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Cultural differences in Verbal communication: stereotypes

	Stereotypes

· Stereotypes as mental shortcuts

· Language and its use for defining what is far from our daily experience

· In-group “worldview and stereotypes”

· Media and stereotypes: depiction of the others and its diffusion


The reality in which we operate from day to day is incredibly complex. Every input from the world we perceive every day is information coming in and waiting to be processed by our brains: for example sounds on the street, atmospheric conditions, odours, other people’s look and behaviour, etc. The task of processing all this information is intensive and time consuming and we would need a lot more mental energy if we were to analyse and adapt to everything that happens to us every day. But in fact our behavioural feed back to all the stimuli received from our everyday life is quite fast and happening in real time. 

Why is that? How can we be so fast in adapting and understanding changing situations? That’s because our mind activates mental shortcuts for processing all the information and dealing with our complex reality. People typically have either conscious or unconscious theories about almost everything that goes on from one moment to another in their lives. The theories may be structured and formal or merely loose collections of assumptions. 

There are, of course, some advantages to having a theory. It can help make the world more predictable and help us feel in control of situations. But in some situations having a pre-determined theory can fail us. If in a bar for example, a man and a woman respectively order an alcohol free drink an a beer, most of the times the bartender will bring the beer to the man and the other drink to the woman. This happens because the bartender has activated a mental shortcut based on his theory of sexual roles. He assumes that the man ordered the beer because that’s what happens most of the time. 

This mental shortcut is what we call a stereotype: a widely held but fixed or simplified idea of differences in drinking habits between men and women. It’s important to underline that stereotypes are not good or evil per se and that all of us use them in our everyday life as they help us in making sense of reality. For example, if we see an old lady walking slowly with heavy bags, we assume she needs help because this is what is true most of the time. We might happen to meet the rare old lady who is in good health and doesn’t need any assistance, but our life experience tells us she is an exception. The very act of mobilizing our theories and preconceptions in order to understand and control what is going to happen detaches us from the event itself and our involvement in it. In the act of theorizing we place ourselves partly outside the event as an observer. Thus only part of our awareness and energy is available to deal with what is happening and keeping in touch with information from the present situation. In the act of stereotyping we rely our judgement on pre-conceived theories that might not be true in that particular situation we’re living.

The use of stereotypes is particularly problematic when it takes place in multicultural environments when different nationalities are working together. This is because different cultures have different stereotypes and mental schemes and quoting or working with a stereotype might be dangerous as our way of thinking might easily be misunderstood by the other person. For example Mediterranean people when working with Finnish might be surprised by the shortness of the answers they receive and could be lead to assume that something must be wrong in their attitudes or in the situation. This is a normal behaviour from their counterparts and no relevant meaning is actually attached by them to a short answer whatsoever. 

Moreover, and that is even more dangerous, we, as representatives of a particular cultural group or nationality, might have our own pre-conceived ideas of the people of other nationalities we are working with, and thus treat them in a way that is not exactly compatible with who they really are. In fact, after coming back from his trip to Finland, our Mediterranean representative could be lead to think that all Finnish people are uncommunicative and with low social skills and this will go to reinforce the existing stereotypes of the Nordics. 

The use of stereotypes and predetermined images is very frequent in multicultural situations. That is mostly because traditionally we have had more occasions to deal with people from our own culture/nationality and therefore we have a more structured and expanded ideas of them. When it comes to our co-nationals we have a wide spectrum of differences in our memory and it’s not possible to simplify them all in a simple sentence. The categorical affirmations that we can easily make about other cultures (“Germans are very punctual”, “The Portuguese love football”) are much less categorical when speaking of our own culture – we will say “There are many Germans who value punctuality (but not all of them)”, “Football is very popular in Portugal (but not everyone goes out of their minds over it)”. For the same reasons, when it comes to formulate an opinion on people coming from a culture of which most of us do not have frequent and stable contacts, we are more likely to rely on stereotypes. We have a very complex image of our selves, our culture and a very simple image of the others.

How is it possible that many stereotypes are so strongly reinforced that they’re present in more countries than one? Stereotypes travel, they spread here and there because people find them useful. Someone has also noticed that without language there wouldn’t be any stereotypes. That is a very important concept because it makes us reflect upon the very nature of codification of our languages. Languages have to explain the reality: via my language I have to be able to describe what I see so I have to make it simple and plain.

