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0. Introduction 

 

This paper is about only one of the many aspects that affect communication: culture. I will try 

to show that people from different cultures differ considerably in their view of the forms and 

means of communication that are appropriate in a certain context and situation. Furthermore I 

will show that if people involved in intercultural communication reckon with those 

differences in communication, their intercultural communication will be more successful and 

miscommunication will occur less. I think that knowledge of these aspects are of high 

importance of a centre with the mission of Sagus, the stimulation of the use of Afrikaans. 

Afrikaans is spoken by people from different cultures and although they use one and the same 

language, they probably retain a number of the communication conventions of their own 

culture.  If those who speak Afrikaans realize this, miscommunication will be avoided and as 

a consequence people will develop a more positive attitude towards communication in 

Afrikaans. 

 

The organization of my paper is as follows. I will first tell something about culture (1) and 

how culture plays a part in communication. Subsequently I will demonstrate on the basis of 

one of the most recent communication models that the differences in communication between 

cultures concern precisely those aspects for which it is essential that senders and receivers of a 

message are in agreement in order to communicate succesfully (2). In the last part of my paper 

(3) I will briefly go into some theories about how to deal with cultural differences in 

communication. 

 

 

1.  Culture 

 

1.1  What is culture? 

 

The word culture has two meanings. In most Western languages 'culture' usually means 

'civilization' or  'refinement of the mind' and in particular the results of such refinement, like 

education, art and literature. It is Shakespeare for British culture, Voltaire, Sartre for French 

culture and Breyten Breytenbach for South African culture. Those things that are subsidized 

by governments. This is 'culture' in the narrow  sense of the word.  

Culture in the anthropological sense of the word has a broader meaning. It refers to both the 

activities that are supposed to refine the mind as well as ordinary and menial things in life: 

greetings, showing or not showing feelings, keeping a certain physical distance from others, 

eating and drinking. One of the often used definitions of culture in the anthropological sense 

of the word is: it is the collective programming of the mind which distinguishes the members 
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of one group or category of people from another (Hofstede 1991:5). When we speak about 

differences in communication between cultures we use the word culture in this second sense. 

With culture we refer to all the activities that a group of human beings have in common and 

that they have learned from previous generations, their parents and grand parents. One 

believes that culture is taught and not inhereted, so nurture and not nature. Nowadays a lot of 

research is going on about which aspects of a human being are nature and which nurture. 

According to me, it is very well possible that  this research will reveal that a part of that what 

we consider to be nurture, including cultural aspects, will appear to be nature. 

 

Cultural differences manifest themselves in several ways. Hofstede (1991) depicts the 

different manifestations of culture in the so called onion diagram (cf. Figure 1). In this figure 

manifestations of culture are described by means of four concepts: symbols, heroes, rituals 

and values.  They are represented as the skin of an onion, indicating that symbols represent the 

most superficial manifestations of culture and  values the deepest, with heroes and rituals in 

between. 

 

Insert Figure 1: The 'onion diagram': manifestations of culture at different levels of depth 

(from Hofstede 1991:9)  

 

The symbols of a culture are of course things like a flag, a coat of arms, a logotype, a slogan, 

but also clothes, language use (such as which words you use to greet people, which rate and 

loudness of speaking you consider normal, whether or not you interrupt people) and nonverbal 

communication (which distance between people you consider normal [proxemics], whether or 

not you look at people when you speak to them [oculesics], whether or not you like long 

silences in a conversation). 

The second layer is the heroes. Hofstede (1991:8) describes those as persons - alive or dead, 

real or imaginary - who possess characteristics which are highly prized in a culture. Important 

political persons like Jan van Riebeek, Mandela and Botha, but also strip or literary figures 

like Mr. Bean. 

The rituals of a culture are the activities that are, technically speaking, superfluous in reaching 

desired ends, but which, within a culture, are considered as socially essential: they are 

therefore carried out for their own sake. Ways of greeting and paying respect to others, social 

and religious ceremonies (birthdays, Holy Communions). Even business and political 

meetings organized for seemingly rational reasons often serve mainly ritual purposes 

(Hofstede 1991:8). 

A good observer can detect the differences in symbols, heroes and rituals between his or her 

own culture and another culture, because those aspects are reflected in practices, the things 

people do. Miscommunication resulting from such differences between cultures can be 

avoided rather easily because the differences can be observed. This does, however, not so 

easily hold for differences in values between cultures. Values are considered to be the core of 

culture (cf. figure 1). Values are broad tendencies to prefer certain states of affairs over others, 

for example what is good in a culture and what is bad, what is ugly and what is beautiful, what 

is dirty and what is clean, what is irrational and what is rational. Those values are learned, 

implicitly. By the age of ten most children  have learned the values of their culture. Since 

values are not reflected in practices, various paper and pencil questionnaires were developed 

in order to find them, for example forced choices or Likert scales (5 or 7 point scales).  
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An example of how research into differences in values is performed has been given in (1). 

