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There is no better arena for observing a culture m@than business. Cultures tend to
reveal themselves in situations where much is as dbakayse it is here that their
resources are most needed. Marriage, family obligatan$ such stressful experiences
as illness and the death of a loved one bring out muainaf is distinctive and
fundamental in a culture. The same is true of busji@scause economic survival is at
stake. Business practices are shaped by deeply-held tattiitales toward work,
power, trust, wealth—and communication.

Communication is fundamental in business, becausedsssis a collaborative activity.
Goods and services are created and exchanged through theodadieation of many
persons, sometimes within a single village, and somstaoess global distances.
Coordination of this kind requires intense communicatiGomplex product
specifications and production schedules must be mutuallystode, and intricate deals
between trading partners must be negotiated. Commumcsdties vary enormously
around the world, and these contribute to a staggering yafibusiness styles.

Probably the single most useful concept for understarudiltgral differences in business
communication is Edward T. Hall's (1976) distinction of loamtext and high-context
cultures. It explains much about how negotiation procdexs,agreements are
specified, and how workers are managed. Yet this disimansightful as it is, is
derivative. It is best understood as reflecting a meanddmental distinction between
rule-based and relationship-based cultures, which is ingiaumded in different
conceptions of human nature. The discussion here blegsisowing how business
practices reflect low-context and high-context chanastics, but it subsequently moves
to the deeper levels to explore how communication sgylesntegrally related to other
characteristics of the culture.

High and Low Context Communication

In high-context communication, the message cannot be woddraithout a great deal
of background information. Low-context communication lspalit more of the
information explicitly in the message. Let’s suppos@muld like to drink some
Lowenbréu Original beer with 5.2% alcohol content by @du If | order it online, |
specify all these details. This is low-context commation. If | am sitting in a Munich



biergarten it may be enough to saybtch eins, bitte(*Another one, please”). The
waiter knows that | just drank a stein of Lowenbréau @egior that customers who
speak with a foreign accent nearly always want ttyesainost famous beer. Because my
remark is meaningful only in context, it is an examglaigh-context communication.

As a rule, cultures with western European roots rely rheewily on low-context
communication. These include Australia, Canada, Nealafid, and the United States,
as well as much of Europe. The rest of the world téoaard high-context
communication. Naturally, high-context communicat@m occur in a low-context
culture, as the Germdmergartenillustrates. Communication within a family or close-
knit group is high context in almost any part of the wo@bnversely, low-context
communication is becoming more common in high-contextieed, due to Western
influences and a desire to accommodate travelers gquadrexes.

One of the more obvious markers of a low-context caltsithe proliferation of signs and
written instructions. If | step off the train in Mwti, there are signs everywhere to direct
me to the taxi stand, public transportation, ticket ofi¢eurist information, and
lavatories. Detailed street maps of the area atetad on the walls, and bus and tram
schedules are posted. In much of the high-conteXtwitrere is little such information.
Nonetheless everyone seems already to know wheredodyerhat to do. Much of what
one must know to operate is absorbed from the cultuiEpg®smosis. In these parts of
the world, my hosts normally send someone to meetmthaeoplatform, partly as a
gesture of hospitality, but also because they are awoestto providing information
through a social context rather than impersonal sigiasn much less likely to be greeted
in a German airport or station, not because Germanmlospitable, but because they
transmit information in a different way.

It may appear that low-context communication is singslyoutgrowth of urbanization
and international travel, rather than a culturattrdihese are certainly factors, but there
is an irreducible cultural element as well. The sesaltown in the United States
carefully labels every street with a street signm@umahbers the buildings consecutively,
even though practically everyone in sight has livedetlaelifetime and can name the
occupants of every house. Yet very few streets imtige city of Tokyo are labeled or
even have names, and building numbers are nonexistemanged in random order.
The United States and Japan are perhaps the world’sextosine cases of low-context
and high-context cultures, respectively.

International travel and migration likewise fail to expllow-context and high-context
behavior, even if they are factors. It is true thégrnational airports are now well signed
in most of the world. Yet there are few areas witinore transient and multicultural
population than some of the Arab Gulf states, in wpiethaps less than twenty percent
of the population is indigenous. Communication nonetheérsains largely high
context. Local authorities may post directional sighsoundabouts, in an effort to
accommodate Western tourists and expatriates, buténesemarkably useless—no
doubt because the local people never rely on signs anefdhe do not really know what
it means to navigate by them.



Regulating Behavior

Low- and high-context communication styles are, at romfrasting approaches to
regulating behavior. One way to identify a low-contexture is that behavior norms are
often communicated by putting them in writing them rathan through personal
enforcement. If | am not supposed to enter a partictdar @ smoke there, posted signs
will let me know. In a high-context culture, there ni@eyno signs, but a guard or
employee may accost me if | break any of the rulesay take offense at this, because in
a Western country, being called down for bad behavior @gphat | should have known
better, and | normally cannot know better unless somewites down the rules. But in
high-context cultures, being corrected by other persasiormal procedure for
regulating behavior.

Whereas Westerners live in a world of rules and instm€tand are lost without them,
many others live in a social context. A Western terimational airport is full of signs
and display screens that direct passengers to the coneit-in counter and gate, update
departure times, and so forth. However, if | enteroavded departure lounge in a
regional, non-Western airport, | may find no signs epladiys to indicate which gate
corresponds to which destination, or if the displaystethiey may be blank or incorrect.
Airline employees standing at the doorways may announec#lights, but they are
inaudible in the din. Somehow, everyone knows whego. They pick up cues from
the people around them. For example, they may havensciowisly noticed who was in
the queue with them when they checked in, and gravitatedddiwese same people
when they reached the departure lounge.

