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I met my wife years ago in San Francisco. It was love at fi rst 
sight. She was funny, energetic, and incredibly passionate 
about life. Lili was the last person I thought I would date, 
much less marry, and part of the reason was our faith. I was 
born and raised in Turkey and am a Muslim. Lili was a Peruvian 
native but Jewish. Muslim and Jewish?! Are you kidding me? 
We worked it out and her parents embraced me as their own 
child, despite our many differences, as did mine. The true 
test to our relationship started when we decided to have chil-
dren. How do we raise our children? After many arguments, 
discussions, and “if” statements, Lili got pregnant. We had a 
girl and decided that girls in our family will be raised in the 
Jewish faith. Should Allah bring me a boy, he would be raised 
Muslim.

Four girls later, I never regretted that decision. The most 
amazing moment of my life came when my oldest daughter, 
Leyla, had her Bat Mitzvah. I went to the temple, wore a yama-

ka (head cap), and became part of the service. Many people 
who attended could not believe I would do such a thing, but 
the most important gift I can give my daughter is compassion 
and love and the realization that religious faith will not divide 
our family. I was there for the next two Bat Mitzvahs and we 
have one more to go!

Last year, I took Lili and my family to Turkey. My parents 
had the opportunity to meet their grandchildren and the very 
special moment came when as a family we walked together to 
the Mosque. They were all dressed respectfully in Islamic attire.

—T. Senel, Father
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To communicate adaptively with culturally different others, we must understand the major charac-
teristics that make up the intercultural communication process. Although both culture and commu-
nication reciprocally infl uence one another, it is essential to distinguish between the characteristics 
of the two concepts for the purpose of understanding the complex relationship between them. 
Having already introduced the defi ning features of culture in Chapter 1, in this chapter we defi ne 
the term “intercultural communication” for you. Although the idea of “culture” is an elastic concept 
that takes on multiple shades of meaning, similarly, the concept “communication” is also dynamic 
and subject to multifaceted interpretations.

In this chapter, we address the following three questions: What is the intercultural commu-
nication process? What is intercultural communication fl exibility? What are the possible stages in 
developing intercultural communication fl exibility? This chapter is developed in four sections: fi rst, 
we introduce a culture-based process model to help you understand the “big picture” of the inter-
cultural communication process. Second, we explore with you the concept of intercultural com-
munication fl exibility. Third, we introduce a staircase model of developing intercultural communi-
cation fl exibility. Fourth, we outline general principles to help increase your understanding of the 
intercultural communication process. We end the chapter with a “Reality Check”—a set of recaps 
and checkpoints to guide you through your intercultural communication excursions.

more) different cultural communities attempt to negoti-
ate shared meanings in an interactive situation within 
an embedded societal system. The major characteristics 
of this defi nition include the following concepts: 
symbolic exchange, process, different cultural com-
munities, negotiate shared meanings, an interactive 
situation, and an embedded societal system. Interest-
ingly, the intercultural communication scholar Halu-
alani (2010), in conducting eighty in-depth qualitative 
interviews, uncovered some interesting distinctions 
among U.S. students in their conceptualizations of the 
term “intercultural interaction.”

For example, Asian American interviewees focus 
on the importance of “sameness” (e.g., making them 
feel equal and comfortable) among diverse individuals 
and the need to establish “common ground.” Latino/a 
students emphasize the “cultural respect” aspect of 
intercultural interaction and the importance of rec-
ognizing “cultural roots” of the other memberships. 
African American interviewees focus on intercultural 
interactions as having “diffi cult conversations” and 
recognizing others’ stereotypes and prejudices against 
them. Last, European American students emphasize 
having intercultural interaction encounters as refl ect-
ing their “open-mindedness” and “acceptance of all 
cultural groups” (Halualani, 2010).

DEFINING INTERCULTURAL 
COMMUNICATION: A PROCESS MODEL

Intercultural communication takes place when cul-
tural group membership factors (e.g., cultural val-

ues) affect our communication process. Intercultural 
communication is often referred to as a symbolic 
exchange process between persons of different cul-
tures in their attempts to create shared meanings in 
a given context. In the symbolic exchange process, 
intentions are inferred and culture-based interpreta-
tions are formed.

To increase your alertness to the intercultural com-
munication process, we identify the characteristics of 
the intercultural communication process in two sub-
sections: the overall characteristics of the process and 
the specifi c meaning characteristics of the intercultural 
exchange process. Figure 2.1 is a graphic model that 
represents some of the key elements in an intercultural-
based process model.

Intercultural Communication Process: 
Overal l  Characterist ics

Intercultural communication is defi ned as the sym-
bolic exchange process whereby individuals from two (or 
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sounds), nonverbal cues are continuous (i.e., different 
nonverbal cues fl ow simultaneously with no clear-
cut beginning and ending) throughout the message 
exchange process. Although verbal messages always 
include the use of nonverbal cues, such as accents and 
vocal intonations, we can use nonverbal messages, 
such as touch, without words. As babies, we acquire 
or soak up the nonverbal cues from our immediate 
cultural environment before the actual learning of our 
native tongue.

The second characteristic, process, refers to the 
interdependent nature of the intercultural encounter. 
Once two cultural strangers make contact and attempt 
to communicate, they enter into a mutually interde-
pendent relationship. A Japanese businessperson may 
be bowing, and an American businessperson may 
be ready to shake hands. The two may also quickly 
reverse their nonverbal greeting rituals and adapt to 
each other’s behavior. This quick change of nonver-
bal postures, however, may cause another awkward 
moment of confusion. The concept of process refers 
to two ideas: the transactional nature and the irrevers-
ible nature of communication (Watzlawick, Beavin, & 
Jackson, 1967).

