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THE NECESSITY OF 

INTERCULTURAL 
COMMUNICATION

The history of our planet has been in great part the history 
of the mixing of peoples.

—Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr.1
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Chapter 1  ■   The Necessity of Intercultural Communication  1

In 1804, the number of people on planet Earth was 1 billion. In 1927, 123 years later,
it was 2 billion. By 1960, 33 years later, it was 3 billion. By 1974, 14 years later, it 

was 4 billion. Currently, there are over 7 and-a-half billion (i.e., 7,600,000,000) people 
on planet Earth. One human is born every 8 seconds and dies every 12 seconds, for a 
net gain of one person every 14 seconds. Of the 7.6 billion people on the planet, about  
1.4 billion, or nearly 20%, are Chinese, and 1.3 billion, just over 17%, are East Indian. 
Approximately 330 million, or about 4.5%, reside in the United States; around 3.5% are 
Indonesian; and just under 3% are Pakistani. Over the past 200 years, the growth rate, 
distribution, and density of the world’s population have not been spread equally. Certain 
regions of the world have grown disproportionately in terms of the number of people, 
while other regions vary considerably in terms of population density (i.e., number of 
people per square mile). As seen in these statistics, China and India account for nearly 
40% of the world’s population. African countries make up nearly 15% of the world’s 
population, while Europe constitutes about 11%.2

The purpose of the previous paragraph is to point out that the world’s population is 
growing disproportionately. Along with that, something else has grown disproportion-
ately: technology and its decentralizing role in information dissemination. In 1948, the 
painter and writer Wyndham Lewis wrote about a “global village” in his book America 
and Cosmic Man. Several years later, his friend Marshall McLuhan also used the term 
to describe how technological advances of mass media would eventually disintegrate the 
natural time and space barriers inherent in human communication. McLuhan predicted 
that through the elimination of such barriers, people would continue to interact and live 
on a global scale—but one virtually transformed into a village.3

Twenty years into the 21st century, McLuhan’s vision of a global village is no lon-
ger considered an abstract idea but a near certainty. Technological changes have made 
Earth a smaller planet to inhabit. The technological ability of mass media and the 
Internet to bring events from across the globe into our homes, businesses, and schools 
dramatically reduces the distance between people of different cultures and societies. 

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Describe why intercultural communication is a necessity

2. Define and discuss the nature of communication

3. Define and discuss the nature of culture

4. Explain the different contexts that make up the contextual model of intercultural communication

5. Summarize the five fundamental assumptions of intercultural communication

6. Identify and discuss the five academic approaches used in determining ethical behavior

7. Describe why intercultural communication competence is a necessity
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2  Intercultural Communication

Telecommunication systems, including e-mail, texting, and social networking sites such 
as Facebook, connect people throughout the world via satellites and fiber optics. Skype 
links people from across the planet in seconds.

The essential effect of this technology is its decentralizing role in disseminating infor-
mation across local, regional, national, and international borders. This means that billions 
of people across the planet now have access to information not available to them only a 
few years ago. Information empowers people. The ease and speed with which people of 
differing cultures can now communicate is stunning. In 1780—nearly 240 years ago— 
when John Adams, the second president of the United States, corresponded with his 
European counterparts in France, it would take as long as 6 months to send and receive 
letters, as they traveled by ship across the Atlantic Ocean. Imagine sending a text message 
to a friend that takes half a year to arrive! Today, it takes less than a second. Moreover, the 
sheer frequency and quantity of messages sent is baffling compared with only a few years 
ago. E-mail is now the most pervasive form of communication on the planet. But other 
technologies are also formative, including social networking (e.g., Facebook), instant/
text messaging, and chat. The Radicati Group estimates that in 2020 there will be over 
300 billion e-mails sent/received per day. They estimate that by 2022 there will be over  
4 billion e-mail users across the globe.4

Of course, e-mail is only one of the technological advances facilitating commu-
nication across cultures. The Internet and cell phone communication has become a 
dominant and powerful source of information for billions of people across the planet. 
Ananya Bhattacharya writing for QuartzIndia predicts that by 2022, there will be over 
830 million smartphone users in India. That’s almost three times the total number of 
people in the United States! And while many may think that the United States is the 
cell phone capital of the world, it actually ranks third. The top 10 countries with the 
highest cell phone subscriptions include, in order, China, India, United States, Brazil, 
Russia, Indonesia, Nigeria, Bangladesh, Japan, and Pakistan.5 Technology has linked 
the world.

Many college students in the United States have a Facebook account or are at least 
familiar with the social networking site. But unlike e-mail or smartphones, social net-
working sites such as Facebook are intentionally designed to establish and maintain rela-
tionships. Initiating a relationship with someone from across the globe is much easier now 
than it was only a few years ago. According to Facebook’s own records, as of March of 
2019, there were over a 1.5 billion active Facebook users.6

Although these technological advances facilitate the initiation and maintenance of 
cross-cultural relationships, the late noted historian and Pulitzer Prize winner Arthur 
Schlesinger warned us that history tells an ugly story of what happens when people of 
diverse cultural, ethnic, religious, or linguistic backgrounds converge in one place. The 
hostility of one group of people against another, different group of people is among the 
most instinctive of human drives. Xenophobia—the fear or contempt of that which is for-
eign or unknown, especially of strangers or those perceived as foreigners—is believed by 
many to be an innate biological response to intergroup competition. Indeed, Schlesinger 
contended that unless a common goal binds diverse people together, tribal hostilities will 
drive them apart. By replacing the conflict of political ideologies that dominated in the 
20th century, ethnic, religious, and racial strife will continue in the 21st century as the 
explosive issue.7
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Chapter 1  ■   The Necessity of Intercultural Communication  3

THE NEED FOR INTERCULTURAL 
COMMUNICATION
International tensions around the globe are striking examples of the need for effective 
and competent intercultural communication. For example, although it was several years 
ago, an international incident with potentially global consequences occurred between 
the People’s Republic of China and the United States, stressing the need for competent 
intercultural communication. The incident began on April 1, 2001, when a U.S. Navy 
surveillance plane collided with a Chinese fighter jet in international airspace over the 
South China Sea. As a result of the collision, the U.S. plane—an EP-3 electronic warfare 
and surveillance aircraft—was damaged and nearly crashed. However, because of heroic 
efforts on the part of the crew, the plane landed safely at a Chinese air base. The 24- 
member crew of the U.S. plane was detained by the Chinese military. China and the 
United States disagreed as to the cause of the collision, each side blaming the other.

In the days and weeks following the incident, contentious negotiations took place 
between Chinese and U.S. officials over the release of the U.S. crew. For their release, 
China demanded that the United States accept responsibility and apologize for the col-
lision. The United States refused, arguing that the collision was the fault of the Chinese 
pilot. In the meantime, public pressure was mounting on the president of the United 
States to secure the crew’s release. On April 4, the U.S. secretary of state expressed “regret” 
over the collision and the disappearance of the Chinese pilot. Although Chinese officials 
acknowledged the statement as a move in the right direction, they insisted that the United 
States apologize for the incident. On April 8, the vice president of the United States and 
the secretary of state rejected China’s demands for an apology but expressed “sorrow” for 
the disappearance of the Chinese pilot. They also drafted a letter of sympathy to the pilot’s 
wife. The Chinese continued to demand an apology. On April 10, U.S. officials said that 
the president would be willing to offer the Chinese a letter expressing regret over the inci-
dent, including a statement admitting that the U.S. aircraft landed in Chinese territory 
without seeking permission. The Chinese continued to demand an apology.

Finally, on April 11, the United States issued a letter to the Chinese foreign minis-
ter, asking him to “convey to the Chinese people and to the family of Pilot Wang Wei 
that we are very sorry for their loss.” The letter continued, “We are very sorry the enter-
ing of China’s airspace and the landing did not have verbal clearance.” To be sure, the 
word apology did not appear in the letter. But in their announcement of the letter to the 
Chinese people, Chinese officials chose to translate the double “very sorry” as “shenbiao 
qianyi,” which, in Chinese, means a deep expression of apology or regret not used unless 
one is admitting wrongdoing and accepting responsibility for it. Based on that letter and 
the subsequent translation, China agreed to release the U.S. crew. John Pomfret of the 
Washington Post Foreign Service asserted, “In the end, it was a matter of what the United 
States chose to say and what China chose to hear.” Apparently, such delicacies in com-
munication are common during U.S.–China negotiations. According to Bates Gill, who 
was then the director of the Center for Northeast Asian Policy Studies at the Brookings 
Institution, U.S. negotiators often use words such as acknowledge that, when translated 
into Chinese, mean admit or recognize so that the Chinese can interpret such wordings as 
an admission of U.S. guilt.8
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4  Intercultural Communication

Indeed, national conflicts within our own borders, often ignited by racial, religious, 
and ethnic tensions, underscore the necessity for skillful intercultural communication. 
But perhaps more important, the need for competent intercultural communication is 
felt intrapersonally, within our own personal, social, and professional lives and relation-
ships. Consider the situations discussed in An Intercultural Conversation box that Jim, 
an undergraduate student at a Midwestern university, has faced in the past few days.

AN INTERCULTURAL CONVERSATION

Situation #1

Jim has just met Bridget, an exchange student 
from England. They are talking in Jim’s dorm 
room.

Jim:  So, Bridget, are you enjoying your 
first few days in the United States?

Bridget:  Yes, but I am a bit paggered, you 
know. Got pissed last night.

Jim:  Oh . . . sorry . . . are you having 
problems with someone? Can I 
help?

Bridget:  Not a’tall, oh no, nothing traumatic— 
just farty things, you know. Nothing 
to have a dicky fit over.

Jim:  Ah, yeah, right. (Jim’s girlfriend, 
Betsy, enters the room.)

Betsy: Hello.

Jim:  Hi, Betsy! Hey, this is Bridget. 
She’s from England.

Betsy: Hi, Bridget.

Bridget:  Hello. Nice to meet you. Jim and 
I were just having a bit of inter-
course. Won’t you join us?

Betsy: You were what?! (Leaves the room.)

Jim:  (Running after her.) No! Betsy, 
that’s not true! We were just 
talking! I swear!

Situation #2

Later that same day, Jim is trying to explain to 
Betsy that nothing was happening between him 
and Bridget when Jahan, an exchange student 
from India, enters the room unannounced.

Jahan: Hello, Jim. Who is this with you?

Jim:  Oh, hi, Jahan. This is Betsy. Betsy, 
this is Jahan. He lives just down the 
hall.

Betsy: Hi, Jahan.

Jahan: Is this your girlfriend, Jim?

Jim: Ah . . . yeah, she is.

Jahan:  Are you two going to marry? Have 
children?

Jim: Ah, well . . .

Betsy:  Uh . . . we really haven’t discussed 
that.

Jahan:  Oh, I see. Is your family not wealthy 
enough for her, Jim? What is your 
father’s occupation?

Jim: What?

Unfortunately, Jim has found himself in some rather awkward situations. The misin-
terpretations in Situation #1 and Situation #2 are due mostly to cultural and linguistic 
differences. In Bridget’s England, for example, the word paggered means tired. The col-
loquialism pissed means to get drunk, farty refers to something insignificant, a dicky fit is 

Copyright ©2021 by SAGE Publications, Inc. 
 This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.

 
Do n

ot 
co

py
, p

os
t, o

r d
ist

rib
ute

 



Chapter 1  ■   The Necessity of Intercultural Communication  5

an emotional outburst, and intercourse simply means to have a conversation. Translated 
in terms Jim can understand, Bridget was tired because she had been drunk the night 
before, but she did not think it significant enough to complain. Upon meeting Betsy, she 
simply invited her into the conversation.

The second conversation is a bit more complicated. The late Dr. Pittu Laungani, 
the well-known Indian-born psychologist, wrote extensively about the culture of his 
native India. In his writings, Laungani asserted that Indians tend to initiate social 
conversations with complete strangers quite easily. According to Laungani, Indians 
often ask, without embarrassment, very personal and delicate questions concerning 
one’s age, marital status, occupation, income, religious beliefs, and so on. Laungani 
professed that Westerners need to learn that these questions are not to be taken with 
any offense.9

Benefits of Intercultural Communication
Although the challenges of an increasingly diverse world are 
great, the benefits are even greater. Communicating and estab-
lishing relationships with people from different cultures can 
lead to a whole host of benefits, including healthier commu-
nities; increased international, national, and local commerce; 
reduced conflict; and personal growth through increased tol-
erance (see Table 1.1).