There are clear implications for business communioat® manager in New York City
transmits behavior norms through employee manuals findhbmemos. Employees
who want a week off, for example, are expected to dbtisse sources, or perhaps their
employment contracts, for whether they are entiided holiday. They follow prescribed
procedures for filing a request, which is granted accordiegraany policy. How
employees make use of their holiday is of no conse@uelrcfact, managers typically
want as little discretion as possible to evaluate teetsnof the case, because they feel
more comfortable applying rules than exercising persodgment that they may have to
defend. Employees in Bogot4a, by contrast, will mordylikg@proach the boss, or a friend
of the boss who can plead their case. They willargiow important it is to attend a
niece’s wedding in Miami or grandfather’s funeral in Bag Aires. The boss is willing
to make such decisions, because this is what it meamsadbss. Ironically, it may also
be necessary to follow bureaucratic procedure thatis eore tedious than in New
York City, but the request is ultimately granted onliheis of personal decision. The
role of bureaucracy in high-context cultures is aarggting issue and will be taken up
later.

Because company norms in a high-context culture mustroenanicated personally,
close personal supervision is essential. Rules thai@rpersonally enforced may be
seen as non-binding. The company may not want empléyeese company cars for



personal business, but a failure to monitor vehicle useb®anterpreted as granting
them permission. A similar principle applies in edigsat The instructor may tell
students not to copy homework solutions from their classsreatd state this policy
clearly in the course syllabus. Yet if it is easyépysolutions without getting caught,
the students may feel free to do so. They reasorif titet instructor really cared about
copying, he or she would not allow it to occur.

Contracts

The difference between low- and high-context commurminas particularly evident in
the area of contracts. Western contracts are nsan¥¢horoughness. So simple a
transaction as renting a bicycle for a day may redbnee pages of fine print to spell out
how to deal with every possible contingency. Oncerdraot is signed, there is no
flexibility in the terms unless both partiers agree tegatiate. If a party fails to deliver,
the legal system is expected to enforce compliance.

Contracts in high-context societies have a diffeokatracter, for two reasons. One
reason traces directly to the high-context nature@ofraunication. It is not necessary to
write everything (or perhaps anything) down, because mutualsiadding and a
handshake suffice. When there is a written contitactay be more a memorandum of
understanding than a binding legal document. Because the &ee vague, there is room
for adjustment as the situation develops. As for c@npé, the parties are more likely to
rely on a pre-existing trust relationship than a legaksys

A second reason for the lack of detailed contractsaisthe very idea of a contract is
central only in certain cultures, primarily those histally influenced by the Middle
East. A Westerner, for example, sees doing businesgiagymous with making deals.
The idea of a covenant is fundamental to the cultuleeaan governs the relationship
between God and humankind in the Christian Old Testantardg Confucian culture, by
contrast, doing business is primarily about developing patselationships. These can
be based on family or clan connections, or on relatigps of mutual obligation
popularly known aguanxi (a Mandarin Chinese word for “connection”). Busindasi®
develop along with the relationship rather than througm&b communication in written
contracts. Managers may draw up contracts to pleaséMestern business partners, but
one should not be surprised if they want to alter thmge¢he day after the document is
signed. Why enslave oneself to a piece of paper, whemdté constantly changes?

Negotiation and Decision M aking

Every cross-cultural business manual cautions Wesggotiators that, in much of the
world, “yes” does not necessarily mean yes, and “maghe"mean no. “Yes” can be a
way of indicating that one understands or acknowledgespogab If the proposal is
unsatisfactory, the response is likely to be indingethaps consisting of such statements
as, “we will think about it,” a period of silence (asaidapanese setting, where silence
can have other meanings as well), or simply a fatloigursue the matter in subsequent
meetings.



This kind of indirect speech relies on high-context camication to get the message
across, but there is more involved than simply a tenydemengage in high-context
communication. There is a desire to save face orwitbeiavoid giving offense.
Indirect speech occurs generally in situations whergegamay disagree, not only in
negotiation, but also when a decision is being discussedndlicts must be resolved.
Westerners tend to be frank in such settings. Partiesdisagree state their views
openly, because their differences are resolved by whatgarded as objective
standards. The winning view is the one backed by the strangement, spreadsheet
calculations, or the logic of market forces. Theisseay find their predicament
unpleasant, but they are expected to subjugate their pkfeefhings to objective criteria.

In much of the world, however, there is no such faitbbjectivity. Life revolves around
human relationships rather than what are seen as ualiveless of logic. Because there
is no independent standard by which to resolve confltasjmportant not to give
offense in the first place. Such scruples may not agyoiyng transient interactions with
strangers, as when bargaining in a street bazaar. Butdadading with business
associates with whom one must maintain working @iships, it is necessary to
preserve harmony through deference, courtesy, and indimecti

One result of this dynamic is that business meetieiggd to serve different purposes in
different parts of the world. In low-context culturesgetings provide an occasion for
the company to consider pros and cons and perhaps ewenaira decision on the spot.
Participants in the meeting are expected to expressai@ions openly, provided they
back up their views with facts and arguments. In hightexd cultures, deliberation and
decision-making tend to take place behind the scenes and atlexgder A meeting
might be an occasion to announce and explain the decision

As for negotiation, the very concept, at least as utnderstood in the West, may be
problematic in a relationship-based culture. It may le@ s a form of confrontation that
undermines harmony. Westerners view negotiation as a gake in which players can
lose without hard feelings, as long as everyone playslbg that are somehow writ in
the sky. Yet when no such rules are acknowledged, @gchaman relationships are
recognized as real, it is best to foster these reldtipasind build trust. If there is
common ground for business, it will develop along with tdlationship.

