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Abstract 

The author aims at making a succint presentation of what communication and cross cultural 

communication is and its influence on business life and business deals, with reference to 

translations and interpretations. The cultural background of businessmen and of the countries in 

which a certain company operates determines the way employers and employees think and behave, 

the way the company itself is organised, the values that are considered of utmost importance in all 

business life. Within this process the interpretation of ideas communicated and the translation of 

them into the target language are seriously influemced by the cultural background one possesses. 

The paper also defines and presents the most  frequent business organisational types based 

on the internal and external communication criteria with conclusions related to education and 

communicational tips. 

Finally the paper lists a couple of linguistic and cultural „mistakes” that are very common 

in the world and that have an impact on business results. 
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1. Business Culture 
When trying to analyse the business and language environment in our globalised world we 

may draw certain conclusions and make certain assumptions. 
• “Domestic business organizations can be viewed as ‘mini-cultures’ (composed of different 

people with different roles, statuses, and value systems) that operate within the wider national 
context.”  

• Individuals engage in corporate rituals, perpetuate myths and stories, adhere to norms, 
symbols and behavioral expectations, and use specialized vocabularies. 

• Businesses are both differentiated and socially stratified in that specific roles and statuses 
can be identified. 

• Failure to understand the influence that culture and language has on business has led to 
misunderstandings, miscommunications, costly marketing blunders, lawsuits, and a general 
undermining of corporate goals. 

(Ferraro. 2002. The Cultural Dimensions of International Business) 
Language in Business  
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• An American airline offering service to Brazil advertised its “rendezvous lounges” in its 
business class section.  They failed to realize that the word rendezvous in Portuguese refers to a 
room for illicit sexual encounters. 

• The American Dairy Association’s successful ad “Got Milk?” was unfortunately translated 
in Mexico as “Are you lactating?” 

• Chevrolet was surprised when their popular compact car, the Nova, when exported to 
Mexico, didn’t sell.  What they failed to realize was that “No va” when translated into Spanish 
means “no go” or “won’t run”. 

The failure rates of U.S. expatriates (individuals on foreign assignments) is significantly 
higher than for other countries; 76% of U.S. companies experience failure rates over 10%, as 
compared to 3% for Western European and 14% for Japanese companies. 

One of the biggest reasons for failure is the assumption that if someone is successful in their 
home environment, then they will be successful in an international environment. 

Research has shown that failures in international business most often result from the 
individual’s inability to understand and adapt to the local country’s ways of doing things. 

Companies are beginning to realize that the single most important criterion for success in 
international business is communication skills.  This is followed by personality traits, such as 
flexibility and accommodation, individual motivation, and the expatriate’s family situation.   

Important for successful communication skills are: competency in the local language, 
motivation to learn, and willingness to use it. 

(Ferraro. 2002. The Cultural Dimensions of International Business) 

 
2.Culture 
2.1. Definition 

What is Culture? 

Culture (‘kΛltŠ∂) n. 
1.The total of the inherited ideas, beliefs, values, and knowledge, which constitute the 

shared bases of social action. 
2.The total range of activities and ideas of a group of people with shared traditions, which 

are transmitted and reinforced by members of the group; e.g., the mayan culture.  
3.The artistic and social pursuits, expression, and tastes valued by a society or class, as in 

the arts, manners, dress, etc. 
(Source: Collins English Dictionary. 1995. HarperCollins Publishers.) 
• Permeates both our conscious and unconscious thoughts, feelings, and perceptions; 

unwritten codes of behavior that individuals have internalized. 
• Affects the way we interpret and judge events, respond to new situations, and make 

decisions (i.e., the fabric of everyday life). 
• Learned and absorbed from our earliest childhood, reinforced by stories and heroes, 

expressed in our values and views, passed down from generation to generation. 
• Reflected in the language we use to describe daily phenomena; found on a variety of levels 

from national/country, corporate/professional, ethnic/group membership, and personal/individual. 
 

