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About this book

Communication is the expression of our thoughts and feelings, and culture has a 

significant impact on how we communicate. This is why different cultural groups 

communicate differently.

With the recent rise of globalisation and the rapid growth of multiculturalism in 

society, we are now required to communicate more often with people from different 

cultural backgrounds. When communicating, one of the biggest mistakes we make 

is to assume others think the same way we do.

Intercultural Communication: Connecting with Cultural Diversity first reviews the basics 

of communication, and then applies that knowledge in an intercultural context, 

taking you on a journey that leads to improved interactions and relationships, greater 

success in the achievement of goals, and better outcomes in both your professional 

and personal life.

Educational outcomes 

This book contributes to the intercultural understanding and communication skills 

of those working in the following fields: business, hospitality, human resource 

management, international business, international trade, international management, 

and international marketing.
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I n t r o d u C t I o n

As far back as humans have inhabited this planet, we have been social beings and for 

survival, practical and psychological reasons we have congregated with others and 

have been members of groups. As we have evolved, groups have become parts of 

communities which became parts of societies which developed into countries. Our 

world is therefore the combination of a number of groups and sub-groups. 

Who we are as individuals is very much determined by which group we 

belong to.

As we have progressed, our social structures have developed in order to 

accommodate our needs. This development has required that members adhere to 

particular behavioural standards and group effectiveness has become dependent on 

compliance with the behaviours of the majority. As behaviours are a result of the way 

we think and feel, group membership has influenced our thinking, values, attitudes, 

assumptions and even emotions. Therefore who we are as individuals is very much 

determined by which group we belong to. These thought processes and behaviours 

that are shared by the members of a society are what is referred to as culture. 

As communication is really the expression of our thoughts and feelings, culture has 

a significant impact on how we communicate. Our culture not only influences how 

we think and feel, but also how we express those thoughts and feelings; that is, how 

we communicate. Therefore different cultural groups communicate differently. This 

is not only evidenced by the use of different languages but also by the meanings 

associated with a wide range of non-verbal communication elements. 

Nowadays, the ability to communicate effectively is probably the single most 

important skill required in order to be successful in our professional as well as our 
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personal lives. As individuals, we need the assistance, cooperation and support of 

others in order to develop, grow and achieve in all areas of our lives. We cannot 

do this on our own. Therefore, the quality of our interactions with others directly 

affects our success and our wellbeing. The messages we convey largely determine 

how others respond, and if we want them to respond in a particular way, we need to 

communicate accordingly.

The rise of globalisation and the rapid growth of multiculturalism in our society, 

results in a growing need for us to also communicate more and more with people 

from different cultural backgrounds either overseas or in our own country. Their 

background affects the way they see the world, their attitudes, values, behaviours 

and thought patterns. All communication is filtered by these attributes, and as 

they can be very different to ours, culture is often a significant barrier to effective 

communication.
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C h A p t e r  1

the CommunICAtIon 
proCess

What is communication?
The first step in achieving intercultural communication competence is to have a solid 

knowledge of and competent skills in, the basics of communication in general. It is 

only then that we can apply that knowledge and skills in an intercultural context. This 

application contributes to our learning and in turn gives us a greater understanding 

of communication overall, contributing to greater levels of competence. This chapter 

is designed to help you gain the required knowledge and develop the necessary skills 

that are needed to start with. These can be considered as the foundation that we 

build upon as we progress towards a solid and sustained ability to communicate 

effectively in both intracultural and intercultural contexts. 

To begin with, it is useful for us to have a good understanding of what is actually 

meant by the term ‘communication’. Many people have a narrow interpretation and 

restrict the meaning to the conveyance of verbal messages, either orally or in writing. 

This of course is only one of many elements of the communication process and this 
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interpretation fails to recognise that we communicate in many different ways and 

not just via the use of words. Some of these ways are not so obvious to us but can 

be just as powerful, if not more powerful than the verbal element. It is also important 

to understand that in many circumstances there are many communication elements 

present and each of them combine to contribute to the understanding of a message. 

There are numerous definitions of the word ‘communication’. The following is a 

simple interpretation that demonstrates the very broad meaning of the term: 

Communication is the exchange of messages between people for the 

purpose of achieving common meanings.

Understanding that, whether we are aware of it or not, we communicate in a wide 

variety of ways, is essential if we are to improve our communication skills and the 

outcomes of our interactions with others. 

Effective communication is when the message received is the same as the message 

intended. Often this does not occur because the sender of the message fails to take 

into consideration that the receiver interprets all of the communication elements 

present from their perspective, and not just those that the sender is necessarily 

conscious of. For example, in a face-to-face conversation, the speaker may have 

chosen their words very carefully but may not be aware of their body language, facial 

expressions and tone of voice. The receiver on the other hand observes all of these 

and combines them to arrive at their understanding of the message. 
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C h A p t e r  2 

WhAt Is Culture?

defining culture 
Social scientists have not reached a consensus on the meaning of culture and there 

are over 160 definitions. Even though there are so many variations, it is generally 

agreed that at the heart of culture is a system of shared values. Values refers to what 

people see as being important, as being right and the way things should be. 