These are the questions that Fons Trompenaars (1993:17-18) submitted to 15.000 managers 

from a number of countries. Figure 2 gives the results. It shows that there are considerable 

differences between countries. We see for example that according to his research the majority 

of the South Africans opt for a group, whereas many other countries opt for a system. We 

have to realize, though, that it is not clear which groups precisely were interviewed in South 

Africa. It is very plausible that the results presented in figure 2 do not hold for the whole 

South African population. It would be interesting to repeat his survey with a number of 

different cultures in South Africa (see also the other questions in Trompenaars 1993). I hope 

that this example gives you an idea about what we mean with values and that differences in 

values may be reflected in differences in communication. Those who consider a company a 

system in which people are hired to perform a certain task have quite another way of 

communicating with colleagues than those who consider a company a group of people that 

have social relations with each other.  

 

 

(1) 

 

A. One way is to see a company as a system designed to perform functions and tasks in an 

efficient way. People are hired to perform these functions with the help of machines and other 

equipment. They are paid for the tasks they perform.   

 

B. A second way is to see a company as a group of people working together. They have social 

relations with other people and with the organisation. The functioning is dependent on these 

relations. 

  

 

 

Insert Figure 2: Which kind of company is normal? 

  Percentage of respondents opting for a system rather than a social group  

(From Trompenaars 1993:18) 

 

 

  

As has been said miscommunication in intercultural communication is often a consequence of 

differences in values between cultures. Just because values are not reflected in practices. This 

can be illustrated by another way of depicting culture: the floating iceberg (cf. figure 3). The 

iceberg symbolizes culture. A small part of it, in fact only the peak, is above water. This part 

of culture corresponds with the symbols, heroes and rituals in the onion (cf. figure 1) and it 

can be easily recognized in intercultural encounters. The major part of the iceberg is under 

water. It can not be seen and it corresponds with the values in the onion.  Intercultural 

miscommunications are mostly due to differences between cultures in the part of the iceberg 

that is under water: in the values. Therefore we will deal in more detail with differences in 

values between cultures. 

 

Insert figure 3: The floating iceberg  
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1.2  Values: Geert Hofstede and Edward T. Hall 

 

Researchers from different disciplines have investigated differences in values between 

cultures and they also have tried to reduce all the different values to an as small as possible 

number of basic values. I will introduce you here to the results of two of those researchers: 

Geert Hofstede and Edward T. Hall. I have two reasons two focus on them: they connect 

differences in values explicitly with differences in communication and they are the most 

famous specialists on differences in cultures. 

 

Geert Hofstede 

Geert Hofstede is a Dutch social psychologist who worked as a psychologist for IBM in the 

sixties. He was given the opportunity to study a large body of survey data on the values of 

people in over 50 countries. These data were collected by IBM in order to gain a better insight 

into the values of its personnel all over the world in order to know which working 

environment would be most productive in which country. 

On the basis of statistical analyses on these survey data Hofstede (1980, 1991) found that 

differences in values between cultures could be reduced to five basic values. He calls them 

dimensions.  

 

1 Power Distance (PDI) 

2 Individualism (IDV) 

3 Masculinity (Mas) 

4 Uncertainty Avoidance (UAI) 

5 Long Term Orientation, also called Confucian Dynanism (CDI) 

 

These are in fact common basic problems worldwide. Cultures differ in the way in how they 

deal with them. Hofstede indicates on a scale from 0 to 100  which position a country has with 

respect to a certain dimension. The index 0 means that a country scores extremely low and the 

index 100 that it scores extremely high. The figures are the result of statistical analyses of the 

questions posed in the survey. Appendix 1 gives the figures for a number of countries. Those 

mentioned in A are based on research, those mentioned under B are estimates on the basis of 

correlated phenomena. The figures of the five dimensions for a certain country give an idea of 

the meaning people in that country attach to various aspects of life and which become 

crystallised in the institutions of a society. This does, however, not imply that everyone in a 

country is similar. There is an individual variation within a country. Within one country 

different levels of culture may be distinguished according to for example gender, generation, 

religion, social class, ethnic group. Nation  should therefore not be equated to culture. 

Nevertheless, many nations form historically developed entities even if they consist of clearly 

different groups and even if they have less integrated minorities. Hofstede gives the figures for 

nations, for countries, but we have to realize that the figures are based on questions  answered 

by the native employees who worked for IBM. It could be that the figures are somewhat 

different for other groups. Similar surveys among other populations of a country, however, 

mostly show indexes similar to the ones mentioned by Hofstede. According to Hofstede 

(1980:22) cultures are relatively stable and do not change easily. Changes would only come 

from outside influences such as forces of nature (changing of climate, silting up of harbors) or 

forces of man (trade, conquest, colonization, liberation, scientific discovery). In view of the 

important political changes that have taken place in South Africa after Hofstedes research, his 
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figures for South Africa should not be taken too seriously. This holds the more since he only 

investigated the white population in South Africa. New research should be done in order to 

get insight into the indexes for the five dimensions for the other cultural groups that are 

present in South Africa and in order to check whether the indexes for the white population 

have changed since the seventies. Hofstede 1994 deals with the methodology of such research 

and includes a questionnaire. 

I will now briefly discuss the five dimensions and give some communicative aspects that are 

related with a high or a low index.  

 

Powerdistance. This is the extent to which the less powerful members of society  accept that 

power is distributed unequally 

 

Cultures with a high power index show respect for elderly people, the boss and teachers. They 

consider them as a kind of father. They expect them to tell what to do and they will hardly 

argue with them. In countries with a high power index the physical distance between people in 

face to face interaction is relatively large. Subordinates don't speak much and if so they do it 

in a subdued voice. Appendix 1 shows the indexes for powerdistance under PDI 

(Powerdistance index). According to the research by Hofstede South Africa is just in the 

middle, the index is 49. 

