Intercultural Communication

The intercultural communication section of the language biography makes use of four building blocks of culture to situate one culture’s values, beliefs, practices, and behaviors in relation to those of another culture.  (C. Storti,  Figuring Foreigners Out.  A Practical Guide.  Boston: Intercultural Press, 1998.)   A general introduction of the building blocks of culture as a tool is followed by an opportunity for those from other cultures to use this tool to understand European American practices and behaviors.  A second tool provided on this site helps the learner to define his own national identity and to compare it with that of another nation.  It addresses political, socio-economic, and cultural identity; cultural identity includes not only a nation’s values and beliefs, but also its culture as defined by its contributions to the arts, literature, science, religion, history, media, and education.  To use these tools learners will reflect on how to apply what they learn about another nation and its culture(s), and they will plan the next steps in improving their intercultural competence to meet their personal, academic, and professional needs.

The Building Blocks of Culture

Six continuums provided by Storti to illustrate the four building blocks appear below.  Global Language Portfolio owners are asked to decide first of all where you would place your own culture given a continuum from 0 to 100?  Where would you place one or more of the target cultures, based on your knowledge of that culture?    Assign scores for each of the 6 continuums.  Are these scores based on extensive knowledge, cursory knowledge, or stereotypes and other assumptions?    (After you have completed your reflections, you may decide to look at where Craig Storti placed specific cultures on the same continuums.  Note that he sees differences among English-speaking nations, among specific countries in Asia, and among ethnic or professional or geographic groups within countries, and his placement of cultures is designed only to provide an example of cultural differences.)

Reflections should follow.  Is your current knowledge of the target culture sufficient for your personal, academic, or professional purposes?  On what basis did you assign scores on the continuums?  What are your plans to enhance your cultural competence about that culture to meet your personal, academic, or professional purposes?  

I. CONCEPT OF SELF

Assign a score for your dominant culture and one target culture.  

Dominant culture:  




Score:
     

Target culture:





Score:

Concept of Self  (Storti, p. 50)

0
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         50


             75
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_______________l__________________l___________________l_______________  

Individualist







Collectivist

The self is the smallest unit of




The primary group, usually the

survival; looking out for one’s self




family, is the smallest unit of sur-

protects others; personal fulfill-




vival; looking out for others pro-

ment is the greatest good; inde-




tects one’s self; group harmony 

pendence and self-reliance are




is the greatest good; children are

highly valued; children are taught




taught to depend on others, who

to stand on their own two feet;




in turn can always depend on 

workers don’t mind individual




them; employees don’t like to

recognition; one’s identity is per-




stand out, they prefer group /

sonal and individual, not a func-




team recognition; identity is a

tion of one’s membership or role




function of one’s membership /

in a group.






role in a primary group.

II. PERSONAL VERSUS SOCIETAL RESPONSIBILITY

Assign a score for your dominant culture and one target culture.  

Dominant culture:  




Score:
     

Target culture:





Score:

Personal versus Societal Responsibility (Storti, p. 51)
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             75

100

_______________l__________________l___________________l_______________  

Universalist







Particularist

What’s right is always right; there




There are no absolutes; what’s

are absolutes which apply across




right depends on the circumstances;

the board; the law is the law no matter



there must always be exceptions for

who one is, there should be no except-



in-group members; consistency is 

ions; consistency is important; “fair”



not possible (life isn’t that neat); 

means treating everyone the same and



“fair” means treating everyone 

one should try to make life fair.




uniquely and no one expects [that].

III. SUBJECTIVE AND OBJECTIVE

Assign a score for your dominant culture and one target culture.  

Dominant culture:  




Score:
     

Target culture:





Score:

 Subjective and Objective (Storti, p. 51)

0

       25


         50


             75

100

_______________l__________________l___________________l_______________  

      Logic of the Head




        Logic of the Heart

Favoritism is frowned upon; people




Favoritism is the norm; since the

should not let personal feelings intrude



system isn’t fair, people …look out

into or affect workplace/professional 



for an in-group; whom you know,

decisions; friends don’t expect friends 



connections, are more important 

to cover for them; people succeed be-



than performance; friends expect, 

cause of what they do, not whom they



and provide, preferential treatment;

know; to be objective is a positive 




one can’t and shouldn’t leave per-

thing, something to strive for. 




sonal feelings out of professional









dealings.