Confrontational bargaining can be appropriate in high-ctmdgtures, but again, only in
such settings as a street market, and not betweeaguadls. High-context
communication remains part of the picture, but it hafareint purpose. The object is
not to avoid giving offense but to arrive at a price wghithle information exchange as
possible. As a Westerner, | may regard “haggling” assdena time, because | believe
the price should be dictated by the logic of the mark&iwever, if there is no well-
defined market price, a price below my maximum and abavedher’'s minimum must
somehow be arrived at. This is impossible if | reveglmaximum and the seller reveals
her minimum, because | will insist buying at her minmand she will insist on selling
at my maximum. Bargaining tends to be a ritualized actility reveals just enough



information about the seller and me to allow us to ifleatprice in this range, or
discover that there is no mutually agreeable price.dHandl facial gestures, tone of
voice, and walking out of the shop can signal intentibas are not explicit in verbal
comments. Westerners often ask how they should Imargaitraditional market, but it is
impossible to say in general. The conventions ang y@ecific to the culture and must
be learned over an extended period, perhaps by going to mattkeme’s parents.

One-on-one bargaining of this kind can actually be mdreeit, in an economic sense,
than low-context Western commerce that explicélyaals an equilibrated market price
on a price tag or web site. Negotiation may discoyatice on the seller and | can agree,
allowing mutually beneficial trade to proceed, even whendafrus is dissatisfied with

the market price and no trade would occur in a fixed-prisgegy. In fact, some recent
online auctions and trading are beginning to resemble traglitpractices more than
transparency-based Western commerce.

Relationship-based and Rule-based Cultures

This is a good point at which to examine the cultural meidms that underlie high- and
low-context communication styles. They may be roughlggorized aselationship-
basedandrule-based Each is associated with a suite of practicesrdwailate
interpersonal relations and deal with the stress andtamdy of human existence. This
deeper perspective allows one to understand business cocatmpatterns that are not
fully explained as deriving from high- and low-context caummation styles.

Behavior in relationship-based cultures is regulated throlage supervision by
authority figures. This requires that authority be retggband it therefore resides in
persons with whom one has significant relationships, aagrarents, elders, bosses, or
even departed ancestors. Improper behavior is deterrddhimesloss of face,
punishment, or ostracism. Because the authority figueesl@se at hand and form an
integral part of the social environment, behavioral naaresusually implicit in the
cultural situation and need not be spelled out expliciRglationship-based cultures
therefore tend to rely on high-context communication.

Behavior in rule-based cultures is based on respect 8. rdlhis is not to say that rule-
based cultures have rules and relationship-based cultonast; both do. Rule-based
cultures are distinguished by two characteristics: (a) paegpect the rules for their own
sake, while rules in relationship-based cultures derive dlagihority from the persons
who lay them down; and (b) compliance with rules isfncouraged by guilt feelings
and fear of punishment if one happens to be caught violatinglldse rather than shame
and constant supervision. Because personal relatioraf@pslatively unimportant in
the enforcement of rules, the rules tend to be spelleeglicitly, and people are taught
to pay attention to them. The result is low-contahmunication. One can now begin
to see why high- and low-context communication styles @rroot, contrasting
approaches to regulating behavior.



The distinction of relationship-based and rule-basedi@dtalso underlies differences in
negotiating styles. The frankness of rule-based cultigrpossible because of an
underlying confidence that rules have objective validity @artherefore serve as a basis
for resolving disputes. The absence of such confiden®dationship-based cultures
requires that they fall back on courtesy and face saving.

Relationship- and rule-based mechanisms deal with thes stnelsuncertainty of life as
well as regulate behavior (Hooker 2003). Family and friepdsés provide a sense of
security in relationship-based societies. Loyalty obiuge to family and cronies are
therefore strong and may take precedence over one’svelfare, but it is loyalty well
invested, because these institutions provide a refuge ioudtiffimes.

The ruled-based stress management mechanism is leesi®bvuit equally fundamental
to cultural success. Because social control does nosadbytally on personal
relationships, these tend to weaken, and people musteaaktygand predictability
elsewhere. Fortunately, the very rules that regulabawior provide a basis for imposing
order and predictability on society as a whole. Theckefar universality also leads to
the discovery of scientific laws, which provide a basisengineering the environment
for even greater predictability and control. Rule-basegles therefore turn as much to
the system around them for security as to family aiethdis, or even more so. The
systemic resources range from advanced medical tedynmaleal with disease to legal
systems to resolve disputes.

Transparency

The issue of transparency comes to fore most obviousigance and investment, and it
likewise reflects an underlying orientation toward rudeselationships. Western-style
investment places a premium on publicly available inforomatiA capitalist may invest
in family members or friends, but this is not the gelngagtern and may cause more
strain that the relationships can bear. It is also artjuegt capital markets are more
efficient if money can flow from any investor any fitirat can use it productively, rather
than being restricted by personal connections. Investorstharsfore have access to
publicly available information about the condition diran and its plans for the future.

