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Chapter 1 Defining a Paradigm for Business
Communication across Cultures

Abstract Current business communication studies witness theoretical
separation of communication theories from organizational strategies, culture,
language, business functional activities and contextual factors whereas
globalization requires that such separation and misunderstanding resulted in
hereby should be surpassed to achieve effective and seamless communication
among citizens in this global village. Therefore, this chapter defines all
these elements first and thereby constructs an integrative and theoretical
paradigm for business communication across cultures. This conceptual
paradigm bridges the theoretical gaps between organizational strategies, culture,
language, business functional areas, communication elements and process,
and environmental factors. It adopts a multidisciplinary approach to identifying
organic relations between all disciplines involves in with communication in
global context of diverse cultures. The conceptual model constructed herewith
defines the theoretical border of business communication across cultures
and serves as a theoretical foundation of the whole book.

Keywords communication paradigm, business communication, cultures,
language, cross cultural communication

The world is flat and we live in a global village (Friedman, 2007), where business
activities are undertaken in multi-cultural context and business people are
challenged with many culture shocks and conflicts. Shi & Wang (2014) identify
eight major influential causes of culture shock, namely, business communication,
language, individualism, collectivism, power distance, time orientation, religion,
and tradition. They find that Chinese expatriates encountered some cultural shocks
in international business context and were greatly affected by communication,
language, religious and traditional issues. The study further reveals three major
difficulties in the cross-cultural adaptation: poor adaptability of business
communication, language barriers and heavy pressure from work duties. They
point out that business communication becomes the top issue when doing
business in global context. Inevitably, current business communication faces a
challenge of how to understand culture, which offers a thinking framework to
encode and decode messages communicated across country borders. There
follows another challenge to communicate effectively in this global village, i.e.
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the effective use of language as a communication tool to decode and encode
messages received from other culture backgrounds. Yet, language is much more
than just a communication tool. It is a thinking instrument as well as a
communication tool. Moreover, business communication activities are initiated
to realize business strategic intentions of global business game players and are
restricted with legal regulations from home and host countries, international laws
and international agreements. Therefore, business communication researches
require an overarching framework to organically link together all such elements
as business strategies, culture, language, legal regulations, and well-defined
international business functions. In short, there is a necessity to link international
business theories with communication theories to create a new paradigm for
communication to carry out systematical business functions in multi-culture
context.

To satisfy such necessity, this study develops the multidisciplinary linkage
within an overarching paradigm for business communication in a context of
diverse cultures. Overwhelming amount of literature on business communication
reveals that business theories and functional activities, and cross cultural
communication strategies have been separated from each other in the business
communication studies. Studies in this field only focus on developing language
skills in establishing intrapersonal relations in international business context.
Therefore, most of academic articles and books on business communication fall
into English writing, which has links with certain business functional activities in
one way or another rather than in a systematical manner. In essence, they are
English language studies. On the other hand, there are researches which are
abstractly discussing communication theories on communication elements, process
and so-called know-how for effective communication. These studies offer no
organic and systematic linkage between culture and language with business
functional areas either. Obviously, there is a necessity to define theoretical border
of business communication in global cultural context.

1.1 Definition of Communication

This section defines communication from perspectives of both Chinese traditional
culture and modern western studies.

1.1.1 Definition by Traditional Chinese Culture

Communication as a discipline can be traced back to Spring and Autumn Period
of Warring States in East Zhou Dynasty. It is entitled as strategies for vertical and
horizontal communication for political debates and argumentations to persuade
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states to set up political alliances for survival. It is called Zongheng Strategies.
The masters of Zongheng Strategies are Su Qin and Zhang Yi. The former
practices such effective vertical communication strategies that he persuades six
state into setting up an alliance to protect against Qing State while latter exercises
so effective horizontal communication strategies that he helps Qing State to
break down the alliance of six states. Zongheng Strategies are usually exercised
in combination with The Art of War by Sun Zi. The focus of Zongheng Strategies
is on specific skills for persuading, while that of The Art of War is on the overall
strategies (Wang, 2013). The specific Zongheng strategies are as follows:

baihé finying neijian dixi féiqidn wihé chudi mé quédn moéu
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These systematic communication strategies go beyond any communication
theories developed thereafter in terms of depth in thought and extension in
practice. These strategies are extensively used in diplomatic and economic
negotiation as well as in daily life of ordinary people. They help individuals
develop effective verbal skill to develop harmonious personal relations which are
beneficial to one’s career development.”

1.1.2 Definitions by Modern Western Scholars

The term communication has been used in many ways for varied and often
inconsistent purposes. Western scholars point out that there are 126 kinds of
definitions of communication in the literature (Samovar, Porter & McDaniel, 2009).
Sorting out these definitions is necessary for us to define well the communication
in global business and culture context. Communication is the process in which
information, ideas, and feelings are transmitted from person to another. That
process involves not only the spoken and written words but also body language,
personal mannerisms and styles, the surroundings that adds meaning to a
message. The basis for communication is that an idea or message travels from
sender through channel to receiver (Liu, 2007). Lustig & Koester (2007) define

" This part is translated from the following. The source language is provided for readers’ reference.

