Intercultural communication in building communities

1. Intercultural Religious communities: Graces and challenges


In the emerging scenario of religious congregations intercultural communities are becoming more and more common. In the context of conflicting cultural contexts, inter-cultural religious communities have become witnesses and instruments of peace. Inter-cultural communities enhance growth and integration of their members and groups and help transcend the narrow confines of a culture, tribe or language.  At the same time, it also requires certain human maturity to live community life effectively  in a intercultural context. Congregations, provinces and communities have at times become “battle grounds” of communal forces and breeding ground of hostility among confreres because of cultural prejudices and ineffective communication. The following statements are based on the observations of various issues in intercultural communities.

· Personal differences and conflicts are normal human realities at personal and group levels. But when conflicts are of intercultural nature, they assume disproportionate importance and become an easy channel to vent individual frustrations and dissatisfactions in community. Instances of “friendly fire” among intercultural members due to prejudices and miscommunication often prevents communities from effective apostolic commitment.

· There are often more personal differences than cultural differences among members of an intercultural community. In a non-conflict situation individual differences of cultural brothers tend to be prominent and they make affiliations with intercultural brothers.  But as soon as cultural conflicts arise in the community, cultural affinities take upper hand over personal affinities.

· Inter-cultural conflicts seem to perpetrate itself and recruit more people by the sharing of uncritically accepted rumours and prejudices. Divisions and hurts caused by communal conflicts take long time to heal, unless conscious healing processes are advocated by prophetic persons. 

· In the case of  an unequal balance of numbers of persons of different cultures in  a religious community, minority feelings do play a role. Majority group tend to ignore differences and expect others to have same frame of cultural experience. Minority groups needs understanding, attention and affirmation to integrate into the larger group and find their proper place in it. It is all the more important if the groups which they come from are socially or economically disadvantaged. Communities that cultivate cultural pluralism create communion and build community. 

· When individual interests conflict with community needs, people tend to use cultural shield or minority shield to protect self-interests. (for example, a member may accuse of communal discrimination when corrected by a superior for misappropriation of funds). Another corresponding tendency on the part of authorities in an intercultural community is to allow Minority discount or cultural disparity discount for minority members who may deviate from community norms. The term minority discount is  referred to the tendency in communities to tolerate deviant behaviour of persons of minority groups in an effort to woo them to fit into the group. (superiors may overlook many signs of vocational inconsistency in a member due shortage of vocations from his group) In the long run it does not help a community to compromise on principles in order to accommodate differences. Ethical relativism is to be clearly separated from cultural relativism. 
2. Factors that influence relational problems in inter-cultural groups

When people of different cultures and ethnic groups come in closer contact with one another, misunderstandings  occur easily. Gudikunst points out several reasons for it:

1. Polarized communication: inability to believe or seriously consider one’s view as wrong and others as true. “We are right” and “others are misguided or wrong”

2. Moral exclusiveness: when people are perceived as outside the boundary in which moral values and considerations of fairness apply. “such people are undeserving, harming them is acceptable, justifiable”

3. Spiritual deprivation. The lack of self-security (poor self-concept) is dealt with by positively comparing oneself with others and putting down others. Being aggressive and hostile to others helps to project our ego-frustrations on to them.

4. Lack of communication. Misunderstandings in inter-group encounters.

Misunderstandings due to deficiency of language, cultural differences, attitudes (prejudice, ageism, sexism, stereo types) lead to misinterpret messages.

Interpreting messages: How we transmit and interpret messages is influenced by our life experiences  which include our personal experiences as well as our shared ethnic and cultural experiences. For example a previous negative personal experience in a cultural context or a negative experience shared by a friend may affect the way people of that culture is perceived.

3. Sources of communication behaviour:

· habits: we follow certain scripts in our habitual behaviour. In our habitual behaviour we are not aware of what we are doing and saying. We are on automatic pilot. In our automatic communication we interpret incoming messages based on the symbolic systems we have leant as children from our cultures, ethnic groups, families etc. Part of it is our individual experiences.  We have shared interpretations of our behaviours in our ingroups. When someone deviates from the script or we enter into new situations, we cannot depend on the rituals and it requires active mindful approach to communicate effectively.