2.2. Dimensions of Culture 

7ine Dimensions of Culture 

• Relationships – importance of building relationships versus completing a job. 
• Time – importance of personal relationships versus adherence to schedules. 
• Communication – ways the society communicates, including gestures. 
• Hierarchy – perception of rank in relationship to others and ways of interacting. 
• Status Attainment – importance of personal achievement and sense of well-being. 
• Space/Proxemics – the amount of space needed for comfort in business and personal 

environments. 
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• Group Dependence – importance of the individual versus the group in social and business 
situations. 

• Diversity Receptivity – how roles, power, and authority are associated with gender, race, 
religion, and country of origin. 

• Change Tolerance – responses to change, the need for rules, the ability to take risks, and 
the perception of control over one’s own destiny. 

(Schell and Stolz-Loike, Journal of International Compensation and Benefits, Jan/Feb 

1994.) 

 
3.Communication 
3.1.Language 

Language 

• The ability to speak a language is the most significant feature of being human. 
• Because languages are arbitrary symbolic systems, it’s not surprising that there is so much 

linguistic diversity.  There isn’t even universal agreement about how many languages there are in 
the world.  Estimates range from several thousand to 10,000. 

• Do we count languages that have died out? 
• What about languages in remote areas that haven’t been studied as thoroughly? 
• Where do we draw linguistic boundaries (e.g., languages, dialects, accents)? 
• However, fewer than 100 languages are spoken by 95% of the world’s population. Chinese 

accounts for 20%.  With English, Spanish, Russian, and Hindu, the number rises to 45%. German, 
Japanese, Arabic, Bengali, Portuguese, French, and Italian bring the figure to 60% (Katzner 1975). 

(Ferraro. 2002. The Cultural Dimensions of International Business.) 

 
Top Ten Languages Spoken in the World 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

(Ethnologue. 2003. Summer Institute of Linguistics (www.sil.org)) 

Language in International Business 
• English is just one of the world’s major business languages; it is the mother tongue of only 

about 5% of the world’s population. 
• Other major languages in international business include:  Spanish, Chinese, French, and 

German. 
• A fundamental tenet of any business encounter is effective communication.  Individuals 

who have to rely on translators and are not skilled in the cultural and linguistic aspects of the 
foreign country are at a serious disadvantage. 
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• While many cultures sincerely appreciate a foreigner’s attempt to speak their language 
(e.g., Brazilians, Germans), others do not, unless the speaker is very good (e.g., French). 

(Ferraro. 2002. The Cultural Dimensions of International Business.) 

Second Language Learning 

• Commonly stated reasons for not learning a second language: 
• “I’m not very ‘talented’ in learning foreign languages.” 
• “The company can hire local nationals in the country to run the business.” 
• “I’ll only be there for a short period of time, so it’s not worth it.” 
• “It could hinder my advancement at home if I’m too closely associated with them.” 
• Reasons for learning a foreign language: 
• Being able to speak about the art, literature and culture of a country greatly enhances the 

business encounter by earning the respect of the local people 
• According to Benjamin Lee Whorf, the only way to really understand the worldview (a 

system of categories for organizing the world) of a culture is through its language.  
• Learning a second language helps with a deeper understanding of one’s own language. 
• Learning a second language is helpful in learning a third and fourth language. 
• But beware:  misunderstandings have been found to be greater between people who are 

more fluent than average.  Native speakers tend to make more assumptions about the foreigners’ 
ability to understand.  The problems arose because the foreigners had learned the language in their 
home country and thus had not been socialized with the language (Raymond Gorden, 1974).  

(Ferraro. 2002. The Cultural Dimensions of International Business.) 

 
3.2. 7on-Verbal 

7on-Verbal Communication 

• Paralinguistics – the nonverbal elements in speech, such as body language, intonation, 
etc., that send messages about feelings and emotional states, may affect the meaning of an 
utterance. 

• Some studies say it makes up more than 70% of the communication channel. 
• Nonverbal communication is highly dependent on the culture and the context. While some 

aspects of non-verbal communication may be universal (e.g., smiles, frowns, eyebrow flashes), the 
great majority are learned and can vary significantly in meaning from culture to culture. 

• Unlike verbal communication, many non-verbal elements are out of our conscious control 
(e.g., blushing when embarrassed, perspiring when nervous, pupil dilation when frightened). 