The transactional nature of intercultural com-
munication refers to the simultaneous encoding (i.e., 

On a broad-based level, in any intercultural 
encounter process, individuals use verbal and nonver-
bal messages to get their ideas across. The fi rst charac-
teristic, symbolic exchange, refers to the use of verbal 
and nonverbal symbols between a minimum of two 
individuals to accomplish shared meanings. Although 
verbal symbols represent the digital aspects of our mes-
sage exchange process, nonverbal symbols or cues (i.e., 
the smallest identifi able unit of communication), such 
as smiles, represent the analogical aspects of our mes-
sage exchange process. Digital aspects of communica-
tion refer to the content information that we convey 
to our listener. The relationship between a digital cue 
(e.g., the word angry) and its interpretation is arbitrary. 
The word angry is a digital symbol that stands for an 
intense, antagonistic emotional state. The word itself, 
however, does not carry the feeling: it is people, as sym-
bol users, who infuse the word with intense emotions.

In contrast, analogical aspects of communication 
refer to the “picturesque” meanings or the affective 
meanings that we convey through the use of nonver-
bal cues. Nonverbal cues are analogical because there 
exists a resemblance relationship between the non-
verbal cue (e.g., a frown) and its interpretation (e.g., 
dislike something). Furthermore, although verbal 
cues are discrete (i.e., with clear beginning and ending 

Communication context   

Communication context

Intercultural expectation 

Intercultural perception 

Symbolic
exchange
process

Person A’s
cultural frame
of reference

Meaning negotiation

Person B’s
cultural frame
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FIGURE 2 .1  Intercultural Communication: A Process Model



U N D E R S T A N D I N G  I N T E R C U L T U R A L  C O M M U N I C A T I O N26

The third characteristic, different cultural com-
munities, is defi ned as a broad concept. A cultural 
 community refers to a group of interacting individuals 
within a bounded unit who uphold a set of shared tradi-
tions and way of life (see Blog Pic 2.1).

This unit can refer to a geographic locale with 
clear-cut boundaries, such as a nation. This unit can 
also refer to a set of shared beliefs and values that are 
subscribed to by a group of individuals who perceive 
themselves as united even if they are dispersed phys-
ically. For example, many Jews, who are dispersed 
throughout the world, tend to perceive themselves as 
a united cultural community via their shared religious 
traditions and beliefs.

Broadly interpreted, a cultural community can refer 
to a national cultural group, an ethnic group, or a gen-
der group. It is, simultaneously, a group-level concept 
(i.e., a patterned way of living) and an individual’s 
subjective sense of membership or an affi liation with 
a group. The term culture here is used as a frame of ref-
erence or knowledge system that is shared by a large 
group of individuals within a perceived bounded unit. 
The “objective” boundaries of a culture may or may not 
coincide with national or political boundaries. The term 
can also be used on a specifi c level to refer to a patterned 
way of living by an ethnocultural group (i.e., an ethnic 
group within a culture). Beyond the three characteris-
tics of symbolic, process, and  cultural  communities, 

the sender choosing the right words or nonverbal ges-
tures to express his or her intentions) and decoding 
(i.e., the receiver translating the words or nonverbal 
cues into comprehensible meanings) of the exchanged 
messages. When the decoding process of the receiver 
matches the encoding process of the sender, the 
receiver and sender of the message have accomplished 
shared content meanings effectively. Unfortunately, 
more often than not, intercultural encounters are fi lled 
with misunderstandings and second guesses because 
of language problems, communication style differ-
ences, and value-orientation differences.

Furthermore, intercultural communication is an 
irreversible process because the decoder may form dif-
ferent impressions even in regard to the same repeated 
message. Once an encoder has uttered something to a 
decoder, he or she cannot repeat the same exact mes-
sage. The encoder’s tone of voice, interaction pace, or 
facial expression will not stay precisely the same. It 
is also diffi cult for any encoder to withdraw or can-
cel a message once the message has been decoded. For 
example, if a sender utters a remark such as “I have 
friends who are Japs!” and then quickly attempts to 
withdraw the message, this attempt cannot succeed 
because the message has already created a damag-
ing impact on the receiver’s decoding fi eld. Thus, the 
intercultural communication process is irreversible 
(Barnlund, 1962).

Blog Pic 2.1 Celebrating with traditional dance is an inherent part of cultural communities.
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answer. In most encounters, however, people are more 
aware of content meaning negotiation than relational 
or identity meaning negotiation.

Relational meaning offers information concern-
ing the state of the relationship between the two 
communicators. Relational meaning is inferred via 
nonverbal intonations, body movements, or gestures 
that accompany the verbal content level. It conveys 
both power distance (e.g., equal–unequal) meanings 
and relational distance (e.g., friendly–unfriendly) 
meanings. For example, the professor says, “I want to 
talk to you about your grade in this class,” which can 
be interpreted as either “You’re in serious trouble—I 
can’t believe you handed in such a sloppy paper!” or 
“I’m concerned about your grade in this class—let me 
know how I can help you.” On the relational level, the 
 professor’s  statement can be decoded as an intimidat-
ing–unfriendly request or a caring–friendly statement. 
The comment can also be decoded with compliance 
or resistance by the recipient of the message. The rela-
tional meaning of the message often implies how the 
relationship between the communicators should be 
defi ned and interpreted. It is closely linked with iden-
tity meaning issues.

Identity meaning refers to the following ques-
tions: “Who am I and who are you in this interaction 
episode?” “How do I defi ne myself in this interaction 
scene?” and “How do I defi ne you in this interaction 
scene?” (Wilmot & Hocker, 2011). Identity mean-
ing involves issues such as the display of respect or 
disrespect and identity approval or disapproval. 
Decoders typically infer identity meanings through 
the speaker’s tone of voice, facial expressions, non-
verbal postures, spatial distance, and selective word 
choices. Nonverbal tones or gestures, however, are 
highly culture dependent and are oftentimes easily 
misinterpreted.

For example, the statement: “Maria Montoya? 
Come over here!” can be rephrased as “Ms. Montoya, 
when you have a minute, I would really like to talk 
to you” or “Maria, don’t you understand my English? 
I need to talk to you right now!” or “Dr. Montoya, 
please, when you have some time, I would really 
appreciate your advice on this.” These different state-
ments indicate different shades of respect accorded to 
the addressee—depending on the tone of voice and 

the next section emphasizes the importance of paying 
close attention to negotiating shared meanings between 
members of different identity groups.

