WEEK 5 5 Communicating in a Diverse World

Communication and culture interrelate. Culture is reflected in the way we communicate, and the way we communicate shapes our culture. Because of our upbringing, we attach specific meanings to what people say and do. These meanings may vary within and between cultures. As our work, school, and community environments become more multicultural, it is increasingly important to become more conscious of our cultural differences as well as our similarities. This, in turn, will enable us to become more sensitive to the cultural context of one’s words and more proficient in using language precisely and sensitively.

Communication is the process by which people transfer information, ideas, attitudes, and feelings to each other. The word communicate comes from the Latin verb communicare, which means to share. When people use and share symbols with others who can understand their meanings, they are communicating. A symbol is anything that represents something else. Symbols take many forms. Spoken and written words probably come to mind, but we also communicate with nonverbal symbols. Examples of nonverbal communication, or what we refer to as body language, include gestures, facial expressions, body positioning, touching, and eye movements.

I usually fold my arms and I don’t walk around smiling. People always comment to me “Is it that bad?” or “Smile; there is nothing to be sad about.” I have been told that I look unapproachable because of my stance and facial expressions, but I think I am one of the most approachable people on the streets.

When I smile, there are men who think I’m “coming on to them.” All I’m trying to do is be friendly.

—Other perspectives

People throughout the world send messages by a vast array of body language. In Gestures: The Do’s and Taboos of Body Language Around the World, author Roger Axtell discusses kinesics, the study of body movements as a means of communication. He cites studies by a number of researchers, including Mario Pei and Ray Birdwhistell. Pei estimates that humans can produce approximately 700,000 physical signs. According to Birdwhistell, the face alone is capable of 250,000 expressions.1By studying the kinesics of different cultures, anthropologists have determined that people from different cultures may signal each other in very different ways.  Body language throughout the world is culturally specific. If a gesture is culturally specific, it may mean one thing to one culture but something quite different to another (see Photo 5.1). During his presidency, former President George W. Bush, a native of Texas, made a “hook ‘em horns” gesture that is well known among University of Texas fans.

Unfortunately, the gesture is culturally specific, and carries different meanings in other regions of the world. Some Norwegians saw this gesture as the president of the United States making the “sign of the devil.” Some people in Central and South America were shocked. To them, the president was indicating someone’s wife was unfaithful. A Rand Corporation report, commissioned by the U.S. Joint Forces Command, cited this gesture as one example of how misinterpreted symbols have negatively impacted the U.S. government’s credibility elsewhere.

Communication allows us to dialogue and feel a sense of togetherness. Also, it can illustrate our differences and drive a wedge between us. This is especially true of intercultural communication.Intercultural communication refers to a process in which messages created in one culture must be processed and interpreted in another culture. Misunderstandings can also occur between people who may be different in a variety of ways. Maybe they have different styles of communication. Likewise, differences in gender, age, marital status, or social class may make it difficult to connect with someone.

Miscommunication often results because we attach different meanings to the same symbol. As an example, Nike marketed some of its products by displaying their logo, the word Air, in stylized letters. They soon discovered that the logo resembles the Arabic word for Allah. Under threat of a worldwide boycott of its product by Muslims, Nike agreed to recall and stop selling any shoes with this logo. Muslims found this logo to be offensive, especially when it appeared on shoes. By communicating a totally different message than they intended, Nike learned a costly and important lesson. According to one spokesperson for Nike, “Our company has to be more vigilant and work more with communities on issues of sensitivity.”2
Most of us think of ourselves as literate. Because of our educational background, we can read and write. But we are literate only in a particular cultural environment. In another setting within our society or abroad, we may have no idea how to communicate ideas and feelings.

There are a lot of beautiful, favorite places in any language in which you feel yourself at home. In English, I don’t have such a place yet. All phrases come out from my mouth, rough and heavy . . . the words fall with plops on the floor, like ugly frogs. And I am so waiting for the butterfly.

—Another perspective

Men and Women, Divided by Language

Deborah Tannen is a professor of linguistics, the science of language. In her research, Tannen focuses on the different communication styles of men and women.3 She has written extensively on this subject. Her books, entitled You Just Don’t Understand, That’s Not What I Meant, and Talking from 9 to 5 offer some examples of gender differences.

· • Men engage in report talk, women in rapport talk. Report talk is a way of showing one’s knowledge and skill. Rapport talk allows one to share with others and develop relationships.
· • When making requests, women tend to be indirect. A female supervisor might ask, “Could you do this by 5 P.M.?” Something more direct and to the point is more typical of a male supervisor: “This needs to be done by 5 P.M.”
· • Women have a greater information focus. They do not hesitate to ask questions in order to understand something. Men have more of an image focus. Even though men may be unclear about an issue, they may forgo asking questions to preserve their image or reputation.
· • Women often say “I’m sorry” to express concern about something. Men, however, may interpret this to mean that women are accepting blame or responsibility. This is not at all what women have in mind.
· • People tend to judge men for what they say and do, and women by how they look and dress.
Critics argue that Tannen fails to consider the relevance of emotional and psychological issues when evaluating why men and women “don’t understand” each other. Tannen admits that these differences do not apply to all men or women in all situations. Furthermore, she states that no one’s communication style is absolute. Each person’s style may change in response to social context and others’ styles. By realizing that differences such as these may exist, we lessen the chances of miscommunication, tension, and conflict.

Imagine sitting in a classroom at Gallaudet University in Washington, D.C., the world’s only accredited four-year liberal arts university for deaf and hard-of-hearing people. In Seeing Voices: A Journey into the World of the Deaf, Oliver Sacks describes his first visit to Gallaudet. “I had never before seen an entire community of the deaf, nor had I quite realized (even though I knew this theoretically) that Sign might indeed be a complete language—a language equally suitable for making love or speeches, for flirtations or mathematics. I had to see philosophy and chemistry classes in Sign . . . I had to see the wonderful social scene in the student bar, 
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Sign language, a visual form of communication using hand shapes and movements to talk or to express an idea, is not uniform or universal. Contrary to popular thought, deaf people all over the world cannot communicate with each other. Sign languages, which have been around since the beginning of recorded history, are as distinct and differentiated as spoken languages. Hundreds of different sign languages exist, including American, British, Mayan, French, and Chinese.