Healthy Communities
Joan England argues that genuine community is a condition of togetherness in which 
people have lowered their defenses and learned to accept and celebrate their differences. 
England contends that we can no longer define equality as “sameness” but, instead, 
must value our differences—whether they be in race, gender, ethnicity, lifestyle, or 
even occupation or professional discipline.10 Healthy communities are made up of 
individuals working collectively for the benefit of everyone, not just their own group. 
Through open and honest intercultural communication, people can work together to 
achieve goals that benefit everyone, regardless of group or culture, including the global 
community in the home, business, or neighborhood. Healthy communities support 
all community members and strive to understand, appreciate, and acknowledge each 
member.

Increased Commerce
Our ability to interact with persons from different cultures, both inside and outside our 
borders, has immense economic benefits. In 2019, the top 10 countries with which the 
United States traded—in terms of both imports and exports—were, in order, Mexico, 
Canada, China, Japan, Germany, South Korea, the United Kingdom, France, Taiwan, 
and India. In just the first three months of 2019, U.S. trade with these countries accounted 
for over $1 trillion (i.e., $1,000,000,000,000). There are significant cultural differences 
among these 10 countries. Hence, only through successful intercultural communication 
can such economic potentials be realized.11

TABLE 1.1  ■   Benefits of 
Intercultural 
Communication

1. Healthier communities

2. Increased commerce

3. Reduced conflict

4. Personal growth through tolerance
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6  Intercultural Communication

Reduced Conflict
Conflict is inevitable; we will never be able to erase it. We can, however, through coop-
erative intercultural communication, reduce and manage conflict. Often, conflict stems 
from our inability to see another person’s point of view, particularly if that person is from 
a different culture. We develop blatant negative generalizations and stereotypes about the 
person, which are often incorrect and lead to mistrust. Such feelings lead to defensive 
behavior, which fosters conflict. Jack Gibb is well known for his classic work on defensive 
and supportive communication. Gibb points out that messages that carry judgements of 
right or wrong, attempt to control others, are not open to different ideas, demonstrate a 
lack of interest, suggest that one is superior to another, and assert one’s certainty, lead to 
defensive competitive and even destructive conflict. Gibb maintains that communicating 
messages that are descriptive rather than judgmental, focus on the issue not the person, 
demonstrate empathy and equality, and are provisional and flexible, lead to supportive 
behaviors and reduced conflict. If we can learn to think and act cooperatively with others 
who may not be similar to us by engaging in supportive rather than defensive communi-
cation, we can effectively manage and reduce conflict with others.12

Personal Growth Through Tolerance
As you communicate with people from different cultures, you learn more about them 
and their way of life—including their values, history, and habits—and the substance 
of their personality. As your relationship develops, you start to understand them better, 
perhaps even empathizing with them. One of the things you will learn (eventually) is 
that although your cultures are different, you have much in common. As humans, we all 
have the same basic desires and needs; we just have different ways of achieving them. As 
we learn that our way is not the only way, we develop a tolerance for difference. This can 
be accomplished only when we initiate relationships with people who are different from 
ourselves. We could learn far more about Japanese culture by initiating and maintaining 
a relationship with a Japanese student at our college or university than we could by trav-
eling to Japan for a 2- or 3-week vacation. Moreover, although this may sound contradic-
tory, the more we learn about others and other cultures, the more we begin to learn about 
ourselves. When we observe how others conduct their lives, we begin to understand how 
we conduct our own lives.

Diversity in the United States
One need not travel to faraway countries to understand the need for and experience the 
benefits of intercultural communication. Largely because of immigration trends, cultural 
and ethnic diversity in the United States is a fact of life. Immigrants, in record num-
bers, are crossing U.S. borders. Jynnah Radford and Abby Budman of the Pew Research 
Center report that there were nearly 44 million immigrants living in the United States in 
2016, making up 13.5% of the nation’s population. This number represents a more than 
fourfold increase since 1960. At that time, just under 10 million immigrants lived in the 
United States, accounting for about 5% of the population. Radford and Budman note 
that while the growth rate has begun to decline in recent years, the number of immi-
grants living in the United States is projected to double by 2065. Radford and Budman 
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Chapter 1  ■   The Necessity of Intercultural Communication  7

also note that there has been a significant shift in the countries of origin among the 
immigrant population. According to their report, in 1960, 84% of immigrants coming to 
the United States were born in Europe or Canada while only 6% were from Mexico and 
3.8% from South and East Asia. By 2016, European and Canadian immigrants made up 
only a small share of the foreign-born population, while Mexicans (26.5%) South and 
East Asians (26.9%) and other Latin Americans (24.5%) immigrants each make up about 
a quarter of the U.S. immigration population followed by about 8% who were born in 
another region.13

In addition to the rapid growth of diverse populations in the United States, another 
trend is emerging: An increasing number of groups are revitalizing their ethnic traditions 
and promoting their cultural and ethnic uniqueness through language. Language is a 
vital part of maintaining one’s cultural heritage, and many people are protective of their 
native language. A sensitive issue among many U.S. citizens is the status of the English 
language. Over the years, many federal lawmakers have proposed legislation making 
English the official language of the United States. According to Radford and Budman, 
the number of immigrants who are proficient in English has significantly declined since 
1980. They report that immigrants who speak only English at home fell from 30% 
in 1980 to 16% in 2016. The number of immigrants who speak English “very well” 
increased from 27% to 35% over the same time period, however. Among immigrants, 
of the various languages spoken at home, 43% speak Spanish, 16% speak English only, 
6% speak Chinese, 5% speak Hindi and related languages, 4% speak Filipino, 3% speak 
French, 3% speak Vietnamese, and 2% speak Arabic.14

In July 2002, in Brown County, Wisconsin—a county with a sizable Hmong and 
Hispanic community—the county board of commissioners made English the official 
language of its government and called for 
more spending to promote English flu-
ency. The all-White Brown County board 
voted 17 to 8 to approve the measure. “It’s 
saying this is our official language. This is 
what we believe in, and we should encour-
age English,” said then–Board Supervisor 
John Vander Leest. On the other hand, 
in August 2004 the Texas border town of 
El Cenizo—whose population is heavily 
Hispanic—adopted Spanish as its offi-
cial language. Mayor Rafael Rodriguez 
said that he and most of the town’s res-
idents speak only Spanish. According to 
Rodriguez, “In past administrations, the 
meetings were done in English and they did not explain anything.” The vote means 
that town business will be conducted in Spanish, which then will be translated into 
English for official documents to meet the requirements of Texas law. Rodriguez said 
the city council’s intent was not to usurp English or create divisions but to make local 
government more accessible to the town’s residents. “What we are looking for is that 
the people of the community who attend the meetings and who only speak Spanish be 
able to voice their opinions,” Rodriguez said.15

PHOTO 1.1 The 
local government 
of New York 
City provides 
documents in 
six languages to 
ensure that its 
diverse residents 
receive essential 
information.

©
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tockphoto.com
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8  Intercultural Communication

Although the United States prides itself on being a nation of immigrants, there is a 
growing sense of uncertainty, fear, and distrust among different cultural, ethnic, and 
linguistic groups. These feelings create anxiety that can foster separatism rather than 
unity. Many people are frustrated, confused, and uncertain about these linguistic and 
definitional issues. Only through intercultural communication can such uncertainty be 
reduced. Only when diverse people come together and interact can they unify rather than 
separate. Unity is impossible without communication. Intercultural communication is a 
necessity.

HUMAN COMMUNICATION
Communication is everywhere. Every day, everywhere, people are communicating. Even 
when alone, people are bombarded with communication. Communication professor 
Charles Larson estimated that in 2013 most U.S. citizens were exposed to more than 
5,000 persuasive messages every day.16 Most people would be miserable if they were not 
allowed to communicate with others. Indeed, solitary confinement is perhaps the worst 
form of punishment inflicted on humans. Human communication—that is, the abil-
ity to symbolize and use language—separates humans from animals. Communication 
with others is the essence of what it means to be human. Through communication, peo-
ple conduct their lives. People define themselves via their communication with others. 
Communication is the vehicle by which people initiate, maintain, and terminate their 
relationships with others. Communication is the means by which people influence and 
persuade others. Through communication, local, regional, national, and international 
conflicts are managed and resolved.

Ironically, however, communication—and particularly one’s style of communi-
cation—can be the source of many interpersonal problems. Marriage counselors and 
divorce lawyers indicate that a breakdown in communication is one of the most fre-
quently cited reasons for relational dissolution in the United States.17 A specific kind of 
communication—that is, public speaking—is one of the most frequently cited fears, even 
more feared than death.

This book is about the ubiquitous subject labeled communication. Specifically, this is 
a book about intercultural communication—that is, communication between people of 
different cultures and ethnicities. Intercultural communication occurs whenever two or 
more people from different cultures come together and exchange verbal and nonverbal 
messages. Throughout the course of this book, you will be introduced to a whole host of 
concepts and theories that explain the process of people of differing cultural backgrounds 
coming together and exchanging verbal and nonverbal messages.

The Nature of Human Communication
Because of its ubiquitous nature, communication is difficult to define. If you were to 
go to your university library and select 10 different introductory communication texts, 
each would probably offer a different definition of communication. Although there is no 
universally agreed-on definition of communication, most communication scholars agree 
on certain dimensions of communication that describe its nature.

Copyright ©2021 by SAGE Publications, Inc. 
 This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.

 
Do n

ot 
co

py
, p

os
t, o

r d
ist

rib
ute

 



Chapter 1  ■   The Necessity of Intercultural Communication  9

Communication is a process. A process is anything that is ongoing, ever changing, 
and continuous. A process is not static or at rest; it is always moving. Communication is 
always developing; it is never still or motionless. That communication is a process means 
that communication is dynamic. The terms process and dynamic are closely related. Part of 
what makes communication a process is its dynamic nature. Something that is dynamic 
is considered active or forceful. Because communication is a dynamic process, it is impos-
sible to capture its essence in a written definition or graphic model. Communication is 
interactive and transactive because it occurs between people. Communication requires 
the active participation of two people sending and receiving messages at the same time— 
that is, as we are sending messages we are simultaneously receiving messages (transac-
tive). That communication is symbolic is another fundamental assumption guiding most 
communication scholars. A symbol is an arbitrarily selected and learned stimulus that 
represents something else. Symbols can be verbal or nonverbal. They are the vehicle by 
which the thoughts and ideas of one person can be communicated to another person. 
Messages are constructed with verbal and nonverbal symbols. Through symbols, mean-
ings are transferred between people. Symbols (i.e., words) have no natural relationship 
with what they represent (they are arbitrarily selected and learned). For example, the 
verbal symbols “C-A-T” have no natural connection with cute, fuzzy animals that purr 
and like to be scratched. These particular symbols have no 
meaning in any languages besides English (see Figure 1.1).

Nonverbal symbols are arbitrary as well. Showing some-
one your upright middle finger may not communicate much 
in some cultures. Verbal and nonverbal symbols are mean-
ingful only to people who have learned to associate them 
with what they represent. People can allow just about any 
symbols they want to represent just about anything they 
want. For example, you and your friends probably commu-
nicate with one another using private symbols that no one 
else understands. You have your own secret code. You have 
words, phrases, gestures, and handshakes that only you and 
your friends know, understand, and use. This allows you 
to communicate with one another in your own “foreign” 
language.

Most communication is intentional, meaning that it is 
performed consciously. Intentional communication exists 
whenever two or more people consciously engage in interac-
tion with some purpose. Unintentional communication may exist, however. For example, 
you pass a friend in the hallway of your dorm, say hello, and your friend does not respond. 
Perhaps your friend simply didn’t see you and was thinking about the exam he or she 
just failed and was not intentionally ignoring you. In this book, the type of communi-
cation that will be discussed is intentional communication. This book takes the position 
that intentional communication, either verbal or nonverbal, is more informative than 
unintentional communication. Communication is dependent on the context in which it 
occurs. Context refers to the cultural, physical, relational, and perceptual environment 
in which communication occurs. In many ways, the context defines the meaning of any 
message. With whom and where you interact significantly alters the messages sent. That 

process Anything 
ongoing, ever 
changing, and 
continuous.

symbol An 
arbitrarily 
selected and 
learned stimulus 
representing 
something else.

dynamic  
Something 
considered active 
and forceful.

FIGURE 1.1  ■   Different Languages 
Use Different Codes

Chat
(French)

Neko
(Japanese)

Gato
(Spanish)

Katze
(German)

Paka
(Swahili)

Koshka
(Russian)

context The 
cultural, physical, 
social, and 
psychological 
environment.
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10  Intercultural Communication

communication is ubiquitous simply means it is everywhere, done by everyone, all the 
time. Wherever one goes, some communication is happening.

Finally, culture shapes communication, and communication is culture bound. People 
from different cultures communicate differently. The verbal and nonverbal symbols we 
use to communicate with our friends and families are strongly influenced by our culture. 
Perhaps the most obvious verbal communication difference between two cultures is lan-
guage. Even cultures speaking the same language, however, have different meanings for 
different symbols. For example, although English is the dominant language spoken in the 
United States and England, many words and phrases have different meanings between 
these two cultures. In England, to “bomb” an examination is to have performed very well.

