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Introduction

The problem with communication … is the illusion that it has been accomplished.

George Bernard Shaw

Culture

In order to consider cross-cultural communication, it is necessary to understand some basic definitions. Culture can be seen as a system of thinking and acting that is taught by, and reinforced by, a group of people. Cultural groups teach their members certain sets of values, with accompanying behaviors and communication preferences. Haslett (1989) argues that we learn culture and communication simultaneously, very early in life. This tacit “cultural understanding” of the world then influences our personal preference in communication style and continues to influence our perception of others throughout our life.

Defining culture as a systematic way of thinking and behaving within a group requires that we think of culture beyond any simple groupings of nationality, ethnicity, or gender. Organizations are known to have their own “culture” that influences the way “we do business.” Orienting new employees to an organization’s culture so they know how to “behave properly” and participate effectively in the organization can be a key factor in that employee’s success. (Schein 1985).

Cross-Cultural Communication

Cross-cultural communication, then, is that which occurs between people who may have different cultural perspectives. This can include the entire range of differences from nationality to age to different departments within the same organization.

The exercises in this book are intended to facilitate effective communication across a wide range of differences. Many of the exercises are written with instructions that address needs for a specific audience (e.g., gender or generation). We encourage you, the user, to adapt the exercises to fit the needs of the particular audience with whom you are working.

It will also be important to prepare your audience for receptivity by reviewing two issues prior to using the exercises in this book:

1. Generalizations vs. Stereotypes. We know that communication styles are patterns that people learn from the range of cultures in which they have membership. A “generalization” or “cultural norm” is the pattern of communication used by the majority of people in any cultural group. It is equally true to say that every culture has a “communication style norm” that is used by a majority of people in that culture and to say that a cultural norm is not likely to apply to every individual within the culture. In other words, cultural norms can apply to most people in a group but do not apply to every individual in the group. When a cultural norm is applied to everyone in a group in a rigid manner, we have shifted from generalizations to stereotypes (Bennett 1998). Cautioning your participants about this will likely reduce their unconscious tendency to stereotype; and it is likely to reduce the resistance some participants will exhibit when they think you, the facilitator, have just stereotyped a group.

2. Perception is also highly susceptible to both personal and cultural experiences. Consequently, doing a very brief exercise to demonstrate perception differences can be a “fun” way to help people understand how extremely different communication styles can lead to negative perceptions about another person.

Cross-Cultural Miscommunication

LaRay Barna (1997) has identified six primary sources of cross-cultural miscommunication:

1. Assumption of similarities. The “invisible” aspects of our culture lead us to assume our communication style and way of behaving is how “everyone” communicates and behaves. When they act “like us” we think they are right or we don’t give it much thought. When someone acts differently, we may judge them negatively.

2. Language differences. Speaking a non-native language can easily lead to miscommunication. Even people speaking the same language can experience miscommunication because the same word can mean something very different. For example, “pop” on the west coast of the United States usually means a soda drink, while on the east coast it often refers to drug use or shooting someone; being “stuffed” in the United States generally means you have had too much to eat, while in Australia it often means you are pregnant. These are differences that can have serious miscommunication impacts.

3. Nonverbal misinterpretations. We send and receive wordless messages through body language, facial expression, and eye contact. Even clothing and furniture style can communicate an intended or unintended message.

4. Preconceptions and stereotypes. Culture influences the way we see the world. Preconceived notions and stereotyping occur when “oversimplified” characteristics are used to judge a group of people or an individual associated with a group.

5. Tendency to evaluate. When we hear communication or observe behavior, we tend to interpret the message or the action through our cultural lens. We may evaluate the message or behavior as “good” or “bad” without really understanding the intent.

6. High anxiety. Not understanding what is appropriate or expected can raise our anxiety level. Miscommunication can be a direct result of being in an anxious state.

We have incorporated exercises throughout this book that are aimed at exploring each of these barriers to effective communication.

