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Cultural Differences?

in 1993, i had my first opportunity to visit russia as a
representative of the university of california to provide
assistance in the area of agricultural labor management. “russians
are a very polite people,” i had been tutored before my arrival.
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Breaking through cultural, age, or status
barriers can take time and effort. The amount
of exertion will depend on many factors,
including the skill of the individual reaching out
and how alienated and disengaged from the
mainstream the person being sought feels.

one of my interpreters explained that, in russia, a gentleman will
pour limonad for the ladies and show other courtesies.
toward the end of my three-week visit, i was invited out to
dinner by my young russian host and friend, nicolai vasilevich,
and his lovely wife, yulya. at the end of a wonderful meal, yulya
asked if i would like a banana. i politely declined, thanked her,
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and explained i was most satisfied with the meal. But the whole
while, my mind was racing: “what should i do? should i offer
her a banana, even though they are as close to her as they are to
me? what is the polite thing to do?”
“would you like a banana?” i asked yulya.
“yes.” she smiled but made no attempt to take any of the
bananas from the fruit basket.
“what now?” i thought. “which one would you like?” i
fumbled.
“that one,” she said, pointing at one of the bananas. thinking
about russian politeness, i picked up the banana yulya had
selected. it was a matter of great anguish to me whether i should
hand her the banana or peel it for her. what was the polite thing
to do? at length, i decided to peel the banana halfway and hand it
to her. yulya’s and nicolai’s kind smiles told me i had done the
right thing. after this experience, i let the world know that in
russia, gentlemen, the polite thing is to peel the bananas for the
ladies. sometime during my third trip, i was politely disabused of
my notion.
“oh, no, grigorii Davidovich,” a russian graciously corrected
me. “in russia, when a man peels a banana for a lady, it means
he has a romantic interest in her.” How embarrassed i felt. Here i
had been proudly telling everyone this tidbit of cultural
understanding.
David, my oldest son, had occasion to travel to the ukraine for
a brief student exchange a few years later. My family
subsequently had the opportunity to host a number of ukrainian
youths and adult leaders in our home. Bananas were among the
popular snacks. i noticed that our ukrainian guests were peeling
the bananas from the flower end rather than the stem end. i
thought, “they have never eaten a banana before!” i felt an
impulse to correct our guests, but fortunately i recovered my
reason. i decided, instead, to peel my own banana from the flower
end. it was easier than doing so from the stem end. the banana
did not care, and it tasted just as good.
certain lessons must be learned the hard way. some wellintended articles and presentations on cultural differences have

376 • PArty-DIreCteD MeDIAtIon

the potential to do more harm than good. they present, like my
bananas, though perhaps less amusingly, too many
generalizations—or a distorted view.
Here is an attempt to sort out some of my thoughts on cultural
differences. My perspective is that of a foreign-born-and-raised
Hispanic male who lived for more than four decades in the
united states and has had much opportunity for international
travel and cultural exchange.
Besides being a native chilean, i have met, taught, been
taught by, roomed with, studied with, worked for, worked with,
been supervised by, supervised, conducted research on, and been
friends with Hispanics from every social class and almost every
spanish-speaking country in the world.
Frequent generalizations about the Hispanic culture include
claims that Hispanics need less personal space, make less eye
contact, touch each other more in conversation, and are less likely
to participate during a meeting. stereotypes are often dangerously
wrong and can lead to contention. this is especially so when
accompanied by recommendations such as: move closer when
talking to Hispanics, make more physical contact, do not expect
participation, and so on.

coMMonality oF HuMankinD
Differences among the people of any given nation or culture
are much greater than differences between groups. education,
social standing, religion, personality, belief structure, past
experience, affection shown in the home, and countless other
factors influence human behavior and culture.
while waiting for a flight, i noticed a man speaking on the
telephone near the terminal gate i was in. My curiosity was
piqued because he appeared to be russian. Despite the distance
between us, i thought i heard a word in that beautiful language
now and again. when i heard the word человек (person) my
hunch was confirmed. i wanted to practice my three words in
russian with him, and the opportunity presented itself twenty
minutes later, when he walked by me.
“Доброе утро!” (good morning!), i said.
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In Russia, women often walk arm-in-arm with their female
friends. In Chile, women regularly greet both women and
men with a kiss on the cheek. In some cultures, “yes”
means “I hear you” more than “I agree.”