Communication, then, is the ubiquitous, dynamic, interactive process of encoding 
and decoding verbal and nonverbal messages within a defined cultural, physiological, 
relational, and perceptual context. Although many of our messages are sent intentionally, 
some others—perhaps our nonverbal messages—can unintentionally influence other 
people.18

Human Communication Apprehension
Although communication is difficult to define, we know that people begin to commu-
nicate at birth and continue communicating throughout their lives. We also know that 
many people experience fear and anxiety when communicating with others, particu-
larly in situations such as public speaking, class presentations, a first date, or a job inter-
view. The fear or anxiety people experience when communicating with others is called 
communication apprehension. In the past 50 years, a substantial body of research has 
accumulated regarding the nature and prevalence of communication apprehension. The 
late Jim McCroskey, considered the father of this concept, believed that nearly everyone 
experiences some kind of communication apprehension sometimes, but roughly one in 
five adults in the United States suffer from communication apprehension every time they 
communicate with others. McCroskey said that experiencing communication apprehen-
sion is normal; that is, all of us experience it occasionally. McCroskey argued that there 
are four types of communication apprehension: traitlike, context based, audience based, 
and situational. Traitlike communication apprehension is an enduring general personal-
ity predisposition where an individual experiences communication apprehension most of 
the time across most communication situations. Of all adults in the United States, 20% 
experience traitlike communication apprehension.

Context-based communication apprehension is restricted to a certain generalized 
context, such as public speaking, group meetings, or job interviews. Persons with con-
text-based communication apprehension experience anxiety only in certain contexts. 
Audience-based communication apprehension is triggered not by the specific context but 
by the particular person or audience with whom one is communicating. Hence, persons 
with audience-based communication apprehension may experience anxiety when com-
municating with strangers or their superiors, for example. College students with audi-
ence-based communication apprehension may experience anxiety when communicating 
with professors but not when communicating with other students. Finally, situation-
al-based communication apprehension, experienced by virtually everyone, occurs with 
the combination of a specific context and a specific audience. For example, students may 

communication  
The simultaneous 
encoding, 
decoding, and 
interpretation 
of verbal and 
nonverbal 
messages between 
people.

communication 
apprehension The 
fear or anxiety 
associated with 
either real or 
anticipated 
communication 
with another 
person or group of 
persons.
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Chapter 1  ■   The Necessity of Intercultural Communication  11

feel anxious interacting with professors only when they are alone with the professor in the 
professor’s office. At other times, perhaps in the hallways or in the classroom, interacting 
with the professor may not be a problem.19 To repeat, virtually everyone experiences com-
munication apprehension at some time; if you experience such anxiety, it does not mean 
you are abnormal or sick.

What follows is the Personal Report of Communication Apprehension  
(PRCA-24), a scale designed to measure your degree of communication apprehension. 
Take a few moments and complete the scale in Self-Assessment 1.1.

SELF-ASSESSMENT 1.1
PERSONAL REPORT OF COMMUNICATION APPREHENSION

Directions: This instrument is composed of 24 
statements concerning your feelings about com-
municating with other people. Please indicate 
in the space provided the degree to which each 
statement applies to you by marking whether you 
(1) strongly agree, (2) agree, (3) are undecided, 
(4) disagree, or (5) strongly disagree with each 
statement. There are no right or wrong answers. 
Many of the statements are similar to other 
statements. Do not be concerned about this. 
Work quickly; just record your first impressions.

  1. I dislike participating in group 
discussions.

  2. Generally, I am comfortable while 
participating in group discussions.

   3.  I am tense and nervous while 
participating in group discussions.

  4.  I like to get involved in group 
discussions.

  5.  Engaging in group discussions with 
new people makes me tense and 
nervous.

  6.  I am calm and relaxed while 
participating in group discussions.

  7.  Generally, I am nervous when 
I have to participate in group 
discussions.

  8. Usually, I am calm and relaxed 
while participating in meetings.

  9. I am very calm and relaxed when 
I am called upon to express an 
opinion at a meeting.

 10. I am afraid to express myself at 
meetings.

 11. Communicating at meetings 
usually makes me uncomfortable.

 12.  I am very relaxed when answering 
questions at a meeting.

 13.  While participating in a 
conversation with a new 
acquaintance, I feel very nervous.

 14.  I have no fear of speaking up in 
conversations.

 15.  Ordinarily, I am very tense and 
nervous in conversations.

 16.  Ordinarily, I am very calm and 
relaxed in conversations.

 17.  When conversing with a new 
acquaintance, I feel very relaxed.

 18.  I am afraid to speak up in 
conversations.

 19.  I have no fear of giving a speech.

Personal Report 
of Communication 
Apprehension 
(PRCA-24)  
Self-report 
instrument 
designed 
to measure 
communication 
apprehension.

(Continued)
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12  Intercultural Communication

 20. Certain parts of my body feel very 
tense and rigid while giving a 
speech.

 21. I feel relaxed while giving a speech.

 22. My thoughts become confused and 
jumbled when I am giving a speech.

 23. I face the prospect of giving a 
speech with confidence.

 24. While giving a speech, I get so 
nervous I forget facts I really know.

Scoring: The PRCA-24 allows you to compute a 
total score and four subscores. The total score 
represents your degree of traitlike communi-
cation apprehension. Total scores may range 
from 24 to 120. McCroskey argued that any score 
above 72 indicates general communication 
apprehension.

Scores above 80 indicate a very high level of com-
munication apprehension. Scores below 59 indicate 
a very low level of communication apprehension.

Total PRCA Score:

Step 1. Add what you marked for Items 1, 3, 5, 
7, 10, 11, 13, 15, 18, 20, 22, and 24.

Step 2. Add what you marked for Items 2, 4, 6, 
8, 9, 12, 14, 16, 17, 19, 21, and 23.

Step 3. Subtract the score from Step 1 from 84 
(i.e., 84 minus the score of Step 1). Then add 
the score of Step 2 to that total. The sum is 
your PRCA score.

The subscores indicate your degree of com-
munication apprehension across four common 
contexts: group discussions, meetings, inter-
personal conversations, and public speaking. 
For these scales, a score above 18 is high, and a 
score above 23 is very high.

Subscores for Contexts:

Group Subscore: 18 + scores for Items 2, 4, 
and 6, minus scores for Items 1, 3, and 5.

Meeting Subscore: 18 + scores for Items 8, 9, 
and 10, minus scores for Items 7, 10, and 11.

Interpersonal Subscore: 18 + scores for Items 
14, 16, and 17, minus scores for Items 13, 15, 
and 18.

Public Speaking Subscore: 18 + scores for 
Items 19, 21, and 23, minus scores for Items 
20, 22, and 24.

Source: McCroskey, J. C. (1982). Introduction to Rhetorical Communication (4th Ed.). Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice- Hall.  
© 1982. Reproduced by permission of Taylor and Francis Group, LLC, a division of Informa plc.

(Continued)

THE NATURE OF CULTURE
Like communication, culture is ubiquitous and has a profound effect on humans. Culture 
is simultaneously invisible yet pervasive. As we go about our daily lives, we are not overtly 
conscious of our culture’s influence on us. How often have you sat in your dorm room or 
classroom, for example, and consciously thought about what it means to be a U.S. citizen? 
As you stand in the lunch line, do you say to yourself, “I am acting like a U.S. citizen”? As 
you sit in your classroom, do you say to yourself, “The professor is really acting like a U.S. 
citizen”? Yet most of your thoughts, emotions, and behaviors are culturally driven. One 
need only step into a culture different from one’s own to feel the immense impact of culture.
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Chapter 1  ■   The Necessity of Intercultural Communication  13

Culture has a direct influence on the physical, relational, and perceptual contexts. 
For example, the next time you enter your communication classroom, consider how the 
room is arranged physically, including where you sit and where the professor teaches, the 
location of the chalkboard, windows, and so on. Does the professor lecture from behind 
a lectern? Do the students sit facing the professor? Is the chalkboard used? Next, think 
about your relationship with the professor and the other students in your class. Is the rela-
tionship formal or informal? Do you interact with the professor and students about topics 
other than class material? Would you consider the relationship personal or impersonal? 
Finally, think about your perceptual disposition—that is, your attitudes, motivations, and 
emotions about the class. Are you happy to be in the class? Do you enjoy attending? Are 
you nervous when the instructor asks you a question? To a great extent, the answers to 
these questions are contingent on your culture. The physical arrangement of classrooms, 
the social relationship between students and teachers, and the perceptual profiles of the 
students and teachers vary significantly from culture to culture.

Like communication, culture is difficult to define. To be sure, more than 60 years 
ago, two well-known anthropologists, Alfred Kroeber and Clyde Kluckhohn, found and 
examined 300 definitions of culture, no two of which were the same.20 Perhaps too often, 
people think of culture only in terms of the fine arts, geography, or history. Small towns 
or rural communities are often accused of having no culture. Yet culture exists every-
where. There is as much culture in Willard, New Mexico (population 240), as there is in 
New York, New York (population 8,500,000). The two cultures are just different. Simply 
put, culture is people.

Although there may not be a universally accepted definition of culture, there are a num-
ber of properties of culture that most people would agree describe its essence. In this book, 
culture is defined as an accumulated pattern of values, beliefs, and behaviors shared by an 
identifiable group of people with a common history and verbal and nonverbal symbol systems.

Accumulated Pattern of Values, Beliefs, and Behaviors
Cultures can be defined by their value and belief systems and by the actions of their mem-
bers. People who exist in the same culture generally share similar values and beliefs (see 
Table 1.2). In the United States, for example, individuality is highly valued. An individ-
ual’s self-interest takes precedence over group interests. U.S. citizens believe that people 
are unique. Moreover, U.S. citizens value personal independence. Conversely, in Japan, a 
collectivistic and relatively homogeneous culture—a sense of groupness and group har-
mony—is valued. Most Japanese see themselves as members of a group first and as indi-
viduals second. Where U.S. citizens value independence, Japanese value interdependence. 
The values of a particular culture lead to a set of expectations and rules prescribing how 
people should behave in that culture. Although many U.S. citizens prefer to think of 
themselves as unique individuals, most of them behave in similar ways. Observe the 
students around you in your classes. Although you may prefer to think that you are very 
different from your peers, you are really quite similar to them. Most of your peers follow 
a similar behavioral pattern to your own. For example, on a day-to-day basis, most of 
your peers attend classes, take examinations, go to lunch, study, party, and write papers.

U.S. citizens share a similar behavioral profile. Most work an average of 40 hours a 
week, receive some form of payment for their work, and pay some of their earnings in 

culture An 
accumulated 
pattern of values, 
beliefs, and 
behaviors shared 
by an identifiable 
group of people 
with a common 
history and verbal 
and nonverbal 
symbol systems.
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14  Intercultural Communication

taxes. Most spend their money on homes and cars, 
and almost every home in the United States has a 
television. Although U.S. citizens view themselves 
as unique individuals, most of them have similar 
behavioral patterns.

An Identifiable Group of People  
With a Common History
Because the members of a particular culture 
share similar values, beliefs, and behaviors, they 
are identifiable as a distinct group. In addition 
to their shared values, beliefs, and behaviors, the 
members of a particular culture share a common 
history. Any culture’s past inextricably binds it to 
the present and guides its future. At the core of 

any culture are traditions that are passed on to future generations. In many cultures, 
history is a major component of the formal and informal education systems. To learn a 
culture’s history is to learn that culture’s values. One way children in the United States 
develop their sense of independence, for example, is by learning about the Declaration of 
Independence, one of this country’s most sacred documents. Elementary school children 
in Iran learn about the historical significance of the political and religious revolution that 
took place in their culture in the 1970s and 1980s. Russian children learn about the arts 
in Russian history—for example, famous Russian composers, including Tchaikovsky, 
Rachmaninoff, and Stravinsky. The art of the past helps Russians remember their culture 
and history as they face disruptive social and political crises. Such historical lessons are 
the glue that binds people together.