These conditions give rise to the Western businessii®ariost distinctive form of
communication, the accounting statement, as well dsdocuments as the prospectus
and the annual report. All rely on strongly rule-lahaetivities and are therefore possible
only in rule-based cultures. Accounting, in particulalies on an entire profession that
develops intricate reporting standards in the form ofe@aly Accepted Accounting
Principles (GAAP) and certifies its practitioners wgftueling examinations.
Prospectuses and corporate annual reports are reguldeed toyensure transparency.

Investment in a relationship-based society typically cctomough pre-existing trust
relationships. The phenomenal growth of the Chineseo@epim recent decades, for
example, has been fueled largely through family-based ine@stmuch of it coming
from overseas Chinese communities in Canada, Indonealaysfa, and North America.



Investment can follovguanxi relationships as well. The process is anything but
transparent, and financial statements are of secondpoytance. It may even be
insulting to one’s business partners to ask for them.

One must not assume, as is often done in the Westrahaparency-based investing is
necessarily superior. Both systems can generate splactsisccess, as witnessed by
Western economies on one side and the explosive gadwiie Chinese and Korean
economies on the other. Attempts to import Westgrie-§hance can bring disaster, as
demonstrated by the Asian financial crisis. Asian enves that converted quickly to
Western-style loans and equity shares in the late 188Red the cultural support for
transparency. Loans and stock portfolios were poolgcsa, and collapse was
inevitable. Meanwhile, China and Taiwan largely avertedttisés by sticking primarily
with traditional finance.

Transparency-based finance has the efficiencies glmaadtioned, but it tends to be
unstable because it is prone to massive movements itdlqapkey factor in the Asian
crisis) and relies on sometimes fragile public instigito implement its rule-based
structure. Relationship-based finance requires slowvatitin of trust, but it can be
remarkably stable in the presence of institutional turmGhina was the world’s largest
economy for eight of the last ten centuries (and batome so again in the present
century), despite the succession of many dynasties and palitical unrest.

Marketing and Advertising

One might expect global marketing and advertising to homages business globalizes.
There is mounting evidence, however, that this is notaise (Dahl 2004, De Mooij
2003). One might also expect demand patterns and advertisitentto become
increasingly Westernized in populations of growing affluentgain, the reality appears
to be precisely the opposite (De Mooij 2000). Marketing telcigyosupports this
tendency toward heterogeneity by allowing the delivergitbérent messages to many
subcultures and market segments, even when they livegsteach other.

Although there is a tendency to associate Western mregk®ith mass advertising, there
is a well established Western practice of “relationshapketing” in business-to-business
commerce, and it can provide a doorway to culturally appr@pmarketing elsewhere.
Even here, however, business networking styles diffegtworking in the West often
involves approaching strangers at a trade fair or cocktay,artl the relationship rarely
develops beyond a casual acquaintance. Networking iatarship-based business
system works through pre-established connections withyfaand friends to cultivate
new partners and build trust relationships.

A relationship-based style can be very effective forsaomer marketing as well, even in
the West, as for example when movies become poputaudgh “word of mouth.” This
approach is particularly appropriate in high-context coemtnihere people are extremely
well connected, and word can spread with remarkable @glacri



Mass consumer marketing is relies on low-context camaation and for this reason
alone is unnatural for relationship-based cultures. Péogiese cultures traditionally
prefer to take advice from someone they know and trastfiom impersonal
advertisements. Most of the world is now accustomedass advertising, but the legal
infrastructure for regulating its content and accuracy beagnuch less effective than in
rule-based cultures.

When Western-style mass advertising is used in high-xboidtures, one must
obviously take care that it conveys the intended messHge background and context
can embody more information than the verbal mesgsgbaps the wrong information.
This is not only due to a general sensitivity to high-eehtommunication, but to the
generally larger role of symbols in many non-Westelltuces. Symbolism is at work in
all cultures, as emphasized by Clifford Geertz (1973hensense that practices and
institutions have meaning beyond themselves. But mostiwaliures are more alert to
symbolic meaning than Western European and North Amecigltures, which are more
sensitive to visual impressions. Thus certain colors lmeaghosen in a Western
advertisement to give it the right kind of look, whilenmuch of Asia colors powerfully
symbolize abstract qualities—red for happiness and marmdges for mourning, blue
for immortality, and so forth. The Japanese presenttaresting exception, because
they are as visually oriented as the French (which medyto account for the French
fascination with things Japanese), to the point traagpearance and layout of a
Japanese meal are more important than the taste.

Conceptions of Human Nature

The distinction of relationship-based and rule-basedii@stsheds light on why the
former prefers high-context, and the latter low-conteammunication. It explains the
necessity of indirect speech and face saving in theeigramd the preference for
frankness and logic-based argument in the latter. Tthaserms of Trompenaars and
Hampden-Turner, it explains why relationship-based cultamesarticularist, meaning
that judgments are relative to the social situation|eartoile-based cultures are
universalist meaning that judgments must conform to the universadiatds.

It remains to be explained, however, why relationship-bestdres are willing to
recognize the centrality of relationships, and rule-bas#dres are willing to recognize
the universal validity of certain rules. This can beoaaplished by moving to a yet
deeper level of analysis that recognizes differing gotimes of human nature. This
maneuver will also justify the differing conceptionspofver across cultures, which play
an important role in business communication.