 

Individualism:  People only look after themselves and their immediate family. 

Collectivism: People belong to in-groups (families, clans or organisations) who look after 

them in exchange for loyality 

 

In cultures with a high collectivism maintenance of the harmony in the group is highly 

important. In those cultures one seldom argues with people and one avoids that a member of 

the group will loose face. Communication is very implicit because all members of the group 

know each other well and they don't need words to convey a message. In a collectivistic 

culture one likes silence, sitting close to each other without saying a word and not showing 

emotions. Appendix 1 shows the indexes for a number of countries. According to the research 

by Hofstede South Africa has an index of 65. That indicates that the population that is 

investigated is rather individualistic.    

 

Masculinity: The dominant values in society are achievement and success 

Feminity: The dominant values in society are caring for others and quality of life 

 

In masculine societies the division of roles between women and men is rather strict, but not in 

feminine societies. A high amount of working women is, however, not always an indication 

for a feminine society, because economic factors also play a part. If salaries are relatively low 

in a country, there is a need for women to work. In masculine societies women will have other 

professions and functions than men, but in feminine society there will not be a strict division 

of sex roles. Masculine cultures are assertive. In those cultures boasting is normal and so is 

praising persons in public (the best manager of the month, the best A-level candidate of the 

school). In masculine cultures one openly crosses swords in conflicts, whereas in feminine 

societies one tries to find consensus. In masculine societies one has sympathy for the hero, in 

feminine societies for the poor soul. Appendix 1 shows the figures for a number of countries. 

According to the research by Hofstede South Africa is rather masculine. The index is 63.  
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Uncertainty avoidance. The extent to which people feel threatened by uncertainty and 

ambiguity and try to avoid these situations. 

 

Cultures with a high uncertainty avoidance index are afraid of things that they don't know well 

(other persons, other groups, innovations). They want to be on the safe side and have many 

laws and rules in order to get a grip on life. They don't dare to protest and they like it when it 

is clear who is the leader of a group. In cultures with a high uncertainty avoidance a high 

virtue is accuracy, whereas it is creativity in cultures with a low uncertainty avoidance. 

Appendix 1 shows the figures for a number of countries. According to the research by 

Hofstede South Africa is just in the middle, the index is 49. 

 

Long Term Orientation or Confucian Dynamism: The extent to which a society exhibits a 

pragmatic future-oriented perspective rather than a conventional historic or short-term point 

of view 

 

This dimension has recently been discovered by someone who repeated  Hofstedes research: 

Michael Bond.  He found that Hofstedes questionnaire was made too strictly from a Euopean 

perspective and that therefore the answers did not give insight into an aspect that was 

important for Asian cultures: Long Term Orientation versus Short Term Orientation (Hofstede 

& Bond 1988). Since the values of the Long Term Orientation side of this dimension seem to 

be taken straight from the teachings of Confucius  the dimension is also called Confucian 

Dynamism. In cultures with a high Confuncian Dynamism there are adapatations of traditions 

to a modern context, one respects social and status obligtions within limits, there is 

willingness to subordinate oneself for a purpose. Appendix 1 gives the indexes for some 

countries. Unfortunately, we dont't yet have the index for a great number of countries, 

including South Africa. 

 

 

Edward T. Hall 

The second culture specialist I would like to discuss is the anthropologist Edward T. Hall 

(1976). Compared to Hofstede his model is very simple. In fact he only has one basic value: 

the role of context in interpretation of communication. He argues that every human being is 

faced with so many perceptual stimuli - sights, sounds, smells, tastes and bodily sensations - 

that it is impossible to pay attention to all of them.  Cultures differ in the selection of stimuli 

that they make. According to Hall, cultures differ on a continuum that ranges from a high to a 

low context. In high-context cultures the meaning of a message is not merely deduced from 

the words that are uttered but from the context and situation. Somebody can say that he or she 

agrees with a statement but the members of the culture deduce from nonverbal stimuli that the 

person does not agree and that "yes" means in fact "no". In high-context cultures the world of 

the sender and the receiver of a message are so similar that misinterpretations can hardly 

occur. High-context cultures are also called implicit cultures. They don't have many written 

rules and laws. There are hardly contracts. What to do and what not is known by all members 

of the culture. In low-context cultures the meaning of an utterance is almost only deduced 

from the words that are uttered. Those cultures are explicit cultures. The sender of a message 

leaves nothing to chance and states explicitly what he or she means. Other stimuli than verbal 

stimuli are hardly used for the interpretation in low-context cultures. An example of a 
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message in a low-context culture is: "I propose a price of 100 rand per package with 12 

cookies, packed in cases of 12 and delivered within 40 working days  after having received the 

order". Low context cultures have many laws and rules, especially when they have a high 

uncertainty avoidance, such as the German and the Belgian culture. Table 1 gives a summary 

of the differences in communication between high and low context cultures.  

