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Culturally Influenced Communication Patterns:
Overview, Implications and Applications

Carol Rinnert

Abstract

Culturally influenced preferences affect the way speakers
and writers organize and communicate information, as well as
how they respond to other communicators. This paper provides
an overview of a number of culturally influenced communication
patterns in speaking and writing, focusing on prominent

differences between Japanese and English.

3 Specific areas of contrast in oral communication include
listener behavior. simultaneous talk. and pauses in conversation;

‘ they also include the communicative functions of requests,

l invitations, and refusals. The discussion of written com-

munication focuses on culturally influenced rhetorical patterns

of organization and discourse features related to rhetorical

organization.

Some of the specific implications of these contrasting cultural
preferences in speaking and writing are explored in relation to
their effects on cross-cultural understanding and problems in
intercultural communication. Finally, several pedagogical ap-
plications of the findings are suggested for teachers and learners
of both English and Japanese.

Introduction

An overview of a number of culturally influenced communication
patterns in speaking and writing will be presented, focusing on
prominent differences between Japanese and English. In addition, some
of the specific implications of these contrasting cultural preferences
will be explored in relation to their effects on cross-cultural
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understanding and problems in intercult |
pedagogical applications of the findings will be sug

and learners of both Japanese and English.

p 1

ural communication, and several
gested for teachers

primarily oral communication and the second, mainly :
communication. The first section will discuss cgltural c.ontrasts 12
conversational styles and in particular communicative fu§ctlon§lreflate
to speech act theory. The discussion in the secon.d sgctlon w1‘1 ocuz
on culturally influenced rhetorical patterns of grganlzatlon and discours
features related to rhetorical structure in writing.

Oral Communication

Conversational Style
Crucial differences have been identified between Japanese and

i i i iverse
American interaction styles in conversation. These include such dive

ication and
aspects as attitudes toward verbal and nonverbal communication

degrees of self-disclosure (Barnlund, 1989), as well as syqems of
politeness (Kitao, 1989; Sakamoto & Natsuoka, 1.982‘, Shlba@otoi
1985). Here I will focus on three areas of contrast in conersatxona
style between English and Japanese: listener behavior, simultaneous
talk, and pauses.

Backchanneling. As pointed out by LoCastro (1987), Japanese

conversational partners tend to show attentiveness and interest to the

speaker with encouraging verbal and nonverbal. behavior. Known as
aizuchi, common verbal expressions include hat, ee, and so desu ne,
and nonverbal signals most frequently involve smiling and hegd
nodding. Although English conversationa.l partners glso engagc; 1An
varying degrees of supportive listener behavior, known 1n tt?e linguistic
literature as backchanneling (Yngve, 1970), the amount 1s less tt}an
among Japanese speakers, particularly of simultaneous backchanneling

(Kuroda, 1992).

Culturally Influenced Communication §

Simultaneous speech. Kuroda (1992) studied simultaneous speech
in Japanese and American talk shows. From her data she identified six
kinds of information-bearing simultaneous speech in their
conversations: (1) overlapping (where one speaker starts talking before
the other speaker has quite finished, but the first speaker still finishes
the utterance), (2) two speakers starting to speak at the same time, (3)
compatible simuitaneous talk (similar to backchanneling, except that
1t adds some information or asks a question), (4) two kinds of successful
interruption (where the second speaker begins a turn in the middle of
the first speaker’s turn, and the first speaker stops before completing
the utterance), (a) interruption for clarification and (b) interruption to
take the floor, and (5) unsuccessful interruption (where the second
speaker tries but gives up the attempt to take the floor). By comparing
the frequency per minute of speech, she found that the American
speakers overlapped each other, started speaking at the same time.
used compatible simultaneous talk, and interrupted to take the floor
more than twice as often as the Japanese. The numbers of interruptions
for clarification were not significantly different, but the number of
unsuccessful interruptions in Japanese was only 1/5 that of the
Americans. This last finding could suggest that if someone interrupts
in Japanese, the first speaker tends to yield the floor rather than competing
to retain it.

