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In this article, we examine the special role of emotions in intercul-
tural communication, and suggest that the ability to regulate emo-
tion is one of the keys to effective intercultural communication.
We first describe verbal and nonverbal components of communi-
cation, and their relative contributions. Then, we highlight the
pervasive and profound influence of culture on both encoding and
decoding processes in communication. We then compare and con-
trast intracultural v. intercultural communication, and describe how
conflict and misunderstandings are inherent and inevitable in the
latter. We discuss strategies for engaging in successful intercul-
tural communication, focusing on the role of emotions, but also
highlighting the importance of critical thinking and openness/flexi-
bility. We discuss a growth model of intercultural sensitivity that
has at its core the ability to regulate emotions. Throughout, we
blend literature from both communication and psychology in pro-
ducing a unique perspective on this topic.
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Emotions and Intercultural Communication

Although many definitions of communication and intercultural
---' ,- - ,-,

communication..exist- {see-revie~--by-Kim-and--Gudykunst,-1988~--------

Samovar & Porter, 1995), we define communication simply as the

exchange of knowledge, ideas, thoughts, concepts, and emotions

among people. Consequently, intercultural communication refers

to that exchange among people of different cultures; intracultural

communication refers to that exchange among people of the same
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culture.

In this article, we examine the special role of emotions in inter-

cultural communication, and suggest that the ability to regulate

emotion is one of the keys to effective intercultural communication.
Previous work on intercultural communication effectiveness has

generally focused on its cognitive components, including cultural

knowledge, understanding of process, and the like. Instead, we

focus on emotion in intercultural communication episodes, and par-

ticularly in the resolution of inevitable intercultural conflict. We

argue that emotion regulation is a gatekeeper ability that allows peo-

ple to engage in successful conflict resolution and leading to effec-

tive, long-term intercultural communication.

We first describe verbal and nonverbal components of commu-

nication, and their relative contributions. Then, we highlight the

pervasive and profound influence of culture on both encoding and

decoding processes in communication. We then compare and con-

trast intracultural v. intercultural communication, and describe

how conflict and misunderstandings are inherent and inevitable in

the latter. We discuss strategies for engaging in successful inter-

cultural communication, focusing on the role of emotions, but also

highlighting the importance of critical thinking and openness/flexi-

bility. \Ve discuss a growth model of intercultural sensitivity that

has at its core the ability to regulate emotions. Throughout, we

blend literature from both communication and psychology in pro-

ducing a unique perspective on this topic.

-"""""-'"

-. ' -"-"'-' -.."tI,'The Components ofCommumcatloI1 '

Sources, Signals, Messages and More. . .

People communicate using both verbal and nonverbal modes.

The verbal mode involves language which, of course, is rich, each

having its own set of phonemes, morphemes, and lexicon; syntax

and grammar; phonology; semantics; and pragmatics. Verbal lan-
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guage is a meaningful system which comprises these components,. .

symbolizes the world, and allows for the exchange of ideas,

thoughts, and feelings via this symbol system.

Nonverbal behaviors include all non-language behaviors in

which we engage, including facial expressions, gaze and eye con-

taGt,-voiee--ancl-paralinguistic--cues,-in terpersorfal-- space;-gestllres; ---

body p~s~~~,-;nd ~ii~nce. Like language, nonverbal behavior is

multidimensional; almost thirty years ago, Ekman and Friesen

(1969) classified nonverbal behaviors into five categories: illustra-

tors, regulators, emblems and gestures, adaptors, and emotions.

While verbal language and nonverbal behaviors comprise the

two major modes of communication, there are other aspects as

well. Signals are the specific words and behaviors that are sent

during communication. Messages are the meanings that are in-

tended or received with the signals. Channels refer to the specific

modality by which signals are sent and messages are retrieved,

much like different channels on a television set. Encoding refers to

the process of sending signals with intended messages through var-

ious channels, while decoding refers to the process of interpreting

messages via those signals.

When placed in the proper perspective, therefore, the combina-

tion of different signals and messages that can be encoded and
decoded via the various channels and sources of communication

makes it a rich, complex, and fascinating process that is uniquely
human.

The Relative Contribution of Verbal and Nonverbal Behav-

iors to the Communication Process

When communicating, we focus on words. In fact, we receive

years of formalized training in schools through childhood and

adolescence on language. Weare tested on language to gain entry

into and graduate from school; and when we learn a foreign lan-
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guage, we again focus on the verbal aspects of that language.

This focus is ironic, because ample research documents clearly

and convincingly that the bulk of messages decoded during com-

munication episodes comes from nonverbal, not verbal, channels.

Recently, we reviewed nine studies examining the relative contribu-

tion of verbal language and nonverbal behaviors to the communica-

tion process (list of studies available upon request). Eight of them

showed a greater contribution of nonverbal behaviors to decoded

messages. The degree of contribution was, in fact, quite large

(average R2 effect size=.56, average r=.75), and is actually larger- -
when discrepant messages are transmitted. That is, when faced

with ambiguous messages posed by discrepant signals in the verbal

and nonverbal channels, people generally place derive more mean-

ing from nonverbal behaviors.
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The Role of Culture in the Communication Process

Culture has a pervasive and profound influence on verbal and

nonverbal encoding and decoding processes. F or the sake of pre-

sentation, we discuss these as if they are separate; in reality, they

are interrelated in a complex system that affects, and is affected by,
each other.

