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xv

Preface

A s the once powerful Chinese economy slows down, what economic changes 
will ensue around the world? What changes will happen in Europe after the 

departure of the United Kingdom from the European Union? Economic inequality, 
the disparity between the rich and the poor in the United States, is higher than ever 
and highest of all industrialized countries. These economic issues may drive the 
shape and character of intercultural contact in the future—because businesses drive 
what types and which cultures are more and less likely to come into contact.
 Changes in governmental systems seem to happen at a rapid rate. In the after-
math of the Arab Spring, governments all over the Middle East—Libya, Egypt, 
Iraq, Tunisia, etc.—seem fragile or almost nonexistent. Rising regional identities 
may lead to new nations (e.g., Flanders, Catalonia, Scotland). Is a Palestinian state a 
future possibility, and how might it change the Middle East? As these changes and 
others appear on the horizon, how will intercultural conflict be managed? What role 
does intercultural communication play in these disputes?
 Natural disasters may also affect intercultural communication. Climate change 
may bring about significant changes that require us to work with others around the 
world. Droughts, earthquakes, hurricanes, typhoons, tsunamis, and other natural 
disasters may increase the need for intercultural cooperation to help those in need.
 The rising use of social media presents new intercultural issues; social media 
enable both better intercultural understanding as well as negative attacks on various 
cultural groups. The photo of the body of a tiny Syrian child washed up on a beach 
in Greece went viral on social media and garnered much sympathy for the plight of 
refugees fleeing war and tragedy in the Middle East. On the other hand, social media 
have been used to broadcast beheadings of journalists and others by the Islamic State 
and to recruit new members around the world.
 They are not alone in using social media to heighten intercultural tensions. How 
we use and misuse social media leaves a trail that can build bridges to other cultures 
or reinforce walls between them.
 What role can intercultural communication play in the changing world that 
we all live in? How can we use our intercultural skills to help enrich our lives and 
the lives of those around us? What should intercultural communication scholars be 
focusing on? What are the best ways to better understand intercultural communica-
tion in this dynamic world? As the world changes, how important is it for us to 
understand the past? Should we focus on culture-specific information? Or should we 
strive to develop more universal rules? How can anyone understand every culture 
around the world? Or every language? We wrote this book to shed light on these and 
many other questions about intercultural communication.
 As in our earlier books, we have tried to use information from a variety of 
approaches, drawing from social psychological approaches as well as from ethnographic 
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xvi Preface

studies and more recent critical media studies. However, the emphasis in this book is on 
the practical, experiential nature of intercultural  communication. We still acknowledge 
that there are no easy answers to many intercultural situations. However, we attempt 
to give solid, practical guidelines, while noting the complexity of the task facing the 
student of intercultural  communication.

FEATURES OF THE BOOK

This book addresses the core issues and concerns of intercultural communication 
by introducing a group of general skills in Chapter 1 and emphasizing the concepts 
and the skills of communicating interculturally throughout the text. This textbook

•   Includes a balanced treatment of skills and theory. The skills focus is framed 
by the presentation of the conceptual aspects of culture and communication. 
Each chapter has a section called “Building Intercultural Skills” that pro-
vides guidelines for improving the reader’s intercultural communication.

•   Provides a framework for understanding intercultural communication, focus-
ing on four building blocks (culture, communication, context, and power) 
and four barriers (ethnocentrism, stereotyping, prejudice, and discrimination).

•   Focuses on personal experiences by including students’ narratives and the 
authors’ personal experiences highlighted throughout the text.

•   Presents the material in a student-friendly way. There are four types of 
thoughtful and fun bits of information in the margin provided for students’ 
interest. This edition contains new updated examples and websites:

“What Do You Think?” includes information and questions that 
challenge students to think about their own culture and communi-
cation styles.

“Surf ’s Up!” suggests websites that students can visit for more 
information about culture and communication.

“Pop Culture Spotlight” presents examples of culture and commu-
nication from today’s popular culture.

“Info Bites” provides fun facts and figures that illustrate issues 
related to intercultural communication.

•   Includes separate chapters on history and identity, with sections on 
Whiteness and assisting European American students in exploring their 
own cultural issues.

•   Focuses on popular culture, both in a separate chapter and in examples 
woven throughout the book.