“How did you know?” asked the russian in disbelief as he
turned to look at me. we had a pleasant conversation. i was sad to
say goodbye when it was my turn to board the plane. He
informed me there was another russian flying on the plane with
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me. after boarding the aircraft and taking my seat, i realized the
coincidence as i was seated next to the other russian.
i greeted him enthusiastically, “Доброе утро!”
“Доброе утро,” he responded, uninterested, without even
looking up from the book he was reading. end of conversation.
some have felt that by focusing on commonality, i am
minimizing real distinctions among people. certainly, there is a
place for studies that focus on differences. Deborah tannen, for
instance, weighs in on the dissimilarities between the sexes:
“Pretending that women and men are the same hurts women . . .
it also hurts men who, with good intentions, speak to women as
they would to men, and are nonplussed when their words don’t
work as they expected, or even spark resentment and anger.”
Furthermore, tannen says, “the risk of ignoring differences is
greater than the danger of naming them.”1
i am an avid reader of tannen’s writings.2, 3 i certainly would
encourage continued studies about cultural and gender
divergences. Published research on the latter currently seems to
be more up-to-date.
in carrying out my own studies, i have come across a
substantial number of individuals who explain how they conform
to some of the stereotypes of their nationality, subculture, or
gender, but not to others.
while there are real cultural variations to be found
everywhere—organizational cultures, family cultures, religious
cultures, urban cultures, and sport cultures, just to name a few—it
is dangerous to act on generalizations.
surely there are differing approaches as to what is considered
polite and appropriate behavior on and off the job, including:
• length of pleasantries and greetings before getting down to
business
• level of tolerance for someone speaking a foreign language
• loudness of conversations in restaurants or public places
(i.e., appropriateness of attracting attention to oneself)
• Politeness, measured in terms of gallantry or etiquette (e.g.,
men standing up for a woman who approaches a table,
yielding a seat on a bus to an older person, etc.)
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While there are real cultural variations to be found
everywhere, there is a danger in acting on
generalizations about such matters as eye contact,
personal space, touch, and interest in participation.

• style of dress
• Method of food preparation
• taste in music
in México it is customary for the person who is arriving to
greet others. someone who walks into a group of people who are
eating would say “¡Provecho!” (enjoy your meal). in chile,
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Differences among the people of any given nation or culture
are much greater than differences between groups.