Cultural Influences on Verbal Language Encoding

Culture and language lexicons. Different cultures have dif-

ferent languages, and subcultures have dialects within a language.

Each is a unique symbol system that denotes what a culture deems

~ important in its world. That words exist in some languages and

'(3 not-others reflects-the-fact--that-differenLcUliur:.e.s_s..~mboliie their -

worlds differently. For example, Whorf (1956) pointed out that

Eskimo language had three words for snow while the English

language had only one. The German word schadenfreude and the

Japanese word amae, which do not exist in English, are other
exam,pIes.
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example is the case of self- and other-referents. In

e typically refer to ourselves as" I ", and to someone else

"Jr:'~bl1~:::I'Japanese language, however, includes an extensive

,choice0ofterms referring to oneself and others, all dependent upon;

1 .f ,~he \!J.tionship between the people interacting (Suzuki, 1978).

--+--4 1:' am--le---oii-fefer to--our-.teacher"as"teacher'Lor-youcboss " t- t L P..L_Y.- - - Y -

I "', if ,"\ tion chief" when you would normally use the English

- ~~yg~i:;;'Terms denoting status are also used within the family.
THereare even different terms for" I ", depending on the nature of
, '"

Istatus relationships and the degree of politeness. This system of
"It";

seli7'q:ther referents is also prevalent in other languages, and the

a,bilitY;.to be fluent in such languages requires extensive cultural
knowledge as well.

~1f!-

,@qunting systems are another example. In Japanese, round,
iJI''1,.--

c::yli!igricalobjects are counted by the suffix hon (e.g., ippon, nihon,';--"'v'- -
$anlipn),while flat objects are counted by mai (e.g., ichimai, nimai,

san'ffJ.ai). There are many such counters in Japanese, as in other

languages. In English, however, all objects are simply counted by

number with no prefix or suffix to denote the type of object being
cQupted.

".JThe Japanese language, like many other languages, have a base-

ten numbering system. Eleven is literally ten-one (ju-ichi), twelve

ten-two (ju-ni), twenty two-ten (ni-ju). In English, however,

numbers one through 19 are unique, and an additive system simi-

lar to Japanese numbers starts at twenty. These linguistic differ-
ences are thought to contribute to differences in math achievement

between the U.S. and Japan (see Stigler & Barnes, 1988).

Culture and pragmatics. Culture not only affects language lexi-

cons, but also its function or pragmatics. For example, Kashima

and Kashima (1998) examined 39 languages, and found that cul-

tures whose languages allowed for pronouns to be dropped from

sentences tended to be less individualistic, which they interpreted

Emotions and Intercultural Communication
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as reflecting different cultural conceptualizations of self and others.

Gudykunst and his colleagues have shown that perceptions of per-

sonalization, synchrony, and difficulty in ingroup and outgroup

communications differ according to meaningful dimensions of

cultural variability (Gudykunst & Nishida, 1986; Gudykunst,

Y oon, & Nishida, 1987). They have also shown that culture, self-

construals (i.e., self-concepts), and individual values affect commu-

nication styles across cultures (Gudykunst et aI., 1992, 1996). The

relationship between culture, self-construals, and preferred con-

versational styles has also been documented by others (e.g., Kim

et aI., 1996). Cultural differences also exist in the use of apologies

(Barnlund & Yoshioka, 1990), children's personal narratives

(Minami & McCabe, 1995), self-disclosure (Chen, 1995), com-

pliments (Barnlund & Araki, 1985), and interpersonal criticism

(N omura & Barnlund, 1983). Collectively, these studies paint a

rather complete picture of the profound influence of culture on lan-

guage pragmatics.

Culture and thought: Linguistic relativity. That language helps

to structure thought, and vice versa, is known as the Sapir- Wharf

hypothesis. Over the past forty years, research has shown consid-

erable support for this hypothesis. Niyekawa-Howard (1968), for

example, studied the relationship between Japanese grammar and

causal attributions of events. Japanese language has a passive

form that conveys that the subject of the sentence" was caused to"

take the action expressed by the main verb, and that he is not re-

sponsible for the act nor the outc:°!lle (e.g., A ha X wo saserareta). 1<
'. -- 1

This informatIOn -can-oe conveyeclln-E-nglis-h-but--0nly--by-using--l ---
cumbersome extra words and phrases. Niyekawa-Howard found ;:

that native speakers of Japanese are more likely than English speak-

ers to attribute responsibility to others even when the outcome is

positive. Other studies also support the Sapir- Whorf hypothesis

{e.g., Bloom, 1981; Davies et a1., 1998; Garro, 1986; Hoosain,
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Emotions and Intercultural Communication

1986. 1991; Kay & Kempton, 1984).