Verbal and Nonverbal Symbol Systems
One of the most important elements of any culture is its communication system. The ver-
bal and nonverbal symbols with which the members of a culture communicate are culture 
bound. Seeing the difference between the verbal codes of any two cultures is easy. For 
instance, the dominant verbal code in the United States is English, whereas the dominant 
verbal code in Mexico is Spanish. But although two cultures may share the same verbal 
code, they may have dramatically different verbal styles. Most White U.S. citizens, for 
example, use a direct, instrumental, personal style when speaking English. Many Native 
Americans/ American Indians who also speak English use an indirect, impersonal style 
and may prefer the use of silence over words.21

Nonverbal code systems vary significantly across cultures as well. Nonverbal com-
munication includes the use of body language, gestures, facial expressions, voice, smell, 
personal and geographical space, time, and artifacts. Body language can communicate a 
great deal about one’s culture. When an adult interacts with a young child in the United 
States, for example, it is not uncommon for the adult to pat the child’s head. This non-
verbal gesture is often seen as a form of endearment and is culturally acceptable. In 
Thailand, however, where the head is considered the seat of the soul, such a gesture 

TABLE 1.2  ■  Values Across Cultures

Saudi Arabia Maori (New Zealand)

Islam Land

Hospitality Kinship

Cleanliness Education

India Yemen

Family lineage Islam

Supernatural guidance Self-respect and honor

Karma Family
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Chapter 1  ■   The Necessity of Intercultural Communication  15

is unacceptable. Belching during or after 
a meal is viewed by most U.S. citizens as 
rude and impolite, perhaps even disgusting. 
But in China, slurping and making belch-
ing noises during a meal simply mean one is 
enjoying the food.22

People also communicate nonverbally 
through smell. U.S. citizens, in particular, 
seem obsessed with the smell of the human 
body and home environment. Think of all 
the products you used this morning before 
you left for class that were designed to mask 
the natural scent of your body, including 
soap, toothpaste, mouthwash, deodorant, 
and cologne and/or perfume. Persons from other cultures often complain that U.S. citi-
zens tend to smell antiseptic.

Microcultural Groups
Within most cultures, groups of people—or microcultures—coexist within the main-
stream society. Microcultures exist within the broader rules and guidelines of the domi-
nant cultural milieu but are distinct in some way, perhaps racially or linguistically, or via 
their sexual orientation, age, or even occupation. In some ways, everyone is a member of 
some microcultural group. Microcultures often have histories that differ from the dom-
inant cultural group. In many cases, microcultural groups are considered subordinate or 
treated subordinately in some way, perhaps politically or economically.

PHOTO 1.2  
Nonverbal 
communication, 
including body 
language, can 
communicate a 
great deal about 
one’s culture.
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16  Intercultural Communication

In the United States, Native American/American Indian tribes might be considered 
microcultures. The Amish of Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, also can be considered a 
microcultural group. Although the Amish are subject to most of the same laws as any 
other group of citizens, they have unique values and communication systems that differ-
entiate them from mainstream American life. For example, Amish children are exempt 
from compulsory attendance in public schools after the eighth grade. Although almost all 
Amish speak English, when they interact among themselves, they speak German. During 
church services, a form of High German is used. Hence, most Amish of Lancaster County 
speak three languages.

THE STUDY OF INTERCULTURAL 
COMMUNICATION
Ideally, we now have an understanding of the word communication and the idea of culture. 
So what happens when people from different cultures come together and communicate 
with one another? We call that process “intercultural communication.” Compared with 
many other academic disciplines, the study of intercultural communication is young. 
The histories of other academic fields such as math, biology, philosophy, and psychology 
date back hundreds and, in some cases, thousands of years. But the academic discipline 
of intercultural communication can be traced back only a few decades—specifically, to 
the year 1959 and the publication of Edward T. Hall’s book The Silent Language. Hall 
is generally recognized as the founder of the academic discipline we call intercultural 
communication. Although the term intercultural had been used prior to Hall’s work, it is 
thought that Hall was the first to use the term intercultural communication.23

Hall held three university degrees (i.e., BA, MA, and PhD) in anthropology. 
Anthropology is the study of the origin, behavior, and physical, social, and cultural devel-
opment of humans. Hall earned his doctorate in anthropology in 1942 when the United 
States was involved in the Second World War. During this period, traditional approaches 
in anthropology focused on studying a single culture at a time. So a particular anthropol-
ogist might focus his or her studies on, say, the Navajo or Hopi Indians of the American 
Southwest, as did Hall. Hall often referred to this as a macrolevel approach to culture. 
Among the many significant influences on Hall’s approach to his studies was anthropol-
ogist Franz Boas. The term cultural relativism is often attributed to him.

Boas believed, as did Hall, that humans are inherently ethnocentric (i.e., believing 
that one’s native culture is the standard by which other cultures are observed and judged) 
and that our observations of other cultures are necessarily biased in favor of our native 
cultural background. For example, a child raised in Germany, Iran, or China is taught 
that his or her cultural traditions, values, and customs are the preferred and accepted 
standards by which one should conduct one’s life. Consequently, an individual from a 
particular culture cannot draw conclusions about some other culture’s traditions, values, 
and customs without some inherent bias. Moreover, Boas believed that any particular 
culture is an adaptation to and a distinctive product of a unique set of historical, social, 
and environmental conditions. As these conditions vary, cultures vary accordingly—and, 
in this sense, there is no correct culture.

microculture An 
identifiable group 
of people who 
share a set of 
values, beliefs, 
and behaviors and 
who possess a 
common history 
and a verbal and 
nonverbal symbol 
system that is 
similar to but 
systematically 
varies from the 
larger, often 
dominant cultural 
milieu.
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Chapter 1  ■   The Necessity of Intercultural Communication  17

Following World War II, the U.S. Congress established the Foreign Service Institute 
(FSI). FSI is the federal government’s primary training institution for officers and sup-
port personnel of the U.S. foreign affairs community, preparing American diplomats and 
other professionals to advance U.S. foreign affairs interests overseas and in Washington. 
In the early 1950s, Hall taught at FSI and soon discovered that the traditional ways of 
teaching about macrolevel culture, from an anthropological perspective, were not effec-
tive in training FSI personnel how to interact with persons from different cultures. So 
Hall and others began to rethink how to teach about culture and soon developed a new 
curriculum that eventually became known as intercultural communication.

In this new curriculum, scholars focused on intercultural communication—that 
is, how people from different cultures interact with one another—rather than on how 
members of a particular culture interact within their culture. This new curriculum also 
emphasized the nonverbal elements of intercultural communication. Hall was especially 
interested in the study of how cultures manage the nonverbal channels of time (chrone-
mics), space (proxemics), and body language (kinesics). One of Hall’s most fascinating 
insights was how invisible culture is to its own members—that is, how most people are 
so unaware of their own cultural ways of living. This new approach also embraced Boas’s 
idea of cultural relativism in that cultures should be judged only from within their spe-
cific cultural context, and cultural traditions, beliefs, and behaviors are to be evaluated on 
that culture’s unique set of historical, social, and environmental conditions.

In 1959, Hall published The Silent Language, which sold more than 500,000 copies in its 
first 10 years and is considered the seminal work in the field. In the book, Hall asserted that 
culture is communication. By the late 1960s, we saw the first intercultural communication 
courses being offered at universities. In 1970, the International Communication Association 
established a Division of Intercultural Communication. L. S. Harms’s 1970 book, Intercultural 
Communication, is thought to be the first textbook on the subject. By 1975, the Speech 
Communication Association established the Division of Intercultural Communication, and 
in 1977, the International Journal of Intercultural Relations began publication.

A Contextual Model of Intercultural Communication
Intercultural communication occurs whenever a minimum of two persons from differ-
ent cultures or microcultures come together and exchange verbal and nonverbal symbols. 
A central theme throughout this book is that intercultural communication is contextual. 
A contextual model of intercultural communication is presented in Figure 1.2. According 
to the model, intercultural communication occurs within and between a variety of inter-
connected contexts, including cultural, microcultural, environmental, perceptual, and 
sociorelational contexts.

The term context refers to the setting, situation, circumstances, background, and over-
all framework within which communication occurs. For example, when you interact with 
your friends, you interact in some physical context, such as your dorm room. You also 
interact within a social context—that is, friend to friend. You also interact within a psycho-
logical context—your thoughts and emotions about your friend. The contextual model of 
intercultural communication attempts to identify the various contexts that define what 
happens when a person from Culture A communicates with a person from Culture B. As 
we walk through the contextual model of intercultural communication, please note that 

intercultural 
communication  
Two persons from 
different cultures 
or microcultures 
exchanging verbal 
and nonverbal 
messages.
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18  Intercultural Communication

FIGURE 1.2  ■  A Contextual Model of Intercultural Communication

Cultural Context

Microcultural Context

Environmental Context

Verbal Code

Nonverbal Code

Sociorelational
Context

Perceptual
Context of Person
From Culture A

Perceptual
Context of Person
From Culture B

the model is both conceptually and graphically 
consistent.

The largest, outer circle of the model rep-
resents the cultural context. All communica-
tive exchanges between persons occur within 
some culture. The cultural context represents 
an accumulated pattern of values, beliefs, and 
behaviors shared by an identifiable group of 
people with a common history and verbal and 
nonverbal symbol systems. So whenever you 
and someone from a different culture come 
together and interact, you are within a cultural 
context. In this textbook, the cultural context 
is the focus of Chapter 2.

The next largest circle in the model is the microcultural context (Figure 1.3). As men-
tioned earlier, within most cultures separate groups of people coexist. These groups, called 
microcultures, are in some way different from the larger cultural milieu. Sometimes the 
difference is via ethnicity, race, or language. Conceptually, microcultures exist within a 
larger culture; notice that in the model, the microculture is within the cultural context. 
Often, microcultures are treated differently by the members of the larger culture. Some 
people refer to microcultural groups as minority groups or subcultures, but those terms will 
not be used here. Microcultures are the focus of Chapter 3.

The next largest circle in the model is the environmental context (Figure 1.4). This 
circle represents the physical, geographical location of the interaction. While culture 
prescribes the overall rules for communication, the physical location indicates when and 
where the specific rules apply. For example, in the United States, there are rules about 
yelling. Depending on the physical location, yelling can be prohibited or encouraged. 
In a church, yelling is generally prohibited, whereas at a football game, yelling is the 
preferred method of communicating. The environmental context includes the physi-
cal geography, architecture, landscape design, and even climate of a particular culture. 

FIGURE 1.3  ■   The Cultural and Microcultural 
Contexts

Cultural Context
Microcultural Context
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Chapter 1  ■   The Necessity of Intercultural Communication  19

All these environmental factors play a key role 
in how people communicate. In the model, the 
environmental context is within the microcul-
tural and cultural contexts. Conceptually, this is 
because one’s culture and membership in micro-
cultural groups significantly influence how one 
perceives the environment. For example, tem-
peratures below 32 degrees (i.e., freezing) are 
not thought of as extreme to a person raised in 
International Falls, Minnesota. But to a person 
raised in Tucson, Arizona, such temperatures 
may seem unbearable. In this book, the environ-
mental context is discussed in Chapter 4.

In Figure 1.5, the two circles within the envi-
ronmental context represent the perceptual context(s). The perceptual context refers to the 
individual characteristics of each interactant, including cognitions, attitudes, disposi-
tions, and motivations. Specifically, the perceptual context refers to how an individual 
gathers, stores, and retrieves information. Humans gather information via their senses—
that is, through sight, sound, taste, touch, and smell. We then store the information in our 
memories and retrieve it for later use. Although the ability to gather, store, and retrieve 
information is fundamentally human, it is also affected by culture. Many of the attitudes, 
beliefs, and values you hold were taught to you by your culture. For example, what smells 
good to you is cultural. The music you listen to is also largely a cultural by-product. 
Moreover, how an individual develops attitudes about others, including stereotypes, var-
ies from culture to culture. The perceptual context is the emphasis of Chapter 5.

The circles connecting the perceptual contexts in the model form the sociorelational 
context (Figure 1.6). This refers to the relationship between the interactants. Whenever 
two people come together and interact, they establish a relationship. Within this 

FIGURE 1.4  ■   The Cultural, Microcultural, and 
Environmental Contexts

Cultural Context
Microcultural Context

Environmental Context

FIGURE 1.5  ■  The Environmental and Perceptual Contexts

Environmental Context

Perceptual
Context of Person
From Culture B

Perceptual
Context of Person
From Culture A
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20  Intercultural Communication

relationship, each person assumes a role. Right now, you are assuming the role of student; 
the person teaching your communication class is assuming the role of teacher. So, in 
a very real sense, you are having a relationship with your teacher—that is, a student–
teacher relationship. Roles prescribe how people should behave. Most of the people with 
whom you interact are related to you via your role as student. The reason you interact 
with so many professors is because you are a student. What you interact about—that is, 
the topic of your interaction—is also defined by your role as student; you and your pro-
fessors interact about courses. How you interact with your professor—that is, the style of 
talk (e.g., polite language)—is also prescribed by your role as student. The language and 
style of your talk with your professor is probably very different from the language and 
style of talk you use when you go back to your dorm room and interact with your friends. 
Probably the 10 people with whom you most recently interacted were directly related to 
you via your role as student. When you go back to your hometown during semester break 
and step into the role of son/daughter or brother/sister, you are assuming a different role, 
and your interaction changes accordingly. Your interaction varies as a function of what 
role you are assuming.