Some of the above differences appear to relate to a cultural
difference in attitude toward silence. As pointed out by numerous
researchers (e.g. Barnlund, 1989; Hinkel, 1994: Land & Whitley, 1989),
silence is highly valued by Japanese and other Confucian, Taoist, and
Buddhist influenced traditions, where meditation and reflection are
important. In these traditions, one shows respect for other people’s
qQuestions by taking the time to think about them and formulate an
appropriate response. In contrast, the proverb “speech is silver, silence
Is gold” notwithstanding, silence in conversation is seen as a failure
and is generally stigmatized by English speakers (Miller, 1988). Thus,
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(lsong;ropauses between turns, less overlapping and fewer mstance: Zsf
two speakers talking at the same time after a pause among Japanes N
compared to American conversational partners could be seen
reflecting different attitudes toward silence. ' '

The above differences can also be interpreted in relation to
differences in conversational styles identified by Tannen (1986, 1991).
The American’s overlapping and simultaneous starts appear to reflect
features of a “high involvement” style, wheregs the Japaqese
simultaneous aizuchi could be seen to signal high involvement 1221
slightly different way. The American’s relatively frequent unsucce§s[ :d
interruptions and interruptions to get the floor appear to be associa
with a “competitive” style. On the other hand, most of the feature‘:s
identified above as Japanese conversational style appéar to ﬁt Tannen’'s
“cooperative” style. The American tendency to wait until a §peakert
pauses to give encouraging utterances, rather than “carrymg‘ou”
backchanneling simultaneously, may also relate [o‘a cooperative
style in the sense of showing deference to the speaker’s u.xm. |

Implications. Looking at implications of .such differences 1n
conversational style, it is easy to see that English §peakers may. be
given the impression that Japanese speakers are quiet, shy, passive,
nonassertive, and lacking in confidence. Unfortunately, §uch an apparent
lack of self-confidence could ultimately lead English speakers to

question the underlying competence or ability of the Japanese speakérs.
In addition, the frequent use of certain kinds of backchannellmg
transferred from Japanese, such as “ves-yes-yes” and head nodding,
could be misconstrued as agreement with the content of what the
speaker is saying rather than simple polite': attention to §up;>lortdtkze
speaker’'s turn. At the same time, the dxfferenc‘es easily ﬂea. 0
impressions of English speakers as overly talkatlYé, nonre ec(;xve,[
superficial, insensitive, and aggressive/pusby~quaht1es Fhat tend no
to inspire trust. Furthermore, their relative lack of mmultan@oui
backchanneling could be interpreted by a Japanese conversationa
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partner as coldness, distance, or a lack of interest.

Considering these findings in relation to possible pedagogical
applications, several recommendations suggest themselves. First, given
the contrasting cultural styles and expectations, English and Japanese
conversation teachers should help their students become conscious of
the different attitudes toward silence and turn-taking. Japanese EFL
students may find it advantageous to learn ways to fill pauses and
respond more quickly to questions, and they may wish to become
aware of strategies for getting the floor and preventing interruptions.
In contrast, English speaking JSL students may benefit from learning
to pause and reflect before responding to questions in Japanese,
practicing simultaneous aizuchi, and attempting to allow for longer
pauses, i.e. developing patience for silence in conversation in Japanese.

Communicative Functions

A second particularly prominent area of cultural contrast in oral,
as well as written, communication involves communicative functions
of language, based on the notion of speech acts, for example invitations
and their acceptance or refusal. For the last fifteen years, researchers
in language philosophy, pragmatics and sociolinguistics have been
investigating cultural preferences in choices of linguistic expressions
and underlying semantic formulas for these social functions in relation
to such factors as the relative age and status of the participants, the
degree of intimacy between them, their genders. and the social setting,
and comparing the preferred patterns across cultures (e.g. Beebe,
Takahashi, & Uliss-Weltz, 1990: Wolfson, 1989; Wolfson & Judd,
1983). To give examples of the types of differences there are between
English and Japanese and the problems that arise, this section will
consider three of the functions that appear to differ somewhat in Japanese

and English, potentially causing misunderstanding: requests, invita-
tions, and refusals.
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Requests ‘ .
! Many American and British teachers in Japan, myself included,