• Studies have shown that when there’s a discrepancy between the verbal and the non-verbal 
messages, people will believe the non-verbal. 

• Research has shown that women are better able to read non-verbal cues; 75% showed a 
significant female advantage (Hall 1978, Rosenthal 1979). 

• Proxemics:  the study of spatial interrelationships in humans or in populations of animals 
of the same species. 

• Kinesics:  the study of the role of body movements, such as winking, shrugging, etc., in 
communication. 

• Gestures  
• Facial Expressions  

• Touching 

• Posture  

• Eye Contact  

• Silence: affects timing and turn-taking during discourse  
• Clothing/Hairstyles/Cosmetics/Artifacts:  influence our perceptions of the interlocutor, 

such as their status, their personal/political/religious leanings, etc. 
(Ferraro. 2002. The Cultural Dimensions of International Business.) 
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3.3. Verbal Communication 

3.3.1. Intonation 

• Linguistically significant patterns of variation in the fundamental frequency of a speaker’s 
voice. 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Fons Trompenaars. 1998. Riding the Waves of Culture.) 

 

3.3.2. Turn-Taking 

• The social convention governing who speaks when in a discourse involving multiple 
participants; the rules that govern turn-taking are highly culture-dependent.  

• American middle class speakers exhibit a pattern of “no gap, no overlap” and maintain 
strong sense of who speaks next in the conversation.  The highest order rule is that the current 
speaker can select the next speaker, e.g., “Jack, what do you think?” Otherwise, the first person who 
starts talking gets the floor.  If no one starts talking, the speaker is obliged to continue to fill up the 
awkward silence (Sacks, Schegloff and Jefferson, 1973) 

• Other English speakers, (e.g., New York Jewish (Tannen, 1976) and working class 
Australians (Horvath and Daisley, 1987)) demonstrate high frequency of “cooperative overlap” – 
the process of the next speaker starting before the current speaker has finished. 

• In contrast, a variety of other cultures tolerate large gaps between speakers (e.g., Japanese, 
Native American, Finnish), which to many Westerners invoke a strong feeling of awkwardness. 

(Ferraro. 2002. The Cultural Dimension of International Business.) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Fons Trompenaars. 1998. Riding the Waves of Culture) 

3.3.3. Greetings 

Greetings Around the World 

Brazil:   
• Women kiss and are kissed; men embrace men 
Germany: 
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• Handshake between men; one kiss for the woman 
France/Belgium:   
• Two kisses in Paris; three in Belgium; four in Brittany 
Japan:   
• Bowing; lower status person bows lower than higher status person 
China: 
•  “Have you eaten rice today?” => “How are you?” 
Native American: 
• Silence until the two people become comfortable with each other 
West African: 
• Handshake with a snap of the fingers; handholding while talking/walking 
 

3.3.4. Terms of Address 

• Words used to refer to the person you are talking to, for example: 
• Germany:  Herr Doktor Professor Guy 
• France:  Madame Beaman  
• Brazil:   o João, a Maria / o Senhor, a Senhora 
• North America: John, Mary 
• Pronouns of power and solidarity, for example:   
• French: Tu/Vous  Comment allez-vous?  Comment vas-tu? 
• German: Du/Sie (Ihnen) Wie geht es Dir?  Wie geht es Ihnen? 
• Spanish Tu/Usted  Como esta?  Como esta Usted? 
• Forms of speech that signify group membership, for example in Japanese: 
• Uchi (the in-group) “one of us” Ohayo gozaimasu  
• Soto (the out-group) “one of them” Konnichiwa   (Mizutani, 1979) 
 

3.3.5.Directness/Indirectness 

American/British Differences 

“Britain and America are two countries divided by a common language.” 
George Bernard Shaw 
“7owadays we have almost everything in common with America,  

except, of course, language.” 