 

 

Table 1 Differences in communication between high and low context cultures (after Victor 

1992, chapter 5)  

 

     High context cultures   Low context cultures 

 

Reliance on words to  Low      High 

communicate 

 

Reliance on nonverbal High      Low 

communication 

 

Emphasis on written  Low      High 

word    

 

Adherence to law  Flexible     Rigid 

 

Agreements based  Not binding    Binding 

on written words 

(contracts) 

 

Agreements based  Binding     Not binding 

on personal promises 

  

 

View of silence   Respected;    Anxiety-producing; 

     communicative    noncommunicative 

 

Attention to detail  Low      High 

 

Attention to intention  High      Low 

 

Communication style  Indirect     Direct 

 

 

Table 2 shows the ranking of some cultures on a continuum from high to low context. The 

diagram is not based on quantitative empirical research such as the majority of Hofstedes 

tables (see appendix 1) but on the observations of Hall. Unfortunately South Africa is not 

reflected in this figure. I suppose that the white population of South Africa will be in the same 

position as Great Britain - as was also often the case with Hofstedes values.   
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Table 2 The ranking of some cultures on a continuum from high to low context. 

 

High context cultures     Information implicitly conveyed 

 

     Japan 

     China 

     Middle East 

     South America 

     Italy 

     Great Britain 

     France 

     North America 

     Scandinavia 

     Germany 

     Switzerland 

Low context cultures     Information explicitly conveyed 

 

 

According to Hall two values are linked with high- and low-context cultures: collectivism and 

poly/monochrony. High-context cultures are very collectivistic. Just because the members of 

such a culture live in the group and know each other very well they can communicate 

implicitly.  High-context cultures are polychronic. Time is not highly organized in sequences, 

but it is open. People do several things at the same time and they don't mind being interrupted. 

Low-context cultures are monochronic. They have a diary which divides time in half hours 

with space to note down what to do when and they have secretaries who take care that they are 

not interrupted. 

 

I hope that this summary about theories of differences in culture has given you some insight 

about what is going on in this type of research and what the results are. It is of course no more 

than a very brief summary. Hopefully it has had the function of an appetizer. If you have 

become interested I highly recommend to read the literature to which I have referred. 

 

 

2. Culture in communication models 

 

In the first part of my paper I have tried to show that there are important differences between 

cultures in values and that those differences result in differences in communication. In this 

part I will try to indicate that differences in communication between cultures may lead to 

miscommunication. I will do this on the basis of a rather recent communication model, the so-

called layer-based pragmatic communication model of Targowski and Bowman (1988).  

 Since the nineteen forties of this century communication specialists have tried to 

represent in a communication model under which conditions the communication between a 

sender and a receiver proceeds most succesfully. Compared to the first model, that of Shannon 
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and Weaver from 1949, the models have became more and more complex in the course of 

time. Model builders realized that many aspects were involved in communication and they 

tried to take account of those aspects in the models. 

 One of the most elaborate models is that of Targowki and Bowman (1988).  Their model 

consists of two parts: one part depicts the relationship between sender, receiver and external 

environment in communication. I will not deal in detail with this part of the model. I will only 

mention two so-called paths of communication in this model which may lead to 

miscommunication if the culture of the sender of the message is different from the culture of 

the receiver.  

 

1. Nonverbal communication 

This holds for both conscious and unconscious nonverbal communication. Conscious 

nonverbal communication is for example how to beckon people. In some parts of the world 

you do it with the palm of your hand upwards (for example Western and Northern Europe), in 

others with the palm of the hand downwards (Southern Europe). In some cultures (Ethiopia) 

you use the first way of beckoning for animals and the second for human beings. This may 

lead to great miscommunications when people with different manners of beckening 

communicate with each other. Whereas one person means to beckon a human being, the other 

believes that he or she is treated as an animal.  

There are also many cultural differences in unconscious nonverbal communication. For 

example the distance in normal face-to-face communication. In the United States and Europe 

this is about 60 centimetres, in Asia about one meter and in South America about 45 

centimetres.  

2. The interpretation of the external environment 

When  cultures largely differ in their basis values, for example the dimensions of Geert 

Hofstede. The meaning of the sentence "Go to the boss" is different in a culture with a high 

index for powerdistance than in one with a low index. The statement "You are the best at your 

school" is a real compliment of which one is proud in a masculine. individualistic society, but 

a shame in a feminine and collectivistic society. The statement: "You look much older than 

you are" is a compliment in a culture such as China with a high power distance where elderly 

people automatically have respect, but it isn't in cultures with a low power distance. In 

cultures such as the western culture with an inductive style of argumentation "I do A, because 

X,Y and Z", the Asian deductive style of argumentation "Because X, Y and Z we do A" is 

experienced as long-winded, not to the point (Scollon & Scollon 1995:74).    

 

I will discuss in greater detail the second part of the model of Targowki and Bowman. It 

indicates that  the sender of the message and the receiver have to be in agreement regarding at 

least ten aspects. In nine of those aspects differences in culture may lead to 

miscommunication. 

 

Insert figure 4: The second part of the so-called layer-based pragmatic communication model 

of Targowski and Bowman (1988). 

 

L1 Physical link 

Sender and receiver have to share a physical link in order to communicate: telephone, paper, 

electronic mail, face to face interaction. The only cultural problem that we can expect with 

regard to this link is that cultures  may differ in the communication means available to them.   
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L2 Systems link 

Cultures may differ from each other in their ideas about whether or not a certain physical link 

is suitable for conveying a message. Cultures differ for example in their how to invite 

somebody for a party. In a number of cultures a written invitation is not considered a real 

invitation. If you really want that people attend your party you invite them personally in face-

to-face- interaction or by telephone. In other cultures only the written invitation is considered 

a real invitation. 