A R o] OB ) b B AR R E Y, BIARTR. BRI TR BGERNS A R Z
By, JARERME CRE 7Y AMBERFTHES:, |ZEH FHEKREMN R SBUR BB .
HAMARFEARMN. THEER=IAEZE, GYNE, AR, FGUNELREZ. Mok
SEL RS 5 i BB Y K’i/\lﬁ T4 L U i)xslk‘] VFAFIS . (RBT) RHET “#HiE T LR,
WHETFASFAR. By (I PR REWER., fram T] \;"ﬂ Hgng, TOCRA T WL TR AT,
R Is. MWE. R, AR, 3R, I RS e B B B R B R X-REHW
HERSAR, TR REREERE T b, s g )‘C/illfﬁﬁﬂte B ZiEMTREEMAAR. &
PRV 5 8 52 T A i BRI, [RTI SCRTRR A 04 R A iR e b IE H T AME R B AR . S REDY
KR F— A Z A A Z S, FHEMAE 2 A A bR Es . (MM JER . £
H%. 2013, iE (BB F). dbst: PESLURRGE.



A Paradigm for Business Communication across Cultures: Theoretical Highlights for Practice

that Communication is a symbolic, interpretive, transactional, contextual process
in which people create shared meaning. It has six characteristics, such as, symbolic,
interpretive, transactional, context, process and shared meaning. The following
are what is defined by Lustig and Koester (2007), which fits in with the purposes
of this study.

Symbols are central to the communication process because they represent the
shared meanings that are communicated. A symbol is a word, action or object
that stands for or represents a unit of meaning. Meaning, in turn, is a perception,
thought, or feeling that a person experiences. A message refers to the package of
symbols used to create shared meanings. Communication is always an interpretive
process, because whenever people communicate they must interpret the symbolic
behaviors of others and assign significance to some of those behaviors in order to
create a meaningful account of others’ actions. Yet, people’s behaviors are
frequently interpreted symbolically, as an external representation of feelings,
emotions, and internal states (Lustig & Koester, 2007). They are all defined by
cultures, which work as communicative context. Therefore, communication is
contextual. Communication takes place within a setting or situation called context,
which is defined as a place and occasion where people meet, the social purpose
for being together and the nature of the relationship. A context includes physical,
social, and interpersonal settings within which messages are exchanged. Physical
context includes the actual location of the integration, while social context refers
to the widely shared expectations people have about the kinds of interaction
that normally should occur given different kinds of social events (Lustig &
Koester, 2007)

Communication is transactional. A transactional view holds that communicators
are simultaneously sending and receiving messages at every instant that they are
involved in conversations. Such view recognizes that the goal of communication
is not merely to influence and persuade others but also to improve one’s knowledge,
to seek understanding, to develop agreements, and to negotiate shared meaning.
It also recognizes that at any given instant, no one is just sending or just receiving
messages, and therefore, there are no such entities as pure senders or pure
receivers. Rather, all participants are simultaneously interpreting multiple messages
at all moments (Lustig & Koester, 2007).

Communication is a process. A process is a sequence of many distinct but
interrelated steps in which people, relationships, activities, objects, and experiences
can be described in a dynamic manner rather than in static terms. Viewing
communication as a process implies that things are changing, moving, developing,
and evolving. Therefore, identical experience can take on different meanings at
different stages of the communicative process (Lustig & Koester, 2007).

The outcomes of communication are shared meanings created. The first
outcome is that the communicators understand what others try to communicate,
and have similar or shared interpretations about what the messages actually mean.
The second outcome is reaching agreement on particular issues. Agreement
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means that each communicator not only understands the other’s interpretations
but also holds a view that is similar. The interpretative and transactional nature of
communication suggests that correct meanings are created and shared by groups
of people as they participate in the ordinary and everyday activities that form the
context for common interpretations (Lustig & Koester, 2007).

1.2 Purposes and Principles of Communication

1.2.1 Purposes of Communication

Communication is usually modeled as a process involving individuals and
organizations from different cultures for different purposes. Individuals are always
communicators on behalf of their organizations, thus the purposes to communicate
involve goals of both individuals and organizations. However, these communicators
send messages mainly to perform certain business functions on behalf of their
organizations. So the purposes of communication should, to a large extent, be
related to the goals of organizations. These purposes can be classified into
task-oriented and relationship-oriented categories. The task-oriented functions
include instructing, directing, informing, reporting, eliciting information, opinions
and authorization, generating enthusiasm, resolving conflicts, analyzing situations
and problems, motivating, negotiating, selling, persuading, agreeing, granting
requests, proposing, transmitting other messages (documents). This task-oriented
communication follows the goals of the organization.

In contrast, the purposes to contribute to nurturing relationships include: praising,
expressing concern or sympathy, encouraging, coaching and mentoring, thanking,
rejoicing with the receiver, warning about possible problems, guiding away from
pitfalls, apologizing, expressing hope, congratulating (Beamer & Varner, 2003).
All these purposes involve the personal goals of individuals communicating.

Effective communicators are those who can keep balance between task
orientation and relation orientation. The priority of task orientation to relation
orientation or vise visa is really cultural dependency. Western communicators
practice task oriented communication much more than relation oriented one
emphasizing efficiency of doing things while Chinese communicators attach
importance to relation oriented communication rather than task oriented one
focusing on building up harmonious interpersonal relations when performing
tasks.

The purposes are the reasons for business communication. They exist in all
business cultures, although goals vary. Agreement across cultures about how the
purposes are accomplished is rare. However, it involves the way messages are
organized and encoded. Due to the difference in languages and cultures, the
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