Communication Norms; A Comparison of Cultures
Communication norms are those communication patterns which are considered proper and respectful.  This is a learned and cultural entity, a part of the cultural socialization process.  Cultural norms are learned in the family and in the community and are also a function of ethnicity and race.  Here are some examples of some cultural differences.

1. In the United States, we stand about 18 inches from the people to whom we are speaking.

Latino and Indian cultures stand closer.

2. In the United States, we like eye contact, but not staring.

Middle Eastern and Israeli cultures give more direct eye contact than we like.

3. In the United States, we give speeches and lectures in a modulated, neutral tone.

Latino and African-American cultures prefer more enthusiasm and energy

4. In the United States, we do not like self-disclosure and keep things on a less personal level.  

Mexicans see us as cold and unfriendly.

The Taiwanese see us as friendly, warm, and expressive.

5. In the United States, we are informal in our approach to others, favoring free speech and candor.

The Germans are proper and formal.

6. In the United States, we prefer little body contact and are reserved.

The Italians favor passion and demonstrate strong emotions.

7. In the United States, we are direct and meet conflict head-on.

The Japanese use mediators and avoid conflict and its shame.

8. In the United States, our speech is often business-like and impersonal.

In Asian cultures, communication is art.

9. In the United States, we value the individual and his/her ideas.

In India, belonging to the group is more important.

Chinese Cultural Etiquette:

The younger generation is increasingly engaging in public displays of affection, but among older generations, it is still rare. You may note schoolgirls walking hand-in-hand, and young boys with their arms around each other. These are simply gestures of friendship. 

Silence can be a virtue in China, so don’t be dismayed if there are periods of silence in your dinner or business conversations. It is a sign of politeness and of contemplation. During conversations, be especially careful about interrupting.

It is Chinese etiquette to decline gifts or other offerings two or even three times, even when they want to accept.
The open hand is used for pointing (not one finger). To beckon someone, the palm faced downward and the fingers are moved in a scratching motion. 

On public streets, spitting and blowing the nose without the benefit of a handkerchief are fairly common, although the government is waging a campaign to reduce this. It is regarded as ridding the body of a waste and is therefore considered an act of personal hygiene.

Refusing food may be considered impolite. If you don’t wish to eat it, just poke it around and move it to the side of your dish.

Don’t worry about a bit of pushing and shoving in stores or when groups board public buses or trains. Apologies are neither offered nor expected.
The Chinese are enthusiastic applauders, so don’t be surprised if you are greeted with group clapping, even by small children. When a person is applauded in this fashion it is the custom for that person to return the applause.
We need to be fluent and understand the different norms and communication styles of other cultures.  It is hard for people to step out of their style and adjust to other culture’s communication norms.  Here is a direct comparison of different cultures for specific communication norms.
Formal v. Informal

Formal (French and German)




Informal (North America)


Emphasis on good manners.




Emphasis on being casual, courteous


Use of titles and honorifics




Use of first names on first acquaintance


Tendency to understatement




Tendency to overstatement


Preference on hierarchy (social ranking; class)


Belief in egalitarianism (equality)

Respect for rules and regulations




High value on change






Strong sense of ritual, history, and tradition


Customs not as important
Direct v. Indirect

Direct (Anglo-America, Northern Europe


Indirect (Japan, Southeast Asia)


Conflict met head on





Third party mediators


Efficient and pragmatic (practical, not idealistic)


Words not always trusted or needed


Get right to the point





Save face and honor


Burden of communication is on the speaker


Burden of communication is on receiver


Direct eye contact






Ritualized patterns, subtlety

Expressive v. Neutral

Expressive (S. European, African-American)

Neutral (Anglo-American, N. European)


Show feelings and emotions




Stress detail and fact


Less personal space needed




Larger personal space required


Intense involvement with relationships



Unemotional and reserved


High degree of subjectivity




Logical and rational


Eye and body contact





Little body contact

Low Context v. High Context

Low Context (Anglo-American, N. European)

High Context (Asian, Latin American)


What is said is more important than how it is said

Silence may communicate more than words


Words are of paramount importance



More depth of meaning than is ever imagined


Be clear for understanding




Meaning is discovered layer upon layer


Found in heterogeneous cultures (diverse)


Found in homogenous cultures


Impersonal, business-like





Shared experiences and history


Communication is an exchange of facts



Communication is an art (eloquence)

Contact v. Non-contact

Contact (S. Europe, Mid-East, Latin America)

Non-contact (N. America, N. Europe, Asia)


Stand and sit closely





Prefer larger personal space


Shake hands, embrace, gesture




Avoid sensory involvement, touch


Intense eye contact





Privacy is important


Gesture and move together in sync



Closed doors define space and privacy


People and relationships valued




Goals and task completion valued

From: Communicating with Diverse Cultures, a workshop sponsored by the Diversity Committee of the Michigan College Personnel Association.  This document is a compilation of the lecture notes and a handout from Charlene Schmult from the University of Michigan.