Some studies, however, have also challenged the validity of the

Sapir- Wharf hypothesis, especially with regard to the influence of

language lexicons and semantics (e.g., Rosch & Lloyd, 1978). In

studying language and perception of color, Berlin and Kay (1969)

examined 78Jang!!ag~s,_..aJld~fo.und_people-in--different-Gultures per- -
-- --

ceive-coI6rs- in the sameways-despite radical differences in their

languages. Au (1983) conducted five studies comparing Chinese

and English, and concluded that there was no support for the

Sapir-Wharf hypothesis across these studies. Thus, the strength

of the influence of language on thought may differ according to the

specific aspect of language considered.

Culture and bilingualism. Research involving bilinguals com-

paring the content of their cognitive abilities while speaking their

two languages also supports Sapir-Wharf. Ervin (1964), for ex-

ample, compared responses from a sample of English and French

bilinguals to pictures from the Thematic Apperception Test, and

found that subjects demonstrated more aggression, autonomy, and

withdrawal in French than they did in English. Also, females

demonstrated a greater need for achievement in English than in

French. HuH (1987) and Dinges and Hull (1992) reported that

Chinese-English and Korean-English immigrant bilinguals who

completed the California Psychological Inventory (CPI), once in

their native language and once in English, presented different

personalities depending on the language they used. These results

were later confirmed in a subsequent study using a different mea-

sure of personality (Hull, 1990a, b). Matsumoto and Ass?r (1992)

asked bilingual observers in India to judge facial expressions of

emotion, once in English, and a second time in Hindi. The

judgments were different depending on which language was used.

The research cited in this section describes rather completely

how culture influences not only language lexicons and pragmatics,
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Cultural Influences on Nonverbal Behavior Encoding

Culture and facial expressions. Research over the past three

decades has shown that facial expressions of anger, contempt, dis-

gust, fear, happiness, sadness, and surprise are panculturally ex-

pressed (see reviews by Ekman, 1982, and Matsumoto, 1996a, b).

Cultures differ, however, in the rules that govern how these univer-

sal expressions are used. Cultural display rules are rules of ex-

pression management that dictate the appropriateness of emotion

display depending on social circumstances. Learned from in-

fancy, we are so adept at these rules that as adults, we use them

automatically and without much conscious awareness. Their exist-

ence was first documented in a study comparing American and

Japanese participants viewing stressful films while unknowingly

being videotaped (Ekman, 1972; Friesen, 1972). Recent research

has extended these findings as well (Matsumoto, 1990; Matsu-

moto, Takeuchi, Andayani, Kouznetsova, & Krupp, 1998).

Culture and gestures. Morris and his colleagues (Morris, Col-

lett, Marsh, & O'Shaughnessy, 1980) have well documented many

cultural differences in gestures. The American A-OK sign, for

example, is an obscene gesture in many cultures of Europe, having

sexual implications. Placing both hands at the side of your head

'@I -. :and_pJLi.ntjl1g~'p~a!ds -~~~~__the forefingers signals one is angry in
some cultures; in others, however, it means that one wantss-ex:

One of us (DM) was witness to a miscommunication gaffe when a

person from Japan used this gesture to tell someone from Brazil

that his wife was angry. While the Japanese use this gesture to sig-

nal anger, the Brazilians construe it as wanting sex. Imagine what

the Brazilian thought the Japanese was saying about his wife!
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but also the structure and content of our thoughts. In the next

section, we examine the influence of culture on nonverbal be-
haviors.
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Emotions and Intercultural Communication

Culture and gaze. Research on humans and non-human pri-

mates has shown that gaze is associated with dominance, power, or

aggression (Fehr & Exline, 1987), and affiliation and nurturance

(Argyle & Cook, 1976). Fehr and Exline (1987) suggested that the

affiliative aspects of gazing begin in infancy, because infants are

---veryatlentive~ru'"adal~S"-~-s~~~~e-ir-s-ourceof"care~ an-dvrotectfo-n:--C al=--------

tures create rules concerning gazing and visual attention, because

both aggression and affiliation are behavioral tendencies that are

important for group stability and maintenance. Cross-cultural re-

search has well documented differences in these rules. People

from Arabic cultures, for example, gaze much longer and more

directly at their partners than Americans do (Hall, 1963 ; Watson &

Graves, 1966). Watson (1970) classified 30 countries as either a

"contact" culture (that is, those that facilitated physical touch or

contact during interaction) or a "noncontact" culture, and found

that contact cultures engaged in more gazing and had more direct

orientations when interacting with others, less distance, and more

touching, Within the U. S., there are differences in gaze and

visual behavior between different groups of Americans (Exline,

Jones, & Maciorowski, 1977; Fehr, 1977,1981; LaFrance & Mayo,
1976).

Culture and interpersonal space. Hall (1978) specified four dif-

ferent levels of interpersonal space use depending on social relation-

ship type: intimate, personal, social, and public. While people of

all cultures make these distinctions, they differ in the spaces they

attribute to them. Arab males, for example, tend to sit closer to

each other than American males, with more direct, confrontational

types of body orientations (Watson & Graves, 1966). They also

had greater eye contact and tended to speak in louder voices. Hall

(1963, 1966) concluded that people from Arab cultures generally

learn to interact with others at distances close enough to feel the

other person's breath. Forston and Larson (1968) cited anecdotal
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evidence of how Latin American students tended to interact more

closely than did students of European backgrounds. N oesjirwan

(1977, 1978) reported that Indonesian subjects tended to sit closer

than did Australians. Shuter (1977) reported that Italians inter-

acted more closely than did either Germans or Americans.

