







Full Praise for Communication Highwire

“Finally, a culture-based book on communication styles! … a refreshing and engaging framework for understanding communication styles. Tons of examples and activities should be especially useful to educators and trainers alike.”

—Judith N. Martin, Professor, Intercultural Communication, School of Human Communication, Arizona State University

“This is an ultimate approach for discussing global diversity using communication styles as the numerator for human capital.”

—Curtis Mathews, Jr., Vice President, Corporate People Diversity, CIGNA

“In a lively and lucid style, Communication Highwire introduces the reader to the powerful impact of culture on communication styles. Grounded in theory, and richly elaborated through experience, this book provides a much-needed overview for business professionals, educators, trainers and anyone else who is culturally curious!”

—Janet Bennett, Executive Director, Intercultural Communication Institute

“If you want to move up to the next rung on the ladder in the arena of communication, you need to read and experience Communication Highwire. Its concepts are supported by tools and activities that will enable you to be a more effective manager, leader and collaborator.”

—Maggie Fischer, Manager, Worldwide Procurement & Logistics Business Process Development, Texas Instruments Inc.

“For those of us engaged in global development, the issues and problems accurately described in Communication Highwire are a major part of our daily challenge. I am so glad to finally find a book which goes beyond the well meaning, often used phrase of valuing diversity, and offers simple explanations and practical ideas on improving communication to leverage diversity—a much more valuable concept in effectively working together.”

—Ken Brown, Assembly Technology Development for Communication & Wireless Products at Intel Corporation

“Communication Highwire: Leveraging the Power of Diverse Communication Styles is a valuable and much needed contribution to the intercultural literature. The authors do a splendid job of making a vast literature and an array of complex communication concepts accessible through the masterful use of metaphor and storytelling. A wide variety of learning activities allows the reader to work with these ideas and the ‘four-step method’ (reflection, analysis, discussion, decision making) supports the reader in applying them.”

—R. Michael Paige, University of Minnesota
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This book is dedicated to our wonderfully supportive families,
with whom we are blessed to enjoy plenty of great communication
style experiences every day, and to the incredibly collaborative process
that we were privileged to experience while writing this book—
a process that allowed each of us to contribute fully and in our
unique styles. We hope it has resulted in content and methods that
you will find useful and that you will continue developing.
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Introduction


Mike and Tanaka

Nearly twenty years ago Dianne was asked by a U.S. American corporate president, Mike, to “help him out” with a Japanese subsidiary president, Tanaka-san,* whom he was on the verge of firing. Mike asked Dianne to help him discover whether he was missing something. He just couldn’t communicate with Tanaka-san, and Mike worried that Tanaka had no viable strategy for creating a return on investment.

Dianne interviewed Mike and Tanaka-san individually and found that Tanaka-san felt his strategy was the only hope of creating a return on investment. He felt he’d presented his strategy to Mike repeatedly but that Mike just “didn’t get it.”

Dianne worked with them extensively both individually in their native languages and together. After about four months, during a face-to-face meeting Mike growled at Tanaka-san in exasperation, “This is just not working out. You say you understand but then you don’t take action! I have no idea where you’re coming from or where you’re going!” Tanaka-san stood up, walked over to Mike, pointed his finger in Mike’s face, and shouted, “You don’t listen! I have told you and told you, clearly, directly, over and over, and you don’t hear! You have your own priorities and what I tell you just doesn’t fit your thinking!”

Dianne shrank under the table hoping to disappear. All her efforts seemed fruitless. Surely Tanaka-san, an executive she perceived as highly competent, was about to be fired. To her surprise, Mike leaned back in his chair, smiled, and said calmly, “Tanaka-san, I think that for the first time in the five years we’ve worked together, I finally know where you stand. Thank you.” It was a breakthrough. Things didn’t get rosy after that, but Mike and Tanaka-san worked together more productively for several more years.



*San is a gender-neutral honorific that is commonly used after a Japanese person’s last name. Its equivalent in English might be “Mr.” or “Mrs.,” and it is commonly used in business in Japan. We use san in this story as it reflects how the individuals are truly called in this real example. We return to this Mike and Tanaka story at various points throughout this book because it “speaks” so well to the topic of communication style, and we refer to Mr. Tanaka both as Tanaka-san and Tanaka.

This story shows how powerful communication style can be—whether it serves as an impediment to productivity and enjoyment or as a conduit to seeing and benefiting from differences. In this case, differences in communication style led Mike to evaluate Tanaka-san as an ineffectual and incompetent executive. But Mike was only evaluating Tanaka-san’s ability to communicate with him in a way that Mike found credible.

Mike and Tanaka-san’s communication styles were so disjointed that despite Herculean efforts and active facilitation they remained unable to understand one another. It was only a moment of “nothing-more-to-lose” exasperation on both sides that caused Mike and Tanaka to see beyond the communication patterns each person was hooked into using. We authors have each had many similar encounters in which communication style disconnects wreaked havoc on the people involved and the jobs they were doing. We were convinced that there had to be less painful and more successful ways to enhance communication between people with differing styles, so we decided to do some focused work together on the topic.

