soon as you are outside your in-group. This in-group is defined differently from culture
to culture and in fact we are all members of several in-groups at any given time.

This means that what is considered ‘normal’ at a railway station in one country may be
completely different in another and may have nothing to do with being impolite or
inconsiderate. The only way to resolve this issue (apart from acceptance) is to watch what
others do and try to do the same. This can be applied to queuing, using lifts or escalators
and other public facilities. Information can be gathered on this fairly easily either from
insiders or books or the Internet but applying it to your own behaviour may not always
be as easy. Knowing what to do may not mean that you can do it. If taboos are involved,
then getting the information may not be as easy. Public behaviour can also include what
is considered public at all. For example, blowing your nose and sniffing in public is
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considered disgusting and completely unacceptable in many Asian countries. The idea
that bodily secretions can be carried about in a handkerchief on your person is so
revolting and such a taboo that it cannot even really be spoken about by members of
these cultures.

However strange this may seem initially, learners can soon be made to realize that all
cultures have such taboos. In many western cultures, spitting in public is unacceptable
(except possibly by football players in a match) and yet this is considered far more
acceptable in China than blowing your nose into a handkerchief. Every culture has its
own limits on these taboos as to how far they can be talked about. Even the language for
dealing with them adequately is often lacking (and not only because it is English). These
areas are at the deepest end of the iceberg and are never discussed because they are taken
for granted so absolutely.

If you feel learners can cope with this, ask them to think of questions they would not be
prepared to answer or topics they would not want to talk about (e.g. toilet and washing
habits, bodily functions, disposing of bodily waste). The questions may well be questions
that are acceptable for certain cultures such as: “How much do you earn?”, “Have you ever
taken drugs?”

Even seemingly innocent topics can be the cause of critical incidents if the wrong thing
is said. Attitudes to upbringing, education, marriage and death, for instance, can also
vary considerably. This is a question of knowledge, but as no-one can be expected to
know everything, more importantly it is knowing what to say and do.

Activity

Ask learners what they would say if a business partner tells them the following in a very
matter of fact way:

« that he/she has 9 children

« that he/she didn't go to school for long periods as a child

« that he/she cheated in school tests

« that he/she doesn't eat any meat from birds

« that his/her daughter lives in a homosexual civil partnership

If they think all these things are normal, would they tell a business partner from another
country? What further information would they give? How? What reaction would they
expect?

Appearance

Making assumptions about someone or something on the basis of appearance can be
very dangerous and can easily lead to a critical incident. There are an increasing number
of people all over the world who do not correspond to stereotypical ideas of what members
of national groups should look like. It can also be dangerous to assume that a boss must
always be male or older than his or her subordinate or that certain professions (e.g.
airline pilots, members of the clergy, kindergarten teachers) are reserved for certain age
groups or genders. Although it may be well-meant, congratulating someone who looks
African on his excellent English may not go down well if he was born in England, has
been to Eton College and has a degree from Cambridge!
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Artefacts and displays of wealth

The same thing applies to appearances in other contexts. Ideas of what particular
restaurants and homes should look like will differ considerably from culture to culture.
In many countries, the food in the restaurant is far more important than the table linen
or the décor. This is true in European countries, such as Spain, where, however, it seems
more acceptable to many Europeans than in India or Thailand. In homes, it should not
be assumed that displays of wealth are acceptable, necessary or are the same in all
cultures. Similarly it should not be assumed that customs are always a sign of an earlier
and less civilized stage of development.

Feelings of patriotism

Feelings of patriotism differ considerably from country to country and culture to culture.
In fact, patriotism can almost be considered a taboo topic and is certainly at the deep end
of the iceberg. People who would say that they are not very patriotic may well be offended
by negative remarks about their country or some aspect of it and others may not be
patriotic about the country they live in at all as they consider themselves members of a
sub-culture. This can apply to the Welsh in the United Kingdom, for instance, who,
although they may have got used to being confused with the English, usually do not like
it.

Feelings about your country also relate to stereotyping, which most members of a culture
will not take kindly to, even if well-meant. Germans who arrive somewhere one minute
after the appointed time will not want to be greeted with surprise and a remark like: “But
you Germans are always so punctual”. This, while perhaps not as damaging to a
relationship, is as judgemental as a negative remark.

Activity

Why is this funny? What did Bush do wrong?

The anecdote about George W. Bush saying to Jacques Chirac, President of France “I'm
looking forward to the food here, you French guys are supposed to be good at cooking”
(although perhaps apocryphal) is an interesting example of an inexplicable faux pas.

Why should a compliment like this be wrong? It may be useful to know what is expected.

Occasions and celebrations

Just as different cultures have different ways of greeting each other (however much
shaking hands may have become common in business), occasions and days of celebration
vary from culture to culture. Knowing what to say if someone tells you a family member
has died is perhaps the most important thing, but it is also important to know how
funerals, memorial days and other events are commemorated as these may be quite
different even in neighbouring countries. They are also often connected with religious
feelings and, again, are a deep part of the iceberg which should not be treated lightly.

Activity
Elena, a Greek colleague, when asked if she would like to go for a drink after work, refused,
explaining it was her husband’s name day and she was going to celebrate with him. Jo, her
English colleague’s reaction was one of incomprehension. After all, it wasn't his birthday!
What should Jo have known and how should she have reacted?
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Leisure activities

At a very practical level, there are also quite different ideas of what leisure activities
consist of. These may have to be planned for a programme for business visitors and it is
quite common for learners to assume that what they consider interesting and relaxing is
the same for others. Activities such as karaoke and saunas are thought of as critical, but
in fact, for some cultures, walking in the woods (a common and seemingly harmless
leisure activity in Germany) is not relaxing at all and may even be frightening. Visits to
markets and funfairs may seem banal but may in fact be far more entertaining and
interesting to Chinese visitors. Just as not everyone may want to drink alcohol in their
free time, not everyone can ride a bicycle or will find the countryside or natural
surroundings relaxing.

Does this surprise you? Johann and Ralph were designing an entertainment programme for
Tanya, a Serbian visitor and did not know if she would prefer to visit a Russian Orthodox
church (something they felt was rather similar to what she might see at home) or a shopping
centre. They did both and in fact Tanya was more impressed by the church and emphasized
how much she had appreciated going there.

One-way and one-sided communication

In general a critical incident is understood to mean something which happens in face to
face communication. However, they are of course also possible in email communication
and on the telephone. There seem to be far fewer examples of these, so it may be useful
first to go a little into why this should be so.

Email

It is said that email makes up 80% of business communication nowadays, but there
have been few studies of how much of this email is between business partners who
already know each other (i.e. have met) and also how much takes place in the early
stages of a relationship when it is being built. Although it is often the case that the
first contact takes place via email, it is not clear how crucial the email correspondence
is for the future relationship. We can
only speculate about how important
email is for the creation, maintenance
and repair of relationships and whether
the transactional nature of email
correspondence in fact takes on a greater
role than it does in initial face-to-face
business contacts. As email is such a new
medium of communication, conventions
still have to be established and may well be
established individually and perhaps
idiosyncratically by those involved. What
is clear is that translation is seldom used
for everyday email correspondence.
International and intercultural email
correspondence is generally conducted in
English with all the difficulties this may “What we've got here is a failure to
imply. communicate.”
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Therefore critical incidents in email may well be of a totally different nature and possibly
less critical in their outcome. The effects of the misunderstanding may be considered as
less severe. They might not affect the relationship and the work to be done to the same
extent as in face-to-face intercultural misunderstandings. Problems may be attributed to
language (grammar, vocabulary) or typing mistakes as well as to a lack of knowledge of
cultural conventions. Language mistakes or misunderstandings can be cleared up by
asking for more information or clarification. Thus, metacommunicative strategies may
be extremely helpful in emails and also easier to use.

Activity
If possible find examples of emails which are difficult to understand for whatever reason:

complicated language, unclear content or uncertainty about how to reply. Ask learners
what they would reply to these. Learners can also bring examples of these themselves.

The advantages of email may also make the occurrence of critical incidents less frequent. .
Did you know?

An email can be read through before it is sent and an email received can be read several
times. An immediate reaction is not always necessary and even a quick reaction need not | Unless an email is

take place within seconds. CUEIEY LD
someone you know very

Perhaps because business emails in English, regardless of who they are written by, | Well itis better to save it
. as a draft and reread it

resemble each other far more closely than the spoken English of the same people, they P T e

appear culture-free. The showing of emotions, which differs so much from culture to | ;5kes 2 misundérstanding

culture, is avoided. Email does have conventions, such as openings and closings, as well far less likely.

as the use of emoticons and capital letters for emotions, but these are few and it is not

clear how universally they are known, accepted and used in intercultural business

emails.

In spite of this, misunderstandings do occur. These are generally of two types: One is a
false assumption of power structure and hierarchy, reflected in writing an email to the
wrong person. This may be combined with an inappropriate style for the person
addressed and the context. This does not only refer to use of (first) names but also to the
register used in the email. A style which is considered too informal may, for instance,
lead to a request for information being ignored. Similarly a style which is perceived as
being too direct or brusque may also lead to a delayed response.

There seems to be little experience of real critical incidents occurring in email
communication. A typical business relationship where trust plays an important role is
rarely built through email alone. In practice this means that as long as a business
transaction can be carried out by email, the business will be conducted. The relationship
may take second place or no place at all. It is nonetheless important to give learners
guidelines on what to do to avoid any possible critical incidents when email is being
used.

These guidelines, which include salutations and closings as well as register and style,
may seem obvious and are mentioned in many BE course books, but it is still surprising
how often they are ignored, even by native speakers. It is indisputable that ignoring
accepted conventions makes a bad impression, and that a bad impression cannot be
conducive to good business is obvious. Even emails with a number of typos can make
this bad impression and seem to show a lack of respect, thus violating one of the main

rules of politeness. » Chapter 5

Another aspect to be considered is corporate conventions, which may be less or more
strictly observed in different companies and countries and will certainly affect the form
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of emails. This may also affect hierarchy, and responsibility (who can be approached
about what and how quickly they should reply). Omitting a link in the ‘chain of command’
(i-e. jumping over a line manager to the CEO to complain about someone or request
some information), which is easier by email than otherwise, is probably as much a
breach of etiquette as if it was done in a phone call, a letter or directly.

Activity

If this possible, ask learners to bring examples of emails they have received which have
offended, confused or annoyed them (i.e. caused a critical incident, even if one-sided). These
should of course be anonymized. They can then be presented and discussed as to why they
caused the recipient to react negatively and if others feel the same. Two types of activity are
possible here. Learners can write possible answers, or they can make suggestions as to how
the emails can be improved.

Telephone communication

Telephone communication is again a different matter, and although it may be more
suitable for the building of a relationship than email, it also does not have the advantages
(and accompanying disadvantages) of face-to-face communication. Although in the past,
initial relationships were sometimes built on the telephone, this is less usual nowadays
when a first approach is usually made by email. Telephone communication of course has
certain inherent difficulties, and it is important for learners to recognize and be able to
deal with these.

Using conventions can help to avoid critical incidents on the telephone, however banal
this may seem. As communication is entirely verbal without any non-verbal elements to
help (or hinder) the transmission of the message, it is important to speak clearly and
completely. This is the case in any language. For learners of English or non-native
speakers, this may mean, initially, simply learning formulaic phrases to greet, give
information, arrange meetings and close the call. It will also involve the use of
metacommunicative techniques, although not necessarily purely those for intercultural
contexts. In telephone calls, these will be phrases such as “I'll just write that down”, “Can
you repeat that, please. The line’s not very good” etc., all of which BE trainers will be
entirely familiar with.

Relationships seem to function best if they work equally well in all modes of
communication. One alone is not enough, and probably a good business relationship of
trust is best built through initial email contact, face to face meetings and then continuing
email communication with perhaps occasional telephone calls. Then again, this is
speculation. What seems certain is that critical incidents are more likely, more frequent
and more critical in face-to-face meetings.
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B Although most critical incidents seem to occur in face-to-face communication, it
seems that it is also precisely this form of communication which is most useful for
building a relationship of trust. This is basically why dealing with critical incidents is so
important in courses in intercultural communication and the building of intercultural
competence. Just as there are many different examples of critical incidents, there are also
many different ways of dealing with them in a course. The most straightforward way is
to describe the incident in the ways outlined above, present it to learners and ask what
they would do and say. If this can be done in small groups, then the different suggestions
can be discussed. There may be no single correct answer, so it may only be possible to
suggest approaches to dealing with difficulties. Learners will have to accept that not all
critical incidents can be avoided and that also some may be unsolvable. On the other
hand, if an explanation of the incident is possible, then learners should be encouraged to
think of some way of dealing with it or at least preventing it from happening again.
Sometimes the only answer may be to apologize and admit ignorance. Depending on
how serious the breach is (of manners or of trust), this may help. In all cases, language
will be necessary and learners should know how to use phrases such as “I'm sorry, [
didn't mean to offend/upset you”, “I didn't realize/know ..”. This will involve
metacommunicative techniques as well as mediation, if the learner is not directly
involved in the critical incident, but as an observer is in a position to help. Dealing with
critical incidents successfully in a course is not easy, but if it is done well, this part of a
course in intercultural communication will definitely lay the foundations for successful
intercultural communication in real-life situations. In some cases, it may even be the
way critical incidents are dealt with, rather than attempts to avoid them completely,
which will help the development of further intercultural business relationships. H

To think about:

Think of at least one critical incident you have experienced face-to-face,
in email and/or on the telephone.

- How did they evolve and were they resolved?

« What information would have helped you most?
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Unfortunately one can never test competences directly.
All one ever has to go on is a range of performances,
from which one seeks to generalize about proficiency.
(...) In this sense, therefore, all tests assess only
performance, though one may seek to draw
inferences as to the underlying competences

from this evidence.

Council of Europe (2001): Common European
Framework of Reference for Languages, p.187

Validity relates to the
question of whether a test
really tests what it claims
to test, i.e.: Are we testing
the right thing?
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Testing and
assessing
intercultural
competence

What can be taught can be tested

e What is a test construct?
e What is construct validity?
* Knowledge, personality or performance?

How did you get your driving licence (assuming you have one)? Depending on where
you lived at the time, there is a good chance you had to pass a driving test. Your driving
test, we assume, consisted of two, three or more parts all of which, though different in
methodology, were meant to give evidence of your ability to drive a motor vehicle. You
may have been asked to sit a written test to confirm your knowledge of salient traffic
rules and perhaps traffic laws. In addition to this, you were probably asked to give a
demonstration of your driving performance under normal traffic conditions. Based on
your answers in the theoretical test and your performance in the practical test, the raters
based their judgement on criteria which had been agreed upon and documented long
before you had registered for the test (rather than being ad hoc improvisations by the test
administrators). Only if your knowledge and your performance met the defined and
documented expectations were you accredited with possessing the necessary theoretical,
practical and perhaps personality-related qualifications to drive a car securely. Clearly,
the raters’ job in this situation was not one of instruction, empowerment or
encouragement, but rather one of sober assessment.

What would you think of a driving test, however, which focused exclusively on theory? Or
what about a driving test based on self-assessment? You might have doubts concerning
the test’s validity, we believe, as what the test claims to give evidence of, i.e. your practical
ability to drive a motor vehicle safely, would not actually occur in the test.
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Let us assume that in your country, either formal driving lessons or instruction e.g. by a
parent or experienced adult driver are accepted ways of preparing learners for the driving
test. Your driving instructor, whoever he or she may be, would try to help you acquire the
necessary skills by giving you relevant information, repeating particularly difficult tasks,
helping you to acquire the necessary routines and encouraging you all along. These are
the classic role definitions for teachers, whose job quite obviously is a different one from
that of a rater or tester.