IV. CONCEPT OF TIME

Assign a score for your dominant culture and one target culture.  

Dominant culture:  




Score:
     

Target culture:





Score:

Concept of Time (Storti, p. 80)
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         50


             75
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_______________l__________________l___________________l_______________  

Monochronic






Polychronic

Time is a limited commodity; the




Time is bent to meet the needs of

needs of people are subservient




people; there is always more time;

to the demands of time; deadlines




schedules and deadlines are easily

and schedules are sacred; plans




changed; plans are fluid; people

are not easily changed; people




always have time to see you; 

may be too busy to see you;




people live by an internal clock.

people live by an external clock.

V. TIME AND OTHER PEOPLE

Assign a score for your dominant culture and one target culture.  

Dominant culture:  




Score:
     

Target culture:





Score:

Time and Other People (Storti, p. 81)

0

       25


         50


             75

100

_______________l__________________l___________________l_______________  

One Thing at a Time





Many Things at Once

People do one thing at a time and 




People may do several things at

finish one thing before starting




the same time and may split their

another; people expect undivided




attention between several people

attention; interruptions are to be




/ tasks; to be late or kept waiting

avoided; to be late or kept wait-




is okay; interruptions are part of

ing is rude; people stand in line;




life; people don’t stand in line;.

the goal is to stick to the schedule.




the goal is to enjoy life.

VI. LOCUS OF CONTROL

Assign a score for your dominant culture and one target culture.  

Dominant culture:  




Score:
     

Target culture:





Score:

Locus of Control (Storti, p.81)
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100

_______________l__________________l___________________l_______________  

Internal






External

The locus of control is internal; fate




The locus of control is external; 

has little or no importance; there are 



fate plays a major role; people be-

few givens in life, few things that




lieve they have limited control over

can’t be changed and must just be




their destiny / external events; 

accepted; where there’s a will, there’s 



many things in life must be accept-

a way; one makes one’s own luck;




ed / can’t be changed; success/ lack

unhappiness is one’s own fault; peo-



of success is partly a result of good

ple tend to be optimistic; life is what



/bad fortune; people tend to be real-

you make it.






Istic; life is what happens to you.

REFLECTIONS:

My current basis for this assigning the scores on these continuums included all of the following as identified by letter:  ________________________    


a.
Time spent living in the target culture


b.
Conversations with members of that culture


c.
Courses and formal study about the culture


d.
Books, videos, internet, and other 


e.
Work experience in the target culture


f.
Personal travel in the target culture

g. Other

My future plans to enhance my intercultural competence in the target culture include:

Intercultural trainer Craig Storti positioned select cultures on these 6 continuums based on where citizens of the affected countries placed themselves during his workshops and training seminars and based on his knowledge of surveys and research in the field of intercultural communication.  These approximate placements were reproduced from pp. 52 and 82.

A-Africa  C-China  F-France  G-Germany  I –India  J –Japan   M–Mexico  ME– Middle East  R–Russia  S–Spain  SEA–Southeast Asia  UK–United Kingdom  US –United States

Concept of Self (Storti, p 52)
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Personal versus Societal Responsibility (Storti, p. 52)
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Time and Other People (Storti, p.82)
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Locus of Control (Storti, p.82)
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These examples are most useful in noting the two extremes, and provide an explanation of the intercultural challenges that European Americans in the United States have when they interact with nationals of Africa, Asia, or the Middle East.  Language may make a difference, but note that Mexico and Spain are not placed in exactly the same location on the continuum, nor are the US and the UK.  While Southeast Asia is placed as a single entity, there can and will be differences, as China and Japan are given different places on the continuum.  The placement of Africa and the Middle East as single entities should also be understood in terms of the likelihood of country to country variations.  