Intercultural Communication: 
Meaning Characterist ics

The fourth characteristic, negotiate shared mean-
ings, refers to the general goal of any intercultural 
communication encounter. In intercultural business 
negotiations or intercultural romantic relationships, 
a fi rst level of concern is that we want our messages 
to be understood. When the interpretation of the 
meaning of the message overlaps signifi cantly with 
the intention of the meaning of the message, we have 
established a high level of shared meanings in the 
communication process. The word negotiate indicates 
the creative give-and-take nature of the fl uid process 
of human communication. For example, if both com-
municators are using the same language to commu-
nicate, they may ask each other to defi ne and clarify 
any part of the exchanged message that is perceived as 
being unclear or vague.

Furthermore, every verbal and nonverbal message 
contains multiple layers of meanings. The three layers 
of meaning that are critical to our understanding of 
how people express themselves in a communication 
process are content meaning, relational meaning, and 
identity meaning. Content meaning refers to the fac-
tual (or digital) information that is being conveyed 
to the receiver through an oral channel or other com-
munication medium. When the intended content 
meaning of the encoder has been accurately decoded 
by the receiver, the communicators have estab-
lished a level of mutually shared content meanings. 
Content meaning is usually tied to substantive dis-
cussion or issues (e.g., business contract details) with 
verifi able, factual overtones (i.e., “Did you or did you 
not say that?”). It also involves what is appropriate 
to say in a particular cultural scene. For example, in 
many Asian cultures, it is impolite to say “no” directly 
to a request. Thus, people from traditional Asian back-
grounds will tend to use qualifying statements such 
as “I agree with you in principle; however . . . ” and 
“Maybe if I fi nish studying and if you still want to bor-
row my lecture notes . . . ” to imply a “no” or “maybe” 
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communication encounter’s conditions, processes, 
and outcomes. The next section introduces the inter-
cultural communication fl exibility perspective.

PRACTIC ING INTERCULTURAL 
COMMUNICATION FLEXIB IL ITY

What is intercultural communication fl exibility? How 
do we know that the individuals in the communica-
tion process have communicated infl exibly or fl exi-
bly? Intercultural communication fl exibility has three 
content components—knowledge, attitude, and skills. 
Flexible intercultural communication emphasizes 
the importance of integrating knowledge and an 
open-minded attitude and putting them into adap-
tive and creative practice in everyday communication. 
Infl exible intercultural communication stresses the 
continuation of using our own cultural values, judg-
ments, and routines in communicating with culturally 
different others.

Whereas infl exible intercultural communication 
refl ects an ethnocentric mindset, fl exible intercultural 
communication refl ects an ethnorelative attitude. An 
ethnocentric mindset means staying stuck with our 
own cultural worldviews and using our own cultural 
values as the baseline standards to evaluate the other 
person’s cultural behavior. An ethnorelative mind-
set, however, means to understand a communica-
tion behavior from the other person’s cultural frame 
of reference (M. Bennett, 1993; J. Bennett & M. Ben-
nett, 2004). In an optimal state of ethnorelativism, a 
fl exible mindset, an alert emotional awareness, and 
competent interaction behaviors come together and 
help us to become dynamic, fl exible intercultural 
communicators. In the following sections, we fi rst 
discuss the three components of fl exible intercul-
tural communication. We then discuss the three cri-
teria for evaluating whether the cultural members in 
the process have behaved fl exibly or infl exibly.

Three Content Components: 
Knowledge, Attitude, and Ski l ls

Knowledge here refers to the systematic, conscious 
learning of the essential themes and concepts in inter-
cultural communication fl exibility. Conscious learn-
ing can be developed through formal studying and 

whether the individual is addressed with her title—
and also situational and cultural contexts.

The characteristics of content, relational, and 
identity meaning negotiation constitute the dynamic 
nature of the intercultural communication process. 
The process can take place in either a face-to-face or 
a mediated situation through e-mail, cellular phone, 
Twitter, blogs, or the teleconferencing context. Thus, 
the communication situation, the nature of the topi-
cal exchange, the relational features, the language use, 
the technological medium, and the cultural territory 
in which the exchange took place all have a profound 
infl uence on the symbolic exchange process itself.

The fi fth characteristic, an interactive situation, 
refers to the idea that every communication episode 
occurs in a relational context, a psychological con-
text, and a physical context. Throughout this book, 
we will use relational context examples of intercul-
tural acquaintance relationships, friendships, dating 
relationships, and business relationships to illustrate 
diverse relationship contexts. A psychological context, 
in turn, refers to our psychological moods (e.g., anx-
ious versus secure), meaning-making interpretations 
(e.g., perceived meanings of the formal or informal 
interactive setting), and normative role expectations of 
a given situation. Last, a physical context refers to the 
immediate physical features (e.g., furniture or seating 
arrangement in a room, temperature) and layouts sur-
rounding the face-to-face or mediated interaction. We 
acquire the meanings to these situational features via 
the primary socialization process of our culture and 
family system.

The sixth characteristic, societal embedded sys-
tem, refers to the multilayered contexts such as history, 
politics, economics, social class, formal institutions, 
and policies, as well as the community or organiza-
tional contexts that shape the process and the outcome 
of the actual intercultural communication encoun-
ter (Oetzel, Ting-Toomey, & Rinderle, 2006). Trans-
actional human communication always takes place 
within an interactive situation and is subjected to the 
infl uence of the multilayered factors in the larger soci-
etal environment.

We also encourage you to think of additional exam-
ples and questions to clarify your own understanding 
of important concepts that affect the intercultural 
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switching, nonverbal sensitivity skills, and intercul-
tural confl ict management tools (see the Intercultural 
Reality Check section at the end of this and each of 
the remaining chapters). These skills will be discussed 
under different topics in later chapters.

Three Criteria:  Appropriateness, 
Effectiveness, and Adaptabil ity

The criteria of communication appropriateness, 
effectiveness, adaptability, and creativity can serve 
as evaluative yardsticks of whether an intercultural 
communicator has been perceived as behaving fl ex-
ibly or infl exibly (Spitzberg & Cupach, 1984; Ting-
Toomey, 1999, 2004, 2010c) in an interaction episode. 
A dynamic, competent intercultural communicator is 
one who manages multiple meanings in the commu-
nication exchange process—appropriately, effectively, 
and adaptively. All three criteria can also be applied 
developmentally to an individual who is attempting 
to increase her or his mastery of knowledge, an open 
attitude, and skills in dealing constructively with 
members of diverse cultures (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996; 
Wiseman, 2003).