This role distinction (teachers are coaches, testers are judges) and the question of validity
(does the test actually test what it claims to test?) is equally essential in the context of
training in intercultural communication. Of course, teaching methods may include
using self-assessment tools with the aim of motivating learners and sensitizing them to
the learning progress they have made or wish to make. In this sense, there is some
overlap, as assessment is usually understood as a less formalized procedure than testing
and often demands pedagogical deliberations to come into play. But testing is clearly a
different thing. Good teaching builds on the teachers’ ability to direct and motivate
learners to develop their knowledge and skills in order to get from A to B. To reach this
goal they may use a variety of stunning techniques to make their learners enthusiastic
about what they are doing. Testing, on the other hand, requires validity, reliability and
objectivity and, for reasons of fairness, testers and test constructors should follow a
narrowly defined concept of pre-defined routines strictly. This is why good test
constructors are not necessarily good teachers — and vice versa.

Don't forget that tests of intercultural competence should test what they claim to test. In
other words, they should focus on a person’s communicative competences in a variety of
intercultural encounters rather than on their explaining ‘culture’ or providing
assumptions concerning the underlying reasons for culture clashes, critical incidents
and the like.

Testing and assessing intercultural competence?

There are several reasons for including this topic. Trainers may wish to see (fairly
informally) how far their learners have progressed. They may be asked about this by
learners or there may be more formal reasons for investigating the area of assessing and
testing intercultural competence.

The term ‘assessment’ is here used to mean (formal or informal) feedback a trainer may
give during or at the end of a course in order to help learners decide if and how far they
can deal with the situations they are faced with in business. By testing we mean
something more formal, perhaps externally administered (i.e. not by the trainer him/
herself) and probably costing money.

Most BE trainers will have some experience of language tests but may not wish to or feel
themselves capable of developing their own, especially in a different area. Although we
have shown that there is a strong connection between language and intercultural
competence and many features of language tests can be helpful when talking about
attesting and assessing intercultural competence, developing a test is not necessarily
easy. There will be cases, however, where learners and/or their employers may want
some ‘proof” of intercultural competence which is more than a certificate of attendance
and participation signed by the trainer.

CHAPTER 15

What is it?

One explanation of
reliability is that everyone
taking a test should be
treated in the same way.
Another is that the results
of the test should predict
future performance
whichever version of

the test is taken under
whatever conditions.

Did you know?

The field of language
testing is very highly
developed, so language
testing experts are often
asked to give advice on
tests in other subjects,
such as medicine or

geography.
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SIETAR, the world-wide
Society for Intercultural

Education, Training and
Research, provides a list
of 53 different tests of

intercultural competence.
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Requirements for tests of intercultural competence, which can be seen as being met in
the driving tests of western European countries and are standard practice in good
language tests, especially those of EFL, are often quite different from what BE trainers
are used to. They may therefore be surprised to hear that these basic requirements for
good tests are not always met in the intercultural training field.

Let us suppose your learners are interested in taking a test at the end of a course in
intercultural communication and you want to find out what is available. So imagine you
are searching the Internet for a suitable test of intercultural competence.

What you will find today are principally two types of assessment:

« The first are pedagogical tools for sensitizing learners towards their learning goals in
general, the progress they have made so far and the next steps to be taken. Two
examples for this are the Language Online Portfolio Project (LOLIPOP 2007) and the
Intercultural Assessment Project (INCA 2004). Both procedures provide teachers and
learners with frameworks and scaled descriptions of intercultural competence.
However, these tools have not yet been able to exert much influence, neither on
intercultural teaching and training in schools and universities, nor in the corporate
sector in Europe. This may be regrettable, as we believe tools of this type may well be
able to help teachers and learners develop intercultural self-awareness and sensitivity.
In this sense they may be used for assessment purposes in a variety of educational
contexts. They are not, however, suitable as test procedures claiming to use valid
testing methods and serving as reliable and objective proof of competence. It is not to
be expected that this will change in the foreseeable future.

Activity

Learners may like to look at the levels of intercultural competence and the descriptions
of these in the documents and see how useful they find them and how they can help in
deciding which aspects of intercultural communicative competence they may want to
concentrate on.

« The second are personality profiling tools based on self-answer questionnaires and
claiming to provide reliable information concerning a person’s eligibility for
international/intercultural assignments. These include tests like the Behavioral
Assessment Scale for Intercultural Communication (BASIC), the Cross-Cultural
Adaptability Inventory (CCAI), the Cross-Cultural Assessor, the Cross-Cultural
Sensitivity Scale (CCSS), the GAP Test: Global Awareness Profile, the Intercultural
Competency Scale, the Intercultural Development Inventory (IDI), the Intercultural
Readiness Check and many more. Some authors of personality tests avoid using the
word ‘test’ and prefer terms such as ‘Assessment Scale’, ‘Competence Scale’,
‘Sensitivity Scale’, ‘Profile’, ‘Inventory’, ‘Indicator’ etc. Regardless of the names used,
the procedures are frequently employed for personnel selection and are seen as tests
by HR managers as well as many other users.

Personality profiling tools are available in great numbers today and are widely accepted
in the corporate sector. Yet, they have also met with a great deal of criticism in the past.
It will be worth looking at some of the questions asked before suggesting another way of
testing intercultural competence.
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Activity

The use of some personality profiling questions in courses can lead to interesting discussions
if they are used for this and not to provide a definitive or semi-definitive answer as to
whether a person is interculturally competent or not. Still BE trainers should be careful that
they do not lay themselves open to accusations of psychological profiling when they are not
equipped for this, so the issue of personality may well not go any further than outlined
already.

Construct validity

Of course, many employers may not know anything about features of good tests, as this
is not part of their job, and it may be up to the BE trainers to decide which test to use, if
one is required at all. This may mean explaining what the results can mean and how
useful these results are for deciding whether to assign an employee to a task involving
intercultural skills. Therefore, understanding what tests of intercultural competence are
available, as described above, is important. What is also important is to know what the
results may and may not mean, i.e. how to interpret them.

One of the most important features of a good test is its construct validity. This is generally
considered the most important form of validity, so it is worth going into it here. It is
important to understand some of the principles behind the testing of intercultural
competence as it takes place at present. BE trainers will be aware of the many different
test types available, e.g. diagnostic, personality, proficiency, placement, achievement,
progress tests etc. For our purposes here it will be helpful to group them along these
lines:

Achievement tests are retrospective and assess e.g. whether learners have done their
homework or whether they have understood the contents of previous lessons.
Proficiency tests, on the other hand, are anticipatory. Based on a valid construct,
standardized procedures and defined rating criteria they allow forecasts as to the
candidate’s performance outside the test-situation.

Construct validity is at the heart of all of these, and what this means may be briefly
illustrated by quoting the ‘Delphi Construct’. The Delphi Construct is based on the
assumption that the gods rule the world. When this assumption was prevalent in Greece,
the gods indicated their intentions through the flight of birds, the state of entrails in fowl
or the surface of a copper kettle. These signs were interpreted by experts (the oracle at
Delphi) who used their expert observations to make forecasts of future performance.
They provided these forecasts to army generals like General Gyros (shown below), who
then went confidently into battle, assured of victory. Whether the oracle’s forecasts came
true or not, we do not know. The point is that the ‘test’ had very high construct validity,
because everyone believed in the construct (just as for many years everyone believed that
knowledge of the grammatical rules of a language was a valid forecast of language
proficiency). So in fact, construct validity relates to the number of people (or experts)
who believe that the representation of ‘reality’ on which it is based is true.

CHAPTER 15
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The Delphi Construct The Delphi Construct:
Relationship between test and criteria

Indicators of The gods’

the will of influence

S oS Selected criteria | . andlthe|r
intentions as

to determine .
to happenings

Construct the test format

e metaphysical on earth
¢ intersubjective
e low reliability

forecast of
observable future not observable
developments

The gods rule the world

Each of the two patterns shown above represents the Delphi construct. It may be
interesting to note that proficiency tests, e.g. in language competence testing, follow
principally the same line, which may be illustrated as follows.

Communicative Communicative
performance or performance
series of The essential features or series of real
performances of the criteria are performances
which demonstrate decisive for the best outside the test.
or sm'!ula.te the format Gompetence
criteria. sbjecive

assumed future
observable not observable
performance

Theoretical framework of language competence

This construct is not based on metaphysical assumptions, of course, but rather on a

theoretical concept of language and language-based communication. Read anticlockwise,

the diagram shows the relationship between test and criteria. Essential features of any

test construct are therefore:

- a description of the intended communicative competence (e.g. competence levels of
the CEFR)

. arepresentative sample of partial competences

- a precise description of the marking criteria

- standardized test and scoring procedures

. a test construct based on a comprehensive description of verbal, non-verbal and
paraverbal communication
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In contrast, tests using personality profiling methods adopt a completely different
approach. These tests work with self-response questionnaires and the interpretation of
these. The construct, such as it is, can be portrayed as follows:

—‘_ (Criteria) Criteria

Responding to performance Features of
questions which and behaviour  personality
relate to the Th . or series of real and
L e essential . L.
criteria. features of the performances dispositions/
criteria are outside psychology
decisive for the the test.
test format Competence
objective

observable not observable not observable

Theoretical concept of personality

Although psychometric tests of this type are widely used in corporate personnel selection,
the professional consensus on which they are based is minimal. Characteristics such
as intelligence, aggression, attraction, tolerance of ambiguity, openness, behavioural
flexibility, stress-resistance, emotional intelligence, emotional resilience, inner-referenced
vs. outer-referenced, flexibility and openness, perceptual acuity, personal autonomy,
focus on goals, inner purpose, reflected awareness (to name but a few) can only be
defined and interpreted in a highly subjective way. Based on criteria like these, established
test procedures in the intercultural training field claim to identify the degree of
intercultural competence acquired. Not one of the criteria applied can be regarded as
being supported by academic consensus. In other words, the construct validity of each of
the terms is weak. It seems that practically every test author in this field feels entitled to
develop their own idiosyncratic terminology. This even goes so far that a renowned
psychometrician in Germany recently deplored what he called the “confused muddle of
contents typical for academic psychology and observable even with basic properties like
intelligence, attraction, competence etc.”

Only recently, six renowned US-American psychometricians from leading American
universities jointly published an alarming article in which they voiced their scepticism
about the validity of personality profiling procedures:

There is considerable evidence to suggest that when predictive validation studies are
conducted with actual job applicants where independent criterion measures are collected,
observed (uncorrected) validity is very low and often close to zero. This is a consistent and
uncontroversial conclusion.
Morgeson, F.P./Campion, M.A./Dipboye, R.L./Hollenbeck, J.R./Murphy, K./Schmitt, N.:
Are we getting fooled again? Coming to terms with limitations in the use of personality
tests for personnel selection. In: Personnel Psychology 2007, 60, pp.1029-1049

CHAPTER 15

What is it?

Psychometrics is

the study of all aspects
of psychological
measurement including
the measurement of
knowledge, ability

or personality.
Psychometricians are
often test constructors
for different areas,
including language.

The number of

personality tests based

on self-assessment which
are available is astounding.
A list published annually
by the University of Trier,
Germany, names no less
than 6.359 psychometric
tests of this type, available
in the German-speaking
parts of Europe for 2011.
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To think about

It may be worth looking

at sample material for
language tests with this
in mind.
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In other words, a valid measurement of personality features and any empirical evidence
of how they relate to the same person’s practical performance beyond the test situation
seems difficult if not impossible.

How widely concepts of psychometric testing differ from established procedures in
high-quality language testing may be illustrated by the following diagram:

“_ criteria (Criteria)

Communicative performance Features of
performance or and behaviour personality,
sferles of fThte esser}t:;l o TR G e p;ychol_qglcal
performances eatures of the performances ispositions
which criteria are )
- outside
demonstrate decisive for the
. the test.
or simulate the test format
criteria. Competence
objective

not observable not observable
T

Common European Framework of Reference for Languages

Basing a test of intercultural competence on a well-established view of communicative
competence such as that described in the CEFR must inevitably lead to greater validity of
a test procedure, especially when added to test development procedures such as those
described in the Manual for Relating Language Tests to the Common European Framework
of Reference (2009). A test which is based on descriptors of communicative performance,
as described in the CEFR, is not based on abstract psychological constructs. This does
not mean that features of personality, such as tolerance of frustration or open-
mindedness, to name but two, are not important in intercultural competence, just that
they should not form the basis of a test.

In some cases, parts of language tests may well also implicitly test intercultural
communicative competence, especially those connected with performance in speaking
and writing. This will depend on the tasks, the level of language expected from the
candidates and the criteria by which these are marked.

Many BE trainers will be familiar with testing procedures used by language testing
boards such as Cambridge ESOL and others and so will probably realize how little
personality can be taken into account when testing for communicative competence, such
as that necessary in intercultural encounters. However, the principles of good language
testing will not be as familiar to HR heads or heads of training departments in companies.
It may therefore be necessary to explain a few things in this chapter. This may be useful
if you are asked to look for a test of intercultural competence for learners or asked
how you feel about personality profiling as a form of measurement of intercultural
competence.
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What should a valid test of intercultural competence look like?

It will probably be obvious from what has gone before and what BE trainers know about
good tests of performance that a valid test of intercultural competence should focus on a
person’s communicative performance in potentially critical intercultural encounters. In ‘Rating’ is a commonly
other words, the active use of language cannot be ignored. If test procedures are intended used term in testing for
to provide a forecast of a candidate’s communicative performance outside the test |what can also be known

situation, then they must be based on standardized procedures for observation and |@ "H?’kjng" ‘scoring’ or
: grading’.
rating.

As any test expert will confirm, every test of communicative competence represents a
compromise governed by rules, for which several possibilities may exist. All of these
various possibilities for the realization of a test construct require the following:

. a widely accepted description of communicative competence,

« a plausible selection of partial competences,

- an exact definition of criteria for marking performance and

- standardized testing and scoring procedures.

Any development of a practicable test format will be based on the principle that there
should be as much authentic communication as possible and as much standardization
as necessary to ensure objective evaluation.

A test format for the testing of intercultural competence should take into consideration
the testable elements of this competence, including cognitive aspects as well as
communicative ability, without entirely ignoring the (non-testable) features of personality.
However, observable and assessable communicative competence should be in the
foreground. Purely theoretical intercultural knowledge does not necessarily contribute to
a person’s intercultural competence. Therefore, it should be awarded importance only
insofar as it contributes to successful practical intercultural communication.

Criteria for intercultural competence

Based on relevant parts of the CEFR as well as the work of many contributors to the
international discussion, who, as we do, underline the importance of communicative
competences in intercultural encounters, we suggest eight criteria for intercultural
competence. All these relate to the previous chapters of this book and to possible sections
of a course in intercultural communication. They represent the goals or outcomes of a
course and describe the characteristics of an interculturally competent person in such a
way to allow them to be used for curriculum design as well as test criteria and test format.