Shuter (1976) also reported that people from Colombia generally

interacted at closer distances than did the subjects from Costa
Rica.

Culture and other nonverbal behaviors. Other studies have

documented cultural differences in other nonverbal behaviors as

well, such as in the semantic meanings attributed to body postures

(e.g., Kudoh & Matsumoto, 1985; Matsumoto & Kudoh, 1987),

and vocal characteristics and hand and arm movements (Vrij &

Winkel, 1991, 1992). Collectively, the evidence provides more

than ~mple support for the notion that culture plays a large role in

molding all of our nonverbal behaviors, which comprise an impor-

tant part of the communication process.

12.
;::.
~

~

= ~' -,..-c.

Cultural Influences on Decoding Processes

Cultural filters, ethnocentrism, emotions, and value judgments.

Ethnocentrism is the tendency to view the world through your own

cultural filters. As we grow up, we learn cultural rules of appro-

priate communicative encoding with respect to both our verbal and

nonverbal behaviors. When we are little, these rules are constantly

reinforced by parents, friends, teachers, and other enculturation

agen!s (see, for example, evidence for such reinforcement during

~ ~language acquisition as-suggested--by-Skinner.,:l9Sl)~~-M~11YL\,lle_~

are also transmitted and reinforced by organizations and institu-

tions (e.g., our study of language through the school system). As

we get older, we need to be reminded less about these rules, and

require less conscious effort. Inevitably they produce the unique
differences in each culture in how communication-verbal and non-
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1

verbal-occurs.

As we grow, we also learn how to perceive signals and interpret

messages; that is, we learn cultural rules of appropriate decoding as

well. Because we share a set of encoding and decoding rules with

people of our culture, we develop a set of expectations about com-

'j'- ,,_,a_-ll?: ?!!ic~~r.~°!l=- -Th~~-!?~I1:1~-a-~ a~is"'of'taci tknow ledge-that-needs' not-"---,-~ ~
be spoken each time we, as adults, communicate with each other.

Not only do we have certain expectations about communication

process; we also have learned emotional reactions associated with

those expectations. These can range from acceptance and plea-

sure to outrage, hostility, and frustration. Our emotions are

intimately tied to value judgments, which we often make without a

second thought. This is natural, because the judgments are often

rooted in our upbringing, and those are the only types of

judgments we have learned to make. Emotions and values. serve

as guidelines in helping us form opinions about others and
ourselves.

Thus, decoding rules, and their associated emotions and value

judgments, form the basis of our" filters" that we use in seeing the

world. As we become more enculturated, we add more layers to

those filters. These filters are like lenses that allow us to perceive

the world in a certain way. By the time we are adults, we share

the same filters with others in our cultural group. They become

part of our self, inseparable and invisible, and are a normal part

of our psychological composition because of the way we are
enculturated.

~

i
1:,
).

Culture and stereotypes. Stereotypes are generalizations about

people, particularly about their underlying psychological charac-

teristics or personality traits. Stereotypes are inevitable products

of normal psychological processes, including selective attention,

appraisal, concept formation and categorization, attributions, emo-

tion, and memory (see Matsumoto, 1996a and in preparation, for a
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complete discussion). Stereotypes are invaluable aids to us, help-

ing us keep information about the world organized. As a special

type of category having to do with people, they are important in

helping us interact with others in our world.

Stereotypes are easily reinforced. Stereotypes prime our expec-

tations. We may selectively attend to events that support such

stereotypes, and ignore, albeit unconsciously, events and situations

that challenge them. Negative attributions may reinforce negative

stereotypes. Even when we perceive events contrary to stereo-

type, we may convince ourselves that the stereotype is correct.

Such dismissals can occur quickly and without much conscious

thought or effort, and are resilient to emotion.

I t is nothing new to consider that our attention, attributional and

emotional processes may be biased. Our" psychological composi-

tion," which consists of these, and other, processes, constitute an

integrated system that is part of our self-concept. We suggest that

these psychological processes reinforce our self-concept. Our

emotions, attributions, and attention processes are all constructed

so as to help us reinforce the cultural knowledge we have learned

from many years of enculturation. Even the content of our

stereotypes exists in order to reinforce our sense of self, and as we

confirm or disconfirm those stereotypes, we reinforce that self-

concept. Stereotypes are thus an integral part of this package of

psychological processes, and are intimately tied to our emotions,

values, and core self.

Culture and social cognition. Culture influences how we inter-

-_g[~L!h~___9:~t!g}~1~_<?L()~h~E~~-~~e!"_0_~~s,-f?L_~x~~yle~~~.i_~~~ra~-
inferences about other people's internal states or dispositions that

supposedly underlie and even caused their behavior. This bias

is known as fundamental attribution error (Ross, 1977). Cross-

cultural research has shown that such bias may not exist in other

cultures. Miller (1984), for example, compared Americans and
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~. Hindu IndiaI'ls' explanations for another person's actions, and

11 - found that dispositional explanations were common for Americans

jt but much less so for the Hindus. Instead, they provided explana-
! tions in terms of the actor's duties, social roles, and other situation-

i specific characteristics (see also Shweder & Bourne, 1984). Other
)

- +---+ attributioBaL- tendencies, -such as, self,.ser.ving bias,__defensiye..JlttribJJ::_n
_c- I-- - -- 0- - - - -- --------

. tions, and the like also are manifested differently in each culture.