•   Discusses important role of communication technologies in intercultural 
encounters in various contexts.
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 Preface xvii

•   Applies concepts to real-life contexts; the book includes four chapters on 
how intercultural communication works in everyday settings in tourism, 
business, education, and health.

NEW TO THE SIXTH EDITION

This edition includes updated material addressing recent challenges of intercultural 
communication, including increased worldwide religious and ethnic conflict, the 
enormous numbers of migrants fleeing intercultural conflict and economic chal-
lenges, the impact of political context on intercultural encounters, and technological 
challenges. For example, Chapter 1 includes a discussion of how security concerns 
translated to anti-immigrant/refugee attitudes and legislation and their impacts on 
intercultural communication. In Chapter 8, we extended our discussion of ongoing 
religious and racial tensions in the United States and overseas, and added new mate-
rial on peacebuilding efforts and “skilled disagreement” strategies as responses to 
protracted intercultural conflicts.
 We also recognize the continuing importance of political issues in intercultural 
contexts. For example, Chapter 2 includes a discussion of the slow reaction to find-
ing lead in Flint Michigan drinking water; in Chapter 4, Canada’s welcoming stance 
to refugees, as part of its national identity; and in Chapter 13, the impact of various 
communication strategies about the Zika virus.
 To continue to recognize the increasing role technology plays in intercultural 
communication, in Chapter 1 we acknowledge the increasing role, both negative and 
positive, of social media in intercultural encounters. Chapter 5 includes a discussion 
of the impact of machine translation on intercultural communication. Chapters 10 
and 11 include new material on the role of social media in tourist and business con-
texts, and social media examples are interwoven throughout the other chapters.

OVERVIEW OF THE BOOK

The first chapter focuses on the changing dynamics of social life and global conditions 
that provide a rationale for the study of intercultural communication, suggesting that 
intercultural learning is not just transformative for the individual, but also benefits the 
larger society and other cultural groups in our increasingly interdependent world. In this 
edition, we have updated statistics and examples as well as provided expanded discus-
sions on the impact of income wealth and income inequality in the United States as well 
as the negative and positive impacts of social media on intercultural communication.
 Chapter 2 outlines a framework for the book and identifies four building blocks 
of intercultural communication—culture, communication, context, and power, as 
well as four attitudinal and behavioral barriers to effective  intercultural communi-
cation: ethnocentrism, stereotyping, prejudice, and discrimination. In this edition, 
we discuss the most recent addition to the Hofstede value framework (indulgence 
vs. restraint) as well as examples of cultural resistance through social media (e.g., 
#blacklivesmatter) and also provide updated examples of anti-immigrant prejudice 
and discrimination.
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 Chapter 3 focuses on helping students see the importance of history in under-
standing contemporary intercultural communication issues and a discussion of how 
postcolonial histories intertwine with today’s practices of outsourcing and global busi-
ness. This edition provides updated examples of the use of history for contemporary 
situations and underscores the ways that intercultural relationships can be impacted.
 Chapter 4 discusses issues of identity and intercultural communication. In this 
chapter we address a number of identities (gender, age, race, and ethnicity [including 
White identity], physical ability, religion, class, national and regional identity). We also 
discuss issues of multicultural identity—people who live on the borders—and issues of 
crossing borders and cultural shock and adaptation. This edition includes a discussion 
of Canada’s welcoming refugees and how it ties to Canadian identity, as well as new 
examples of popular culture products and their impact on various cultural identities.
 Chapter 5 addresses verbal issues in intercultural communication, describing 
cultural variations in language and communication style, attitudes toward speaking, 
writing and silences, as well as issues of power and language. This edition includes 
an expanded discussion of how social media influences cultural differences in com-
munication style, as well as a discussion of the impact of machine translation on 
intercultural encounters, and new material in code-switching.
 Chapter 6 focuses on the role of nonverbal behavior in intercultural interaction, 
describing universal and culture-specific aspects of nonverbal communication, and 
the ways nonverbal behavior can provide a basis for stereotyping and prejudice. This 
chapter also addresses cultural space and its dynamic, changing nature, and a discus-
sion of cyberspace as cultural space. This edition includes recent research question-
ing the universality of facial expressions, and an expanded discussion focusing on 
micro-aggression—nonverbal expression of bias and prejudice.
 Chapter 7 addresses popular culture and intercultural communication. We define 
pop culture and discuss the ways in which pop culture forms our images of culture 
groups and the ways in which we consume (or resist) popular culture products. This 
edition includes updated popular culture examples, including Beyoncé’s new music 
video, “Formation,” in the current context of concern over policing and race relations.
 Chapter 8 discusses the role of culture and conflict. The chapter identifies char-
acteristics of intercultural conflict, describes both personal and social/ political aspects 
of conflict, and examines the role of religion in intercultural conflict and the ways 
conflict management varies from culture to culture. This edition includes an updated 
discussion of the role economic conditions and social inequities play in intercultural 
conflict and peacebuilding efforts in protracted intercultural conflict situations.
 Chapter 9 focuses on intercultural relationships in everyday life. It identifies the 
challenges and benefits of intercultural relationships, examining how relationships 
may differ across cultures and exploring a variety of relationship types: friendship, 
gay, dating, and marriage relationships. In this edition, we updated the status of 
same-sex marriages and included a discussion of transgender friendships. 
 Chapters 10 through 13 focus on intercultural communication in specific 
contexts. Chapter 10 addresses issues of intercultural communication in the tour-
ism industry, exploring various ways in which hosts and tourists may interact, the 
ways varying cultural norms may affect tourist encounters, language issues and 
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 Preface xix