Due to the fast developments in communication means we can expect that cultures will 

change quickly in their opinions which means are suitable for certain messages. One year ago 

the Dutch Post Office Board had an advertising campaign in which they tried to promote 

writing letters: "When you really have to say somebody something personal the scent of ink is 

preferable to telephone, fax and e-mail" and "the love letter is since time immemorial a tried 

and tested method to lay bare one's heart".  

 

L3 Audience link 

In order to communicate succesfully the sender and  receiver should have the same 

conceptions of themselves and of each other. Since cultures differ considerably in which 

qualities they use for assigning the status of a person, partners in intercultural communication 

do not easily agree about the audience link. In Asian cultures the status of people is increasing 

as they grow older. Old people almost automatically  receive a lot of respect. In European 

culture one receives respect for that what one does and not because of one's age.  This 

difference in assigning respect can lead to miscommunication. The capable but young 

representative of a European company is not taken seriously by the Asians. For them the age 

of the representative is a sign that the European company does not take them seriously. The 

European in his turn believes that Asians don't take his company seriously, because they have 

the negotiations done by such an old person.   

 

L4  Session link 

For succesful communication time and space of the communication should be convenient for 

both the sender and the receiver. Two aspects can lead to miscommunication here. For 

example the fact that time and season is not the same everywhere on our globe. An e-mail or 

fax that has been sent from the States around 11.00 o' clock will arrive here just before closing 

the office and will probably not be answered immediately. When the northern hemisphere has 

winter the southern has summer and the other way round. A second problem is that it does not 

apply to all cultures that the same time is the right time for a certain message. To invite a 

moslim for lunch during the Ramadan is for example not very respectful. 

 

L5 Environmental Link 

Sender and receiver should have the same ideas about the appropriatenes of the environment 

in which a message is conveyed. Also in this respect cultures may vary considerably. It is 

normal to speak with each other before the service has started in a synagogue, but not in a 

Chistian church. Doing business during a lunch is normal in southern Europe, but not in 

northern Europe. When the Dutch minister of Foreign Affairs, Hans van Mierlo, was the 

chairman of the European Union in Brussels he even forbade the members of the Union to 

lunch for longer than one hour. In his opinion they only ate and did not work. His decision 

was criticised vehemently by the members from southern parts of Europe. Immediately after 
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his departure the long busines lunches were reintroduced again. 

 

L6 Function and status 

Sender and receiver of the message should have the same ideas about their function and status. 

When cultures differ in what determines  the function and status of a person, 

miscommunication may arise.  A German professor, for example, not only has has the status 

of professor in the university but also in other sectors of private and public life. The grocer, 

the hairdresser and his doctor all call him Herr Professor and even his wife has the epitheton 

ornans Frau Professor. In the USA this is completely different. A professor is a professor at 

university, but nowhere else.  A German professor in the States will be surprised that people 

only call him professor at the university. However, an American professor in Germany in his 

turn will smile when everybody calls him as wel as his wife professor.  

  

L7 Symbols 

In order to communicate succesfully the sender and receiver should assign the same meaning 

to the symbols used in communication. From many studies it is well known that cultures 

differ considerably in this. The meaning assigned to a certain word differs and this leads to 

miscommunication. In (2) we have summarized the results of an investigation into the 

meaning that members from four different cultures assign to the word marriage in their native 

language (Claes 1993 and Claes and Gerritsen forthcoming). The meanings are presented in 

the order of importance.  

 

(2) 

USA    equality 

    to be together 

    partner 

    love 

 

Japan   family 

    children 

    obligations 

    end 

 

France   sexuality 

    passion 

 

The Netherlands fidelity 

    love 

    to be together 

    obligations 

 

It goes without saying that the message that a French sender wants to convey with the phrase 

"I want to marry you" is somewhat different than the American, Japanese or Dutch receiver 

decodes. 

 

L8 Behavior 

In order to communicate succesfully the sender and the receiver should evaluate behavior in 



 1 

 

 

 

the same way. Since there are so many cultural differences in how to behave, this is again a 

source of miscommunication in intercultural communication. Simple gestures such as giving a 

glance at a person, touching somebody or bowing have different meaning in different cultures. 

Not looking at the person to whom you speak is for example impolite in Europe, but polite in 

other cultures. 

 

L9 Values 

When the sender and receiver have different values the risk of miscommunication is very 

high. I have shown in 1.2 that cultures differ considerably in their values.  

 

L10 Storage/retrieval links 

Experiences in the past have an influence on the interpretation of utterances. When the 

experiences of the sender and receiver differ, the communication will be less successful. It is a 

matter of fact that many aspects affect experiences in the past, but culture is definitely a very 

important one. Differences in values between cultures lead to differences in how you 

experience power, success, the group to which you belong, uncertainty. In short, differences in 

life. Those differences lead to miscommunication. There is respect for the powerful in cultures 

with a high index for powerdistance, but not for cultures with a low index. The need to have a 

watertight contract is much higher for people from cultures with a high uncertainty avoidance 

than for people from cultures with a low uncertainty avoidance.   

