PART III

CHAPTER MATERIALS

CHAPTER 12

THE OUTLOOK FOR INTERCULTURAL COMMUNICATION

LEARNING OBJECTIVES 

· Identify components of intercultural competence.

· Describe important attitudes for competent intercultural communicators.

· Make the distinction between descriptive, interpretive, and evaluative statements.

· List behaviors that are important for competent intercultural communicators to display.

· Identify four levels of intercultural competence. 

· Explain the relationship between context and intercultural competence. 

· Define ethics and discuss the universality of ethics. 

· Discuss the role of self-reflexivity in intercultural competence. 

· List guidelines for becoming an ethical intercultural communicator. 

· Describe the dialectical approach to thinking about intercultural communication 

· and suggest some examples of intercultural dialectics. 
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EXTENDED CHAPTER OUTLINE 

To learn how to become a good intercultural communicator, experience is often the best teacher; reading books is not enough. This chapter will provide ideas and suggestions for improving intercultural communication skills. 

I. 
The Components of Competence 

Knowledge, attitudes, behaviors, and motivation are traditional building blocks of intercultural communication competence. Although these represent a starting point, they are just a starting point. Further, they are related in such a way that it is difficult to separate them. 

A. Individual Components

1. Motivation: Motivation is perhaps the most important dimension of communication competence. 

a.  If one is not motivated to communicate, skill level is not important. 

b. We can't assume people always want to communicate. 

c. Members of less powerful groups have a stronger incentive to learn about more powerful groups than the reverse.

d. Anxiety, uncertainty, and fear can also be disincentives to intercultural communication.

e. Motivation is lacking in contexts in which historical events or political circumstances have resulted in communication breakdown.

2. Knowledge: The knowledge component comprises what we know about ourselves, others, and various aspects of communication. 

a. Self-knowledge includes knowing how you may be perceived as a communicator and your strengths and weaknesses. 

i. We gain this information by listening to others and seeing how they perceive us. 

ii. Acquiring self-knowledge is a long and sometimes complicated process because it involves being open to information coming in many different ways. 

iii. Sometimes we do not get this information because we do not search for it or have a relationship with enough trust to reveal such information. 

b. Knowledge about how others think and behave is important. 

i.  Learning about others in an abstract way often leads to stereotyping. 

ii. It is often better to learn through relational experience, however this is not always possible. 

iii. To avoid stereotyping, it is important to be aware of the range in thought and behavior across cultures and not to assume that since a person belongs to a particular group that he or she will behave in a particular way. 

iv. Expanding one's mental "category width" is also important. 

c. Linguistic knowledge is another important aspect of intercultural communication. 

i. Understanding the challenges of learning a second language helps us appreciate the challenges of sojourners and immigrants. 

ii. Knowing a second or third language expands one's communication repertoire and empathy for culturally different individuals. 

3. Attitudes: Many attitudes contribute to intercultural communication competence. 

a. Tolerance for ambiguity refers to ease in dealing with situations where there is much unknown and is one of the most difficult things to attain. 

b. Empathy is the ability to know what it is like to "walk in another person's shoes." 

i.   Since our empathic skills are tied to our cultures, we cannot be empathetic without knowing something about others' experiences and lives. 

ii.  Howell suggests that empathy is the capacity to imagine oneself in another role, within the context of one's cultural identity. 

iii. Empathy across cultures has also been described as transpection, a postmodern phenomenon that often involves trying to learn foreign beliefs, assumptions, perspectives, and feelings in a foreign context.

iv. Transpection can only be achieved with practice and requires structured experience and self-reflection.

v.  Bennett suggests a “Platinum Rule”:  “Do unto others as they themselves would have done to them” (1998, p. 213). 

c. Achieving nonjudgmentalism is not easy because we do not like to recognize that we judge using our own cultural frames of reference. 

i.  The D.I.E. exercise is helpful in developing nonjudgmental attitudes. 

ii.  It involves learning to distinguish between description, interpretation, and evaluation in processing information. 

iii. Descriptive statements (nonjudgmental) contain factual information that is verified through the senses. 

iv. Interpretive statements attach meaning to the description. 

v.  Evaluative statements clarify how we feel about something. 

vi. This device may enable us to recognize the level at which we are processing information. 

vii. Confusing the levels in our communication can lead to misunderstandings and ineffectiveness. 