In relationship-based cultures, the unit of human existenleeger than the individual,
perhaps encompassing the extended family or the villagegadidsn from the group is
almost a form of death, because one does not existfegrarone’s relatedness to others.
In the Confucian ideal, for example, taking care of parand grandparents comes first,
followed by caring for one’s children, and only then orfesBantu cultures identify
individual welfare with that of the village. The greetintual of the Shona people, for



example, beginMaswere se{How is your day?), to which the responsblisswera
maswerawd“My day is OK if yours is”). The principle is noinsply that loyalty to the
group entitles one to loyalty from the group. Loyaltyte group is loyalty to oneself.
Neglecting other members of the group is like neglectimts jpdi one’s body. The most
extreme example is perhaps the pantheistic doctrifinoiuism, which regards all
minds as manifestations of a single underhatgan The centrality of relationships in
relationship-based cultures therefore has an ontoldggsas, specifically in communal
conceptions of human existence.

Because relationships are fundamental, social costexercised through relationships.
Certain figures must have inherent authority over otltevehiom they are related, much
as the head has authority over the body. Parenesatrority over children, husbands
over wives, older siblings over younger siblings, village asldeer their neighbors, and
so forth. This gives rise toragh power distanceulture, in which the subordination of
some people to others is accepted, even by subordinatestusal and inevitable.

Rule-based cultures regard human beings as autonomousluad$vi Autonomy means
in part that no individual has natural authority oweother. Social cohesion therefore
demands that there be some authority that is apantdrty individual. Originally this
was the godhead in the monotheistic theology that avilgenfluenced the West, but
because the godhead was understood as a lawgiver, tleptionevolved into
governance by universal rules of conduct. The Greek ptinoeof individuals as
rational beings reinforced this solution by allowing thkes to be understood as self-
justifying because they are inherently logical. Theredity of rules in rule-based
cultures therefore has an ontological basis, nanhelgdnception of human beings as
autonomous, rational individuals.

Due to the fundamental equality of autonomous individuale;vased cultures tend to
havelow power distancemeaning that no individual is seen as having an inherent
authority over others. This raises a problem of ledujgrbecause it is often necessary
for someone to take charge. Various solutions have edpsuch as the European
concept of aristocracy (rule of the excellent), veligrsome individuals earn the right to
lead by virtue of superior talent and learning, or the Ameridaa that people take turns
in positions of power and return to ordinary status as asdhe term of office expires.

Deference

Power distance has a pervasive effect on communigaditterns in relationship-based
business. The effect can be seen in both verbal comeation and in such nonverbal
signals as body language and other kinds of behavior.

Perhaps the most elaborate verbal cues for powandis are the grammatical inflections
found in such languages as Japanese and Korean. Japasispedial word forms that
show respect or reflect greater formality and politendsgsage can also depend on
whether one is addressing members of an in-group or agrowp- It is vital to observe
these niceties in business, and companies may evertngioyees how to use proper



language to show respect to customers or superiors. Kouwétare is strongly age
sensitive, and an age difference of a year or lessespyre deferential language from
the younger party. Two classes of inflections are usedhorific inflections to show
respect to the persons mentioned, and no fewer than $eech levels” to show
different degrees of respect to the listener. Neadyyelanguage has resources for
showing deference, if not to the extent of Japane®man, and these tend to be
important in business settings.

Deference is also shown by avoiding remarks that coulthamss superiors or cause
loss of face. High-power distance cultures can operdieso long as authority figures
are respected, and respect is difficult to maintainnnthe boss appears to be a bungler.
Subordinates may take care not to express their opinidreninhof the boss until they
learn what the boss thinks, because a disagreementlmuldwed as finding fault with
the boss. Subordinates do not openly point out the mistdlsegeriors or even describe
problems in the company, because this could suggest tHad$bdhas failed to manage
properly. It is obviously important for managers to bam@wof problems, but these can
be communicated in private or through a third party. Ineshigh-power distance
cultures, it is appropriate for employees to bring problemmanagement collectively, as
in a petition from the labor union, because this doag®hkiny employee to challenge the
boss as an individual.

Deference is also shown in body language. Well-knexamples include low bows or
lowered eyes in some Asian countries. While Westersee direct eye contact as
indicating honesty, it may be unconsciously interpretetir@atening in East Asia.
Guidebooks for travelers in the Middle East frequentdymagainst crossing one’s legs,
because pointing one’s foot toward another is presumatggsve. A more general
principle is that a slouch or relaxed posture refldetsconfidence of a highly-ranked
person, while an upright seated posture with feet orldbe &re seen as showing
deference. In Turkey, subordinates may be expected talkeiegoat jackets buttoned
in the presence of a superior, and in some traditionalBartures, women and children
kneel and perhaps clap their hands when receiving a gift.

The famous business card rituals of East Asian coumiaiesilso signal deference. The
cards are always received, and normally given, with batfds, held at the corners
between thumb and forefinger. The card is orientedadhke recipient can read it,
preferably in his or her language. The recipient shoulddaakement to read the card
and treat it with respect rather than stuffing it in ak@b. These practices are
independent of rank, but one can show deference by preseatithls to more highly
ranked individuals first. In Japan, the lower ranking @etslds the cardeish) at a
lower level than that of the higher-ranking person. dimderlying principle is that in
Japan, and to a lesser extent in Korea and China, tireebsgard contains a little bit of
the owner’s soul and must be treated accordingly.

Punctuality is another way of acknowledging rank. Punityualgenerally more
important in what Edward T. Hall (1959) caff®nochronicultures, which are those in
which people generally do one thing at a time, and legssaychroniccultures in



which people deal with several tasks at once. The ymdgrtauses are again rule-based
and relationship-based mechanisms.