have been shocked the first time they wer‘e appr(?achedd outsixriie oIf
class by a student holding a paper written in English an :agnegd, .
want you to correct my English.” In fact, colleagugs have ;pd o
me that even after several years in Japan they aie still offen (;3 Z/h s
way of requesting their help, which sounds arrogarllt an p;uenzés
This reaction no doubt stems from the often unconscious awar s
that in English, superiors (bosses, teachers, parents) fO@ulate re;;:reas
in this way to subordinates (employees, sfudents, chlldrgg),hvxé o
peers or subordinates do not tend to use this form. One Brx.nsd . négand
teacher in Japan recently suggested to me that the more in Eei o
thus ostensibly more polite, “I would like you to correq myi ngli )
sounded even worse to him, because it had an “edge of 1mpe'r10ufsness.
(i.e. a nuance of arrogance, as if it were a command coming rorrrll c:
royal person). While native English speakers hav.e rfported(:; 1r:ef rtorz;
they find “I would like you to correct my‘ English” accep e o
student to teacher, further investigation is necessary to eFerf
whether native speakers of English would ever actually use this form,
i er what circumstances.
e 1fl’srie):llil:l(?rlary data collection suggests that the most comm(;lll form;
of polite requests in American English involve the use Qf mod s; szsctS
as “Could you...?” and “Would you...?” (Anecdotal fvxdence sugg !
that British English speakers may use “Will you...? mgre frequint 'y
and/or find it more polite than “Would you...?” but this hypoth e{sxhz
requires further research.) The politeness marker for requ.ests tl.aﬂl
leamned earliest is undoubtedly the word “please.” This word is exi 101;
taught to children, who from a very young age areT exh(?rte r:;xve
“What do you say?” any time they make a request, often in the impe
1 the word *“please” in it. ‘
fomi?:cltt:rzui:xﬂuencing tfrn)e choice of request form include the pe.rcen;efd
difficulty of carrying out the request (the “cost”), and the relationship
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between speakers, including status and intimacy (Kitao, 1989). The
relative importance of these factors requires further study. Another
factor that may affect the choice of possible request forms is the
commonly accepted stereotype that English speakers are direct, while
Japanese speakers are indirect. In actuality, both English and Japanese
speakers often use varying degrees of indirectness in requests, depending
on the specific factors (difficulty and relationship) involved. Cross-
cultural differences in terms of relative effects of different factors
imply that both Japanese and English réquesters may be seen as impolite
and pushy by the other group. For example, LoCastro (1993) found
relatively few markers of politeness in English speech by Japanese
speakers, which could be attributed to low pragmatic competence leve]
caused by a lack of experience interacting with foreigners or an
acceptance of the stereotype that English speakers are always direct.

Invitations

As pointed out by a number of English textbooks (e.g. Richards,
Hull, & Proctor, 1990; Kitao & Kitao. 1991), invitations potentially
cause problems across cuitures. First, what constitutes an invitation is
not always clear to an L2 speaker. As a Japanese learner, I have
sometimes felt confused when being asked whether | had already
aten lunch. On several occasions I interpreted this question as an
invitation or a pre-invitation to have lunch, only to find it was not. On
the other hand, the expression “Do you want to.. 9" in English is
generally intended as ap invitation, whereas Japanese speakers of
English may be likely to use the same form to ask about intentions,
rather than make an invitation, and may be embarrassed to find that
the natjve English speaker responds with an acceptance to an unintended
“invitation.” Such an incident was reported by an American married
10 a Japanese woman, who asked her visiting American in-laws, “Do
You want to visit Kyoto this week?” and was dismayed when they
enthusiastically thanked her for the “invitation” to take them to Kyoto,
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whereas she had a full schedule that week and had been merely g

abou;t:zi;:rla;ia of substantial misinteltpreta.tion mvolvesl;ksleolflssﬁiI Cog
invitation-like formulas as markers of friendliness. Ezarir{id “brop by
expressions include “Let's get toget.her. fo'r lun;h [S;)fe not intended as
any time”—which may sound like invitations bu toring of these
invitations. When there is no follow-up to the o. o s e
expressions, those who have interpreted.them as ki;wilnvmtion e
naturally feel slighted because they perceive (pat t . viations that
insincere. These perceptions of friendly CXPIESSIONS a3 " to perceive
never materialize have led foreign students in Amex;cr A
Americans as insincere and untrustworthy. On Fhe 0: ‘:'n alor;g with
English or Japanese speakers could be trapped into Zotogexplam e
unintended invitations if they feel tog embar‘rass'e o st
misunderstanding. In terms of pedagoglhcal gpphcatmn; (th commaonly
teachers could present invitation expressions in contrast

confused expressions.