women regularly greet both women and men with a kiss on the
cheek. in russia, women often walk arm-in-arm with their female
friends. in some cultures, “yes” means “i hear you” more than “i
agree.”
Paying attention to customs and cultural differences can give
someone outside a culture a better chance of assimilation or
acceptance. ignoring differences can get an unsuspecting person
into trouble.
there are cultural and ideological differences, and it is good
to have an understanding of a culture’s customs and ways.
However, acting on stereotypes about such matters as eye contact,
interest in participation, personal space, and touch can have
serious negative consequences.
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cross-cultural anD status Barriers
sometimes, assertions about cultural differences are based on
scientific observation. Michael argyle cites several studies on
nonverbal communication that indicate latin americans make
more eye contact, face each other more, and touch more when
they speak.2 strong eye contact by Hispanics generally goes along
with my observations. if Hispanics face each other more, it is
probably because of the desire for eye contact.
i have been married since 1976 to a californian of northern
european descent—and with a canadian connection. My wife
now realizes that i need to have eye contact while we converse. if
she is reading, for example, she has learned that i stop speaking
when she breaks eye contact with me. My children still give me a
hard time about the year my mother came to visit and we drove to
yosemite national Park. they were all panicked because i kept
looking at my mother as i drove. they felt i was not looking at
the road enough and would drive off a cliff.
the eyes reflect so much of what a person is feeling. eyes
reveal both liking and genuine interest. while voice tonal
qualities convey a large amount of information, the eyes provide
key additional data.
occasionally, i have found an individual who avoids eye
contact, but this is the exception rather than the rule. within some
Hispanic subcultures, individuals tend to avoid eye contact when
their personal space is violated, as when they are greeting another
person. However, in other Hispanic subcultures, strong eye
contact is maintained in similar circumstances.
avoidance of eye contact is partly a factor of shyness, partly a
measure of how safe one person feels around another, and partly
an expression of norms surrounding power differential in certain
subcultures.
this is not to say that one can count on any sort of uniformity.
i am acquainted with a successful Mexican american attorney
who was taught by her mother—through verbal instruction and
example—to avoid eye contact with unfamiliar men as a matter
of modesty. she grew up in humble circumstances within a
religious family on a rancho in México. in contrast, i interviewed
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Eyes reveal both liking and genuine interest. While voice
tonal qualities convey a large amount of information, the
eyes provide key additional data.
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a Mexican woman, also from the rancho, who had neither
received this type of instruction nor heard of anyone who had.
reasons for reduced eye contact, then, may include:
(1) multitasking (e.g., reading or driving while carrying on a
conversation), (2) shyness, (3) flirting, (4) modesty,
(5) acknowledgment that body space has been violated
(sometimes called interpersonal overload ), (6) intimidation,
(7) depression, (8) anxiety, (9) dislike, and (10) embarrassment.
as for point six, it is true that in some subcultures individuals
learn to avoid eye contact as a sign of respect for people with
more power or authority. these traditions, however, create
artificial barriers. i had the chance to attend a speech on cultural
differences presented by an american scholar who explained that
this deferential lack of eye contact was the rule in certain andean
areas. years later, i traveled to one of those areas and had
absolutely no problem making sustained eye contact with the
people. in a trip to africa, i noticed that when the non-african
manager spoke to one of his african mid-level managers, the
latter looked down. as soon as this same mid-level manager left
the room and communicated with his own african subordinates,
he had no problem making eye contact. none of his subordinates
lowered their gaze.
cross-cultural observations can easily be tainted by other
factors. Perceived status differences can create barriers between
cultures and even within organizations. individuals encountering
this status differential must show, by word and action, that they
value the potential contributions of others.
People who are in positions of authority—or privilege—must
remember that each time they speak with someone, they are
consciously or unconsciously transmitting either feelings of
superiority or feelings of equality.
Social or Racial Differences

social or racial differences can also create artificial barriers.
only through equal respect between races and nations can we
achieve positive international relations in this global economy (as
well as peace in our own countries, places of employment, and
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homes). cultural and ethnic stereotypes do not encourage this
type of equality.
assertions that people of some cultures do not want to work,
are lazy, or are not interested in participating or giving their
opinion are divisive. although it is possible that these
characteristics occasionally may present themselves superficially,
they are only artificial barriers that can be shattered.
i know a man who teaches welding at a prison in southern
chile. He has won over the inmates that participate in his
workshops with compassion, kindness, and intelligence. He
demands respect from his students but also treats them with
equality and consideration. i have not gotten my hopes up too
high that their recidivism will be conquered—because they must
overcome crushing obstacles—but if some of them are
successfully rehabilitated, what a positive impact it could have,
not only on them but on their families and on society! this
teacher has made me think about the impact that one individual
who refuses to accept stereotypes can have.
in another example, adult spanish-speaking farm workers say
nothing to their english-speaking instructor over a three-day
period—even though they do not understand what is being taught.
the same group of farm workers, when given a chance to be
active participants in the learning process, become, in the words
of a second english-speaking instructor at the same junior
college, “the best class of students i have ever taught.”
elsewhere, an anglo-saxon adult educator finds that
Hispanics are apt to listen politely but not ask questions. He
advises others not to expect much participation from Hispanics. a
Hispanic instructor wonders if the Hispanic farm workers she
teaches decline to participate in class discussions because she is a
woman. the former instructor perceives that the lack of
participation is inherent in the Hispanic population; the latter
assumes that her gender is the cause.
Meanwhile, other Hispanic instructors—male and female—
create so much enthusiasm and active participation by Hispanic
audiences that those who walk by their conference rooms wonder
what is going on. it is not just a cultural difference if someone
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Observations on cultural differences are often based
on our own weakness, and reflect our inability to
connect with others.
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can totally involve a group in a discussion within ten minutes,
even when that group has had little experience with a more
participatory method in the past.
i have seen several situations in which, through a word of
encouragement and clear feedback, people who were on the verge
of being fired have become effective, committed, and valued
employees. i have also seen managers destroy any desire for
success in others and instead reward apathy.
Meaning of Words