People in rule-based cultures seek security and prediotddyilstructuring their
environment, and in particular by structuring their timéeytend to set aside a time slot
for each activity, resulting in appointments and stietieslules. This kind of structuring
can succeed only if people are reasonably punctual. dlibgtis not required as a
stress-management tool in relationship-based cultureg, dart nevertheless mark rank.
Subordinates may show up on time to make sure the bosskept waiting, while the
boss may show up late to make sure there is no Idas@by having to wait, or simply
to display superior status. Supervisors in IndonesiagXample, may habitually arrive
half an hour late to meetings, with the ritual excudeemg held up in traffic. One
should be cautioned, however, that punctuality may becesgp®f everyone in some
relationship-based countries, such as China and particdggn.

Bureaucracy

It was noted earlier that high-context societies mgyire greater paperwork and
bureaucracy even though they take written rules lessustyi Boye Lafayette De Mente
(1994) reports that, at one point, the U.S. governmentregjthe filing of twenty-six
documents, in the course of nine administrative procedir@pprove a joint venture in
pharmaceuticals. For the same type of venture, Jepaired 325 documents in forty-
six administrative procedures, and South Korea requiredl@d@2ments in sixty-two
administrative procedures. Bureaucracy is bad enouglwhedmtext cultures, but it
tends to be even worse in high-context cultures.

There are several reasons for this paradox. One etfessity of close supervision in
relationship-based societies, which is often refleatedultiple layers of bureaucratic
checks. A public employee in Mexico who wishes submiaiancfor a travel
reimbursement may be required to submit one set of farnmsrmediate supervisors and
additional forms to a national office in Mexico Cit¥he supervisors relay copies of their
forms to Mexico City, where functionaries comparanheith the employee’s forms and
further paperwork obtained from vendors. The goal is tomm@ corruption, and if
everything checks out, there is an eventual authorizatiogirtnburse the traveler. The
process can take months.

Another reason is that rule-based societies actuallyhemselves largely through
written rules, and the bureaucracy must work. Ifgaperwork gets too complicated, the
system will grind to a halt, and customers or the publicdemand better service.

In relationship-based societies, the bureaucracy priyregilves purposes other than
straightforward functionality. One purpose is to cemeatgower of important
individuals. A department head who signs off on more $onas more power, and so
there is constant maneuvering to enlarge one’s turisnstty. This occurs in all
bureaucracies, but it is less likely to be checked in garozation in which things
actually get done through personal relationships ratharldheeaucratic procedure. In



addition, Hall points out that polychronic cultures aleady inclined to have
bureaucracies that are organized around personal powearthamd logical organization
as in Germany or Scandinavia. The networks of persofia¢nce tend to grow like
vegetation, resulting in a sprawling and complex bureaucracy

Bureaucracy serves still another purpose in what Gedstétle (2001, 2004) calls
uncertainty-avoiding cultures. These are cultureshitlwpeople feel uncertain about
life and seek reassurance in a predictable or low-fisgtyile. The notion of classifying
certain countries as uncertainty avoiding is somewhdtlgmeatic, because all cultures
have mechanisms for alleviating uncertainty, andaniy a question of how they do it.
Nonetheless, societies that Hofstede classifies @stanty avoiding commonly find
reassurance in ritual, which can be remarkably compidxeaacting. Strange as it may
seem, bureaucratic procedure can be experienced as affatual and can to that extent
be reassuring, not only to the functionaries to whomavides reliable employment, but
to anyone who seeks predictability in procedures thabgrdefinition, always the same.
This is perhaps why military organizations, which must dathl the stress and
uncertainty of conflict, are highly bureaucratic evea mle-based country like the
United States. One in fact sees dysfunctional buraaigs in uncertainty-avoiding
countries, such as Greece, Portugal, Russia, severalAmgncan countries, and so on
down the list, although these are scarcely the onlytcesrio be so endowed.

Variations among Rule-based Cultures

Business communication styles can differ markedly ereang rule-based cultures, and
similarly among relationship-based cultures. Considemrtample, a typical business
presentation in which the speaker is trying to attrawdiftg for a business venture. The
presentation would have a very different characténenJnited States than in Germany,
even though both countries have strongly rule-basedreslt

The American speaker begins with a small joke to “bthakice,” while this is
inappropriate in Germany. Germans wish to be reassurdelprafessionalism and
seriousness of the speaker. Humor suggests casualnesgtiiairanslate into an ill-
considered undertaking. The American’s slides contaghy visuals with such phrases
as “fantastic opportunity,” which strike the Germansla&lish. They prefer graphs and
charts to reassure them that proper market researcledasbnducted. These
differences are due to the fact that Germany is anrtamey avoiding culture, while the
United States is not. Indeed, the American audience piyobantains venture capitalists
who are willing to fund risky startups, while the Germadiance is more likely to
consist of stolid bankers. The desire for security@edictability go far beyond the
business meeting. Germans pay a premium for high-qualitupte that are less likely
to break down, and they invest heavily in a highly-enginggphysical and social
infrastructure on which they can rely.

The American presentation could also cause problemsaindthavia. The speaker
delivers a hard sales pitch, sprinkled with buzz words acld terms as “aggressive,”
while Scandinavians prefer a low-key presentation couchplhim language. The



American approach reflects a “masculine” culture tladties competition and
aggression, whereas Scandinavian culture is “feminine’tamghasizes cooperation
more than competition.