4. Behaviors and Skills: This is another component of intercultural competence. 

a. Ruben (1976/1977) devised the fol1owing list of universal behaviors, which includes some attitudes: 

i. Display of respect 

ii. Interaction management 

iii. Ambiguity tolerance 

iv. Empathy 

v. Relational rather than task behavior 

vi. Interaction posture 

b. Some general behaviors may work well in all cultural groups and contexts, however they can become problematic when we try to apply them in very specific ways. 

c. There are also culturally specific rules and expectations for behavior. For example, respect may be an important behavior in all cultures, but the way respect is displayed may be different in specific cultures. 

d. There appear to be two levels of behavioral competencies: at the macro level are culture-general behaviors, and at the micro level are behaviors that are implemented in culture-specific ways. 

e. It is important to know behaviors at both levels and to be able to adapt them. 

f. Intercultural communication competence means being able to exhibit or adapt different kinds of behaviors, depending on the other person's cultural background. 

g. Howell (1982) emphasized that intercultural communication required a combination of holistic and analytic thinking and identified four levels of intercultural communication competence: 

i.  Unconscious incompetence: The "be yourself" level where there is no consciousness of differences or need to act in any particular way. During intercultural communication, being ourselves may mean being incompetent and not realizing it. 

ii. Conscious incompetence: We may realize that we are not having success but not be able to figure out why. 

iii. Conscious competence: This is the level that intercultural communication courses try to motivate students to reach by focusing on analytic thinking and learning. 

iv. Unconscious competence: Communication at this level is successful, but not conscious, and occurs when the analytic and holistic parts are functioning together. It occurs when one is attitudinally and cognitively prepared but lets go of conscious thought and relies on holistic cognitive processing. 

B. Contextual Components: Competence requires an understanding of the context in which the communication occurs. 

1. An interpretive perspective reminds us that a good communicator is sensitive to the many contexts in which intercultural communication occurs. 

2. It is important to recognize the social position from which one is communicating in relation to the speech community and the contexts. 

3. A critical perspective reminds us that an individual's competence may be constrained by political, economic, and historical contexts. 

II.
Applying Knowledge About Intercultural Communication: Some specific suggestions for becoming better intercultural communicators that recognize both the importance of individual skills and contextual constraints in improving intercultural relations include: 

A. Entering Into Dialogue

1. To recognize and embrace our connectedness to people who are different, we have to engage in true dialogue.

2. True dialogue is different from conversation, and is characterized by:

a. authenticity

b. inclusion

c. confirmation

d. presentness

e. spirit of mutual equality, and 

f. supportive climate.

3. To resist the tendency to focus only the loudest and most obvious voices, we should strive for “harmonic discourse” in which all voices “retain their individual integrity, yet combine to form a whole discourse that is orderly and congruous” (Stewart, 1997, p. 119).

4. Any conciliation between cultures must reclaim the notion of a voice for all interactants.

5. One way to become a more competent communicator is to work on dialogue skills, which include listening as well as speaking.

B.  Becoming Interpersonal Allies: The dialectical approach involves becoming allies with others, all working for better intergroup relationships. 

1. We need to think about multiculturalism and cultural diversity in a new way that recognizes the complexities of communication across cultures and power issues. 

2. The goal is to find a way in which people can work toward equitable unity that holds many different and contradictory truths, a unity based on conscious coalition, of affinity, of political kinship, in which we all win. 

3. Collier (1998a) suggests intercultural alliances are characterized by three issues: 

a. Power and unearned privilege: Intercultural friends recognize and try to understand issues of ethnic, gender, and class differences and how these determine power and then try to manage these power issues. 

b. Impact of history: Intercultural friends recognize that people in power interpret the importance of history differently from those who have less power. 

c. Orientations of affirmation: Intercultural friends value and appreciate differences and are committed to the relationship even during difficulties and misunderstandings. 