language barriers can also cause misunderstandings between
people. when i thought i had asked a Hispanic woman, “are you
sad?” she became indignant. the word in spanish for sadness that
i used, pena, also means “shame” in some countries. words with
similar roots have at times evolved to have very different
meanings.
when a young woman who did not speak fluently was
encouraged by her supervisor to address a group in spanish, she
told the audience: “¡Estoy muy embarazada!” she thought she
was saying, “i’m very embarrassed,” but instead she said, “i’m
very pregnant.” she then pointed to the man who had invited her
to speak and added: “¡Y toda la culpa es de él!” (and it’s all his
fault!)
Meaning of Punctuality

Punctuality also has cultural connotations. But sometimes, it is
only a question of communicating. During a visit to Brazil, an
expert on multicultural issues came up with a clever way of
determining the necessary punctuality for different engagements.
when he got an affirmative response to the question “Brazilian
time?” he knew he could be late. it did not mean that Brazilians
do not know how to be punctual. when more strict punctuality
was required he would make plans using the terms “hora alemã”
(german time) or “hora inglesa” (english time).
at some official ceremonies in Japan, punctuality can be even
more exacting. a group of foreign visitors received an invitation
to attend a reception for a Japanese dignitary. at the time set for
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the ceremony to begin, the doors were closed and those who had
not yet arrived were prevented from entering.4
i have noticed that, regardless of the person’s country or
culture, punctuality is practically a lost virtue. Punctual people
are the exception.
Touch

i do not believe that Hispanics touch more, except during
greetings. one of the studies described by argyle suggests that
latin americans stand closer than north americans (something
that goes contrary to my observations) but that there are regional
variations. argyle asserts that there are few genuine cross-cultural
studies of spatial behavior. interestingly, yet another study
showed that “middle-class americans actually touched quite a
lot” and that the u.s. is more of a contact culture than people
think.5
For a long time i was also guilty of broad generalizations
about those born in the states. while i have not conquered this
disagreeable human inclination, i feel i am beginning to see the
way. often, observations of cultural differences are based on our
own weaknesses and reflect our inability to connect with others.
as a young man i found myself in an almost entirely anglosaxon community in new canaan, connecticut. i remember that
on several occasions i felt my personal space was being invaded
and wondered how anglo-saxon men could tolerate being so
close to each other. after all these years, i still feel uncomfortable
sitting as close to other men as is often dictated by chair
arrangements in the u.s. i am not the exception that proves the
rule. immigrants from México and iran have mentioned feeling
the same way.
Jill Heiken, an Hrnet forum participant, explained her
learning process this way: “i’ve taught esl to many different
nationalities and lived in rooming situations with people from all
nations and lived in Japan and cambodia . . . it took me a long
time not to generalize, and now when i hear others doing so . . . i
know they are just beginning to ‘wade in the river,’ so to speak,
of intercultural relations.”
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Participation in Decision-making