Linguistic diversity refers to the many languages spoken in the United States and throughout the world. Some people speak only one language; others speak more than one. We refer to people who are able to speak two languages fluently as bilingual, and those capable of speaking more than two as multilingual. Language differences and the way we view these differences affect our achievement. Although proficiency in English is critically important, more and more research shows that fluency in more than one language can enhance one’s marketability and job performance.

Perhaps this explains why the CEO of General Motors Corporation asked his Director of Diversity Marketing and Sales to modify the beginning of her presentation to a large gathering of car dealers.  Marketing and Sales to modify the beginning of her presentation to a large gathering of car dealers. The director, who is bilingual, was asked to speak in Spanish for the first five minutes. None of the dealers spoke Spanish fluently. Think of those situations in which coworkers, customers, or acquaintances do not speak “your language.” How do you feel, and how do you think they feel? In circumstances such as these, we are apt to feel a range of emotions, including inadequacy, humiliation, and frustration. These are not feelings that make you want to do business with someone. Clearly, the CEO wanted these dealers to experience what it is like when people do not reach out to you and adjust to language differences.

Individuals who speak a language other than English may encounter linguicism, a relatively new term that refers to discrimination based on language. How do you feel when you enter a particular class for the first time and you are met by an instructor or teaching assistant who is bilingual and speaks English with an unfamiliar accent? When you are in a group with a number of ELL (English Language Learner) students, do you take the time to listen carefully, and encourage full participation from everyone? Do you accept responsibility for making sure that you understand what is being communicated? When you don’t understand, are you comfortable asking people to repeat themselves until you do?

Some of us are apt to view situations such as these as problems rather than challenges. Although communication with the teacher or students just described might be difficult for a period of time, persistence as well as good listening skills can help a great deal. Also, consider what they have to offer. Studies show that people who speak more than one language have higher levels of cognitive flexibility, meaning they can adjust more easily to different situations. Someone who is bilingual or multilingual may be better able to share a variety of world perspectives.

Students tell me I have an accent. I usually tell them they have an accent too.

—Another perspective

ELECTRONIC COMMUNICATION

Electronic communication is the imparting or interchange of information through technology, such as cell phones and computers. The capabilities of electronic communication are expanding rapidly. Computer technology is transforming electronic communication. College professors use the Internet to post syllabi, class notes, related links, and other necessary information. As online and hybrid courses proliferate, professors maintain virtual office hours, and many classroom lectures are available online. Increasingly, online universities are creating mobile apps to help students pursue their studies on any Internet-capable device at any time.

Technology is blurring the lines between our working and personal lives. In the workplace, employees telecommute from home or any other location. Unlike the office settings of the past, they communicate by fax, e-mail, cell phones, tablets, and Skyping. And wherever work takes place, advances in technology have improved communication for people with disabilities. For instance, texting has the benefit of being interactive as well as 100 percent visual. Thus, many deaf and hard-of-hearing people prefer texting because it is more practical and faster than a text pager or TTY (Text Telephone), an electronic device providing text communication via a telephone line.

As more and more people throughout the world learn to use new technologies, new communication problems arise. We can easily terminate a conversation, simply because we do not want to entertain other points of view. Because Internet communication relies primarily on text, such as e-mail, blogs, and messaging, people cannot rely on other cues, such as tone of voice or gestures. We do not necessarily know anything about who is sending the message and his or her position, cultural background, or even the person’s mood. In fact, an individual is free to create a new identity or a number of different identities.

E-Mail Privacy?

Many employees converse casually by e-mail each day. In many instances, they mistakenly assume that their messages are private. Consequently they often say things they would not communicate in writing or discuss in public. This includes racist, sexist, and other derogatory messages. Many companies routinely save all e-mail messages. These saved messages are now being used to provide evidence in lawsuits.

Experts say that e-mail is a matter of official record. It is no different than a memo written on company letterhead. A personal password to access one’s e-mail account simply provides the illusion of privacy. Former CIA Director David Petraeus discovered this soon after news of his extramarital affair broke. The FBI looked into this affair by examining “private” e-mail he sent to his mistress. The scandal refocused attention on e-mail privacy issues. After all, the argument was made, “If the nation’s top spy can’t hide his personal communications from law enforcement, who can?”

Jokes, racist and homophobic comments, or other offensive messages circulated through a company’s e-mail system may constitute evidence of discrimination. Nowadays, organizations respond to inappropriate e-mail by creating policies regarding e-mail usage and monitoring messages with a variety of software capable of scanning offensive words and phrases. Furthermore, there is growing pressure on lawmakers to revise and update laws governing e-mail privacy.

Electronic messages may result in misunderstandings, name calling, and hard feelings if people are unfamiliar with certain rules of etiquette and cyber shorthand. For example, Internet etiquette defines communicating in all capital letters as YELLING. Some people, who like using “all caps” because they find it easier, do not realize that they may be offending others. Abbreviated messages, such as g2g (“got to go”), lol (“laughing out loud”), and btw (“by the way”) as well as emoticons, symbols to express the way we feel, fail to capture the range and complexity of our emotions. Also, these quick and easy forms of communication may not be understood by others. Uncertainties also arise because rules governing electronic communication differ depending on the organization or group. As an example, some workplaces permit personal messages while others do not.

Business and educational publications describe the effects of communicating electronically using terms such as empowerment and inclusiveness. There are a number of reasons for this. When communicating through the Internet, a person with relatively little status can be empowered. This same person’s status may be much more of a consideration in a face-to-face meeting. In face-to-face groups, higher-status people tend to talk more, and what they say is assumed to be more important. However, numerous research studies show that the flow of communication online is more evenly distributed and respected, regardless of who occupies what status.

With respect to communication, taking a course online may offer a number of advantages. In general, students of varying ages and backgrounds, who may be unable to attend school physically, can continue their studies. Online courses facilitate lifelong learning regardless of age (see Photo 5.3).