 

 

I hope to have shown that many aspects for which it is essential that senders and  receivers are 

in agreement in order to communicate succesfully are often not in agreement when senders 

and receivers are from different cultures. It concerns both differences in values (the layers 3, 

6, 9 and 10) and in more superficial manifestations of culture such as symbols, heroes and 

rituals (cf. diagram 1). Miscommunication due to differences in the latter could be more easily 

avoided than miscommunication due to differences in values, because symbols, heroes and 

rituals are reflected in practices (cf. section 1).  People involved in intercultural encounters 

should be made aware of the differences in values, symbols, heroes and rituals that may lead 

to miscommunication. In the last section of this paper I will briefly go into some theories 

about how to deal with differences in communication between cultures. 

 

 

3. How to cope with cultural differences 

 

Most of the theories about how to teach people to cope with cultural differences distinguish 

three stages.  

1. Awareness of cultural diversity 

In order to reach this goal people have to do cultural awareness tests and exercises. 

Furtermore, theories such as those of Hofstede and Hall are taught and discussed.  

2. Knowledge of the own culture  

In the second stage people are faced with the cultural impact of all their comings and doings. 

This is done again with the help of cultural awareness tests, exercises and descriptions 

of the own culture in terms of general theories such as the ones described in section 1 of 

this paper. Besides important historical, political and social aspects of the own culture 

are seen in the context of these theories. 
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3. Knowledge of the other culture 

The last stage consists of teaching people the symbols, heroes, rituals and values of the other 

culture and other aspects that are important in order to understand another culture: 

history, geography, economis, politics, art, literature, language. The idea is that the more 

knowledge one has about these aspects of another culture the higher the chance is to 

communicate succesfully with members of that culture. 

  

According to many theories (for example Hofstede 1997:230-233; Brislin and Yoshida 1994) 

these three steps provide participants in intercultural communication with enough knowledge 

to communicate succesfully. In some theories, however, a fourth stage is added in which is 

discussed to which extent one has to adapt oneself to the other culture (Pinto 1990). 

Theoretically speaking there are three possibilities: 

 

a.  No adaptation at all. In that case one believes that awareness and knowledge of cultural 

differences is enough in order to avoid miscommunication. 

b. Complete adaptation. We find that for example in the guidelines that Guétin (1989) 

gives French business people in the United States: know the environment, be mobile, be 

a doer, report, be a pro, seek excellence, don't be modest, be open, be a team-player, be a 

nice guy. 

c. Draw lines. Pinto (1990:184) states that understanding another culture does not yet 

imply that one has to adapt to that culture. One should draw lines and made that clear to 

the people of the other culture. If one tries to adapt completely, one runs the risk to get 

irritated. Such irritations are difficult to conceal and may therefore obstruct succesfull 

intercultural communication. It is a matter of fact that it depends on many factors where 

the lines are drawn. Individual factors always play a part. With some people, 

independent of their culture, one can better go along than with others. It also depends on 

the question involved. That somebody does not eat pork is probably less irritating than 

that somebody alsway arrives two hours later than was agreed. The context and situation 

play an important part too in where you draw the line. If one wants to book an order one 

is more inclined to adapt to another culture than in other situations.  

 

It is difficult to advise how to deal with cultural diversity in a country like South Africa  

where so many cultures have already lived together for so many years. One thing is very clear 

awareness of cultural diversity and knowledge of the other cultures may avoid 

miscommunication. Whether the members of the different cultures should adapt to each others 

cultures and to which extent depends on so many factors that no advise can be given. 

 

Maybe I have given the impression that we do already know quite a lot about differences in 

communication between cultures and how to cope with them. This is true, but compared to the 

number of cultural differences in communication that probably exist, it is only a small part. A 

lot of research still has to be done. South Africa is a gold mine for research of cultural 

differences in communication and how to deal with them. The laboratory is everywhere 

around you. I hope that this paper will stimulate  to do such research. 
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This appendix is based on the 5-D pocket guide of ITIM International, Celebesstraat 96, 2585 

TP The Hague, The Netherlands. phone 31-70-3505054, fax 31-70-3552003. The figures 

under A are based on Hofstedes research, the figures under B are merely estimates. 

PDI=Power Distance, IDV=individualism, MAS=Masculinity, UAI=Uncertainty avoidance, 

CDI=Confucian Dynamism. 

 

A FIGURES BASED ON RESEARCH 

 