Roles vary from culture to culture. Although in just about every culture there are stu-
dent and teacher role relationships, how those roles are defined varies significantly. What 
it means to be a student in the United States is very different from what it means in Japan. 
In Japan, for example, many students go to school 6 days a week. Japanese teachers are 
highly respected and play an influential role in the Japanese student’s life. What it means 
to be a mother or father also varies considerably from one culture to another. In the Masai 
culture of Kenya, a woman is defined by her fertility. To be defined as a mother in Masai 
culture, a woman must endure circumcision (i.e., clitoridectomy), an arranged marriage, 
and wife beating.24 Conceptually, people (i.e., perceptual contexts) are connected to one 
another via their relationships. The model shows this connection via the sociorelational 
context (see Figure 1.6). The sociorelational context links the two perceptual contexts. 
One’s roles prescribe the types of verbal and nonverbal symbols that are exchanged. In 
this book, the sociorelational context and role relationships are the focus of Chapter 6.

FIGURE 1.6  ■  A Contextual Model of Intercultural Communication

Cultural Context
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Environmental Context
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Chapter 1  ■   The Necessity of Intercultural Communication  21

All our relationships are defined by the verbal and nonverbal messages we send to 
our relational partners. What differentiates one relationship from another is the verbal 
and nonverbal things we do with each other. For example, what differentiates your rela-
tionship with your teacher from your relationship with your best friend is the verbal and 
nonverbal things you do with each other. Notice that in the contextual model, the socio-
relational context is graphically represented by two circles labeled nonverbal and verbal 
code (see Figure 1.6). Again, the verbal and nonverbal messages define the relationship, 
and the relationship connects the perceptual contexts.

The nonverbal circle is the larger of the two and is represented by a continuous line. The 
verbal circle is smaller and is represented as a series of dashes in the shape of a circle. The non-
verbal message circle is larger than the verbal message circle because the majority of our com-
municative behavior is nonverbal. Whether we are using words or not, we are communicating 
nonverbally through eye contact, body stance, and space. In addition, our nonverbal behavior 
is ongoing; we cannot not behave. The verbal message circle is formed by a series of dashes to 
represent the digital quality of verbal communication.25 By digital, we mean that, unlike our 
nonverbal communication, our verbal communication is made up of words that have recog-
nizable and discrete beginning and ending points. A word is like a digit. We can start and 
stop talking with words. However, our nonverbal behavior goes on continuously. Chapter 7  
concentrates on verbal communication codes, and Chapter 8 addresses nonverbal codes.

The general theme of this book, as represented in the model, is that intercultural com-
munication is defined by the interdependence of these various contexts. The perceptual 
contexts combine to create the sociorelational context, which is defined by the verbal and 
nonverbal messages sent. The sociorelational context is influenced by the environmental 
context and defined by the microcultural and cultural contexts. These contexts combine 
in a complex formula to create the phenomenon of intercultural communication.

Intercultural Communication and Uncertainty
When we interact with someone from a different culture, we are faced with a lot of 
uncertainty. We may not know anything about the person’s culture, values, habits, behav-
ior, dress, and so on. We may not know what to say or do in such circumstances. This 
uncertainty about the other person may make us feel nervous and anxious. The late 
Charles Berger, well known communication theorist contends that the task of interacting 
with someone from a different culture who may look, act, and communicate differently 
presents the intercultural communicator with some complex predictive and explanatory 
problems. To some extent, to effectively interact with someone from a different culture, 
we must be able to predict how our interaction partner is likely to behave and, based on 
those predictions, select our appropriate verbal and nonverbal messages.26

Berger theorizes that whenever we come together and interact with a stranger, our pri-
mary concern is to reduce uncertainty, especially when the other person is someone with 
whom we will interact again. Often, when we are faced with high levels of uncertainty, we 
experience anxiety. In high-uncertainty situations, our primary goal is to reduce uncer-
tainty and increase the predictability of the other. This can be accomplished via specific 
verbal and nonverbal communication strategies such as question asking and appropriate 
nonverbal expressiveness. Initial interaction with someone, or interacting with someone 
from a different culture, may produce heightened anxiety 27

Copyright ©2021 by SAGE Publications, Inc. 
 This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.

 
Do n

ot 
co

py
, p

os
t, o

r d
ist

rib
ute

 



22  Intercultural Communication

Intercultural communication experts William Gudykunst and Young Kim have 
argued that when we interact with people from different cultures, we tend to view 
them as strangers. Strangers are unknown people who are members of different groups. 
Anyone entering a relatively unknown or unfamiliar environment falls under the rubric 
of “stranger.” Interaction with people from different cultures tends to involve the high-
est degree of “strangerness” and the lowest degree of familiarity. Thus, there is greater 
uncertainty in initial interaction with strangers than with people with whom we are 
familiar. According to Gudykunst and Kim, actual or anticipated interaction with mem-
bers of different groups (e.g., cultures or ethnic groups different from our own) leads to 
anxiety.28 If we are too anxious about interacting with strangers, we tend to avoid them. 
Communication researchers Jim Neuliep and Jim McCroskey state that this type of com-
munication anxiety can be labeled intercultural communication apprehension—that 
is, the fear or anxiety associated with either real or anticipated interaction with people 
from different groups, especially different cultural or ethnic groups.29

Intercultural Communication Apprehension
Successfully interacting with someone from a different culture requires a degree of com-
munication competence. According to Brian Spitzberg, most models of communication 
competence include cognitive, affective, and behavioral components. The cognitive com-
ponent refers to how much one knows about communication. The affective component 
includes one’s motivation to approach or avoid communication. The behavioral compo-
nent refers to the skills one has to interact competently. An interculturally competent 
communicator is motivated to communicate, knowledgeable about how to communicate, 
and skilled in communicating. In addition, an interculturally competent communicator 
is sensitive to the expectations of the context in which communication occurs. Competent 
communicators interact effectively by adapting messages appropriately to the context. 
Competent communicators understand the rules, norms, and expectations of the rela-
tionship and do not significantly violate them. Communicators are effective to the degree 
that their goals are accomplished successfully.30

According to Neuliep and McCroskey, a person’s affective orientation toward inter-
cultural communication involves the individual’s degree of motivation to approach or 
avoid a given intercultural context or person. Communication studies indicate that at 
least 20% of the U.S. adult population experience high levels of fear or anxiety even when 
communicating with members of their own culture. Other studies indicate that 99% of 
U.S. citizens experience communication apprehension at some time in their lives, perhaps 
during a job interview, a first date, and so on. One outcome of communication apprehen-
sion is to avoid communication. When people feel anxious about communicating with 
others, they tend to avoid such situations.

Given that intercultural communication may be more anxiety producing than other 
forms of communication, the number of people suffering from intercultural communica-
tion apprehension is likely considerable. Identifying such individuals may be the first step 
toward more effective and successful intercultural communication. Self-Assessment 1.2 is 
an instrument called the Personal Report of Intercultural Communication Apprehension 
(PRICA). This scale was developed by communication researchers Neuliep and 
McCroskey. PRICA is similar to the Personal Report of Communication Apprehension 
(PRCA-24) you completed earlier in this chapter. The difference between these two scales 

intercultural 
communication 
apprehension The 
fear or anxiety 
associated with 
either real or 
anticipated 
interaction with 
persons from a 
different culture.
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Chapter 1  ■   The Necessity of Intercultural Communication  23

is that PRICA assesses your degree of apprehension about communicating with someone 
from a culture different from yours. After completing each scale, you can compare your 
scores from both instruments.

SELF-ASSESSMENT 1.2
PERSONAL REPORT OF INTERCULTURAL COMMUNICATION APPREHENSION

Directions: This instrument is composed of 14 
statements concerning your feelings about com-
municating with people from other cultures. Please 
indicate in the space provided the degree to which 
each statement applies to you by marking whether 
you (1) strongly agree, (2) agree, (3) are undecided, 
(4) disagree, or (5) strongly disagree with each 
statement. There are no right or wrong answers. 
Work quickly, and record your first impressions.

  1. Generally, I am comfortable 
interacting with a group of people 
from different cultures.

  2. I am tense and nervous while 
interacting in group discussions 
with people from different cultures.

  3. I like to get involved in group 
discussions with others who are 
from different cultures.

  4. Engaging in a group discussion 
with people from different cultures 
makes me tense and nervous.

  5. I am calm and relaxed when 
interacting with a group of people 
who are from different cultures.

  6. While participating in a 
conversation with a person from a 
different culture, I feel very nervous.

  7. I have no fear of speaking up in a 
conversation with a person from a 
different culture.

  8. Ordinarily, I am very tense and 
nervous in conversations with a 
person from a different culture.

  9. Ordinarily, I am very calm and 
relaxed in conversations with a 
person from a different culture.

 10. While conversing with a person 
from a different culture, I feel very 
relaxed.

 11. I’m afraid to speak up in 
conversations with a person from a 
different culture.

 12. I face the prospect of interacting 
with people from different cultures 
with confidence.

 13. My thoughts become confused and 
jumbled when interacting  
with people from different  
cultures.

 14. Communicating with people from 
different cultures makes me feel 
uncomfortable.

Scoring: To score the instrument, reverse your 
original response for Items 2, 4, 6, 8, 11, 13, and 
14. For example, for each of these items 1 = 5,  
2 = 4, 3 = 3, 4 = 2, and 5 = 1. If your original score 
for Item 2 was 1, change it to a 5. If your orig-
inal score for Item 4 was a 2, change it to a 4, 
and so on. After reversing the score for these 
seven items, sum all 14 items. Scores cannot be 
higher than 70 or lower than 14. Higher scores 
(e.g., 50–70) indicate high intercultural com-
munication apprehension. Lower scores (e.g., 
14–28) indicate low intercultural communication 
apprehension.

Source: Neuliep, J. W., & McCroskey, J. C. (1997). The Development of Intercultural and Interethnic Communication 
Apprehension Scales. Communication Research Reports, 14, 145–156.
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24  Intercultural Communication

The PRICA instrument is composed of 14 statements concerning your feelings about 
communication with people from other cultures. Please indicate in the space provided 
the degree to which each statement applies to you by marking whether you (1) strongly 
agree, agree, (3) are undecided, (4) disagree, or (5) strongly disagree with each statement. 
There are no right or wrong answers, and many of the statements are designed to be sim-
ilar to other statements. Do not be concerned about this. Work quickly and record your 
first impressions. Responding to these statements as honestly as possible is very import-
ant; otherwise, your score will not be valid.

To the degree that you answered the items honestly, your score is a fairly reliable 
and valid assessment of your motivation to approach or avoid intercultural communi-
cation. Spitzberg argues that as your motivation increases, so does your confidence. As 
confidence increases, intercultural communication competence also is likely to increase. 
People who are nervous and tense about interacting with people from different cultures 
are less likely to approach intercultural communication situations and probably are not 
confident about encountering new people from different cultures.31

FUNDAMENTAL ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT 
INTERCULTURAL COMMUNICATION
A central premise of this book is that intercultural communication is a complex com-
bination of the cultural, microcultural, environmental, perceptual, and sociorelational 
contexts between two people who are encoding and decoding verbal and nonverbal mes-
sages. Because of the complexity of this process, a fundamental assumption about inter-
cultural communication is that during intercultural communication the message sent is 
usually not the message received.

Assumption #1. During intercultural communication, the message sent is usually not the message 
received. Whenever people from different cultures come together and exchange messages, 
they bring with them a whole host of thoughts, values, emotions, and behaviors that were 
planted and cultivated by culture. As we have said, intercultural communication is a symbolic 
activity in which the thoughts and ideas of one person are encoded into a verbal or nonverbal 
message format and then transmitted through some channel to another person who must 
decode it, interpret it, and respond to it. This process of encoding, decoding, and interpreting 
is filled with cultural noise. Noted intercultural communication scholar Gudykunst has 
asserted that during intercultural communication culture acts as a filter through which all 
messages, both verbal and nonverbal, must pass. To this extent, all intercultural exchanges 
are necessarily, to a greater or lesser extent, charged with ethnocentrism. Hence, during 
intercultural communication, the message sent is not the message received.32

Ethnocentrism refers to the idea that one’s own culture is the center of everything and 
all other groups (or cultures) are scaled and rated with reference to it. Sociologist W. G.  
Sumner argued that ethnocentrism nourishes a group’s pride and vanity while looking 
on outsiders, or out-groups, with contempt.33 Although culture may mediate the extent 
to which we experience ethnocentrism, it is thought to be universal. One of the effects 
of ethnocentrism is that it clouds our perception of others. We have a tendency to judge 

ethnocentrism  
The tendency 
to place one’s 
own group 
(cultural, ethnic, 
or religious) 
in a position of 
centrality and 
highest worth, 
while creating 
negative attitudes 
and behaviors 
toward other 
groups.
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Chapter 1  ■   The Necessity of Intercultural Communication  25

others, and their communication, based on the standards set by our own culture. Neuliep 
and McCroskey have argued that the concept of ethnocentrism is essentially descrip-
tive and not necessarily pejorative. Ethnocentrism may serve a valuable function when 
one’s in-group is under attack or threatened. Moreover, ethnocentrism forms the basis for 
patriotism, group loyalty, and the willingness to sacrifice for one’s own group. To be sure, 
however, ethnocentrism can be problematic. In not looking past their own culture, peo-
ple see little importance in understanding other cultures. At high levels, ethnocentrism is 
an obstacle to effective intercultural communication.34

Neuliep and McCroskey have developed the GENE (Generalized Ethnocentrism) 
Scale, which is designed to measure ethnocentrism. This scale and the directions for 
completing it are presented in Self-Assessment 1.3.