Some Great Techniques

One can find “tools” or “techniques” for improving communication in many books in the fields of cross-cultural communication, international business, and communication among others. We urge facilitators to go beyond the specific objectives in any single exercise and provide participants some specific techniques for improving cross-cultural communication as a takeaway from their workshops or classes. We have incorporated techniques in exercises throughout this book and suggest creating a handout of your own that lists your favorite techniques and provides participants something tangible to practice as they communicate across the widest range of cultural differences. Our favorite list is found in Appendix A on page 229. Feel free to use it and/or modify it to fit your audience.

Why This Manual?

Many publications offer a variety of exercises for exploring cross-cultural differences. This book is unique in its singular focus on cross-cultural communication exercises. As educators and trainers attempt to teach about cross-cultural communication, having a single source for such experiential activities makes the search for relevant experiences much easier.

We have collected and adapted existing communication activities from many sources. We have developed and contributed a large number of our own exercises to this book. No matter what your situation, we hope you will find an appropriate exercise to meet your objectives.

Who Is This Manual For?

As intercultural trainers and educators, we have used each of these activities in corporate or educational environments throughout the world. We have used them in higher education and high school settings. Most of these exercises are designed for adult learners, however, so use with younger participants may require some adaptations.

If you are an instructor of students for whom English is a second or foreign language (ESL/EFL) you will find many activities here to help your students gain insight into their own communication and how to be more effective with others. You may also want to allow more time than allotted for each activity.

One exercise that we use frequently and find extremely useful for examining second language acquisition is called Redundancia. This exercise is not included in this book because it requires a specific handout and is copyrighted by Nipporica Associates. We urge you to consider purchasing it through www.nipporica.com.

Organizational leaders, military personnel, missionaries, and students preparing to study abroad will benefit from understanding cross-cultural communication in order to create greater effectiveness. In short, anyone who is interested in becoming more effective in communication with others will find much of value in these pages.

What Will You Get from This Manual?

You will find not only a wide variety of activities on communication but also two mechanisms (see “How to Use This Manual” on page xiii) for helping you choose the right activity for your situation. Each activity includes all that you need to conduct it:

1. Time Required to conduct the activity, broken down according to each segment of the exercise.

2. Objectives for the activity in an easy-to-read list that can be shared with participants.

3. Materials required.

4. Process with clear, numbered instructions for conducting the exercise.

5. Debriefing Questions that will help you assist participants in identifying what they have just learned. Note that we have purposely written these questions to be fairly general because we have found that asking a few germane questions generates rich discussion and meaningful learning.

6. Debriefing Conclusions identifying basic learning points we hope will be identified by the participants during the activity and the debriefing. These are for you, the facilitator, to use as a conclusion with the hope that the participants have already identified them.

7. Additional Processes. In some activities, we use multiple ways of conducting an exercise. Where this is true, we have given you those alternatives.

You will also find a General Classification of Activities (Appendix B) at the end of the book that summarizes information about each activity. The classifications are intended to help you make quick decisions about which of the activities you want to use. The list of References (Appendix C) concludes the book with readings on cross-cultural communication styles and theory. These additional materials can be helpful in deepening your own understanding of cross-cultural communication.

How to Use This Manual

Choosing the right activities for your particular audience can be a time-consuming task—time that you would far rather spend preparing for an activity than searching for one. To help you with the important task of selecting an exercise, we have supplied a chart (Appendix B on page 231) called “General Classification of Activities.” Reviewing this chart before flipping through the exercises can help you save time and assist you in choosing the most appropriate activity for your group. Once you have identified several exercises that might fit your needs, you can then review them to select the one(s) you will use. This chart categorizes all 52 activities by Context and Type of Communication; Communication Themes; Risk Level, and Time Required.

Context and Type These activities are adapted by Context: Workplace and Education and by Type: Verbal, Nonverbal or Written Communication.