As far as we are concerned, there is no particular order of importance in these, but
trainers may wish to focus on one or the other more, depending on their own and their
learners’ goals and interests. We have therefore suggested an activity for each one, which
can be used as a form of assessment and feedback. These are not intended as formal
tests, but as ways of providing feedback and increasing awareness among learners of
what intercultural competence is made up of and where their strengths and weaknesses
lie. If you find, at the end of a course, that learners are able to complete all the activities
and fulfil the criteria, then the course can be considered as having been successful in
reaching its goals!
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« Knowledge about institutions, processes of socialization and other specifics in one’s own
and in one or more target countries
This includes country-specific knowledge of one’s own as well as other cultures one may
have to deal with. As well as being able to use appropriate discourse conventions, it is
also important for the success of intercultural communication that learners appear
interested in and informed about their business partner’s culture. This may range from
knowing what the local currency is to being informed about social, economic, political or
religious aspects. Typical patterns of behaviour (dos and don'ts) as well as information
on local literature, music and art may also form part of this. This criterion focuses on the
awareness of the necessity of acquiring a basic amount of this type of information. It is
by no means necessary to possess comprehensive information on all aspects of a culture.

Activity

Ask learners to make up a quiz about their own country for someone from another country.
The questions can be open questions, true/false or multiple-choice. (Do not expect them to
construct quality multiple-choice questions!)

Tell them not to include questions which are too basic or banal, but to focus on
interculturally significant aspects. If this is done in groups, each group can give their quiz
(they are bound to be different) to another group who can answer the questions. The same
can be done for a country or culture they are interested in.

« Knowledge of the causes and processes of misunderstanding between members of different
cultures

This implies awareness of and familiarity with the particularities of one’s own as well as
the other culture. Examples of potential critical cultural distinctions are notions of time,
hierarchy, space etc. Examples of potential critical discourse functions are refusing,
rejecting, contradicting, instructing, criticizing, disagreeing, making and receiving
compliments, complaining and dealing with complaints. One’s own personal and
culturally-influenced discourse strategies should be the focus of critical appraisal as well
as those of the other culture.

Activity

Ask learners how they would perform language functions such as disagreeing, complaining
etc. politely. Give them a short example of a situation where they have to do one of these
things, e.g. a supplier has not delivered on time. What do you say when you ring him to ask
where the goods are? You can provide as much or as little detail as you wish. This can be
done orally or in writing.

Writing down what they would say has several advantages. It makes it easier for the trainer
to see if they really know what to say and prevents them just describing what they would
do. This can be followed up by the activity described under ‘ability to engage with politeness
conventions’ below.

« Ability to engage with differences in a relationship of equality

This includes the ability to question the values and presuppositions in cultural practices
and products in one’s own environment. The most important feature of this criterion is
the ability to express oneself non-judgementally on culturally significant phenomena.
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Activity

Ask learners to think about what the best outcome for a discussion of a critical incident
might be. These should include politeness, willingness to accept others’ opinions and ideas
and expression of a non-judgemental attitude.

Alternatively give them your ideas on how the discussion should be conducted. Then two or
three learners should be given a critical incident to discuss. The others should watch and
listen and judge how they do this using the criteria discussed. Although they cannot be
expected to develop complete marking criteria for a test, a discussion of this sort can help
them to understand what concepts such as politeness, communicative ability and expression

of non-judgemental attitude mean in real performance. > Chapters 10-11, 13

Ability to engage with politeness conventions and communication and interaction

conventions (verbal and non-verbal)

Politeness is the key feature of intercultural communication and means more than
simply following rules of etiquette. It is concerned with the building of positive
relationships, particularly in first and second encounters, as it is often in these encounters
that the ground is laid for the nature of the relationship and its medium- or long-term
success or failure. This is particularly important in business as there are fewer other
factors which play a role than in private, social or romantic encounters. The ability to
interact with the necessary degree of politeness in intercultural business encounters is
not easy to acquire, as politeness conventions differ so greatly from culture to culture.
Learners should therefore have some knowledge of the existing conventions as well as
being aware of possible signals and reactions which may signify confusion, irritation or
even anger and to be able to deal with them in an appropriate way.

Activity
Give learners examples of polite and impolite ways of doing things, such as making a

request, and ask them which they think are appropriate and which not. This can be a
follow-up to the activity mentioned above for knowledge of the causes and processes of

misunderstanding, if a variety of answers are provided by learners. > Chapters 12-14

« Ability to use essential conventions of oral and written communication and to recognize
changes in register

This follows closely the criterion described above. Use of inappropriate register in
communication is one of the most frequent causes of intercultural misunderstandings
and breakdowns in communication. This requires familiarity with conventions of
communication which may be appropriate or inappropriate for use with interlocutors
from different cultures. Examples of these are forms of address, directness/indirectness,
face-saving strategies etc. This applies equally to written communication, which is
particularly important for business. Written communication is different in one important
way to spoken communication: spontaneous repair strategies cannot be used. This
makes proof-reading for possible contraventions of polite discourse conventions
extremely important for written intercultural communication.
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Activity

« If learners speak a language which has two or more forms of address (du/Sie, tu/vous),
they are often tempted to think that everyone in English uses the familiar form. To show
them that this is not the case, give them examples of the same language function in
different registers and ask them to match them to the register. The CEFR has a very useful
list of registers for this (CEFR, p. 120).

« Ask learners to bring in examples of emails they have received. These may well contain
examples of wrong use of register. If this is not possible, ask them to write emails dealing
with tricky situations (a visitor does not turn up to a meeting without giving a reason, you
want to question a bill you have been asked to pay) and discuss these.

« Ability to elicit the concepts and values of documents or events, i.e. meta-communication
It may be necessary, especially when the encounter is threatening to become critical, to
discuss the particular discourse and other conventions which prevail in order to ascertain
what these are and to reach agreement on which conventions are appropriate and
acceptable in the particular encounter. This must be done without any appearance of
superiority or arrogance on either side and should not lead to embarrassment for either
party. Meta-communicative discourse strategies have not yet been the focus of language
training, although the mastery of these may be crucial for the building of a positive
relationship. The importance of this criterion is not reduced by the fact that in so-called
‘high-context’ cultures attempts at meta-communication may be rejected implicitly.

Activity

Find an example of something from the learners’ own cultures which may seem strange to
someone from another culture or ask learners to think of something. Trainers may well have
their own examples, which could be from areas of names and titles, food and drink or
business conventions. Ask learners to explain this without taking anything for granted.

« Ability to mediate between conflicting interpretations of phenomena

Some of what is said in the CEFR about mediation seems inconsistent, as in some places
in the CEFR mediation means translation/interpretation, in others the central meaning
is that of mediation in intercultural contexts, i.e. “interpreting a cultural phenomenon in
relation to another culture”. It is this sense we have used as the basis for the curriculum
and test in intercultural communicative competence.

Ask learners to think of something they find hard to understand, e.g. British reverence of the
Queen and her family, American patriotism or attitude to women in Saudi Arabia, clothing
conventions in churches in Malta. Then ask them to try and explain these in a non-
judgemental way. This does not mean acceptance or tolerance of everything but relates
specifically to aspects of culture which may be hard for outsiders to understand.

These criteria relate closely to what has been taught in the course and can be regarded as
indicators of intercultural communicative competence. The ability to use each of them
requires a minimum level of linguistic competence. Using the relevant CEFR descriptors
as well as our own practical training and test experience, we have set this minimum level
at Br.

The overriding aim of any training programme should be to prepare learners to use their
linguistic abilities in intercultural encounters in such a way that their communicative
behaviour corresponds to these criteria as far as possible. On the grounds of the above
specifications, a criterion-based test will show how far this goal has been achieved.
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A test of this kind, based on the description of communicative competence and the
concept of intercultural communicative competence in the CEFR, has been developed in
cooperation with the Chamber of Commerce and Industry in the Saarland, Germany,
and is already being used both in this context and in universities and vocational schools
in Germany.

Progression
Is there a progression in the acquisition of intercultural competence, similar to that in
the process of acquisition of language?

Based on our training and testing experience we would maintain that a progression
exists. This progression in communication is not to be equated with linguistic knowledge
and ability. Successful intercultural competence does not principally depend on a high
level of linguistic competence. The specific partial competences which make a
linguistically competent speaker into an interculturally competent speaker are only
partly dependent on linguistic knowledge and ability. Although B1 is set as a minimum
level, it can be assumed that users at B2, C1 and C2 have a greater range of discourse
strategies at their disposal and may well be more confident in identifying differences in
register or in the use of meta-communicative strategies. However, learners with relatively
small linguistic means, too, should be able, through repeated use of a small number of
strategies, to communicate successfully in intercultural encounters. As well as this, we
have been able to establish that users at higher levels of linguistic competence did not
necessarily demonstrate a significantly higher level of intercultural communicative
competence.

B If BE trainers or their learners are interested in the assessment of intercultural
competence, they will probably be surprised at the number of so-called ‘tests’ they can
find. If they have completed a course of the type described in this book, they will soon
realize that what they have taught or learnt is not actually tested in these ‘tests’ which are
sometimes called something like ‘profile’ or ‘indicator’ rather than ‘test’. They usually
consist of self-answer questions, the answers to which are used to form a judgement of
how interculturally competent the candidate is. Just as a driving test would probably not
be considered valid if the candidate never actually had to drive in traffic in order to pass
it, we feel that tests of personality are not a good basis to decide whether someone might
be successful in doing business with partners from other countries and cultures. What
we consider a valid test of intercultural competence should take both knowledge and
performance into account and make judgements based on how well the candidate is able
to deal with potentially difficult situations and tasks using language. A test of this type
would combine many of the features of good language tests, and although certain
features of a candidate’s personality may be helpful to pass it, these should not be the
focus of the test. It should be on how the candidate performs using language in
intercultural situations, particularly potentially critical ones. H

To think about:

« What should a good test of intercultural competence include?

« What part should personality play in a test of intercultural
competence?

- Do you agree that a test is always a compromise governed by rules?

CHAPTER 15
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M Concluding remarks

Intercultural communication and language are extremely closely related without being
the same thing. For instance, excellent intercultural communicators can often manage
to get on with people from different cultures with very little of any common language
between them and, similarly, knowing a language well does not necessarily make anyone
a good communicator in intercultural encounters. Both these groups need additional
knowledge and skills which is basically what intercultural training should be about. This
is the case whatever language is involved as it will be difficult to proceed beyond a basic
level with little language in common, particularly with BE. Most importantly, all those
involved, whatever the strengths and weaknesses are, need to be able to perform in the
best way in intercultural encounters to ensure a successful outcome.

Intercultural competence is made up of knowledge, skills and personality. Whichever of
theseyouoryourlearnersdecide tofocus onwilldepend onyour strengths and weaknesses.
We have focussed in this book on knowledge and skills, believing that personality
training is not generally part of a BE trainer’s brief, if it is possible at all with adults.
These are very concrete and practical aspects and should be transferred in practical ways
to training courses in intercultural communication, involving learners all the way.

Intercultural communication is not theoretical. In fact, it is quite the opposite, although,
as with most complex fields, the theory is extremely useful. Successful communication
is based on rules (or guidelines, if you like) and principles which ideally everyone
involved should be aware of. As this is not yet generally the case, someone has to make
a start. It is often lamented that members of certain cultures or national groups make
more efforts in this direction than others (the Dutch are often cited as a good example),
but this should not mean that we should wait for others to make the first move.
Particularly in business, where the outcome of intercultural communication can have
massive effects, personally, professionally and even nationally and globally, everyone
involved should be prepared for the encounters leading up to and paving the way for the
outcome. Although it is important to bear a number of basic principles of intercultural
communication in mind, it is the transfer of these principles into practice, however,
which is the most interesting and important part of the actual communication.

Possibly the most important principles to be borne in mind in this context are:

« Never enter into intercultural encounters unprepared.

« Always expect the unexpected.

« Try as far as possible to behave in a non-judgemental way in your language and your
actions.

- Remember that you are dealing with individuals, not cultures.

Running a course with the aim of making learners into competent intercultural
communicators need not be difficult. It may be complex as well as a challenge for many
BE trainers, but a great number of the principles of good language teaching can be
applied to intercultural training. Communication is the main thing. It may however
mean you have to abandon some ideas you have held about language courses and
intercultural training, such as theory, language variety and grammatical correctness (to
name but three).

We hope we have been able to contribute in some way to improving intercultural
communication for BE trainers and their learners!
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The glossary contains terms which may be unfamiliar to general BE trainers or are used
with a specific meaning in the context of intercultural competence. Not all the terms in
the glossary have been used in the book. Explanations of terms in italics can be found in
the glossary. We have not defined ‘culture’, ‘intercultural’ or ‘competence’ here as
attempts to define these terms have been made throughout the book and the definitions
would be too complex to be summarized in a few sentences.

accent — the pronunciation, word stress and tone of voice used in speaking, characteristic
of a person, area, social group or country.

acculturation — the process of including aspects of another culture (e.g. customs, habits,
values, preferences, communication styles) without giving up all these in one’s own
culture.

achieved status — a person’s social status considered to be the result of earned or acquired
qualities (cf. ascribed status).

adaptation — coming to terms with a change in cultural environment by changing certain
aspects of one’s own cultural behaviour.

anthropology — the study and comparison of cultures, customs and ways of life, both in
the past and the present, nationally and internationally.

appropriateness/appropriacy — how much language and behaviour are seen as correct or
proper and suit the situation concerned and those involved.

arranged marriage — a marriage in which the choice of husband or wife is made by others
than the couple themselves (usually by parents). This is not to be confused with a forced
marriage.

artefacts (US: artifacts) — objects and ornaments associated with a particular cultural
setting.

ascribed status — a person’s social status considered to be the result of inherited qualities
(cf. achieved status).

assimilation — a process whereby members of a cultural group, usually immigrants to a
country but also other minority groups, are included in an established, usually larger
community. Once they are assimilated, the minority group takes on the features of the
established culture.

biculturalism — feeling equally at home in and identifying emotionally with two cultures
at the same time.

collectivism — individualism/collectivism is one of the dimensions identified by Hofstede.
In collectivist cultures members of the culture belong to strong cohesive groups which
protect them and expect their loyalty (cf. individualism).
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context — the conditions and circumstances which are relevant to a communicative act or
event.

corporate culture — the history, conventions, rules and standards, terminology and values
shared by the members of a company.

critical incident — an occurrence which causes misunderstanding, possibly leading to
further consequences.

cultural awareness — perception of the influence of culture on one’s own and others’
behaviour.

cultural boundaries — invisible lines dividing regions, cultures and everything connected
with cultures. They are not necessarily the borders of countries.

cultural construct — the idea that beliefs, values and behaviour are culturally defined.

cultural convergence — the idea that differences between cultures will decrease through
global communication and that a single global culture may emerge.

cultural determinists — people who believe that all behaviour and social organization is
caused by culture.

cultural diversity — differences in cultures, e.g. race, nationality, language and religion,
usually within a specific country or company.

cultural identity — the view of oneself formed by belonging to a culture.

cultural norms — behaviour which is typical of specific cultural groups and different from
that of other cultural groups.

cultural sensitivity — awareness of culture, its features and importance in intercultural
encounters.

cultural standards — thoughts, evaluations and actions considered typical and normal for
themselves and others by most members of a particular culture.

cultural universals — general cultural features and characteristics in all cultures. Examples
may be organization of family life, work, religion, birth, death rituals and creation myths.

culture shock — unease accompanied by possible physical symptoms when someone
moves to or encounters a new culture.