communication style, and the sometimes-complex attitudes of hosts toward tourists. 
In this edition, we include discussions of the impacts of the recent economic down-
turn, political instability, terrorist attacks, health risks, and environmental disasters 
(earthquakes, hurricanes) on touristic encounters; new material on hosts’ attitude 
toward tourism; and the role of social media on tourism.
 Chapter 11 focuses on intercultural communication in business contexts, iden-
tifying several communication challenges (work-related values, differences in man-
agement styles, language issues, and affirmative action) in both domestic and inter-
national contexts, and the social and political contexts of business. We also provide 
a discussion of how power relations affect intercultural business encounters—both 
interpersonal relationships and larger system impacts. This edition includes new 
material on workplace diversity issues as well as the impact of globalization, immi-
gration, terrorist attacks, and intercultural communication in business contexts.
 Chapter 12 explores intercultural communication and education, discussing dif-
ferent kinds of educational experiences (e.g., study abroad, culture-specific settings) 
and communication challenges (e.g., varying roles for teachers and  students, grad-
ing, and power); addressing social concerns and the role of culture in admissions, 
affirmative action, and standardized tests; and examining the challenges of educat-
ing immigrants. We also explore minority serving institutions as well as  gender 
issues, including campus rape.
 Chapter 13 addresses intercultural communication and health care, focusing on 
intercultural barriers to effective health care, the historical treatment of  cultural groups, 
and the ways power dynamics, religious beliefs, and language barriers influence com-
munication in health care settings. It also includes a discussion on alternative and com-
plementary medicine as other ways of thinking about health care. This edition provides 
information on the communication strategies in response to the Zika virus as well as 
issues with vaccines and updated information on the Affordable Care Act (Obamacare).

The sixth edition of Experiencing Intercultural Communication: An Introduction is 
now available online with Connect, McGraw-Hill Education’s integrated assign-
ment and assessment platform. Connect also offers SmartBook for the new edition, 
which is the first adaptive reading experience proven to improve grades and help 
students study more effectively. All of the title’s website and ancillary content is also 
available through Connect, including: 

•   A full Test Bank of multiple choice questions that test students on central 
concepts and ideas in each chapter.

•   An Instructor’s Manual for each chapter with full chapter outlines, sample 
test questions, and discussion topics.

•  Lecture Slides for instructor use in class.
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STUDY OBJECTIVES

After reading this chapter, you should be able to:
1. Describe the peace imperative for studying 

intercultural communication.
2. Identify and describe the economic and technological 

imperatives for studying intercultural communication.
3. Describe how the changing demographics in 

the United States and the changing worldwide 
immigration patterns affect intercultural 
communication.

4. Explain how studying intercultural communication can 
lead to increased self-understanding.

5. Understand the difference between a universalistic 
and relativist approach to the study of ethics and 
intercultural communication.