Western Europeans make much of their different styleéspe should see them as
variations on low-context, logic-based communicatidiris true that the British are
normally reserved and understated, while the Frenchgmatige very wordrank (which
refers to the Franks, an old word for the French)t Bfgish can deliver a devastating
comment with scarcely an inflection of the voicéFrdench and Italians become
animated or emotional in a business meeting, one mustroeand that Descartes was
French and Galileo was lItalian, and at the end ofllyethe decision is likely to reflect
the logic and pragmatism of a Glaswegian.

The situation changes somewhat as one moves eastarRsssiety, for example, is
essentially rule-based, but business partners may fmdri¢ important to feel
comfortable with each other than to get the financiglstr Business people from abroad
should be particularly cognizant of this, due to the uagast-avoiding culture and the
tendency of Russians to feel apprehensive about foreigheeguent references to
mutual Russian friends and contacts can be reassuring) part@ipating in such rituals
as vodka drinking andanya the Russian sauna.

Variations among Relationship-based Cultures

Themes and variations also occur among relationship-battedes, and one obvious
theme is saving face. In Confucian cultures, for exepgne never utters a word or
takes an action without calculating the effect on fatkis is obviously important when
dealing with superiors or colleagues, as when verbal disagrés are muted and
indirect signals are used in negotiation. Yet it cardually important to respect the
face of subordinates. These are high power distarizgesiin which the boss is
expected to be authoritarian, perhaps bark orders, antiatsaly with employees who
disobey. Yet the boss should not embarrass emplaydiesn of others when they make
a good faith effort to do the job right—unless they hawegled so badly as to lose face
already. This can damage morale and may even erotdeshis authority in the eyes of
other employees. Confucian authority carries withpaternalistic duty, and careless
disregard of face indicates lack of care for one’®stibates. Face is a powerful force
and must be used wisely.

Face is likewise important in the more conservativiinLAmerican countries, such as
Mexico, but it is manifested in a somewhat differentrfernamely, asnachismar
masculine honor. A Mexican business conversation caeityedifferent from one north
of the border in the United Sates. The purpose of ¢eatien is as much to build trust
between business partners as to exchange informatiomubenti in the early stages of
the relationship. There is much talk about family, bee@ugood family man is a man of
honor who can perhaps be trusted in business as wwadl.relationship is not based so
much on mutual obligation, as in the casgudnxij but at its best on an emotional bond
of friendship. Whereas U.S. business people talk busin@skusiness meeting,



Mexican business conversation is about the whole peisaimportant to keep the
emotional radar in operation to remain sensitive W tiee other party is reacting. In
particular, one should take care not to embarrass the ttaluding to mistakes or
shortcomings, because this brings loss of honor.

Honor is the primary male virtue machismaultures. The very wordrtue comes
from the Latin for manhood/ir). Toughness and capacity for violence can be part of
machismobut only in service of an honorable cause, such as prajeme’s family.
Machismoevolved in treacherous environments where courage andesottonor were
necessary survival traits for men, and successful calhaee a way of making virtues
out of necessities. The sense of honor and sgieoesan be very finely tuned, which
may create the impression that men are thin-skinnednyrevent, it is essential to
respect this sensibility. This becomes a particulaglcdte issue when there are
problems in the company, and so much as mentioning the probfay cast aspersions
on managers who could be held responsible for them. Omeiqee for broaching the
topic is to blame it on outside forces, such as urelisuppliers or corrupt politicians.
These may not lie at the root of the problem, but blantiegitat least allows the
problem to be discussed.

The historical source of Latin American machismo ialAculture, by way of the
northern African influence on Spain. It remains vewych alive in Arabic-speaking
countries today, particularly in Saudi Arabia and thef Gagion. Warm personal
greetings and ceaseless courtesy are a must in budeasgys. It is a never a bad idea
to preface one’s remarks with some such nicety as, K an for your comments,” or,

“I learned much from your report.” An impractical propbsr a questionable statement
should be ignored or smoothed over, so that no one agpeass. The goal is to
protect the male ego. Flattery that strikes Westeaseodsequious is perfectly
appropriate, particularly where superiors are concerfedaver distance is very much
part of the picture, and honorific terms and titleseaqgected. Such phrases as “Your
Excellency” may be obligatory for government officialsnaembers of a royal family.

Courtesy is integral to business relations throughout tidelI®MEast. Arabic, Turkish,
Farsi, and other Middle Eastern languages contain nesmurces for polite speech, and
when speaking the languages one should take advantage oAlioige all, it is

important to convey a message that one enjoys the comjpamng’s business partners.
The Western distinction of professional life fronelds a whole is as foreign here as in
Latin America.

A second theme is found in the communication stylessgittanote harmony and mutual
support in group-oriented cultures. For example, the camahsm of the Shona culture
mentioned earlier is reflected in the importance &hawledging others. If | pass a
colleague in the hallway four or five times a day,ddd take care to greet her every
time. To walk past without acknowledgment is seen asad scarcely human. A short
conversation with a clerk as | purchase goods in a sloagidvalso be appropriate.
(Situations in which a clerk or functionary deals witindreds of people a day, so
common in modern life, are experienced as highly unnabexaduse there is no time to



relate to them.) When making a presentation befor®dcers, | should acknowledge by
name any person in the audience who contributed to tecpt@am discussing at the
moment.