diffuse — one of the cultural dimensions indentified by Trompenaars and Hampden-
Turner. In diffuse cultures, a person’s (professional) identity may be acknowledged in a
wide range of contexts (e.g. a CEO is a CEO always and everywhere), while much of that
person’s life is considered ‘private’ and other people do not share it without being
permitted to (cf. specific).

discourse conventions — how language is used in particular contexts, situations and
settings.

discrimination — disadvantageous treatment of people who are different.

diversity — regarding every individual as unique, but at the same time recognizing
differences in e.g. race, nationality, language and religion as well as gender, sexual
orientation, socio-economic status, age, physical abilities and beliefs or ideologies.



emic — term used by cultural anthropologists to refer to the perspective, view or n

understanding of a culture from inside by a member of the culture (cf. etic).

ethnocentrism — seeing one’s own culture as the centre of everything and rating other
cultures with reference to it.

etic — term used by cultural anthropologists to refer to the perspective, view or
understanding of a culture from outside by a member of another culture (cf. emic).

expatriate — a person who has gone to live and work in another country.

femininity — masculinity/femininity is one of the dimensions defined by Hofstede. In
feminine societies both men and women should have feminine qualities, e.g. modesty
and tenderness (cf. masculinity).

gender stereotypes — fixed ways of thinking about gender features and how genders are
supposed to behave and communicate.

gestures — use of hand and other body movements to convey meaning and communicate.
These are highly culturally specific and often extremely important.

high context — one of the dimensions identified by Hall. In high-context cultures, meaning
is not only conveyed through what is said, but also through shared context, conventions
and understandings as well as nonverbally. A high-context style of communication is
usually indirect or understated (cf. low context).

iceberg model — model often used to show the different levels of culture. The (visible) tip
of the iceberg is what can be seen or perceived directly of a culture whereas the invisible
part under the surface of the water includes the beliefs, ways of thinking and views of the
world, which are at least equally important.

identity — the way an individual sees him /herself in relation to the environment, including
family and socialization.

indirect verbal style — speaking in such a way that words do not directly express feelings
and intentions.

individualism — one of the dimensions identified by Hofstede. In individualist cultures
there are only loose ties between individuals. Individual identity is more important than
group identity (cf. collectivismy).

informal verbal style — speaking casually with little regard to roles and hierarchy.

in-groups — groups a person is a member of and to which individuals feel bound. These
can be national, regional, local, social, chosen, family or any other.

intolerance — lack of respect and acceptance for the behaviour and values of others if they
are different to one’s own.

intracultural — what happens within one culture as opposed to between two or more
different cultures.
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judgemental — describing an attitude or words and expressions by means of which
(usually negative) decisions are made. These affect the further outcome.

H

low-context — one of the dimensions identified by Hall. In low-context cultures, meaning
is expressed through what is said explicitly, and a lot of words are used. (cf. high context).

masculinity — one of the dimensions identified by Hofstede. In masculine societies social
roles are differently defined and genders are supposed to behave differently (cf. femininity).

monochronic — one of the dimensions identified by Hall. In monochronic cultures things
are done one at a time and schedules and timetables are kept to. Relationships may be
less important than plans and schedules (cf. polychronic).

multicultural — used to describe a context where many different cultural groups live or
work near each other.

non-verbal communication — communication where no words are used or where part of
the meaning is expressed without words.

norms — spoken and unspoken rules which govern behaviour of individuals and societies.

paradigm — a basic assumption about the world, often acting as a pattern for behaviour.

paraverbal — the aspects of communication which accompany words, such as intonation
and stress.

past-oriented time sense — reverence of tradition and history as well as ancestors and the
elderly (cf. present-oriented time sense).

personal identities — made up of those features which are unique to an individual.

pragmatics — study of the individual context of communication at any one time which
influences the meaning of what is said.

prejudice — negative bias and feelings about differences.

present-oriented time sense — esteem of the present, relationships and current events and
behaviour (cf. past-oriented time sense).

proxemics — the study of space between persons and physical contact and the effect this
has on culture and behaviour.

particularism — one of the dimensions identified by Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner
which indicates a preference for relationships over rules. Member of particularist
cultures may be more flexible with rules (cf. universalism).

personal space — everyone has an area around them into which others may not enter. This
varies considerably from culture to culture (cf. proxemics).

polychronic — one of the dimensions identified by Hall. In polychronic cultures, many
things may be carried out simultaneously and time and schedules are less important
than personal relationships (cf. monochronic).



power distance — one of the dimensions identified by Hofstede, describing the extent to
which an unequal distribution of power is accepted by members of a culture.

setting — where communication or an encounter takes places, taking into account all
aspects of the encounter.

social identities — variously identified as membership of cultural or ethnic groups,
genders, social classes, age groups and many other groups.

speech community — a group sharing common norms concerning communication,
including speech and discourse.

specific — one of the cultural dimensions indentified by Trompenaars and Hampden-
Turner. In specific cultures, a person’s identity is acknowledged in specific contexts only
(e.g. as CEO), while most of that person’s life is considered ‘public’ and is easily and
readily shared with others (cf. diffuse).

symbol — anything which may convey implicit cultural meaning.

stereotype — (often negative) assumption or generalization about all members of a culture,
which is usually not accurate because it is too generalized.

sub-culture — section or subdivision of a larger culture or a group within it with its own
behaviour, beliefs and attitudes.

taboo — a feature of society concerning human behaviour which is forbidden and which
has serious effects if broken. A taboo cannot always be mentioned.

tolerance — open-mindedness and acceptance of differences.

uncertainty avoidance — one of the cultural dimensions identified by Hofstede and defined
as the extent to which the members can accept unknown or uncertain situations or
consequences.

universalism — one of the cultural dimensions identified by Trompenaars and Hampden-
Turner which indicates a preference for rules over relationships. Members of universalist
cultures apply rules more strictly to everyone (cf. particularism).

validity — how far something (e.g. a test) measures what it is intended to measure.

value — points of reference and principles which determine behaviour for an individual
or a culture.

westernization — the extent to which the influence of the west has affected other parts of
the world.
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Intercultural Competence in Business English
Activities

Activity: What is a good friend?

You are riding in a car driven by a close friend. He hits a pedestrian. You know

he was going at least 35 miles per hour in an area of the city where the maximum
allowed speed is 20 miles per hour. There are no witnesses. His lawyer says that if
you testify under oath that he was only driving 20 miles per hour it may save him
from serious consequences.

(based on F. Trompenaars/C. Hampden-Turner (2012): Riding the Waves of Culture.
Understanding Cultural Diversity in Business. New York: McGraw-Hill, pp. 45f.)

Questions
= What right has your friend to expect you to protect him?

e My friend has a definite right as a friend to expect me to testify to the lower
figure.

e He has some right as a friend to expect me to testify to the lower figure.
e He has no right as a friend to expect me to testify to the lower figure.

= What do you think you would do in view of the obligations of a sworn witness
and the obligation to your friend?

e Testify that he was going 20 miles an hour.
¢ Not testify that he was going 20 miles an hour.

= How do you define the following? What do they mean to you?
Does this affect your answers?

e aclose friend
e badly injured
e serious consequences

= How would you answer the questions? Discuss your answers with a partner
or in the group.

= Have you got any questions about it, e.g. How close a friend is he?
How badly was the pedestrian hurt?

= Do you think your answers are typical for your culture?

= What conclusions can you draw from the answers given in the group?
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Trainer’s notes

This worksheet is designed to get learners to think critically about cultural
dimensions. It is likely that, even in a monocultural group, there will be a variety
of answers, including It depends.

Preparation
Make a copy of the worksheet for each learner.

Lead-in

Explain some of the vocabulary used, if necessary, or describe the situation
and ask the questions using simpler language.

If necessary, write key words on the board.

Activity

Hand out the worksheet and allow learners time to read it and think about
their answers.

Encourage them to make notes.

They can then compare their answers with a partner and/or in a group.

A profile of the group can be made according to their answers.

Additional/alternative activities

Ask learners if they think scenarios like this are useful for establishing cultural
dimensions. Ask them what members of other cultures might answer and why they
think this. If possible, use examples of cultures they are interested in or deal with.
Make sure they do not use judgemental language.
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Activities

Activity: Avoiding conflicts

Questions:

= Read the following guidelines for avoiding conflicts.
Do you agree?
Why? Why not?

Try to maintain a positive-reference group frame of communication with the partner: seek topics of
obvious common interest in the situation, try to avoid topics that are unrelated to your immediate
reasons for conversing, and refrain from displays of self-assertiveness, positive/negative affect, or
involvement that would be considered especially restrained or especially emphatic in your own culture.

If misunderstanding or disagreements develop, try to avoid getting into a negative frame of
communication with the partner: reaffirm your common concerns or interests in the situation, do
not press the misunderstood issue, drop the subject if possible, and repeat.

If misunderstandings threaten to develop into conflicts, abandon the attempt to maintain common
territory with the partner and concentrate on avoiding aggression or hostility: stop all signs of
assertiveness and positive/negative affect, be direct, and signal acceptance of the partner’s right
to have his or her opinion.

If this fails, break off contact.

Source: R. W. Janney/H. Arndt (2005): Intracultural tact versus intercultural tact,
in: Watts, Ide, Ehlich (2005), pp. 21-41

= Do you find the following situations difficult? What would you do and say?
In all the situations below, you do not know the people concerned very well.

e On the first day of their first visit to your company, your business partners from abroad come
late to all the appointments you have made, whether these are social or business. You have
arranged a detailed programme for them and find this very inconvenient.

e During a meeting, your business partners do not stick to the agenda, but jump from one topic
to another and return to topics you think have been dealt with and finished.

e A new business partner does not answer the very specific questions you ask in emails (details

of prices, delivery times etc.). The answers you receive always raise new questions, and you
feel you are not getting anywhere.

e A business partner asks you a number of questions you consider far too personal (e.g. about

your marriage, how much you earn). You have tried to change the subject but this doesn’t seem
to work.
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Trainer’s notes

This worksheet is designed to get learners to think about how conflicts, particularly
intercultural conflicts, can be dealt with practically. It also serves to remind them that
there is not always a solution. It can be used in connection with critical incidents.

Preparation
Make a copy of the worksheet for each learner.

Lead-in

Ask learners about their experience of intercultural conflicts. What advice do they
have for dealing with these? If necessary, explain the vocabulary used in the
guidelines and write key words on the board. The language in the guidelines is very
complex, so it may be necessary to rephrase the text.

Activity

Hand out the worksheet and allow learners time to read it and think about the
guidelines. Discuss the guidelines with learners. How do they fit in with their own
experience?

Ask them to think how they would apply the guidelines to the situations described.

Discuss the situations with learners or ask them to discuss them in groups. Some of
the situations may not be a problem for some people. Discuss how far the guidelines
can be used.

Additional/alternative activities

Ask learners to think of other (possible) conflict situations and ask others in the
group what they would do and say.

Answers

There are no correct answers to any of the questions. Learners will find the
situations described more or less difficult depending on their own culture and their
personalities. Encourage them to come up with solutions and to decide on the
language they would use.
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Activity: conversational contract

Questions

= What can you imagine as a ‘conversational contract’?
= Can you think of any examples?

= Read the following explanation:

A conversational contract has been defined as follows: “Upon entering into a given conversation,
each party brings an understanding of some initial set of rights and obligations that will determine, at
least for the preliminary stages, what the participants can expect from the other(s) (...) Speakers are
expected to speak only in whispers, if at all, during a Protestant church service, everyone is expected
to address the U.S. Chief Executive as ‘Mr. President’, and a witness in court is expected to speak
only when questioned. Such requirements are also seldom, if ever, renegotiated (...) A child, for
example, is not ordinarily entitled to authorize a parent to do something; two close friends do not
issue orders to each other; an employee is not free to criticize an employer; a felon does not christen
a ship (...)".

Bruce Fraser (1990): Perspectives on Politeness, in: Journal of Pragmatics 14, pp. 219-236

= What examples are given in the text?

= How would you explain these conversational contracts to someone who did
not know them?

= Can you think of more examples?

= Can you give examples from a conversational contract for the following
situations?

e ameeting in your company
e dinnerin an expensive restaurant in your city
e a Christmas party in your company
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Trainer’s notes

This worksheet is designed to get learners to think about conventions of discourse in
various settings including intercultural ones, and to allow them to see how difficult it
is to explain rules of behaviour. It can be used in connection with
metacommunication.

Preparation
Make a copy of the worksheet for each learner.

Lead-in
Explain some of the vocabulary used if necessary.
If necessary, write key words on the board.

Activity

Hand out the worksheet and allow learners time to read it and think about their
answers.

Write the examples given in the text on the board if necessary.

Explain that a ‘conversational contract’ does not only include what you say
but how you say it.

Additional/alternative activities

Ask learners to describe the conversational contract of the course they are in and
make a list of rules for someone who is new to the course and totally unfamiliar with
how to behave.

Ask learners to imagine how they could break a conversational contract they know

of, e.g. by shouting in church or making a phone call in a class. How do they know
that this is not acceptable? What would happen if they did something like this?

Ask them how they would establish what is acceptable in an unfamiliar context.
What questions can you ask? How much can you learn by observation?
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Activity: describing the culture of your company

Questions
= Can you answer the following questions about the company you work for?

Offices

What does your office look like? How is it decorated?

How many personal things do you have in your office?

Is it a typical office for your company? If not, how is it different?

What does your boss’s office look like? How is it different from yours?

Clothes

Does the company have a dress code? Why? Why not?
What sort of clothes do you wear to work?

Are the clothes you wear typical? How are they different?

Language

What is the company language?

Are other languages spoken? Which ones and why?

Are there any special words or expressions which are only used in your company?

Company

How old is the company? How did it start? Are there any major landmarks in the
company’s history?

How can you describe the atmosphere in the company (e.g. formal, friendly, noisy ...?)

Does the company have any role models (people, other companies ...)?
Does the company have a logo? What is it? Where can it be seen?

Colleagues and superiors

How many people work in the company? Is the number increasing or decreasing?
How high is staff turnover?

How do new colleagues find out what to do?

Do you work in teams?

How often do you see your boss? Do you know your boss’s boss?

How is your work praised or criticized?

What do colleagues talk about at work (work, free time, and other people?)

Staff

How does the company recruit staff?
How do employees get promoted?
Why do people leave the company?
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Routines

Is there a company routine you have to carry out every day?

Is there anything you should never do at work?

Do you eat at work? When and where?

Are there any celebrations in the company (personal or corporate)?

Are there times (of the day, month or year) when some things always happen
(e.g. lunch, pay, Christmas Party)?

General
Can you think of three words you would use to describe your company?
What can you compare your company to (e.g. an animal, a car, a building, ...)?
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Trainer’s notes

This worksheet can be used to make learners think about company culture in practical terms and
how the culture of their company may differ from others in their own country as well as companies in
countries they have to deal with.

Preparation
Make a copy of the worksheet for each learner.

Lead-in
Ask learners why they would need to find out about a company (to work there, to do business
with it, ...). Elicit some questions they would ask.

Activity
Hand out the worksheet and allow learners time to read the questions and think about their answers.
They can then ask each other in pairs or groups.

The following steps are optional:
« Ask learners to think of more or different questions.

« Discuss which questions are important for doing business with a company in another country.
Which answers might be quite different?

« Discuss their own experience with foreign companies.
« Discuss which questions they could ask a foreign business partner.