Country  PDI  IDV  MAS UAI  CDI 

Arab world 80  38  52  68  -- 

Argentina  49  46  56  86  -- 

Australia  36  90  61  51  31 

Austria  11  55  79  70  -- 

Belgium  65  75  54  94  -- 

Brazil  69  38  49  76  65 

Canada  39  80  52  48  23 

Chile   63  23  28  86  -- 

Colombia  67  13  64  80  -- 

Costa Rica  35  15  21  86  -- 

Denmark  18  74  16  23  -- 

East Africa  64  27  41  52  25 

Ecuador  78  8  63  67  -- 

El Salvador 66  19  40  94  -- 

Finland  33  63  26  59  -- 

France  68  71  43  86  -- 

Germany  35  67  66  65  31 

Great Britain 35  89  66  35  25 

Greece  60  35  57  112  -- 

Guatemala  95  6  37  101  -- 

Hong Kong 68  25  57  29  96 

India   77  48  56  40  61 

Indonesia  78  14  46  48  -- 

Iran   58  41  43  59  -- 

Ireland  28  70  68  35  -- 

Israel   13  54  47  81  -- 

Italy   50  76  70  75  -- 

Jamaica  45  39  68  13  -- 

Japan   54  46  95  92  80 

South Korea 60  18  39  85  75 

Malaysia  104  26  50  36  -- 

Mexico  81  30  69  82  -- 

Netherlands 38  80  14  53  44 

New Zealand 22  79  58  49  30 

Norway  31  69  8  50  -- 

Pakistan  55  14  50  70  0 

Panama  95  11  44  86  -- 

Peru   64  16  42  87  -- 
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Philippines  94  32  64  44  19 

Portugal  63  27  31  104  -- 

Singapore  74  20  48  8  48 

South Africa 49  65  63  49  -- 

Spain   57  51  42  86  -- 

Sweden  31  71  5  29  33 

Switzerland 34  68  70  58  -- 

Taiwan  58  17  45  69  87 

Thailand  64  20  34  64  56 

Turkey  66  37  45  85  -- 

United States 40  91  62  46  29 

Uruguay  61  36  36  100  -- 

Venezuela  81  12  73  76  -- 

West Africa 77  20  46  54  16 

 

B ESTIMATES   

   

Country  PDI  IDV  MAS UAI  CDI 

Albania  90  20  80  70  -- 

Baltic Republics 40  60  30  50  -- 

Bulgaria  70  50  50  80  -- 

Bhutan  94  52  32  28 

Burkina Faso 70  15  50  55  20 

Caucasus  70  20  50  60  -- 

China  80  15  55  40  114 

Croatia  72  33  40  80  -- 

Czech Republic 35  60  45  60  -- 

Dominican Rep. 65  30  65  45  -- 

Egypt  70  25  45  80  -- 

Ethiopia  70  20  65  55  -- 

Fiji   78  14  46  48  -- 

Ghana  80  15  40  65  -- 

Hungary  19  55  79  83  -- 

Iraq   95  30  70  85  30 

Jordan  70  30  45  65  35 

Kenya  70  25  60  50  -- 

Lebanon  75  40  65  55  -- 

Luxemburg  55  70  60  70  -- 

Malawi  70  30  40  50  -- 

Namibia  65  30  40  45  35 

Nepal  65  30  40  40  -- 

Nigeria  80  30  60  55  -- 

Poland  50  60  70  55  -- 

Romania  90  20  40  95  -- 

Russia  95  47  40  75  -- 

Saudi Arabia 95  25  60  80  -- 

Serbia  86  25  43  92  -- 
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Sierra Leone 70  20  40  50  -- 

Slovenia  71  27  19  88  -- 

Sri Lanka  80  35  10  45  45 

Surinam  80  48  35  80  -- 

Syria  80  35  52  60  30 

Tanzania  70  25  40  50  30 

Zambia  60  35  40  50   
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Figure 1:  The 'onion diagram': manifestations of culture at different levels of depth (from 

Hofstede 1991:9)  
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Figure 2:  Which kind of company is normal? 

 Percentage of respondents opting for a system rather than a social group  

  (From Trompenaars 1993:18) 
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Figure 3: The floating iceberg 
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Figure 4: The second part of the so-called layer-based pragmatic communication model of 

Targowski and Bowman (1988). 
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Intonation can also be considered a type of nonverbal unconscious communication. Intonation 

patterns differ from country to country.  

 

Figure 1: intonation patterns (after Trompenaars 1993) 

 

 

Many people keep the intonation pattern of their own language if they speak another language. 

This may lead to miscommunication. The English speaking Japanese  will be regarded inert by 

the Italian whereas the Japanese in  his turn will consider the Italian as nervous or angry. This 

also applies for interaction styles.  

 

Figure 2: interaction styles (after Trompenaars 1993) 

 

 

Japanese don't speak before the partner has finished. In the Anglosaxon world overlappings 

occur, one starts to speak at a moment when the partner has not finished yet. In countries with 

Romance languages it is normal to interrupt the speaker. 

 

 

 

 

3. Why intercultural communication is taught 

 

In this last part of my paper I would like to tell you something about why intercultural 

communication is taught in my department and how succesful our students are.  

I work at the  department of Business Communication Studies in the Faculty of Arts of the 

University of Nijmegen in the Netherlands. Business Communication Studies was founded 

relatively recently, ten years ago: in 1987. The Faculty of Arts had observed in the eighties 

that due to the fact that there was a high rate of unemployment among teachers of Dutch and 

of  foreign languages such as English, French, Spanish and German, many of the foreign 

language students were going to work in companies. Therefore the Faculty of Arts decided to 

investigate the language needs in profit- and non profit organizations. Due to increasing 

internationalization many organizations needed employees who were fluent in one or two 

foreign languages and who were able to write and negotiate successfully in those languages. 

That's why the Faculty of Arts of my university decided to start with  foreign language studies 
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that offered a better preparation for a job in a company: Business Communication Studies. 

Business Communication Students have to attend lectures in three different disciplines:  

-Foreign language, either English, French, German or Spanish; 

-General theories on oral and written communication; 

-Business (organization, marketing, finance, economics).  