In summary, culture plays a large role in decoding signals during

communication episodes. This occurs because of cultural in-

fluences. in the devetopment of ethnocentrism, stereotyping, and

social cognition, which are all normal psychological components to

everyday life. Cultural decoding rules are intimately associated

with emotions and value judgments, and collectively form our

self-concepts. Given that communication involves moment to

moment switching from encoder to decoder back to encoder,

understanding the role of culture in this process is challenging,
whether intracultural or intercultural. One way to highlight the

unique circumstances under which intercultural communication

occurs, however, is to compare these two types of communications.

1

Intracultural v. Intercultural Communication

A Note about the Difference Between Cross-Cultural and Inter-

cultural Research

In many contexts, the term cross-cultural communication is used

synonymously with the term intercultural communication. While
in the context of communication there is no difference between

them, there is an important difference between cross-cultural and

intercultural research. The former refers to the comparison of two

or more cultures on some variable of interest (e.g., differences be-

tween cultures A and B in the expression of emotions). The latter

refers to the study of the interaction between people of two cul-

tures (e.g., differences in how people of cultures A and B express

t
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emotions when they are with people of cultures B and A, respec-

tively).
Most research in the field of intercultural communication is

cross-cultural, not intercultural. As such, they do not always

reflect data that are directly applicable to the intercultural episode.

No matter how many cross-cultural studies we conduct comparing

Americans and Japanese, for example, they will not inform us

about how people of these two cultures communicate when interact-

ing with each other. For research to be intercultural, intercultural

data has to be compared with intracultural data; differences in this

comparison is what is attributable to intercultural communication

perse. In understanding the difference between intra- and inter-

cultural communication, only then can we understand what is uni-

que about intercultural communication.

""I

Comparing and Contrasting Intracultural v. Intercultural
Comm.unication

Intracultural communication. During intracultural communica-

tion, interactants implicitly share the same ground rules. When

people communicate within the boundaries of those ground rules,

they accept those ground rules and thus can focus on the content

of the messages that are being exchanged. When communication

occurs within the shared boundaries of culture, we make an im-

plicit judgment that that person is a member of our culture or that

the person is engaging in socially appropriate behavior. We may
consider the individual to have been socialized" well" into our cul-

l'

~ture,-afid-we--make-.value-judgmentLabouLth~-=proce-ss -arid the

person's ability to engage in that accepted process.

Even in intracultural situations, when we interact with people

who transgress what we view as "normal" or "socially appropri-

ate," we have negative reactions. They occur because we have

learned that those transgressions are not appropriate. Oftentimes,

- u_---
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f~ ,t we make negative dispositional attributions about others as "bad"
,I ,~ or "stupid" or "had a bad upbringing" or "has no common
I' 1 sense." We make these judgments because these people do not
r confirm to the accepted standard ground rules for interaction.

-t
' Ne gative stereotypes are easily developed because our cultural.iPJ~ ~

-=--=--~ ~ ,.~~-'.~~filters-'an~:r'etE!l6ceI1t[ls.m~.~I:ea tes-~a-~ser-6rexpectal:i6ris-in.us.a156ur - .'u.

::. others. Communication Process that does not match our ex p ecta-
I, i
Ii 1 tions oftentimes leads to negative attributions about the actors

whom we are observing. Such events require what is known as

substantive processing (F orgas, 1994), which is most affected by

induced emotion. If the emotion induced is negative, then it will

contribute to negatively valenced attributions about others. These

attributions form the core of a stereotype of such people, and rein-

force the value and expectation system that was originally held in

the first place. These processes are common even within intracul-

tural communication episodes.

Intercultural communication and uncertainty. Many of the

processes that occur in intra cultural communication also occur in

intercultural encounters. One characteristic that sets it apart,

however, is uncertainty and ambiguity concerning the ground rules

by which the interaction will occur. Because of the widespread

and pervasive influence of culture on all aspects of the communica-

tion process, we can not be sure that the rules by which two people

from different cultures operate are similar. That is, there is inher-

ent uncertainty in both the verbal and nonverbal behaviors that

occur. Intercultural interactants generally engage with each other

in a verbal language that is often not a native language for at least

one, and sometimes both individuals, thus creating inherent uncer-

tainty in the meaning of the words. Cultural differences in the

use of all nonverbal channels produce inherent uncertainty in the

messages as well.

Gudykunst and his colleagues have documented how interact-

Emotions. and Intercultural Communication
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71

ants work to reduce uncertainty in intercultural interactions, at

least in initial encounters. Their work has been based on Berger

(1979) and Berger and Calabrese (1975), who suggested that one of

the primary concerns of strangers in initial encounters is the reduc-

tion of uncertainty and increasing of predictability in themselves

and others. Gudykunst and Nishida (1984) showed that such an

effect exists in relation to intent to interrogate, self-disclose, display

nonverbal signs of affiliation and attraction, and attributional

confidence in Japanese and American communicators. Gudy-

kunst, Sodetani, and Sonoda (1987) extended these findings to in-

clude members of different ethnic groups as well.