· intentions:  Intentions are instructions we give to ourselves about bow to communicate.  We form intentions how to go about in a situation. Ability to accomplish the intention is the function of motivation, knowledge and skills. We are not highly aware of our intentions. Others my perceive a message and react based on their interpretations, where as you did not intent any message. Eg. Cross legs pointing the soles to an Arab is an insult which you may not be aware of during your contact with an Arab. 

· emotional reactions. Often we react to strangers on an emotional basis. If we feel we are criticized, we may become defensive. Emotions are out affective responses to changing relationships between ourselves and our environment. Our appraisals of harm or benefit, actual or potential, real or imagined, influence the emotion that is generated in a situation. 

4. Our identities  and communication:

Our view of ourselves is derived from how we view ourselves in particular situations and our views of ourselves as members of various groups. Our communication behaviours take place based on our personal, social or human idenities.

· human. Our view of ourselves that we believe that we share with other humans

· social: view of ourselves that we share with other members of our ingroups. These are groups important to us, with which we identify, and for whom we will make sacrifices. The degree with which we identify to them varies from situation to situation eg. In foreign land

· personal: those views of ourselves that differentiate us from other members of our ingroups. Those characteristics that define as unique individuals

When our exchange is based on personal identities, interpersonal communication takes place. Our personal and social identities influence all of our communication behaviour, even though one predominates in a particular situation. If social identity influences more, there is greater chance of misunderstanding with culturally different confreres and we may interpret behaviour based more on their group membership.

Collective self-esteem

We try to achieve positive social identities in our interaction with outsiders. Our collective self-esteem is the degree to which we generally evaluate our social groups positively. When our social identities are threatened and we put down the outgroup threatening our social identities, our collective self-esteem is boosted. When we compete with members of other groups and successfully discriminate against them, our social identities are boosted. If our self-esteem associated with specific social identities is low, this may lead us to engage in discrimination against members of other groups to increase our self-esteem associated with the social identities. It is common among members of religious congregations to boost their congregational pride by indulging in inter-congregational comparisons. 

We have different levels of collective self-esteem for the different social identities. (eg. high esteem to ethnicity and low collective esteem to gender identity; high esteem for congregation, low esteem for ethnic identity)

5. Uncertainty and anxiety in inter-cultural communication

Interacting with people of other cultures is a new situation for beginners and it causes insecurity, uncertainty and create anxiety.  

5.1. Uncertainty: It arises from out inability to predict or explain stranger’s behaviours, attitudes and feelings, and so forth. There are two forms of uncertainty:

predictive uncertainty: about predicting strangers attitudes, feelings, beliefs, values and behaviours. We need to predict which of the several alternative behaviours they will choose to apply. 

Explanation certainty: about explanations of the others’ behaviours. There is greater uncertainty in our initial interactions with culturally different confreres than with people from our ingroups. Culturally different confreres may not follow our norms or communication rules and so seem to behave in a deviant fashion. When we are not mindful of our mode of reducing uncertainty, we may rely on the categorizations to reduce anxiety and guide our predictions which can cause misunderstandings.

5.2. Anxiety: It is the feeling of uneasiness, tension, worry or apprehension about what might happen. 
The amount of diffuse anxiety which we experience influence our motivation to communicate with outsiders. 

In intergroup communication there is high anxiety when communicating with stigmatized persons which is based on negative expectations. We also fear how the other thinks of us.  We fear 4 types of negative consequences:

· negative consequences for our self concepts.. we worry about feeling incompetent, confused and not in control . one may anticipate frustration, discomfort and irritation due to the awkwardness of intergroup communications.  We may fear the loss of self esteem that our social identities are threatened. 

· we may fear negative behavioural consequences. We may feel that strangers will exploit us, take advantage of us or dominate us. We may worry about performing poorly in front of strangers. 