The following definitions attempt to explain the meaning of the term ‘culture’: 

“The integrated sum total of learned behavioural traits that are manifest 

and shared by members of a society.”  

 Hobel 1960: 168 

“The collective programming of the mind that distinguishes the members of 

one category of people, from those of another.”  

 Hofstede & Bond 1988 
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For the purpose of clarifying our understanding of culture in the context of 

intercultural communication, we can elaborate on the above definitions and describe 

culture here as:

An integrated system of learned behaviour patterns that are distinguishing 

characteristics of the members of any given society. It includes everything 

that a group thinks, says, does and makes – its customs, language, material 

artefacts, and shared systems of attitudes and feelings.

When considering communication between cultures it is also very useful if we 

understand the features of culture. Wang et al., (2000:1-3) identify the essential 

features of culture as:

 
	 Culture is the human made part of the environment. 

	 Culture reflects widely shared assumptions about life. 

	 Culture is so fundamental that most people do not and cannot discuss or 

analyse it. 

	 Culture becomes evident when someone encounters someone from 

another country who deviates from their own cultural norms. 

	 Culture is transmitted from generation to generation 

	 Even in new situations, people can make a judgement about what is 

expected in their own culture. 

	 Cultural values endure and change takes place over a number of 

generations. 

	 Violations of cultural norms have an emotional impact 

	 It is relatively easy (although not necessarily helpful) to make generalisations 

about cultural differences. 
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C h A p t e r  3 

understAndIng 
ourselves

Cultural self-awareness
A major obstacle to effective intercultural communication is not that we find it 

difficult to understand others, but because we don’t understand ourselves and our 

own cultural characteristics.

Attaining cultural competence and developing our intercultural communication skills 

requires us to change the relevant elements of our own approach to ensure synergy 

with the other party. This is necessary in order to overcome the cultural barriers 

(differences). If we don’t know what our approach is, or the reasons we take this 

approach, then we can’t change it. 

If we don’t know why we think the way that we do, why we have a particular attitude 

towards something, why we value some things and not others or why we behave 

or react in a particular way, then we don’t know what influences our perceptions 

towards others. If we don’t know what our assumptions about others are based on, 

then we can’t question or challenge these assumptions.
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What’s right or wrong, good or bad, normal or abnormal is subjective and based on 

a comparison of what we observe against what our cultural conditioning tells us 

they should be. If we fail to understand that these are our perceptions only and not 

necessarily universal; and if we fail to understand that these perceptions are no better 

(or worse) than those of other cultures, then we fail to see the need to adapt. This 

is the first hurdle, and arguably the biggest, in attaining cross-cultural competence. 

Cultural awareness starts with cultural self-awareness. Only once we are culturally 

self-aware, can we can begin to predict the effect that our behaviour will have on 

others. Therefore understanding ourselves is the first step in attaining higher levels of 

cultural competence. This starts with a thorough understanding of our own culture 

and how this affects our own values, norms, attitudes and behaviours. We cannot 

understand and adapt to other cultures unless we have attained a degree of cultural 

self-awareness. 
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C h A p t e r  4

CulturAl 
dImensIons

Several studies have been carried out over many years to try and determine the impact 

of values on culture and what distinguishes one society from another. As a result 

of this research, several categories were identified that are referred to as cultural 

dimensions. These cultural dimensions can be seen as the underpinning reasons 

for the observable characteristics of culture. In other words the ‘why’. The cultural 

dimensions of two major pieces of research will be combined and examined here 

to help with the understanding of the features that define a culture and distinguish 

one society from another. These cultural dimensions are those identified by Geert 

Hofstede and those identified by Project GLOBE. 

The Project GLOBE dimensions built on the five identified in the pioneering work of 

Geert Hofstede, and then added an additional four. There are similarities between 

the Hofstede dimensions and those of Project GLOBE. For the sake of simplicity and 

not duplicating information, we will explore the five Hofstede dimensions and have 

a briefer look at the three Project GLOBE dimensions that are substantially different
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C h A p t e r  5 

d IstInguIshIng 
CulturAl elements

Culture is made up of a number of different elements that combine to create 

the identity of a specific society. The differences in the features of each of these 

elements distinguish one culture from another and help us understand what is 

actually different. This in turn provides us with a greater insight into the attitudes and 

behaviours - and the assumptions that drive these - of the members of a particular 

society and therefore enables us to interact much more effectively. 

These elements are observable and can be seen as the ‘what’ of culture (religion can 

be both the ‘what’ and the ‘why’). When used in combination, they can also be strong 

indicators of the Cultural Dimensions (the ‘why’) of the person or people we are 

communicating with. Combining our knowledge of both the distinguishing cultural 

elements (‘what’) and the Cultural Dimensions (‘why’) allows us to know what to look 

for when interacting with someone and to reach an accurate understanding of the 

cultural characteristics of that person. 

