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A NEW CHALLENGES TO INTER-
CULTURAL COMMUNICATION
SHCOLARS AND RESEARCHERS

Kazuo Nishiyama, Ph.D.

Extremely speedy development of communi-
cation and transportation technologies has made
possible virtually instant intercultural contacts
among peoples of the world who do not necessarily
share the same language and culture. Frequently
quoted concepts such as “Global Village,” “Interna-
tionalization,” and “Globalization” are often
misunderstood or misused by politicians, academ-
ics, and journalists. However, in many instances,
these three concepts actually mean “Americaniza-
tion” or “Westernization” of non-Western nations.
In early 1960s the late President John F. Kennedy
§tarted the Peace Corp Program to send young
American volunteers to many developing nations to
assist the peoples of these countries. Perhaps it was
based on a rather naive assumption that these
peoples were “underdeveloped Americans” who
needed to learn American ways of doing things in
politics, business, and academic studies, including
learning of English.

The U.S. Government are still making whole-
sale efforts to export the American ideal of
democratic political system to any country if its pro-
American leaders are willing embrace it. Using the
world’s strongest military forces, the United States
have been staunchly defending the so-called “demo-
cratic governments” around the world. They are
giving both military and economic aids to these
countries, and send peace-keeping military forces
when they find it necessary. Most recently, Ameri-
can multinational corporations have been exporting
American system of management, finance and ac-
counting, human resources management, and even
various means of electronic communication. Ameri-
can universities through grants and scholarships
have been producing “American-trained MBAs”
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among young business leaders in many countries.
American mass media, particularly CNN and CNBC,
have been the most dominant international news
sources on world politics and business dealings. In a
nutshell, apparent domination on all of these fields
by the United States has made it extremely difficult
to obtain unbiased and untainted information from
non-American sources. This is true with intercul-
tural communication research and training. In fact,
almost all research studies have been based on the
past and present works of American-trained anthro-
pologists, psychologists, and of communication
scholars. Kluckhon and Strodbeck (1961) intro-
duced cultural value orientations, and singled out
five universal problems faced by all human societ-
ies. Condon and Yousef (1975) revised their five
categories and included six spheres of universal
problems. Hall (1976) categorized cultural differ-
ences into low-context and high-context cultures.
Hofstede (1980) introduced four dimensions of cul-
tural values. One of his dimensions, collectivism
versus individualism, has been most popular among
scholars that are engaging in comparative research
studies on intercultural communication problems,
particularly between Westerners and Asian peoples.
However, all of these classifications are based on
questionnaire surveys of a large numbers of sub-
jects. And it is doubtful that the findings from
comparative studies of non-Western cultures based
on these concepts will provide useful data and infor-
mation for non-Western scholars and students.

For example, when studying a Japanese
businessperson’s intercultural communication
problems, it is possible to categorize him as the per-
son living and working in high-context and
collectivist culture, and make certain assumptions
on his communication behaviors. However, it is also
possible that he may not behave as expected in ac-
cordance to the Hall’s and Hofstede’s categories.
Besides, he will have to face two basic problems in
interpersonal intercultural communication situa-
tions. Namely, the problem of whose language he
will have to use and the problem of whose cultural
norms he will have to adjust to. If English is used,
the Japanese businessperson will most likely be dis-



advantaged because he needs to speak in English,
his second language. And yet, he must compete with
the American businessperson that is speaking his
native language. If American culture is to be used,
he will need to use the American cultural norms in
sending, receiving, and interpreting the messages
exchanged between the two parties. A serious com-
munication problem will bound to occur if the
Japanese businessperson does not have a good com-
mand of English and if he is not sufficiently familiar
with the American business culture. This simple ex-
ample shows that studies of intercultural
communication should not be how to fit non-West-
ern people into the categories generated by Western
scholars based on self-assessment questionnaire
studies, but to study the actual intercultural com-
munication in progress.

The Western concepts used in these question-
naires, in some cases, do not carry the same
meanings or impossible to translate because these
concepts may not exist in other cultures. For ex-
ample, the Western concept of “love” cannot be
translated into Japanese because “ai ” in Japanese
implies “romantic love” or “erotic love.” A Japanese
cannot say, “I love my friend,” unless he or she is
not an intimate friend. Even in confession of love to
this girlfriend, a young man may use “suki desu” or
“I like you.” Another problem is the use of semantic
differential scales for responses to questions. While
5 point or 7 point scales can produce statistical data,
tabulation and statistical manipulation may not pro-
duce the results that researchers are looking for. In
fact, there are certain questions that cannot be an-
swered by circling numbers on the scales. One more
problem is that choice of subjects in intercultural
communication research studies. Except for a small
number of studies, the subjects of investigations are
young university students because they are most
accessible groups of people. They may not be prop-
erly qualified answer certain questions on their
culture and social customs. They are still in the pro-
cess of learning and have not acquired enough
actual experience in their own culture. Age and so-
cial position also affect the response of every
subject. A 17 year-old Japanese freshman and a 45
year-old Japanese manager will not answer the same
question the same way. For example, the following
question on decision-making style, “I consult others
when I make important decisions,” with a 5- point
scale, 5-always, 4-frequently, 3-usually, 2-seldom, 1-
never will be differently. The freshman may circle 5
for the answer because he feels he is free to make
choices on his own. On the other hand, the manager
may circle 2 because he has been forced to work in
the collectivistic work environment. Then it is inac-
curate to conclude that Japanese are more

individualistic in attitude by using the response of
the student. It may be that the former can be indi-
vidualistic because he still is a student, but the latter
has been conditioned to consult others after having
worked in a group-oriented workplace for many
years.

The new challenge then is to generate new ap-
proaches of investigations on how people from
different cultures and speaking different languages
actually influence each other in specific intercul-
tural contexts. It will be necessary to generate new
research tools such as universally acceptable terms
and concepts, questionnaires, and case study meth-
ods that are not solely of Western origin, but also
those of non-Western origin that are appropriate in
investigating specific intercultural communication
interactions in many different contexts.

Prof. Nishiyama is Professor Emeritus, University of
Hawaii at Manoa, and Visiting Professor at Intercul-
tural Communication Institute, Kanda University of
International Studies.
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7" Minnesota International
Counseling Institute

August 9-16, 2001
Specific curriculum content areas include:
counseling and culture, career development and
guidance, prevention initiatives in counseling
and psychology, counselor training.
Call for Papers and Presentations: by May 15, 2001
For further information, contact:

Dr. Thomas Skovholt Counseling and
Student Personnel Psychology Program,
College of Education and Human Development.
University of Minnesota.

129 Burton Hall, 178 Pillsbury Dr. S.E.,
Minneapolis, MN55455
Tel:(612) 624-6827, Fax: (612) 625-4063

cspp-adm@tc.umn.edu
www.education.umn.edu/edpsych/mici
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