· Negative evaluations of others. We fear rejection , ridicule, disapproval and being stereotyped. Communication from our own group is more agreeable than with others. Discomfort resulting from the desire to be non-prejudiced combined with lack of confidence in one’s ability to act appropriated may be misinterpreted by strangers as stemming from hostility and prejudice. 

· Fear of negative evaluations by members of our ingroups. F we interact with strangers, members of our in-group may disapprove. The more anxious, the more intrusive thoughts we experience and they decrease our cognitive capacity. We see strangers as easier to control than ourselves and try to control them. 

6. Dimensions of differences and similarities among cultures

Our cultures influence our communication.  There are dimensions on which cultures can be similar or different that can be used to explain communication across cultures. Understanding where cultures fall on the various dimensions of cultural variability has much practical value in improving the quality of our communication.

6.1. Individualism-collectivism. 

(based on predominance of individual over group or group over individual)

Individualistic culture: Individual’s goals are emphasized much more than group goals.  It promotes self realization. Each person has a unique set of talents and potentials. Actualizing these potentials is of highest value in the individual’s life. It is accompanied by subjective sense of rightness and personal wellbeing. In an  individualistic culture people are supposed to look after themselves and their immediate family only. “I” takes precedence over “we”.  Emphasis is placed on individuals’ initiatives and achievement. People tend to be universalistic and the same value standards are applied to all.


Collectivistic culture: Group goals have precedence over individual’s goals. It require that individuals fit into their groups.  Group activities are dominant. Responsibility is shared and accountability is collective. Harmony and cooperation among the group tend to be emphasized more than individual function and responsibility.  People belong to ingroups which are supposed to look after them in exchange for loyalty. Emphasis is on belongingness to the group. People apply different value standards for members of their in-groups and out group. 


Difference between individualistic and collectivistic cultures

 Importance to ingroups. Ingroups are groups that are important to its members, in which members look out for each other’s welfare and will make sacrifices for each other. In individualist cultures there are many specific ingroups (family, religion, club, profession etc.) that might influence behaviour in any particular social situation. But this influence is relatively less on behaviours. 

In collectivistic cultures there are few general ingoups (work group, family, university etc.) that have strong influence on behaviour across situations. Collectivistic cultures emphasize the goals, needs and views of the ingroups

	Collectivistic cultures

Social norms of the ingroup

Shared ingroup beliefs

Cooperation with ingroup members

Different level of rank-orders for ingroups (family, company, community etc)
	Individualistic cultures

Individual pleasure

Unique individual beliefs

Maximize individual outcomes




6.2. Horizontal Versus Vertical relationships
Individualistic and collectivistic cultures differ in the way people are related vertically or horizontally.

	Horizontal relationships

People are not to stand out  from others 

People tend to see same as others, 

High value on equality
	Vertical relationships

People are expected to stand out as different

People are different from others and equality is not valued much



Horizontal collectivistic cultures: High value on equality, less on freedom. (Japan). “The nail that sticks out is hammered down.”-Japanese proverb

Vertical collectivistic cultures: individuals are to fit into a group, but are allowed  or expected to try to stand out in group. (India). Do not value equality or freedom.

Vertical individualistic cultures: (US, UK, Germany France) people are expected to act as individuals and try to stand out from others. They value freedom highly and equality less.  

Horizontal individualistic cultures: (Sweden, Norway). People are to act as individuals but not stand out from others. High value on equality and freedom. 

Not all members in collectivistic or individualist cultures are collectivists or individualists. Hence it is necessary to look for at  the individual level.


6.3. Low and High context communication cultures.

This variable focuses on cultural differences on communication processes. A high context message is one in which most of the information is either in the physical context or internalized in the person, while very little is in the coded, explicit, transmitted part of the message.

A low context message is one in which the mass of information is vested in the explicit code.
 