We agree with the basic tenets of Gudykunst and his colleagues

in suggesting that uncertainty reduction is one of the major goals

of initial intercultural encounters. Without such reduction, it is

impossible for interactants to begin processing the content of sig-

nals and interpreting messages properly, because such uncertainty

renders messages inherently ambiguous. If uncertainty is re-

duced, interactants can then focus on the content of the signals and

messages that are being exchanged. Intercultural communication

is like deciphering coded language: the first step is to decipher the

code (i.e., reduce uncertainty); the second is to interpret and re-

spond to the content, once deciphered.
Intercultural communication and conflict. A second characteris-

tic of intercultural communication is the inevitability of conflict

1-...
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and misunderstandings. During intercultural encounters, chances

-- --~_~_~Teat~hat peoples' behaviors donot c~mform t~ our expecta-
tions. \Vhen -inIS occuis;-~'eOfteITinterpret-t-hose-.beha:vioLS--Di tu-

rally as transgressions against our value system and morality, as we

discussed earlier. They produce negative emotions, which are

upsetting to our self-concepts. These conflicts are inevitable in

intercultural episodes with both people or with other agents of a

cultural system (e.g., public transportation, the post office, shops

!81 -
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Emotions and Intercultural Communication

and businesses, etc.).

differences in process, which inevitably lead to conflict or misun-

derstanding.

Of course, uncertainty contributes to this conflict. People may

!, become impatient with or intolerant of the ambiguity, leading to
1 ~ J:' E f

..
---I,---t ~angeF,--1-FustfatlOn,or.--res(mtment... ven . a ter.uncer:ta1nty--lS.~.re..,-..

. j. . f. . -. . .. ..

j duced, however, conflict is inevitable because of the differences in
I I

I I the meaning of verbal language and nonverbal behaviors across
! i cultures, and the associated emotions and values inherent in the

cultural system. These produce differences in the interpretation

of underlying intent among interactants, a process that is no

stranger to intracultural communication as well.

Thus, the development of strategies that deal with potential

conflict and misunderstanding is imperative in order to produce

successful and effective long-term intercultural communication and

relationships. In the next section, we present such a strategy,

based on the power of human emotion.

!
;'

If

These activities are bound to accentuate :it
"'

I~'
~.
I
f

Strategies for Successful and Effective Intercultural Com-
munication

Previous Approaches

Effective intercultural communication is related to the concept of

intercultural communication competence (ICC). ICC has been

studied quite extensively in the literature, and many definitions of

it exist (e.g., see Powers & Lowery, 1984; Littlejohn & Jabusch,

1982; Gudykunst & Kim, 1984). We define ICC simply as the

ability to communicate effectively across cultures. That is, ICC

refers to the skills, talents, and strategies in which we engage in

order to exchange thoughts, feelings, attitudes, and beliefs among

people of different cultural backgrounds. That is, we believe that

ICC is reliant on a process that ensures successful and effective
communication across cultures.

~.'
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How can we develop such a process? One strategy would be

to become thoroughly versant in a culture, recording the cultural

similarities and differences found in it and building your own

"cultural dictionary" to retrieve at any time. This is a formidable

task, as there is so much about culture to learn and so little time,

energy, and storage space available. This approach, however, is

not without merit, and certainly many people develop such
almanacs in their minds about a small number of cultures with

which they become intimately familiar through travels" business,

homestay programs, and the like. In fact, several studies (e.g.,

Gudykunst & Kim, 1984; Samovar & Porter, 1985; Wiseman,

Hammer, & Nishida, 1989; Zimmerman, 1995) have shown that

related processes such as knowledge of and attitude toward host

culture, ethnocentrism, social distance, and exposure to host cul-
ture members are all related to ICC.

But, none of us can create that dictionary of culture for all the

cultures and peoples we will possibly come in contact with in our

lives, and many of us do not have the opportunities to become

truly culturally fluent in this fashion. Instead, the vast majority of

us will need to rely on a process model of intercultural growth to

engage in effective intercultural communication.

But this engagement is not easy because of the inevitability of

conflict and misunderstandings due to the existence of cultural

differences. Our ethnocentric and stereotypic ways of thinking,

which are themselves normal, psychological functions, make it easy

for us to create negative value judgments about those differences,

conflicts,-and-misunderstandings~_._Neg1!.rive emotion~ are ~}so as~.o-=-_-
ciated with these judgments. These negative reactions make it

difficult for us to engage in more constructive methods of interact-

ing, and keep us from truly appreciating those differences and inte-

grating with people who are different. As conflicts based on inter-

cultural communications and misunderstandings are inevitable, it
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becomes extremely important to be able to control our negative

emotional reactions when engaging with those differences.. Those

who can will then be able to engage in a more constructive intercul-

tural process, and open the door to more successful intercultural

j interactions. Those who cannot will have that door closed to

-~ :t =--!~~m:--Em~tions,-therefore;--aFe-.centraI--to-thispr-ocessf-and..hold
, j the key to successful or non-successful intercultural experiences.