Language has always been the medium through which stereotypes spread across nations. Today also television, internet and newspaper are contributing to the creation and the diffusion of stereotypes on different nationalities. That’s potentially dangerous because they can “filter” our thinking and distort our perceptions, functioning as screens between having actually met and spoken with a person from that particular culture and the experience/memory that we retain about his person (see also listening barriers). The distortions can occur at different points with different consequences. For example, meeting a person who does not conform to the stereotype we have of his nationality doesn’t necessarily eliminate this stereotype from our minds: we register that person as an exception (!) and retain the stereotype for everyone else. A loud and talkative Finnish or a calm and quiet Spanish.

Another tricky part about having to deal with stereotypes in intercultural environment is that it’s very difficult to get rid of them. That’s because as they filter our information about the other cultures, they do it in an underhanded (subdolo) way: all the information that reinforce our stereotypes easily finds its way through our ears into our brains and stick very firmly in our memory; the information which could potentially mine the validity of the stereotype, on the other hand, is most of the times blocked outside or deleted from our experience or dismissed as an exception.

This bias is well known and documented in sociology and psychology studies. The idea behind it is that for us as human beings is painful and counterproductive to question our theories all the time again and again. But what kind of mental shortcuts would they be then? We cannot eliminate stereotypes because they serve us well most of the time. We can, however remind ourselves to check whether the information we receive from the current real-life situation gives us enough basis to employ a particular type of stereotype, and remain open to contradictions to our preconceptions.

Nonverbal Communication and the Intercultural Encounter

	Non verbal communication

Which clearly identifiable non-verbal communication rules are common in our own culture? Many of these are not used in order countries, they might even have different meanings. Examples: left/right hand in Arab cultures; nodding in North Sweden and in Bulgaria; pauses in communication in Italy and in Finland; etc.

· Hand gestures and body movement (kinesic signs);

· Physical distance / personal space (proxemics);

· Timing of speech and length of pauses (chronemics);

· Eye contact (oculesics);

· Physical contact (haptics).

· Greetings in different countries

· Agreement 

· Disagreement



As already mentioned in relation to culture, the only way of noticing our own way of verbal and non-verbal communication is while being faced with completely different behaviour that calls into question what we have always taken for granted in our own cultural setting. 

Non verbal-communication is an integral part of the way we convey messages, but as it is often unconscious, it is very difficult to distance ourselves from our habitual ways. Our first reaction is that the others’ way is abnormal or unnatural. However, learning a new language should, in fact, be accompanied by learning a new way of communicating non-verbally (as it usually is when the language is learned in its native environment). This is no less due to the risk of conveying inappropriate impressions by unconscious behaviour. It might also be that the foreigner doesn’t find out about his gaffe until much later, as politeness forbids pointing out the others’ mistakes in many cultures. While it is probable to pick up the accepted gestures and the rest while learning the rest about the culture, it is not always the case and there are people who can co-exist for long periods of time with a culture without paying attention to the differences in non-verbal communication.

Aspects that should be continually taken into account when faced with a new cultural-linguistic environment (this could happen also in one’s own country, for example in case of subcultures and migrant communities) are: body movement (especially signs of agreement, disagreement and uncertainty), physical distance, timing of speech and length of pauses, eye contact, physical contact, and greetings. Each of these is unnoticeable when in the habitual range, but when encountered with behaviour that deviates from what we are used to as non-verbal communication, some discomfort is invariably involved.

Kinesic signs include many of the body movements and gestures that we often use in everyday communication, such as nodding for “yes” and shaking the head as “no”. These signs are arbitrary, as we soon learn while travelling to countries where other signs are used. Bulgarians shake the head for “yes” and nod for “no”. The Turks shake the head for saying “I don’t know”, nod for “yes” and nod the head upwards with a tutting sound for “no” (the latter can also be encountered in Southern Italy and some other Mediterranean countries). In the very north, especially in Northern Sweden, it is common to say “yes” by breathing air in rapidly, producing a hissing sound (this characteristic appears gradually while moving further north, for example in Estonia people might actually say “yes”, but accompanied by the same hissing sound). 

Two of the particularly problematic dimensions of non-verbal behaviour, particularly between Northern and Southern European cultures, are proxemics – the accepted distance between interlocutors – and haptics – the accepted amount and ways of touching the interlocutor. The difference between Southern and Northern European personal space (can vary approximately from 1,2m to 30cm) is such that seeing a Finn and a South-Italian in conversation almost invariably includes a backwards movement from the Finn and an attempt to keep the Finn in habitual “conversation distance” by the Italian, causing conscious or unconscious discomfort for both sides. Staying too far away will seem cold and unfriendly; staying too close will seem aggressive or pressing for intimacy. Tactile (haptic) communication is the area in which mistakes are most dangerous and discomfort in communicating with a person who habitually needs physical contact in being comfortable in getting their message across (see also: Edward T. Hall: “Beyond Culture” 1976).  