6. Identify and describe characteristics of an ethical 
student of culture.
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A child born today will be faced as an adult, almost daily, with prob-
lems of a global interdependent nature, be it peace, food, the quality 
of life, inflation, or scarcity of resources. He/she will be both an 
actor and a beneficiary or a victim in the total world fabric, and may 
rightly ask: “Why was I not warned? Why was I not better educated? 
Why did my teachers not tell me about these problems and indicate 
my behavior as a member of an interdependent human race?”

 —Robert Muller1

This quote from Robert Muller, known as “the father of global education” is as 
relevant today as it was 30 years ago and underscores the importance of learn-

ing about our interdependent world. In addition to peace, food, the economy, and 
the quality of life identified by Muller, climate change, terrorism, conflicts around 
the globe require working across cultural differences to find solutions to these com-
plex problems. For example, religious and ethnic conflicts in the Middle East and 
Africa, territorial tensions in Asia over strategic island claimed by more than one  
country (China, Japan, Vietnam, the Philippines, South Korea) as well as the worldwide  
refugee problem with millions of migrants streaming into Europe into already fragile 
economies, for example, Greece and Eastern European countries. In addition, the 
once powerful Chinese economy is now struggling, leading to nervousness of U.S. 
investors and a volatile stock market.2 On the more positive side, global intercon-
nectedness also brings us the World Cup, the Olympics, as well as global cooperation 
in dealing with health challenges like the Ebola and Zika outbreaks. The personal 
impact of this global interconnectedness has been extensive. Although the recession 
in the United States is technically over, wages here are stagnant and the promises of 
the American Dream seem illusive for many—particularly for minority households 
whose financial resources remain at a fraction of White households. Perhaps your 
parents or someone you know lost their jobs, or their houses in the economic down-
town. Perhaps you worry about how you’ll pay off your college debt or whether 
you’ll ever be able to own a home or achieve economic independence. Let’s consider 
how the economic conditions and world tensions are affecting intercultural relations. 
Let’s start at home, in the United States where some adult children, many saddled 
with large college debt, are still living at home and according to a recent report, even 
though there have been positive economic trends, there has been no increase in the 
number of young adults establishing their own household. In fact, the number is no 
higher in 2015 than it was before the recession.3 As one 20 something said “I can’t 
foresee a future where we’re going to buy a house. . . It’ll be 10 to 15 years, and by 
that time, we’ll be too old to have children. I don’t know how people afford to have 
children these days.”4
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This intergenerational living arrangement, common in many parts of the world, 
presents challenges to independent minded children (and parents) in the United 
States and requires (intercultural) communication skills—listening to each other 
openly and respectfully. Some even say it’s a good thing—that parents and children 
get to spend extra time with each other that they wouldn’t be able to do in other 
circumstances.5

The global economic slowdown has had enormous consequences for inter-
cultural relations in the fledging European Union (EU). As you probably know, 
European countries have experienced the crisis differently but are economically 
inter dependent. The northern countries of Germany, Finland, Sweden, and Denmark 
have implemented austerity measures and have relatively healthy economies, which 
are being dragged down by the economically weak southern countries of Greece, 
Spain, and Italy. The resulting tensions over economic issues and the recent refu-
gee crisis are fueling old stereotypes. Germans (even some politicians) are calling 
Greeks work-shy, rule-bending, and recklessly extravagant while they see themselves 
as hard-working, law-abiding people who live within their means. On the other hand, 
Greeks make fun of German frugality and some are even invoking the old “Germans 
as Nazis” stereotype.6

The challenges of increased immigration and economic tensions in Europe 
and the resulting fears of security are present in the United States as well. After the 
devastating terror attacks in Paris and San Bernardino in 2015, security concerns 
translated to anti-immigrant/refugee attitudes and legislation. One poll found that  
53 percent of U.S. Americans didn’t want to accept any Syrian refugees at all and 
about 50 percent said immigrants are a burden because they take jobs, housing, and 
health care.7 While some feel that these are reasonable attitudes and policies, others 
feel that it paves the way for increased prejudice and discrimination against foreign-
ers, particularly those from the Middle East and Latin America.