Assumption #2. Intercultural communication is primarily a nonverbal act between 
people. Some foreign language teachers might have us believe that competency in a 
foreign language is tantamount to effective and successful intercultural communication 
in the culture that speaks that language. To be sure, proficiency in a foreign language 
expedites the intercultural communication experience, but intercultural communication 
is primarily and fundamentally a nonverbal process. The expression of intimacy, power, 
and status among communicators is typically accomplished nonverbally through 
paralinguistic cues, proxemics, haptics, oculesics, and olfactics. In Korea, for example, 
one’s hierarchical position is displayed via vocal tone and pitch. When a subordinate is 
offered an important piece of paper, such as a graded exam from a respected professor, he 
or she grasps it with both hands (not just one) and accompanies this action with a slight 
nod of the head and indirect eye contact—all nonverbal signs of deference.

The well-known anthropologist Hall has argued that people from different cultures 
live in different sensory worlds. Hall claims that people from different cultures engage in 
a selective screening of sensory information that ultimately leads to different perceptions 
of experience.35 Regarding olfactics (smell), most cultures establish norms for acceptable 
and unacceptable scents associated with the human body. When people fail to fit into 
the realm of olfactic cultural acceptability, their odor alerts others that something is 
wrong with their physical, emotional, or mental health. In the United States, we are 
obsessed with masking certain smells, especially those of the human body. In Western 
and Westernized cultures, body odor is regarded as unpleasant and distasteful, and great 
effort is expended in its removal. As we will see in Chapter 8, our nonverbal messages 
complement, augment, accent, substitute for, and repeat our verbal messages.

GENE (Generalized 
Ethnocentrism) 
Scale Self-report 
instrument 
designed 
to measure 
generalized 
ethnocentrism.

SELF-ASSESSMENT 1.3
GENE (GENERALIZED ETHNOCENTRISM) SCALE

Directions: The GENE Scale is composed of 22 
statements concerning your feelings about your 

culture and other cultures. In the space provided 
to the left of each item, indicate the degree to 

(Continued)
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26  Intercultural Communication

which the statement applies to you by marking 
whether you (5) strongly agree, (4) agree, (3) are 
neutral, (2) disagree, or (1) strongly disagree 
with the statement. There are no right or wrong 
answers. Some of the statements are similar. 
Remember, everyone experiences some degree 
of ethnocentrism. Fortunately, as we will see in 
Chapter 5, ethnocentrism can be managed and 
reduced. Be honest! Work quickly and record 
your first response.

  1. Most other cultures are backward 
compared to my culture.

  2. My culture should be the role 
model for other cultures.

  3. People from other cultures act 
strange when they come into my 
culture.

  4. Lifestyles in other cultures are just 
as valid as those in my culture.

  5. Other cultures should try to be 
more like my culture.

  6. I’m not interested in the values and 
customs of other cultures.

  7. People in my culture could learn a 
lot from people of other cultures.

  8. Most people from other cultures 
just don’t know what’s good for 
them.

  9. I respect the values and customs of 
other cultures.

 10. Other cultures are smart to look up 
to our culture.

 11. Most people would be happier if 
they lived like people in my culture.

 12. I have many friends from other 
cultures.

 13. People in my culture have just 
about the best lifestyles of 
anywhere.

 14. Lifestyles in other cultures are not 
as valid as those in my culture.

 15. I’m very interested in the values 
and customs of other cultures.

 16. I apply my values when judging 
people who are different.

 17. I see people who are similar to me 
as virtuous.

 18. I do not cooperate with people who 
are different.

 19. Most people in my culture just don’t 
know what is good for them.

 20. I do not trust people who are 
different.

 21. I dislike interacting with people 
from different cultures.

 22. I have little respect for the values 
and customs of other cultures.

Scoring: To determine your ethnocentrism 
score, complete the following steps: Step 1: Add 
your responses to Items 4, 7, and 9.

Step 2: Add your responses to Items 1, 2, 5, 8, 
10, 11, 13, 14, 18, 20, 21, and 22 (note that not 
all items are used in scoring).

Step 3: Subtract the sum from Step 1 from 18 
(i.e., 18 minus Step 1 sum).

Step 4: Add the results of Step 2 and 
Step 3. This sum is your generalized 
ethnocentrism score. Higher scores indicate 
higher ethnocentrism. Scores above 55 are 
considered high ethnocentrism.

Source: Originally called Ethnocentrism Scale, from Neuliep, J. W., & McCroskey, J. C. (1997). The Development of a U.S. and 
Generalized Ethnocentrism Scale. Communication Research Reports, 14, 385–398. Co-created by Neuliep and McCroskey. 
Permission granted by Neuliep and on McCroskey’s website (http://www.jamescmccroskey.com/measures/).

(Continued)
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Chapter 1  ■   The Necessity of Intercultural Communication  27

Assumption #3. Intercultural communication necessarily involves a clash of communicator 
style. In the United States, talk is a highly valued commodity. People are routinely evaluated 
by their speech. Yet silence—that is, knowing when not to speak—is a fundamental 
prerequisite for linguistic and cultural competence.36 The use and interpretation of silence 
varies dramatically across cultures. In many collectivistic cultures, such as Japan and 
Korea, silence can carry more meaning than words, especially in the maintenance of 
intimate relationships. In fact, the Japanese and some Native American/American Indian 
tribes in the United States believe that the expression of relational intimacy is best 
accomplished nonverbally. They believe that having to put one’s thoughts and emotions 
into words somehow cheapens and discounts them.

In the United States, we value, and employ, a direct and personal style of verbal com-
munication. Personal pronouns are an essential ingredient in the composition of just 
about any utterance. Our mottos include “Get to the point,” “Don’t beat around the 
bush,” “Tell it like it is,” and “Speak your mind.” Many cultures, however, prefer an indi-
rect and impersonal communication style. In these cultures, there is no need to articulate 
every message. True understanding is implicit, coming not from words but from actions 
in the environment, where speakers provide only hints or insinuations. The Chinese say, 
“One should use the eyes and ears, not the mouth,” and “Disaster emanates from careless 
talk.” The Chinese consider the wisest and most trustworthy person to be the one who 
listens, watches, and restricts his or her verbal communication.37

Assumption #4. Initial intercultural communication is a group phenomenon experienced 
by individuals. Whenever we interact with a person from a different culture, especially 
early in our relationship with him or her, we carry with us assumptions and impressions 
of that other person. The specific verbal and nonverbal messages we exchange are usually 
tailored for the person based on those assumptions and impressions. Often, these are 
based on characteristics of the other person by virtue of his or her membership in groups 
related to culture, race, sex, age, or occupation, for example. In other words, we have a 
tendency to see others not as individuals with unique thoughts, ideas, and goals, but 
rather as “an Asian American” or “a woman” or “an old person” or “a cab driver.” In other 
words, we do not see the person—we see the groups to which the person belongs. The 
problem with this is that group data may not be a reliable source on which to construct our 
messages. Because someone belongs to a specific racial, ethnic, sex, or age group does not 
necessarily mean that he or she takes on the thoughts, behaviors, and attitudes associated 
with that group. Thus, the potential for miscommunication is great. So during initial 
intercultural communication, we have to be mindful that while the person with whom 
we are interacting is from a different cultural group, he or she is also an individual. Once 
we further develop a relationship with that person, we will start to see the relationship as 
interpersonal rather than intercultural. We will discuss this more in Chapter 9.38

Assumption #5. Intercultural communication is a cycle of stress, adaptation, and growth. 
As mentioned earlier in this chapter, when we come together with a person from a different 
culture we may feel uncertain, apprehensive, and anxious. Such feelings are stressful. 
Hence, sometimes intercultural communication is stressful. The good news is that we can 
learn and adapt to such stress and eventually grow. During intercultural communication, 
we have to be mindful that the communication strategies we use with persons with whom 
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28  Intercultural Communication

we are familiar may not be effective with persons from other cultures. Thus, we have to 
learn to adapt and adjust our communication style. We have to recognize that we will 
make mistakes, learn from them, adapt, and move on. From these experiences, we grow 
as humans. A good beginning point is to recognize that people from different cultures are 
different—not better or worse, but simply different. Once we are able to do this, we can 
adjust and adapt our verbal and nonverbal messages accordingly and become competent 
interactants.39

THE ETHICS OF INTERCULTURAL 
COMMUNICATION
A recurring theme throughout this book is ethics. Ethics involve judgments about what 
is right and wrong in the course of human conduct. Ethics set a standard by which 
judgments of right and wrong are decided. Although some scholars distinguish between 
ethics and morals, we will treat the two terms interchangeably. Ethics become salient 
(i.e., particularly relevant) whenever human behavior and decision-making are conscious, 
voluntary, and impact others. Ethics should not be confused with, nor are they necessar-
ily linked to, religion. While most religions profess and advocate strict ethical standards, 
ethics apply to nonreligious people as well as religious people. One need not be religious 
to act ethically. Moreover, ethics are not synonymous with whatever is legal. While legal 
codes integrate ethical standards into laws that guide and control the behavior of citizens, 
they may not necessarily be ethical. For example, slavery was legal in the United States 
for more than a hundred years.40

If we define culture as an accumulated pattern of values, beliefs, and behaviors held 
by an identifiable group of people, and if we assume that cultures are different from one 
another, then intercultural communication takes on a necessary ethical dynamic because 
communication is a conscious, voluntary act that influences others. Consider the follow-
ing situation.

AN INTERCULTURAL CONVERSATION
WHERE SHOULD WE EAT DINNER?

Tommy is from the Chicago suburbs. He is 
studying abroad in Seoul, South Korea. His host- 
national friend, Kwan, is a native South Korean 
student and is serving as his mentor. They are 
joined by another fellow student, Dinesh, their 
friend from India.

Tommy:  Hey, guys, I’m starved. Where 
should we eat dinner?

Kwan:  I know a great place not far from 
here where they serve bosintang. 
You guys should try it.

Tommy: Bosintang? What’s that?

Kwan:  It’s dog meat soup. A lot of people 
eat it in the summer.

Tommy: Seriously?
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Chapter 1  ■   The Necessity of Intercultural Communication  29

Kwan: Yeah, for sure.

Tommy: No way am I eating dog.

Dinesh:  Me neither. I don’t eat any meat 
anyway. Is there a vegetarian 
restaurant nearby?

Tommy:  I’m not doing vegetarian, either. I 
have to have meat, but not dog.

Kwan:  Why don’t you just try bosintang and 
see what you think? You’ll probably 
like it.

Tommy: No way, man. Not me.

Dinesh:  I can’t. My parents would be very 
disappointed in me if I did.

Kwan:  Listen, you guys, you are in Korea 
now. You need to adapt, ya know . . . 
when in Rome? Do as we do!

Tommy: No way.

Dinesh: No, I can’t.

Kwan:  If I were in the United States now, 
you’d probably make me eat some-
thing I don’t like.

Dinesh:  Yeah, would you make me eat beef, 
Tommy?

Tommy:  Sure, you should eat beef! It’s natu-
ral, and it’s full of iron and protein. 
It’s good for you.