More subtle, but equally important are chronemic and oculesic aspects of non-verbal communication, that is: the pauses and their accepted duration in communication and eye contact or its avoidance. Too long silences are unsettling to Americans and Italians; too short make North-Europeans feel pushed into conversation. Too insistent eye contact may be perceived as aggressive, especially in some African cultures; too little may seem evasive or even disrespectful.

Cultural briefing strategies

	Cultural briefing strategies

In order to create a structured picture of another culture we need to gather information from various sources and stay alert about information that relays things how they should be rather than how they currently are (for example etiquette guides). While trying to gather initial information for understanding what a culture might be like, the following kinds of information should be the first to be checked: 

· historical background (domination/long statehood experience, golden age?)

· religion

· influences from other cultures;

· concept of time

· positioning on cultural parameter scales (Cultural GPS: high/low context; power distance; individuality; etc)

· behaviour values (modesty vs high achievers)

· accepting foreigners
· Geert Hofstede’s model of cultural dimensions and key indicators

· Edward T. Hall: low/high context; monochromic/polychromic; high/low personal space

· Richard D. Lewis: linear-active/multi-active/re-active cultures


In order to create a structured picture of another culture we need to gather information from various sources. This can help beginners to make their own ideas about a culture and provide a basis on which to work on, once they are in contact with the target culture. Care should be taken however, to check all the information and conclusions against reliable sources (the people themselves) before making any serious assumptions. For example, historic background is likely to shape the way foreigners are received in a given culture; but there may be great differences between various cultural groups, generations and even rural or metropolitan areas. Our impressions may hold only in certain settings, but not in others, so a follow-up check is always in order. 

However, partial knowledge is always to be preferred to complete ignorance, so when preparing for a prolonged or intensive contact with a culture, the following kinds of information offer a good first overview: historical background, religion, concepts of time, other cultures, behaviour and communication styles. 

1. Basic historical background 

The most important information in this category is whether and for how long the culture has been affirmed by having their own state. A culture that has always existed as a minority in a larger state (the Basks (?)) are likely to have a component of defiance towards domination in their culture. New nationalities that still need to establish their role in relation to their neighbours, have an inherent insecurity in their way of communicating with the foreign. 

For example, after the re-establishment of the independence of Estonia in 1991, for a considerable amount of time the media discourse used the terms “Europe” and “abroad” interchangeably to indicate what is now known as “Western Europe” in the same channels. The experience of affirmation as a state culture and language has added a dimension of sense of self-security that is clearly evident both in media and on the individual level.

In contrast, a culture with a long and affirmed identity both as a state and an actor on the international field is likely to be more secure in its way of communication, not least because it doesn’t need to start their introduction by explaining where their country is – the interlocutor is likely to already know something about the place, even if they are only well-parroted stereotypes having little basis in reality.

Having an idealised historical period also has a profound influence on the cultural values. Let’s call this ideal period the Golden Age. It could be a historic period in which the culture was free from domination / awakening culturally / particularly powerful or idealizable in another way. The Golden Age will be an actual historic period, but immortalised through constant attention so that it has eventually turned into an ideal that the people look back on with a nostalgia and yearning. The characteristics of that cultural period will have an important role in the current culture’s self-awareness. Some countries are lucky enough to have several golden ages, in this case a fusion of all periods’ characteristics is valued. 

For example, Italy can be proud of several periods in its long history: the Roman Empire (a strong state, literature and politics), the Renaissance (arts, innovation, beauty), the commercial wealth and maritime power of Genova and Venice (cunning, mercantilism, courage, interculturality), and the 1960s when the Italian industry and popular culture was at its highest (the Vespa, cars, movie and fashion industry). Each of these constitutive characteristics forms some part of the Italian national identity, though obviously its importance will vary for each individual.

Predictably, also the opposite of a Golden Age probably exists in each country’s culture – bloody dominations, dictatorships, wars and other types of crisis. Also these are quite obviously ever-present in the forms of collective fears: small countries with a history of invasions are afraid of foreign intruders and thus seek support with better liked big countries for protection; powerful countries fear rivalry from the outside and use isolation and/or censorship to keep strangers away from power. Past authoritarian governments, if bringing to death and destruction, are avoided with much caution, though this depends a lot on the public mood (the Nazis are condemned in Germany, but the Communists in Russia not as much).