4.  Dace (1994) suggests that European Americans often have difficulty wanting to hear about examples of prejudice from African Americans; they want affirmation that they are not racist; they want to be absolved of history.  African Americans learn this expectation in communication and respond by fulfilling European American expectations.

5. Dace concludes that for any real interracial communication and learning to occur, Whites must make a commitment to really listening. 

6. Kivel's (1996) list of suggestions given by people of color to White people who want to be allies includes: 

a. Find out about us. 

b. Don't take over. 

c. Speak up. 

d. Provide information. 

e. Take risks. 

f. Don't take it personally. 

g. Be understanding.

h. Don't make assumptions. 

i. Don't assume you know what's best for me. 

j. Talk to other White people. 

k. Interrupt jokes and comments. 

l. Don't ask me to speak for my people. 

7.  Tatum (1997) offers suggestions for people who want to engage in cross-cultural dialogue:

a. Look for role models.

b. Work in whatever sphere you can.

C. Building Coalitions: There are specific ways to build coalitions. 

1. Coalitions can arise from multiple identities. 

2. As people strive to build better intercultural relations, they may need to transcend some of their identities or reinforce other identities. 

3. Shifting identities allow people to build coalitions across seemingly different peoples, to foster positive intercultural relationships for a better world. 

4. Coalitions built of multiple identities are never easy, and in the process people may find that some of their own identities feel neglected or injured. To achieve success, they have to work through emotional injuries. 

D.  Forgiveness and Transformation

1. Although limited and problematic, forgiveness is an option for promoting intercultural understanding and reconciliation.

2. Forgiveness requires a deep intellectual and emotional commitment during moments of great pain.

3. It also requires a true transformation of spirit.

III.
What the Future Holds: The world is rapidly changing, but not all of the changes are good for intercultural relations. 

A. It is important to think dialectically about these changes. 

B. Seeing the complexities of life is an important step toward successful intercultural communication. 

C. Have the confidence to engage in intercultural communication, but know that there is always more to learn. 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

Questions from the Text 

1. In what ways is the notion of intercultural competence helpful? In what ways is it limiting? 

2. How can you be an interpersonal ally? How do you know if you are being an ally? 

3. How might you better assess your unconscious competence and unconscious incompetence? 

4. How might the European Union affect the United States? 

5. How does your own social position (gender, class, age, and so on) influence your intercultural communication competence? Does this competence change from one context to another? 

Additional Questions 

1. What are the characteristics of a competent intercultural communicator? 

2. How is self-reflexivity important to intercultura1 competence? 

3. Why should we think about intercultural communication in terms of dialectics? 

4. How can the D.I.E. exercise help increase our intercultural communication competence? 

5. What does it mean to be a competent intercultural communicator? 

CLASSROOM EXERCISES AND CHAPTER ASSIGNMENTS 

1. Course Closure Exercise: This exercise is designed to be both a course summary and an opportunity to articulate individual learning experiences in the course. Conduct this exercise as a roundtable session by instructing students to sit in a large circle and discuss what they have learned in class, what they found most useful, and what significant experiences they have had during the course that helped them to understand some of the theoretical issues. You may conduct these discussions in small groups first and then with the class as a whole. 

2. D.I.E. Exercise: The focus of this exercise is to familiarize students with description, interpretation, and evaluation statements. For this exercise you will need either a blank overhead transparency and an overhead marker or chalk for each of the groups. Instruct students to form groups of four to six individuals. Assign them to come up with a mixture of five descriptive, interpretive, or evaluative statements. Ask them to write these statements on the board or overhead transparency without labeling their type. When they are finished, each group is to take turns testing the class to determine whether they can label each statement as the correct type. 

3. Cultural Specific Competence Assignment: This assignment is designed to encourage students to explore competent behaviors for a specific culture. Instruct students to choose a culture to research and one or more contexts (school classroom, initial interactions, bartering, and so on), depending on the desired length of the report. Assign them to use the library as well as people in the community familiar with the culture as resources in completing an oral or written report detailing the behaviors that would generally be considered appropriate to use in the context(s) for this culture. 