Interaction online affords both students and teachers more time to ask and respond to questions. Discussion boards, where members of a class can communicate freely with each other at their own pace, promote inclusive communication. Learning is asynchronous, meaning students can interact in the “classroom” at any time and, therefore, never have to miss a class. Because of the anonymity of electronic communication, people may ask questions online that they would not ask face to face. In effect, race, age, gender, and other dimensions of diversity become less relevant. The message is more important than the messenger.

Photo 5.3 Computer literacy has become a necessity for workers of all ages.

DIVERSITY CONSCIOUSNESS AND COMMUNICATION

Examining the development of our diversity consciousness helps us understand the communication process and specific skills that allow us to communicate effectively as we transition from one situation to another.

Knowledge of languages helps us to extend our circle of friends.

—Another perspective

Areas of Development

Developing our diversity consciousness requires proficiency in the following six areas: (1) examining ourselves and our world, (2) expanding our knowledge of others and their worlds, (3) stepping outside of ourselves, (4) gauging the level of the playing field, (5) checking up on ourselves, and (6) following through. Each of the areas, and its implications for effective communication, follows.

Examining Ourselves and Our World

Before we begin to make sense of communication outside our culture, we need to develop awareness of our own communication style and why we communicate the way we do. Our individual and cultural backgrounds profoundly influence the way we communicate. The most obvious example is the language we learn and use. It is easy to take our own language for granted and assume that everybody interprets words and gestures in the same way. For instance, think about the words you use. If you are majoring in computers, your vocabulary consists of terms such as gigs and terrabytes, OS, motherboard, and cards. When you use these terms with people who are not familiar with computers, how do they react?

Even material culture can be interpreted in many ways. Material culture is that which we create and can see, touch, or feel. Consider the clothes you wear. What do they communicate to different people in different settings? How do they connect to your culture? For example, what does a pair of $300 jeans symbolize? Does it symbolize the same thing to men and women of varying ages and family backgrounds?

International events can alter the meaning of material culture. The hijab or head scarf, worn by some Muslim women as an expression of female modesty, has taken on added significance in the aftermath of the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon. As evidenced by the following comments made by middle school students who attended a Muslim school in the United States, the hijab took on new meaning after September 11, 2001.

· “Before September 11, when we wore scarves, they made us feel special. Now we’re just paranoid.”
· “People, because of our scarves, they think we’re something we’re not.”
· “Under our scarves, we’re just like other girls. We like to do our hair, and we like to go shopping.”5
A number of Muslim women’s Web sites have blogs to discuss wearing the hijab. For those who feel misunderstood or under attack because of their faith, putting on the hijab may be a way of standing up for their religion and showing pride in being Muslim. Madeline Zilfi, a professor of Middle Eastern history, says, “It’s like when you go to a foreign country as an American and you don’t feel patriotic until someone starts attacking your country. Then you find yourself standing up for the good things about it . . . the interesting thing is that the American forum is very open to this kind of expression.”6
Sometimes, we are ineffective communicators because we fail to realize that everyone does not share our interpretation(s). Furthermore, we may find it difficult to examine our own ways of communicating. In her book Ways with Words, Shirley Brice Heath describes a technique that we can use to stand back and look at ourselves. She suggests that we put ourselves “under a microscope” and take the role of an ethnographer,7 a person who spends time living with people in order to research their customs. Using this method, we assume the role of a neutral observer and observe our own communication systematically. We record even the smallest details and try to discover patterns. As an ethnographer, you might focus on how you communicate with others in a variety of settings. What about the tone and volume of your voice? How might your body gestures influence how your message comes across to others? How do you react to people whose accent is markedly different from yours?

Expanding Our Knowledge of Others and Their Worlds

Do we even recognize the presence of others and their capacity or right to communicate? Sometimes, we view women, men, children, lower-class persons, and people with disabilities as unable to speak for themselves in certain situations. Raymond Bingham recounts the assumptions he made one morning while working as a nurse in a newborn intensive care unit. A child with a heart defect needed emergency surgery. The nurse vividly recalls meeting the child’s father for the first time. He was “a large Black man, with unkempt clothes, somewhat slurred speech, and at 8 o’clock in the morning a hint of beer on his breath.”

The nurse’s first impression was not to expect too much from this man. He was soon proven wrong. The father showed a great deal of caring and compassion for his son. When he needed to explain the procedure to the child’s mother on the phone, he gave a complete and thorough description of the surgery and why it was necessary. Finally, the nurse remembers the father sitting at the child’s bedside and crying. Toward the end of his shift, the nurse reflected back on this experience. “This man, of whom I had thought so little at first glance, who had been so strong, so calm, so resolved throughout a tumultuous day, who had so many things to worry about and take care of . . . had handled them all.”8

If students sit in the same classroom, read the same assignments, and hear the same lectures, are they all receiving the same education? Might these students interpret the same lesson differently because of the social worlds in which they live?

Frequently, we are unaware of different patterns of cultural differences and the pivotal role they play in communication. Depending on the cultural setting, it may or may not be appropriate to be frank about emotions, to delegate decision making, or to deal directly with conflict in face-to-face meetings. Awareness regarding these differences can help to avoid or resolve misunderstandings or even apologize (see Photo 5.4).

When you encounter cross-cultural communication difficulties, are you mindful of how your cultural background may be influencing your own reactions? Do you listen intently and try extra hard to understand? Are there times when you refuse to accommodate or even acknowledge differences? When you go to school or work, are you likely to encounter different communication styles? What do you assume when:

Photo 5.4 A Personal Apology in Tokyo. Citigroup Inc. CEO Charles Prince (right) and Citigroup Japan CEO Douglas Paterson make a deep bow of apology. Under their leadership, the company failed to comply with legal and regulatory requirements in Japan. As a first step toward restoring Citigroup’s reputation in Japan, the leaders observed Japanese norms by traveling to Japan to apologize in person.