So what does all this mean for intercultural communication? While these 
close economic connections highlight our global economy, these relationships 
also point to the large numbers of people who communicate every day with 
people from around the world. Some of this communication is face-to-face with 
international students, business travelers, tourists, migrants, and others. Some of 
this communication is online through the Internet, texting, or other communica-
tion media.

Economics are one important force, but there are many other reasons that 
people come into intercultural contact. Wars or other violent conflicts drive some 
people to leave their homelands to seek a safer place to live. Natural disasters can 
drive people to other areas where they can rebuild their lives. Some people seek 
a better life somewhere else, or are driven by their own curiosity to seek out and 
visit other parts of the world. People often fall in love and build families in another 
country. Can you think of other reasons that drive people to interact across cultural 
differences?

What do you as a student of intercultural communication need to learn to 
understand the complexities of intercultural interaction? And how can learning about 
intercultural communication benefit you?
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It is easy to become overwhelmed by that complexity. However, not knowing 
everything that you would like to know is very much a part of the learning process, 
and this inability to know everything is what makes intercultural communication 
experiences so exciting. Rather than being discouraged by everything that you can-
not know, think of all the things you can learn from intercultural communication 
experiences. This book will introduce you to some of the basic concepts and guide-
lines for thinking about intercultural interaction. You can also learn a lot of inter-
cultural communication by listening to other people’s experiences, but intercultural 
communication is a lifelong project and we hope you will continue your journey 
long after you read this textbook.

Why is it important to focus on intercultural communication and to strive to 
become better at this complex form of interaction? There are many reasons why 
you might want to learn more about intercultural communication. Perhaps you want 
to better serve a diverse clientele in your chosen occupation; perhaps members of 
your extended family are from different races or religions, or have physical abilities 
that you would like to understand better. Perhaps you want to better understand the 
culturally diverse colleagues in your workplace. Or perhaps you want to learn more 
about the people you come into contact with through the Internet, or to learn more 
about the countries and cultures that are in the daily news: Iraq, racial tensions on 
university campuses, hate crimes in cities large and small. In this chapter we discuss 
the following imperatives—reasons to study intercultural communication: peace, 
economic, technological, demographic, self-awareness, and ethical. Perhaps one or 
more will apply to your situation.

THE PEACE IMPERATIVE

The key issue is this: Can individuals of different genders, ages, ethnicities, races, 
languages, and religions peacefully coexist on the planet? According to the Center 
for Systemic Peace, while conflict between national powers has decreased, societal 
wars (conflict between groups within a country) have increased. The current trend 
is toward longer, more intra-national protracted conflicts where military or material 
support is supplied by foreign powers—fighting “proxy wars”—to warring groups 
(http://www.systemicpeace.org/vlibrary/GlobalReport2014.pdf). For example, con-
sider the religious strife between Shia and Sunni Muslims throughout the Middle 
East and between Kurds and government forces in Iraq and Turkey, the conflict 
between insurgent rebel groups and the government in Syria—with Russia and the 
United States backing different factions; the various groups in Libya where there is 
no central government at the moment, and woven throughout this region, conflict 
with the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL). There are also the conflicts 
between the government and various drug cartels in Mexico, and the Boko Haram 
and Christian–Muslim conflicts in Nigeria. 

Some of the conflicts have roots in past foreign policies. The rise of the Islamic 
State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) has been linked to the U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2003 
and the strength of the Taliban related to the U.S. policies in twice promising to help 
Afghanistan people (against Soviet aggression in late 1980s and against the Taliban 

What Do You Think?
A group of prominent 
Canadian international 
figures have called 
for a “Department of 
Peace” or “Ministries 
of Peace” that would 
promote and utilize 
nonviolent methods 
of resolving conflicts 
around the world. What 
do you think would be 
the major functions of 
a Department of Peace? 
What kind of person is 
capable of becoming a 
Minister of Peace?
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in 2003) and both times withdrawing military and infrastructure building support, 
both times leaving Afghan people at the mercy of the Taliban. Still other conflicts 
are tied to the tremendous influence of U.S. technology and media which may be 
celebrated by some and as a cause of resistance by others. For example, the massive 
influence of U.S. pop culture is seen by some as inhibiting the development of other 
nations’ indigenous popular culture products and forcing U.S. values on them, which 
sometimes leads to resentment and conflict.8

Some conflicts have to do with economic disparities and legacies of oppression, 
seen in the racial and ethnic tensions in U.S. neighborhoods and recent conflicts 
between law enforcement and some Black communities. There are also tensions 
regarding what some people perceive as racist symbolism of the Cleveland Indians, 
a U.S. major league baseball team, and the Washington Redskins, a U.S. professional 
football team. 