Low context and high context communication are the predominant forms of communication in individualistic and collectivistic cultures respectively. This is only a broad distinction, since both forms of communication are used both in individualist as well as collectivistic cultures.  For example, members of collectivistic cultures may use low-context communication in everyday communication, but anytime the harmony of the relationship (e.g.,an offensive comment by a friend) or the ingroup (e.g., argument on an issue) might be threatened, they will use high-context communication. Similarly, An members of individualistic cultures may use low-context communication most of the time, but they often use high context communication to express emotions in intimate relationships.
 
	High context

Make greater distinction between insiders and outsiders, expect more of others.

Expect the other to know what is bothering the speaker. Not specific, talk around and around.

Indirect communication, general, evasive remarks

ambiguous
	Low context

Direct, clear and precise. Get to the point



People raised in cultures in which low context communication predominates tend to assume that high context communication is always ineffective. But it can be effective in collectivistic cultures where members know how to interpret the contextual cues.

Understanding differences in low and high-context communication can help improve the quality of our communication.  

6.4. Masculinity and Femininity
It focuses on gender roles in a culture.  Masculinity pertains to societies in which social gender roles are clearly distinct (men assertive, tough and  concerned with material success and women modest, tender and concerned with quality of life); femininity pertains to societies in which social gender roles overlap. Both men and women are supposed to be modest, tender and concerned with quality of life. 

7. Expectations  based on Inter-group attitudes

An attitude is a learned predisposition to respond in an evaluative (favourable or unfavourable) manner toward some object. Attitudes create expectations for other’s behaviours. 

7.1. Ethnocentrism: It is the view of things in which one’s own group is the center of everything, and others are scaled and rated in reference to it”.  A highly ethnocentric person sees his ingroup as virtuous and superior and the values of his ingroup as universal. He also sees outgroups as contemptible and inferior and reject its values. He blames the outgroup for ingroup troubles and maintain social distance from other groups. 

Thus ethnocentrism is the tendency to interpret and evaluate the strangers behaviours using our own standards and to view our own ways of doing things as the natural and right way of doing things. Everyone is ethnocentric to some degree. In an intergroup situation we tend to view our ingroup’s ways of doing things as superior to outgroups way of doing things. It leads to a bias to evaluate different patterns of behaviour negatively rather than try to understand them.

Cultural relativism is the opposite of ethnocentrism. It involves trying to understand strangers’ behaviours in the context of the cultures or groups of strangers engaging in the behaviours. We cannot understand the strangers behaviours if we use our own cultural or ethnic frames to interpret these behaviours. Cultural relativism, different from moral relativism, is necessary to understand stranger’s behaviours. 

The more ethnocentric we are, the more trouble we have making accurate predictions of and explanations for strangers behaviours. When we are culturally relative, it helps us to understand and make accurate predictions of and explanations of the others’ behaviours. 

Ethnocentric speech:

Our attitudes are reflected in the way we speak to others. It can generate feelings of distance between us and strangers with whom we communicate. 


7.2. Prejudice
Prejudice involves making a prejudgement based on membership in a social category. Prejudice can be negative or positive, but often we think of it as negative. Negative ethnic prejudice is an antipathy based on a faulty and unflexible generalization. It may be felt or expressed. It may be directed to a group as a whole or toward an individual because he is a member of that group. 


Dimensions of prejudice: Low to high: In fact we are all prejudiced to some degree rather than either prejudiced or not. prejudiced  Our prejudice varies along a continuum from low to high. 

The amount of our prejudice is related to our personal standards for how to treat strangers. People with low prejudice are motivated to interact with strangers in a non prejudiced way, but sometimes they respond with more prejudice than they find acceptable. When they realize it they become guilty and criticize themselves. People who are high in prejudice do not have well-defined standards for treating strangers, and the standards are not particularly important to them. Hence they do not feel guilty for treating ill of strangers. 

Prejudice: positive-negative

We tend to be positively prejudiced towards our ingroups and negatively prejudiced to outgroups. 

There can be two types of intergroup prejudice: one based on strong negative affect toward an outgroup and the other based on absence of positive feelings toward an outgroup. Many forms of discrimination and bias may develop  not due to hatred, but because positive emotions such as admiration, sympathy and trust are reserved for ingroup and withheld from outgroups.