· People converse with their faces only a few inches apart? Among some cultures, this is the norm. In others, people like to keep their distance and are uncomfortable if someone stands closer than a couple of feet.
· • A student or a coworker takes a long time to answer a question? According to researchers who study language, short wait times put some people at a disadvantage. For example, the cultures of many Native Americans emphasize deliberate thought. Before making a decision, they learn to consider all possible implications.
· • People do not look at you when you talk to them? Among many African, Asian, and Latin American cultures, it is rude to establish direct eye contact with elders or people in authority.
· • People talk informally for a period of time before “getting down to business”? In many cultures, this is considered good manners. Many Middle Easterners, for example, see this type of “small talk” as a necessary part of business. It is not at all unusual for Asians or Latinos to view the process of getting to know each other as important as the message itself. To many U.S. businessmen and women, it is simply a waste of time.
· • People answer a question with “yes”? In many East Asian cultures, it is rude to answer a question in the negative. In such situations, people may say “yes” even though they mean “no.” It is a way of showing respect or “saving face,” saving someone from embarrassment.
· • You see two people verbally challenging each other? If your cultural background is Greek, Italian, or Israeli, you might view it positively, as a sign of intimacy. If you are from certain Hispanic or Asian cultures, you might consider it more appropriate to repress or temper your feelings and simply smile or change the subject.
When you meet people on the way to class, on the street, in a store, or wherever, they say “Hi” plus they ask “How are you doing?” or “How are you?” even if you are a complete stranger to them. I like when they say “Hi” to me, but what really doesn’t make sense is that they add “How are you feeling?” even though they don’t care whether I am well or not. I feel like Americans ask this just because they are obliged to do it. In fact, if I answered “I am not OK,” nobody would care. In a certain way, this is like a movie where the actors have to say what is written in the script. To the question, you feel obliged to answer you are well no matter whether it is the truth or not. Considering this point, I prefer Italians who just say “Hi” or nothing to the people they have never met before. They don’t even think to ask about their health. It could appear colder, but it is certainly less hypocritical.

—Another perspective

Profile in Diversity Consciousness

Curtis Cook was ready to take on a new challenge. After completing some graduate work in linguistic studies in the mid-1960s, he traveled to the Zuni reservation in New Mexico. There, he turned his attention to creating a Zuni version of the Bible. Because the Zuni language is not written, he took it upon himself to talk to the Zuni elders and storytellers, some of whom were 100 years or older. By living with the Zuni Indians, he developed a genuine awareness and understanding of Zuni people and their culture.

Initially, he spent a year learning the Zuni language and developing an alphabet. He approached the Zuni Tribal Council, suggesting that many of the tribe’s stories be recorded. The council agreed, and by the time Cook left some 15 years later, 300 reel-to-reel tapes had been produced. Moreover, Cook’s work allowed Zunis to teach their written language and pass it on to their children.

Now, Cook makes sure he visits the reservation each year. As he says, “They see me as a novelty, a white man who speaks Zuni.”9 His transcriptions of Zuni stories, biblical translations, photos, and other materials are now part of the Curtis Cook Collection, housed in the Library of Congress’s American Folklife Center archives in Washington, D.C.

We cannot be familiar with all variations in communication. Furthermore, we cannot assume that all people from a given culture will communicate in the same way. However, it is important to be open to the possibility that communication differences exist. Keep in mind that despite our differences, we all want people to listen to, acknowledge, and respect us.

Stepping Outside of Ourselves

One of the most important skills needed for effective communication is the ability to process and understand another person’s point of view. This skill allows us to step outside of ourselves and become more open and sensitive to others, although it does not necessarily mean that we will fully comprehend or agree with their thoughts and feelings. Certain experiences may teach students the importance of putting themselves in the shoes of friends, family, and others.

Ashley is a high school senior whose best friend is dealing with an unwanted pregnancy. Even though Ashley has never been in this situation, she can “feel her friend’s pain” and this helps her know what to say. Judah, a community college student, writes about how he works with a number of people with severe cerebral palsy. Because some cannot communicate verbally, he finds it helps to “put his mind into theirs” and rely on physical cues. Ernestine, an older female student who has a household of daughters, explains how she struggles with their thinking about life. They have watched many of their friends die violently. As a result, her daughters prefer to focus on the present and not think about the future. Says Ernestine, “I try to imagine going to countless funerals of classmates and soulmates and babies, all because somebody dissed them or stepped on their shoes or looked at them the wrong way.” These three students—Ashley, Judah, and Ernestine—are more effective communicators because they have the ability to step outside of themselves. They are not locked into their own way of thinking.

When people try to understand a variety of perspectives, it opens up lines of communication. People are more willing to share when they sense that others are really listening and not judging or comparing. Also, stepping outside of yourself can make you more aware of your own thoughts and feelings. In I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, Maya Angelou talks about the development of this kind of self-awareness. “I had gone from being ignorant of being ignorant to being aware of being aware.”10 This revealing, empowering process is not easy. Yari, a college student, describes what it is like to really let herself go into the “inner world of another person.” “It is one of the most active, difficult, and demanding things I do. And yet it is worth it because it is one of the most releasing, healing things that I have any occasion to do.”

Gauging the Level of the Playing Field

On the surface, this area of development does not appear to relate to communication. What do concepts such as status and inequality have to do with language? Ask yourself whether you address your teacher differently than a fellow student, or your supervisor differently than a coworker. What if you are angry? Would you show that anger differently? The relationship between the speaker and the receiver influences communication. One aspect of this relationship is status and power. Status refers to one’s position. Power is the ability to influence people and bring about change. Our interaction with others takes the form of an equal or unequal status relationship. In the classroom, an unequal status relationship exists between teachers and their students. Simply put, teachers have more authority because of their position. In another setting, this relationship might change and so might the communication between teacher and student.

Differences in power and status can be an obstacle to effective communication. With effective communication, the receiver interprets the message just as the sender intends. Those with less power are often ignored during the communication process. For example, we tend to listen and assign more importance to what an adult says than to what a child says. In the classroom, we want to know what the teacher thinks is important. What students say typically carries less weight. Those who sense they lack power may feel that their input is not as important. However, everybody has something important to offer.

Every opinion, every voice deserves to be heard. And it is a rare gift indeed to hear voices that are so very different from my own.

—Another perspective

One technique used in diversity training is to instruct people in a group to completely ignore each other’s titles and degrees. The idea is to focus on the message rather than the messenger. Although this technique sounds promising, it is extremely difficult to put into practice in everyday life. Actually, young children are more effective communicators in this sense. Unlike adults, they do not get so caught up with the trappings of power.