Oscar Wilde  
American:  “Jack will blow his top.” 
British:  “Our chairman might tend to disagree.” 
American:  “You’re talking bullshit.” 
British:  “I’m not quite with you on that one.” 
American:  “You gotta be kidding.” 
British:  “Hm, that’s an interesting idea.” (showing disagreement) 
American:  “I tell you, I can walk away from this deal.” 
British:  “We’ll have to do our homework.” 
American:  “You’re going to get hurt.” 
British:  “I’m not sure this is advantageous for you.” 
(Source: The 7avigator, Jan/Feb 2003.) 
Indirectness in Japan 

• Japanese exhibit a strong sense of indirectness in their language, often through the use of 
the passive voice. For example, “It is said that…”,  

• “Some people think that…” Studies have shown that Japanese use the passive construction 
significantly more than Americans. 

• Some Japanese quotations demonstrating the value of indirectness: 



 

 

 

STUDII DE ŞTIINŢĂ ŞI CULTURĂ                                       ANUL V, NR. 1 (16), MARTIE 2009 
 

 

“Vagueness is virtue.”  

Yone Noguchi 
“In the Japanese language, exactness is purposely avoided.”  

Sumi Mishima (writer) 
“We simply do not think it civilized to be too direct in expression.”  

Yasushi Akashi (diplomat) 
“A strong distrust develops between Japanese  

if they try to express everything through words.”  

Shuichi Kato (essayist) 
• To Americans, the Japanese style of indirect communication can be interpreted as tricky, 

deceptive, and of questionable integrity. 
• To the Japanese, the American style of direct communication can be seen as rude, coarse, 

and insensitive. 
(Source:  Tony 7emelka, October 1998) 
 
3.3.6. Agreement/Disagreement 

American:  “Yes” means yes and “No” means no 
Japanese:  Yes ‘Hai’ means…. 
1. Yes, I hear you, I agree, and I will do. 
2. Yes I hear you, I agree, but I will not do. 
3. Yes I hear you, but I do not agree. 
4. Yes I am listening, but I do not understand. 
Brazilian: An open “no” is considered extremely hostile and rude 
A polite way to disagree would be “I’m not sure” or “It might be difficult” 
French: “Ce n’est pas possible” “It’s not possible”,  
  … when in fact it very well could be possible but requires 
  some negotiation between the two speakers 
(Source: Tony 7emelka, October 1998.) 

Individualism/Collectivism 

• Since language mirrors values, we see considerable influence on the language, as to 
whether the culture places a high value on individualism or collectivism (group membership):  

  American    Japanese           _   . 
Individualism  Group Consciousness 
Competitive  Cooperative 
Confrontation  Harmony 
Making a point  Consensus 
Controversial  Conciliatory 
Argumentative Polite 
• In a culture such as American, that places a high value on individual accomplishment, we 

see over 150 words in the dictionary that can be compounded with the word “self”, e.g., “self-
absorbed,” “self-confident”, etc. 

• In a culture such as Japanese, that places a high value on group membership, harmonizing 
and “fitting in,” we see proverbs like, “the nail that sticks up gets hammered.”  Compare this to the 
American more individualistic proverb, “the squeaky wheel gets grease.” 

(Ferraro. 2002. The Cultural Dimension of International Business.) 

 
4. Explicit/Implicit Communication 

• Cultures and languages also vary in how explicitly they send and receive verbal messages. 
For example, in America effective communication is expected to be explicit, direct, and 
unambiguous. 
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• Basil Bernstein (1964) developed a conceptual framework that distinguishes between 
restricted and elaborated codes. 

• Restricted codes use shortened words/phrases and sentences that rely on hidden 
contextual/cultural cues such as nonverbal behavior, social context, and the nature of the 
interpersonal relationships. 

• Elaborated codes emphasize elaborate verbal amplification and place little importance on 
nonverbal or other contextual cues. 

• Similar to Edward Hall (1976) concept of high-context and low-context cultures. 
• High-context cultures rely heavily on restricted codes and exhibit indirect and implicit 

communication patterns. 
• Low-context cultures rely on elaborated codes and demonstrate precise, explicit, and 

straightforward communication patterns.  
(Ferraro. 2002. The Cultural Dimension of International Business.) 

 
• Like most bi-polar typologies, it’s not an either-or situation, but rather a continuum: 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Edward Hall 1976 and L. Robert Kohls 1978. 