Communication scholar Benjamin Broome has worked with many conflict 
areas, including in Cyprus with Greeks and Turk Cypriots (once the most heav-
ily fortified border in the world) and also Native American groups in the United  
States. He emphasizes that one cannot focus only on the interpersonal level or the 
societal level, but all levels. He proposes an approach of peacebuilding which is not 
just the absence of conflict, but an effort to stop all forms of violence and promote 
transformative ways to deal with conflict, including strategies that address personal, 
relational, and structural (organizational, economic conditions, etc.) elements of 
conflict. According to Broome, communication, especially facilitated dialogue, 
plays a key role in the peacebuilding process.9 We need to remember that individuals 

People are 
often caught in 
 devastating conse-
quences of conflicts 
they neither started 
nor chose. In this 
photo, victims of 
the Gaza conflict 
search through the 
rubble of buildings 
destroyed by war. 
While communica-
tion skills cannot 
solve all political 
conflicts, they are 
vital in  dealing with 
intercultural strife.

Surf’s Up!
How global is the 
news you get each 
day? Think about 
the lead stories in 
the newspapers that 
you read, the news 
stories in the blogs and 
Internet sites you visit, 
the news programs 
you watch, and the 
news stories you hear 
on the radio. Is the 
news primarily about 
local or international 
events? For daily news 
on international events, 
check out www.PBS.org 
/frontlineworld/ and 
compare the stories to 
other U.S. news sites.

© Abid Katib/Getty Images
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6 Part I  Foundations of Intercultural Communication

often are born into and are caught up in conflicts that they neither started nor chose 
and are impacted by larger societal forces. We will explore further approaches to 
dealing with conflict in Chapter 8.

THE ECONOMIC IMPERATIVE

You may want to know more about intercultural communication because you 
foresee tremendous changes in the workplace in the coming years. This is one 
important reason to know about other cultures and communication patterns. 
In addition, knowing about intercultural communication is strategically important 
for U.S. businesses in the emerging transnational economy. As noted by writer 
Carol Hymowitz of the Wall Street Journal, “If companies are going to sell prod-
ucts and services globally, then they will need a rich mix of employees with varied 
perspectives and experiences. They will need top executives who understand dif-
ferent countries and cultures.”10

The Workplace

Given the growing cultural diversity in the United States, businesses necessarily 
must be more attentive to diversity issues. As the workforce becomes more diverse, 
many businesses are seeking to capitalize on these differences: “Once organiza-
tions learn to adopt an inclusive orientation in dealing with their members, this 
will also have a positive impact on how they look at their customer base, how they 
develop products and assess business opportunities, and how they relate to their 
communities.”11 Benefiting from cultural differences in the workplace involves not 
only working with diverse employees and employers but also seeing new business 
markets, developing new products for differing cultural contexts, and marketing 
products in culturally appropriate and effective ways. From this perspective, diver-
sity is a potentially powerful economic tool for business organizations. We will 
discuss diversity issues  further in Chapter 11.

The Global Economy

Businesses all around the world are continually expanding into overseas markets 
in a process of globalization. This recent trend is shown dramatically in the report 
of a journalist who asked a Dell computer manager where his laptop is made. The 
answer? It was codesigned by engineers in Texas and Taiwan; the microprocessor 
was made in one of Intel’s factories in the Philippines, Costa Rica, Malaysia, or 
China; the memory came from factories in Korea, Germany, Taiwan, or Japan. Other 
components (keyboard, hard-disk drive, batteries, etc.) were made by Japanese, 
Taiwanese, Irish, Israeli, or British firms with factories mainly in Asia; and finally, 
the laptop was assembled in Taiwan.12