Some people hold both tolerant and prejudiced attitudes toward a particular group. The different attitudes are generated by the different identities activated in a given situation. 

Prejudice could take different forms depending on what it is based: e.g. race, sex, nationality etc. 

Prejudiced talk:  Overt prejudiced comments in public are not acceptable in a multicultural society, but it is indulged  in certain ingroups. Often a negative comment about strangers is prefaced by a claim that it is not being prejudiced. 

E.g., Q. Did you ever have unpleasant experiences from foreigners?

Ans. I have nothing against foreigners. But their attitude, their aggression is scaring. We are no longer free here. You have to be careful.


We display our prejudice and racism in our everyday actions and we are not often aware of doing it. Eg. extra attention to the expenditure of an outgroup member. 

It is normal that we engage in prejudiced talk to some degree especially when we communicate on automatic pilot. However, we can reduce the degree to which we engage in prejudiced talk, if we are mindful of our communication.


Responding to others ethnocentrism and prejudice 
We can influence the amount of ethnocentric speech or prejudiced talk in which others engage. How?

· express culturally relative, or anti-prejudiced sentiments, when others make prejudiced comments. We can define the meaning of events and move others towards empathy and understanding.

· Point out that this type of speech is not appreciated by you

· Create cognitive dissonance in the other by pointing out the prejudice present in the talk while the other holds a non prejudiced stand.

7.3. Stereotypes

Stereotypes are the pictures we have in our heads for the people we place in the various social categories we use. It is a natural result of our communication process.  3 essential aspects of stereotyping:

· we categorize others based on easily identifiable characteristics

· we assume that certain attributes apply to most or all of the people in the category and that people in that category are different than people in other categories on these attributes

· we assume that individual members of the category have the attributes associated with their groups

Stereotypes are certain generalizations reached by the individual to simplify and systematize the abundance and complexity of information received from the environment. It becomes social  when shared by the large numbers of people within social groups. We often learn social stereotypes from the media. E.g. villains from outgroups. The size of the groups we are stereotyping influences the way we think about the groups. The smaller the group, the simple the stereotypes. Appearances also contributes to the formation of stereotypes. Our positive or negative moods can also have an influence on our tendencies to stereotype. 

Language is the medium through which stereotypes are transmitted and maintained. It provides the content of our social categories. Though there may be some association between group memberships and psychological characteristics of members, it is much smaller than we assume normally. Only 28-37% of the people in a culture have the traits attributed to them
. In some cases, there is more similarity between people in the same occupations across cultures than there is between people in different occupations within a culture
. 

Our stereotypes influence the way we process information.  We remember more favourable information about our ingroups and more unfavourable information about outgroups. Our processing of information is “biased in the direction of maintaining the pre-existing belief systems... these processes then, can produce the cognitive confirmation of one’s stereotypic beliefs” 
(Hamilton et.al.1992. p.138)

Our stereotypes create expectations about strangers’ behaviours and provide ways to predict and explain their behaviour. It gives certain confidence about our predictions and explanations, but it often need not be accurate. Our stereotypes are activated automatically when we have contact with strangers. It can create self fulfilling prophecies. We tend to see behaviours that confirm our expectations, even when they are absent.  We ignore disconfirming evidence when communicating on automatic pilot. 

Though stereotypes are not in themselves lead to communication problems, inaccurate or negative stereotypes which are held rigidly lead to inaccurate predictors of others’ behaviour and cause misunderstandings. Simple stereotypes too lead to misunderstanding. It can be overcome by increasing the complexity of stereotypes (e.g. include large number of traits and differentiate subgroups in the group) and questioning our assumption that most members of a group fit a single stereotype. 