at times it may appear that some people, especially when
there are social or ethnic differences, do not participate and
interact easily. they hesitate not because they have no ideas to
contribute but, rather, because they need a little convincing that
their opinions are valued. once the floodgate is opened, the
thoughts flow.
in some subcultures, once a person has given an opinion in a
group setting, others are unlikely to contradict it. there are
organizational boards whose members are asked for opinions in
order of reverse seniority, thus increasing the chances that all
members will speak freely. certainly, setting up the discussion
from the outset as one in which the opinions of all present are
welcome can be very fruitful.
Historically, citizens of the u.s. have been welcome in most
of the predominately Hispanic-populated countries in the
americas. with a few exceptions, they are looked up to and
treated deferentially. this polite treatment should not be mistaken
for weakness, disinterest, or subservience. studies conducted
decades ago showed african american children preferred to play
with dolls that had caucasian features. this has been changing, as
african americans are less likely to discount their own
contributions.6
i believe Hispanics, asians, and other ethnic minorities are
also valuing their contributions more than in the past, and
subservient behaviors are less likely to be observed.
like ocean currents, cultural changes are always on the move.
significant differences can sometimes be observed from one year
to the next.

interPersonal coMMunication
there are important speech pattern variations, including the
speed of speech, intonation, clues that indicate it is the other
person’s turn to speak, degree of enthusiasm, use of questions to
engage others in conversation, and value of silence. For instance,
while one person might ask questions in an effort to keep a
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conversation going or as a way to show positive regard, another
individual may interpret the questioning as an interrogation tactic.
Discourse analysis scholars often speak of these types of
interpersonal miscommunications as having cultural or sex-based
origins. in addition to the writings of Deborah tannen, i
particularly recommend the works of Daniel n. Maltz and ruth
a. Borker on discourse analysis.7
stella ting-toomey speaks about distinctions among cultures
and suggests that we adopt a sort of mindful stereotyping when
we approach situations by keeping in mind what we know about a
culture. she cautions us to do so tentatively, while remaining
receptive to data that may well contradict previously held notions
and shatter the stereotypes.8 unfortunately, i find that many of
ting-toomey’s observations are stereotypical.
Much better, John winslade and gerald Monk suggest a stance
of deliberate ignorance. they caution, “never assume that [you]
understand the meaning of an action, an event, or a word.”9 this
is excellent advice for improving interpersonal communication
skills.

conclusions
stereotyping can yield intense feelings of dislike and
alienation. Faye lee, a concerned Japanese american, wrote to
me after reading an earlier edition of this analysis: “How anyone
can try to make generalizations about an entire continent of
people, plus all the asian americans, and the infinite
permutations of people’s differing experiences, is beyond me.”
as we interact with others of a different culture or gender,
there are no good substitutes for receptiveness to interpersonal
feedback, good observation skills, effective questions, and some
old-fashioned horse sense. there is much to be gained by
observing how people of the same culture interact with each
other. Do not be afraid to ask questions. Most people respond
positively to inquiries about their culture. the key is to ask a
variety of people so you can get a balanced view.
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There are real differences between nations that grant
us identity.
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Furthermore, it does not
hurt to imitate—or at the very
least be aware of—the
interpersonal communication
patterns we observe in others
with whom we are
communicating.
Making a genuine effort to
find the historical, literary, and
cultural contributions of a
society; learning a few polite
expressions in another
person’s language; and
showing appreciation for the
food and music of another
culture can have especially
positive effects.
Paying attention to customs and cultural differences can give
someone foreign to that culture a better opportunity to assimilate
or be accepted. ignoring them can cause unnecessary problems.
My contention, then, is not that there are no cultural
differences. variances between cultures and peoples are real and
can add richness—and humor—to the fabric of life. My assertion
is that people everywhere have much in common, such as their
need for affiliation, love, participation, and contribution. when
the superficial exterior is peeled off, there are not so many
differences after all.
of course, in some instances we are not talking about cultural
differences, but rather about historical cases of unearned
privilege—such as the expectation that certain individuals lower
their gaze or show other subservient behaviors. even though the
road toward equality and mutual respect is long, i see many signs
that make me hopeful. Breaking through cultural, age, or status
barriers can take time and effort. the difficulty of succeeding will
depend on many factors, including the skill of the individual
reaching out and the degree of alienation and disengagement from
the mainstream felt by the person being sought out.
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