Regulating Emotions: A Key to Personal Growth
Many of us who have experience dealing with children know

that, despite their often altruistic nature, when something happens

to hurt or upset them, their thinking and world view revert to a

more primitive way of dealing with and understanding their world.

I t becomes impossible for them to engage in altruistic acts, because

they are locked into a more infantile mode of operation. This

concept is known as "regression," and it is not the sole domain of

children and adolescents; adults regress at times as well. In these

situations, it is easy for people to be overcome by those negative

feelings, and they" take over" one's way of being. Even the

most altruistic or critically minded person may not be able to

think or act in such a manner when overcome by such negative
emotions.

t

The arousal of negative emotions in intercultural communication
because of inevitable cultural differences is a critical time that

defines a key issue in personal growth, which leads to either inter-

cultural success or stagnation (see Figure 1). Individuals who can

somehow control those negative feelings by putting them on hold

and not acting directly upon them or allowing them to overcome

their thinking, acting, and feeling, will be able to then engage in

other processes that will aid them to expand their appraisal and
attribution of the causes of the differences. Once emotions are

held in check, individuals can then engage in critical thinking

19
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3. Openness/Flexibility to Accept
Rival Hypotheses

Fig. 1

.<:.1

about the origins of those differences, and hopefully go beyond
their cultural framework and to consider other causes of the

differences that they may not have even been aware of. If this

type of critical thinking can occur, individuals can choose to accept

or reject alternative hypotheses concerning the causes of those

differences, and hopefully can have the openness and flexibility to

accept rival hypotheses that seem most plausible.

For example, during an intercultural encounter, you may notice

that the person with whom you are talking avoids your gaze. It

~~-may-be-easy -toform-a-negatiYe impression about this-person, if you J~-----
are accustomed to people looking at each other directly when

communicating. In fact, you may have learned that people who

do not look you squarely in the eye are not to be trusted, or have

something to hide. If you are able, however, to put that reaction

on hold, you might think about other possible causes of that be-
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havior in that person. For instance, while eye contact may be. .

preferred in your culture, it may not be preferred in her culture.

While direct eye contact may be a sign of respect in your culture,

avoiding eye contact may be a sign of respect in her culture.

-- - I
.

,---t t~~~e the~~:-~nd ~~~t~~t ~-~os_~~~~:-~fYPo_=~-:es.~~~- t~~~e~a=et-~h',~ou f

c

l
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f ~ '-. uen accepL or reJec uem, anu 1 you cuoose 0 accep, ope u y
. - j- 'i u_- ,- -

I 1 you will have the openness and flexibility of changing your mind
! I from your initial reaction.

This model is inherently a growth model. By engaging in criti-

cal thinking about cultural differences and being open and flexible

to new ways of thinking, you allow for your ways of person per-

ception to grow. You continually add more complexity to your

method of interacting with diversity. All of this is possible, how-

ever, only when emotions are regulated and negative emotions do

not get the best of you.

If, however, our negative emotional reactions overcome us, we

cannot engage in critical thinking about those differences. Rather,

we regress to a previous way of thinking that is rooted in our ethno-

centrism and stereotype. Instead of creating rival hypotheses that

will stimulate growth in our thinking, we will instead only rein-

force our pre-existing, limited thinking. Openness and flexibility

to new ideas is not even an option because these new ideas don't

exist. Instead, there is only a regurgitation of stereotypes and

ethnocentric attitudes. This is a non-growth model.

The three main ingredients to personal growth in relation to deal-

ing with cultural differences, therefore, is emotion regulation, criti-

cal thinking, and openness and flexibility. Of these, emotion regu-

lation is the gatekeeper of the growth process, because if we cannot

put our inevitable negative emotions in check, it is impossible to

engage in what is clearly higher order thinking about cultural
differences.
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More About Critical Thinking

Once emotions are under control, there are many ways in which

we can engage in critical thinking about intercultural conflict.

Here, we present seven guidelines to this process. We offer these

not as answers but as a platform to launch meaningful discussions

with others about this important topic.

1. Recognize that culture is a psychological construct. Culture is

a multifaceted construct involving both objective and subjective

elements (Triandis, 1972). The subjective aspects of culture

exist as mental blueprints and are most important to under-

standing the contribution of culture to human behavior. By

recognizing this aspect of culture, we can avoid the stereotypic

use of race and nationality in understanding cultural differences.

2. Recognize individual differences within a culture. Within

any culture, people differ according to how strongly they adhere

to or comply with the values, standards, and mores of that cul-

ture. Recognizing these individual differences helps us develop

flexibility in our stereotypes.
3. Understand our own filters and ethnocentrism. We can

recognize the existence of our own cultural filters and ethnocen-

trism-how our own cultural upbringing contributed to how we

interact with the world and with others. We can recognize that

our viewpoint is one of many valid and legitimate views.

4. Allow for the possibility that conflicts are cultural. With a

better understanding of cultural influences on behavior, we can

alloy.' for the possibility that many confl}c:!saI1~_~isunderstan~- , -

' '~ jngs-are-due-to-cul tural--differencesj-and--avoi-d-persona.lizing lhe ji-----,
source of conflict and misunderstanding to perceived shortcom- '

ings in others. :t
S. Recognize that cultural differences are legitimate. When It'1

transgressions occur because of cultural differences, we have to 'I

recognize that those cultural ways have just as much legitimacy !I
22
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' to them as ours have to us, despite the strength of aur reactions.
i; ," 6. Have tolerance, be patient, and presume good intent. When

II '.' we are too quick to attribute negative characteristics to others," '.