e i ] ositive
quhen refusing invitations, English speakers tend to give p

evaluation and a specific excuse, whereas Japaneszk SI;Z?;?S& teLrjlistSCj
apologize and give less specific reasons (Befzbe, T ;1 ° te;ld oo
Weltz, 1990). When refusing requests, English spea ::1 e
specific reasons why they cannot fulfill the request, wher e
speakers have a well-known reputation as tending 109;1:)

“No” and using many indirect expres;;ons (e.g. gsslalsrll Spez.lkers s
a result of these cultural differences, £ng speake
thinkAJSapanese refusers do not really want tg acceplt the ;zz;ttat;sgzna;i
consequently the English speaker may feel rejec.teé. 111 co lf_cer,uered -
speakers may feel English speakers z‘are-egotistxca.t;ls.ei “ fﬁends,hjp
inappropriately personal, which may 1-1m1t the possibili iot R

between the two groups. Finally, English speakers may
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that their request has been refused—and may thus see the indirect

refuser as devious, untrustworthy, or uncooperative.

Further Applications

In the case of all these functions, raising learners’ awareness of
the differences may be more important than trying to attain fluency
with them. One effective consciousness raising approach for EFL
students is presented by Kitao and Kitao (1991). Each chapter in the
text begins with a conversation between a Japanese and an English
speaker, with each of the conversations containing some aspects of
confusion or misunderstanding due to differences in cu
tations involving one communicative function. Students
the conversations, attempting to pinpoint problems
improvements. Alternatively, they can compare the ori
sation with a revised and improved version provide

attempting to discover where miscommunications a
standings occur and why.

Itural expec-
can analyze
and suggest
ginal conver-
d in the text,
nd misunder-

Written Communication

Rhetorical Organization and F. eatures

Although the above speech acts can be realized in writing, they
occur predominantly in oral communication, Other kinds of cultural
differences can be seen in expositor
speaking,
Engl

y English writing and public
where the most salient differences between Japanese and
ish involve rhetorical organization of ideas and cul

turally influenced
features of rhetorical structure.

Researchers have identified prominent cultural differences in
rhetorical organization between English and Japanese. English writers
tend to develop their ideas deductively, that is, a main point is followed
by specific support. The introduction contains a thesis Or summary,
and tight transitions connect baragraphs. The conclusion restates the
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thesis or provides a summary, with no new, unsupported

introduced. Generally, the paper contains a thesis tal(ing1 a stlrgofr)l;g
persuasive position (Bander, 1978; Hinds, 19893é819§]7n;a11(12§ zjgr: Hank,
1 ; i, 1989; Reid, 1 ; ,
1987; Kobayashi, 1984; Leki, ' - )
1982). In contrast, Japanese writers. perhaps unconsciously influence

i i - -ten-ketsu
by traditional Japanese rhetorical patterns like ki-shoo-te

. - Jeas
(introduction-follow up-change-conclusion), tend to develop idea

i i i ' s. The
inductively, placing their main point later 1n th;xr e§s?yfView
’ . . . . n O ,
' i without stating a specific po1
introduction presents the topic | : o
and paragraphs are connected relatively loosely. The conclusnzln; o
. i xpanded 1
i i nclude a summary and/or an €
an ending point, and may 1 e
i ally, more is left up
1 lution to a problem). Generally,
(e.g. a suggestion for so P , -
to ihe reader, with no strong position advocated (Hinds, 1983,
1990; Kobayashi, 1984; Mok, 1992). s
In a study comparing evaluations by four groups
i 1 nese
(inexperienced and experienced Japanese university students, nga ¢
i ' inne
English teachers, and native English teachers), Kébayashx and e
(1993) found that on an analytic topic (i.e. the dnsadvamageshotoricai
the inexperienced students tended to prefer the Japanesz ;:: e
i 1 hers, who tended to
d to the native English teac ,
e menonn pat ' nd the Japanese
i he experienced students a
the American pattern, and t pane
teachers. who tended to fall in between the first two groups. Specifically,
’ . . . Sa
a number of the inexperienced students criticized the Amencan.es thy
. . . .
for including the main point in the introduction and agam. in
1 g too
conclusion, which they perceived as redundant, and for taking 0
one-sided a stand, thus creating a lack of balance. In comra4st, :
— , ce
native speakers and many of the Japanese teachers and experien
I atures as
students criticized the Japanese rhetorical pattern for such fetzlxtu o
i i nd n
not including a thesis statement in the introductory paragraph a
t=]
i i lusion.
taking a stand in the conc | .
Finally, Hinds (1992) demonstrates specifically how Japande S
' . . . r
readers can find coherence in text that 1s incoherent for English reade
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of the translation. Without the native English speakers’ strong