4. Variations in Ethics Assignment: This assignment is designed to increase students' awareness of some of the ethical variations that exist between cultures. Assign students to select a national culture they are interested in and to identify a context within the culture where cultural ethics contrast with ethics in the United States (business practices, law enforcement, moral codes). Instruct them to research the differences and write a report that contrasts the ethics of the culture with those of the United States and then suggests a hypothetical situation in which conflicts may occur in intercultural interaction because of these differences. Ask them to suggest how they would resolve this situation if they were involved; that is, would they "Do as the Romans do" or not? 

5. Plan of Action Assignment: The focus of this assignment is to encourage. students to think about how they can continue to improve their intercultural communication skills after the class has ended. Introduce the assignment by suggesting to students that with the end of the course there will be fewer reminders for them of the importance of intercultural communication and opportunities to identify and practice intercultural skills. Ask them to write a thought paper in which they briefly identify the most important things they feel they have learned about intercultural communication, evaluate their intercultural communication expertise, and suggest a plan detailing ways in which they can continue to develop intercultural skills on their own after the course ends. Encourage them to research opportunities for continued intercultural training and information provided in their communities, the university/college, and their workplaces that they could take advantage of as part of creating their plans. 

6.  Cultural Competence Assignment: This last assignment will enable students to review what they've learned in this class by asking them to write a two- to three- page self-analysis paper. Refer students to the section in this chapter on the Components of Competence and ask them to evaluate themselves on each of the competencies (motivation, knowledge, attitudes, behaviors and skills). Students should end their paper with a plan outlining how they will continue increasing their competence in each or all of the competency areas. If time allows, the students could present their plans to the entire class as an end-of-class closure activity. 

7. Competence Skills Exercise: This exercise is designed to give students a chance to apply competence skills and attitudes to a "real" intercultural issue. Show students the video, In Whose Honor? American Indian Mascots in Sports. Instruct each of them to take a few minutes and answer the following questions on their own. (Note: You may want to make a handout or overhead with the questions for them.) Tell them that they will not be turning in their answers for grading so that they will not feel pressured to answer the questions the way they think the instructor might want them to. 

a. How do you personally feel about the issue of using Native American names and symbols in sports? 

b. What are the reasons alumni and others want to continue to use their traditional symbols and mascot? How do you feel about their reasons? 

c. What are the reasons Native Americans are opposed to this? How do you feel about their reasons? 

d. What solution to this conflict would you suggest? 

Then organize students into groups of five to six people. Instruct them to work together to come up with a plan for how a competent intercultural communicator might respond to this situation if he or she were a participant in a debate over this conflict. After about 10 minutes ask students to share their ideas with the class. Then ask students what kind of a solution a competent intercultural communicator would work toward. After this discussion, ask students to look back over their responses and evaluate their responses for elements of intercultural competence. Finally, ask students to identify some of the barriers that make it difficult to resolve this particular conflict. 

In Whose Honor? American Indian Mascots in Sports. Distributed by Champaign, IL: Rosenstien Productions, 1996. This video documents the conflict between Native Americans and the University of Illinois over the use of Native Americans and Native American symbols for sports teams. (46 minutes) 

SUGGESTED VIDEOS 

1. Managing a Diverse Workplace: Understanding Different Cultural Values and Styles. Distributed by Princeton, NJ: Films for the Humanities and Sciences, 1991. This video is a rebuttal to the "melting pot" theory, suggesting that employees should not be expected to change their cultural values when they work in organizations. It focuses on the views of African Americans, Hispanics, Asians, and Native Americans and suggests that the most successful organizations are those that understand diversity and how to benefit from it. (56 minutes) 

2. Crosstalk. A BBC-TV Production distributed by New York, NY: Films Inc., 1979. This video explores some cultural differences in language use that have the potential to create misunderstandings in social contexts such as job interviews. (25 minutes) 
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