The business courses are far in the minority (about 20% of all the courses), but they provide 

our students with enough knowledge about business to function well in the business 

community. In the beginning of Business Communication Studies we had the idea that the 

foreign language part of these studies could be similar to that of regular French, English and 

so on. It appeared, however, that working in a company required other linguistic and com-

munication skills than being a teacher. In order to write an effective letter in a foreign 

language or to negotiate succesfully one has to know which means and forms of communi-

cation are appropriate in a certain context and situation.  

One of my colleagues Catherine Nickerson compared Business Letters written in English by 

native speakers of British English with those written in English bij native speakers of 

Netherlandic Dutch. The study showed that the Dutch were rather well able to write in 

English: there were hardly any spelling and grammatical mistakes. The English letters written 

by the Dutch were, however, different from the letters written by the British with regard to 

communicative conventions, for example: 

 

-The British used the personal pronoun I whereas the Dutch used we; 

-The British did not use academic titles neither in the salutation nor in the signature, but the 

Dutch did in both. 

-The British letters mostly start with the reason why the letter has been written (1)., whereas 

this was mentioned much later in the Dutch letters (2). 

 

(1) I am writing to ask if you might be able to provide a DJ to be Father Christmas 

 (2) X is a subsidiary of Y company 

 

In the Dutch example a description of the writer's company was only mentioend in the second 

paragraph. After reading this it became clear to the reader why the letter was written. 

paragraph in order for the reason for writing the letter is becoming clear. 

 

Catherine Nickerson concludes: "In short, it is not the business letter in English which 

presents problems for Dutch writers, but rather the English business letter".  

 

An important next question is; "How are these busines letters written in English by Dutch 

people experienced by British businessmen?". It appeared that the Dutch letter writers 

communicate less succesfully than British letter writers. The British believe for example that 

the Dutch are not allowed to take decisions on their own because they write "we". 

 

In view of the research by Catherine Nickersons and a number of other surveys on 

miscommunication between cultures we decided that we had to demand from our 

students both a perfect linguistic and communicative command of their foreign language. We 

developed a number of obligatory courses on differences in communication between cultures. 

In the first place we focused on the communication conventions of the countries in which the 

foreign language that they had chosen were spoken, for example  students of Business 
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Communication French have to learn the communication conventions of France, Canada and a 

number of countries in the northern part of Africa (Marocco, Senegal). Students of Business 

Communication English have to learn the communication conventions of the United 

Kingdom, the United States of America and Australia. Unfortunately, we do not yet teach the 

communication culture of South Africa. Simply because we don't have textbooks about it. I 

hope that such a textbook will be written soon since Southern Africa is becoming an 

important business partner for Dutch companies. In the second place we developed courses 

about general theories  of differences in communication between cultures  such as those of 

Hall and Hofstede. It appeared that the communication with for example Japanese companies 

was done in English, but that the Japanese communicated according to Japanese 

commnunation conventions. So, in order to do business succcesfully with Japan it is important 

to know the Japanese communication culture. 

 

In short, the experience of the workers on the shop floor  revealed that communication 

specialists could benefit from knowledge about differences in  communication between 

cultures and therefore we paid  quite an lot of attention to it in Business Communication 

Studies. 

 

Now ten years after the founding of Business Communication Studies we can state that 

Business Communication Studies is very succesfull in terms of 

- the number of students. We attract about 200 students a year 

-employment. There is hardly any unemployment among our students. Shortly after having 

received their degree they find suitable work and many even during their study. Students 

of foreign languages often have to wait more than 18 months before they get a job and 

those jobs  are less well paid than the jobs Business Communication Students get, the 

difference is about 2000 Rands. 

 

 

Knowledge of differences in commmunication between cultures indeed seems to be the key to 

successful intercultural communication and consequently better economics. 

 

If  you would like to hear more about our courses on culture and communication or about 

other things that I told you, please. don't hesitate to contact me here or later. You can find my 

addresses and e-mail number on the hand out.   

 

 

 

 

 

Marinel Gerritsen 

University of Nijmegen 

Department of Applied Linguistics, Methodology and Business Communication Studies 

Erasmusplein 1 

6525 HT Nijmegen 

The Netherlands 

(phone 31-24-3612062/3612207 

fax 31-24-3612177 
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e-mail: M.Gerritsen@let.kun.nl) 
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More information: 

 

Marinel Gerritsen 

University of Nijmegen 

Department of Applied Linguistics, Methodology and Business Communication Studies 

Erasmusplein 1 

6525 HT Nijmegen 

The Netherlands 

(phone 31-24-3612062/3612207 

fax 31-24-3612177 

e-mail: M.Gerritsen@let.kun.nl) 

  

 

Although anthropologist have been aware of cultural differences in communication since the 

beginning of this century, linguists and communication specialists became only recently - ten , 

twenty years go - interested in it. Important publications about  cultural differences in which 

means and forms of communication are appropriate in a certain context and situation appeared 

in the seventies, written by by Dell Hymes, John Gumperz and William Labov. Those studies 
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merely give a description of differences in communication between cultures. They do not 

sketch the implications of their findings for a successful intercultural communication.  That 

was done only some years ago by communication specialists who studied how intercultural 

communication in business, politics and private life could be improved. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