What is the ultimate impact of globalization on the average person? Some 
economists defend it, saying that the losses are always offset by the gains in con-
sumer prices but many workers who have lost jobs in the recent past and seen wages 
stagnate aren’t so sure. There are many blue collar industrial jobs that have been 
lost to overseas in the past 10 years but one recent study concludes that as many as 

Surf’s Up!
Do you know the 
proper procedure for 
exchanging business 
cards in Japan? Did you 
know that even though 
meetings run late in 
Brazil, it is considered 
rude to exit before the 
gathering ends? Did you 
know you should never 
give a clock as gift to a 
Chinese, it represents 
death? Globalization 
has changed the 
face of business. The 
manner by which we 
conduct business in 
the United States is 
often very different 
from other countries. 
What should you know 
about different cultural 
practices to become an 
international business 

(continued)
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14 million white-collar jobs are also vulnerable to being outsourced offshore—jobs 
in information technology, accounting, architecture, advanced engineering design, 
news reporting, stock analysis, and medical and legal services—jobs that generate 
the bulk of tax revenues that fund our education, health, infrastructure, and social 
security systems. In fact, the Department of Labor reminds us that the track record 
for the re-employment of displaced U.S. workers is not good, that more than one in 
three workers who are displaced remains unemployed, and many of those who are 
lucky enough to find jobs take major pay cuts.13

The world economy has been volatile and seemingly shrinking in recent years. 
The economic powerhouse, China, has seen disastrous economic trends with a plum-
meting stock market, housing crises, and a manufacturing slowdown, and its slowest 
growth since 1990. The worry now and the evidence seems to support it that a slow-
ing China also lowers growth in other countries.14

The point is that to compete effectively in this shrinking global market, 
Americans must understand how business is conducted in other countries and how 
to negotiate deals that are advantageous to the U.S. economy.15 However, they are 
not always willing to take the time and effort to do this. For example, eBay, the suc-
cessful American Ecommerce giant copied its American model to China and got 
completely destroyed by local competitor Taobao. Why? Because Taobao under-
stood that in China, shopping was a social experience and people like talking and 
even haggling with sellers and building relationships with them. Taobao had a chat 
feature that allowed customers to easily talk to sellers.16 Stories abound of U.S. mar-
keting slogans that were inaccurately translated, like Pepsi’s “Come alive with Pepsi 
Generation” (which was translated into Chinese as “Pepsi brings your ancestors back 
from the grave”), or General Motors marketing the Nova in South America (no va 
is Spanish for “no go”).17 In contrast, Starbucks’ recent decision to change its logo 

traveler? Check out 
www.buzzle.com 
/chapters/travel-and 
-tourism_business 
-and-executive-travel 
_etiquette-and-related 
-issues.asp for 
information on 
conducting business in 
other countries. Check 
out the following link 
for information on 
conducting business in 
other countries: http://
www.forbes.com/sites 
/susanadams/2012 
/06/15/business 
-etiquette-tips-for 
-international-travel 
/#409041f86755

Surf’s Up! (cont.)

Multicultural work 
 environments are 
 becoming increas-
ingly common in 
the twenty-first 
century. In many 
of these situations, 
 working in small 
groups is especially 
important. Given 
this trend, workers 
need to learn to 
deal with  cultural 
 differences.

© Pixtal/AGE Fotostock RF
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when it entered the Asian markets seems to be successful. Starbucks decided to drop 
the Starbucks name and the word “coffee” from its logo, giving it a more rounded 
appearance, which seems to appeal to collectivist consumers—found in China and 
other Asian countries.18

In addition, there are other considerations in understanding the global market. 
Moving operations overseas to take advantage of lower labor costs has far-reaching 
implications for corporations. One example is the maquiladoras—foreign-owned 
plants that use domestic labor—just across the U.S.–Mexican border. The U.S. 
companies that relocate their plants there benefit from lower labor costs and lack of 
environmental and other business regulations, while Mexican laborers benefit from 
the jobs. But there is a cost in terms of environmental hazards. Because Mexico has 
less stringent air and water pollution regulations than the United States, many of 
these maquiladoras have a negative environmental impact on the Mexican side of 
the border. Because the two nations are economically and environmentally interde-
pendent, they share the economic and environmental impact. Thus, these contexts 
present intercultural challenges for Mexicans and Americans alike.