There are many reasons that stereotypes are inaccurate. We tend to overestimate or underestimate the traits associated with strangers’ groups. (Jesuits are bright people). This is influenced by our prejudice, ethnocentrism etc. We also tend to assume that strangers from one group are more alike than they actually are. Another source of inaccuracy  in our predications is based on our stereotypes is that the boundaries between many social groups are fuzzy (e.g. educated and uneducated).  Another factor is that a person is a member of many groups and his/her behaviour at a given situation  may not be  influenced  the different membership in the group which we have stereotyped (e.g. Indian and Claretian).
Stereotypes and communication breakdowns.
Our stereotypes of strangers depersonalize them (see them as members of a group and not as individuals) and use the stereotypes to explain communication difficulties. Participants in inter-group breakdowns usually seek advice and consolation from members of ingroups and get their attribution to the outgroup reinforced. 

8. Attribution:

Consider the following:

1. A nurse gave a wrong injection and the person died. She is your sister.
2. A worker whom you have appointed stole money
3. A confrere whom you are not happy with is manhandled by parishioners.
What do you think why they behave this way?  Is it something within the person or within the situation that caused it? Your answers can be explained by attribution theory.

Attribution is the process you go though in trying to understand your own and or other’s behaviors, particularly the reasons or motivations of these behaviors. It helps you to give order and logic to the perceived stimuli and better understand the possible causes of behaviors you observe. It also helps to make predictions about what will happen, what others are likely to do.

Biases that affect attributional process:
Fundamental attribution error: we have a tendency to overestimate the influence of personal dispositions and underestimate situational factors regarding strangers’ behaviours.

Egocentric bias: our tendency to see our own behaviour as normal and appropriate. Therefore, strangers’ different behaviour is explained as due to personal dispositions.

Ego protective bias: we tend to attribute our success to personal factors and success to situational factors.

Premature closure:  we tend to stop searching for interpretations of behaviours once we have relevant and reasonable interpretations.

Principle of negativity: we tend to over emphasize negative information about strangers’ behaviour.
9. Improving the quality of messages exchanged with strangers
We can improve the quality of the messages we exchange with strangers by being assertive and not aggressive, confirming and inclusive.

9.1. Being assertive and not aggressive
Verbal aggressiveness is the tendency to attack the self-concepts of individuals instead of, or in addition to, their positions on topics of communication. A verbally aggressive message (putdowns).  is one designated to cause strangers pain or to have them think less favourably about themselves  several ways of verbal aggression:

· character attacks, competence attacks

· background attacks, physical appearance attacks

· insults, maledictions (speaking evil of others who are closer to the person

· teasing, ridicule

· threat, nonverbal indicators (shaking fist, giving “finger”, sighing deply)

We are much more aggressive than we think we are when we communicate on automatic pilot. 

The alternative to aggressiveness is assertiveness. It involves communicating in a way that indicates that we are standing up for our rights, but at the same time not trampling on the rights of strangers. Assertive communicators act in their own best interests, and they state their opinions and express their feelings directly and honestly in a way personally satisfying and socially effective.

Verbally assertiveness involves:

· stating our wants

· honestly describing strangers behaviours, not interpreting them

· using direct statements of what we mean 

· using “I” messages (e.g., I feel angry, not you make me angry)

Nonverbally it means active listening and communicating care for strangers.

Assertive behaviour is person-and-situation specific. How we perceive assertive behaviour depends on the sex and culture of the communicator. When males and females engage in exactly the same assertive behaviour, males often are evaluated more positively (in terms liability, attractiveness and competence) than females. In some collectivistic cultures (Japan, Korea) non assertiveness is prized. What is assertive behaviour in an individualistic culture may be perceived as aggressive behaviour in a collectivistic culture. Hence we need to be culture sensitive to be effective.

9.2. Being confirming
Confirmation is a fundamental human need. It is “the process through which individuals are recognized, acknowledged, and endorsed” (Laing, 1961, p.83). four components of confirming messages:

· we recognize strangers

· we respond to strangers messages to us

· we accept strangers experiences as real

· we indicate to them that we are willing to be involved with them

The relationship component of it has three meanings:

· “You exist”

· “I acknowledge your way of experiencing”

· “We are relating”.