The Intercultural Conversation is a simple example of the ethics involved in commu-
nicating with people from different cultures. Although we may not think about it much, 
people express and create meaning through the shared food they eat. In any culture, 
food serves a communicative function. Many important cultural and social rituals are 
conducted around and with food. In the United States, for example, Thanksgiving is 
a food-centered holiday. Meals are a central feature of birthday parties, weddings, and 
funerals. First dates often occur in restaurants. Sporting events (e.g., the Super Bowl) are 
regularly thought of as much as eating events as sporting ones. In her research on the food 
and eating habits in South Asian cultures, Jennifer B. Saunders observes that in many, the 
preparation, serving, and consumption of food are often enacted in heightened contexts 
that create symbolic meanings for both the performers and the audience. Saunders main-
tains that in Indian culture, the substance and symbol of the food one eats are clearly 
defined. She notes that the act of eating reveals participants’ ethics and character. Each 
bite of food, she argues, communicates how that person understands himself or herself 
and how the food will contribute to his or her moral and emotional state.41

In 2018, on average, a U.S. citizen ate 222 pounds of beef. U.S. citizens like to eat 
beef. On the other hand, many Hindus regard cows as sacred and abstain from eating 
beef. And while U.S. citizens enjoy eating beef, most are disgusted by the thought of 
eating a horse, dog, or cat. Yet in parts of South Korea, people still eat dog. Writing for 
USA Today, George Petras notes that South Koreans eat more than 1 million dogs each 
year. Approximately 2.5 million dogs are raised in South Korean dog farms each year 
and about 1 million are killed and eaten. Petras is careful to point out that the majority 
of South Koreans do not eat dog; that 48% of South Koreans have never eaten dog, 
39% have, but do not currently eat dog, and that 13% eat dog. Those who currently eat 
dog meat believe it revives energy. Dog meat is served in a meat soup, or what is called 
bosintang.42
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30  Intercultural Communication

So Tommy, Kwan, and Dinesh are faced with an ethical dilemma within the social/ 
communicative ritual of eating a meal. All three young men have their own cultural 
ethics guiding their eating habits. Kwan wants Tommy and Dinesh to eat dog meat soup. 
Neither wants to eat it. Dinesh wants to eat vegetarian. Tommy admits that if they were 
in his native culture, he would try to sway them to eat beef. Who is right?

Five Approaches to Determining  
Which Behaviors Are Ethical
A central question about intercultural ethics is whether the same ethical principles apply 
to all cultures, a concept sometimes referred to as metaethics, or whether unique ethical 
standards apply to each culture individually, sometimes referred to as cultural relativism. 
There is no easy answer to this question.

For example, if we argue from a culturally relativistic perspective, then we must be 
willing to tolerate behaviors that many of us would find cruel, such as dowry deaths. In 
India, marriages are often arranged between the parents of the future bride and groom. 
In most marital arrangements, the bride’s family is required to pay a dowry—that is, a 
gift of some sort or financial grant to be paid to the groom’s family. If the bride’s family 
cannot meet the dowry arrangements, or if the groom’s family sees the given dowry as 
unacceptable, the young women often are either murdered or driven to suicide by contin-
uous harassment and torture by husbands and in-laws in an effort to coerce an increased 
dowry. According to India’s National Crime Records Bureau, 7,634 women died in 2015 
—20 every day—due to dowry harassment. Legislation outlawing dowries in India was 
enacted in 1961, but such laws are typically ignored. The point here is that few persons 
would condone the practice of dowry deaths. There is likely not a single anthropologist 
who, after immersing himself or herself in Indian culture, would come away and justify 
or excuse such a custom under the guise of cultural relativism.43

On the other hand, are there universal standards that everyone on the planet must 
obey? And who decides on these standards? Historically, scholars from across a variety of 
academic fields have recognized five approaches to determining which behaviors are eth-
ical: the utilitarian approach, the rights approach, the fairness or social justice approach, 
the common good approach, and the virtues approach.44

The Utilitarian Approach
The utilitarian approach, sometimes called utilitarianism, posits that ethical actions are 
those that provide the greatest balance of good over evil. Some act is deemed ethical if it 
provides the greatest good for the greatest number (of people). To apply such an approach, 
one must first identify the courses of action available, determine who is affected by such 
actions in terms of who benefits or who is harmed, and then select the action that pro-
duces the greatest benefit and least harm. This approach is called utilitarianism because 
it emphasizes the consequences of actions on the well-being—that is, the utility—of all 
persons directly or indirectly benefiting from or harmed by the act.45

The Rights Approach
The rights approach focuses on an individual’s right to choose for herself or himself. 
Advocates of a rights approach maintain that humans are distinct from other living 
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Chapter 1  ■   The Necessity of Intercultural Communication  31

beings on the planet because they have the free will to choose their course of action and 
that such free will leads to dignity. Moreover, humans have a basic moral right to have 
their free choices respected, and it is a violation of human dignity to use people (e.g., hurt, 
manipulate) in ways they do not freely choose. Other fundamental human rights include 
the right to the truth, the right to privacy, the right not to be injured, and the right to 
what is agreed on. From this perspective, all humans have the right to be respected and 
treated as free, rational, and capable of making their own decisions. Thus, in this view, 
acts are ethical to the extent that they respect the rights of others. Acts are wrong to the 
extent that they violate the rights of others.46

The Fairness or Social Justice Approach
The fairness or social justice approach is based on the Aristotelian dictum that “equals 
should be treated equally and unequals unequally.” In this case, the ethical question 
is whether an act treats everyone in the same way or whether it shows favoritism and/
or discrimination—that is, treats some unequally. Advocates of this approach main-
tain that favoritism benefits some people without a justifiable reason. Discrimination 
burdens people who should be treated equally. Hence, an act that shows favoritism 
and/or discrimination is unethical. This approach requires that people be treated with 
consistency.47

The Common Good Approach
The common good approach is based on the idea that community life is, in and of 
itself, good and that people within the community and their subsequent actions 
should contribute to the community good. This approach has a more societal orienta-
tion than does utilitarianism in that it emphasizes that one’s actions affect everyone’s 
welfare, including a society’s system of just laws, public safety, affordable health care, 
an effective education system, a clean environment, and even public recreation areas. 
Thus, an ethical act is one that ensures that such social policies are not violated, 
especially those that may inordinately affect vulnerable members of the society. This 
approach differs from the rights approach in that, while respecting and championing 
the rights of societal members to follow their individual goals, the common good 
approach also challenges societal members to recognize and advance the goals shared 
by the community.48

The Virtues Approach
The virtues approach asserts the idea that there are certain ideals, principles, or standards 
(i.e., virtues) toward which every individual should strive to reach his or her highest 
potential. Individuals realize such virtues through conscious reflection on what kinds of 
people they have the potential to become. Virtues such as truth, beauty, honesty, cour-
age, compassion, generosity, tolerance, love, fidelity, integrity, fairness, self-control, and 
prudence are encouraged. Actions manifested in such virtues are considered ethical. In 
dealing with an ethical problem using the virtue approach, individuals should ask them-
selves, “What kind of person should I be? What will promote the development of charac-
ter within me and my community?”49
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32  Intercultural Communication

Ethical Principles of Eastern Cultures
Although the five approaches to ethics listed previously are applicable to a large group of 
people and an array of different cultures, all of them have their roots in Western ideol-
ogy and philosophy and may not be applicable to all cultures. To be sure, Robert Shuter 
asserts that many of the fundamental tenets of the those five approaches are, in fact, not 
a part of the ethics that guide many Eastern cultures.50 For example, Shuter states that 
implicit in most of these classical approaches is the tenet that human acts are considered 
ethical to the extent that they contribute to the happiness and general well-being of the 
individual—that truthfulness, equality, choice, and fairness are paramount in defining 
an ethical act. Moreover, Shuter argues that these perspectives place the free will of the 
individual at the center of ethics, above all else. Such focus assumes that humans are nat-
urally reasonable and intellectual. But as Shuter points out, the ethical principles of some 
major Eastern ethical codes do not follow the same assumptions. Two traditions, includ-
ing Confucianism and Hinduism, have very different perspectives on what is ethical.

Confucianism
Confucianism prescribes an ethical and philosophical scheme of living developed from 
the writings of Confucius. Cultures and countries strongly influenced by Confucianism 
include China, Korea, Japan, Taiwan, and Vietnam. Unlike many of the Western 
approaches to ethics that stress free choice and equality, Confucianism prescribes a set of 
rituals and conventional social habits to guide humans to appropriate and ethical acts. 
The wisest of humans is competent at ritual and practicing ritual in all circumstances. 
By definition, rituals restrict, rather than free, human action. In addition, where many 
of the Western approaches elevate humans above all else, Confucianism prescribes social 
rituals designed so that the natural world, social institutions, and humans all flourish 
interdependently.51

In Confucianism, there are five basic virtues: ren (benevolence/altruism), yi (integrity/ 
sense of rightness), li (rite and propriety), chi (moral understanding), and shin (trust).52 
Within these five virtues is the recurring theme that humans are defined by their obe-
dience to their place in the social hierarchy of relationships. By definition, social hierar-
chies rank order people and prescribe rules for proper conduct within each level of the 
hierarchy. In Confucianism, the five principal relationships are (1) ruler and subject,  
(2) parent and child, husband and wife, (4) older sibling and younger sibling, and (5) 
friend and friend. Peace and harmony can be achieved only if people know, understand, 
and practice their proper place in society.53 Some scholars maintain that Confucianism 
fosters inequality. Yeanmi You states that Confucianism has fostered gender biases by 
promoting the belief that a son is preferred over a daughter and a man is inherently supe-
rior to a woman in society. A woman who is as talented and educated as a man faces great 
discrimination in society because of the portrayal of a man as superior to a woman, which 
is deeply rooted in Confucianism.54

Hinduism
Hinduism is the third-largest religion after Christianity and Islam, with more than 1 
billion followers. Hinduism is not monotheistic (i.e., purporting belief in a single god). 
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Hindus believe that gods or divinities can take many forms, but all form one univer-
sal spirit called Brahman. The three most important representations of Brahman are 
Brahma, the creator of the universe; Vishnu, the preserver or protector of the universe; 
and Shiva, the destroyer of the universe. Therefore, they are polytheistic.

Hinduism is practice based rather than faith based, which means that practices—
which are often social—are more important than beliefs. Jeff Spinner-Halev writes this:

Hinduism is concerned with legitimizing hierarchical social relationships and 
mollifying deities, not with faith or belief. A Hindu may be a theist, pantheist, 
atheist, communist and believe whatever he likes, but what makes him into a 
Hindu are the ritual practices he performs and the rules to which he adheres, in 
short, what he does.55

Hindus believe in the reincarnation of the soul, which is rebirth after death. One’s 
physical body is mortal, but one’s soul is immortal. Hindus believe that when they die, 
their soul enters a new body and the cycle continues. They also believe the conditions of 
one’s present life are due to Karma, or the accumulated good or bad behaviors and deeds 
one commits in past lives. A practicing Hindu can improve his or her conditions through 
good behavior and creates suffering through bad behavior. Eventually, the soul will achieve 
Moksha, or salvation, and stop the cycle of rebirths to become a part of the absolute soul. 
The four main objectives or aims of life include Dharma, or righteousness; Artha, or 
wealth; Kama, or desire; and Moksha, or salvation.

Hinduism practices a social-ordering hierarchical system (i.e., a caste) in which peo-
ple are ranked. Hinduism prescribes strict rules and regulations about how one is to act 
within one’s caste level. In some cases, the lower caste may not be allowed even to inter-
act with the higher caste. In India’s caste system, there are four levels: (1) Brahmins— 
the learned, educated elites, and priests; (2) Kshatriyas—the nobles and warriors;  
(3) Vaishyas—the traders, businessmen, and farmers; and (4) Sudras—those who serve 
the needs of the upper-caste members. The Sudras are further divided into the touchables 
and untouchables. The touchables take on positions considered demeaning and polluting 
by the upper caste, such as barbers, hairdressers, or cleaners. The untouchable Sudras are 
considered spiritually polluting and perform jobs such as garbage collecting. Hinduism 
prescribes that one is born into a caste level, and it is virtually impossible to move from 
one caste level to the next—that is, from lower to higher levels. In traditional Hindu soci-
ety, men and women are clearly not equal. The birth of a son is seen as a blessing, while 
the birth of a daughter is met with misgivings—she is a financial burden to the family.56

So we can see from the Intercultural Conversation box in this section that Tommy, 
Kwan, and Dinesh have themselves an ethical dilemma. The answer to where they will 
lunch is not an easy one since each comes from a very different set of ethical standards.

THE GOAL: INTERCULTURAL 
COMMUNICATION COMPETENCE
The fundamental goal of this book is to help you become a competent intercultural commu-
nicator. Intercultural communication competence is defined as the degree to which you 

intercultural 
communication 
competence The 
ability to adapt 
one’s verbal 
and nonverbal 
messages to 
the appropriate 
cultural context.
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34  Intercultural Communication

effectively adapt your verbal and nonverbal messages to the appropriate cultural context.57 
When you communicate with someone from a different culture, to be interculturally com-
petent you will have to adjust and modify the kinds of verbal and nonverbal messages you 
send. This process requires that you have some knowledge about the person’s culture with 
whom you are communicating, that you are motivated to communicate with him or her, and 
that you have the appropriate verbal and nonverbal skills to encode and decode messages.