Appropriateness refers to the degree to which 
the exchanged behaviors are regarded as proper and 
match the expectations generated by the insiders of 
the culture. Individuals typically use their own cul-
tural expectations and scripts to approach an inter-
cultural interaction scene. They also formulate their 
impressions of a competent communicator on the 
basis of their perceptions of the other’s verbal and 
nonverbal behaviors in the particular interaction 
setting. The fi rst lesson in communication compe-
tence is to “tune in” to our own ethnocentric evalu-
ations concerning “improper” dissimilar behaviors. 
Our evaluations of “proper” and “improper” behav-
ior stem, in part, from our ingrained cultural social-
ization experiences. If your friend has never eaten 
with a knife and fork, this does not mean your 
friend lacks good manners. Perhaps your friend eats 
with chopsticks, hands, a spoon, or a combination 
of these.

To understand whether appropriate communi-
cation has been perceived, it is vital to obtain com-
petence evaluations from the standpoint of both 
communicators and interested observers. It is also 

informal immersion experiences. Formal studying can 
include taking classes in intercultural communication 
and ethnic-related studies. It includes attending inter-
cultural communication seminars and diversity-related 
training. It could mean taking a foreign language class 
or a global history class. Informal learning experiences 
can include international traveling, studying abroad, 
volunteering for community service, and visiting eth-
nic neighborhoods, temples, or stores in our own 
backyard. It includes reading international newspa-
pers and magazines. It could mean putting ourselves 
in constant contact with culturally different others and 
learning to be comfortable with the differences.

To digest the knowledge we have learned, we must 
develop an open mindset and an attentive heart. 
Attitude can include both cognitive and affective lay-
ers. The cognitive layer refers to the willingness to sus-
pend our ethnocentric judgment and readiness to be 
open-minded in learning about cross-cultural differ-
ence issues. The affective layer refers to the emotional 
commitment to engage in cultural perspective-taking 
and the cultivation of an empathetic heart in reach-
ing out to culturally diverse groups. It also means we 
have spent time refl ecting on our own identity and 
emotional vulnerability issues in dealing with the 
changes within our own affective state. A receptive 
and responsive attitude serves as the basis to push 
us forward to communicate adaptively with people 
from diverse cultural communities.

In developing cognitive and affective openness, 
we try to intentionally put on a new pair of “glasses” 
or “lenses” (i.e., the practice of ethnorelative thinking 
and empathy). A fl exible intercultural attitude means 
engaging in ethnorelative thinking to understand 
someone else’s behavior from her or his cultural point 
of view. From an ethnorelative lens, we put our eth-
nocentrism on hold and suspend our hasty cultural 
judgments.

Skills are our operational abilities to integrate 
knowledge and a responsive attitude with adaptive 
intercultural practice. Adaptive communication skills 
help us to communicate mindfully in an intercultural 
situation. Many interaction skills are useful in pro-
moting fl exible intercultural communication. Some 
of these, for example, are value clarifi cation skills, 
mindful tracking skills, attentive listening, verbal code 
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what is going on in the intercultural situation, both 
parties may modify their nonverbal and verbal behav-
ior to achieve a more synchronized communication 
process. In modifying their behavioral styles, polar-
ized views on the intercultural content problem may 
also become depolarized or “softened.”

Flexible intercultural communication requires us 
to communicate appropriately and effectively in dif-
ferent intercultural situations, which necessitates cre-
ativity, choices, change, and adaptation (Digh, 2008, 
2011; Iyengar, 2010; Tharp & Reiter, 2003). By having 
an open-minded attitude that motivates our behaviors, 
we generate intercultural interest and curiosity in the 
intercultural relating process (Gannon & Pillai, 2010; 
Nwosu, 2009; Van Dyne, Ang, & Koh, 2009).

In sum, to be fl exible intercultural communicators, 
we must be highly imaginative in our assessment of the 
intercultural contact situation. We also must be behav-
iorally nimble to decide whether to adapt, to maintain 
the same posture, or to expect the other person to adapt 
to our behaviors—depending upon the intentions, pro-
cess, goals, and people involved in the interactive situ-
ation. It takes a fl exible mindset to combine the best 
practices of both cultures to arrive at a creative, syner-
gistic solution (Schaetti, Ramsey, & Watanabe, 2009; 
Ting-Toomey, 2009). It also takes a well-balanced heart 
to move beyond the practices of both cultures and uti-
lize a third-culture approach to sensitively bridge the 
cultural differences. An individual with an open mind-
set and elastic communication skills is able to fl ex 
her or his communication muscles with good timing 
and can stretch intentionally to interact competently 
through a diverse range of intercultural terrains.

DEVELOPING INTERCULTURAL 
COMMUNICATION FLEXIB IL ITY

To understand intercultural communication fl exibility 
from a long-term developmental viewpoint, we pre-
sent the staircase model to reinforce your learning and 
stretch your imagination.

A Staircase Model

Flexible intercultural communication can be conceptu-
alized along the following stages (see Figure 2.2): (1) 
unconscious incompetence—the blissfully ignorant 

critical to obtain both self-perception and other-
perception data. We may think that we are acting 
appropriately, but others may not concur with our 
self-assessment. Appropriate communication behav-
iors can be assessed through understanding the 
underlying values, norms, social roles, expectations, 
and scripts that govern the interaction episode. When 
we act appropriately in an interaction scene, our cul-
turally proper behaviors can facilitate communication 
effectiveness. Instead of saying to your friend, “You’re 
so weird!” you may ask him if he can teach you how 
to use a pair of chopsticks.

Effectiveness refers to the degree to which commu-
nicators achieve mutually shared meaning and inte-
grative goal-related outcomes. Effective encoding and 
decoding processes lead to mutually shared meanings. 
Mutually shared meanings lead to perceived intercul-
tural understanding. Interaction effectiveness has been 
achieved when multiple meanings are attended to 
with accuracy and when mutually desired interaction 
goals have been reached. Interaction ineffectiveness 
occurs when interpersonal goals are mismatched and 
intercultural noises and clashes jam the communica-
tion channels (Gudykunst, 2001, 2005a, 2005b).