Deconfirmation occurs when strangers are denied, their experiences are denied, or their significance is denied. We confirm or disconfirm the strangers by the words we choose to use when we talk to them and the way that we say what we do. We often are not aware how strangers may interpret our relational messages. We may not intend to send a disconfirming message, but strangers may interpret what or how we say something to be disconfirming. We need to make sure that our messages are interpreted as confirming by strangers. This requires that we be mindful of our communication and watch for signs that strangers may be interpreting our messages as disconfirming. 

9.3. Creating inclusive messages
The use of language can disconfirm strangers. When it involves women, consistently using male pronouns disconfirms women. In intercultural community situation  use of exclusive language can create alienation (eg. you Indians,  you Ugandans etc.). Inclusive language like “we”, “our mission”  can better promote community coherence. Being inclusive also involves referring to strangers in a way that they want to be called. Intercultural communities will be helped when group labels are avoided when speaking of common issues and they are used only in situations when cultural difference is to be pointed out (e.g. today our brothers from Kenya will guide the cultural evening). 

Rather than ignoring group labels and overlooking cultural differences in order to emphasize similarities,  it is important to understand both differences and similarities and understand and appreciate differences as well similarities appropriately.

10. Skills for effective communication

10.1. Ability to be mindful

 Becoming mindful is the most important aspect of communicating effectively. We mist be cognitively aware of the communication process in order to overcome our tendency to interpret strangers behaviours based on our own frames of reference. Mindfulness involves openness to novelty, alertness to distinctions, sensitivity to different contexts, at least implicit awareness of multiple perspectives and orientation in the present. 

When we are mindful we do not want to be overly vigilant. When we are mindful, we can make conscious choices as to what we need to do in the particular situation in order to communicate effectively.

10.2. Ability to tolerate ambiguity

Tolerance for ambiguity implies the ability to deal successfully with situations even when a lot of information needed to interact effectively is unknown. Lacking in this ability one may perceive ambiguous situations very threatening and undesirable. The greater the tolerance of ambiguity, the less anxiety we experience in communicating with strangers and the greater will be our effectiveness in communication. It also helps us to work in new cultural contexts. The greater our tolerance for ambiguity, the more effective we are missions in other cultures. With low tolerance for ambiguity we stick with first impressions and stereotypes of others. With greater tolerance for ambiguity, we tend to be pen to new information about ourselves and others and seek objective information about strangers. 


10.3. Ability to manage anxiety

If our anxiety is above our maximum thresholds or below our minimum thresholds, we cannot communicate effectively. Two aspects in managing anxiety:

· Controlling our bodily symptoms 

· controlling our worrying thoughts or cognitive distortions. 

Managing anxiety: An important thing we can do is to break away from the situation (eg. excusing ourselves to leave the room or mentally withdrawing for a short period to time). We need to calm ourselves and let anxiety pass by. It is not going to harm us. Then return to the situation. 

We can do many techniques to develop the capacity to relax: yoga, meditation, hypnotism, progressive muscular relaxation, mindful respiration etc. 

We can control our worrying thoughts by mindfully overcoming cognitive distortions. Different cognitive distortions that influence the way we interpret behaviour:

1. all-or-nothing thinking

2. making over generalizations

3. using mental filters

4. discounting the positive, focus only on the negative

5. jumping to conclusions

6. magnification, making problems bigger than they are

7. using emotional reasoning

8. using “should” statements (I should not feel anxious)

9. labelling

10. blaming ourselves or others.


By being mindful of our communication, we can replace worrying thoughts with a rational response. Unless we stop distorting our thought processes we will not be able to manage our anxiety consistently over long periods of time. 

10.4. Ability to empathize

In inter-cultural communication empathy is an important skill. Empathy is multifaceted as it involves cognitive affection and communication components. 