To help bridge the cultural gap, many companies employ cross-cultural 
trainers, who assist people going abroad by giving them information about and 
strategies for dealing with cultural differences; such trainers report that Japanese  
and other business personnel often spend years in the United States studying English 
and learning about the country before they decide to build a factory or invest money 
here. By contrast, many U.S. companies provide little or no training before send-
ing their workers overseas and expect business deals to be completed very quickly. 
They seem to have little regard for cultural idiosyncrasies, which can cause ill will 
and mistrust, enhance negative stereotypes, and result in lost business opportunities.

International trade 
is one of the driv-
ing forces in inter-
actions between 
cultures. However, 
as shown by these 
people protesting at 
the G-20 meeting in 
Brisbane, Australia, 
in November 2014, 
there is some con-
cern that growing 
poverty and inequal-
ity resulting from 
globalization may 
lead to increased 
intercultural conflict. 

© Daniel Munoz/Getty Images
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In the future, global economic development will create even more demand for 
intercultural communication. Economic exchanges will drive intercultural interac-
tions. This development will create not only more jobs but also more consumers to 
purchase goods from around the world—and to travel in that world.

THE TECHNOLOGICAL IMPERATIVE

Communication technology is a constant. We are linked by technology to events in the 
most remote parts of the world and also to people that we may never meet face-to-face. 
In any given day you may text message or snapchat with friends about evening plans, 
post a Facebook message to a relative stationed overseas, participate in a discussion 
board for one of your courses, send an e-mail message to your professor and use Google 
Hangout for a virtual team project in an online course. It’s possible not only to commu-
nicate with other people but also to develop complex relationships with them through 
such technology.

Technology and Human Communication

The extent of global connection and communication through social network sites is 
staggering. For example, Facebook was the first to surpass 1 billion monthly active 
users. These networks are often available in multiple languages and enable users to 
connect with friends or people across geographical, political, or economic borders. 
About 2 billion people now use social network sites Facebook, Instagram, and Tumblr 
in the United States, VK in the United Kingdom, and Qzone and Renren in China.19 
By some accounts, people spend more time on social networking sites (SNSs) like 
Facebook than any other online activity, and 80 percent of Facebook users are out-
side the United States and Canada.20 The effect of social media like Facebook and 
Twitter have far-reaching consequences, and it is important to understand that these 
technologies can have positive and negative impacts on intercultural encounters. For 
example, by using Twitter and Facebook, people were able to receive up-to-the-minute 
information and connect with friends and family in the immediate aftermath of the 
devastating Japanese tsunami in January 2011.21 Syrians, Egyptians, and Libyans were 
able to broadcast to the world—through text and videos—minute-by-minute reports 
of the progress and challenges of their fight for democracy against their repressive 
governments.22

On the other hand, you may feel like you’re too dependent on social media 
and suffer from FOMO (Fear of Missing Out), checking your phone many times 
a day to see if you have messages or if there are new posts to Facebook that 
you have to see. An even worse impact of social media is the vicious trolls and 
nasty posts. For example, there was a multitude of vicious racist tweets posted 
in reaction to the crowning of the first Indian American as Miss America.23 Or 
consider the videos of brutal beheadings of U.S. journalists and others posted 
by Islamic State militants that shocked and appalled millions as well as their 
skillful use of social media to persuade and enlist recruits all around the world. 
These media videos and messages illustrate the far-reaching negative potential of 

Surf’s Up!
Social media is not 
just for socializing. 
Remember the 
poignant photo of the 
little three-year-old 
Syrian boy whose body 
(still dressed in his red 
shirt, blue shorts, and 
velcro shoes) washed 
up on a Turkish beach? 
His family was fleeing 
the Syrian civil war and 
their boat capsized. 
The photo went viral 
on social media when 
a Human Rights Watch 
staff member shared 
it on Twitter. It is just 
one example of the 
tremendous power of 
social media in drawing 
world attention to 
human events (and 
tragedies) in faraway 
places. Read more 
about the impact of this 
photo on http://www 
.pbs.org/newshour 
/rundown/photo-dead 
-syrian-refugee-boy 
-puts-face-crisis 
-rooted-numbers/.
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