Example of Building Blocks of Culture

used for 

Interpreting European American Practices and Behaviors

Reflections on how to act on interpretations of readings or observations

(Sample topics below from reading in Alison Lanier Living in the USA, 6th ed., chapter 2)

Topics for reflection:

Understanding European American practices as customs with an American context 


-- interpret why an American might opt to rent vs. own furniture in an apartment*


-- interpret why an American might prefer the convenience of packaged food in a 



grocery store to a home-cooked meal**


-- interpret why an American might offer a first-time guest an opportunity to tour 



his or her entire home***


*     What does this say about US mobility for higher education and employment?


**   What does this say about how Americans view time?


*** What does this say about how quickly European Americans share details of 



their lives?  Or how they define their status in life? 

European American egalitarianism and informality versus another country’s values


-- at work (rules for use of first names, informal dress, showing respect for rank)


-- in friendships (transitory vs. permanent nature of social class and wealth)


-- in the home (mix of social classes vs. strict separation of social classes)


How does knowing about the existence of such differences in values help an 


international student, an individual working in another culture, or a manager 


working in another culture more effective?

American concept of friendship and what constitutes a “personal question” 


-- exchange of information about employment status, family status (spouse, 


    children), hobbies is common among Americans getting to know each other


-- friendship (time to develop, time invested, obligations, impact of mobility)


How does knowing about the existence of such differences in values help an 


international student, an individual working in another culture, or a manager 


working in another culture more effective?

Egalitarian do it yourself society v. each class has its role


-- daily chores (self v. hired help)


-- home improvement projects (self v. hired help)


-- preparing meal for dinner guests (self v. hired help)


How does knowing about the existence of such differences in values help an 


international student, an individual working in another culture, or a manager 


working in another culture more effective?

Challenging authority and personal contribution in the classroom and at work  


-- class participation  /  participation in group meetings at work


-- asking questions in class / raising issues of concern at work


-- disagreeing with the teacher / challenging the boss in group discussions


-- finding an error or raising an alternate point of view (private v. public)


-- concept of team effort v. concern for respect of authority and loss of face


How does knowing about the existence of such differences in values help an 


international student, an individual working in another culture, or a manager 


working in another culture more effective?

Concept of directness


-- say what you mean v. communicate politely what someone wants to hear


-- honesty is the best policy v. sensitivity to someone’s feelings


What can be the reaction when someone who is used to saying what he means 


communicates in his way to the person for whom sensitivity to the other person’s 


feelings is paramount?


What can be the reaction when someone who wants to be sensitive to the other 


person’s feelings does not say exactly what he means to the person who expects 


an honest assessment?


How do you say “No” in a polite way to someone from a culture where sensitivity 


to someone’s feelings is most important?

Understanding culture’s view of silence v. talk / time alone v. time with others


-- Cultural discomfort with gaps in a conversation v. comfort with silence


-- Studying quietly and alone v. comfort with a crowd and collaborative study


-- Preparing a project or proposal quietly and alone v. group preparation


-- Cultural desire for time to be alone v. concern for leaving someone alone


How can those with different 
communication styles work together effectively?


How should those from cultures with different needs for solitude adapt to their


colleagues’ needs at work?

Understanding how a culture views personal space and social distance


-- fences and walls around homes vs. open space between homes


-- closed doors vs. open doors at work


-- planned social activities v. spontaneous social activities


-- distance when talking or standing in an elevator


-- touching (greetings or farewells with handshakes v. hugs v. a kiss on the cheek)


How do you determine whose cultural view will be followed?  Is it geographic


location?  Is it determined by who’s in charge?  How does language spoken affect


views of space and social distance?  

Understanding how a culture sees an individual’s control over his destiny v. fate


-- control one’s environment v. being in harmony with nature


-- seeing difficulties as a challenge v. perception of individual’s arrogance


-- achieving recognition for accomplishments v. seeking consensus


To what extent does religion influence an individual or a society’s view of fate?


How does one benefit from knowing about such cultural differences?  

Loyalty to an employer / loyalty from one’s employer in the U.S. v. another culture


-- quitting a job for a better one as important for career v. as disloyal to employer


-- laying off / firing employees as a business decision v. disloyalty to employees


-- legal protections for employees and employers based in culture (American 


    capitalism v. capitalism or socialism as practiced in another culture)


How does one benefit from knowing about such cultural differences?

Understanding American materialism 


-- wants v. needs (transportation, housing, clothing, communication, etc.)


-- costs of luxury goods as a percentage of income


On what basis do citizens of other nations view Americans as materialistic?  Why 


would Americans and those from other cultures view wants and needs differently?

American knowledge of the rest of the world  /  world knowledge about the U.S.

-- Impact of American political influence / military power / economic power 

-- Impact of U.S. on media (television shows, cinema, internet) / business 

-- Impact of U.S. in scientific knowledge / medicine / higher education

-- How did September 11, 2001 affect Americans’ knowledge of the rest of the 

world? How have the 2008 elections and the economic crisis affected Americans’ 

knowledge of the rest of the world?