[image: image1] Thinking Through Diversity

One of the challenges confronting doctors is to open up lines of communication with their patients. One doctor laments, “People put us on a pedestal. They see us as angels, and this makes communication difficult. They don’t ask questions or express their concerns. But we make mistakes like anyone else.” In communicating with their patients, what is one specific thing doctors might do to level the playing field and promote more open, honest communication?

Checking Up on Ourselves

Effective communication requires constant practice and self-examination. To improve our communication skills, we need to be open to feedback—people’s responses to us. Otherwise, we do not know when we are relating well to others.

Despite our knowledge and sensitivity, misunderstandings will occur. Often, we are not even aware of a problem. Therefore, it is important to ask constantly for feedback from others. To illustrate, Michelle, a study group leader, uses several techniques to ensure that she is not simply “talking at” students in her group. As much as possible, she engages each student in a dialogue. She focuses on the students’ body language as well as what they say. Furthermore, she is learning to provide more and more wait time. This encourages more thorough and thoughtful questions and answers from a larger number of people.
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What letter grade would you give yourself for your ability to communicate in a multicultural setting? Why?

In any given situation, ask probing questions of yourself. This enables you to go deeper and examine what messages you send and receive. However, try not to get so caught up with analyzing yourself that it interferes with your ability to listen. Think through the following questions:

· 1. Am I considering my entire audience? This includes people who will hear the message either directly or indirectly. At work, for example, your supervisor may eventually receive your message through someone else. Consider the personal and cultural characteristics of your entire audience, and how much they know and how they may feel about the subject matter.
· 2. What is the situation? What influences outside and within this particular setting might have an impact on communication? What cultural differences may exist? Is the setting formal or informal? Elijah Cummings, a U.S. congressman, describes how he communicates differently depending on the situation. When he is in the halls of Congress, he uses what some might refer to as “paycheck” or “edited” English. But when he is back home, he communicates more informally.
· 3. What options are available to me? In other words, what form or forms of communication might I use? Your message might be written, oral, visual, or a combination of these. A case in point is police work. In response to complaints from the deaf and hard of hearing, police have increasingly reexamined the way they train officers. Some departments have started teaching sign language to selected officers; others have sensitized officers to the importance of using pen and paper to communicate with a deaf person when requested. To deal better with emergencies, departments have begun to recognize the need for having interpreters on call and TTY telephones for the deaf.
· 4. What is the specific purpose of the communication? Perhaps the purpose you have in mind is not shared by others. As an example, Westerners tend to emphasize the end product of communication, the message. In contrast, many Asians place more importance on the people themselves and getting to know each other.
· 5. What feedback am I receiving regarding the messages being sent (content) and how they are sent (style)? Tone of voice, volume, pauses, facial expressions, and gestures can be just as meaningful as words themselves.
· 6. What might I do differently to communicate more effectively? For example, what can I do to listen more actively? How can I make my verbal and nonverbal communication congruent? How can I communicate more inclusively? Toward the end of this chapter, some specific suggestion
· Am I using language that might be viewed as offensive? Sometimes offensive terms, phrases, or body language known as microaggressions, impair communication. Microaggressions are discussed in more detail later.
A friend of mine at work told me a story about how she was home alone and two Black guys came to the door selling something. Later I started wondering why she felt she had to describe them as Black.

—Another perspective

Following Through

How did you do that? How did you make it look so easy? People may ask these questions of someone who has refined a skill by practicing it countless number of times—perhaps a great athlete, a computer whiz, or an accomplished musician. What we tend to forget is the same thing applies to communication skills. Constant practice enables us to become excellent listeners as well as competent speakers in a wide variety of settings and circumstances. This is true for all of us.

Developing, expanding, and refining our communication styles and skills is a daily challenge. A teacher who is very task-oriented finds that her relationship with students improves if she makes a habit of engaging in a little chitchat before the start of class. An employee experiments with different ways of listening. He finds that nodding his head, using facial expressions, and making “listening noises” such as “hmmm” and “oh” allow him to show others that he does care. A father discovers that spending time with his teenage daughter and approaching conversations with her a little differently opens up lines of communication on a variety of topics, including dating and other personal issues. Instead of trying to solve all of her problems and telling her what to do, he tries to simply listen much of the time and be more empathetic.

COMMUNICATION MATTERS

In job interviews, employers weed out prospective employees by evaluating their verbal and written communication skills. As the interview unfolds, the employer is getting a live demonstration of how well individuals get their points across to others. In The Interview Kit, author Richard Beatty provides numerous examples of questions employers often ask. One series of questions he cites is, “Give me an example of something complex that you needed to effectively communicate to others. What made it complex? Why was it difficult to communicate? What did you do to communicate effectively? What were the results? How might these results have been improved?”11
Regardless of the social arena, we can readily observe the value of good communication skills. In school, for instance, why do students like some teachers more than others? Most teachers are well liked because they “know their stuff” and they relate well to students. Relating well has to do with communication skills.

When people talk about the power of communication, what does that mean? Think of the last time you:

· • Heard a dynamic and charismatic speaker. The message conveyed by that person will probably remain with you for the rest of your life.
· • Had an extremely difficult time communicating with someone who is very close and important to you. How did that make you feel? How did that affect your relationship?
Words are powerful and have physical impact on the receiver. They assault and abuse if used offensively.

—Another perspective

· • Were part of a team whose members could not communicate very well. How did this affect your ability to function as a team?
· • Felt hurt by what a teacher, relative, supervisor, or friend said. This kind of remark can poison your relationship with someone. At the very least, it can be difficult to forget. It can also make you view that person or even yourself in a different light.
To a large degree, your success in all realms of life depends on your ability to communicate effectively. Whenever you encounter someone at school or work, you communicate something even if you say nothing. Each encounter poses a challenge. When communication is ineffective, mutual understanding and joint action are highly unlikely. However, effective communication can promote synergy, creativity, and critical thinking among individuals and teams. Consequently, it should come as no surprise that organizations prioritize communication as well as other requisite diversity skills as part of their annual performance reviews. AMA (American Management Association) and P21, a national organization that addresses the importance of twenty-first century skills for every student, recently surveyed more than 2,000 executives. The results point to the critical importance of effective communication, along with critical thinking and collaboration (seeFig. 5.1).