Interestingly, this last example is not so much ainraition of community as of
individualism. Cultures that rely heavily on one prineipdnd to compensate by
providing an outlet for its opposite. The communalegfrmany African cultures is often
counterbalanced by occasions for ego recognition. okt Bwch the same principle that
highly individualistic Western cultures may develop such camahmechanisms as
volunteerism, patriotism, and support groups.

Another distinctive form of group communication is foundhea Japanese practice of
consensus building for a policy decision. The pradgsiceaditionally known as
nemawash(“going around the roots”), which refers to the practicpreparing a tree for
transplant, much as one prepares an organization fwgolicy. A memo would be
circulated among members of the group, each of whom woulglibute ideas and
identify them with his stamp. The object is to accomrt®meaeryone’s view and thereby
maintain harmony. Consensus building through informaselbetion remains an
important process in the Japanese business world. i@ecia an organizational setting
tend to evolve in the middle ranks and receive ratibcalby superiors, perhaps at a
formal meeting. This is not a denial of high power distalout actually protects it,
because if the decision turns out to be a mistake jnipossible to hold a single decision
maker responsible, and face is saved.

Intercultural Business Communication

The key to cross-cultural business is understanding bnsisess partners well enough
to make cultural adjustments. This raises the isste w&hich side should make the
adjustments. A practical rule of thumb is that besstransactions should favor the
cultural norms of the social infrastructure on whicéytprimarily rely. While
Westerners sometime have the impression that bussmasseif-contained activity, in
reality it depends radically on pre-existing cultural n@gbms to get anything done. If
business is to tap these resources, it must respectltineedhat provides them.

Thus if a Western multinational firm that operateMalaysia is negotiating with local
firms for construction labor, the Malaysian busingty$e should dominate. Construction
IS not just a matter of hiring workers. It is a coeyplndertaking that requires intricate
coordination of activities, sourcing of materials, supgovi of workers, and hundreds of
working relationships among the parties involved. All éhedl occur according to the
norms of the local culture that makes them possiGlenversely, if a Malaysian business
is seeking foreign capital from a multinational firnmust acknowledge that this capital
will be raised according to rule-based Western mechanisat require transparency,
accounting standards, detailed contracts, and legal enfente The conversation will
therefore take place primarily in the Western mode.



The language of conversation is another matter. @naligral business normally takes
place in a trade language, regardless of which culturaisxotherwise govern the
transaction. The use of trade languages is prehistoddyilimgualism appears to be
nearly as old as language itself. A trade language tizar &e the language of a
dominant or once-dominant power, gpidgin that combines two or more languages but
IS no one’s native tongue (such thrgua francathat historically served as the trade
language of the Mediterranean region). Pidgins beavameswhen people start
speaking them as a native language, a famous exampleTwirRjsin(“talk pidgin”) of
Papua New Guinea. English is currently the leading tieadpiage in most of the world,
but regional trade languages include Swabhili, Persian, ardidtin Chinese. The choice
of trade language is normally a matter of conveniendlectang the competencies of the
parties involved. Even when everyone seems conversardgammon language, it may
be prudent to use interpreters, because some of the paalyelse embarrassed to say
they do not understand.

It is widely believed that globalization implies cultur@imogenization, and that
Western-style business is becoming the worldwide staradand with the English
language. This judgment is at best premature, however wdHd economic order is
moving away from Western hegemony toward a multi-polailibgum, with such
power centers as China, India, South Korea, and Bypeilating alongside North
America and Europe. One might therefore expect a reshé@ndency toward cultural
pluralism, a process that one might call cultural désglization.

Information technology is widely supposed to hasten homoggoiz Yet, it is also a
force for cultural de-globalization, because it suppa@tetionship-based communication
patterns as readily as Western practices. Mobile ghpraevide an excellent case in
point. Although they were initially popular in Finlanghere snowstorms knock down
land lines, they quickly spread to Asia, where theyhft ¢ulture hand-in-glove. The
phones not only enable the constant personal interagti which relationship-based
cultures rely, but they solve the problem of how to proemiestant supervision in a
mobile age. Parents are on the phone with their chilsiegeral times a day, even if they
are overseas, to monitor their activities and make sesedo their schoolwork. Bosses
on a business trip telephone subordinates incessantigke sure they remain on task.
Text messaging and video technology enhance these fasictio

The Internet is equally adept at supporting multiple comaation practices. Such web
sites as Facebook and Myplace can facilitate Westgta networking with strangers,
but they can equally well support the family and othett telationships typical of
relationship-based cultures. For example, the sitet@dm (introduced by a Turkish
employee of Google) allows the user to “connect widnfis and family,” according to
the masthead, as well as “discover new people througdiiof friends.” It is
extremely popular in Brazil, where it ably serveslati@nship-based culture.

Thus despite the globalization of commerce, inteucaltcommunication skills remain
important in business, and may become even more sointaeasingly multi-polar
world economy.



Further Reading

Introductory treatments of cross-cultural business conication include Mattock
(2003), Reynolds and Valentine (2003), Schmidt et al. (2007), ahad &l Winters
(2005). There are several sources for cross-culturaldsssin general that discuss
communication issues in some detalil, such as Ferraro (2886)s and Moran (2000),
Hooker (2003), Lewis (2005), and Schneider and Barsoux (2002).gé datlection of
books give cultural advice for specific countries. AdiEsuch books, classified by 134
countries, is provided in Hooker (2003) and updated online at
http://web.tepper.cmu.edu/culture.
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