Communication effectiveness can improve task 
productivity. Productivity is closely related to outcome 
factors, such as the generation of new ideas, new plans, 
new momentum, and creative directions in resolving 
the intercultural problem. In an unproductive interac-
tion episode, both sides feel that they have wasted their 
time and energy in being involved in the interaction in 
the fi rst place. Both sides feel they have lost sight of 
their original goals in the stressful interaction episode. 
In a productive communication exchange, both sides 
feel that they have mutual infl uence over the commu-
nication process and that they have devoted positive 
energy in creating the constructive outcome.

Communication adaptability refers to our abil-
ity to change our interaction behaviors and goals to 
meet the specifi c needs of the situation. It implies 
behavioral fl exibility in dealing with the intercultural 
miscommunication episode. It signals our mindful 
awareness of the other person’s perspectives, interests, 
goals, and communication approach, plus our willing-
ness to modify our own behaviors and goals to adapt 
to the interaction situation. By mindfully tracking 
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his Cuban and non-Cuban friends do not appreciate 
the jokes at all. They send him nonverbal disapproval 
signals but he does not get those awkward signals.

In the second stage, the conscious incompetence 
stage, individuals have some notion (i.e., attitudinal 
openness) that they behave incompetently; however, 
they lack the knowledge or skills to operate appropri-
ately in the new cultural setting. They do, however, start 
questioning their own ethnocentric lens and commu-
nication habits. For example, Estaban still admits to 
telling racial jokes out of habit—although he is aware 
of his terribly offensive behavior.

In the third stage, the conscious competence 
stage, individuals are actively pursuing new intercul-
tural knowledge to improve their communication 
competencies. Given time and practice, they would 
probably move from the conscious semicompetence 
phase to the conscious full-competence phase. In the 
fully developed conscious competence phase, indi-
viduals are able to connect knowledge, a responsive 
attitude, and skills into competent applications. In the 
conscious competence stage, individuals try to stay in 
tune and be fully mindful of the communication pro-
cess itself and also attend to the outcome goal. They 
use an ethnorelative lens, rather than an ethnocentric 
lens, in interpreting what is going on in the intercul-
tural encounter process.

For example, if we decide to spend time in Spain, 
we must learn new behaviors conscientiously, from “el 

stage in which an individual is unaware of the com-
munication blunders she has committed in interacting 
with a cultural stranger; (2) conscious incompetence—
the semi-awareness stage in which an individual is 
aware of her incompetence in communicating with 
members of the new culture but does not do anything 
(or know how to) to change her behavior adaptively 
in the new cultural situation; (3) conscious compe-
tence—the “full mindfulness” stage when an indi-
vidual is aware of her intercultural communication 
“nonfl uency” and is committed to integrating the new 
knowledge, attitude, and skills into  competent prac-
tice; and (4) unconscious competence—the “mind-
lessly mindful” zen stage when an individual can 
code switch so spontaneously and effortlessly that the 
interaction fl ows smoothly from an “out-of-conscious 
yet mindful awareness” rhythm (Howell, 1982; Ting-
Toomey, 1999).

In the fi rst stage, the unconscious incompetence 
stage, individuals have no culture-sensitive knowl-
edge (nor do they have responsive attitudes or skills) 
to communicate competently with the host members 
of the new culture (see Blog Pic 2.1). This is the cul-
tural obliviousness stage or cultural ignorance stage. 
Cultural members operate from a total ethnocentric 
worldview. For example, Esteban, who is Cuban Amer-
ican, likes to tell racial jokes about Cubans. Because he 
is Cuban American, he thinks it is totally acceptable to 
joke about his own ethnic ingroup. However, some of 

Unconscious competence
stage

Conscious competence stage 

Conscious incompetence stage 

Unconscious incompetence stage 

FIGURE 2 .2  Intercultural Communication Competence: A Staircase Model
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of other people’s communication approaches. It also 
asks us to communicate appropriately, effectively, and 
adaptively in a culturally respectful manner. A fl exible 
communicator is a well-trained individual with a vast 
amount of knowledge in the domain of intercultural 
communication. He is able to make creative connec-
tions among cultural values, communication styles, 
and situational issues.

A fl exible communicator is also a mindful cultural 
scanner (Ting-Toomey 2009, 2010a). To engage in an 
inward state of mindfulness, an individual must turn 
inward and look into herself and realize that: (1) her 
state of identity is closely intertwined with her uncon-
scious cultural conditioning process; (2) her reactive 
judgments of culturally unfamiliar behaviors are based 
on her own cultural and personal value priorities; 
(3) her perceptions and interpretations of culturally 
“bizarre” behaviors are often based on the insecure 
feelings of fear and colored by stereotypic images 
gained from the media; and (4) her lack of knowledge 
about the unfamiliar others creates further psychologi-
cal and physical gaps (Ting-Toomey, 2010a).

In addition, to engage in an outward state of 
mindfulness, a fl exible intercultural communicator 
must learn to: (1) engage in cultural frame switching 
and see things from the other person’s cultural frame 
of values; (2) connect underlying value patterns with 
the unfamiliar cultural behaviors and understand 

punto del sal” (a Spanish custom that says one should 
not add salt to a meal until after tasting it, because it 
shows you doubt the competency of the chef; the food 
should arrive at the table with the correct amount of 
salt) to “always wear shoes or slippers inside the house” 
(bare or stocking feet are unseemly and improper, 
according to the Spanish culture). Becoming con-
sciously competent can allow you to pick up everyday 
intercultural meanings and also practice competent 
intercultural behaviors.

