Cross Cultural Insights for International Understanding 
 by Val Boyko

As a cross cultural trainer and global coach Val Boyko has supported hundreds of families coming to the USA and moving overseas. Here she shares the 3 key factors to bring about international understanding. 

1. How to start off on the right foot and knowing how to make the right first impression.

2. Understanding the different values and beliefs that people from other countries hold, as well as understanding their own culture’s values that they take for granted.

3. Knowing what individuals and families go through as they adjust to the new overseas environment.

1. Making the right first impression is really important. When people meet each other for the first time, they expect others to respond in a certain way. If this doesn’t go right, then embarrassment, awkwardness and negative feelings often follow. 

For example, it may be surprising to know that one of the most frequent misunderstandings between British people and Americans, is responding to the American greeting “Hi How are You?”. 

In the US, the expected response is “fine or good, how are you?”  In Britain, the usual response is start a conversation about how you really are. 

Imagine greeting a newly arrived British neighbor in the US who then starts talking about their ailments or how hard their family is adjusting, when all you were doing was saying a friendly hello, and expecting a quick “Good - how are you” response?.  The American may think the British person is a complaining person who wants to hold up their time by talking about their problems. On the other hand, imagine a British person who asks their American colleague how they are doing and the response is a quick “fine – how are you?” as they carry on walking by. Most British people would see this American as rude or aloof for not stopping to respond to their genuine inquiry about their wellbeing.

It goes without saying that using slang and local sayings can be easily misunderstood. A simple misunderstanding could be with a Japanese visitor who only knew the meaning of plate as a dish to eat off. Imagine his confusion when asked to step up to the plate by a colleague at work!

More serious repercussions have happened in the past, for example the  Asian student in Texas who was shot for not responding to the police command “freeze!” He only knew this as a word relating to ice and didn’t realize that it meant stop.

It isn’t only words that get us into the troubled waters of miscommunication. Non verbal messages are even more important in making the right impression, and can be particularly hard to grasp as most are at a subconscious level. 

In Asian cultures, it is sign of respect to others to avoid direct eye contact, whereas in the US  avoiding eye contact can be construed as hiding something or even lying. To the Asian, Americans may appear rude and arrogant because they stare, whereas the American may presume the Asian is being shifty, and is therefore untrustworthy.

Brazilians show that that they like an other person by touch, close physical contact, and joining in conversations. However, most Americans feel uneasy if their personal space is invaded, and interrupting conversations can be infuriating at best and taken as rude at worst. The normal reaction of an American by backing away can give the wrong message of being cold and unfriendly to the Brazilian.

2. Understanding the differences in cultural values and beliefs between cultures can be even more difficult. We often don’t know what our own values are until we come across someone else’s, and we are all brought up to believe that what we believe in is right! When we come across people who think and behave differently from ourselves, we therefore tend to see them as being wrong. It is really important to realize that those other people are probably thinking the exact same thing!

How people perceive “time” is a basic cultural value. In Northern European and American cultures time is seen as sequential – one thing at a time from start to finish. Time is also seen as precious,  (as in “time is money”) so events are scheduled and people are expected to be punctual to ensure efficient use of time. In Southern Europe and Latin America time is perceived as synchronic – where more than one thing is done at once. Past, present and future seem to merge together and relationships with other people are given priority over time. The Venezuelan who always seems to be late and answers phone calls in the middle of a meeting may be viewed as being unreliable, inconsiderate of other’s time and disorganized, while the German who is always punctual and working to a planned schedule could be perceived as inconsiderate and unfriendly for not spending time responding to other people.

An other example of a fundamental value is how people express their emotions. The Chinese prize cool and composed behavior, whereas Italians and the French value and encourage free expression of emotions. To a Chinese person the Frenchman’s passionate response is seen as a lack of control, a sign of weakness, a loss of face, and therefore a lack of respect. To the Frenchman, concealing emotions is just as unacceptable and could have the same negative impact on the relationship. 

In the US, problems can arise depending on the type of emotion displayed. While expressing positive emotions and optimism is valued, losing one’s temper and appearing to be verbally abusive is not, and can lead to embarrassment and ill feeling.

Privacy is another value that varies between cultures. Most Europeans would be very uncomfortable with people going into their bedrooms, as this is considered to be very private space. Even when it comes to selling houses, real estate agents often don’t open “private” drawers and closets. In contrast most Americans are open and easy with people in their house, and will often give visitors a full tour of their new home. This however, can be misunderstood as bragging and showing off to most Europeans.

3. Understanding what happens to people as they adjust to the new culture is not only important for the individuals and family members themselves, but also for others interacting with them during this period. 

Everyone who has moved knows that this is a stressful and exhausting time. There is so much to do and new information to absorb about the new home and area. For people moving internationally, there is not only the added pressure of understanding the completely different ways of doing things, but also of learning how to communicate and interact with the host nationals, trying to understand how people think, and why they behave differently. The first three to six months are crucial for the family, and it is often a time of emotional swings and increasing frustration. “Culture shock” happens as people experience their new environment and try to figure out how to adapt – or not. There is no vaccination for culture shock, but understanding how to recognize it and having actions to deal with it can make or break an overseas assignment.  

Who finds it the hardest? Usually the stay-at-home partner. The employee has the new job and support from people at work, while most children, particularly if attending international schools, will find other new kids like themselves and make friends. The stay-at-home partner has to build a new network of support for themselves, and to make things more difficult is usually the first to have to interact directly with locals such as tradesmen when things go wrong in the house. Not easy, even when you speak the same language!

What can we do to support international understanding here in the USA?

· Speak more slowly, rephrase what we say to make sure they understand, and avoid slang.

· Be aware that people from other cultures think and behave differently – even if they speak english!

· Take an interest in their country and culture.

· Be patient, open, flexible and tolerant!

· Provide them with the tools to help them adjust to their new country such as language lessons, cross cultural training, and personal coaching. 