Figure 5.1 Critical Skills in the Twenty-first Century.

BARRIERS TO EFFECTIVE COMMUNICATION

There can be any number of barriers to effective communication, particularly when we communicate across cultures. These barriers include cultural biases, lack of awareness of cultural differences, language differences, ethnocentrism, and inactive listening.

· 1. Cultural biases. In certain situations, we may make unwarranted assumptions about the person or persons with whom we are communicating. A person’s dialect, for example, may trigger negative assumptions about a person’s education, intelligence, or character. The termdialect refers to patterns in the way people use language. These patterns, which reflect people’s cultural and regional backgrounds, include pronunciation or “accent” as well as vocabulary and grammar. Children learn dialect prejudice at an early age, as evidenced by comments like “You talk funny” or “Did you hear how she said that?” In the media and in the classroom, accents are described with adjectives such as foreign, hick, and weird. People who are very cautious about saying anything that might have racist or sexist overtones are much more open when it comes to belittling language differences. In a film on cross-cultural communication, two people are shown interviewing for a job. Both answer the questions in exactly the same way. However, one of the interviewees talks with a noticeable accent. After hearing both interviews, the narrator of the film poses the question, “Who would you hire?” Too often, a person with an accent is assumed to be less intelligent or less qualified. One study by researchers at the University of North Texas lends credence to the possibility that this kind of discrimination is commonplace. Fifty-six executives listened to a CD of ten men from different regions of the country recite the same 45-second passage. The jobs, and particularly high-prestige jobs, went to speakers with less identifiable regional accents. One of the researchers, Dianne Markley, says her research shows that companies need to monitor their job hirers more closely.13
Personally, when I have had the occasion to speak with students from other cultures I have found myself focusing on how they differed from what I felt normal for me. While focusing on differences, I was really missing the point of what was being said. I found myself making a judgment on the person speaking, based solely on his culture.

Having another language is treated like it’s a disease. If you’re in America, it is assumed that you ought to automatically speak THE language—that is, English.

—Other perspectives

· 2. Lack of awareness of cultural differences. If you are communicating with someone from a different culture, the two of you may interpret the same symbol differently. As an example, what does:
· • holding your thumb up mean to you? If you are in the United States, most people would probably interpret this gesture to mean “okay.” However, in another country, you might interpret this differently. In Ghana and Iran, and parts of South America, it is an obscene gesture, similar to raising the middle finger in the United States.
· • silence mean to you? Generally, in business communications, people in the United States are uncomfortable with a long period of silence. Silence of more than five seconds is something to fill up in order to move the conversation along. This is a reflection of cultural upbringing. Many Native American cultures admire a person who has the ability to remain silent. In many Asian cultures, silence is a sign of respect, in that someone is taking the time to reflect on what was said and not said. Zen Buddhism, which is influential in many parts of Asia, reinforces this lesson. According to a Zen proverb, “He who knows does not speak and he who speaks does not know.”
· • passing food or gifts with your left hand mean? In many cultures, use of the left hand in any social setting is considered taboo, since this hand is used for personal hygiene, particularly after urinating or defecating.
· 3. Language differences. Communicating in an unfamiliar language can be challenging. For example, some businesses cater to customers who speak a variety of languages. When people try to communicate in a language other than their own, the results can be amusing. The following attempts to communicate in English did not come across as intended:
· • “Our wines leave you nothing to hope for.” (From a restaurant menu in Switzerland)
· • “Ladies are requested not to have children at the bar.” (From a bar in Norway)
· • “Fur coats made for ladies from their own skins.” (From a Swedish furrier)14
Even when people speak the same language, such as English speakers in the United States and other parts of the world, they may find it difficult to communicate. To lessen the confusion, theEncarta World English Dictionary was recently published. Linked by e-mail, more than 320 lexicographers (dictionary editors), linguists, and other specialists in 20 nations worked for more than two years to define words that can mean different things in different English-speaking countries. In South Africa, for instance, people refer to a stoplight as a “robot.” The word hotel, in Australia, is an establishment that sells alcoholic beverages. And job seekers in Southeast Asia provide prospective employers with a “biodata” rather than a resume.15
· 4. Ethnocentrism. Ethnocentrism shows itself in the language we use. When we talk about the culturally disadvantaged, what does this mean? This once commonly used term implies more than just difference. According to this label, anyone who does not share a certain way of life is assumed to be at a disadvantage. Another example of ethnocentric language is the way we fail to differentiate between arrival and discovery. A number of years ago, many people celebrated the 500th anniversary of Columbus’s discovery of the “New World.” This touched off a heated public debate because Native Americans lived here long before Columbus arrived in 1492. Some history books still describe Euro-Americans as defending their homes against “Indian” attacks, rather than invading Native American lands. Words such as primitive andbackward have been used to distort history and describe highly defined and complex Native American societies.
· 5. Inactive listening. Poor listening skills can make it much harder to communicate across cultural boundaries. Listening intently and actively helps to overcome misunderstandings and maximize effective communication. Later in this chapter, we examine specific skills to promote active listening.
MICROAGGRESSIONS

I was grocery shopping one day when an elderly woman called me a “nigger.” All of the hate and venom was there. I didn’t know what to do. I thought of going to the manager and demanding that he do something. But what could he do? I wanted the world to stop and pay attention to me because I had just been assaulted! I did my shopping in stunned, confused, and angry silence. Now I am sorry I didn’t tell management in the store this happened while I was buying their groceries. I may not have gotten validation, but I would not have kept it quiet.

—Another perspective

Microaggressions, according to Derald Wing Sue, refer to those brief, often subtle and unintentional biases that people communicate by virtue of what they say, what they do, and the environments they create.16 Microaggressions, whether they relate to race, religion, gender, sexual orientation, social class, or some other difference, do not make us bad people. However, they are a constant reminder that good intentions are not sufficient. Even though microaggressions occur daily, they can be difficult to recognize and address effectively. This is particularly true of microaggressions that are embedded in the environments in which we learn, work, and socialize.