The fourth stage, the unconscious competence 
stage, is the “mindlessly mindful” zen-like stage in 
which individuals move in and out of spontaneous yet 
adaptive communication with members of the new 
culture. They can code switch effortlessly between the 
two different intercultural communication systems. 
Their effort appears to be very “seamless”—thus, the 
notion of “unconscious” competence. For example, 
once a person becomes conscious of the Spanish cus-
tom of always wearing shoes inside a Spanish house, 
with repeated practice it becomes a spontaneous 
habit—done without awareness. However, if the same 
person now travels to Japan, she must learn new rules 
of behaving (e.g., taking off her shoes before entering 
a traditional Japanese house and putting on a pair of 
nice, clean guest slippers). Thus, in any intercultural 
situation, the most fl exible intercultural communica-
tors often rotate between the conscious competence 
stage and the unconscious competence stage. Through 
such rotation between stages, the fl exible intercultural 
communicator is constantly updating her knowledge 
about cultural difference issues and refreshing her 
attitude in dealing with culturally diverse situations 
(Gardenswartz & Rowe, 1998, 2009).

If an individual stays in the unconscious compe-
tence stage for too long without a humble attitude, cul-
tural arrogance may set in without notice. The individual 
may easily fall back into the unconscious incompetence 
stage because of overconfi dence or cultural condescen-
sion (see Blog Pic 2.2).

An Essential  Hook: A Mindful Perspective

Communication fl exibility requires us to be sensitive 
to the differences and similarities between dissimi-
lar cultures. It also demands that we be aware of our 
own ethnocentric biases when making evaluations 

Blog Pic 2.2 Where do you envision yourself on these 
stairs?



What Is Intercultural Communication Flexibility? 33

PRINCIPLE  1:  Intercultural communication often 
involves mismatched expectations that stem, in part, from 
cultural group membership differences.  When we encounter 
miscommunication in an intercultural interaction pro-
cess, we experience emotional frustration. Some of the 
emotional frustration often stems, in part, from cultural 
differences, mismatched expectations, or ignorance. 
Intercultural miscommunication takes place when our 
cultural group membership factors affect, in part, our 
communication process on either an awareness or an 
unawareness level.

The cultural membership differences can include 
deep-level differences, such as cultural worldview dif-
ferences and value differences. Concurrently, they can 
also include the mismatch of applying different norms 
and expectations in a particular communication scene. 
In practicing mindful intercultural communication, 
we can develop an understanding of the valuable dif-
ferences that exist between different cultural groups. At 
the same time, we also must continuously recognize 
the commonalities that exist in all humans, across all 
cultures.

PR I N C I P L E  2 :  Intercultural communication often 
involves varying degrees of biased intergroup perceptions. 
Biased intergroup perceptions often involve overgen-
eralizations or stereotypes. The term intergroup means 
viewing the person as a representation of a group 
membership category and deemphasizing the person’s 
unique attributes. Thus, from an intergroup lens, ste-
reotyping involves an overestimation of the degree of 
association between stereotypic–psychological traits 
(e.g., cantankerous, grumpy) and group membership 
categories (e.g., elderly population). Moreover, stereo-
typing is also about creating self-fulfi lling prophecies. 
We tend to see behavior that confi rms our expectations 
even when it is absent, and we ignore vital information 
(e.g., knowledgeable, wise advice) when it is incongru-
ous with our expectations.

When we communicate mindlessly, we do not 
notice the distinctive qualities of the cultural person 
with whom we are communicating. Rather, we fall 
back on our stereotypes to reduce our guesswork and, 
perhaps, emotional vulnerability level. Although the 
contents of our stereotypes can be positive or nega-
tive, rigidly typecasting selective members of a cultural 

the cultural logic of why people behave the way they 
behave; (3) observe and notice complexity of iden-
tity issues and situational issues in any cultural com-
munity; and (4) focus on the present moment of the 
process and listen closely to the repeated words and 
nonverbal nuances that are being exchanged in the 
process (Bennett-Goleman, 2001; Canary & Lakey, 
2006; Langer, 1989, 1997; Ting-Toomey, 2009).

To be fl exible intercultural communicators, we 
must increase the complexity of our intercultural 
communication knowledge. We must develop a keen 
sense of alertness on two fronts—one is increasing 
self-awareness as a cultural and unique being and the 
other is increasing our awareness of others as com-
plex cultural and unique beings. Furthermore, we 
must develop a more layered sense of understanding 
by realizing that many cultural, ethnic, situational, 
and personal factors shape and, in turn, affect an 
intercultural miscommunication episode. Being com-
mitted to applying divergent and differentiated cul-
tural viewpoints means taking the time and patience 
to work out the cultural differences constructively. 
We will lay out some of these ideas in the coming 
chapters.

DEEPENING INTERCULTURAL PROCESS 
THINKING

The general goal of intercultural communication is to 
create shared meanings competently—so that what I 
intended to say or imply is accurately decoded by the 
culturally different other and, simultaneously, in a 
culturally appropriate manner. To communicate effec-
tively and appropriately, a fl exible intercultural com-
municator must develop a keen sense of adaptability 
and imagination in her or his intercultural connecting 
process.

Process Consciousness: Underlying 
Principles

The following guidelines are presented to increase 
your conceptual understanding of the intercultural 
communication process. On an everyday intercultural 
communication level, we must develop an astute sense 
of mindfulness of the following principles:
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are likely to misjudge our intercultural partners’ inten-
tions and fi nd ourselves in serious trouble. Without a 
mindful sense of message encoding, we may say the 
wrong things in the wrong context and with bad tim-
ing. With mindful alertness, we can conscientiously 
choose words and behaviors that make dissimilar oth-
ers feel affi rmed, included, and listened to.

PR I N C I P L E  4 :  Intercultural communication involves 
multiple goals, and the goals people have are largely depen-
dent on how they defi ne the interaction episode. Echoing 
the various layers of meaning negotiation, three types 
of goals are important in an intercultural encounter 
process: content goals, relational goals, and identity 
goals. Content goals refer to external, substantive issues 
in the communication process. Some questions we 
may want to consider are these: What do we want to 
accomplish in the intercultural negotiation session? 
What are the content or instrumental interaction goals? 
What are the potential obstacles and the necessary 
steps to accomplish our goals effectively? For example, 
a clear content goal discussion can involve asking a 
professor to postpone the deadline of a group project 
or requesting a pay raise from your international boss. 
We need to think ahead in terms of the cultural or 
interpersonal obstacles that lie in the path of content 
goal attainment. We also need to decide whether we 
should pursue our content goals in an individualistic, 
assertive manner or in a relational, tactful manner.

