
Key to Effective Intercultural 
Communication

Thu Tran, Assistant Teaching Professor
Department of English and Technical Communication



Consider this

When you request for support from someone and they say “I’ll 
think about it.” What does it mean?

● Possible meaning 1
● Possible meaning 2



These slides cover

▶Nexus between language and 
culture
▶Important concepts in intercultural 

communication
▶Ways to enhance intercultural 

communication effectiveness
Missouri University of Science and Technology

Overview of the session



What is language?

Missouri University of Science and Technology

An entirely human and non-
intrinsic method of 

communicating ideas, emotions, 
and desires by a system of 

voluntarily produced symbols 
(Sapir, 1968)

Signs that convey meaning 
(Patrikis, 1988)

A system of signs that have 
cultural values (Kramsch, 1998)

A system of verbal and non-
verbal signs to express 
meanings (Tran, 2010)

Symbolic system referring to 
concepts and conceptual 
understanding (Altarriba & 

Basnight-Brown, 2022)



What is culture?

▶ Whatever it is one has to know or believe to operate in a society 
(Goodenough, 1957)

▶ Relative and changeable in time and space (Fox, 1999)
▶ A way of life, context where people exist, think, feel, and relate to 

others, the glue binding people together (Brown, 2007)
▶ The National Standards for Foreign Language Learning (1996) 

depicted culture as a triangle that includes philosophical perspectives, 
behavioral practices, and tangible and intangible products.
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Culture as a triangle



Societal versus individual cultural levels
(Fox, 2001; Hofstede, 2011)

societal level

Individual level



Culture in the age of AI

Cultures affect people’s perspectives about AI and its potential (Ge et al., 2024))

Technology shapes culture (Moxley, 2024)



The CONDUIT metaphors

Thoughts and ideas = object

Language = container 

The speaker puts an object (ideas) into a container 
(language) and gives it to the listener.

Example: “One-on-one meetings have been difficult as my 
words don’t get through.”



The CONDUIT metaphors

 It’s hard to get that idea across to him. 
 I gave you that idea. 
 Your reason came through to us.
 It’s difficult to put my ideas into words. 
 When you have an idea, try to capture it 

immediately in words. 
 Try to pack more thought into fewer words.

Lakoff & Johnson, 1980, page 11.



Problems with the CONDUIT metaphors

“It’s the least I can do.”



Differences across cultures

Linguistic variation Concept about time Social conformity

English: take 
medicine
Vietnamese: drink 
medicine
Chinese: eat 
medicine

Event-based cultures 
(late when coming 
after others)
Clock time cultures 
(late after the starting 
time)

Uniqueness is 
valued.
Conformity is valued. 
(Japanese proverb: 
The nail that sticks 
out gets hammered 
down.)



Key concepts in intercultural communication

tone, volume, speed of speech, eye contact, proximity, 
emotional expressions, self-disclosure, formality, directness, 
context (high: verbal and non-verbal cues, low: words), 
orientation to self or others

Communication styles



Key concepts in intercultural communication

1. Enculturation (your own culture)

2. Acculturation (another culture)

3. Cultural/cross-cultural awareness

4. Cultural identity

5. Culture bump and culture shock



Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity
(Bennet, 1993)

Ethnocentric stages
(a person’s own culture is central to reality)

Denial (one’s own culture is the only correct one)

Defense (one’s own culture is superior to others which 
are considered a threat)

Ethnorelative stages
(a person’s own culture is seen as one of many 
possibilities)

Reversal (the new culture is seen as superior to one’s 
own culture; one is critical of their primary culture)

Minimization (cultural differences are considered less 
important than similarities)

Acceptance (one’s own culture is viewed as one among 
other equally complex cultures)

Adaptation (cognitive and behavioral adaptations are 
employed depending on contexts)

Integration (incorporating various cultures into one’s 
worldview, shifting competently back and forth across 
cultures)



6 cultural dimensions (Hofstede, 2011)
Small power distance (children 
are treated equals)

Large power distance (children 
are should be obedient)

Uncertainty acceptance Uncertainty avoidance

Collectivism (focus on “we”) Individualism (focus on “I”)

Masculinity (gender roles are 
great)

Femininity (gender roles are 
minimal)

Short-term orientation (US, 
Australia …)

Long-term orientation (East 
Asian, Eastern & Central 
Europe)

Indulgence(freedom of speech 
is important)

Restraint (freedom of speech 
is not a primary concern)



Questioning the supremacy of our 
culture and understanding the 
validity of another’s culture puts us 
in a learning mode.