As we researched and discussed communication style, we were surprised how little has been published on this topic. We wrote this book because we feel it is a very important topic that has lacked and yet deserves focused attention and development. It is our hope that trainers, organization development consultants, facilitators, team leaders, educators, community activists, and anyone interested in productivity and relationships will find this book helpful. (For details on how communication style has been approached throughout the years by various disciplines and how this heritage has influenced this book, see the Appendix.)

As we began our work together, the first perception that the three of us shared was that the labels commonly used to identify communication styles, such as direct and indirect, while easy to talk about and to understand, are culturally relative and thus are open to misinterpretation. In the Mike and Tanaka story, Mike felt that Tanaka-san was overly indirect and inscrutable. Tanaka-san personally felt that for months he had been very direct in his communication approach. He felt like he had been jumping up and down to make his point but that Mike was refusing to hear it. It was as if the two of them were lost in a house of mirrors, banging against walls, neither able to be sure of what he or his colleague was seeing. If Tanaka-san, for example, had been told to be direct, his response would likely have been “I am!” While the style labels currently used in the intercultural communication field are convenient and provide initial insight into differences, communication style is much more complex than what these labels reveal.

It also struck us that communication style is not some static thing that we “are.” Communication style is a pattern of behavior; it is something we “do.” In this story, Tanaka-san was not “indirect” while Mike was “direct.” Both men communicated directly and indirectly. Mike never told Tanaka directly that he doubted the viability of Tanaka’s strategy; he repeatedly reminded him to emphasize return on investment. Tanaka-san, for his part, never made the point explicitly that he felt his approach would in fact produce the required return on investment more effectively than the approach Mike was suggesting. Tanaka-san repeatedly and directly explained his strategy and why it would work well. However, Tanaka and Mike defined direct and indirect in very different ways and on very different scales. Existing communication style labels did not help them to understand and navigate the complexity of their interaction. We sought a model that allowed for such dynamism and robustness.

To work together more effectively, Tanaka-san needed to learn what sort of actual behavior he could exhibit to get Mike to hear him. He needed to understand that the respect he wanted to show Mike might indeed be communicated using these behaviors. He needed to be able to interpret direct from Mike’s experience. This breakthrough occurred in the story we told above. In addition, Mike needed to learn to “hear” what Tanaka-san was saying. He needed to be able to understand “listening” from Tanaka-san’s perspective—without forcing Tanaka-san to always adapt to Mike’s interpretation of directness.

Using a Metaphor to Understand Communication Styles

Communication style plays a major role in the work that each of us, the authors, does. Basma teaches communication studies at a college in the United States of America and leads many overseas study and service learning trips for students. Barbara designs and implements intercultural communication workshops for U.S. and international faculty, and scholars, and students, as well as for businesses and community organizations. Dianne works as an intercultural effectiveness consultant for multinational businesses. Each of us also volunteers actively in community development. Our jobs involve helping people to collaborate better with one another, to understand themselves and others more meaningfully, and to work together to create stronger communities, companies, and organizations. And, by the way, each of us likes to have fun—which leads us to the reason we chose the circus metaphor we will be using in this book.

We have decided to use the metaphor of a circus for discussing communication for several reasons. As trainers, we find that using metaphors to illustrate new concepts often adds depth and easier retention of meaning for learners, particularly if that metaphor makes sense intuitively. The sense we see in this metaphor is this:

1. There is much going on at a circus—the sounds, smells, sights, feelings, tastes—just as there is a lot going on in any communication. It can be difficult to decipher what makes a circus or communicative experience successful, as so much happens so quickly and there are so many possible definitions of success (captivating discussion, boisterous disagreement, or the resonance of creating shared meaning).

2. There are many discrete components to a circus—the performers, costumes, lights, animals, the tent, the sound system—just as there are many components of communication, including who is communicating, what they say, where they are, the medium of communication, the manner in which they communicate (such as how loudly or softly they speak), and the flow of the interaction (such as the way they take turns speaking and listening).

3. These components interact with one another to provide a total circus or communicative experience. Just as it can make sense to analyze the discrete components of communication or a circus, we must not lose sight of the overall interaction of these components and the effects they produce.

4. Much occurs behind the scenes, both prior to the circus or the communication, while it is going on, and after the acts are completed. Those who participate in a communication event are not only responding to the current situation, they are responding based on years of previous experience as well as expectations for the future.

We will explain more about this circus metaphor as we go along. Right now it might help to picture communication style—the patterns of how we communicate—as our entry ticket to the Big Top. This ticket to the circus, that is, communication style, provides a window into the differences that make a difference and a pathway to better understanding what is really important to people, so that we can collaborate more productively and enjoyably.