Relational goals refer to the socioemotional issues 
or relational role expectations that are involved in the 
intercultural negotiation session. We need to examine 
questions such as the following: What are my role expec-
tations and the other person’s role expectations in the 
intercultural encounter episode? What are the situational 
conditions that shape the dynamics of the role-encoun-
tering process? What are the behavioral requirements, 
and what is “off limits” in this intercultural interaction 
scene? A professor from a small power distance value 
culture (e.g., the United States) may be comfortable with 
informal discussions with his students in the classroom 
environment. A professor from a large power distance 
value culture (e.g., Iran) may expect more formality from 
students in the classroom setting. However, the same 
Iranian professor may relax her role expectations at a 
student-sponsored picnic in the park. To be fl exible com-

group into “triangles” and “squares” can perpetuate 
inaccurate impressions and myths. If we are unwill-
ing to question our rigidly held stereotypes, our inter-
group relationships will stay only at a superfi cial level 
of contact. Stereotyping, together with an ethnocentric 
attitude and a prejudiced mindset, can often perpet-
uate misinterpretation spirals and intergroup confl ict 
cycles.

PR I N C I P L E  3 :  Intercultural communication involves 
the simultaneous encoding and decoding of verbal and non-
verbal messages in the exchange process. This is the key 
assumption to understanding the concept of “process” 
in intercultural communication. From a transactional 
model viewpoint, both intercultural communicators 
in the communication process are viewed as playing 
the sender and receiver roles. Both are responsible 
for synchronizing the conversational process and 
outcome. An effective encoding and decoding process 
leads to shared meanings. An ineffective encoding and 
decoding process by one of the two “transceivers” can 
lead to intercultural misunderstanding.

However, beyond the accurate encoding and 
decoding of messages on the content level, commu-
nicators need to cultivate additional sensitivity along 
multiple levels (such as relational, identity, and situa-
tional meanings) of intercultural understanding. With-
out a keen sense of cultural decoding competence, we 

Blog Pic 2.3 Intercultural incompetence.
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resolution. In fact, confl ict negotiators may want to 
cultivate the image of a win–win confl ict process so 
that both parties can maintain some face, or dignity, 
before returning to their home cultures.

The cultural preferences for certain communi-
cation styles are, of course, mediated by many situa-
tional and relationship expectation factors. To embark 
on an inclusive communication approach, we must 
learn to be fl exible in our verbal and nonverbal styles 
in dealing with diverse groups. We also must pay close 
attention to mediating factors—such as situational 
parameters and interaction goals—in shaping our dif-
ferent communication modes.

PR I N C I P L E  6 :  Many intercultural encounters involve 
well-meaning culture bumps or clashes.  Individuals of 
different cultural communities have learned different 
interaction forms, for example, eye contact mainte-
nance or avoidance, in everyday conversations. They 
also tend to use their own cultural scripts to evaluate 
the competencies of cultural strangers’ behaviors. 
Many intercultural miscommunication episodes start 
off from culture bumps or clashes. A culture bump is 
defi ned as a cultural violation on the behavioral level 
when our meanings do not overlap with one another 
in viewing the same behavior, which creates communi-
cation awkwardness or embarrassment (Archer, 1991). 
Let us look at Blog Post 2.2.

In this particular story, although David acted in an 
“unconscious incompetent” manner in the beginning, 
he caught his own culture bump and moved to the 

municators across cultural lines, we must recognize the 
interconnected nature of norms, roles, and situations.

Identity goals refer to the projected self-image or 
self-worth issues in the interaction scene. Identity goals 
can involve identity respect/disrespect or approval/dis-
approval postures. It can also be interpreted in con-
nection with our desires to have our cultural, ethnic, 
gender, disability, professional, and personal images 
respected in the communication episode. The ability 
to project a desired self-image or “face” and to have 
this projected “face” be validated are critical skills in 
any intercultural negotiation session. Face is basically 
about identity respect issues and other consideration 
issues within and beyond the intercultural encounter 
process. In a mindful facework negotiation process, 
honoring others’ face and helping others to save face 
are ways to manage favorable interactive identities 
across cultures (see Blog Post 2.1).

PR I N C I P L E  5 :  Intercultural communication calls for 
understanding and acceptance of diverse communication 
approaches and styles. For example, in an intercul-
tural confl ict episode, parties often utilize different 
communication styles that are consistent with their 
culture-based values. For some cultures, a confl ict with 
another party should be confronted directly and asser-
tive steps should be taken to resolve the confl ict in a 
clear win–lose direction. In other cultures, a confl ict 
should be avoided at all costs to preserve relational 
harmony. Mutual face-saving and face-honoring moves 
may supersede the need to arrive at a clear win–lose 

BLOG POST 2.1
As a Mexican American young woman, I’ve experienced the push 
and pull of my identity. I feel like half of my life I’ve been adopting 
and adapting to the dominant American culture while selectively 
choosing certain aspects of my Mexican culture to nurture and 
celebrate. 

Growing up, I did not interact much with other Hispan-
ic classmates. In fact, I didn’t know how to talk to them. I was 
constantly surrounded by Caucasians and determined at that 
time in my young life that this was how everything should be. 
This was the time that I began to disregard my Hispanic identity. 
I remember acting aloof when my mother attempted to speak 
Spanish and I pretended I didn’t understand her. Soon thereafter, 
I remember seeing gardeners (who are stereotypically Mexican 

in Southern California) and thinking to myself, I may be Mexican, 
but I’m not a gardener. 

It wasn’t until college that I was exposed to the reality of 
social circumstances, prejudice, stereotypes, and heteronorma-
tivity. I realized then how empty my identity had become and 
how rich it could be with a reacquaintance of my Mexican roots. 
Yes, I will take up anything and everything that is related to 
being Hispanic as part of my identity now, it is who I am. To not 
embrace my Mexican heritage is to not embrace me. I guess 
that’s why I favor diversity in the schools I’ve attended, and I now 
have a better perspective on what I want my life to be like as I 
raise my children up in a world where every ethnicity should be 
welcomed.