With the best of intentions, someone might say, “I don’t see difference; we are all the same” (same species, all members of the human race). Whether the difference being addressed is color, wealth, disability, gender, or culture, the intent may be positive. The individual who makes this statement may be trying to emphasize our similarities and promote equality. While the intent behind this statement may be positive, its impact may be negative. To some, this statement denies who they are, views differences as negative, and posits a world in which we all encounter the same barriers.

For some, the issue of microagressions is a game of political correctness. They feel like they are “walking on eggshells” all the time and cannot be themselves. To others, the issue is simply a matter of being respectful of others. Regardless of where we stand on this issue, it is important to understand just how powerful microaggressions can be. Communicating something offensive, regardless of our intent, can jeopardize communication, create mistrust and hostility, and damage a person’s reputation.

Randall Kennedy, a professor of law at Harvard, examines the historical significance and political power of a single word in his book Nigger: The Strange Career of a Troublesome Word. “I have invested energy in this endeavor because nigger is a key word in the lexicon of race relations and thus an important term in American politics,” Kennedy tells us. “To be ignorant of its meanings and effects is to make oneself vulnerable to all manner of perils, including the loss of a job, a reputation, a friend, even one’s life.”17
Using appropriate language is not something we can easily turn on and off. It always helps to think things through before and after communicating. For instance, change a key word in a phrase and see if it still applies. Suppose that you read an article about “the gay lifestyle.” Ask yourself, would it make sense to talk about “the heterosexual lifestyle?” Someone might consider the phrase “I don’t think of you as Latino” a compliment. Change it. Would someone say “I don’t think of you as White?”

Another point to consider is the history of a phrase or the context in which it is used. Comparing a hard-driving boss to a slave driver serves to trivialize a period of history that is very painful to some. This same kind of reasoning may apply to fans mimicking “tomahawk chops” and “war chants” at sports events. Whether these actions honor or slight Native Americans is currently the subject of much debate.

Another example of a microaggression is marketing. Sports teams have adopted names and mascots such as Redskins, Redmen, or Red Raiders (see Fig. 5.2). Because of efforts by Native American activists, many of these teams at the high school and college level have changed their names. Professional sports teams, such as the Washington Redskins, Atlanta Braves, and Cleveland Indians, insist on keeping their names. To support their position, they point to research that shows considerable disagreement among fans and Native Americans regarding the use of Indian nicknames, mascots, or symbols.18controversy over the volatile issue of culturally insensitive marketing is by no means limited to sports teams. A case in point is a company in New York that sells a malt liquor under the name Crazy Horse. The bottle features a Native American in headdress. Although the makers of this product argue they are simply capitalizing on a clientele that identifies with the “Old West,” others feel that it is one more example of how Native Americans have been dishonored and dehumanized throughout American history. One state law-maker, who tried to ban Crazy Horse malt liquor in Minnesota, suggests that this debate illustrates a double standard. “Everybody would understand how insulting it would be to have, say, a Martin Luther King Jr. dark ale or a Golda Meir dark stout. But when it comes to Native Americans, somehow it’s a different thing.”19
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What microaggressions do you encounter? How do you typically respond? Do your encounters with microaggressions make it difficult for you to communicate effectively?

DIFFICULT DIALOGUES

One day, I called a local radio station. A conservative talk show was on. The only thing I wanted to say was that until Black people and White people, or just people in general, start talking there will always be racism. I was really upset and the talk show host made a fool out of me on the radio. For days after that, he made comments about me . . . like “her name’s Utopia (he didn’t think that was my real name); she must live in a utopia.”

I cried that whole weekend. On Monday I went to school. I attended a predominantly White school. In most of my classes, I was the only Black. I remember walking into class and sharing with them what happened to me. I then said, “I don’t know if White people don’t understand or they don’t want to understand.” I was just sitting there crying and that was the first time they all paid attention to me and listened to everything I had to say. That was the first day I felt I made a breakthrough with White people. I realized that it’s possible that we can communicate, we can talk, and we can listen. Maybe not necessarily always agree but respect what each other has to say. That was the first year I even allowed myself to have White friends.

My sexual orientation is always up for debate, even when I don’t want to debate it. I can’t walk into any social science course without hearing someone’s opinion on why being gay is wrong or why being gay is against religion. Honestly, it’s extremely exhausting to have these conversations all the time but if I don’t object to intolerance in any form then it is the same as saying it is okay to gay bash. I just can’t escape it and I’m not scared of it but it’s one of the reasons I’m ready to get out of college.

—Other perspectives

Difficult dialogues are sometimes necessary. If we handle them well, these kinds of discussions can bring diversity issues out into the open and “clear the air.” In one study, college students praise professors who know how to create a “comfort zone,” and understand the importance of letting discussions continue even if they become heated. At the same time, these professors establish ground rules in advance, emphasize respect, and encourage students not to personalize issues.20
Despite the importance of opening up and engaging in difficult dialogues, people rarely do it. This is the case in classrooms, offices, communities, and even on a national level. According to Cornel West, author of Race Matters, our society has never had an open and honest discussion about race.21 The same can be said about many other diversity issues.

Often we reserve difficult dialogues for friends and family. This is because we feel that we know and trust them. In all likelihood, we will not risk opening up elsewhere unless we also feel a certain level of trust or a high degree of anonymity.

In my classes, my students and I work very hard to get to the point where we can talk frankly about race, gender, social class, and other issues related to diversity. This process starts on the first day of class with each of us sharing some aspect of our personal background. Our comfort level with diversity increases as we discuss its relevance throughout the semester. Although students do not always agree, they learn to respect each other’s opinions.

Prior to difficult dialogues, it helps to discuss and agree on certain ground rules. Some examples follow.