Knowledge of these distinguishing cultural elements also enables us to make 

comparisons between our culture and another as well as comparisons between other 
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cultures. We can then understand the assumptions that need to be discarded and 

the adjustments that are required in order for greater empathy and understanding 

to occur. Knowledge of the distinguishing cultural elements is therefore critical to 

successful intercultural communications.
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C h A p t e r  6

puttIng It All 
together

So far we have identified the cultural variables that exist and that we need to be 

aware of when communicating with people from other cultures. These variables 

consist of the cultural dimensions (the ‘why) as identified by Hofstede and Project 

GLOBE as well as the distinguishing cultural elements (the ‘what’). Understanding 

what these variables are assists us in identifying what we should be looking out for 

when trying to understand the differences between our culture and that of the other 

party. If we don’t know what we’re looking for we won’t find it, or at least we won’t 

know when we’ve found it. We can then make better judgements when choosing the 

most appropriate adjustments required in order for us to improve our communication 

effectiveness. 

the interpretative approach
It is important to keep in mind that we are trying to understand the characteristics of 

the person or people we are communicating with, and not necessarily just the cultural 

characteristics of the country they live in. Although culture plays a significant role in 
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shaping the values, attitudes and behaviours of people (as we have already identified) 

there are other factors involved as well, such as personality, past experiences etc. 

Assuming that everyone in a particular country has exactly the same characteristics 

to the same extent (stereotyping) is unlikely to result in effective communication and 

the achievement of the desired outcomes. The reasons for this could include:

	 Culture is not necessarily constrained by or limited to national boundaries. 

Within some countries there may be several different cultures, and 

particular cultures, or elements of those cultures, could be present in 

several countries. For example, religion can have a big influence on its 

followers and there may be several different religious groups in the same 

country. Those same religions could also be present in other countries with 

the same influences on another nationality.

	 The greater mobility of people around the world has meant that they may 

have been influenced by several different cultures and therefore may have 

adopted aspects of each to varying degrees.

	 Migration does not necessarily mean that a new culture is adopted and the 

original one is discarded. In fact, many migrants hold on very dearly to their 

native culture and do not readily embrace a new one.

	 Organisational culture also influences attitudes and behaviours and 

elements of this may differ to varying degrees from national culture. 

	 A person’s personality is not only influenced by their cultural background 

but also by genetics as well as other factors. 

In order to fully understand someone and how they are likely to interpret 

and convey messages, we need to look at more than just their nationality
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C h A p t e r  7

ConClusIon
Research by Geert Hofstede, Project GLOBE and others has helped us to understand 

what are referred to as the ‘cultural dimensions’, or classifications that can be used 

to analyse characteristics of different cultures. These are based on the values that 

are common to the members of particular societies and underpin the attitudes and 

behaviours that are displayed by those members. As such they can be seen as the 

underlying reasons why members of different cultures think and act in particular ways. 

The observable features of different cultures we have referred to as ‘distinguishing 

cultural elements’ and can be seen as the what of culture. They are the result of the 

cultural dimensions and are the differences that we notice about different cultures. 

Understanding the ‘cultural dimensions’ and the ‘distinguishing cultural elements’ 

helps us to know what to look for, what to find out and what to explore if we are 

to understand people from different cultures and therefore communicate more 

effectively with them. 

This book has taken an interpretative approach to understanding the cultural 

characteristics of different people. Rather than identifying the cultural characteristics 

of different countries and applying those features to all the members of those 

countries, we have focused on identifying and gaining an understanding of the 

cultural variables (cultural dimensions and distinguishing cultural elements) that exist 

and that define a person’s values, attitudes and behaviours. This avoids stereotyping 



18

Sample
 p

ageS

and assuming that every person of a specific nationality is the same. The interpretive 

approach enables us to much more accurately understand the cultural influences of 

the individuals we interact with and therefore make more appropriate adjustments 

to improve the outcomes of those interactions. Knowing what to look for, what to 

explore further and interpreting what we have found forms the basis of this approach.

We have also identified processes, tools and techniques that enable us to know 

what to look for, how to explore and investigate and how to better understand what 

it all means. This provides us with a practical, simple and effective means of being 

able to understand what might otherwise be a very complex and confusing area. We 

now have a much more efficient and effective way of improving our intercultural 

communication competence. 

The aim of this book was to enlighten you, to increase your awareness of your values, 

attitudes and behaviours, of the values, attitudes and behaviours of others, and to 

understand that culture plays a significant role in shaping who we are. The objective 

was also to increase your cultural understanding, acceptance and appreciation of 

difference, achieving more positive outcomes from your interactions with people 

from different cultural backgrounds and therefore improving your lives and those 

of others. The extent to which these aims are achieved are largely dependent on 

your willingness to adapt and to use the knowledge you have gained to improve 

your intercultural communication skills. This approach will make your journey a very 

rewarding one.