Knowing a few fast facts of a country’s culture will help making a general framework in which to fit the rest of the information and also to identify potential taboos: knowing about the bloody history of Turkish and Armenian relations, one might not be too inclined to praise the Turkish cultural wealth to an Armenian.
2. Religion and its importance in everyday life

What is the main religion of the given country? The values and principles of the main religion probably shape everyone’s style of life in that country, even if they are not practising their religion. Having some idea of what distinguishes Protestantism from Catholicism since 1517 will definitely be of some help to one visiting the Scandinavian countries for the first time. 

Another all-important factor is whether the state is laic or religious? If religion dominates aspects of state and politics as well as the church, its influence is obviously much stronger as political leaders are necessarily also religious leaders. This principle is well visible between the political organisation of, say, Iraq and Turkey. Both are predominantly Sunni Muslim, but the law and statehood differ radically as Turkey does not practice sharia law, nor are Muslim social rules as dominant in everyday life as they are in Iraq.

Are there religious minorities? Do they have a social role, for example, is there friction between two groups that might put the religious characteristics into sharper focus and give them more importance, or do the groups exist peacefully together?

One important factor is whether the religion has been imposed from the outside and whether it is still perceived as such. For example, many cultures that originally had animistic pagan religions have mixed Christianism or Islam with their initial beliefs. Some cultures are still practising their own religions in secret (example). In Baltic countries, even though Christianism has been present through centuries, some local traditions still reflect original animistic rites and neopaganism is recognised as a return to ancient roots. The Central and Eastern European countries’ inheritance of 50 years of communism-imposed atheism has in some countries brought to an even stronger upholding of religious values (such as in Lithuania and Poland), in others has excluded religion in many spheres of life. 

Knowing about the religious situation and heritage in a culture is not only important in order to know how to avoid involuntary insults, but also offers a reliable framework (or a shortcut), in case of religious cultures, to understand many of the everyday values and behavioural codes. 
3. Influences from other cultures – accepting foreigners

A culture’s geographical position determines the presence of influences from other, possibly quite different, cultures. These could be embraced (influences from “good neighbours”: more similar or more likeable neighbours) or acquired by unwilling exposure (influences of “bad neighbours”: past enemies or invaders, clashing or incompatible cultures and religions). These influences are most visible in the rituals and traditions (such as the way of celebrating Christmas, weddings, funerals etc) and language, but inadvertently make up a part of the national value-framework as well. 

It is important to note that “good neighbours” are not necessarily countries with which a border is shared. America is a “good neighbour” for many countries through the diffusion of popular culture and military protection in far-away countries, “bad neighbour” in others. “Good neighbours” tend to be countries that are very similar (such as the Latin countries’ feeling of fellowship) or beneficial through economical or political collaboration (such as Germany to Italy). “Bad neighbours” are often nearby powerful countries with which border disputes and past invasions are more than likely to shape the current relations (the relations are quite predictably strained between Russia and its neighbours, Turkey and its neighbours, China and its neighbours). It is important to note that the division is not always this neat and love-hate relationships exist between more than a few countries. For example, England and France have always had a profound influence on each other historically, economically and linguistically. This influence has not always been welcome, but cooperation has been mutually beneficial throughout the past wars and economical crises. 

The characteristics a country appreciates in its neighbours is a good indicator of its own values and ideals. It also makes the attitude towards foreigners quite clear. In a historically isolated country such as China that doesn’t recognise any culture other than their own as worthy of attention, it is to be expected that foreigners are not immediately trusted or accepted. In contrast, India’s constant contact with many different cultures both inside the country and from outside makes your average Indian much more open towards strangers and more willing to interact across cultures. 

The way in which other countries are regarded is defined in a large part by whether the culture regards itself as superior or inferior to these other countries, though it doesn’t necessarily mean that a culture that believes itself superior would not be hospitable. This sense of superiority can be linked to economic and political success, but is most likely derived from the past position of the country. Small countries have their pride, but when a sense of inferiority is present, this pride has a strong sense of defiance: “We are small, BUT … (nimble / innovative / courageous / still here)”. Larger countries, in particular those with a colonial history, have a strong experience of exporting their own culture as superior. Obviously this has an effect to this day on the way in which foreigners are regarded. Apart from historical factors there are many issues to be taken in account and it is not easy to predict the way in which foreigners are seen without experiencing the culture. For example, Italian long history would give it ample basis for considering itself superior to other countries. In fact it does do so, but only in certain matters, such as food and fashion. What comes to politics, organisation and progress, many Italians agree that they should learn from the Nordic countries and try to keep up with other European countries. The British believe their way of life is best and the others don’t just quite get it right. The French believe they are intellectually superior to everyone else. The Slovenians admit to being a small country, but are justifiably proud of their fast growth and agile economy. 
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