Additional/alternative activities
Research a company in another country in the Internet. Which answers can be found easily? Which
answers are more difficult to find?

Discuss the following questions:
« How important is company culture compared to national culture?

« How typical is your company for your country?

< What might people from other countries find strange or difficult to deal with?
« What has changed in the company over the last 5/10/20 years?

« What might change in the future? What would you change if you could?
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Ideas for dealing with country specifics

There are many different ways in which presentations of country-specifics can be
dealt with, depending on such things as the size of the group, their interests and
whether they will be graded on their presentations.

= Learners can be asked to find out and present a particular aspect of a culture
or country, such as a sport (e.g. rugby for New Zealand), a comparison
(e.g. business etiquette in Saudi Arabia and Germany) or something covering
several countries (e.g. Islamic banking). The type of presentation can also vary
from a 5-minute-talk using no media or just a flip chart, written or drawn on
during the presentation, to a full-blown PowerPoint presentation. Objects can be
brought along, such as artefacts or food. In fact the possibilities are endless and
all acceptable in this context.

If time does not allow for presentations, other activities which involve learners doing
their own research can be used.

= |nstead of a presentation, learners can produce a handout or a poster.
Emphasize that the information must be relevant and ask learners to justify their
choice of information.

= Ask learners to find websites from various countries or to compare the national
websites from one multinational company and see what differences they can
find. Discuss how they see these and why the differences might be there.

= Ask learners to think of all the differences between their own and a seemingly
closely related country, such as USA and Canada, England and Wales, Belgium
and the Netherlands or Poland and the Ukraine. This works particularly well with
multinational groups but can also be done with learners who are all from one
country.

= Each learner or group makes up a quiz about a particular country for the others
to do.

= One way of dealing with dos and don’ts which may be specific to one country
is to think of the important areas. Examples of these are small talk, gift-giving,
eating. Ask learners (possibly in groups) to establish what they need to know
about these contexts when planning to do business with people from a particular
country. In addition, learners can decide what would be useful for their business
partners when coming to their country.

= Ask learners to make up a quiz about their own country for someone from
another country. The questions can be open questions, true/false or multiple-
choice. (Do not expect them to construct quality multiple-choice questions!)

Tell them not to include questions which are too basic or banal, but to focus on
interculturally significant aspects. Examples for this could be the name of the
capital plus one or two more major cities, the currency, the name of the head of
government, a renowned figure in history/literature/music or arts, a national sport
club/event/hero etc.

If this is done in groups, each group can give their quiz (they are bound to be
different) to another group who can answer the questions. The same can be
done for a country or culture they are interested in.
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Ideas for dealing with stereotypes

= Find photographs of people who do not look stereotypical of their culture. They
should not be well-known so that learners do not have preconceived ideas. Ask
them to speculate about them and then give them the facts.

= Brainstorming what is typical for the particular culture of the learners will usually
lead to a lively discussion, especially if there are people from different cultures in
one group. There may also be a discussion on stereotypes (see below). These
‘typical features’ of any culture may be connected with everyday things like food
and drink or clothes or may include attitudes to time or power. Ask learners
questions such as:

e Do you always plan things (e.g. holidays) well in advance?
e Are you always on time?

e When do you eat your main meal of the day?

e What is your favourite food?

and then ask if they think the same answers would be given by other members
of their culture.

= Ask learners to make sentences about other countries, even if they feel they do
not know much about them. Then discuss whether these statements are
stereotypes, judgemental, positive or negative. A lot will depend on the language
used. Ask them how they would go about finding out whether commonly held
assumptions about a country are true or not.

= Ask learners to collect statements about their own or another culture which may
be helpful when dealing with that culture. Make sure that these are not
expressed negatively. Words and expressions such as most, a lot, few or
generally may be useful. Some examples could be:

e The religion of most Indians is Hinduism.

e The British say ‘please’ and ‘thank you’ a lot.

e The Chinese have few food taboos.

e Many US Americans are proud of their country.
e Scandinavians generally speak good English.

= Ask learners how they would react if someone says any of the following (or
similar things) about their country:

e Why can’t people learn to queue here? They are all so disorderly.
e Everyone knows that the food in ... is unhealthy.

e | hate the way people here stare at me/shout all the time/never say anything
before starting to drink or eat/ ...

= Ask learners to rephrase these statements to make them less offensive or
judgemental.
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Designing a programme
Questions

= You have been asked to organize a leisure programme for a group of seven
visitors from four different countries. They will be visiting your company for three
days and will be doing business in the morning and early afternoons. Your task
is to organize the evening meals and activities for them. It is summer and you
are expecting good weather.

The things to consider may be:

« How flexible should the programme be?

« What sort of activities can you consider?

e How much should be inside and how much outdoors?
« What sort of food should you offer them?

« When should you eat?

= At which stages of the programme could something go wrong? What can be
done to avoid or prevent this? What can be done if the incident threatens to
become critical?
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The Culture Iceberg
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Questions
= What is particular about an iceberg?

= How many different features of a culture can you think of?
With a partner, make a list.

=  Where would you place these different features of a culture
on the iceberg and why?

= Compare your results with the rest of your group.
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Trainer’s Notes

This worksheet is designed to get learners to think about what a culture
is made up of.

It can lead to a very lively discussion.

Preparation
Make a copy of the worksheet for each learner.

Lead-in
Ask one learner to draw an iceberg on the board or a flipchart, or draw one yourself.
Ask learners what they know about icebergs.

Activity
= Hand out the worksheet and allow learners time to read it and think about
their answers.

= Encourage them to make notes. Ask individual groups to write the features
on the drawing on the board.

= Discuss the results.

Additional/alternative activities

= Ask learners to define what they mean by some of the features, e.g. ‘religion’
can mean the building or artefacts or the beliefs. ‘National anthem’ may be the
music and words or the way it makes people feel.

= Learners could also be asked to devise their own models or metaphors for
cultures (general or specific).

= An activity to raise awareness of this can be to ask each learner to make his or
her own personal iceberg and then describe the parts which are at the top, i.e.
visible, those which are less so and those which are invisible. Learners need not
talk about the third section (the invisible features) if they don’t want to, it is quite
enough if they think about them.

This can be done in many different ways, with varying amounts of input.

e The trainer can give an example (personal ones are usually most
interesting) and can mention some aspects of a personality which may be
important.

e Learners can draw something which represents themselves. This need not
necessarily be an iceberg.

e Learners could use another metaphor or diagram, e.g. a pie chart or a floor
plan with different sized rooms or anything else they can think of.
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Activity: greetings
Questions

= Think of your own answers to the following questions and then discuss them
with a partner or the group.

e« How many different ways of greeting someone have you used today?

e How do you greet these people?
an older member of your family (aunt, grandmother ...)
your boss
a small child
a new business partner
a colleague
a good friend

e How many different ways of greeting someone can you think of?

e Do you know what these are?
bowing
curtseying
rubbing noses
punching
air-kissing
pressing palms together
saluting

= Do you use them as greetings? Who with? Why not? Where are they used?

= Are there any greetings you don't like? Why not? What do you do and/or say
if someone greets you in a way you don't like?
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Trainer’s notes

This worksheet is designed to start learners thinking about obvious/visible cultural
and sub-cultural differences. It is particularly suitable for learners with little
intercultural experience and/or training but can be used with all groups.

Preparation
Make a copy of the worksheet for each learner.

Lead-in
Brainstorm different ways of greeting.
Answer the questions in the worksheet yourself to give examples.

Activity

Hand out the worksheet and allow learners time to read it and think of their answers.
Learners should make notes.

Explain or demonstrate the greetings given if necessary.

They can then compare their answers with a partner and/or in groups.

Additional/alternative activities

Depending on the group, learners can practise the greetings with each other
and discuss how they feel about using them.

Ask learners to research where the greetings are used.
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= What do you associate with the following? Note down a few ideas and then
discuss these with a partner. How similar are your associations?

e school

o tea

e holidays
e animals

e being alone
e happiness
e home

e Christmas

e breakfast

e family

= Do you think other members of your culture have the same associations?

Why/why not?

= What do people from these countries might associate with these associations?

e China
e India
e Spain
e USA

= Have you ever experienced someone having an entirely different idea of what
any of these mean? Think about holidays and/or exchange visits or business

trips you have been on. Discuss these with the group.
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Activities

Trainer’s notes

This worksheet is designed to get learners to think about their own assumptions and
how many of these are cultural. This activity will work well in a mixed cultural group
as a large number of different ideas will be given. More ideas are given on the
worksheet Critical incidents. Point out that these differences need not be critical in
all cases.

Preparation
Make a copy of the worksheet for each learner.

Lead-in

Ask learners to brainstorm ideas about one or two of the notions first. Ask which of
the associations may be cultural.

Activity

Hand out the worksheet and allow learners time to read it and think about their
associations. Ask them to compare ideas with each other.

Additional/alternative activities

= Ask learners to think of other (possible) everyday concepts which may be quite
different in different cultures.

= Ask learners to think of something from their own culture which may seem
strange to someone from another culture. Trainers may well have their own
examples, which could be from areas of names and titles, food and drink or
business conventions. Ask learners to explain these things without taking
anything for granted.

Englisch <
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Intercultural Competence in Business English
Activities

Activity: How do you see yourself?

Questions

= Make a list of possible influences which characterize your personality
(e.g. family, national/regional origin, culture, gender, education, special interests, etc.).

= Try to quantify each ‘component’ of your personality according to its relevance
(e.g. family 25 %, national origin 20 %, gender 30 %, education 20 % etc.).

= Now draw a pie chart indicating the importance of each of your personality features.
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Trainer’s notes

This worksheet can be used at the beginning of a course to make learners aware of
the importance of different aspects of culture for their own individual personality.

Preparation
Make a copy of the worksheet for each learner.
Prepare a pie chart for yourself.

Lead-in

Hand out the worksheet and allow learners time to read it. To make clear that the
examples given are only intended as such, describe your own pie chart, if possible
using different examples, other aspects or details (e.g. number of children, friends,
travel or music). Make it clear that learners are not expected to provide a
psychological analysis of their character and that exact numbers are not important.

Activity

Give the learners time to fill in their own pie chart. Then ask them to discuss it with a
partner or in a small group.

The following steps are optional:

e Ask the pairs or groups to report back. Make it clear that not everybody will
want information they have given to a small group to be announced to the
whole group. Alternatively tell learners to report only one (the most
interesting) piece of information they have heard.

e Ask each group to summarize the results of their discussion and report
these back without giving individual details.

e If everybody is happy to do this and the group is small, ask learners to
introduce their partners using the information they have exchanged.

Additional/alternative activities

Ask learners if they think a different type of diagram would be more suitable for
them. If they could choose, would they choose a pie chart or something else?

Discuss the following questions.
e How far are you typical of your national culture?

e What aspects do you have in common with others in the group?

e Is there anything which is exactly the same as in other learners’ pie charts (a
feature and/or the size of the pie-chart it makes up)?
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Intercultural Competence in Business English
Activities

Critical incidents

Questions
Here are some different examples of critical incidents. How would you deal with them?

= A new business partner from Spain did not turn up to an appointment you had made without giving
you a reason for it. You want to write him an email.

= An ltalian customer stands too close to you when he is talking to you. You feel quite uncomfortable
because of this. What do you say or do?

= You have a business meeting with two French business partners and their CEO in their office
in Paris and want to start at 10 o’clock. At 11:30 the French are still talking about other things.
What do you say or do?
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Trainer’s notes

Preparation

Make a copy of the worksheet for each learner or copy the critical incidents onto
a slide or separate sheets.

Lead-in

= Ask learners for their spontaneous reactions if
e someone is late for an appointment or does not appear at all.
e stands too close to them.
e talks about subjects other than the business in hand.

= If necessary, point out that explanations, while useful, may be based on
stereotypes and do not always help. Action often has to be taken or something
said.

Activity
Give learners the incidents and ask them to decide what they would do. They should

be as detailed as possible. Solutions may depend on the personalities of the
learners, i.e. how far they can cope with the situation as it is described.

Learners can be asked to decide on the content of the email and write it in groups
on a large piece of paper (e.g. flip-chart paper). The emails can then be discussed.

This can be acted out as a role-play, which can demonstrate how various ways of
dealing with the situation may or may not work.

Suggested answers

1 Certain basic conventions of emails (pleasant start and politeness conventions
in writing, face-saving strategies, ...) should be adhered to.

2 Suggesting sitting down or standing at a table with the table between the two
people may help. Taking a walk is another possibility.

3 Here itis possible to find out indirectly if the meeting is to start soon, by asking if
there is time to step outside or make a phone call. It is not a good idea to take
charge or to ask when the meeting is starting. Small talk is considered an
important part of meetings in some cultures.
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Activity: What | think and what | say

You cannot always say what you think. Here are some examples.
In all the situations you do not know the people you are with well and are in a foreign country.

Questions

= Decide for each of the following
e if you would say anything,
e what you would say.

You are at a business dinner and are offered some food.
You think: That looks horrible/awful/disgusting. | can’t possibly eat that.
You say:

You are at a business meeting and feel unwell.
You think: | feel very strange. | think | am going to be sick.
You say:

You are at a conference and someone greets you with your name.
You think: | have no idea who you are.
You say:

At a dinner party you feel tired.
You think: | am exhausted and want to go now.
You say:

After a business meeting your business partner asks you if you want to go to a club.
You think: What sort of club does he mean?
You say:
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At a meeting you are given a cup of coffee.
You think: | want a glass of water.
You say:

Englisch «

Professional "BUSINESS"ERgliSA Trainers

Someone asks you if you like their country.
You think: | don’t like it here very much.
You say:

Someone asks you a personal question.
You think: | don’t want to answer that.
You say:
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Trainer’s notes

This worksheet is designed to elicit polite language in difficult situations.

Preparation
Make a copy of the worksheet for each learner.

Lead-in

Ask learners what they think are difficult situations and questions.
Discuss possible ways of saying difficult things in English.

If necessary, write key words on the board.

Activity
Hand out the worksheet and allow learners time to read it and think of their answers.
Each learner should write down what they would say.

For some questions (e.g. about personal questions) learners can be encouraged to
think of details. They can then compare their answers with a partner and/or in a
group and decide together on which they think is the best answer and why.

Additional/alternative activities

Ask learners to think of some other difficult situations, possibly from their own
experience. They can then write them down or describe them and give them to
another pair or group who have to formulate what they would say.

Discuss what makes the answers polite or otherwise and decide on some general
rules for what to say in difficult situations.

These could be:

= Say something positive before something negative.
= Try to avoid using words such as no/don’t/not.

= Longer sentences are better than short ones.

= Sentences which are too direct are often impolite.

Discuss the following questions:
Is it better to be direct or is indirectness better?
Is it necessary to always tell the truth?

Suggested answers
Learners may come up with more and different answers and strategies.

Englisch <

That looks interesting/nice but | think | have enough now./Thank you, maybe | can have some later.

Could | leave the room for a minute?/Could you tell me where the toilet/bathroom is?
| remember you well. Could you just remind me of your name?

It has been a lovely evening but | really must go now.

That sounds interesting. Can you tell me something about the club?

Thank you very much. Could | also have a glass of water, please?

It's very interesting and | would like to see more of it.

That’s not easy to answer. I'll have to think about it [and change the subject!].
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Activity: Critical incidents

What is a critical incident?