Cognitive: the empathic persons takes the perspective of the other

Affective: empathic person experiences or has an insight into the emotions of the other. He/she feels the others experiences

Communication: empathic person signals understanding and concern through verbal and nonverbal cues. Empathy involves:

· carefully listening to strangers, 

· understanding their feelings, 

· being interested in what they say, 

· being sensitive to their needs

· understanding their pints of view, 

We tend to rely on nonverbal behaviour more than verbal behaviour when we interpret strangers’ behaviours as empathetic. The watch word is “Do unto others as they would have you do unto you”. Normally we tend to be sympathetic by imagining how we would feel in strangers situations. Here we tend to assume that strangers look at the world the same way we do. In order to be empathetic, we need to be mindful in order to enter into the world of the other. The greater the empathy, the more accurate our predictions of and explanations for strangers behaviour.

For individualists to communicate more effectively with collectivists: recognize 

1) that collectivists pay attention to group memberships and use it to predict collectivists’ behaviours

2) that when collectivists group membership change their behaviour change

3) that collectivists are comfortable in vertical unequal relationships

4) that collectivists see competition as threatening

5) that they emphasize harmony and cooperation in the ingroup

6) they emphasize public self image and help them preserve it

7) they do not separate criticism from the person being criticized; avoid confrontation

8) cultivate long term relationship with collectivists

9) more formal than usual in initial interactions

10) follow collectivists guide in disclosing personal information

For collectivists to interact effectively with individualists: need to recognize 

1) that individualists behaviour cannot be accurately predicted from group memberships

2) they are proud about their accomplishments and say negative things about others

3) they are emotionally detached from their ingroups

4) they prefer equal, horizontal relationships

5) they do not see competition as threatening

6) they are not persuaded by arguments emphasizing harmony and cooperation

7) they do not form long term relationships and initial friendliness do not mean intimate relationship.

8) They maintain relationships when they receive more rewards than costs

9) They do not respect others based on position, age or sex as much as collectivists

10)  Outgroups are not viewed as highly different from ingroup by individualists

If we are mindful we know which adaptations are necessary in a given situation. 

Another adaptive behaviour with strangers is to be able to use their language, at least some phrases. We should become familiar with other languages and cultures so that we will be better able to live with confidence in an increasingly interdependent world. 

10.5. Ability to make accurate predictions and explanations

Managing our uncertainty requires that we be able to describe strangers’ behaviours, select appropriate interpretations or their messages, accurately predict their behaviours, and be able to explain their behaviours accurately. We assume that the others behaviours are rule governed. But we know only limited rules that we can use to understand the strangers thoughts feelings, and behaviour. On automatic pilot our predictions of the strangers behaviour  are based on our stereotypes, intergroup attitudes, previous experiences with strangers involved. But they may not be accurate. To gather accurate information about strangers we must mindfully manage our anxiety. Our accuracy is also dependent on our knowledge of similarities and differences of groups and our knowledge of alternative interpretations. Accuracy of interpretations  is also affected by our expectations. If we expect negative interactions, our anxiety will be high and we may not be accurate in our predications and explanations. 
11. How to increase  accuracy in interpersonal perception

1. Recognize your role in perception. Your emotional and physiological state will influence the meaning you give to perceptions. When you are hungry food may be enjoyable, but during stomach ache, it could be upsetting. 

2. On the basis of our observations of behaviors formulate hypothesis to test against additional information and evidence. Delay formulating conclusions until you have had chance to process many cues.

3. Look for a variety of cues pointing in the same direction and same conclusion. Be alert to contradictory cues. It is often difficult to acknowledge contradictory evidence.

4. Regardless of a number of observations and carefully examined hypothesis, you can only guess what is going on in the other’s mind.  Motives are not open to outside inspection. We can only make assumptions based on overt behaviors. Hence avoid mind reading. 

5. Beware of your won biases. Eg. perceiving only the positive in people you like, or negative in the people you dislike etc.

6. Seek validation for your perceptions. Compare your perceptions with those of others.

7. Check your perceptions with the other person.  Describe what you think is happening. “You seem to be angry”.  Ask the other person for confirmation. “Are you”.,  “Did my plans upset you?”.

The more unbiased you are in your perception, the better you will understand others.

-------------------------------
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