We recognize that the idea of a circus metaphor may feel silly, contradictory to how you want to present your professional work. If that is the case, you will find that you can easily apply the concepts and tools in this book without the metaphor. And yet…we encourage you to consider the power of play and metaphor in your professional lives. In writing about the future of intercultural training, Sandra Fowler and Sheila Ramsey (1999) invite us to reframe our work as a “transformation process” in which we focus much more on the “intrapersonal transformation process because it is evident to all of us that living and working effectively with culturally distinct others and in culturally different systems is an experience that challenges us on very fundamental levels” (353). To reach this goal, they encourage us to use nonlinear training and consider, among other things, the use of metaphor, reflective journaling, dialogue, and appreciative inquiry (355). We encourage you to try the metaphor and see where it takes you.

Naming This Book

Our working title for this book was originally Don’t Make a Fly into an Elephant—a literal English translation of the Russian expression Ne delai iz muhi slona, which is used quite widely throughout the former Soviet nations. The expression originated during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, when circuses were becoming popular in Russia and the elephants imported from India were magnificent and exotic animals that many Russians were excited to see. At the circus, the impressive performances of the elephants added to their grandeur. “Don’t make a fly into an elephant” contrasted the elephant’s grandeur with the smallness and nuisance of a fly. Its meaning in English would be the equivalent of “Don’t make a mountain out of a mole hill” or don’t exaggerate something unnecessarily. As you will see in this book, seemingly small differences in communication style can lead to elephantine-sized problems. Paying special attention to such differences and honing our skills can lead us to valuable insights from our team members, colleagues, students, friends, and family. This proverb, “Don’t make a fly into an elephant,” suggests that we are wise to take things a bit lightly rather than overly seriously. In line with this, Basma tells us that in ancient Egypt, it was believed that a deceased person’s heart was weighed on a scale against a feather. If the heart was as light as or lighter than a feather, the person was welcomed into the beautiful afterlife. If the person’s heart was heavier than the feather, well, things were not to be so pleasant for eternity. It is our wish for you that your work with communication style might help you to keep your heart light as a feather.

The final title of this book ties in directly with the circus metaphor. “Communication Highwire” illustrates our belief that communication is much like a highwire performance: requiring incredible competence, balance, a great deal of practice, and ultimately, trust in one’s abilities. The subtitle, “Leveraging the Power of Diverse Communication Styles,” reflects our conviction that individuals and groups can benefit greatly when communication style differences are understood, respected, and utilized appropriately.

Throughout this book we will share with you many stories. Storytelling provides a context that allows us to see and feel how the concepts we describe play out in real life. Let us share with you a second story.


Fourteen

Barbara has a daughter, Annika, who is of course exceptionally beautiful, bright, and charming. She learned to count at a fairly young age. One day Annika stayed with a babysitter, and when Barbara returned the sitter told her, “Wow! Annika is so smart! She counts really well.” Barbara asked, “Did you notice anything striking about how she counts?” The sitter responded, “Well, she counts perfectly to thirteen, and after that she randomly repeats the first thirteen numbers. When I tried to encourage and help her to count beyond thirteen, she insisted that thirteen was the last number.” Indeed, Annika had no idea that there was a number fourteen in the world. In her world, there were thirteen numbers. Annika learned to count because she lived in a two-story house, and each time Mom or Dad carried her up the stairs, they’d count the steps with her. In Annika’s house, there were only thirteen steps; when she reached the thirteenth step she was at the top of her world, where her bedroom was and, in her eyes, the place where her day ended and her dream world began. Annika did not know what fourteen was because she had not experienced fourteen.



Undoubtedly we have all had opportunities for discovering our own four-teens—whether we actually experienced a new perspective depended on our awareness and openness to the existence of a new perspective or insight. In Tanaka-san’s world, he was being direct, in his experience of directness. In Mike’s world, he was listening, as per his definition of listening. Like Annika’s “fourteen,” these grown men had no idea that there was a completely different concept of direct or listening in the world. They were performing in separate rings of the three-ring circus, with no connection to one another. How could we get them to understand one another? While it wouldn’t be as easy as teaching the concepts of fourteen and fifteen to Annika, it was possible to help them expand their communication style repertoires. The goal would not be to change their preferred styles, but to expand their abilities to communicate effectively with a wider range of people. We could assist them to see the circus occurring before their very eyes—that there are multiple, effective ways of expressing ourselves verbally and nonverbally, rich dimensions to why we communicate the way we do, and much, much more.

In this book we offer you the same opportunity: to see the communication circus before your very eyes. With this in mind, our goal for this book is to provide several user-friendly, practical tools for understanding and bridging different styles of communication tools that can help you transform communication style differences from hindrances to assets. These tools are:

1. The five factors affecting communication style use presented in Chapter 3.

2. The Star Chart model of these factors’ interactions in Chapter 4.

3. The Descriptor Checklist introduced in Chapter 6.

4. The Four-Step method for leveraging communication style differences described in Chapter 7.

So, hang on to your seats and prepare to be entertained, intrigued, amazed, and challenged!
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