A critical incident is an encounter, event or communication which can lead to a misunderstanding
between the people involved. The term is often used in intercultural communication.

Questions

= Have you ever experienced a situation which was strange when you were dealing with someone
from another culture? Can you describe it?

= Think of or write down a description of the incident and describe it to a partner or the group.
Remember the following:
e Describe what happened as neutrally as you can. Do not use stereotypes.
e Give as many details as possible.
e Do not try and explain it.
e Say how you felt (e.g. confused, annoyed, surprised, ...)
Here is a simple example, told by Robert, 23 years old:

I went to Spain to attend a language course. When | arrived at my host family’s house, all the
members of the family kissed me twice. This happened every time | met anyone. | felt very
surprised because for me kissing is something | only do with close friends or my family.

= Write your critical incident or some notes here:

= Read or describe the critical incident to your partner.
= Listen to his/her reaction and explanation. Compare what you think.
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Activities: critical incidents

Trainer’s notes

This worksheet can be used as a first activity with critical incidents. As this is
intended as an introductory activity, it need not take up very much time, but is useful
for reminding learners of their own experiences as well as of the dangers of
stereotyping.

It can be used with or followed up by the worksheets Recording critical incidents and Greetings.

Preparation
Make a copy of the worksheet for each learner.

Think of a critical incident of your own to describe in case learners can not think
of any of their own.

Lead-in

Ask learners if they have ever encountered any behaviour in other countries
which was unusual and could only be explained by cultural factors.

Brainstorm a few ideas.

Tell your own story.

Give learners time to think of their own critical incidents, possibly until the next session.
Remind them of the guidelines.

Activity

Hand out the worksheet and allow learners time to read it and think about a critical incident.
Make sure they follow the guidelines.

They can then discuss their results (in pairs or groups).
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Critical incident — eating and drinking

This takes place at a college in the USA, where Fumio, a student from Japan, is
spending a semester. He has just met Louise, a German student, and they are
going to have their first afternoon class together.

Fumio has been working all through his lunch break and so hasn’t had time to eat
before the afternoon class. He mentions this to Louise when the class starts and she
gives him a chocolate bar from her bag. He is very surprised and refuses politely.
Louise is also surprised as she knows that Fumio likes this sort of chocolate. Fumio
is even more surprised when he sees Louise and some American students eating
and drinking in class. The teacher doesn’t say anything at all about this and
continues the lesson as usual.

Questions

= Can you explain Louise’s and Fumio’s behaviour and their reactions?
= How do you feel about eating and drinking in class?

= How can Fumio find out what he can and should do?

Englisch <
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Trainer’s notes

In the USA, eating and drinking in class is often allowed as teachers believe
students can concentrate better if they are not hungry or thirsty. This attitude differs
considerably from country to country, so it is best to find this out beforehand.

Drinking is sometimes permitted but not eating, and sometimes there are practical
reasons for not allowing either, such as computers in the room or papers on the
tables which may get spoiled.

However, in Japan, it is considered disrespectful to the teacher to eat or drink in
class. Fumio can find this out quite easily as it is obviously not a taboo topic. He can
describe what he has seen and explain what the situation is in his country. Useful
language has been highlighted.

Fumio: Louise, | noticed you eating and drinking in class. The teacher didn’'t seem
to mind. In my country this is quite different. We think it is showing disrespect to
the teacher if we eat or drink in her classes.

Louise: That’s interesting and it explains why you didn’t want the food | offered
you. Now | understand. Here, it's okay to eat and drink in class if we want. The
teachers don’t mind because ... (if she knows).

The important thing is not to be judgemental about what the other says or how
he/she says it.

Englisch <
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Critical incident — helping or cheating?

This takes place at a college in the USA, where Evgenia, a student from
Moscow, is spending a semester. She becomes friendly with Philip, an American
student, and they spend a lot of time together studying and taking part in leisure
activities.

Evgenia is a conscientious student and always tries to complete assignments
on time. She is taking classes in economics and also a course in French and
wants to get good grades in everything. The evening before a French class,
she has stayed up late writing a term paper for an economics class and so has
not had time to prepare properly for the French class. The teacher announces
a pop quiz, a term Evgenia does not know at first but she is told that it is an
unannounced test on what they have learnt in the last few lessons. She
whispers to Philip to ask if he can help her in the test, as she knows that he
prepared for the class the evening before. Philip looks confused and says

he can’t do that. When the test starts, he tries to make sure that she can’t see
what he is writing. The teacher, however, notices that Evgenia keeps looking
at Philip’s paper. Before the test is over, the teacher asks Evgenia to hand in
her paper and leave. Afterwards, the other students are rather cool and distant
to Evgenia. She has no idea what is going on and decides to ask someone.

Questions

= Can you explain the reactions of Evgenia, Philip and the other students?
= Has anything like this ever happened to you?

= Should Evgenia expect Philip to help her in a test?

=  Why does Philip refuse to help Evgenia?

=  Who should Evgenia ask about what has happened?

= How should she do this?

Englisch <
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Trainer’s notes

Evgenia expects Philip to help her as they are friends, but does not know about
the extremely different attitudes to cheating in the USA and many European
countries. In both the USA and the UK, it is extremely important to do your own
work in class and during studies and not cheat, either by using unauthorized
help (so-called cheat sheets), copying from someone else or allowing someone
to copy from you. This is regarded by both students and teachers in a similar
way as stealing from friends, i.e. as immoral. This differs considerably from the
attitude towards cheating held in most continental European countries, where
friends are expected to help each other and attempts to ‘trick’ teachers are
considered almost a matter of course. In most countries, cheating is officially
punished, but not regarded as immoral, either by teachers or by fellow pupils.
This means it is not a taboo subject and can be talked about openly. This
attitude changes at higher levels of learning, but in many countries in Europe
cheating/helping each other in tests is a matter of course.

As far as Evgenia and Philip are concerned, they are both doing the right thing.
It may be extremely difficult for Evgenia to find out what is going on, but the
best way to do it would be to ask someone she really trusts who will not
condemn her out of hand, or even Philip himself. She should describe what she
has experienced as clearly as possible and make it clear that she does not
understand what has happened. Some of the general phrases for prefacing
and ending the message are highlighted. These can be transferred by learners
to other similar situations, where they feel they have done something wrong.
The important thing is not to be judgemental about what the other says or how
he/she says it.

“There’s something Id like to ask you about, where | think | have done the
wrong thing. | asked Philip to help me in a test. | expected him to help me as

| thought he was a friend, but he refused and the teacher said | have failed the

test because | cheated. Now it seems no-one wants to talk to me anymore and
| don’t know what | have done wrong. | am confused. Is there something

| should know and can you explain it to me?”

Englisch <
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Recording critical incidents
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A form like this can be used so that learners (and trainers) can note down
and recall details of critical incidents in intercultural settings.

These can be used in class and appropriate ways of dealing with them
(as well as explanations) discussed and practised.

A critical incident | have experienced

Give as many details as possible.

Your personal details

Name:

Age:

Sex:

Role in the incident:
(participant, observer, initiator, ...)

Setting
Country:

Context:

(business, public, social, private, educational, ...

Place:
(office, public building, home, schooal, ...)

People involved

)

No. of people involved:

People (names/functions)

Nationality:

Background:

Relationship to each other:
(superior/subordinate, equals, friends, ...)

Relationship to you:
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Event
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What happened:

Reactions of
those involved:

Your reactions:

Reason(s) for
your reactions:

Descriptions of your
reactions:

(positive, negative,
spontaneous ...)

Your explanation
of the incident:

Other possible
explanations:

Consequences of your
and others’ reactions:

What might you do
differently in a similar
situation next time?
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Activities: critical incidents

Critical incident — using the right language

This takes place in the Manchester office of a German company. Robert had
been assigned to look after Lisa, an intern in his department from Stuttgart,
Germany. Lisa was doing her work very well and getting along fine. There was
only one thing which Robert noticed and which he was not sure how to deal
with. Lisa’s English was generally excellent and she was careful in how she
addressed people, only using first names, for instance, when explicitly asked
to do so, and was in all other respects polite and friendly. Robert felt she had
obviously been well brought-up. However some of the language she used was
not always appropriate in a business context. Robert knew that Lisa had spent
time at school in the UK and assumed she had picked up the language there.
She never used it to insult anyone but often to describe things or people from
her past (the weather, her journey to work, her teachers at school) and her
feelings about them.

For instance, when Lisa liked something, it was “awesome” or “cool”, she talked
about “dissing” things she didn’t like, she talked about “buggering off’ when

she meant “leaving”, referred to people as “silly wankers” and if she didn’t like
something, it was “shitty” or “fucking awful”. Robert himself didn’t particularly
mind (after all she was in her early twenties and his children used this sort of
language too) but he realized that some of his colleagues were often a bit
surprised.

Now an important meeting was coming up with British and foreign suppliers and
Lisa had been encouraged to attend to learn a bit about company procedures.
Although she might not need to say anything, there would be some socializing
and so there was a possibility that she would be speaking to fairly important
visitors.

Questions

= Has anything like this ever happened to you?

= Why is Lisa’s language inappropriate?

= Should Robert warn Lisa about her language or not? Why/why not?
= When, where and how should he do this (most importantly, how)?

Englisch <
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Intercultural Competence in Business English
Activities: critical incidents

Trainer’s notes

Lisa is not using this inappropriate language to address people but to describe
her feelings about people and things. She may not realize how strong the
language is. Language used for swearing and cursing is quite different in
different languages and usually cannot be translated. What may be fairly mild in
one language may be regarded as absolutely taboo if translated word for word
to another. Possibly Lisa knows this as the language she uses could not be
translated into German without causing a great deal of offence, but does not
realize that it is inappropriate in English, too.

Robert should definitely warn her as she may otherwise find herself in a very
awkward position if she uses language like this in more formal situations.

He should do this in a dialogue, i.e. with just the two of them present and in the
office, so Lisa realizes it is official and not a personal matter. He should preface
his main message so she knows what is coming and make it clear that he
believes she does not realize the effects of the language she is using.

Some of the general phrases for prefacing and ending the message are
highlighted. These can be transferred by learners to other similar situations,
where someone is unintentionally making an intercultural faux pas. The
important thing is not to be judgemental about what the other says or how
he/she says it.

“Lisa, there’s something | want to talk to you about. Don’t worry it’s not
about your work as such. We’re very happy with that. Your English is so
good that I'm sure you don’t realize that some of the language you use is
inappropriate in a business context. | mean words like .... | personally don’t
mind, and with friends or people of your age, there is nothing wrong with using
language like this. I'm fairly sure, however, that some of the people at the
meeting next week will be really shocked if they hear you using language like
this in the meeting and it won’t do our company image any good at all. With
your excellent English, you can definitely find other ways of expressing
your dislike and displeasure which would be better here in the office. | can
certainly help you if you have any questions.”
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Critical incident — an unsuitable gift?

Gillian and Tim moved to France shortly after finishing university as Gillian was
offered a good job with an international company in Paris. They were invited to
dinner at a French colleague’s home shortly after Gillian started work. They arrived
at the time they had been invited for and presented the hostess with a fairly
expensive bottle of wine which they had bought at a local wine shop. Her reaction
was unenthusiastic, almost cool. Although they had not expected profuse thanks,
they were a little surprised.

Questions
= What had gone wrong?
= What can they do and say now?

= Are the following good business or social gifts? Can you imagine that any of
these may be unsuitable as a qift? For which groups of people and in which
circumstances? Which would you give or not give? Which would you like to get
as a gift from a business partner?

e aleather wallet
e smoked ham
e an alcoholic speciality
e chocolates in a black and white box
e aclock
e aset of knives
= Can you think of any other examples of good and bad gifts?

Englisch <
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Trainer’s notes

In some cases, giving something as a gift which may be part of what is offered by
the host may seem offensive as it implies that the host’s food or drink is not good
enough. The practice of bringing something to eat or drink is sometimes frowned
upon (in France, Germany and other European countries) and sometimes welcome
(in the USA at a potluck supper).

In this case, the gift was clearly inappropriate, possibly also because France
produces good wines and the hosts would like to offer these themselves. As
England has not been a wine-growing country for very long, the English are often
not expected to know about wine and may have to be prepared to be informed
about it.

There is little that Gillian and Tim can say or do in the situation itself but should find

out by asking someone else they know and avoid the same mistake in future. Often

a suitable gift is something from the guest’s country. However, many of the above

may be unsuitable for the following reasons:

= a leather wallet — products made from cattle are not suitable for Indians as the
cow is a holy animal.

= smoked ham — pork products should be avoided as there are religious groups
(Muslims, Jews) who do not eat pork and an increasingly number of vegetarians.
This may make meat products generally sensitive.

= an alcoholic speciality — alcohol may be unsuitable for various reasons.

= chocolates in a black and white box — black and white are unlucky colours in
some countries, e.g. China.

= aclock — clocks are also considered unlucky as gifts in China.

= a set of knives — in some countries there is a superstition that a gift of knives can
cut the friendship apart.
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Critical incident — good advice?

Peter Hansen, a young German manager working in New York, shares an office
with an American colleague, Claire Silverstone. Claire has been to a top school and
college and is very sure of herself and what she does, but does not have quite as
much experience of the business as Peter, who has trained as an office manager in
Frankfurt as well as completing a degree in Business Administration. He spent a
semester at an Australian university and did an internship in the USA during his
studies and has also travelled widely in Europe and Asia. Claire has never been out
of the USA. Peter feels that he should help Claire with a number of things, but she
does not seem to appreciate his advice and offers of help and often ignores what he
tells her or says something like “That’s the way | do it.” The atmosphere has
worsened continually since they have been working together even though Peter tries
to be as friendly as possible.

Questions
= \What should each of them do?

= What will help most to deal with this situation (knowledge, skills, personality
or even something else?)

= What do you say and do?
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Intercultural Competence in Business English
Activities: critical incidents

Trainer’s notes

Preparation
Make a copy of the worksheet for each learner.

Lead-in

= Ask learners whether they have ever found that they could not get on with
someone (a colleague, a neighbour, a friend’s friend etc.).

= If so,
e can they give a possible reason why this was so?

e was there anything they might have done wrong themselves in building
the relationship?

e would they handle the relationship differently today?

Activity 1
Give learners the incident and ask them to discuss in pairs why Peter and Claire
failed to build rapport in this episode.

Suggested answers

Advice-giving is particularly difficult in intercultural communication, as
discourse/politeness conventions may vary considerably. In this case Claire may
have been unfamiliar with this and therefore found Peter’s advice pedantic and
domineering.

Peter may have been equally unaware of the effect his (however well-meant)
advice must have had on Claire.

Activity 2
Practise polite discourse using phrases like
e Sometimes it's best to ...
e It might be a good idea to ...
e Itcould help you to ...
e Have you ever thought of ...
e |don’tthinkit's a goodideato ...
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Critical incident — going by appearances

The following incident took place in the early 1980s. Harry, a representative of a
wholesaler for home furnishings in New Zealand, was visiting Titus Chandran, the
owner of several textile mills in South India and had been invited to the Chandran
family home for dinner. The house was large and set in several acres of land.

A number of servants brought drinks and snacks as well as served the meal.

Titus had visited New Zealand several times and Harry had always found him
very easy to get on with and apparently familiar with western customs, prices and
standards of comfort in hotels and restaurants. He was therefore very surprised

to find that, although Harry himself was provided with cutlery, everyone in the
family ate with their fingers and that the Chandran home was simply furnished. He
assumed that a show had been put on for his benefit and that things might not be
going as well for the Chandran business as he had assumed. He included this in
his report to his boss.

Questions
= Would Harry (or someone like him) be surprised today? Why/why not?
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Activities: critical incidents

Trainer’s notes

Preparation
Make a copy of the worksheet for each learner.

Lead-in
= Ask learners about their experience of being invited to private homes in a
foreign country.
e What surprised them?
e What did they find strange or difficult to accept?
e What did they find easy to get on with?

e Have they adopted anything of what they experienced in such situations
for themselves?

Activity
Give learners the incident and ask them to discuss in pairs why Harry might be right
or wrong about Titus Chandran’s business.

Suggested answers

1 Harry went to India unprepared and was unfamiliar with Indian conventions
concerning house furnishing and eating customs. Furnishings were not considered
important as a sign of affluence until fairly recently. The change in attitudes is
possibly a result of western influence. In general money is spent on accumulating
wealth (e.g. gold) or on food.

As far as eating customs are concerned, Indians almost always eat with their fingers
rather than with cutlery. This has nothing to do with being civilized or being able to
afford cutlery, but more with hygiene. Indians often prefer not to use cutlery which
has been used by someone else. However, if they are used to western customs,
they will use cutlery when abroad.

2 Harry could have politely addressed eating customs with his host using strategies
of metacommunication and may have received an explanation for this.
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Critical incident — table manners

Klara’s old school friend, Helen, was living and working in China. Klara was visiting
her and was invited to dinner with some Chinese colleagues in a restaurant.
Everyone was extremely friendly and pleased to speak English and explain all the
dishes to Klara and Helen.

The change of climate combined with the air-conditioning had given Klara a slight
cold and so she had to sneeze and blow her nose several times during the meal.
One of the Chinese colleagues told her where the toilet was, an information which
Klara noted as perhaps useful for later in the evening.

The others at the table seemed confused and rather unfriendly. Then Helen
suggested to Klara that they go to the toilet and explained ...

Questions

= What has gone wrong here?
= Can you finish the story? What can Klara and/or Helen say and do?
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Intercultural Competence in Business English
Activities: critical incidents

Trainer’s notes

Preparation
Make a copy of the worksheet for each learner.

Lead-in
= Ask learners about ‘unwritten laws’ concerning behaviour in public and give

examples, such as incomplete or inadequate dress (e.g. wearing pyjamas in a
supermarket), picking your nose, combing your hair in public etc.

= Ask them whether they have ever experienced something unexpected or
irritating like this. You may have an episode from your own experience.

Activity 1
Give learners the worksheet and ask them to discuss what the critical incident
consisted of.

Suggested answers

Klara went to China unprepared. She was unaware, therefore, that blowing your
nose and sniffing in public is considered disgusting and completely unacceptable in
many Asian countries. The idea that bodily secretions can be carried about in a
handkerchief on your person is so revolting and such a taboo that it cannot even
really be spoken about by members of these cultures. Klara should have either
refused the invitation and stayed at home or left the group to blow her nose in the
toilet in private.

Activity 2
Ask learners to role-play the situation using polite discourse and suggesting

practical ways of dealing with the potentially difficult situation. As Helen is a friend,
she can probably tell Klara what she has done wrong.
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Commented checklists

Checklist: Business trips

This checklist is to give you an idea of what to think about before you go on a
business trip to a country you have never visited before. You may not be able
to answer all the questions before your trip.

Find out ...

if you will be met when you arrive (at the airport/station/who by).

where you will be staying (hotel/company hotel/private home).

about the programme (work, leisure activities).

what clothes you should take (formal, informal, leisure).

which business partners you will meet (how many, who, where, when).
about the timing (start and finish of working time, time for yourself, free time).
who will look after you (counterpart, head of department, assistant, anyone).
if you can expect specific results from the trip.

Should you ...

take a gift or gifts (what sort, who for)?

expect to be accompanied all the time?

expect a detailed programme for your stay?

expect to keep to the times and arrangements?

expect to be asked what you would like to do (work and leisure)?
make suggestions yourself on what to do (work and leisure)?
expect to be invited to private homes?

expect to meet the most important person in the company?
expect to be introduced formally to large groups (departments, whole company)?
address people you meet by their first name or title and surname?
expect unusual food and/or drink?

expect to be given gifts when you arrive and/or leave?

be prepared to ask questions to the people you are visiting about their families
or other personal matters?

How do you react if ...

you have to wait a long time before something happens (a meeting,
an appointment)?

there is a lot of small talk before work starts?

things do not happen at the times announced?

things do not seem to happen at all?

you are asked a lot of personal questions?

you do not reach the conclusions you expected?

you are not given information you expect (people’s positions, prices)?
you are offered very unusual food and drink?

you are offered gifts which would seem critical in the light of your company’s
code of conduct?

leisure activities are suggested which seem strange to you?

Cornelsen Autoren: Rudi Camerer und Judith Mader

Englisch <

Seite 1 von 3

www.cornelsen.de/business-english 9783065200790_ENG_O_Checklists_01_B-trips.doc



Englisch <

Professional

Intercultural Competence in Business English
Commented checklists

Trainer’s notes

= These questions are intended as an indication to learners of possible areas
of difference and difficulty between what they are used to and what may be the
case when travelling on business to another country. The answers depend on
the culture and context.

= If the course is a country-specific one, the trainer may be able to provide
answers, or learners can be asked to try and find out the answers themselves.
It is important that learners do not jump to conclusions about the ‘right’ answers
too quickly and try to inform themselves as much as possible beforehand. There
may be issues which it is difficult to find out about, especially if it is a first or an
early contact and learners do not know anyone well at the host company or
venue.

= Many of the questions apply to eating and drinking in general. In the guidelines
which follow, only those issues which may be culture-specific have been
addressed.
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Intercultural Competence in Business English
Commented checklists

General guidelines

In many cultures, a first encounter is not expected to produce results but to build
a relationship, so do not try to get down to business straightaway or expect this
to happen.

Gift-giving can be a very difficult subject. In many cultures, the guest should
bring gifts, in others only the host gives the guest a gift. Make sure you know
your company’s policy on this and what gifts you may accept and keep for
yourself or your family. You may be given gifts for your spouse (usually only
for a wife) or children.

In some cultures it is considered rude to leave a guest on his/her own. It does
not necessarily mean that the area is unsafe or you are not considered
responsible enough to be left alone. Even if you would like to look around a city
or town on your own, this may not be appropriate and may seem rude if you
suggest it.

The programme and attitudes to it will also vary considerably. You may be asked
for suggestions, so it may make a good impression if you mention a famous
sight you would like to see (which will probably be on the programme anyway).
Sometimes it is possible to say you would like to do some shopping for gifts for
your family. However, a detailed programme may have been planned with little
or no room for your suggestions. Do not always expect everything to go as it is
laid out in the programme.

Remain as flexible as possible at all times.

If there are leisure activities you do not want to participate in, such as a visit to a
sauna, a karaoke evening or a visit to a religious building, make sure you know
how to refuse politely beforehand. You may be asked if you want to go to church
if you in a non-Christian country on a Sunday. Again, make sure you can refuse
politely.

You should not expect to be invited to private homes. This is uncommon in
many cultures, but in some you may be invited to a country or holiday house,
especially on subsequent visits.

Who you meet in the company will depend on your status and the purposes
of your visit. You may only meet the most important person briefly. In some
cultures, your visit may have been delegated to someone who speaks the
best English even if he/she is not very high up in the hierarchy.

Don’t use first names just because you are speaking English. This is not
appreciated in most cases.

You may be offered food which is unusual. It is possible and acceptable to
say that you don’t drink alcohol or eat meat in most cultures, even if this is
considered unusual.

You may be asked questions which you feel are too personal, such as how
much you earn or if you have taken drugs. Make sure you know how to answer
these politely but in a way which is acceptable for you.

Don’t expect everything to run as planned and remain patient. You may have to
wait for what you consider business to happen. You may feel there are no real
results of the trip except personal contacts. Decisions may be made later after
you have left. Information may be given to your boss or sent to you later.
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Checklist: Choosing a test of intercultural competence

Learners

= \What do learners need or want to take the test for?
= What language is the test conducted in?

= Ifitis notin the learners’ own language, will they be able to understand
everything?

= Does the test provide a personality profile or an assessment of communicative
performance?

= Which tests can be considered?

Website

= Are claims or promises made by the test board, e.g. for purposes of personnel
selection or candidates’ suitability for certain countries?

= Is the language on the website easily understandable, correct and natural?

Recognition

= How widely is the test recognized?

= Which institutions in the learners’ situation/country accept the test as evidence
or proof of intercultural competence?

Material

= s it clear what is being tested?

= Are recognizable principles of test construction followed?

= |s there sample material so that the types of questions asked can be seen?
= Can any of the material be used in training?

= Are answers or sample answers provided?

= Can candidates guess ‘correct’ or expected answers easily?

=  Are details given of how the final score is achieved?

= Is sample material free of charge?

Practical issues

= How expensive is the test?

= s it online or (also) face-to-face?

=  Where can the test be taken?

= How often is the test administered?
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Test content

= s the test based on self-assessment or on observed performance?

= |s the language used in the test relevant to the learners’ needs?
(e.g. GB, US or International English)

= Are the tasks used in the test relevant to the learners’ needs?
= Do they fulfil the criteria for good tests?
= Is the language suitable for the learners’ needs?

= Are skills or knowledge tested?
(e.g. interaction or intercultural theory)

= Are candidates’ roles realistic?
(e.g. in the oral part)

= Are the texts and situations authentic?
= Are the roles and tasks communicative?

= Are the topics appropriate?
(e.g. suitable for the learners’ work and field of business)

= Are there any mistakes in the test material?
= Is the timing appropriate for the individual items and the complete test?

Results

= How are the results calculated?
=  Who are results given to? (candidates or their superiors)
= How long do the results take to reach the candidates?

= How are the results conveyed? (e.g. personality profile, suitability for certain
tasks or countries, only scores)

= |s only a certificate issued or is a breakdown of results provided?
= Can candidates see their papers after they have the results?
= Can results be discussed or negotiated?
= Can the test be retaken in whole or in parts?
e How soon after the results are provided can the test or a part of it be retaken?
= How long is the result valid for?
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Checklist: Eating and drinking

This checklist is to give you an idea of questions to do with food and drink
in other countries and cultures before you visit a country for the first time
on business. You may not be able to answer all the questions.

Think about ...

what you know about food and drink in the country you are visiting.
what you are prepared to eat and drink.
what you are not prepared to eat or drink at all.

if you have eaten food from this country before
(on holiday, in a restaurant in your own country).

Find out ...

where you will be eating (restaurant/company canteen/private home).
when meals will be.

how long you can expect a meal to last.

what the biggest meal will be (midday, evening).

what you can expect for breakfast.

where you will eat breakfast (hotel/restaurant).

how much time will be spent on the meal.

if there will be socializing before, during or after the meal.

what topics can be discussed during meals.

any other rules that may apply such as who may start first, which hand(s) to eat with,
whether you are likely to be expected to make a toast/give a speech.

Should you ...

wait to be offered food or help yourself?

accept everything you are offered?

eat everything on your plate or leave a small amount?
expect food to be explained to you?

ask what is in dishes before you eat them?
compliment the food?

expect several courses one after the other or all the food to be served
at the same time?

expect to choose your own food from a menu or to share all the food on the table?
expect the food to be chosen for you by your business partners?

expect unusual food and/or drink?

expect to be given cutlery (knife, fork and spoon) and use these to eat with?
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How do you react if ...

= you are asked what you would like to eat?

= there is a lot of small talk before the food arrives?
= you are offered very unusual food and drink?

= there is no cutlery?

= you are asked if you like the food?

= you are offered something you cannot eat?

= you do not know what is in the food?

= everyone leaves as soon as the meal is over?
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Trainer’s notes

These questions are intended as an indication to learners of possible areas

of difference and difficulty between food and drink they are used to and that in
another country. The answers depend on the culture and context. If the course
is a country-specific one, the trainer may be able to provide answers or learners
can be asked to try and find out the answers themselves. Learners should

also think about their own food and drink habits and how flexible they are

about these. It is important that learners do not jump to conclusions about the
‘right’ answers too quickly and try to inform themselves as much as possible
beforehand. There may be issues which it is difficult to find out about, especially
if it is a first or an early contact and learners do not know anyone well at the
host company.

Many of the questions apply to eating and drinking in general. In the guidelines
which follow, only those issues which may be culture-specific have been
addressed.
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General guidelines

= If you cannot or absolutely do not want to eat certain things, you should be
prepared as to what to say. It is important to refuse politely and give a good
reason. In general, religious taboos or allergies are the safest reasons.
Do not go into details of allergies.

= Do not expect food in the country to be like food you may have eaten in a
restaurant in your country.

= In most cultures, it is better to wait until you are offered food or invited to
help yourself even if you see others help themselves without being asked.
Often different hidden rules apply to foreign guests. You may be offered
something several times once you have refused. It is common in many
cultures to refuse the first time, even if you want something, so do not be
surprised or irritated if you are offered it a second or even third time. If you
accept some things, it is generally acceptable to refuse others or you may
find yourself with more food than you can eat!

= In some cultures, leaving a small amount of food on your plate indicates that
you have had enough and is not considered rude. If you eat everything on
your plate, it may be filled again.

= In some cultures, it is not common to talk about the food you are eating and
asking about details may be considered impolite. It may also not always be
acceptable to compliment the food as this may seem as if you are surprised
that it is good. In some cultures appreciation of food is shown by taking more
or by making noises while eating. If you are not sure whether to compliment
the food, it may be safest to wait until you are asked if you like it. Do not say
anything which may be understood as negative such as “This food is very
unusual’, as this can seem like a criticism.

= In many cultures, all the food is put on the table at once and everyone helps
themselves. In this case, the host will usually choose all the food, although
you may be asked what you like and if there is anything you would prefer.
There may be no individual dishes, even if you have been used to these in
restaurants (such as Indian and Chinese) serving food from the country.
Courses may be in a different order to what you expect, and there may be
more or fewer courses than you are used to. The host may choose food
he/she thinks you will like, so it may not be very unusual. However, it is best
to be prepared for unusual food and drink. You may even be offered
specialities which are unusual for people living in the country.

= In cultures where no cutlery is used or eating implements are different,
western guests may still be given cutlery. You can ask for it and expect that
almost any restaurant will have something, if only a spoon. However your
hosts may also use cutlery to be polite, although they may use it differently.
Do not try to eat with your fingers or with chopsticks unless you are sure you
can do it properly and appropriately. There are several taboos connected
with eating which it is important not to break. You also do not want to cause
amusement!

= In some cultures, the meal consists only of eating, in others there is a great
deal of conversation and socializing around the food and between the
courses. Do not be surprised if everyone leaves a restaurant as soon as
the meal is over. This can happen in countries as different as the USA and
China.
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Checklist: Meetings

This checklist is to give you an idea of what to think about before you attend a
meeting in another country. You may not be able to answer all the questions
before the meeting.

Find out ...

= where the meeting will be held (location, floor room).

= about the room (size, lighting, seating etc.).

= about the participants (how many, who).

= about the timing (what time of day, break(s), how long).

= who will chair the meeting (CEO, head of department, anyone).

Should you ...

= dress formally or informally?

= expect to receive an agenda before the meeting?