Interculturally competent people successfully and effectively adapt their verbal and 
nonverbal messages to the appropriate cultural context. Intercultural competence var-
ies from situation to situation. That is, a particular American may be quite competent 
while interacting with Chinese people and relatively incompetent when interacting with 
Germans. Verbal and nonverbal appropriateness and effectiveness are two important 
qualities of intercultural competence. According to Brian Spitzberg, appropriate behav-
iors conform to the rules, norms, and expectancies of the cultural context.58 For example, 
when greeting a Japanese person in Japan, one is expected to bow. The rules associated 
with bowing are determined by one’s status (e.g., age, sex, occupation, education). The 
person of lower status bows lower and longer than the person with higher status and 
typically does not make direct eye contact. Effective behaviors are those that successfully 
perform and accomplish the rules and norms.59 For example, to the extent you are able 
to bow correctly, your behavior will be perceived as effective and competent. As we have 
seen throughout this book, the appropriateness and effectiveness of verbal and nonverbal 
messages vary considerably across cultures. Behaviors considered appropriate in one cul-
ture may not be appropriate in another culture.

An Integrated Model and Measure of  
Intercultural Communication Competence
For the past 10 years or so, Lily Arasaratnam and her colleagues have been developing 
an integrated model and measure of intercultural communication competence. Like oth-
ers, Arasaratnam maintains that being a competent intercultural communicator involves 
knowing about other cultures, having an approach tendency, and applying appropriate 
and effective communication behaviors. Arasaratnam believes that effective and appro-
priate behavior can be best judged and determined from the perspectives of both the 
communicator enacting the behavior and the other person with whom intercultural com-
munication occurs. Moreover, Arasaratnam contends that a person who is competent in 
one type of intercultural exchange probably possesses characteristics that enable him or 
her to communicate competently in other intercultural exchanges as well.60

In related research, Arasaratnam and Marya Doerfel discovered that those who were 
identified as competent intercultural communicators possessed five qualities in common: 
(a) empathy, (b) intercultural experience/training, (c) approach tendencies, (d) a global 
attitude, and (e) listening skills. Arasaratnam and Doerfel arrived at these five character-
istics via interviews with persons from 15 different countries who were asked to describe 
a competent intercultural communicator. Arasaratnam and Doerfel interviewed per-
sons from the United States, Bahamas, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Burkina Faso, China, 
Egypt, Ghana, India, Indonesia, Ivory Coast, Japan, Malaysia, Nigeria, Norway, and the 
Philippines.61 Specifically, they wanted to identify those traits in competent intercultural 
interactants that transcend the cultural context and cultural identity.
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STUDENT VOICES ACROSS CULTURES
STEPPING INTO A DIFFERENT CULTURE

Hanna Klecka

During my semester abroad in Italy, I discov-
ered many similarities and differences between 
American and Italian culture. As I engaged in 
intercultural communication, I experienced var-
ious degrees of stress, adaptation, and accep-
tance of what it meant to be Italian.

From the start, I learned that everyday inter-
actions, like ordering a cappuccino at a local 
bustling café, were very stressful experiences. 
When I wandered into Café Michelangelo for the 
first time one morning, I made the mistake of 
waiting in line behind a crowd of people.

I quickly learned that in Italy, lines often do not 
exist. This crowd of people was a swarm of other 
patrons also attempting to get their morning cof-
fee fix, and there was no systematic way for me 
to get to the front. This situation gave me severe 
anxiety. Italians were entering this café and would 
force their way through the others congregated 
around the counter. They proceeded to yell what 
they wanted to the owner, Marco, while hover-
ing nearby, loudly conversing with other patrons 
while they waited for their daily espresso. In the 
United States, we wait in lines so regularly that it is 
something we no longer think about. We like orga-
nization, and lines are an integral part of this sys-
tematic and predictable process, especially when 
ordering something to eat.

The disorder at the café caused me confusion 
and stress. The act of getting coffee, something 
that was so simple for me to do in America, was 
proving to be very difficult in Italy. Over time, as I 
frequented this little café, I adapted my communi-
cation strategies to match those used by Italians. 
If I wanted something to drink or eat, I had to be 
persistent and sometimes tough—at least from 
an American standpoint. By the end of my stay in 
Florence, this unwavering attitude became inher-
ent in my actions and communication; it allowed 
me to be a competent intercultural communicator.

H
an

na
 K

le
ck

a

Empathy, of course, involves the extent to which one can infer the cognitions and 
motivations of another. Complete empathy is probably impossible. Here, empathy also 
includes the ability to sense, accurately perceive, and appropriately respond to one’s per-
sonal, interpersonal, and social environment. Approach tendencies involve the individual’s 
interest in and effort to talk, understand, and extend help. This includes the anticipation 
of or actual engagement in intercultural communication. Intercultural experience and 
training involves the actual study of intercultural communication. Respondents in the 
study reported that taking a course in intercultural communication led to competence. 
Regarding the listening aspect, competent intercultural communicators are perceived 
as such because they are willing to spend time listening and learning, and they know 

Copyright ©2021 by SAGE Publications, Inc. 
 This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.

 
Do n

ot 
co

py
, p

os
t, o

r d
ist

rib
ute

 



36  Intercultural Communication

about cultural matters and are good at relating to different cultures. The global attitude 
dimension describes individuals who are open to others, are better at communicating, 
show interest in differences and are aware of them, and have a level of exposure to these 
differences that makes them able to discern them. For example, are they speaking from 
their own cultural perspective or trying to communicate in the other’s cultural mode 
or speaking in a cultural mode that is neutral or not specific to either culture? Based on 
these five characteristics, Arasaratnam developed a scale designed to measure one’s inter-
cultural communication competence.62

SELF-ASSESSMENT 1.4
THE INTERCULTURAL COMMUNICATION COMPETENCE SCALE

Directions: The following items may or may not 
describe how you think, feel, and behave when 
interacting with people from different cultures. 
In the space to the left of each item, indicate the 
degree to which you (5) strongly agree, (4) agree, 
(3) are neutral, (2) disagree, or (1) strongly dis-
agree with the statement. There are no right or 
wrong answers. It’s best to record your initial 
response and not think too much about it.

  1. I often find it difficult to 
differentiate between similar 
cultures (e.g., Asians, Europeans, 
Africans, etc.).

  2. I feel a sense of belonging to 
a group of people based on 
relationship (i.e., family, friends) 
instead of cultural identity (i.e., 
people from my culture, people 
from other cultures).

  3. I find it easier to categorize people 
based on their cultural identity 
than their personality.

  4. I often notice similarities in 
personality between people who 
belong to completely different 
cultures.

  5. If I were to put people in groups, I 
would group them by their culture 
rather than by their personality.

  6. I feel that people from other 
cultures have many valuable things 
to teach me.

  7. I feel more comfortable with people 
from my own culture than with 
people from other cultures.

  8. I feel closer to people with 
whom I have a good relationship, 
regardless of whether they belong 
to my culture or not.

  9.  I usually feel closer to people who 
are from my own culture because I 
can relate to them better.

 10. I feel more comfortable with people 
who are open to people from other 
cultures than with people who are not.

 11. Most of my close friends are from 
other cultures.

 12. I usually change the way I 
communicate depending on whom I 
am communicating with.

 13. When I interact with someone from 
a different culture, I usually try to 
adopt some of his or her ways.

 14. Most of my friends are from my 
own culture.

 15. I usually look for opportunities to 
interact with people from other 
cultures.
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Chapter 1  ■   The Necessity of Intercultural Communication  37

Scoring: Reverse your responses for Items 1, 2, 7, 
8, 9, and 14. For these six items, if your original 
response was a 5, reverse it to a 1; if your origi-
nal score was a 4, reverse it to a 2; if your original 
score was a 3, leave it a 3; if your original score was 
a 2, reverse it to a 4; and if your original score was 

a 1, reverse it to a 5. After reversing your scores 
for these items, sum all 15 items. Your score must 
range between 15 and 75. Higher scores (above 
55) indicate more intercultural communication 
competence. Lower scores (below 35) indicate 
less intercultural communication competence.

Source: Arasaratnam, L. (2009, May). The Development of a New Instrument of Intercultural Communication. Journal of 
Intercultural Communication, 20. Published by Elsevier. URL: http://www.immi.se/intercultural/

Chapter Summary

The purpose of this chapter is to emphasize the 
necessity of intercultural communication and to 
define and clarify the terms communication, cul-
ture, and intercultural communication.

The first part of this chapter argued that recent 
technological, political, and sociological advance-
ments have created a global village only dreamed 
about 30 years ago. The essential effect of this 
technology is its decentralizing role in dissemi-
nating information across local, regional, national, 
and international borders. This means that billions 
of people across the planet now have access to 
information not available to them only a few years 
ago. Information empowers people. While the 
dream of a global village holds great promise, the 
reality is that diverse people have diverse opin-
ions, values, and beliefs that clash and too often 
result in violence. Although the challenges of an 
increasingly diverse world are great, the benefits 
are even greater. Communicating and establishing 
relationships with people from different cultures 
can lead to a whole host of benefits, including 
healthier communities; increased international, 
national, and local commerce; reduced conflict; 
and personal growth through increased tolerance. 
Only through intercultural communication can 
such conflict be managed and reduced.

The second part of this chapter offered some defini-
tions of communication and culture. Both terms are 

difficult to define. Communication is a dynamic, inten-
tional, interactive, transactive, contextual, and cul-
tural process that involves the simultaneous encoding 
and decoding of verbal and nonverbal messages 
with someone else, within some relational context. 
Culture, in part, can be defined as an accumulated 
pattern of values, beliefs, and behaviors shared by an 
identifiable group of people with a common history and 
verbal and nonverbal symbol system. Intercultural 
communication is essentially contextual. The cultural, 
microcultural, and environmental contexts surround 
the communicators, whose sociorelational contexts 
are defined by the exchange of verbal and nonverbal 
messages encoded and decoded within each interac-
tant’s perceptual context.

The third part of this chapter let you discover 
something about yourself—in this case, your inter-
cultural communication apprehension. When we 
interact with someone from a different culture, 
we are faced with a lot of uncertainty. We may not 
know anything about the person’s culture, values, 
habits, behavior, dress, and so on. We may not 
know what to say or do in such circumstances. 
This uncertainty about the other person may cause 
us to feel nervous and anxious and may lead us 
to avoid such circumstances. Competent inter-
cultural communicators are willing to approach 
intercultural situations and are sensitive to the  
differences in those situations. This part of the 
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38  Intercultural Communication

chapter also outlined some fundamental assump-
tions about intercultural communication.

The fourth part of this chapter took a look at ethics. 
Ethics become salient (i.e., particularly relevant) 
whenever human behavior and decision-making 

are conscious, voluntary, and impact others, such 
as during intercultural communication.

Finally, the fifth part of this chapter introduced and 
outlined the goal of this book—that is, for you to 
become a competent intercultural communicator.

Discussion Questions

1. In what ways is the United States changing 
demographically? What will the population 
look like in 50 years?

2. Why are so many people afraid of 
communication?

3. Why are so many people afraid to 
communicate with people from cultures 
different from their own?

4. Using the definition of culture presented in 
this chapter, how would you describe your 
culture?

5. How do the various contexts of the contextual 
model of intercultural communication relate 
to one another?

6. Why is it that during intercultural 
communication “the message sent is rarely 
the message received”?

7. What does it take to become an intercultural 
competent communicator?

Developing Intercultural Communication Competence

Once again, one of the fundamental goals of this 
book is for you to become interculturally compe-
tent. In an effort to reach that goal, try to practice 
the following:

1. Although it may sound contradictory, one 
way to become more aware of cultural 
differences is to become mindful of 
your own behaviors. So the first step 
to becoming interculturally competent 
is to pay attention and note how your 
communicative behavior is driven by 
culture. For example, when you stand in 

line at the bookstore, are you consciously 
aware of the physical space between you 
and the other students? When you have a 
conversation with your friends at lunch are 
you consciously aware of your eye contact? 
The physical distance we assume while 
shopping and the eye contact we make 
during everyday conversations is very much 
driven by culture and differs considerably 
across cultures. So . . . Step 1, pay attention 
to your own behavior and keep in mind 
that what seems very natural to you is not 
natural to many others.
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2. Take a moment and record your scores on 
the self-assessment instruments in this 
chapter:

• PRICA: Personal Report of 
Intercultural Communication 
Apprehension _________

• GENE: Generalized Ethnocentrism 
Scale _________

• ICCS: Intercultural Communication 
Competence Scale ________________

Do you see any patterns here? Were your scores 
high or low? Why might that be?

Key Terms

communication 10
communication 

apprehension 10
context 9
culture 13
dynamic 9
ethnocentrism 24
GENE (Generalized 

Ethnocentrism) Scale 25

intercultural 
communication 17

intercultural  
communication 
apprehension 22

intercultural  
communication 
competence 33

microculture 15

Personal Report of 
Communication Apprehension 
(PRCA-24) 11

process 9
symbol 9
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