Instead of assuming our 
comprehension of another culture, 
we ask questions to clarify what is 
meant. 

We need to respect the fact that 
misunderstanding and 
miscommunication is possible.

Cultural humility (Guskin, 2013)



Striving for excellence in intercultural communication
Author

1. curiosity
2. suspension of 

judgment
3. cognitive 

flexibility
4. cultural humility
5. tolerance of 

ambiguity 
(Bennet, 2009)

text

Audience
● different 

knowledge
● assumptions
● values
● culture 

(Lakoff & Johnson, 
1980)



Common expectations for effective 
communication

● Speak slowly and enunciate
● Eliminate cultural references
● Avoid idioms and abbreviations
● Pay attention to non-verbal cues
● Watch your tone
● Practice active listening

(King & Bailey, 2021; Bullock & Sanchez, 2021, Emerson, 2021)



Fostering effective intercultural communication

1.Attitudes
2.Knowledge
3.Skills

Based on Deardoff (2008)



Attitudes

Bring the attitudes of respect, openness, humility, and 

curiosityto the conversation with other people. 



Knowledge
Acquire fundamental knowledge of intercultural communication to communicate across cultures with 
confidence and humility. 

● elements of culture
● enculturation
● acculturation 
● cultural or cross-cultural awareness 
● cultural identity 
● culture bump 
● culture shock
● cultural dimensions
● Intercultural communication through the lens of constructivism
● cultural humility, elements of intercultural competence



Skills

● Practicing active listening
● Employing linguistic brevity and clarity (simple, short words, 

sentences, and questions; limited use of abbreviations, jargons, 
and idiomatic expressions) 

● Putting an emphasis on comprehension (summarizing key 
points to ensure interlocutors fully understand them and 
prompting interlocutors to relay the message received to 
ensure accuracy of the massage)

● Embracing exploration and explanation of cultural differences

Sharpen intercultural communication skills via 



Fostering effective intercultural communication

● Bring the attitudes of respect, openness, and curiosity to the conversation with 
people of diverse backgrounds. 

● Acquire fundamental knowledge of intercultural communication to communicate 
across cultures with confidence and humility. 

● Sharpen intercultural communication skills via active listening, linguistic brevity and 
clarity (simple, short words, sentences, and questions; limited use of abbreviations, 
jargons, and idiomatic expressions), emphasis on comprehension (summarizing key 
points to ensure interlocutors fully understand them and prompting interlocutors to 
relay the message received to ensure accuracy of the massage), exploration and 
explanation of cultural differences.

Recap

https://d1wqtxts1xzle7.cloudfront.net/32230277/Rogers_Farson_-_Active_Listening-libre.pdf?1391084081=&response-content-disposition=inline%3B+filename%3DACTIVE_LISTENING_Excerpt_from_Communicat.pdf&Expires=1709142720&Signature=fvEU-2qBn6vTvW-prBQ14jzU8pdkSMY3XIzWBF7MzwFEpwp7RoVn0mRiHs9RfaExqs3BJs6wTmS73r%7ESa-mz3kCB7Cdvw023FBV2s91NGf0U0Kt5vofa4DIoXXLjRQcsPyhLVjgy7ruvRHi%7E5et5o82ny8GQNXTAFL6Lhq9Pdl6TaN%7EwnsEfIGBWd9Es1sI7zhWMd5g0TglD2ih-77yM5OOE3z-qUudDPEbjPW-Jsb7dAmr-UPrQiUPZx7dY0oHYIFAVbJpcihm1JKPiC6RdVTd-1lWi2w-Od52POAzEP-MuQ4P13vQeblFEq96N1NsBim1nwH9131OZ1a73y2giCg__&Key-Pair-Id=APKAJLOHF5GGSLRBV4ZA
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