 

4.1. Lexical 
• Vocabulary is probably the most salient indicator of the relationship between language and 

culture in the business environment. 
• A language’s vocabulary contains large numbers of words that reflect the technologies, 

occupations, and values important to the culture (e.g., sports analogies and colloquialisms in 
American English). 

Baseball Colloquialisms in American English: 
• He threw me a curve ball. 
• She fielded my questions well. 
• You’re way off base. 
• You’re batting 1,000 so far. 
• What are the ground rules? 
• I want to touch all bases. 
• He went to bat for me. 
• He has two strikes against him. 
• That’s way out in left field. 
• It’s just a ballpark estimate. 
• She’s a real team player. 
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• Borrowings:  There are a significant number of English words that have been borrowed 
into other languages, e.g., Japan, besuboru ‘baseball’, Portuguese,  time ‘team’, site ‘website’, 
lapitope ‘laptop’. 

• Slang:  The use of slang can signal what subgroup the member is “in”,  e.g., teenagers, 
Jazz musicians.  Business slang includes expressions like “dead in the water,” “red tape”, “bottom 
line.”  

• Euphemisms:  Most cultures avoid taboo words around sexual relations and bodily 
functions, e.g., “bathroom” (American), “washroom” (Canadian), and “water closet” (British).  
However, what may be prohibited in one culture, may be allowed in another.  

• Proverbs:  Signal what values a culture places on various aspects of behaviour, e.g., “The 
early bird catches the worm;” “Schaffe, schaffe, Häusler baue (Swabian), ‘Work, work, build a 
house;’ “The Germans live to work, the French work to live.” 

• Word Formation:  German has the highly productive ability to create completely new 
words by concatenating multiple smaller words together, e.g., eierlegende Wollmilchsau  ‘egg-
laying wool milk pig, 

(Ferraro. 2002. The Cultural Dimension of International Business) 

 
Lexical Differences 

• Navajo:  have multiple ways to say “I’m going” depending on whether they’re going on 
foot, by horseback, wagon, boat, or airplane 

• Nuer (Sudan); have literally hundreds of words in their language to distinguish between 
different types of cows based on their colour, markings, and configuration of horns (Hickerson 
1980). 

• Koga (southern India):  have seven different words for “bamboo” and not a single word 
for snow (Plog and Bates 1980).  

• Islanders have several words for „snow” and „dark”. 
(Ferraro. 2002. The Cultural Dimension of International Business.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
More frequently two different words refer to the same thing.  E.g, the British live in “flats” 

not “apartments”, they “queue up” rather than “line up”, and wear “plimsoles” rather than 
“sneakers.”  To the British, the “trunk” is the “boot”, the “hood” is the “bonnet”, the “windshield” 
is the “windscreen”, the “horn” is the “hooter”, and the vehicle runs on “petrol” not “gas.” 

(Ferraro. 2002. The Cultural Dimension of International Business.) 
 

4.2. Written 

Varieties in Written Communication 

• Spelling:  varieties in English Spelling 
“s” versus “z”, e.g., “recognize” versus “recognise” 
“c” versus “s”, e.g., “practice” versus “practise” 
• Dates:   
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6/5/01   June 5 (U.S) 
May 6  (Britain,Continental Europe) 
• Correspondence:   
French:   “Je vous prie, madame, d’agréer mes sincères salutations.” 
“I beg you, madam, to accept my sincere greetings.” 
US:  ”Sincerely yours” or “Best regards” 
To sum it up, it is extremely important to have a deep insight in the business background of 

our partners in order to choose the best verbal and non-verbal communication methods, styles and 
genres so that we could be able to achieve our business goals. This means we must be very skillful 
in interpreting and understanding realities in different languages, we have to make a very thorough 
analysis of the cultural background, of what is ‘comme il faut’ to do during our business talks, 
negotiations, official and unofficial meeting in order not to spoil our chances for a good and 
prosperous partnership and cooperation. Being a good translator and interpreter means having a 
very good knowledge not only of the language itself, but of all verbal and non-verbal 
communication devices and means, inorder to put forward a better understanding between people, 
between nations, not only “l’art pour l’art”, but for the benefit and welfare of us all. 
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