1 ~ we deny the possibility that their intent may have been good and

L,I E'...~ that it was only the beh~vioral mani.festations of that good in:ent
ji ~;tL--- that'we~:were-at-odds-wlth:-By..bemg-.tolerantof ,.transgres~lOns---~-

'
.

! I
,

' and presuming good intent, we allow that possibility to exist. If

! ~ we can practice tolerance and presume good intent, we will be
able to find ways to explore and react to underlying intent rather

than focusing solely on behaviors we find offensive.

7. Learn more about cultural influences on behavior. By recog-

nizing the importance of culture, we face an incredible challenge

and opportunity. These challenges bring new opportunities and

new hopes, not only for science but also for people and their

lives. As we come in contact with people of different cultures

from around the world, we are exposed to many different ways

culture manifests itself in behavior. As our understanding

grows, we will come to appreciate even more the important role

culture plays, not only in providing us with a way to live but also

in helping us meet the challenges of survival successfully and

with integrity. There will never be a shortage of things to learn

about cultural influences on human behavior. The important

thing is that we have to want to learn it.
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Emotions and Intercultural Communication

Intercultural Success or Stagnation : Voyagers v. Vindica-
tors

The key to successful intercultural communication is the engage-

ment of a personal growth process model where our worldview

is constantly being updated by the new and exciting cultural

differences with which we engage in our everyday lives. The gate-

keeper of this process is the ability to regulate our emotional reac-

tions. If we can do so. then the increasing cultural diversity of the
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StepsinInterpersonalandIntercultural
SuccessorStagnation

Not Resolving Your
Negative Emotions

CryStalliz! Old Ways,
No Growth

sta!tion

-"

olving Your Negative
Emotions

I
ersonal Growth and

Deverment
Success

',i
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"Voyagers" "Vindicators"

Fig. 2

world is an exciting research laboratory, where we can constantly

test our hypotheses, explore new hypotheses, throw out theories

that don't work, and create theories that do. In this fashion, the

challenge of cultural diversity and intercultural conflicts is a stage

for forging new relationships, new ideas, and new people. It is
a model for intercultural success fDr those individuals who can

engage in these processes. We call these individuals" Voyagers,"

because to them, life is an enjoyable journey (see Figure 2).

Those people who cannot contrDI their emotions reinforce and

crystaHize their-'pr-e-existing-ethnocentI:i~and-stereoty-pic_way-s~cl--=- .1____-

dealing with the world that are limited. This is a no growth 1
model, and these individuals are not engaged in a journey. This

is a model of stagnation, with no growth potential inherent in such

a process. We call these people" Vindicators," because their

worldviews are established solely to vindicate their pre-existing
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ethnocentrism and stereotypes, ~ot to .challenge them and grow. .

~' The world of the voyager IS neIther a panacea nor utopIa.

11\. These processes do not ensure that we will all live happily ever
,;.. after, and enjoy and like all cultural differences we come into con-i

I' j.~Jk tact with. After critically thinking about an episode or event, you
~-t~--~~ -';)~ mIgntinae:eaq)n):e--:foJne condITsicfrf ~tnaT--sb~me(jne .. is~~morally "~----

j, I ; wrong, or just plain rude or selfish. Understanding the differ-

I 'I ences and appreciating their origin and meaning to other's lives
-, does not mean that one has to 1ike those differences, or accept

..J them for oneself. What is important are not the conclusions we

I arrive at, but the process by which we arrive at them. The distinc-
: tion between a voyager and a vindicator is not in their conclusions,

but in the processes they engage to draw their conclusions.
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Conclusion

Communication is a rich and complex process that involves

multiple messages sent via multiple signal systems. Culture has a

pervasive influence on the encoding of both verbal and nonverbal

signals, and the decoding of those signals. Because of this influ-

ence, conflict and misunderstanding is inevitable in intercultural

communication, and to overcome these obstacles, a personal

growth model focusing on emotion regulation, critical thinking,

and openness and flexibility is necessary. Individuals who can

engage in these processes can further themselves on a model of

intercultural development; we call them Voyagers. Individuals

who cannot engage in these processes are stuck in their develop-

ment, choosing instead to continually reaffirm their limited view of

the world and others; we call them Vindicators.

The information we have provided is a blend of theory and re-

search from communication and psychology. We believe that our

views on the role of emotion,' critical thinking, and openness in

effective intercultural communication are unique, filling an impor-
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tant void in our understanding of the development of ICC. While

many models of ICC have focused on cognitive aspects of commu-

nication, we focus on the emotional aspects of conflict resolution.

Indeed, we believe that no matter how complex or advanced our

cognitive understanding of culture and communication are, this

understanding does no good if we cannot regulate emotions that

inevitably occur in intercultural communication episodes. We

hope you leave this article as a voyager and not as a vindicator, and

use this knowledge and information not only in your academic

work, but also in your own, everyday, personal lives.
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