expectations for the introduction-body-conclusion schema, Japanese
readers are freer to make the necessary connections to make sense of
the passage. Specific factors include a heavy reliance on the title to
clarify the purpose of the paper, tolerance for placement of the summary
statement in the middle, and acceptance of additional specific support
for the summary placed in the end position.

Implications and Applications

As pointed out by Hinds (1990), the purpose of writing can vary
greatly across cultures. English readers usually expect the purpose to
be to persuade or to convince the reader of the writer's position,
whereas readers in other languages. including Japanese, Korean,
Chinese, and Thai, generally expect the purpose to be “to introduce a
set of observations loosely related to a general topic” in order to allow
the reader “to sort and evaluate these observations”—ultimately “‘getting
readers to think for themselves, to consider the observations made,
and to draw their own conclusions” about something they may not
have thought about before (p. 99).

Failure to meet readers’ expectations will result in judgments of
incoherence, resulting in evaluation as poor quality writing, as shown
by Hinds (1983). One obvious implication is that raising Japanese and
English students’ awareness of the differences in reader expectations
across cultures should improve their ability to meet the expectations
of their readers, thus leading to better evaluations of their writing.
Further, if native-like proficiency in the L2 rhetorical pattern is a goal,
then, as suggested by Hinkel (1994), “detailed familiarity with
Aristotelian logic and rationality” (p- 374) may be helpful for Japanese
EFL students. By the same token, instruction in the Confucian-Taoist
tradition may prove beneficial for English JSL students.

Teachers of English to Japanese students can help them recognize

features of the English rhetorical pattern, including a thesis located in




14 Carol Rinnert . - -
the introduction, support for the thesis elaborated with specifics in

body, a tight logical connection betweenhpgragraphs, and a conclusion
o the introduction and thesis.
" rlifrj:ybssl;élpful for teachers to realize that many J apanef:§z sn:dzr;tcsi
tend to prefer inductive (i.e. specific to geperal) (?rder1ng of 1 eal(,)go)
balanced, rather than one-sided presentation of ideas gHarder. ' an
and that they are critical of what they see as redun@ancy n the Amt;n:he
pattern when the thesis appears in both the mtroduf:uon’ an
conclusion (Kobayashi & Rinnert, 1993). Although 11Ft1e 1s kngwarl
about the evaluation of Japanese writing with an English rﬁetor‘lzal
organizational pattern, based on the research .on effects of ruet(;r(;g4
patterns on L1 and L2 readers’ comprehension (e.g. ACar_re » 1934,
Connor, 1985; Eggington, 1987), we can infer that 51m11§r mstguctllic:;l
in Japanese rhetorical conventions sholtllld prove beneficial to Eng
erhaps writers as well.
o ii?;idzrlgigical tIZ)ol, providing students VT/i[h short sample essayz
that demonstrate contrasting L1 and L2 rhetorical features has proAve1
helpful in raising Japanese ESL students’ awareness of the rhgtorlct:r:lle
conventions of American English (Hinkel, 1994). By extensTon,JSL
same technique should prove useful in teaching native English

students to write effectively in Japanese.

Conclusion

As fascinating as cross-cultural differences may bg, one of t;et
most rewarding aspects of studying them 18 chen the dxscoveryht a
there are deeper similarities underlying the differences. If the.y avi
looked far enough beyond the surface, many of my sFudems wnvo staral
by studying differences across cultures come to realize tha.t umversS
human needs and desires are served by the sgrface d1fferen§e;
Ultimately, we are all seeking smooth social interaction and Iharmomoun
relations in oral communication, and a meaningful connection betwee

ol
T
-
o
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the writer and the reader in written communication. Through research
on culturally influenced communication patterns, we can gain the

necessary insight to cross the barriers and establish solid understanding
between members of our different cultures.
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