Communication Themes include Conflict, Decision Making, Negotiation, Gender, Gestures, Greetings, Ice Breaker, Second Language, Seeking to Understand, Self-Awareness, Style Differences, and Team Process. It is important to point out that virtually all of these exercises will help participants understand their own preferences and their perception of those whose communication style may be different. Participants will be encouraged to take the perspective of the other in achieving greater understanding and effectiveness. Removing the barriers of misperception and building the bridge of perspective-taking are key elements in effective communication—something that every exercise in this book seeks to enhance.

While some of these exercises focus primarily on interpersonal communication, others focus more on team or organizational communication issues. We have not included this category in our classifications because we believe that improving communication in one of these areas essentially affects all three areas. Facilitators will want to identify the primary focus they want to achieve as they introduce and debrief.

Risk Level It is difficult to gauge the level of risk involved in an activity because what is of medium risk for one person may be quite threatening to another. In general, however, we can assume low, low-medium, medium, medium-high, and high risk. Knowing your audience and your own skill level is important when selecting a risk level. Beginning trainers need to consider their depth of understanding and skill in handling the group process. We recommend an inexperienced trainer work with an experienced trainer when implementing high-risk activities.

Time Required Listings are in total minutes required to complete the activity, including the debriefing. We don’t recommend that you try to skimp on the time allotments, especially debriefing, which is the most essential and valuable aspect of an activity to ensure learning.

Debriefing Approach

Debriefing is a critical key to learning—it guarantees that learning has occurred and that participants have not just “had a good time” with an activity. The debriefing questions are based on David Kolb’s learning styles (see below). The questions explore feelings, thoughts, observations, actions, and applications for each exercise in an effort to meet the style preferences of participants.

You are welcome to add more debriefing questions if you like, but we caution less experienced trainers against using too many questions during the debriefing. Asking a few germane questions is more likely to generate rich discussion and more meaningful learning. Additionally, we caution inexperienced trainers to provide sufficient time for debriefing because, as mentioned earlier, this is where much of the learning takes place.

A Note about Adult Learning Styles

David A. Kolb’s (1985) approach to learning styles served as a framework and guide for our development of these activities. Kolb discusses four types of learning preferences: (1) concrete experience, (2) reflective observation, (3) abstract conceptualization, and (4) active experimentation. We have attempted to include as many types of learning preferences in each activity and debriefing as fit the activity conceptually. Following is a brief description and example of each type of learning preference:

1. Concrete Experience requires learning by relating to other people and identifying feelings. Small group discussions regarding personal experiences and feelings about an issue make use of this preference.

2. Reflective Observation requires people to observe what goes on around them, think about what they have seen, and explore their observations from a range of perspectives. Even though this preference is the most difficult to address in training because of the length of time it can take, it can be included through a journal writing activity or by the debriefing questions asked.

3. Abstract Conceptualization involves systematic planning, logical analysis, and intellectual understanding of a situation or theory. This is addressed through lectures or problem-solving activities such as case studies. This is also why it is important to precede any communication styles exercise with information about stereotyping vs. generalizations and experiences with perception differences.

4. Active Experimentation is the “doing” preference and includes completing self-assessment instruments and participating in simulations and role-plays, among other activities. Participants often remember active experimentation as the most enjoyable part of a class or workshop. Because people learn differently, however, “doing” cannot be the entire focus of the training. It is important for you to know that these activities can be high risk and may not be appropriate based on your participants’ comfort with risk, and your own level of experience.

While many will ask, or demand, that your training design be primarily experiential—a trend in both corporate and educational settings today—we caution you to balance all four styles. Too much “doing” can result in little or no understanding of the underlying reason that a behavior or action may or may not be effective cross-culturally; too much “thinking” can result in participants being bored or not learning how to apply the information. Balance is the key to great training and effective learning.


ops/images/9781473643406.jpg
Actvities for
Improving
Cross-Cultural
Communication

Donna M. Stringer and Patricia A. Cassiday
Authors of 52 Activities for Exploring Values Differences









ops/images/pub.jpg
[INTERCULTURAL PRESS
A Nicholas Brealey Publishing Company

ROtTON o LONDON