—Jennifer, college student
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The physical setting can include furniture arrange-
ment, props, color of the room, temperature of the 
room, and who is in the room. However, and more 
important, we must understand the psychological or 
emotional meanings that are attached to the physi-
cal setting by the different cultural participants. Addi-
tionally, the expected roles of the participants, their 
relational distance, conversational topics, interaction 
goals, implicit communication rules, and culture 
shock factors can all infl uence the interaction climate. 
Last, the degree of cultural knowledge, past cultural 
visiting experience, and competent performance of 
communication skills form the overall patterns of the 
communication context.

PR I N C I P L E  8 :  Intercultural communication always 
takes place in embedded systems. A system is an interde-
pendent set of components that constitutes a whole 
and, simultaneously, infl uence each other. Our encul-
turation process (i.e., our primary socialization pro-
cess at a young age) is infl uenced by both macro- and 
microlevel events in our cultural environment. On a 
macro level, we are programmed or enculturated into 
our culture via our family and educational systems, 
religious and political systems, and government and 
socioeconomic systems, as well as by the paramount 
infl uence of media in our everyday life (Oetzel, 2009; 
Oetzel et al., 2006).

On a microlevel, we are surrounded by people who 
subscribe to similar worldviews, values, norms, and 
expectations. We are the recipients and also the preserv-
ers of our culture via the daily messages that we trade. 
However, culture is not a static web. It is a dynamic, 
evolutionary process. Human beings are also not static 
individuals—they are changeable. In learning about 
another culture or dissimilar groups, we can expand 
our mental landscape and emotional horizon. Through 

“conscious incompetent” stage to inquire about his 
own communication mistake. A culture bump often 
ends in more miscommunications and frustration 
when the two communicators continue to misinter-
pret each other’s behavior as rude or even insulting. A 
culture bump is about violating another person’s cul-
tural norms without malicious intent. More often than 
not, we commit unintentional culture bumps in a new 
culture because we have not mastered the norms and 
the meaning fl uency of that new system.

Well-meaning clash basically refers to misunder-
standing an encounter in which people are  actually 
 behaving in a “socially skilled manner” and with 
“good intentions” according to the norms in their own 
culture (Brislin, 1993). Unfortunately, the behaviors 
that are considered proper or effective in one culture 
can be considered improper or ineffective in another 
culture. For example, using direct eye contact is con-
sidered a sign of respect in U.S. culture, whereas direct 
eye contact can signify disrespect in the Thai culture. 
The term well-meaning is used because no one in the 
intercultural encounter intentionally behaves obnox-
iously or unpleasantly. Individuals are trying to be well 
mannered or pleasant in accordance with the polite-
ness norms of their own culture. Individuals behave 
ethnocentrically—often without conscious realization 
of their automatic-pilot verbal or nonverbal routines.

PR I N C I P L E  7 :  Intercultural communication always 
takes place in a context. Intercultural communication 
does not happen in a vacuum, but is always context 
bound. Patterns of thinking and behaving are always 
interpreted within an interactive situation or context. 
To understand intercultural communication from a 
contextual viewpoint, we must consider how the phys-
ical and psychological settings of the communicators 
establish the climate or mood of their interaction.

BLOG POST 2.2
In a Poly Sci[ence] class during a group discussion, I was sitting 
to the right of a man from Saudi Arabia. As I was talking to him, I 
placed my right ankle on my left knee. I noticed a defi nite change 
in his demeanor toward me. After class, I approached him and 
asked if I had done or said something that offended him. He told 

me that in the Arab culture, exposing the soles of your shoes 
while directly speaking to someone is tantamount to giving them 
“the fi nger.” I apologized for my ignorance; he apologized for his 
ignorance of my ignorance. We ended up being friendly to one 
another for the remainder of the semester. 

—David, college student
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• A fl exible intercultural communicator empha-
sizes a process-focused approach to intercultural 
communication.

• A fl exible intercultural communicator recognizes 
the separate, ethnocentric realities that divide in-
dividuals and groups.

• A fl exible intercultural communicator is willing to 
suspend evaluative, snap judgments concerning cul-
ture-based verbal and nonverbal style differences.

• A fl exible intercultural communicator can deal 
with ambiguities and paradoxes in uncertain inter-
cultural situations.

• A fl exible intercultural communicator can com-
municate appropriately, effectively, adaptively, and 
creatively through the use of a variety of construc-
tive verbal and nonverbal communication skills.

Intercultural knowledge opens doors to the diverse 
richness and breadth of the human experience. It 
reveals to us multiple ways of experiencing, sensing, 
feeling, and knowing. It helps us to start questioning 
our own stance regarding issues that we once took for 
granted. It widens our vision to include an alternative 
perspective of valuing and relating. By understanding 
the worldviews and values that infl uence others’ com-
munication approaches, we can understand the logic 
that motivates and propels their actions or behaviors. 
The next chapter will discuss some key value patterns 
around the globe.

the lens of another culture, we may be able to reinter-
pret our own identity and culture with fresh visions and 
insights.

INTERCULTURAL REALITY CHECK: 
DO-ABLES

In this chapter, we defi ned intercultural communi-
cation and intercultural communication fl exibility. 
In exploring the defi nition of intercultural commu-
nication, we emphasized the importance of using a 
meaning-centered approach to look at the intercultural 
communication process. We also covered the compo-
nents and criteria of intercultural communication fl ex-
ibility. Finally, the chapter ends with a discussion of a 
staircase learning model—from unconscious incom-
petence to unconscious competence—and the role of 
mindfulness in achieving intercultural communication 
fl exibility.

To be a dynamic, fl exible intercultural communi-
cator, you must start practicing some of the ideas you 
have read in this chapter in your everyday  intercultural 
encounters. Let the learning journey begin. We also 
urge you to develop a strong “process consciousness” 
in dealing with cultural strangers. More specifi cally, 
we would like you to build on what you’ve learned so 
far, keeping the following checkpoints in mind when, 
in the next chapter, you learn about the value dimen-
sions of a culture:


