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CULTURAL SENSITIVITY 

AND CULTURAL KNOWLEDGE

Cross-cultural communication issues, and their potential for creating obstacles to effective, successful organizational and professional interactions, have become a critical aspect of the movement toward a globalized society. Competent communication, a central instrument for an organization to create a sustainable competitive advantage, is further complicated when cultural differences must be managed (Persikova, 2002). To overcome these communication difficulties and lessen misunderstandings, individuals and professional organizations have instituted cross-cultural training programs, one of which is discussed in the final section of this essay.


In addition to training in general intercultural sensitivity, corporate managers need to acquire culture-specific knowledge before embarking on an overseas assignment.  This requirement is made difficult by the amount of available cultural information and the need to determine what is beneficial and what is useless. For instance, noting that characters in Russian films always seem to be quarrelling (while, in fact, they are not) can be confusing. Just observing this activity as a behavioral display will only produce negative opinions (a reason why Soviet – and now Russian—films never enjoyed commercial success in the U.S.). But, spending time and effort to analyze what the behavior may denote, and how it relates to other facets of Russian culture, can often provide insight into problems of cross-cultural organizational communication and group dynamics. 


In this paper, I examine some of the seemingly unrelated and isolated pieces of Russian cultural information in a systematic way. Specifically, I look at surface representations of certain basic cultural values, which will enable you to draw correct cultural inferences. For instance, in the example from the Russian movie, we have a surface (behavioral) representation—loud and intense pronunciation. This activity may be considered as “too loud, too emotional” and evaluated negatively by an outsider who unconsciously compares it to similar situations in his or her own culture (“people speak loudly and emotionally when they quarrel”). However, the communicative behavior displayed in the movie can be used to gain knowledge of the basic, invisible cultural values underpinning the activity (e.g., demonstrating attitudes and directness of communication is acceptable and normative).


This illustration, demonstrates the limitations of relying on surface representations of behavioral traits to understand a culture. The enlightened outsider will be able to assign a cultural value to the observable behaviors, and use that knowledge to effectively manage cultural differences. Culturally mindful communications will arise from the process of making cultural inferences only after surface representations have been attributed to basic cultural values. Therefore, in order to fully understand Russian communicative behaviors one must have an appreciation of the basic cultural values which form the Russian Worldview.

RUSSIAN CULTURAL VALUES 

REFLECTING BASIC WORLDVIEW

Linguistic research of cross-culture communication and related cultural anthropology topics generally agree that basic cultural values, which indicate a culture’s worldview,  are often reflected in certain “key words” or “key concepts” (Shmeljov, 2002). Wierzbicka’s (1992) influential book on cross-cultural pragmatics provides generalizations about the basic values and features of Russian culture.

Emotionality 

For Russians, expressing the way you feel (both good and bad) and attention to what other people say about their feelings is favorably considered in a wide variety of contexts. From this, it is clear that for Russians relationships are more important than the contextual reality.


This cultural feature can be observed in language strategies such as heavy use of “culturally loaded words” like dusha—‘soul’, which signals the importance of the inner world, and in the abundance and great variety of active emotional verbs (as if emotions emerge on their own and are not just experienced) – volnovat'sja, pechalit'sja, udivljat'sja, radovat'sja—as compared to names for emotional states be glad, be sad, be angry, be happy. In the realm of proper names, Russia is famous for having lots of nicknames (expressive derivation), not only towards children as in English (e.g., Teddy, Tommy) but towards adults without distinction of age or gender. These are used in a variety of contexts to express the extremely important role of closeness and intimacy and to communicate the minute aspects of feelings between individuals and the subtle shades of their relations—In other words, the ability to express solidarity politeness by minimizing social distance.

Judgmental Attitudes 

Russians have an inclination toward judgmental attitudes, with a tendency for ethical evaluation. Among Russians, one can expect to be morally judged and it is considered appropriate to treat others the same way. Russian’s are eager to voice their opinions, and people expect, and sometime require from others, moral evaluations of mutual loyalty, respect, and sincerity. This cultural value is reflected in the Russian language by the abundance (as compared to English) of nouns—both positive and negative—expressing absolute moral judgment. This is quite different from using adjectives, which describe only a feature of a person, because nouns classify a person as a certain type.

Fatalism 

Many Russians possess an attitude of “having no control over the world.” The realm of the uncontrollable, and thus unconceivable, is quite broad. This is directly opposite of American pragmatism when assessing and dealing with difficulties.

Irrationality

The world is considered an irrational place, and a Russian may behave and think as if unable to always rely on objective methods of analysis and logic. This is in opposition to American positivism. 

These Russian cultural values give rise to the following behavioral attitudes, which can create difficulties when interacting with Westerners in an organizational context:

· Relationships are more important than results.

· Interpersonal reality can often become external reality

· The realm of the uncontrollable and, thus, unconceivable is broader than in the West.

· Things can go wrong or get worse at any moment.1
· One cannot completely rely on objective methods of analysis and causality.

· Ethical evaluations are important and there is a tendency toward them. 

There are, of course, many more cultural obstacles than those mention above. For example, problems can arise due to the variation between Russian traditional and Soviet era cultures. Modern Russia is a huge conglomerate of significantly contradictory cultural patterns.  What makes it different from, say, the multiculturalism of the USA is the lack of a legacy:  neither historically, nor de jure was multiculturalism acclaimed in the national context. Still, recently there are some positive trends in public opinion about the real values of multiculturalism, a position often advocated by top Russian authorities, and it is proclaimed as one of the pillars of the modern Russian state. Yet, Russia in all its ethnic and regional variations is one nation with one rather diverse culture. And the main divisions in that culture are along slightly different lines: between traditional (T), inherited from the Soviet system (S) and westernized (W) cultural models. Therefore, one of the main cross-cultural communication problems for an outsider is deciding which cultural pattern (T, S, or W) one is dealing with at any given moment with any given individual. Some of the more easily detectable cultural patterns of the Traditional and Soviet co-cultures include:

· A deep mistrust between the authorities and the people

· General pessimism

· Lack of critical thinking, and negotiation skills

· No, or little, respect for laws and rules

· A deep-rooted practice of deceiving higher authorities, to color the truth, and to use roundabout ways

· Mistrust of commercial activities (Jacobs, 1992) 

From a western perspective, these patterns of behavior may seem contradictory, but Russians consider them to be the focus, the central line, of their history. Thus, Russians often feel sensitive, vulnerable, and angry towards what they consider to be “Western cultural imperialism”.  Partially, this attitude is a result of what Westerners consider “The End of the Cold War”, but what Russians consider as “Transformations” – changes on a scale that no country has ever experience before (Holden, Cooper, & Carr, 1998). These transformations embraced all aspects of public and private life—transformation of the political system, transition from a command to a market economy, new federal relations, new foreign policies, etc. 

None of these changes went well, and most Russians believe that things should have been done differently and cannot agree on what exactly went wrong. They do agree, however, that the world paid insufficient attention to the enormity of what was done and to the suffering people experienced in transitioning from the Soviet era. As a result, the very idea of changes can be a problem in Russian organizations when western managers attempt to introduce and implement new management techniques of constant change. Changes are generally viewed in Russian culture, especially in its more traditional layers, as a threat, and people want to avoid them.

CULTURALLY INFLUENCED 

COMMUNICATION PATTERNS

It is one thing to recognize that values vary between cultures, but it is of perhaps greater importance to understand how those values influence culture-specific behavioral patterns, especially communication patterns. These communication patterns have been described in Hymes’ (1974) model of SPEAKING. Gumperz (2001) posits that certain linguistic structures serve as clues to interpretation of meaning and inferences based on cultural assumptions of the participants. 


I will now discuss the variant communication patterns that can bring about misunderstandings or create conflict during Russian—U.S. communicative interactions. My observations are informed by Kasper’s (1996) discussion of Politeness Theory. The focus is on those Russian communication patterns that can lead to communicative failures both during the interaction and subsequent to the interaction by eroding a participant’s perception of the other.

Western (Anglo-American) and 

Russian Politeness Strategies 

and Communication Patterns 

It is clear that culturally different communication practices can lead to failures in a cross-cultural organizational context—be it in the workplace, at the negotiation table, or choosing management strategies. A situation can be aggravated by the fact that language capabilities—even more so, fluency—does not necessarily help mitigate these failures. This is because that while “pure” language mistakes (e.g., grammar, wrong lexical choices, pronunciation, etc) are easily recognized as such, clumsily handling of politeness strategies or speech acts usage can be taken as personality traits (Kniffka, 1995). Thus, a person acting out his culture’s politeness and other discourse strategies may seem to a representative of another culture as rude and imposing, or insecure and indirect, leading to a perception of the person as an unreliable partner or a pushy employee (Thomas, 1984).

 Politeness Related Problems

Research conducted by Ratmayr (1998) and Wierzbicka (1992), as well as others, have demonstrated that the following oppositions are generally valid for interpersonal communication between Russians and Americans.

	Russians
	Americans

	Value solidarity politeness more than deferential politeness


	Pay more attention to negative politeness

	Express more emotive data
	More conventionally indirect in requests

	Invest more effort into supporting requests by using justifications
	Preface corrections with positive remarks more than Russians



	Directness with familiars is associated with sincerity
	Directness with familiars is associated with imposition on their freedom



	There is a vast selection of Russian words and expressions used to show warmth and inoffensive closeness with familiars and intimates, thus amplifying positive politeness


	When translated into English, these Russian words and expressions are typically rendered into expressions of patronizing attitudes, thus becoming offensive

	Friends normally considered intimates
	Friends normally considered familiars

	Express more politeness to friends
	Express more politeness to strangers


Taken collectively, Russians are more insistent on expressing and reviving solidarity politeness.  It normally means a smaller distance between equals. But, from a Western point-of-view, this style lacks expression of deferential politeness, which can create problems for teamwork. Leontovich (2002) provides an extensive treatment of cross-cultural communication between Russians and Americans.

Information-processing Related Problems
In a cross-cultural communication setting, an extremely important factor is how one’s messages and behaviors are interpreted by the other person. Specifically, as relates to this case, how a U.S. business representative processes the Russian representative’s communicative acts will influence the assigned meaning. Without an understanding of the Russian culturally influenced communication practices, a U.S. businessperson may well assign negative or incorrect meaning. The following are examples of normative Russian communicative behaviors that can become pitfalls in a cross-cultural environment.

· Communication style is not targeted at reaching a consensus—At least that is how it may be judged by Western participants at a business meeting with Russians. In normal conversational turn taking, Russians will often start with “no!” (njet!)

· Offering wrong or no answers to your questions, or “knowing better what you need.” This means that judgments, or “good advice,” are a common Russian response to information seeking behaviors. For example, asking a Russian colleague for a name of a potential partner (X) for an activity (Y) in town (Z) may lead to the answer “Person (M) in town (N) will better suit your activity (Y). This does not imply rudeness or an unwillingness to cooperate, but just the opposite—friendliness and a desire to cooperate and help. This type of exchange is especially common between equals in an informal context—e.g., “Why do you use this chair? It is bad for your back!”

· Addressee’s responsibility for information. In Russia, a person interested in getting information has to ask for it, and those who possess the information—especially intuitions—do not feel compelled to provide it without additional urging (i.e., you need this train schedule—you find a way to get it). And even when provided, the information can be inexplicit and incomplete. This Russian communication characteristic is extremely different from the U.S. style, where providing full, explicit, comprehensive information to the public is a primary duty of an organization. An example of how a U.S. businessperson could become frustrated by this Russian practice can be from a simple request for a phone number. When using the provided number, the U.S. representative may find it does not work as given but requires an additional code. The American may well ask the Russian provider, “Why didn’t you tell me this before?” The Russian would reply, “You did not ask!” This communicative trait is drastically opposite to the demands of the modern communications age and has been changing rapidly—at least in the “new economy” spheres like Internet commerce.

· Potential mistrust of “objective truths”. This culturally based feature can be especially disconcerting to U.S. partners when dealing with organizational issues. Imagine introducing new software to Russian colleagues and getting surprised looks and annoyed objections—“Why should we change anything? The old on works pretty well?” In a cross-cultural exchange, this communicative trait may be perceived as irrational or argumentative. The U.S. member may feel mystified by the need to discuss things that seem self-evident.

· Parallel processing of information. This is what Hall (1959) calls polychromous, as opposed to monochromous, culture. The Russian multi-focus time orientation can easily lead to misinterpretations of behaviors by single-focus U.S. businesspersons.

Culture and Business: 

Applied Communication Patterns

The West has historically considered Russia to be enigmatic (e.g., “a riddle, wrapped in a mystery, inside an enigma” was coined by Winston Churchill). However the Western perception of Russia being difficult to understand has been heightened by the societal changes the country has experienced over the past two decades. For Russian business, the problems arising from the globalization process have been exacerbated by the dramatic changes wrought by the collapse of the former Soviet Union. Basically, Russians must now confront the issues associated with the emergence of a new culture, a new national identity, and an absolutely new business culture. The enormous, dramatic changes, plus the embedded basic values of the traditional Russian culture, are coalescing to shape the business culture of modern Russia. 


Research, anecdotal evidence, and personal impressions confirm that in organizational settings expectation gaps between Westerns and Russians (e.g., managers, entrepreneurs, professionals, staff, etc.) form one of the main obstacles to conducting business, creating successful partnerships, and organizing efficient work teams. Below are some of the widely supported statements from ‘both parties’ that can strain relations between Russians and Westerners (Holden, Cooper, & Carr, 1998).

	Western Attitude
	Russian Attitude

	Russians don’t know how to work hard
	Westerners have no appreciation of recent societal changes



	Business problems are simple in Russia
	Westerners don’t know HOW to teach and how transfer skills to Russians



	Change is impossible in Russia


	The West has failed to manage effective relationships with Russian partners



	Russians lack experience and know how


	Westerners have no interest in ‘Russian mentality’



	Russians must follow the western consultant’s advice 


	Relationship management must be based on equivalence



	Russians rely too much on intuitive approach


	Russian staff feels undervalued, underutilized, and discriminated




APPLICATION

From the proceeding paragraphs, it is evident that Russian-U.S. cross-cultural communication in a business setting can be laden with challenging difficulties arising from culturally varied communicative styles and behaviors. The question then becomes how does one successfully navigate around these potential problem areas? Knowledge is, of course, the answer. Each party, both Russian and U.S., has an obligation to be generally aware that culture shapes one’s worldview in the form of beliefs and values which, in turn, influence communication styles, and all of this becomes manifest in the workplace. But when people of different cultures interact in the workplace, a broad appreciation of cultural influences will likely prove insufficient in preventing misunderstandings and miscommunications. Indeed, when working toward a common goal, such as in a cross-cultural business endeavor, more specific cultural knowledge relating to the other business partner is required.


In the field of cross-cultural communication, role-playing games have proven to be an effective means of instilling culture specific information, developing cultural sensitivity, and internalizing cross-cultural business skills. One example of such a game was created by the author and titled “Lets get to know each other”. Modeled after “The Emperor’s Pot,” by Batchelder (1996), the game stresses the important issues of Russian-Western professional communication, bringing out such concerns as the unpredicitabity of a cross-culture partner and multiple factors that may influence that partner’s behavior. The role-play has varying levels of complexity and can be used in different formats depending on the types of expertise needed or available. Appendix I provides examples of some of the information that participants in the role game may use (see also, Batchelder, 1996, p. 99). 


It must be noted, however, that role-playing games represent only one means of acquiring culture specific information. There is, of course, a growing body of literature on how to do business in specific cultures. There are also many books and journal articles devoted to the role of culture in international business, and there is a growing number of websites that provide both culture general and culture specific information. Regardless of the source, the first step is to recognize the important role that culture plays when representatives to different nations interact.

Appendix I

Russian Culture Models

	Cultural Model


	W-culture
(Western-oriented)
	S-culture
(Soviet style)
	TR-culture
(Traditional Russian)



	I/We Orientation


	Individual
	Group
	Group

	Human Relationships


	Individual
	Ranked
	Mutual

	Activity Orientation
	Doing
	Pretending to be doing


	Being

	Time Orientation


	Future
	Future/Past
	Present/Past

	Relation to Nature


	Control
	Control/Abuse
	Yielding, conformity

	Form and Substance


	Style is important
	Outward form is of major importance


	Inner substance is important, outward appearance is deceiving; one needs to look into one’s soul



	Progress


	Progress is good
	Technical progress is good; social changes are bad


	Technical progress is dangerous because it leads to social changes that are bad



	History


	History is a linear progression, a development for good


	Ideology shapes history
	History is a cyclical and controversial phenomenon

	Freedom/Discipline, authority


	Rules/laws must be obeyed even if you don’t like it. The less authority interference with people the better


	Caution and formal obedience to official authority. No consideration for individual rights. Vertically organized hierarch regarded as most orderly and effective.


	Strong suspicion of authority

	Age


	Age means higher position in the official ranks; youth cannot be trusted for they have no experience
	It is not fashionable and convenient to be old, for old people still live in the Soviet past
	There is a big gap between generations; old people must be supported for that they have done for each of us and because they suffered through all the Soviet times



	Money


	Brings you everything you want; Money is easy to earn today, but one needs a lot of it to have a decent life style; spending a lot is good; price is regarded as an index of quality
	People got spoiled by easy money-making, and those who worked all their life don't have enough to support their families; those who have money are all criminals
	Too bad there is such a dire need for money; the pursuit of money usually spoils

	Work
	Workoholics are not very popular in Russia. Still, they report a very high level of work-related stress in the new economy
	Work is not even  considered a means to an end
	A means to an end rather than an end in itself; has no value in itself

	Education
	Education is very important, but it must be oriented at getting a well-paying profession, not just knowledge.  It is also important that the degree be from a prestigious university
	Enjoys respect as a source of discipline and a means to an end, especially to attain skill, money status; affects family prestige
	Has even greater spiritual value of one’s true activity. Being educated means being cultured.



	Moral Superiority
	There is nothing special about Russians except that they had to survive under hard conditions – both physically, politically and economically, so they now try to catch up with the West
	A moral smugness stemming from a conviction that Russian people possess a set of cultural values and conditions that have made them unique
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