= arrive a little before the announced starting time?

= expect the meeting to start at the time announced?

= expect a seating arrangement and fixed places?

= decide where to sit yourself?

= expect small talk at the beginning of the meeting?

= expect the most important person in the company to be at the meeting?
= expect the most important person in the company to chair the meeting?
= introduce yourself formally or informally (how long, what information)?

= take off your jacket if it is hot in the room? (for men)

= roll up your sleeves if it is hot in the room? (for men)

= address the other participants by their first name or title and surname?
= expect food and/or drink during the meeting?

= expect the participants to stick to the agenda during the meeting?

= expect the meeting to finish early, on time or later than announced?

How do you react if ...

= the meeting does not start on time?

= there is a lot of small talk at the beginning?

= the participants and the chair do not keep to the agenda?
= the same questions are asked again and again?

= no-one except the chair says anything?

= everyone speaks at the same time?

= you feel like no progress is being made, or the purpose of your visit
isn’t being addressed or covered?
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Trainer’s notes

These questions are intended as an indication to learners of possible areas of
difference and difficulty between what they are used to and what may be the
case for meetings in another country and/or with members of a different culture.
The answers depend on the culture and context. If the course is a country-
specific one, the trainer may be able to provide answers, or learners can be
asked to try and find out the answers themselves. It is important that learners
do not jump to conclusions about the ‘right’ answers too quickly and try to inform
themselves as much as possible beforehand. There may be issues which it is
difficult to find out about easily, especially if it is a first or an early contact and
learners do not know anyone well at the host company or venue.

Many of the questions apply to meetings in general. In the guidelines which
follow, only those issues which may be culture-specific have been addressed.

General guidelines

= |n general, it is better to be dressed too formally than too informally. During
the meeting, it is best to stay on the safe side and watch what the others do.

= In some cultures, an agenda is provided only at the meeting itself. It may
also only be a rough guide to the points to be discussed and not be covered
completely. In others, it may be expected that all the points in the agenda
are covered even if the meeting continues longer than planned. The points
on the agenda may not be dealt with in the order they appear but discussed
apparently at random. There is often a hidden structure to this.

= |n most cases, it is usually better to arrive a little before the announced
starting time. Even if other participants arrive later, it may be expected that
guests arrive on time. The meeting may not start at the time announced,
though!

= In some cultures, meetings are not seen as very formal events (the same
applies incidentally to church services in some cultures), and people come
and go during the meeting. They may therefore sit in different places at
different times. In other cultures, there will be a fixed seating arrangement
with name cards. Hierarchy has usually been taken into account so it may
depend on your status at the meeting where you sit. It is always better to ask
where you should sit or wait until you are told.

= The role and amount of small talk before meetings varies considerably from
culture to culture. In general, relationship building is important in business
and small talk is important for this, but when and for how long it occurs may
vary. There may be a long small talk phase before the business part of the
meeting starts, small talk may occur in different phases of the meeting or
mainly afterwards when the official business is over.

= The CEO or Managing Director may be present throughout the meeting,
even if he/she does not speak English. It is also possible that he/she may
have delegated the meeting to someone else and only welcome guests and
open the meeting. Who chairs the meeting will differ from culture to culture
and may depend on things like knowledge of the topic or English skills.
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= If you have to introduce yourself, give only the most important information.
Pronounce your name clearly especially if it is one which may be unfamiliar.
Do not talk for too long and try not to use too many words which are not
English, such as names of places or companies. It is often difficult for
speakers of other languages to understand these. If you give personal
information, it should be innocuous. It is uncommon in many cultures to give
your age or marital status (perhaps unless you are married). Giving a lot of
detail about your family (e.g. names, jobs and ages of partner and children),
mentioning that you are divorced, live with a partner or are gay may not be
appropriate.

= Don’t use first names just because you are speaking English. This is not
appreciated in most countries.
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Critical incident — praise or criticism?

This takes place at a company in the UK, where Antonio from Spain is doing
an internship. He has been told that using the Internet at work for private
communication is not a problem as long as he gets his work done.

Antonio does what he is told to do but generally finds the work quite easy and
seems to have a lot of spare time on his hands, which he uses to communicate
with his friends back home on Facebook and surf the Internet. Once or twice he
has been asked to do something just before he leaves the office and has left it
until the next day as it didn’t seem very urgent. He has a small cubicle of his own
and so doesn’t always bother to clear his empty cans and sandwich packets
away every day. Caroline, who is looking after him, has told him several times
that they are pleased with his work and has specifically mentioned some things
he has done well. Antonio feels everything is going well, until Caroline calls him
into her office and asks him to leave, two weeks earlier than planned. She says
the company will pay any additional costs he may have for changing his flight
booking. Antonio is horrified and asks Caroline what he has done wrong.

Questions

= Can you explain what has happened?

= How does Caroline explain why Antonio has to leave?
= How does the conversation continue?

Englisch <
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Antonio has obviously not understood certain unwritten rules in the working
environment. He has mistaken the apparently casual attitude and way of
speaking for a casual way of working, which is not the case.

Caroline has also not realized that she may be sending a different message to

what she means and assumed he would understand what was expected of him.

All this is probably due to the language Caroline used with Antonio.
“I wonder if you could ... before you leave.”
“It would be great if you could ... this evening.”

Both of these, depending on who says them, are not casual unimportant
requests but fairly direct instructions if given by a superior.

Similarly Caroline has probably pointed out various things to him which he
should do differently, but he has not understood as she has prefaced them with
praise and Antonio has only internalized the first part of what she has said:

“Antonio, we're really happy that you can talk to our Spanish customers in
Spanish, but perhaps you could deal with the emails in Spanish too as they
come in and not leave them too long.”

“Antonio, | understand that you can’t afford to go to the canteen for lunch

and we don’t mind staff eating the office, but perhaps you could make sure that
the rubbish is put in the bin every evening as we like the offices to be left tidy
for the cleaners.”

Although prefacing criticism with praise is a useful technique, Caroline has not
realized the effect this may have and so feels Antonio is ignoring her criticism
and instructions. She would maintain that she told him what to do quite clearly
whereas he feels she is quite happy with the way he is doing his work.

The situation can be saved if each can explain this without blaming the other
for the breakdown. The important thing is not to be judgemental about what the
other says or how he/she says it.

Antonio: “I'm sorry, | didn’t realize that was an instruction. | thought it was

okay to do it the next day. In my country, the boss just tells us what to do.”

“I'm really sorry about that, | didn’t realize it was important but now |
understand.”

Caroline: “I can see why you thought that and maybe | should have been
clearer. | didn’t want to criticize you directly as not everything you did was
wrong.”
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Checklist: Presentations

This checklist is to give you an idea of what to think about before you give a
presentation in another country. You may not be able to answer all the questions
before your presentation.

Find out ...

where you will give the presentation (location, floor, room).

about the room (size, lighting, seating etc.).

about the audience (how many, who, interests, general level of English).

about the timing (what time of day, break(s), how long, time for questions).

if you will be introduced.

when you will be asked questions.

how your presentation relates to others given in the same meeting/on the same day.

Should you ...

enter the room where the presentation is to be held first?

decide where to sit yourself?

stand or sit during your presentation?

speak loudly or fairly quietly?

tell a joke or an anecdote at the beginning or during your presentation?
emphasize how good your product is?

compare it to products of competitors?

dress formally or informally?

take off your jacket if it is hot in the room? (for men)

roll up your sleeves if it is hot in the room? (for men)

address the people from the other company by their first name or title and surname?
address any other people individually? Who?

look at a specific person during your presentation?

look at everyone in the audience during your presentation?

eat and/or drink during the presentation?

read out what is on your slides?

use a lot of animation and bright colours in your slides?

How do you react if ...

your presentation is interrupted by questions?

the same question is asked more than once?

no-one says anything at all?

no-one answers a question you ask?

some members of the audience seem to be inattentive?
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Trainer’s Notes

These questions are intended as an indication to learners of possible areas

of difference and difficulty between what they are used to and what may be the case
when presenting in another country and/or to members of a different culture. The
answers depend on the culture and context. If the course is a country-specific one,
the trainer may be able to provide answers or learners can be asked to try and find
out the answers themselves. It is important that learners do not jump to conclusions
about the ‘right’ answers too quickly and try to inform themselves as much as
possible beforehand. There may be issues which it is difficult to find out about,
especially if it is a first or an early contact and learners do not know anyone well at
the host company or venue.

Many of the questions apply to presentations in general. In the guidelines which
follow, only those issues which may be culture-specific have been addressed.
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General guidelines

= Clear up as many practical matters as possible.

= |n many cultures, a guest speaker would not enter the room first but be led
in by someone else.

=  Whether you stand or sit will depend on the room, the size of the audience and
what seems to be expected. If you are expected to sit, this will probably be best,
even if you are used to standing during a presentation. In some cultures and
with a small audience, standing may be seen as trying to dominate the
audience.

= Avoid large sweeping gestures and be careful with gestures in general.
Remember they may mean something different and even offensive in different
cultures!

= How loudly you speak will depend on the size of the room and if you have
a microphone or not. In some cultures, speaking very loudly makes the audience
feel you are angry with them.

= Do not start with a joke or story unless you are sure this is appropriate and will
be understood. In many cultures, you may be seen as not being serious enough.

= Do not emphasize the advantages of your product too much. Say what is good
about it and provide facts (but not too much detail). In some cultures, it is more
effective to be modest.

= Don’t compare your product with others or emphasize their negative features,
especially if the products are local. This may seem very impolite.

= In most cultures, it is usually better to be too formal than too informal and
to remain formally dressed.

= Don't use first names just because you are speaking English. This is not
appreciated in many cultures.

= In general, it is better not to address individual members of the audience unless
they are high up in the hierarchy. In some cultures, it may be appropriate to
address the most important person at the presentation personally. In general,
it is better to look at the whole audience as much as you can rather than at one
person.

= In some cultures, you may be offered food (such as fruit or nuts or snacks) or it
may be placed near you but it is better not to eat during a presentation. Drinking
water and asking for a glass of water are usually acceptable.

= If you want to answer questions at the end and someone interrupts you, say you
will answer at the end. Remember to do this! Alternatively, ask them to repeat
their question at the end of your presentation or say you will answer it during the
next part of the presentation, if this is the case.

= If a question is repeated, the person may not have understood your answer.
Don’t show that you are annoyed. Give the answer again in different (easier)
language. In some cultures the same question is asked twice to see if you give
the same answer!

= In some cultures, if people do not speak it does not mean they are not interested
or do not understand. Wait for a few seconds before speaking again.

= Showing attention is very different in different cultures and not everyone will
look at you or nod or smile. There may be people at the presentation who have
to attend for internal company reasons. Remember that in some cultures
(e.g. Bulgaria, Turkey) shaking your head may mean approval or agreement.
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Activity: Conducting a phone interview
Aim

The aim of the interview is to establish that the prospective learner has the
necessary language level to begin a course in intercultural communication. This
should be about level B1 of the CEFR.

The examples given below are all of language which the learner should be able to
understand easily.

Global scale description for B1

Can understand the main points of clear standard input on familiar matters regularly encountered in
work, school, leisure, etc. Can deal with most situations likely to arise whilst travelling in an area
where the language is spoken. Can produce simple connected text on topics which are familiar or of
personal interest. Can describe experiences and events, dreams, hopes and ambitions and briefly
give reasons and explanations for opinions and plans.

CEFR, p. 24

Formalities

All the necessary organizational information about the course (dates, time, place,
price etc.) should be provided in the learner’s language and should not be part of the
phone interview. It is best if this interview is conducted by a different person. If this is
not possible, then it should take place at a separate time. The date and time should
be decided on with the learner.

Preparation

The learner should be given as much information as possible about the interview, in

particular about the following. This can all be given beforehand in the learner’'s own

language.

= ltis not a test which can be passed or failed. For this reason it should be
referred to throughout as an interview or a conversation.

= |t will take about 15 minutes.

= The learner may prepare for it, if he/she wants, by using English beforehand,
reading in English or listening to English. However, this may not be necessary.

= The subjects which will be discussed in the interview will be everyday matters.
No special knowledge is necessary.

The interview is designed and intended to establish the learner's communicative
ability. The learner should therefore be told to

= speak as much as possible in English
= avoid the use of his/her own language
= not worry about making mistakes (grammatical or pronunciation)
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Procedure

The interview should be conducted entirely in English. The interviewer should speak
clearly and at a normal speed and may repeat questions or comments as
necessary. The interview should not be conducted like a test and the learner should
be made to feel as much at ease as possible.

Phases

Opening
The interviewer should introduce him/herself and make sure he/she knows the
learner’'s name.

The purpose and expected length of time the interview can be mentioned.
Example

Hello, my name is XXX and I'd like to talk to you for about 15 minutes. This is to see
if you will be able to take part and follow a course in intercultural communication.
Please speak as much as possible and don’t worry about making mistakes.

Questions should be asked about the following:

= personal details

= experience with English, acquisition, use etc.

= where and with whom the learner uses English

= reasons for doing a course in intercultural communication
Examples

Can you tell me something about yourself/your work/what you do in your free time?
Where have you learnt English?

Do you need English for your work/every day?

How often do you use English/in what situations?

Do you mainly use English for speaking/writing/reading/...?
Do you travel a lot (on business)?

Have you been to many foreign countries?

How much experience do you have with other cultures?

The interviewer should

= ask additional questions,

= encourage the learner to give as much information as possible,
= invite the learner to ask questions.
Examples

Can you tell me more about that?

Can you give me some details?

What are the reasons?

Why is that?

Is there anything you would like to know?
Would you like to ask any questions?
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Ending

End on a positive note. If you are not sure about the learner’s level, say you will get
back to him/her. With learners whose language level is not quite B1, a course more
focused on language may be necessary before going on to a course in intercultural

Englisch <

communication.
Example

Thank you very much for this interview/conversation. | don’t think you will have any
difficulty doing the course. I'll be in touch with you as soon as possible.

Assessment

Look out for
+

= explanations for word or expressions

= using a range of words or expressions

= filling pauses with appropriate language
= giving additional information

= asking questions

= few basic language mistakes or mistakes which may lead to misunderstanding

= gaps in language (not knowing words or phrases or use of mother tongue)

= long pauses
= very strong accent

= basic language mistakes which make understanding difficult

Results

In order to start a course in intercultural communication, a learner should ...

... understand the main
points of clear standard
speech on familiar
matters regularly
encountered in work,
school, leisure,

etc. He/she should
understand the main
point of many radio or

TV programmes on
current affairs or topics of
personal or professional
interest when the delivery
is relatively slow and
clear.

... understand texts that
consist mainly of high
frequency everyday

or job-related language.
He/she should
understand the
description of events,
feelings and wishes

in personal letters.

... be able to deal with
most situations likely to
arise whilst travelling in
an area where the
language is spoken.
He/she should be able
to enter unprepared into
conversation on topics
that are familiar, of
personal interest or
pertinent to everyday
life (e.g. family, hobbies,
work, travel and current
events).

... be able to connect
phrases in a simple way
in order to describe
experiences and events,
his/her dreams, hopes
and ambitions. He/she
should be able to briefly
give reasons and
explanations for opinions
and plans. He/she should
be able to narrate a story
or relate the plot of a
book or film and describe
his/her reactions.

Adapted from CEFR, Table 2:

Common Reference Levels: self-assessment grid, p. 26
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