Eight Ground Rules for Difficult Dialogues

· 1. Be as open and honest as you feel you can be. Try to move outside your comfort zone.
· 2. Respect each person’s right to be heard.
· 3. Realize that we are all teachers and learners.
· 4. Be an active participant, and remember that we participate in different ways.
· 5. Listen even when you do not want to listen.
· 6. Do not judge another person’s feelings.
· 7. Focus on the behavior rather than the person.
· 8. Do not ask people to be spokespersons for their groups.
Negative Messages Surround Adoption

Recently, a teacher e-mailed me regarding a “perspective” that appeared in an earlier edition ofDiversity Consciousness. A student who is more light-skinned than the rest of her family had shared a perspective that caught the teacher’s attention. Because of her skin color, the student explained how people constantly tease her and joke about how she must have been adopted. The teacher, a parent of an adopted child, reacted strongly to this perspective. “As a parent, I feel angry at the implied message—that being adopted is always second class to being ‘born into’ a family. Being adopted means you don’t really belong.

That being ‘adopted’ was very hurtful to this student is indicative of a prevalent social attitude that those of us who formed our families by adoption frequently encounter. My son has been asked who his ‘real’ parents are, and I have been asked if I have any kids ‘of my own.’ Upon finding out how our family was formed, some people express pity that we couldn’t have children. Negative language around adoption abounds—we have been asked (within our son’s hearing) why his ‘real’ mother didn’t want him, or if we knew his ‘father’ (with my husband standing there).” By sharing her view of a significant but often disregarded dimension of diversity, the teacher made me more aware of gaps in my thinking.

COMMUNICATING INCLUSIVELY

There is a growing body of literature on multicultural or inclusive communication. As the world grows smaller and our society becomes more diverse, employers are more apt to view people who lack skills in this area as liabilities. Communicating in a way that makes people feel included rather than excluded is not a lesson that can be taught in a matter of minutes, it requires commitment and practice. The following ten strategies provide a good starting point. Rather than focus on all of these at once, it might be helpful to prioritize.

· 1. Address people the way they want to be addressed. Many Native Americans identify with their tribal background. Consequently, they may prefer being called Navaho or Sioux rather than Native American. Do not judge a person’s preference. Simply respect it. Also, keep in mind that different people within a group may want to be addressed differently.
· 2. Keep an open mind. People can view the same thing differently. Be open to the “different lens” through which people view the world (see Fig. 5.3). Also, be willing to question your own assumptions and learn from the feedback you receive from others.
· 3. Listen actively. Active listening skills require practice over time (see Diversity Box: Active Listening Skills Checklist). Often, we are so intent on getting our point across that we do not carefully listen to what people are saying and how they are saying it. For instance, we can learn something from inflections in a person’s voice, and even from pauses. Remember to focus on what people say, what people do not say, and body language. According to research, most of what we communicate during a conversation is nonverbal. In part, effective listening hinges on our ability to attune ourselves to other’s feelings. Mirroring, commonly used in marital therapy, allows us to build rapport as we listen. When a person says something, we try to repeat or mirror what was said, attempting to capture the person’s feelings and thoughts. Without being too obvious, we might start by aligning our body language and noticing the pace and tone of the individual’s voice. As we do this, we check to make sure we are on target, and if not, we try again.
Figure 5.3 Different culture, different lens.

4. Check understanding. Instead of assuming that someone understands you, assume just the opposite. Ask questions that might pinpoint possible problems. “Is this clear?” “Do I need to explain further?” “What do you think I have been saying up to this point?” Repeat these questions continuously. When you are the receiver of information, ask questions, too. “Is that idea like . . .?”Are you suggesting that . . .?” “Can you give me an example of . . .?”
Active Listening Skills Checklist

• Do you listen intently even when you disagree with someone?
• Do you listen intently even when you have a difficult time understanding someone?
• Do you listen intently when someone talks very slowly and deliberately?
 Do you listen carefully, even when you don’t want to?
 Are you aware of verbal and nonverbal messages?
Do you restate, summarize, and question to promote understanding?
Do you provide positive feedback through body language and “listening noises”?
• Do you give people enough time to respond?
• Do you tune in to people’s feelings?
• Do you make sure your biases do not interfere with your ability to listen?
5.Do some research. Businesspersons who travel abroad or venture into unfamiliar markets at home often ignore this sort of preparation. The Internet can provide a wealth of current information. College libraries or ethnic organizations in your community may be other valuable resources. Perdue Farms is one company that did not do its homework. When its slogan, “It takes a tough man to make a tender chicken” was carelessly translated into Spanish, it read, “It takes a sexually excited man to make a chick affectionate.” Another big company, Adolph Coors, discovered too late that its slogan “Turn It Loose,” when translated into Spanish, meant the beer that would make you “Get the Runs.”
· 6. Think through what you are going to say before you say it. When you talk about others, do you refer to them by their race, ethnic background, social class, gender, or some other distinguishing characteristic? If so, ask yourself why.
· 7. Avoid slang. Telling someone she has “sick” clothing can lead to misunderstanding. To some Millennials, it can mean awesome or good. To an older colleague at work, it might mean something quite different.
· 8. Do not share ethnic jokes. This is a serious matter, especially in the workplace and at school. To some, ethnic jokes or ethnic humor in general may be acceptable. This is particularly true of self-directed ethnic humor. However, you cannot assume or predict that people will interpret something the same way you do. Jokes are usually made at the expense of others. Think through how you should react if someone decides to tell an ethnic joke in your presence.
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If a fellow employee tells you a joke about gays during your lunch break, how would you react? Why?

· 9. Use as many different styles of communication as possible. Vary your rate of speech. Use visual aids. You might want to write something down or spell difficult words if simply saying something does not seem to be working. Constantly question your assumptions about the right or preferred way to communicate. Be open to the existence of different cultural norms and their impact on communication styles. At the same time, remember that cultural norms may not apply to the behavior of any particular individual. Numerous factors, such as family background, schooling, and personalities, shape and alter the modes of communication we use and prefer.
· 10. Do not assume that you can or should ignore differences. The problem lies in the value judgments we attach to individual or cultural differences, not in the differences themselves. For example, noticing someone’s accent does not make you prejudiced. Having negative thoughts about the accent does.
In this chapter we have addressed the importance of effective communication. Moreover, we have examined the interrelationship of diversity consciousness and communication. Communication is a diversity skill that we learn, develop, and refine throughout the course of our lives. As we become more conscious of diversity, our communication skills will improve. And as our communication skills improve, we become more diversity conscious.

Acknowledge each other’s differences and move past them; just don’t move too fast.

—Another perspective
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